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   Shortly after his arrival in the small town of Porterville, Texas, Jack Nelson meets a stranger who claims that they've been friends for over a month. A waitress in the diner across the street from his motel recognizes Jack and tells him he's been eating at her restaurant for two months.
 
   When Jack discovers irrefutable evidence that most of his memories are false, he begins to suspect that he's a subject of a mind-manipulation experiment conducted by a secret organization. What he doesn't realize is that the motel he's staying at is owned by a powerful evil entity thriving on death and human suffering. He also doesn't know that everyone who left this place ended up committing suicide.
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   What did he forget? Why did he forget it?
 
   Did he kill Alice? 
 
   Did he kill anyone else?
 
   The problem was, these were the wrong questions. Only someone from the outside could come up with the right questions.
 
   All those inside were lost for good.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Porterville Police Department, November 4th 
 
    
 
   “Do you have any evidence that your friend was murdered?” Feeney asked.
 
   “He wasn’t suicidal,” Jack replied. “Why would he bang his head on the door?”
 
   “You’re a cop, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But you don’t trust cops?”
 
   “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “You seem to question the sheriff’s department’s integrity.”
 
   “I just want justice for Reginald.”
 
   “I understand.” The police chief leaned back in his chair. “Since your friend died in a cell, there’s probably surveillance footage of what happened to him. I’m going to look at it and see if he really killed himself.”
 
   “That would be great.”
 
   “Can I take a look at your badge, please?”
 
   Jack nodded. “Sure.” He placed his badge on the desk in front of the police chief.
 
   Feeney scrutinized the face of the badge for a while, then turned the badge over, and examined the other side. 
 
   “Have you seen this?” He gave the badge back to Jack, the reverse side up. 
 
   Jack scanned the badge and, having found nothing of interest, asked, “What do you want me to see?”
 
   “Read what it says at the bottom.”
 
   At the bottom of the badge, printed in a small font were three words: “Made in China.”
 
   “I don’t know how they do things in New Mexico, but our badges are made in the good old U.S. of A.” Feeney cocked his head. His eyes continued to be cold and indifferent.
 
   “What are you trying to say?” 
 
   Jack had a queer feeling in his stomach.
 
   “I’m not trying to say anything. I’m just pointing out that your badge was made in China, that’s all.”
 
   “Are you saying it’s fake?”
 
   Feeney shrugged. “I have no idea if it’s fake. To tell you the truth, I don’t care.”
 
   “I assure you my badge is not fake.”
 
   “I know one way to confirm it. Let’s call the Albuquerque police department and ask them.”
 
   Jack smiled wryly, put the badge in his pants pocket, and said, Let’s do it some other time. I have to go.” He rose from the chair. 
 
   Jack had a weird metallic taste in his mouth as he walked to his car. He suspected his face was as red as a tomato. He felt like a student whose pants had fallen down in front of the class.
 
   He asked himself if he regretted coming to Porterville. The answer was no.
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   Fifteen days earlier
 
    
 
   The elaborate sign at the entrance to the driveway read: “Blue Star Motel. 49.99 per person. Weekly rates available. Air conditioned. Free Cable TV and HBO. Pool.” The words “Blue Star Motel” were made of neon lights. 
 
   Jack was in Porterville, a small Texas town on Interstate 20, with a population of about thirteen thousand. It took him seven hours to get here from Albuquerque, and he was exhausted.
 
   Weekly rates available.
 
   Who would want to stay for more than a week at a motel in a small provincial town like Porterville? He did not think it was tourists. 
 
   Business travelers? He doubted that.
 
   Jack pulled into a parking space near the office and switched off the engine.
 
   Local residents that couldn’t afford an apartment? Highly unlikely. An average one-bedroom apartment here probably went for four, maybe five hundred a month.
 
   He wiggled his toes and tilted his head from side to side, stretching his neck muscles.
 
   Alice. Let’s call her.
 
   Searching for his cellphone, Jack patted his jacket and pants pockets, then checked the center console and the driver’s door storage compartment. The phone was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps it had fallen into the gap between the seat and the center console. He would look for it later.
 
   He got out of the car and headed for the office. When he was a few yards from the door, a short-haired man in blue jeans and a black fleece pullover waved at him and said, “Hey, you’re back?” 
 
   Jack was going to ask what the man meant by his question, but then changed his mind. The guy must have confused him with someone else. To avoid further questions, Jack hummed affirmatively and nodded.
 
   “See you later,” the man said, and continued on his way.
 
   The only person in the office was a desk clerk, who was a thin, wiry man in his late twenties, with bangs. His name tag read “Leo.” The guy’s hollow-cheeked face looked very familiar, and Jack quickly figured out why: the clerk resembled a bit actor Jack had seen in a couple of movies. Jack could recall neither the actor’s name nor the titles of the movies.
 
   What if he is that actor?
 
   That would be amusing.
 
   By the way, he should call Amy and let her know that he had gotten safely to Porterville.
 
   “Hello,” the desk clerk said. “How can I help you?”
 
   “I’m looking for Alice Briggs,” Jack said. “Could you tell me what room she is in?”
 
   Leo pondered his request for a second and then said, “I don’t think I’m allowed to give you this kind of information.”
 
   “It’s okay. I’m a cop.”
 
   “Are you from Porterville?”
 
   Jack shook his head.
 
   “Are you from Abilene?”
 
   “No. I’m from Albuquerque.”
 
   “Albuquerque?” Leo furrowed his forehead. “Can I see your badge?”
 
   “Sure.” Jack reached into his inner jacket pocket and produced his badge.
 
   Staring at the badge, the desk clerk said, “Okay, let me check.”
 
   He turned to the computer monitor on the desk and punched a few buttons on the keyboard. “How do you spell her last name?”
 
   “B-r-i-g-g-s.”
 
   “Briggs,” Leo muttered as he entered the name into the computer. After he cleared his throat, he announced, “She’s in Room 235.”
 
   “Can you call her room?”
 
   “Yes.” Leo picked up the receiver, handed it to Jack, and dialed the number.
 
   Jack listened to the ringing for about twenty seconds and then asked, “Are you sure you dialed the right number?”
 
   “Yes. I can redial if you want.”
 
   “Yes, please do that.”
 
   The second attempt yielded the same result as the first. Jack gave the receiver back to the clerk and glanced at his watch. It was a quarter past five. 
 
   Alice must have gone out to buy something to eat.
 
   “Would you like a room, sir?” Leo asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How many guests?”
 
   “Just me.”
 
   “Please fill this out.” Leo put a registration card on the counter in front of Jack. “How long do you plan to stay here?”
 
   “A couple of days.”
 
   While Jack wrote his last name on the registration form, a slender young woman with auburn hair entered the office. She had expressive eyes and a chiseled nose, her cheeks were pale and thin. She seemed preoccupied with something.
 
   “Are there any messages for Room 202?” the woman asked.
 
   Jack resumed filling out the registration card.
 
   After about ten seconds, the desk clerk replied, “No messages, ma’am.”
 
   “Thank you.” The woman looked at Jack and forced a smile. “Hi.”
 
   “Hi,” Jack replied.
 
   Then the woman left the office.
 
   “Can I have your credit card?” Leo said.
 
   “Sure.” Jack gave the desk clerk his Visa card and showed him his driver’s license. Leo ran the card through the machine and returned it to Jack. 
 
   When Jack touched his credit card, he had a distinct feeling of déjà vu, which was easy to explain: this was not the first time he had checked into a motel.
 
   “Room 152.” The desk clerk handed Jack the keycard and grabbed the registration form. 
 
   Before he went to his room, Jack spent half a minute standing in the parking lot, breathing fresh air and surveying the area.
 
   The motel consisted of four separate two-story wings set around a square courtyard, in the center of which was a kidney-shaped swimming pool. The pool was empty. Though not stylish and posh, the Blue Star Motel seemed to be a clean, well-maintained place.
 
   Entering his room, Jack reminded himself to give his wife a call. 
 
   There were two queen-size beds in the room, which were covered with a kitschy patchwork spread. On the nightstand sat a lamp with a bell shade and a beige pushbutton phone. The furniture was simple and devoid of any character—exactly the sort of furniture you expected to find in a small town motel.
 
   Jack walked up to the desk, placed his hands on his hips, and wondered what he would see if he illuminated the bed, the floor, and the walls with one of those ultraviolet lamps crime scene investigators used to detect bodily fluids.
 
   Semen. Lots and lots of semen.
 
   Jack snickered.
 
   He eased onto the bed closest to the window, and pulled the nightstand drawer open. The drawer was empty except for a lightly used paperback copy of the Bible. He shut the drawer and then, following the instructions on the phone, called Alice’s room. No one answered.
 
   After washing his face, Jack changed his shirt and went to his car to look for the cellphone. He searched the car for ten minutes before he gave up. His phone was gone. Puzzled by the disappearance of the cellphone, he returned to his room and lay down on the bed.
 
   When was the last time he had used his cell?
 
   When was the last time he had seen it?
 
   Jack remembered seeing the cell in the center console of his car when he had stopped at a gas station a few miles from Porterville. Had he taken the phone out of the car? No, he hadn’t, if memory served him right. 
 
   Could someone have stolen the cell from his car while he was pumping gas? Jack had read about thieves snatching women’s purses from cars with unlocked doors at gas stations, so this theory was quite plausible.
 
   Well, if the phone had been filched, it was gone for good. 
 
   Hopefully, it would pop up one day, like many other things he had misplaced in the past.
 
   He switched on the heater, then undressed and took a shower. After he toweled himself dry, he called Alice’s room again. No one picked up the phone. 
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   At half past six, when his stomach began to growl with hunger, Jack went to the office and asked the desk clerk where the closest restaurant was.
 
   “There’s a diner next to the motel,” Leo said. “It’s nothing fancy, but the food is good.”
 
   “Okay. Thanks for the information.”
 
   “You’re welcome, sir.” The desk clerk smiled.
 
   The diner was called Bonanza. It was situated across the street from the motel and was open from 8 am to 9 pm on Sunday through Thursday and from 8 am to 10 pm on Fridays and Saturdays. The letters on its sign were rendered in the Coffee Tin font, which had been popular in the Old West. Inside the restaurant, the walls were decorated with Wild West “wanted” posters that were made to look vintage.
 
   After studying the menu for a minute, Jack decided that he would have a chicken-fried steak and a chef’s salad.
 
   “How are you doing, sir?” a waitress said, her pen hovering over her notepad. Her name tag read “Chloe.”
 
   “I’m fine, thank you.”
 
   “Will you have your usual?”
 
   Jack gave the waitress a curious look and then said, with a half-smile, “It depends on what you think it is.”
 
   “A chicken-fried steak and a chef’s salad?”
 
   Still smiling, Jack said, “Are you a mind reader?”
 
   The waitress chuckled, saying nothing.
 
   “Yes, I’ll have my usual.”
 
   It must have been a lucky guess. What other rational explanation could there be?
 
   On the wall in front of him hung a “wanted” poster that offered a thirty-five-hundred-dollar reward for Butch Cassidy. While he waited for his order, Jack got the feeling that he had seen this poster—this particular poster—before. He assumed his memory played a trick on him.
 
   The chicken-fried steak turned out to be much better than he had expected. In fact, he would have gone as far as to say it was delicious. He had eaten half of it when a man in a gray long-sleeved shirt and blue jeans sat down on the chair to his left and said, “How are you doing, Jack?”
 
   Then the man held out his hand for a handshake. 
 
    “I’m fine.” Jack shook the man’s hand. “I’m sorry, what’s your name again?”
 
   “Is it a joke?” The man smiled. “Why didn’t you drop by my room? I’ve been waiting for you, man.”
 
   “Do I know you?”
 
   “Yes, you do. Scott. My name’s Scott.”
 
   “How do I know you?” Jack asked.
 
   Peering at Scott’s face, Jack suddenly remembered: it was the guy who had asked him if he was back at the motel.
 
   Jack could smell onions on the man’s breath.
 
   “We drank together several times.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “In the bars, in my room. We were in The Red Lantern last Sunday. We’re staying at the same motel, remember?” Scott narrowed his eyes. “Is your name Jack?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you’re staying at Blue Star?”
 
   “Yes.” Jack drank some water from the glass and said, “I saw you at the motel. But I think you’re confusing me with someone else. I was not in The Red Lantern last Sunday.”
 
   He figured that The Red Lantern was a bar.
 
   “Of course you were. We go there every weekend.”
 
   “Every weekend? Was I there the weekend before last?”
 
   “Yes, you were.”
 
   “Did I drink?”
 
   “You sure did.”
 
   His hand curled around the glass, Jack gave Scott an intent look. “Here’s the thing, Scott. I arrived in Porterville today.”
 
   “Today?”
 
   “We never drank together.”
 
   Scott wrinkled his forehead in thought. “Your last name is Nelson, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes, it is.”
 
   “You’re from Albuquerque, right?”
 
   Jack nodded.
 
   Scott let out a puzzled grunt and scratched his stubbled chin. “Are you playing a joke on me? It’s a stupid joke.” Then he added, “Well, it’s kind of funny.” 
 
   What if it’s true, Jack thought lazily. What if we did drink together in The Red Lantern last Sunday?
 
   But that was nonsense, of course.
 
   How did Scott know his name? How did Scott know he was from Albuquerque?
 
   He might have gotten all this information from the desk clerk.  
 
   “When did we first meet?” Jack asked.
 
   “About a month ago.”
 
   “A month? Are you saying that you’ve been staying at Blue Star for a month?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “What do you mean, why?” 
 
   “What are you doing in Porterville?”
 
   “I’m working on a business deal.”
 
   “What kind of business deal?”
 
   Jack realized he had no use for this information, but asked the question anyway. 
 
   “I wish I could tell you. It’s a military contract.” 
 
   “And I’ve been in Porterville this entire month?”
 
   “Well, it was either you or your twin brother. Do you have a twin brother?”
 
   Jack shook his head. “I don’t have a twin brother.”
 
   “I don’t know what to tell you. Maybe you have amnesia. Did you get into an accident in the last four hours?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Did someone hit you on the head?”
 
   Jack looked into Scott’s eyes to see if he was being serious. Scott did not seem to be kidding.
 
   “No, I don’t have amnesia,” Jack said firmly. “I came to Porterville a few hours ago.”
 
   “Okay, if you say so.” Scott started drumming his fingers on the table. “You want to go to a bar tonight?”
 
   Jack was too tired to go out tonight, but he liked Scott’s idea. “How about tomorrow night?”
 
   “Okay. Let’s do it tomorrow.”
 
   “What room are you staying in?”  
 
   “One thirty eight. Let’s meet at eight. Can you meet at eight?”
 
   “Yes. Where are you from?”
 
   “Omaha.” Scott glanced at his watch. “I gotta go, man. See you later.”
 
   He stood up and headed for the exit.
 
   As Jack watched Scott go, he discovered part of him believed the Omaha man’s claim that they had been drinking buddies for a month.
 
   It’s called schizophrenia, my friend. I know when I came to Porterville. I’ve never had a drink with this guy.
 
   He ate the rest of his dinner, debating whether he should buy a new cellphone.
 
   When Jack returned to his room, he decided to call Alice’s cell. 
 
   Lifting the receiver, he realized that he did not remember Alice’s cellphone number. The last time he had dialed her number must have been four years ago, when he had entered it into the memory of his cell. He put down the receiver, sat motionlessly for a few seconds, and then took a pen and a notepad from his jacket pockets.   
 
   Come to think of it, he did not remember his wife’s cellphone number, either. Well, that’s the price you pay for convenience.
 
   On the notepad, he wrote ten digits, which he thought could be Alice’s number. He was hoping that his subconsciousness, where Alice’s cellphone number he supposed was stored, would guide his hand. Then he wrote another version of the number. Then two more versions.
 
   He dialed the numbers in the order in which he had written them. His first call was answered after the second ring.
 
   “Hello,” a man’s voice said.
 
   “Hello. Can I talk to Alice?” 
 
   “Wrong number.” The man hung up.
 
   The second call went straight to voice mail. The third number was not in service.
 
   A woman answered when he dialed the fourth version of Alice’s number. 
 
   “You got the wrong number, honey,” she said. “This is Monique.”
 
   Jack apologized, replaced the receiver in the cradle, and crossed out all the numbers except for the second one. He intended to try the second number again after dinner: its voice mail had an automated greeting, and as far as he remembered, Alice’s voice mail also had an automated greeting.
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   At a quarter past nine, Jack called Alice’s room. He listened to the ringing for half a minute and then hung up. A few minutes later he put on his coat and went to Alice’s room. Even though her window was dark, Jack decided to knock on the door anyway, thinking that Alice might be asleep in bed. 
 
   No one answered the door. He knocked again.
 
   Where could she be? 
 
   There were a number of possibilities. She could be in a movie theater, or at a grocery store, or in a bar, or at a fast food restaurant.
 
   The door remained unanswered.
 
   She might be having a one-night stand.
 
   The thought of Alice having sex with a random guy made Jack warm inside.
 
   Jack cast a glance at the parking lot and then headed back to his room. It did not cross his mind that Alice might be dead.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
    
 
   1
 
   While taking a shower the next morning, Jack tried to remember what kind of car Alice drove. He was absolutely sure it was white and had four doors. As for the make, he believed it was either an Acura or a Toyota.
 
   On the way to Bonanza, he scanned the parking spaces within ten yards of Alice’s room and found one white Acura. However, it had a Texas license plate.
 
   When Jack took the first bite of his omelette, he heard a woman’s voice, “May I sit with you?”
 
   It was the woman that had come to the motel office to ask about messages. Jack nodded, and said, “Sure.”
 
   Then he thought: many, if not most, of the diner’s customers must be guests of the Blue Star Motel.
 
   The woman sat down across the table from him and opened the menu.
 
   “My name’s Jennifer,” she said. 
 
   Jack finished chewing the meat he had in his mouth and replied, “Jack Nelson.”
 
   “I’m from Phoenix.”
 
   “Albuquerque.”
 
   Chloe, the waitress, took Jennifer’s order and left.
 
   “Leo told me you’re a cop,” Jennifer said. “Is that true?”
 
   “Leo, the desk clerk?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are you friends with him?”
 
   “He’s just an acquaintance.”
 
   Jack bobbed his head. “Yes, I’m a cop.”
 
   “Are you married?”
 
   Jack glanced at his left hand and was surprised to find that his wedding ring was gone. He did not remember when he had taken it off. And he had no idea where he had put it.
 
   “Yes, I am.”
 
   Jack peeked at Jennifer’s left hand. She was wearing a wedding ring.
 
   “I see you’re married, too,” he said.
 
   “Yes, I am.”
 
   “Are you here with your husband?”
 
   After a hesitation, Jennifer nodded. “Yes.”
 
   The waitress brought Jennifer’s order, vegetable omelette, and she started eating.
 
   Where was her husband? Why had she chosen his table when there were empty tables available?
 
   Perhaps she didn’t like eating alone.
 
   “Why did you become a cop?” Jennifer asked.
 
   “It was my childhood dream. I watched a lot of Miami Vice.”
 
   “Do you have children?”
 
   “No. Do you?”
 
   “We have a son. He’s six. My mother-in-law is looking after him while we’re gone.”
 
   Jack pointed his fork at Jennifer’s plate and asked, “Is it good?”
 
   “It’s all right. What room are you in?”
 
   “One fifty two. How long have you been at the Blue Star Motel?”
 
   “Eleven days.”
 
   “Are you visiting family?”
 
   “No, we’re just passing through.”
 
   “Where are you headed?”
 
   “Birmingham. I love road trips. Do you?”
 
   “They’re fun.” Jack took a sip of soda from his glass. “So you’ve been in Porterville for eleven days? Aren’t you bored?”
 
   “It’s a long story.” Jennifer sighed. 
 
   Jack could tell that something was bothering her, but he elected not to bring up this subject for fear of seeming nosy. 
 
   His gaze fell on Jennifer’s purse, which lay on the table.
 
   “Do you have a cellphone?” he asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can I borrow it for a minute? I’ve misplaced mine.”
 
   “Sure.” Jennifer fished her cell from her purse and gave it to Jack.
 
   “Thank you.” Jack pulled out the sheet of paper with what he thought was Alice’s number and opened the dial pad on Jennifer’s cell.
 
   “Are you calling your wife?”
 
   Jack shook his head.
 
   He should call Amy as soon as possible and let her know that he was fine. She must be worried about him.
 
   I’m a terrible husband.
 
   He should do his best to remember Amy’s cellphone number or their home number today.
 
   The call went straight to voice mail again.
 
   Jack returned the cellphone to Jennifer.
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   One hour after breakfast, thinking it was time to change pants, Jack opened his suitcase and took out a pair of black jeans. Then he put on the jeans, hung his old pants on the wall rack, and zipped up the suitcase. When he stuck his hand in his right jeans pocket, his fingers felt a small circular object.  
 
   It was his wedding ring. Jack slipped it on his finger and folded his arms on his chest.
 
   When was the last time he had worn these jeans? As far as he remembered, it was a couple of weeks before he had left for Porterville.
 
   Did it mean that he had taken off the ring back in Albuquerque? Why would he have done that?
 
   Was he sure that he hadn’t put on these jeans since arriving in Porterville?
 
   Yes, he was one hundred percent sure of it.
 
   Jack walked up to the desk and grabbed a bottle of water, which was sitting there.
 
   He had probably taken the ring off when he had been about to get into the hot tub at Larry Hoddenfield’s place. He must have been afraid that the ring would slip off.
 
   Jack was satisfied with this explanation.
 
   In his opinion, this matter was not worth spending any more mental energy on.
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   No one joined him at the table while he ate his lunch. He glanced around a few times, looking for Jennifer, purely out of boredom and curiosity. As he walked back to the motel, an idea came to him: he could send his wife an email instead of calling her. He hoped Porterville had an internet café.
 
   Jack went to the motel office straight from the diner. When he entered, Leo, the desk clerk, was sitting behind the counter, reading Outdoor Life. Pictured on the cover of the magazine was a black bear standing on all fours.
 
   “Is there an internet café in Porterville?” Jack asked.
 
   Leo shrugged. “I don’t know. But we have free Wi-Fi for guests here. I can give you the password, if you want.”
 
   “I didn’t bring my laptop with me.”
 
   “Oh, I see. What do you need the internet for, if you don’t mind me asking?”
 
   “I want to print a picture of a friend of mine.” After a pause, Jack added, “She’s staying at your motel.”
 
   “Is it that woman you were looking for the other day?”
 
   “Yes. Alice Briggs. Room 235. I still can’t find her.”
 
   “Really?” Leo drew his brows together. 
 
   “Can you tell me if she checked out?”
 
   “Just a minute.” Leo checked the computer records and said, “No, she’s still here.”
 
   Jack was sure they had an internet café in Abilene, but he had no desire to spend an hour driving just to print a photo. 
 
   “Do you have a computer I can use for five minutes?”
 
   “You can ask the general manager. He has a computer in his office.”
 
   “All right. I’ll do just that.”
 
   “His name’s Brian. Let me show you where his office is.”
 
   Leo came out from behind the counter, motioned Jack to follow him, and opened the door to the left of the entrance, which had an “employees only” sign on it. Pointing toward the end of the well-lit hallway behind the door, the desk clerk said, “His office is the third door on the right.”
 
   “Thank you.” Jack started down the corridor.
 
   What about a library? Chances were there was one in Porterville. Virtually all libraries had public computers with Internet access, so if the general manager refused to help him, he would go to the city library. Problem solved!
 
   The plate on the third door on the right read “GENERAL MANAGER.” Jack knocked. A few seconds passed; there was no answer. Jack knocked again, then tried to open the door and found that it was locked. 
 
   He could wait here for the general manager, or he could go to the library. The question was: was the general manager on the premises?
 
   As Jack considered his options, he heard a man’s voice: “Can I help you?”
 
   Jack turned his head toward the voice and saw a tall brown-haired man with smiling eyes and a neatly groomed Van Dyke beard. He had a surprisingly smooth forehead, which was probably the result of cosmetic surgery or Botox injections. Jack estimated him to be in his mid-forties.
 
   Jack was surprised he hadn’t noticed the guy earlier.
 
   “Are you looking for Brian?” The man spoke with a soft Southern accent.
 
   “I’m looking for the general manager.”
 
   “Are you selling something?”
 
   “No. Do you know where the general manager is?”
 
   “He’s in Abilene. He should be back at four. Maybe I can help you.”
 
   “Do you work here?”
 
   “My name’s Joe Carpenter. I’m the owner of this place. So what can I do you for?”
 
   “Could you let me use your computer for a minute? A friend of mine is missing, and I need to print her picture.”
 
   “Missing?” Joe seemed to be trying to frown. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
 
   “Would you be so kind as to let me use your computer? I’m Jack Nelson, by the way.”
 
   “You have her picture on that memory stick thingy?”
 
   “I have it in my email.” Jack withdrew his badge and showed it to Joe. “I’m a cop, so you have nothing to worry about, Mister Carpenter.”
 
   “A cop? Dang it! I was beginning to like you, buddy.” Joe laughed. “I’m kidding.” He clapped Jack on the shoulder. “Okay, Jack, you can use my computer. Just stay away from those virus sites.”
 
   Joe’s office, which was adjacent to the general manager’s, was small and minimalist. It was dominated by a wooden pedestal desk, in front of which stood two client chairs. There were no paintings, or pictures, or any other decorations on the walls. The shelves of the plywood bookcase on the left side of the room were filled with gray and black binders. Jack noted the location of the printer, which sat on the side table next to the desk.
 
   Joe settled into the leather executive chair behind his desk and opened his laptop.
 
   “Where are you from, Jack?” Joe asked, entering the password.
 
   “Albuquerque.”
 
   Joe turned his laptop around and pushed it closer to Jack. “I have a couple of friends there.” 
 
   “Have you been to Albuquerque?” 
 
   “Yep. A few times. It’s a beautiful city.”
 
   “Yes, it is.” Jack scanned the desktop for an Internet browser icon.
 
   “How do you like our town?”
 
   “It’s all right.”
 
   “It’s a great place to live. None of that big-city bullshit.” Joe crossed his legs. “I read about this guy in Los Angeles. He was charged as a sex offender for peeing in the bushes. Can you imagine that? They put him in prison for peeing in the bushes. That would never happen here in Porterville.”
 
   Jack opened the browser and typed in the web address of his email service provider.
 
   “Are you sure your friend’s gone missing?” Joe asked.
 
   “She hasn’t been in her room since yesterday.”
 
   “Yesterday? It’s too early to panic, if you ask me.”
 
   “I suppose you could say that.” Jack logged into his email account.
 
   “Maybe she went hunting? Does she hunt?”
 
   “Hunting?”
 
   “There are a whole bunch of things you can hunt around here. Deer, wild hogs, turkey, quail. I am what you call a hunting enthusiast.”
 
   “I don’t think Alice hunts.”
 
   “Maybe she decided to try. You know what they say: there’s always a first time for everything.”
 
   “You might be right.”
 
   Jack thought for a moment and decided to email Amy after he found Alice’s photo.
 
   The more he and Joe talked about Alice, the more he became convinced something bad had happened to her.
 
   “It’s a lot of fun, I’ll tell you. And not just for men.”
 
   Joe scratched his neck. Only now did Jack see that the big ring on his right hand was a Dallas Cowboys championship ring.
 
   “That’s a nice ring you got there,” Jack said. “Is it real?”
 
   “Of course it’s real.”
 
   “What year?”
 
   “Seventy seven. I paid sixty grand for it.”
 
   After he did a search for “Alice Briggs,” Jack scanned the subject lines of Alice’s emails, opened the message that contained Alice’s photos, and asked, pointing at the printer on Joe’s desk, “Is it a color printer?”
 
   “Yep.” Joe nodded.
 
   “Is it okay if I print a picture?”
 
   “Sure, go ahead. You can print a dozen, if you need to.”
 
   “Thank you.” Jack opened one of Alice’s photos and sent it to the printer.
 
   Listening to the humming of the printer, he emailed a message to Alice, in which he informed her that he was in Room 152 and asked her to come over as soon as she could. Then he clicked on the Compose button, typed Amy’s email address into the recipient field, and wrote a message which read: “Honey, I’m fine. I’m in Porterville. I’m sorry I didn’t call. I lost my cell. I’ll be back in a few days. Love you. Bye, Jack.” 
 
   He sent the message, got up, and took the printouts of Alice’s photo from the printer. “Thanks a lot, Joe.”
 
   “You’re welcome. Can I take a look?”
 
   Silently, Jack gave Joe one of the photo printouts.
 
   “She’s a pretty gal.” Joe said. “Is she your girlfriend?”
 
   “No, just a friend.”
 
   Jack logged out of his email, closed the laptop, and said, “It was nice meeting you, Joe.”
 
   “I hope you find your friend real soon, buddy.”
 
   “I hope so, too.”
 
   “I’m sure she’s fine. We don’t have any serial killers or psychos around here.” Joe rested his elbows on his desk. “Maybe she found herself a man and eloped. It happens, you know.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
    
 
   1
 
   Jack called Alice’s room every hour before he headed for Scott’s room at eight o’clock. No one answered the phone.
 
   At Scott’s suggestion, they went to a downtown bar called Pete’s Pub. When they ordered their drinks, Jack gave Scott Alice’s photo and asked, “Have you seen this woman? She’s staying in Room 235.”
 
   His eyes fixed on the picture, Scott said, “Yeah, I’ve seen her. I talked to her a few times, too. I forget her name.”
 
   “When was the last time you saw her?”
 
   “A couple of weeks ago.”
 
   “Did she drink with us at The Red Lantern?”
 
   “No. Well, maybe she drank with you.” Scott froze for a second and then raised his index finger. “Maybe she gave you roofies. You know what roofies do? They cause amnesia.”
 
   “Did you see me talking to her?”
 
   Scott shook his head. “What’s her name?”
 
   “Alice.”
 
   “So you’re friends with her?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did you hook up with her?” Scott cracked a smile. “She’s cute.”
 
   “No, we’re just friends.” Jack put Alice’s photo back in his pocket. “Do you remember what you talked to her about?”
 
   “Nothing much. Mostly about the weather. I think she said she has a brother. Why are you asking me all these questions? Can’t you ask her?”
 
   “I can’t find her. And she switched off her cell.”
 
   “That’s a bummer.”
 
   “Do you know when she arrived in Porterville?”
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   “When did you first meet her?”
 
   “A few days after I came here.” Scott leaned forward and asked in a low voice, “Did she steal something from you? Is that why she’s hiding?”
 
   “She didn’t steal anything from me. She asked me to come to Porterville to help her with a little problem.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”
 
   Jack put Alice’s picture back in his pocket and pondered Scott’s words. It had never occurred to him that Alice could be hiding from him.
 
   Why would she hide from him? After all, it was Alice who had asked him to come to Porterville. It made no sense.
 
   This explanation was not credible only if he assumed that Alice had asked him for help last Sunday and that he had arrived here yesterday. But now there was evidence that he had been in Porterville for a month. During this period, he might have already met Alice, and she might have completely changed her attitude toward him.
 
   She could be terrified of him now.
 
   I might have killed her.
 
   Jack immediately brushed the ridiculous thought aside.
 
    
 
   2
 
   The next morning, when Jack was eating his breakfast at Bonanza, Jennifer sat down at his table again. They spent ten minutes chatting about the weather, about the things they had done since they had last met, and about Halloween, which was nine days away. Then Jack said that he wanted to show Jennifer something, and pulled Alice’s picture out of his jacket pocket. 
 
   “Have you seen this woman?” He handed the photo to Jennifer. “She’s staying at our motel.”
 
   Jennifer studied Alice’s picture for half a minute, then raised her eyes, and said, “I think I saw her here at the diner.”
 
   “When did you see her?”
 
   “A week or so ago. Is she your wife?”
 
   “No. She’s a friend of mine. Did you talk to her?”
 
   “No, I didn’t. What’s her name?”
 
   “Alice.”
 
   “Are you looking for her?”
 
   “Yes. She hasn’t been in her room for almost two days.”
 
   “Two days?” Jennifer furrowed her forehead, then opened her purse and withdrew a photograph of a man in his forties. “I want to give you this.” She put the photo on the table in front of Jack.
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   “It’s my husband, Mike. He was kidnapped eleven days ago.”
 
   “Oh my God. Where?”
 
   “Here, in Porterville. It happened the day after we arrived. They took him in the parking lot of this diner while I was sitting in a booth. They pushed him into a black car. There were three of them. Three men.”
 
   “I’m really sorry to hear that.”
 
   Jack picked up the picture and stared at it for a while. Jennifer’s husband was a handsome man with a beautiful smile. When he put the photo back on the table, Jennifer said, “Please take it with you. It would be great if you showed it around.”
 
   Jack nodded and tucked the picture into his jacket pocket.
 
   “Did you report him missing to the police?”
 
   Jennifer shook her head. “I don’t trust the local police.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   After a short pause, Jennifer said, “One of the people who abducted Mike was a cop.”
 
   “How do you know it was a cop?”
 
   “He was wearing a police uniform.”
 
   Jack thought for a moment and then replied, “Could it be a fake cop?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Do you have any idea why your husband was kidnapped?”
 
   “I have several theories. They might be after ransom. Or maybe Mike was a witness to some crime they committed, and they decided to kill him.”
 
   “Have you received any ransom demands?”
 
   “No, not yet.”
 
   “Are you rich?”
 
   “No, not really. They might have thought we’re rich because we came here in a BMW.” Jennifer sighed. “You know what I’m afraid of the most? What if Mike was kidnapped by those people who harvest organs?”
 
   “Organs?”
 
   “Or by cannibals.”
 
   “Cannibals? I really doubt it. You’ve watched too many horror movies.”
 
   “Are you talking about The Hills Have Eyes?”
 
   “And a dozen of others.”
 
   Jack was going to say that Jennifer had a very active imagination, but then he figured it would only aggravate her.  
 
   “Cannibals exist in real life. They have their own forums on the Internet.”
 
   “They do?”
 
   “Yeah. They use them to look for people who want to be eaten.”
 
   Jack made a wry face. “There are people who want to be eaten?”
 
   “Yes. They’re probably insane.”
 
   “They are insane.”
 
    
 
   3
 
   When Jack returned to his room, he mulled over Jennifer’s organ harvesting theory.
 
   Could there be an organ snatching gang operating in Porterville? 
 
   Jack did not rule out such a possibility. There was probably a steady stream of travelers passing through Porterville every day. These organ traffickers would have no trouble covering up their misdeeds if they had the police on their payroll.
 
   Alice—could she have been kidnapped by the organ snatchers?
 
   Jack’s arms broke out in gooseflesh as he pictured Alice lying on a surgical table in the basement of an abandoned building.
 
   He couldn’t sit by and do nothing. He had to report Alice missing to the police.
 
   Was he jumping to conclusions? Could he be sure that Alice had ever been in Porterville? Could he be sure that Alice had asked him to come to Porterville? For all he knew, that phone conversation might have been a figment of his imagination.
 
   The motel’s records showed that Alice had checked into Room 235 and had not checked out yet. These were cold, hard facts. 
 
   There were two possible explanations for Alice’s absence: either she was hiding from him or she’d gone missing. There was no harm in reporting Alice missing, because the worst that could happen was that it would prove to be a false alarm. 
 
   He should also do something about the abduction of Jennifer’s husband. Jennifer had mentioned that one of the kidnappers was a cop. He could ask the chief of police for pictures of all police officers of the Porterville PD and then show them to Jennifer. Then he could obtain photos of all officers of the county sheriff’s department.
 
   Having grown bored with idleness, Jack was excited to get a chance to be useful.
 
   He called the Porterville police department and scheduled an appointment with the chief of police for tomorrow at eleven o’clock.
 
    
 
   4
 
   Jack was watching Family Feud, clad in a T-shirt and underpants, when he heard a noise at the door. It appeared that someone had inserted a keycard into the lock. He scrambled to the chair, grabbed his shorts, and started putting them on. His first thought was that it was a maid, but then he wondered if maids worked at such a late hour—it was past seven o’clock. 
 
   It could be an assassin sent by a drug cartel.
 
   While Jack adjusted the waistband of his shorts, the door opened, and an olive-skinned Hispanic man with a crew haircut, who seemed to be in his late twenties, entered the room. He was holding a red Adidas duffel bag in his right hand. He was unarmed.
 
   “Hey, what’s up.” The man waved to Jack.
 
   “Hello.”
 
   He might be a maintenance guy. Perhaps he came to check the plumbing or the heater.
 
   “I’m Chuck.” The man shook Jack’s hand. “I guess you’re my new roommate.” 
 
   Roommate? The desk clerk had said nothing about a roommate. 
 
   Jack wasn’t mad at the desk clerk. He was just a little surprised that the clerk had omitted this detail.
 
   “Yes, I am.” Jack got on the bed and lowered the TV volume.
 
   “I was visiting my buddy in Abilene,” Chuck said, setting the bag on the floor. “When did you arrive? Yesterday? Today?”
 
   “Two days ago. Am I on your bed?”
 
   “No. You’re fine. This is my bed.” Check pointed at the other bed. Then he looked at Jack’s suitcase, which stood by the window, and said, “Have you unpacked yet?”
 
   Jack shook his head. “No. I’m leaving in a couple of days.”
 
   “You can use the drawers on the right side if you want.” Chuck pointed at the dresser.
 
   “I’ll keep it in mind.” 
 
   “Where are you from?”
 
   “Albuquerque.”
 
   “New Mexico. That’s cool. I’m from Longview. It’s about a hundred miles east of Dallas. Do you watch CSI?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Good. I love this show. Do you watch Hell’s Kitchen?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I love it. Would you mind if I changed the channel?”
 
   “Not at all. Here you go.” Jack gave the TV remote to Chuck.
 
   “Thanks, man.” Chuck started flipping through channels. “What time do you usually go to bed?”
 
   “Around midnight.”
 
   “Cool. Me, too.” He scratched his shoulder. “Do you smoke?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you drink?”
 
   “Occasionally.”
 
   “Me, too.” The naughty smile on Chuck’s face indicated that he liked to hit the bottle.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
    
 
   1
 
   Located across the street from the City Hall, the Porterville Police Department was housed in a two-story brown brick building with two front entrances, which were decorated with beige arch canopies. Jack arrived fifteen minutes before the appointment time. At eleven o’clock, the secretary announced that the police chief was ready to see him.
 
   Chief Paul Feeney was a burly, tanned man with dark brown hair, which was slicked back from his forehead. His slightly bulging eyes were cold and indifferent. He wore too much cologne. 
 
   “Good morning, Mister Feeney.” Jack shook the police chief’s hand.
 
   “Good morning. Jack Nelson?” Feeney’s voice was low and authoritative. 
 
   “Yes.” Jack eased into a chair in front of the desk.
 
   “How can I help you?”
 
   “A friend of mine told me that her husband had been kidnapped here in Porterville. I was hoping you could help me find this man.”
 
   “What’s your friend’s name?”
 
   “She prefers to remain anonymous.”
 
   “Really? Did the kidnappers tell her not to contact the police?”
 
   “I believe so.”
 
   Feeney crossed his arms on his chest and said, “Okay. So what do you want us to do? How much are they asking for, by the way?”
 
   “I don’t have this information.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “It would be great if you gave me photos of your police officers.”
 
   “What do you want my guys’ pictures for?”
 
   “We have reason to believe that a police officer is involved in the kidnapping.”
 
   Feeney raised an eyebrow. “It’s impossible.”
 
   “All I need is the photos. I’ll bring them back to you tomorrow morning. You can trust me, I’m a cop myself.” Jack produced his badge, glad to find an excuse to do it.
 
   Looking at the badge, Feeney said, “You’re from Albuquerque?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’ve been there once. It’s a nice place.” Feeney picked up a cup of coffee from the side table and took a sip from it.
 
   “So, can I have the pictures?”
 
   Feeney tapped his fat fingers on his desk. “What evidence do you have that a police officer is involved in this?”
 
   “My friend saw a cop among the kidnappers.”
 
   “It was probably a fake cop. It’s not that hard to find a police uniform.”
 
   “It might be a real cop, too.”
 
   Why was Feeney so reluctant to provide the photos? Was it because he suspected that some of his subordinates were dirty?
 
   “Honestly, I have a hard time buying her story. Porterville is a safe town. I can’t remember the last time someone got kidnapped here. Why did you believe her?” 
 
   “I don’t see why she would lie about something like that.”
 
   “Is she from Albuquerque?”
 
   “She’s from Phoenix.”
 
   Feeney took another sip from his cup. “People can lie about anything. You know it as well as I do. Maybe she’s crazy.” Feeney leaned back in his chair and raised his chin. “There are a lot of crazy people out there, Jack.”
 
   Jack did not disagree with him about this.
 
   “I think she’s telling the truth.”
 
   It was clear that Feeney was not going to give him the pictures no matter how hard he begged.
 
   “Would you mind if she looked at the photos here at the department?” Jack asked.
 
   Feeney considered for a moment, then nodded. “All right. We’ll show her the pictures. I’ll instruct my people to arrange this. What’s your number?” He picked up the pen.
 
   “You can call my motel room. I’m staying at the Blue Star Motel, Room 152.”
 
   Feeney wrote down the name of the motel in his notebook. “Can I have your cellphone number?” 
 
   “I lost my cell.”
 
   “Is this woman staying with you at the motel?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Where is she staying?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   After a pause, Feeney said, “Can you give me her phone number?”
 
   “I don’t know it.”
 
   What did Feeney need Jennifer’s number for? For some reason, Jack doubted the chief’s intentions were completely pure (which was why he hadn’t told Feeney where Jennifer was staying).
 
   “Okay.” The police chief dropped his pen on his desk. “We’ll be in touch, Jack. Have a nice day.” 
 
    
 
   2
 
   Jack left his room for Bonanza at half past one. While he read the menu, he came up with another explanation for Alice’s disappearance: it was possible that Alice was hiding from the people who were after her. She probably believed that they had found out where she was staying.
 
   Who could these people be?
 
   The cops, the mob, a bounty hunter, or a loan shark, for example.
 
   Perhaps these people were the reason she’d asked him to come to Porterville: she wanted him to help get them off her back.
 
   Jack wished he had brought his pistol with him.
 
   When they had talked on the phone, Alice had provided no details about the problem she needed his help with. What kind of trouble could she be in? 
 
   Did she owe money to gangsters? Was she a suspect in a crime? Had she screwed up a drug deal?
 
   It must be very serious, if she had decided to leave Albuquerque.
 
   She might have murdered someone. Or she might have stolen from the Mexican Mafia. 
 
   Or her boyfriend might have stolen from the Mexican Mafia.
 
   “Are you ready to order, sir?” the waitress asked.
 
   It was Chloe. As soon as Jack saw her face, an idea occurred to him.
 
   “Is your name Chloe?” he said.
 
   “Yes, I’m Chloe.” The waitress smiled.
 
   “My name’s Jack. Can I ask you a question?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “You work here almost every day, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   “And you know what I like to have for dinner, right?”
 
   “I have a good memory.”
 
   “You’ve served me many times, haven’t you?”
 
   “Yes.” Chloe glanced at her notepad.
 
   “How long have I been coming to this place?”
 
   “I started working here two and a half months ago, and you were one of my first customers.”
 
   “So I’ve been coming to Bonanza for at least two and a half months?”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “Okay. Thanks a lot. That’s all I wanted to know. I’ll have spaghetti with meat sauce.”
 
   Was spaghetti with meat sauce what he usually had for lunch at Bonanza? Jack doubted it: yesterday and the day before yesterday he’d had an omelette for lunch. 
 
   What was he going to do about Chloe’s claim that he’d been eating at Bonanza for the last two and a half months? He would have dismissed it without hesitation if Scott hadn’t told him that he’d been in Porterville for a month—at least a month. 
 
   Two and a half months. So according to Chloe, he had arrived here in early August. He would have believed it if he had ironclad proof.
 
   Since this matter didn’t require immediate action, he would put it on the back burner for now. 
 
   While eating his spaghetti, Jack tried to recall Jennifer’s room number: he wanted to tell her about his conversation with Chief Feeney. In the end, he gave up. 
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   Walking out of the diner, Jack realized that he had forgotten to report Alice missing. He didn’t feel like going to the police department today. Right now, he wasn’t even sure filing a missing person report would do any good. Neither the Porterville PD nor the county sheriff’s department had the resources to search for Alice. All they would do was add her name to the missing person database and post her picture on a website. Of course, it would have been a different story if she were someone important or a relative of someone important.
 
   When he was in the parking lot of the motel, he ran into Jennifer, who was on her way to her room.
 
   “I forgot your room number,” he said.
 
   “It’s 202,” Jennifer replied.
 
   “Do you have five minutes? I need to tell you something.”
 
   “Sure. Let’s talk in my room. My roommate is at work.”
 
   As they ascended the staircase, Jack said, “I spoke to the Porterville police chief this morning. He said they can show you the pictures of all Porterville cops.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “Remember you said that one of the kidnappers was a cop?”
 
   “Yes.” Jennifer slipped the keycard into the lock and opened the door. 
 
   They entered the room.
 
   “Maybe he works for the Porterville police department.”
 
   “Would you like something to drink?”
 
   “No, thank you.”
 
   Jennifer eased into a chair. “I can’t identify him. I didn’t see his face. They were too far.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   Now there was no need for him to go to the county sheriff’s department.
 
   “Thanks for talking to the police chief,” Jennifer said. “You’re a good friend, Jack.”
 
   “Have you heard from the kidnappers?”
 
   Jennifer shook her head. “No.”
 
   Jack thought for a moment, then said, “There’s a guy by the name of Scott staying at our motel. Do you know him?”
 
   “Scott? No, I don’t know him. Who is he?”
 
   Jack waved his hand dismissively. “Never mind.” He laced his hands in his lap. “When did you say you came to Porterville?”
 
   “About two weeks ago. Why?”
 
   “When did you first see me?”
 
   “Hmmm. Let me think.” Jennifer looked up at the ceiling. “The first time I saw you was this past Tuesday in the office.”
 
   Jack felt relieved after hearing Jennifer’s answer. “Are you sure you didn’t see me before Tuesday?”
 
   “Yes, I’m sure. When did you come to Porterville?”
 
   “This past Tuesday.”
 
   “How could I have seen you before Tuesday if you weren’t here?”
 
   “You have a good point.”
 
   Suddenly, a wild thought came to him: what if Alice had run away with Jennifer’s husband? Things like that happened in romantic movies all the time. Maybe Mike had become bored with Jennifer, or maybe Jennifer was a nagging wife.
 
   Jack fixed his gaze on Jennifer. Could she be a bad wife?
 
   Anyone could be a bad wife. Being a bad spouse was the easiest thing in the world.
 
   “Remember I told you about my friend Alice?” he said. “I showed you her picture.”
 
   “Yes, I remember.”
 
   “Did your husband ever talk to her?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’ve never seen him talk to her.” Jennifer’s eyes widened. “Do you think Alice was taken by the same people who kidnapped Mike?”
 
   “It’s possible.”
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   After he left Jennifer’s room, Jack went to the motel office.
 
   “How are you doing, Leo?” he greeted the desk clerk, who was perusing the latest issue of Men’s Health.
 
   “I’m fine, thank you,” Leo replied. “How can I help you?”
 
   “Can you please tell me if Alice Briggs in Room 235 has checked out?”
 
   “Sure.” The desk clerk began typing on the keyboard.
 
   Maybe he should ask Leo to find out when he had first checked into the Blue Star Motel?
 
   That would sound odd, wouldn’t it? Leo would think he was out of his mind. It was hard to trust a man who couldn’t keep track of his own whereabouts.
 
   “No, she hasn’t checked out yet,” the desk clerk said.
 
   “How does she pay for her room?”
 
   “We charge the card on file once a week.”
 
   “She doesn’t have to sign the receipt?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Jack spent a few moments formulating his next question, and finally said, “Can you do me another favor? Can you tell me if Jack Nelson checked into your motel in August or September?”
 
   “Just a moment.” 
 
   He doesn’t remember my name.
 
   About twenty seconds later, the desk clerk said, “Your name’s Jack, isn’t it?”
 
   Jack nodded.
 
   “No one named Jack Nelson checked into our motel in August or September.”
 
   Jack thanked the desk clerk and headed for his room. The air outside was dry and warm. A mild breeze carried the smell of earth and autumn foliage.
 
   The motel records showed that he had first checked in in October. Should he trust the motel records or Scott and Chloe?
 
   Could Chloe be lying? Of course, she could. 
 
   Could Scott be lying? Yes.
 
   Could the motel computer be wrong? Jack didn’t think so. Computers were almost never wrong. 
 
   Why would these people lie? What did they have to gain from tricking him into believing that he had arrived in Porterville two and a half—at least two and a half—months ago? 
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   As he transferred the contents of his suitcase into the dresser, Jack caught himself thinking that he had packed an awful lot of clothes. Although his visit to Porterville was supposed to last just a few days, he brought with him three pairs of jeans, three pairs of pants, a business suit, six shirts, two pairs of shorts, a dozen T-shirts, and countless pairs of underwear. Jack tried to remember what had driven him to put an inordinate amount of clothes into his suitcase, but gave up after a minute.
 
    If Scott heard about it, he would probably claim it was proof that Jack had been in Porterville at least since late September. 
 
   Was there a laundry nearby, by the way? Yes, there was. The motel had a coin laundry with five washers and five dryers. How did he know that? He must have passed by it. 
 
   He also knew that it cost one dollar and twenty five cents to wash or dry one load at the motel’s laundry.
 
   Jack’s stomach twisted a little. The motel records did not prove that Scott was lying. What if he had used a fake name when he had checked into the Blue Star Motel two and a half months ago?
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   As a cop, Jack divided neighbors into three types. Type one consisted of those who watched their neighbors, seeking to know as much about them as possible. Those in type two had some interest in their neighbors’ activities, mainly because it was the polite, neighborly thing to do. And then there were people who ignored their neighbors completely and often knew none of their names. In Jack’s experience, the third type of neighbors were the majority.
 
   He hoped that the guys (or the gals) in Rooms 234 and 236 belonged to type one. 
 
   He started with Room 234. He knocked on the door, waited a few seconds, and then knocked again. He reached into his inner jacket pocket to make sure his police badge was there.
 
   “What can I do for you?” asked the man in a white shirt and a tie who was walking toward Jack.
 
   “Are you staying in this room?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   The man had a familiar face. Jack quickly recalled that he had seen the guy at Bonanza. 
 
   “My name’s Jack Nelson. Can I ask you a couple of questions?” Jack showed the man his badge.
 
   “Okay. I’ll try to answer them to the best of my ability.” The man grinned. He had an aura of optimism about him, like those motivational gurus claiming that making money was the easy part. “I’m Will. Will Farlow.” He opened the door and gestured Jack to go inside.
 
   “I saw you at Bonanza,” Jack said.
 
   “I work there. I’m the manager.”
 
   “I like your food.”
 
   “Thank you.” Will took a bottle of water from the desk, opened it, and said, “It’s always been a dream of mine to live within a minute’s walk from work. The dream has come true.” He drank some water from the bottle.
 
   “I’m a looking for a woman staying next door to you, in Room 235.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Her name is Alice Briggs. She’s been missing for a few days now.” Jack gave Will the picture of Alice. “Have you seen her?”
 
   “Yes, I’ve seen her at the motel and in our restaurant.” Will returned the photo to Jack. “I hope she’s fine.”
 
   “When was the last time you saw her?”
 
   “I’d say two weeks ago.” Will put the bottle on the desk. “I don’t keep track of my neighbors, to tell you the truth. And I don’t gossip. Live and let live, as they say.”
 
   “Did any suspicious-looking people come to visit her?”
 
   “Suspicious-looking? I have no idea. Why do you ask?”
 
   “You see, I’m trying to figure out if she got in with the wrong crowd.”
 
   “Wrong crowd? I doubt it. Porterville is a very quiet place. Some people would call it a conservative town. Nothing bad happens here, which is one of the reasons I like this place.” 
 
   “How long have you lived in Porterville?”
 
   “Seven years.”
 
   “Where did you live before you came here?”
 
   “Austin. I was the general manager of a fairly popular restaurant in downtown.”
 
   “Why did you leave Austin?”
 
   “I got tired of the rat race. I only have one life, and I‘m not going to spend it kissing my boss’s ass and scheming against my coworkers.”
 
   “If you don’t mind my asking, are you married?”
 
   “I used to be married. My wife refused to move here, and since I had no plans to go back to Austin, she decided to divorce me.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that.”
 
   “It’s all right. The way I look at it, we weren’t meant to be together. She didn’t really love me since she chose comfort over our marriage. I don’t want to be with a woman who doesn’t love me.”
 
   Jack nodded, then rose to his feet. “Before I forget.” He took Jennifer’s husband’s photo out of jacket pocket and showed it to Will. “Have you seen this man?”
 
   Will shook his head. “No, I haven’t. Is he missing, too?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That’s so sad. What’s his name?”
 
   “Michael.”
 
   “I hope you find him.”
 
   Jack thanked Will for answering his questions and left. No one answered when he knocked on the door of Room 236.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
    
 
   1
 
   That night, when Jack lay in bed, trying to fall asleep, a scary thought flashed through his mind: his memory loss might have been caused by a brain tumor.
 
   In the morning, Jack borrowed a laptop from Chuck and read several online articles about brain tumor symptoms. Luckily, he did not have any other common symptoms of brain tumor, which included headaches, nausea, vomiting, changes in speech, vision, or hearing, and problems balancing or walking. 
 
    
 
   2
 
   “Who sleeps there?” Jack pointed at the second bed, which was unmade.
 
   It was a quarter past twelve. Half an hour ago, Jack had returned from the local Walmart store, where he had purchased a laptop. He picked the cheapest model, which set him back three hundred and fifty dollars. The first thing he did after he connected to the Internet was check his email. To his disappointment, neither Alice nor Amy had responded to his messages.
 
   “My roommate,” Scott said. “His name’s Eric. A very quiet guy.”
 
   “Is he your coworker?”
 
   “No. He’s from Little Rock.” Scott opened the top right dresser drawer, took out a blue T-shirt, sniffed at it, and then put it on. “I like having roommates. It’s fun. Makes me feel like I’m back in college. What about your roommate? Is he all right?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s all right.”
 
   Scott grabbed the bottle of vodka from the nightstand, unscrewed the cap, and poured some vodka into a glass. 
 
   “Would you like some?” Scott shook the bottle in the air. “This is good vodka.”
 
   “Maybe later tonight.”
 
   “Okay. You know where to find me.” Scott took a gulp from his glass and then winced slightly. “Great stuff. So what’s up, man?”
 
   “Do you remember what room I stayed in a month ago?”
 
   Scott furrowed his brows, dropped his eyes to the floor, and said a few seconds later, “I think it was two fifteen. Or was it two twenty five?” He took another sip of vodka. “Two eighteen? It was not too far from the stairs.”
 
   “Have you been in that room?”
 
   “Yeah. I dropped by once or twice.”
 
   “Maybe you can show it to me?”
 
   “Yeah. I think I remember where it is.” Scott finished his glass and set it down on the desk with a thud. “Let’s go.”
 
   After Scott put on his jeans, they left the room and climbed the stairs to the second floor. Facing the wall, Scott looked to the left, to the right, then to the left again, and said, pointing right, “This way.”
 
   They wandered the corridor for about ten minutes before Scott decided he had found Jack’s old room. 
 
   “Two seventeen,” Scott said, looking at the room number plate. “It’s coming back to me now. Two seventeen. This is where you stayed, man.”
 
   Two seventeen. Jack dug in his memory for half a minute, searching for this number, but came up with nothing. He had no recollection of staying in Room 217.
 
   “So you still don’t remember what you did last month?” Scott asked.
 
   “No. It’s really strange, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yeah.” Scott leaned in toward Jack and said in a low voice, “Have you ever done LSD? This shit screws up your memory.”
 
   “I’ve never used drugs.”
 
   “It’s okay if you have.” Scott put his arm around Jack’s shoulders. “I did coke a couple of times. It was a long time ago. I smoked pot, too.”
 
   “Maybe it wasn’t me?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Maybe it was someone who looked like me?”
 
   “It might have been your clone.” Scott’s lips stretched into a smile. “Do you want to eat?”
 
   Before Jack could reply, Scott said, “Let’s eat. There’s a nice place a few miles from here. They have great chicken sandwiches.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   “Let’s take my car.”
 
   “Are you okay to drive?” Jack believed he had heard signs of slurring in Scott’s voice.
 
   “Yeah, you’re right.” Scott grabbed Jack’s hand and pressed his car keys into it. “You drive.”
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   His eyes on the road, Jack took Jennifer’s husband’s picture from his shirt breast pocket and gave it to Scott. “Have you seen this man?”
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   “It’s Jennifer’s husband. He’s been kidnapped.”
 
   “Wow, that’s hardcore. Where did it happen?”
 
   “In Porterville.”
 
   “Is he rich?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Is his family rich?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “No, I haven’t seen him.” Scott returned the photo to Jack. “I was wondering why she was so uptight. Now I know.”
 
   It took them seven minutes to reach their destination. The name of the restaurant was Dixie Grill. It was housed in a one-story square building with arched windows and was a notch above Bonanza.
 
   “I want to show you something.” Scott grabbed Jack by the elbow and pulled him along with him. Jack soon realized they were headed for the men’s room. When the restroom door closed behind them, Scott lifted Jack’s shirt collar and carefully examined it. Then he ran his hands over Jack’s chest, shoulders, and back. Jack stood silently, puzzled about what it was all about. It seemed as if Scott were checking whether he was wearing a wire. He expected Scott to pat down his legs, but it did not happen.
 
   “What are we doing here?” Jack asked.
 
   “Just a second.” Scott looked into the only toilet stall—it was empty. A focused expression on his face, he walked up to Jack, brought his lips close to his ear, and whispered, “They could be listening to us.”
 
   The bitter smell of vodka hit Jack’s nostrils.
 
   “Who?” Jack whispered, too.
 
   “People who are messing with your head.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   The door swung open, and a short Hispanic man entered the room. Scott motioned Jack to leave the restroom. In the hallway, he placed his arm around Jack’s neck and whispered in his ear, “I think someone is doing experiments on you.”
 
   It appeared that Scott had come up with some kind of conspiracy theory.
 
   “Experiments? On my brain?”
 
   Scott nodded. “Yes. They erased certain memories from your mind.”
 
   “With drugs?”
 
   “Drugs, hypnosis, electroshock. Who knows?”
 
   To Jack’s surprise, he found Scott’s theory quite plausible. Moreover, it seemed appealing to him.
 
   “It explains everything,” Scott said. “Just think about it.”
 
   “Why me?”  
 
   “Maybe they posted a classified ad, and you answered it. Maybe it’s like those medical trials where they pay people money to take new drugs and do other shit.”
 
   “Who do you think is doing this?”
 
   Scott watched the Hispanic guy, who had just walked out of the men’s room, pass by them, and said, “It could be the government. It could be a private enterprise. Or it could be some criminal organization.”
 
   Jack gazed at Scott with unblinking eyes for a long moment and then said, “I think it’s possible.”
 
   “You betcha!”
 
   “Why are they doing this?”
 
   “Who knows? Maybe they’re developing a mind control technology. Have you heard about MK-Ultra?”
 
   They might be working on a drug that erased traumatic memories. A few years ago, Jack had read that there was a lot of research being conducted in this area. The article had said the drug was intended for victims of childhood abuse, molestation, and rape. The scientists also hoped it would help those who suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder.
 
   “Yeah, I read about it on the Internet,” Jack said.
 
   “This could be something like MK-Ultra.”
 
   Jack nodded silently.
 
   Was Alice’s disappearance connected to what was happening to him?  
 
   “Let’s go home,” Scott said.
 
   “What about the sandwiches?”
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Me neither.”
 
   When they left the restaurant, Scott said, “You know what you should do? You should search your room for bugs and hidden cameras. I’m serious.”
 
   Admittedly, Scott’s advice made sense. 
 
   “We could do it together.”
 
   “Great idea.” 
 
   They were a few yards from Scott’s Charger, when Scott stopped and said, “Let’s not talk about these guys in the car. It might be bugged.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   After Jack drove out of the parking lot onto the street, he looked in the rearview mirror to see whether they were being followed. The only vehicle behind them was a red pickup truck.
 
   “It just dawned on me,” Jack said, squinting at Scott. “This could all be a dream, you know. What if I’m lying in some lab with electrodes sticking out of my head? It explains everything, too.” 
 
   “You’re not lying in a lab.”
 
   “How do I know you’re real?” Suppressing a laugh, Jack turned his face to Scott. “Maybe you’re just an illusion.”
 
   “I’m real, okay.”
 
   “There’s only one way to confirm it.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I’ll crash this car into a tree. If we die, it’s not a dream.”
 
   “Okay, go ahead.” Scott grinned.
 
   “Whatever you say, boss.” 
 
   Jack started giggling.
 
   “Do you play poker?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, sir. We played a few times.”
 
   “Who won?”
 
   “Fifty-fifty. Let’s play tonight.”
 
   “Let me think about it.”
 
   It was twenty minutes past one when they got back to the motel. As they walked toward the door to Scott’s room, Jack asked in a low voice, “Could there be bugs in your room?”
 
   “Of course. Especially if it’s the government that we’re dealing with here. They have bugs everywhere. They can listen to you through your phone.” 
 
   “You think Bonanza is bugged, too?”
 
   “Probably. So be careful, man.”
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   Jack stretched himself on the bed, laced his hands under his head, and closed his eyes. He could smell the faint scent of sweat that wafted from his armpits. He was alone in his room.
 
   He couldn’t stop thinking about Scott’s theory. Although it was outlandish, he found it irresistibly attractive.
 
   Jack suspected Scott had invented this theory out of boredom. Playing spy games was a great way to kill time. However, it didn’t mean that Scott was wrong.
 
   Just because you're paranoid doesn't mean they aren't out to get you.
 
   If he pushed the boundaries further, he could speculate that Jack Nelson was not even his real name. If these people had managed to wipe out a month’s worth of memories, they sure as hell could have programmed him to believe he was Jack Nelson.
 
   How could he prove he was a subject of secret experiments?
 
   Did he need to prove it?
 
   Did he want to prove it?
 
   There was one thing he certainly wanted to know: when did he arrive in Porterville?
 
   I think I have an idea.
 
   What about the motel’s security cameras? He or his car might have been caught on surveillance video a month ago. A video tape was the best kind of evidence, wasn’t it? If he saw a video of him walking around the Blue Star Motel a week before he had checked into Room 152, he would have no choice but to admit that he was suffering from amnesia.
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   “How can I help you?” Leo rose from his chair.
 
   “I need some information,” Jack said. “Can you give me a list of people who have stayed in Room 217 in the last five weeks?”
 
   The desk clerk thought for a moment and said, “Let me ask the boss.”
 
   Jack flashed his badge. “I’m a cop.”
 
   “I know that. I just want to cover my ass.” Leo smiled. He picked up the receiver, dialed a number, and a few seconds later said, “Hey, Brian, I have a detective here. He wants to know who stayed in Room 217. Is it okay to tell him?” He listened to Brian’s answer and replied, “All right. Bye.” He hung up. “He’ll be here in a minute.”
 
   What was he going to do if Leo’s boss refused to give him the list? He’d probably need a warrant to look at the motel’s records.
 
   He could try slipping the desk clerk fifty dollars when they were alone. Chances were a bribe would work.
 
   “Do you have security cameras at the motel?” Jack asked.
 
   “Yes, we do.”
 
   “How long do you keep the tapes?”
 
   “I think it’s three or four weeks.”
 
   The employees only door behind the counter swung open, and a pale, blond man in a blue dress shirt and khakis stepped out into the front desk area. Leo silently waved at Jack.
 
   “Good afternoon, sir.” The man shook Jack’s hand. “I’m Brian Malinowski. I’m the general manager.”
 
   “Pleased to meet you, Mister Malinowski. My name’s Jack Nelson.”
 
   “As I understand, you’re conducting some sort of investigation?”
 
   “No, not really.” Jack produced his badge. “I’m just collecting information. I’m looking for a missing person.”
 
   Brian stared at the badge for several seconds and said, “I understand. Room 217, you said?” He turned to the desk clerk. “Leo, open the file, please.”
 
   “All I want to know is who stayed in that room in the last five weeks,” Jack said.
 
   “Do you work for the Porterville Police Department?” Brian shifted his eyes to the computer monitor on the desk.
 
   “I’m from Albuquerque.”
 
   Brian made a humming sound, his gaze fixed on the monitor. Then he nodded and said, “Okay, Leo, you can print this for Mister Nelson.” To Jack, he said, “Why are you interested in this room? Did this missing person stay there?”
 
   “No. It’s just one of the leads I’m following.”
 
   “I see.” Brian took the printout from Leo and handed it to Jack. “Who’s the missing person you’re looking for?”
 
   “Her name is Alice Briggs.” Jack scanned the printout. According to the document, there were three people who had stayed in Room 217 in the last five weeks. Two of them were women—Maria Ferrara and Katie Ballard, who were currently occupying the room. They had checked in the day after Jack had arrived in Porterville. The third person was Reginald Dwight, who had checked into the room on August 28 and checked out the day Jack had arrived in Porterville.
 
   “So do these names seem familiar to you?” Brian asked. 
 
   Jack shook his head. “Did Reginald Dwight pay with a credit card?”
 
   Brian glanced at the computer monitor. “No, he paid with cash.”
 
   “Do you remember what Reginald Dwight looked like?” Jack asked Leo.
 
   “No, sir,” the desk clerk said. “I’m sorry.”
 
   Jack thought for a few seconds and then said to the desk clerk, “Can you tell me when Alice Briggs checked into your motel?”
 
   “Did this woman stay at our motel?” Brian asked Jack.
 
   “Yes,” Jack replied. “And she hasn’t checked out yet.”
 
   “What room is it?” Leo asked, clicking buttons on the computer screen.
 
   “Two thirty five,” Jack said.
 
   Leo punched a few buttons on the keyboard and said, “She checked in on August twentieth.”
 
   Reginald Dwight had arrived in Porterville eight days after Alice had.
 
   Suddenly, an image of Alice’s dead body lying on the bathroom floor formed in Jack’s mind. Maybe she couldn’t come to the door because she was dead.
 
   “How often do you clean the rooms?” Jack asked the general manager.
 
   “Every day.”
 
   “Can you open Room 235 for me? I want to see if everything’s all right in there.”  
 
   “Yes, sure.” Brian turned to the desk clerk and said, “Leo, give me the master keycard.”
 
   The desk clerk handed the general manager the master keycard.
 
   “Let’s go.” Brian motioned Jack to follow him.
 
   When they exited the office, Brian asked, “Is Alice from Albuquerque?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   As they climbed the stairs, Jack said, “Could you show me the surveillance tapes from the last five weeks? I want to see who visited Alice Briggs and Reginald Dwight.”
 
   “I’ll do my best to get them for you.”
 
   Before he inserted the keycard into the lock, Brian knocked on the door. No one answered.
 
   Not surprisingly, Alice’s room seemed to have the same furniture as Jack’s. A faint scent of perfume hung in the air. There were an empty glass and a plastic plate with a half-eaten hamburger on the table. The hamburger looked rather fresh. Jack figured it had been purchased either last night or early this morning.
 
   “Does Alice have a roommate?” Jack asked.
 
   “I don’t know. Let me call the front desk and ask.”
 
   When Brian lifted the receiver, the door swung open, and a young slim brunette said loudly from the threshold, “Excuse me, gentlemen. Can I help you?”
 
   “I’m sorry. Is this your room?” Brian said.
 
   “Yes.” The woman stepped inside.
 
   Jack flashed his badge at her and said, “My name’s Jack Nelson. I’m looking for Alice Briggs.”
 
   “Who’s that?” The woman dropped her bag on a chair.
 
   “She’s your roommate.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” Brian touched Jack’s arm. “I guess you don’t need me anymore. I’ll head back to my office, okay?”
 
   Jack nodded, and Brian walked out of the room.
 
   “I don’t know where she is,” the woman said.
 
   “When was the last time you saw her?”
 
   “Four days ago.”
 
   “What’s your name, by the way?”
 
   “Ella. Is she in trouble?”
 
   “No. I just need to ask her a few questions.”
 
   Jack didn’t know why he’d said that. Perhaps he wanted to sound official.
 
   “What’s your name again?” Ella picked up a bottle of water from the nightstand.
 
   “Jack Nelson. Does your roommate have any friends in Porterville?”
 
   Ella drank some water from the bottle. “I have no idea. We don’t talk much to each other.”
 
   Jack had a feeling that she was lying. Every woman he had met in his life loved to chat with other women. 
 
   How would Ella react if he accused her of murdering Alice? Despite her innocent appearance, he could easily imagine Ella killing Alice. She might have done it to stop Alice from stealing her guy.
 
   “When she comes back, could you please ask her to call me? I’m in Room 152.”
 
   Jack started scanning the carpet for blood stains.
 
   “Okay. I can do that.”
 
   She might have killed Alice to steal her boyfriend.
 
   “She knows me. I’m her friend.”
 
   Jack slowly crossed the room, his eyes sweeping the floor. No blood stains so far. 
 
   “Did she seem worried or scared just before she left?”
 
   There were no blood stains on the walls or the furniture. Jack wished he could bring in crime scene investigators to examine the room more thoroughly. 
 
   “No, I don’t think so.” Ella sat down on the bed, kicked off her shoes, and looked at Jack expectantly.
 
   Jack withdrew his notepad and pen and asked, “What’s your last name, Ella?”
 
   “Spano.”
 
   As he wrote down Ella’s last name, Jack said, “What’s your cellphone number?”
 
   “What do you need it for?”
 
   “I might have additional questions for you.”
 
   After Ella told him her cell number, Jack asked, “How much longer are you planning to stay at this motel?”
 
   He noted that Ella’s number did not have the Porterville area code.
 
   “A couple of months. Maybe more.”
 
   “Where are you from?”
 
   “Lubbock.”
 
   Watching Jack scribble in his notepad, Ella said, “Maybe she went home?”
 
   Jack shook his head. “She hasn’t checked out of the motel.” 
 
   “Oh, okay.”
 
   His gaze fixed on Ella’s face, Jack asked, “Have you ever had any arguments with your roommate?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Jack detected no change in her facial expression.
 
   “Does Alice have a boyfriend?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   It was time to wrap it up since it was clear that Ella was not going to provide any more useful information.
 
   “Thank you for answering my questions. Have a good day.”
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   At ten minutes past eight, Scott called Jack and asked if he felt like going to The Red Lantern. 
 
   “Don’t tell me you want to sit at home on a Saturday night.”
 
   Five minutes later, Jack was in Scott’s room. 
 
   “I keep forgetting to ask.” Scott opened the nightstand drawer and took out a cellphone. “Is it yours?” 
 
   He handed the phone to Jack. It was a Samsung smartphone, which appeared to be the same model as Jack’s; there was a large spiderweb crack on its screen. Jack pressed the power button. The screen remained dark.
 
   “It’s broken,” Scott said. “Someone must have stepped on it.”
 
   Jack had a suspicion that it was Scott himself.
 
   “It looks like mine. Where did you find it?”
 
   “It was under my bed. I found it the day after you came back.”
 
   Assuming it was his cellphone, it had probably slipped out of his pocket shortly before he had checked out of the motel. 
 
   Jack removed the cover from the phone and pulled out the SIM card.
 
   “Are you going to buy a new phone?” Scott asked.
 
   “Yeah.” Jack placed the SIM card in his wallet. “Was I in your room the day I checked out of the motel?”
 
   “Yes. Maybe that’s when you lost the phone.”
 
   Jack nodded. “How long was I away after checking out?”
 
   “Just a couple of hours.”
 
   “I left and came back the same day?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   They went to the bar in Jack’s car. 
 
   While they waited for their orders, Scott said, “You know what you should do? You should get your blood tested for chemicals and drugs.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “To get evidence. Those people probably injected you with something to erase your memories.”  
 
   Jack liked this idea.
 
   Two heads are better than one, he thought.
 
   “Let’s do it on Monday,” he said. “Are you free on Monday?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   3
 
   Later that night, shortly after Chuck fell asleep, Jack went on the Internet and did a search for Reginald Dwight. He was amused to find out that Reginald Dwight, or rather Reginald Kenneth Dwight, was singer Elton John’s real name.
 
   Did it mean that Reginald Dwight was not the real name of the fellow who had stayed in Room 217 before Maria Ferrara and Katie Ballard? Could he have been this guy?
 
   It was possible. 
 
   How many people in America knew that Reginald Kenneth Dwight was Elton John’s real name? Probably less than one percent of the population.
 
   Perhaps this guy was English.
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   After breakfast, not expecting to find anything useful, Jack went online and searched for “Reginald Dwight Porterville TX.” At the bottom of the first search results page was a link to an article in Porterville Reporter, the local newspaper. According to the story, Reginald Dwight, 34, had been arrested for assaulting a Porterville police officer three days before Jack had arrived in Porterville. The assault had taken place outside The Red Lantern bar at about half past midnight. Dwight had been drunk at the time of the incident. The guy had been ordered held without bail. 
 
   Jack saw no harm in investigating this lead. After doing a search for the address of the jail, he found out that the only jail in Porterville belonged to the county. It was located in the county courthouse one block from the police department. 
 
   Jack dialed the number for scheduling jail visits, which was provided on the sheriff’s website, and told the operator that he wanted to schedule a visit with Reginald Dwight. 
 
   “Please spell his last name,” the operator said.
 
   “D-w-i-g-h-t. He was arrested on October seventeenth.”
 
   After a pause, the operator said, “You can visit him either on Monday or on Thursday. Visitation hours are from two pm to three-thirty pm.”
 
   “I’ll come on Monday at two.”
 
   What was he going to do if the Reginald Dwight in the county jail turned out to be the Reginald Dwight from Room 217? Jack didn’t know that yet.
 
   He took a shower at noon and then went to a cell phone store, where he purchased a new phone.
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   At eight, Jack and Scott went to Bonanza for dinner.
 
   “You know what I was wondering?” Scott said, chewing his chicken. “What if Jack Nelson is not your real name?”
 
   Jack gave him a puzzled look. “It crossed my mind, too.”
 
   “Great minds think alike.” Scott grinned. 
 
   “It’s also possible I’m not married. I sent an email to my wife a few days ago, and she still hasn’t replied.”
 
   “Interesting.” Scott rose from the chair and came up to Jack. “Give me your driver’s license.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “I want to see if it’s fake. I’m good at this.”
 
   “Okay.” Jack extracted his driver’s license from his wallet and handed it to Scott. 
 
   Scott scrutinized both sides of the license for two minutes and then declared, “Looks legit, but there are people who make really good fake driver’s licenses. If they have government connections, they might have gotten this license directly from the DMV.” He returned the license to Jack. “I have an idea. I know a guy in Omaha who could run your fingerprints through the FBI database. Do you want to do it?”
 
   Jack thought for a long moment and said, “Okay, let’s do it. Call him.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Scott pulled his cellphone from his jeans pocket, found his friend’s number, and dialed it.
 
   It would be awkward if he turned out to be a fugitive from justice. An escaped killer.
 
   An escaped serial killer.
 
   “Hey, Roger, this is Scott. How is it hanging?” Scott said into the phone.
 
   A pause.
 
   “I need you to do me a favor. Could you run some fingerprints through your database?”
 
   Another pause.
 
   “A buddy of mine.”
 
   A third pause.
 
   “Okay. I’ll email them to you tonight. Thanks, man.” Scott hung up. “He said he’ll do it.”
 
   After dinner, they went to the Walmart store and bought a stamp pad and ink. When they got back to the motel, Scott took prints of all Jack’s ten fingers and then carefully photographed them with his cellphone camera—two fingerprints per photo.
 
   I might turn out to be a spy, Jack thought, watching Scott email the images of the fingerprints to his friend in Omaha. Like Jason Bourne, or Douglas Quaid from Total Recall.
 
   Jack did not tell Scott about Reginald Dwight since there was not much to tell at the moment.
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   Since they didn’t trust the local testing facilities, they decided to test Jack’s blood at the BioCorp Clinical Lab in Abilene, whose address Scott had looked up last night. Scott volunteered to drive so Jack could read a story about scopolamine Scott had found on the Internet. According to the article, scopolamine was a dangerous drug that could eliminate free will and wipe out memories. Some criminals in Colombia used it to facilitate robberies and rapes, and their victims afterwards had no recollection of what had happened to them. 
 
   “We need to test you for scopolamine,” Scott said when Jack finished reading the story.
 
   When they arrived at the laboratory, Scott convinced Jack to undergo a hair follicle test as well.
 
   “I read that drugs stay in the hair for three months,” Scott said.
 
   After collecting Jack’s blood sample, the lab technician said that the test results would be ready tomorrow morning. 
 
   They returned to Porterville at noon. One and a half hours later, Jack headed for the county jail.
 
    
 
   4
 
   As he sat in the visitation room, a wild thought occurred to Jack. What if Reginald Dwight was his doppelganger? That would explain why Scott believed that he had stayed in Room 217.
 
   At one minute past two the door opened, and six men in jail uniforms entered the room, escorted by two guards. One of them, a blond-haired man of average built, approached Jack’s table. A tired smile on his thin face, the man waved to Jack and said, “Hi, Jack. I didn’t expect to see you here.”
 
   The guy looked slightly familiar, but Jack could not remember where or when he had seen him. He sat down on the chair and folded his arms on the table, his shoulders slumped in dejection. There were dark circles under his eyes.
 
   “How are you doing?” the man said. 
 
   Evidently, it was Reginald Dwight. He was not Jack’s doppelganger. 
 
   Jack studied his face for about ten seconds, and then said, “I’m fine. Are you Reginald Dwight?” 
 
   “Yes. You don’t recognize me?” Reginald licked his cracked lips.
 
   “Did you stay at the Blue Star Motel?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What room?”
 
   After a pause, Reginald replied, “Two seventeen. Why do you ask? You know what room I stayed in.”
 
   “Have we met before?”
 
   “Yeah.” Reginald furrowed his forehead. “What’s going on Jack?”
 
   “Where and when did we meet?”
 
   “We shared the room at the motel, remember?”
 
   “Room 217?”
 
   “Yes. Are you Jack’s twin brother or something?” Reginald cracked a smile.
 
   “No, I’m Jack.” 
 
   Either this man was lying or there had been a glitch in the motel’s computer system.
 
   “Did you get hit on the head, Jack? Is it a prank? You don’t remember me?”
 
   “No, I don’t.”
 
   “Why? What happened?”
 
   “I have no idea why.”
 
   “Wow.” Reginald rubbed his eyes with the palm of his hand. “I need to get out of here, man. I’ve been here for nine days, but it feels like a year, I swear.” 
 
   “Are you sure we shared a room?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure. One hundred percent.” Reginald heaved a sigh. “I don’t want to be here.” He lowered his voice. “This motherfucking judge refused to grant me bail. What a moron.”
 
   “Do you have a lawyer?”
 
   “Yeah, they gave me a public defender. Unfortunately, I can’t afford a good lawyer.”
 
   “What did they charge you with?”
 
   “A third degree felony assault. That’s two to ten years in prison.”
 
   “Two to ten? That’s bad.”
 
   “Yeah. It sucks, man.” Reginald grimaced. “I can’t stand this place. It’s driving me insane. Shit. Boy, do I miss my room.”
 
   “How badly did you beat that cop up?”
 
   “I barely touched him, I swear. If I’d beaten him up, they would have charged me with a first degree felony, and that’s up to life in prison.”
 
   “I hope things work out for you, Reginald.”
 
   “Call me Red. Everybody calls me Red.” Reginald cleared his throat. “So what else did you forget?”
 
   “It’s hard to tell. You checked into the motel at the end of August, right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “When did I check into that room?”
 
   “Right after Labor Day. Are you still staying at the Blue Star Motel?”
 
   “Yes. But in a different room.”
 
   “Who’s in two seventeen now?”
 
   “Two women. I don’t know them.”
 
   Reginald nodded. “Shit. I wish I hadn’t gone to the bar that night. I wish I had a time machine.” Then he said under his breath, “Stupid judge.”
 
   “Have I ever mentioned the name Alice Briggs?”
 
   “You said your friend Alice was staying at the motel.”
 
   “Did you see her?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Did I talk to her at the motel?”
 
   “I think you hung out with her a couple of times.” Reginald leaned forward. “Do you know any good lawyers who take charity cases?”
 
   “No, I don’t. Maybe the lawyer they gave you is not as bad as you think.”
 
   “If he were good, he would have gotten the judge to grant me bail.”
 
   “When is your trial?”
 
   “In April.”
 
   “Did they offer you a plea deal?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Poor fellow. The way he had been treated was unfair. The judge had no business denying him bail.  
 
   Jack checked his watch. It was 2:19 pm.
 
   “I hope everything goes well,” he said. “Hang in there, okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I will.” Reginald sighed. “Are you going to come again?” He looked at Jack imploringly.
 
   “Yes. Maybe next week.”
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   On the way to the motel, Jack pondered his conversation with Reginald Dwight.
 
   Apparently, Scott was right: he had arrived in Porterville in early September. 
 
   He should ask Scott if he knew Reginald.
 
   Could Reginald be lying? Jack’s intuition told him that Reginald had been truthful with him. Why would he lie? He had nothing to gain here. Besides, when you were sitting in jail, making stuff up about your roommate was the last thing on your mind.  
 
   That man was undoubtedly the right Reginald Dwight because he knew the room number. It was very unlikely that he could have guessed it.
 
   According to Reginald, he had met Alice a couple of times at the motel. 
 
   No, Reginald thought he had met Alice a couple of times at the motel.
 
   What could he do to help Reginald? He could try to find a lawyer who would take Reginald’s case pro bono. He would have talked to the judge if he knew him.  
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   Jack and Scott went to Abilene to get the blood test results shortly after breakfast.
 
   The hair test report was straightforward and easy to understand. Jack had been tested for amphetamines, cocaine, opiates, phencyclidine, THC, scopolamine, and LSD, and the results were negative for all these drugs. The chemical blood test report, on the other hand, was beyond the comprehension of the untrained mind, so they headed for the Abilene Regional Medical Center. 
 
   After he spent an hour in the waiting room, Jack was called to the doctor’s office. The doctor’s name was Patrick Urbanski. He was a man in his late forties with a friendly face and neatly combed hair.
 
   “What can I do for you?” the doctor asked when Jack sat down in a chair.
 
   Jack placed the blood test report on the desk and said, “I think I’ve been exposed to dangerous chemicals. I need you to tell me if there’s anything abnormal about my blood.”
 
   Gazing at the test report, Urbanski asked, “What kind of chemicals have you been exposed to?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Where did the exposure take place?”
 
   “I don’t know. I was unconscious when it happened.”
 
   “When did it happen?”
 
   “Recently.”
 
   “Most chemicals leave the bloodstream within two weeks. Did the exposure take place more than two weeks ago?”
 
   “No.”
 
   The doctor raised his eyes to Jack’s face, and said, “I don’t see anything unusual. All values are within normal ranges.”
 
   “Do you see any chemicals that affect memory?”
 
   The doctor scanned the report and shook his head. “No. Have you been having problems with your memory?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can you describe them to me?”
 
   “I believe I have amnesia.”
 
   “Do you have headaches?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you feel nauseous?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Urbanski settled back in his chair. “If you have amnesia, you need to see a neurologist. We have one at our center.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll keep that in mind.”
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   Half an hour after dinner, which consisted of Chinese takeout, Jack went to Scott’s room. He found Scott wearing black basketballs shorts and a gray T-shirt with a picture of a skull and crossbones, under which was the phrase “The Beatings Will Continue Until Morale Improves.” There were a bag of potato chips, a small jar of sour cream, and a bottle of Chardonnay on the table.
 
   Scott informed him that he’d just had a nap.
 
   “Has your friend from the FBI called you yet?” Jack asked.
 
   Scott shook his head. “No. Let me give him a call.” 
 
   After speaking to his friend for a minute, Scott reported, “He’s going to run the prints tomorrow morning.” He filled a glass with wine. “I was wondering, is there any news about Jennifer’s husband?”  
 
   “No.” Jack picked up a chip, dipped it in the sour cream, and then put it in his mouth. 
 
   “Have the kidnappers contacted her?” Scott took a sip from the glass.
 
   “No. At least that’s what she told me.”
 
   “What do the cops say?”
 
   “She didn’t report the kidnapping to the police.” Jack took another potato chip from the bag. “I don’t think the police would be of any help anyway. I talked to the police chief about her husband. He told me she might have made it all up, can you believe it?” He dipped the chip in the sour cream and started eating it.
 
   “He just doesn’t want to have another cold case on his hands.” 
 
   When he finished his glass, Scott said, “What if the police chief is right? She might have made this up.”
 
   “Why would she do that?”
 
   “Maybe she killed her husband. I’ve read about several cases where a woman claims that her husband was kidnapped, and then it turns out that she murdered him.”
 
   Scott could be right. According to studies done by the Department of Justice, women killed their husbands and boyfriends almost as often as men their wives and girlfriends.
 
   Maybe she’s seeking attention. Most people love attention. There’ve been a lot of women who faked cancer to get attention.
 
   “Or maybe he’s actually been abducted,” Jack said.
 
   Jack felt uncomfortable talking about Jennifer behind her back, but how else was he going to get to the truth?
 
   It was okay to question the veracity of Jennifer’s claims. As a police detective, he had to be skeptical and unbiased.
 
   “Why does she think he was kidnapped?” Scott asked.
 
   Was Mike even real? Jennifer might be a lonely single woman, who had nothing better to do than trick people into sympathizing with her.
 
   “She saw three guys push him into a car in the parking lot of Bonanza. She says one of them was a cop.”
 
   “When did it happen?”
 
   “About two weeks ago.”
 
   Scott thought for a moment, and said, “Here’s why I’m not buying it. It’s been two weeks since her husband was taken, and the kidnappers haven’t asked for ransom yet. That’s odd, isn’t it?”
 
   “Maybe they’re not after money. It could be revenge.”
 
   Scott stroked his chin meditatively. “Maybe those guys are his friends. I won’t be surprised if it turns out that he’s been on a binge with his buddies this whole time.”
 
   “A two-week binge?”
 
   “My uncle was on a four-week binge once.” One corner of Scott’s mouth curled up in a smile. “Maybe the guy got tired of his wife and decided to take a vacation from her. I was tired of my wife half the time.” Scott chuckled.
 
   Jack could not rule out the possibility suggested by Scott. He knew quite a few men who would love to spend a few weeks away from their wives.
 
   “He might already be back home,” Scott said.
 
   “If he was home, he would have called Jennifer.”
 
   “Not if he doesn’t want to see her.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re right.”
 
   “I have an idea. Do you have Jennifer’s home phone number or address?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Can you get her home phone number?”
 
   “I can ask. What do you need it for?”
 
   “I want to call her home and see if her husband is there.”
 
   “He’s not going to be home if he’s hiding from his wife.”
 
   “You never know. The best place to hide is in plain sight.” 
 
    
 
   3
 
   The next day Jack invited Jennifer to have lunch with him and Scott at Dixie Grill. It was there that Jack asked Jennifer for her home phone number.
 
   “What do you need it for?” Jennifer replied.
 
   “To get in touch with you after you go home.”
 
   “You have my cellphone number. I can give you my email address.” 
 
   Jack decided not to press the matter, and said, “Okay.”
 
   “My husband is a jealous man. He doesn’t like it when strange men call me.”
 
   “I understand. Have you heard anything about Mike?” 
 
   “No.” Jennifer stopped eating and raised her eyes.
 
   “What’s your husband’s last name, by the way?”
 
   “Fisher.”
 
   “Did he have a cellphone on him when he was kidnapped?”
 
   “Yes, he did. I’ve already called his cell a hundred times. It’s been switched off since the kidnapping.”
 
   “I need his cell number. I want to try to triangulate the location of his phone.”
 
   Jack didn’t feel ashamed of lying to Jennifer. What would have happened if he had told her that he needed the number because he questioned her truthfulness? Her feelings would have been hurt. Besides, cops were allowed to lie while conducting an investigation. 
 
   “Can you do that if the phone is switched off?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’ll give you his number when we get back to the motel, okay?”
 
   Halfway through lunch, Scott took a picture of Jennifer with his cellphone. Jack figured he had done it on purpose. Scott also snapped a picture of Jack, probably to prevent Jennifer from getting suspicious.
 
   Leaving the restaurant, Jack wondered if Jennifer thought he had asked for her home phone number because he was in love with her.
 
   When they arrived at the motel, Jennifer got out of the car before Jack had a chance to remind her to give him Mike’s phone number. Jack suspected she had never intended to tell him the number.
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   “I think she did it on purpose,” Scott said, dropping into a chair.
 
   “Are you talking about Jennifer?” Jack asked.
 
   “Yeah. She didn’t want to give you her home phone number because she has something to hide.”
 
   Jack agreed with Scott. The jealous husband excuse given by Jennifer sounded phony.
 
   “We could look up her number on the Internet,” he said.
 
   “You read my mind, man.”
 
   Scott’s cellphone rang, and he answered the call. It appeared that the caller was Scott’s friend Roger from Omaha. After half a minute, Scott hung up and said, “It was my buddy from the FBI. He says they don’t have your fingerprints in the database.”
 
   This meant that he was not an ex-convict, a suspect in a crime, or an escaped inmate. 
 
   The thought of prison brought to mind Reginald Dwight’s image.
 
   “Did I have a roommate when I stayed in Room 217?” Jack asked.
 
   “Yes, you did.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me that before?”
 
   “Because you never asked.”              
 
   “Do you remember his name?”
 
   After a pause, Scott said, “No, I can’t. Do you remember my roommate’s name?”
 
   To Jack’s embarrassment, he was unable to recall Scott’s roommate name.
 
   “Have you met him?” Jack asked.
 
   “Yeah, I have.”
 
   “What color was his hair?”
 
   “I believe he had fair hair.”
 
   “His name’s Reginald Dwight. I saw him on Monday. He’s in jail.”
 
   “What did he do?”
 
   “He assaulted a cop.”
 
   “He’s going to do time,” Scott said meditatively.
 
   They spent the next hour looking for Jennifer’s home phone number.
 
   Scott ran an Internet search for Jennifer Fisher in Phoenix and found thirty five matches. It was possible that Jennifer lived in one of the suburbs of Phoenix; they could check them later, if necessary.
 
   “Do you know how old Jennifer is?” Scott asked.
 
   “No. I think she’s around thirty.”
 
   “Let’s call her and ask her age.”
 
   “It’s going to look weird. What if she lies? Women often lie about their age.”
 
   Scott nodded. “You’re right.”
 
   Jack scanned the list of matches and said, “Let’s check those between twenty five and thirty nine years old.”
 
   “You think she could be thirty nine?”
 
   “I’ve seen a lot of young-looking thirty-nine-year-old women.”
 
   “I bet most of them were Asian.”
 
   There were eleven matches aged between twenty five and thirty nine. They started with the twenty-five-year-old Jennifer Fisher. The phone was picked up by a woman: “Hello.”
 
   “Hi, can I talk to Michael?” Jack said.
 
   “You got the wrong number.”
 
   “Am I speaking to Jennifer Fisher?”
 
   “No, it’s her sister.”
 
   “I’m looking for her husband, Michael.”
 
   “My sister’s single. I think you got the wrong number.”
 
   “I’m sorry. Goodbye.”
 
   Scott gave him a thumbs-up sign. “Excellent job, man.”
 
   No one answered when Jack called the Jennifer Fishers aged twenty seven, twenty eight, and twenty nine. The thirty-year-old Jennifer Fisher was home and picked up the phone. Jack quickly ended the conversation as it was obviously the wrong Jennifer Fisher.   
 
   He felt optimistic as he dialed the thirty-one-year-old Jennifer Fisher’s number.
 
   “Hello,” a woman’s voice said after the third ring.
 
   “Can I talk to Michael?”
 
   “He’s not home.” 
 
   “Is Jennifer home?”
 
   “No. Do you want to leave a message?”
 
   “No, I’ll call later. When is Michael coming back?”
 
   “After seven.”
 
   “When is Jennifer coming back?”
 
   “She’s out of town. She should be back in a few days.”
 
   Jack’s heart began to beat faster. “Thank you very much.”
 
   “Can you tell me your name?”
 
   “My name’s John. I’ll call after seven. Have a nice day.”
 
   He hung up and said, “I think this is her number.”
 
   Scott rubbed his hands together happily.
 
   Jack called the remaining five numbers, and all of them turned out to be wrong. 
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   They drank beer and watched TV while they waited for Michael to come home. At seven-eighteen, Jack dialed the thirty-one-year-old Jennifer Fisher’s phone number again. This time a man answered the call.
 
   “Hello.” The man had a soft baritone voice.
 
   “Can I talk to Michael Fisher?”
 
   “This is he.” 
 
   “Is your wife’s name Jennifer?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you know where she is?”
 
   “What is it about? Who are you?”
 
   “I’m Detective Nelson. We’re looking for relatives of Jennifer Fisher. She says that her husband’s name is Michael Fisher.”
 
   There was a silence. Then Michael said, “What happened to her? Is she hurt?”
 
   “She’s fine. Can we send you her picture so you can identify her?”
 
   “Yes. Where is she?”
 
   “Porterville, Texas. What’s your email address?”
 
   Jack wrote down Michael Fisher’s email address and said, “We’ll email you the picture in a minute. Do you have access to your email right now?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can you stay on the line?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Jack bit his lower lip; he had a hunch that this man was the right Michael Fisher.
 
   After Scott emailed Jennifer’s photo to Michael Fisher, Jack said, “Please check your inbox, Mister Fisher. The picture should be there soon.”
 
   “Okay.” About ten seconds later Michael said, “I received it. This is not my wife.”
 
   Jack breathed a sigh of disappointment. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes. Do you have any more questions?”
 
   “No. Have a good day, sir.”
 
   “You too.”
 
   In order to leave no stones unturned, Jack called the twenty-seven-year-old, the twenty-eight-year-old, and the twenty-nine-year-old Jennifer Fishers. All three were home and all three answered the phone themselves. Then they did a search for Jennifer Fisher in Phoenix suburbs and found six records. Three of the six women were aged from twenty five to thirty nine. Unfortunately, all three were the wrong Jennifer Fishers. 
 
   When Jack was finished with the Jennifer Fishers from Phoenix suburbs, Scott opened a can of beer and said, “Well, we tried.”
 
   The good thing was the investment had been minimal: the background check reports had only cost him a hundred bucks.
 
   Jack did not feel upset. Instead, he had a sense of accomplishment. He enjoyed detective work; he loved the process itself, and temporary setbacks did not discourage him.
 
   Why was the search unsuccessful?
 
   Maybe Jennifer had kept her maiden name. Maybe she and her family had just moved to Arizona, and her new address had not found its way into the background check databases yet. He needed to find a way to get Jennifer to give him her home phone number.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
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   On Thursday, during his morning run, Jack looked at the motel sign at the entrance to the driveway (“Weekly rates available”) and wondered if Scott paid for his room on a weekly rate basis.
 
   Could he get a weekly rate? It would be nice if they gave it to him.
 
   He stopped by the office and asked the desk clerk about the weekly rate.
 
   “Yes, we can give you a weekly rate,” the desk clerk said. “You’ll have to pay for the entire week in advance.”
 
   “How much is it?”
 
   “Two hundred forty nine dollars per week. We also have a special monthly rate.”
 
   “Okay. I want to do a weekly rate.”
 
   “Can I charge the card on file?”
 
   “Yes. One more thing: I’ve been here for more than a week. Can you apply a weekly rate retroactively?”
 
   “Let me talk to the general manager. I’m sure he won’t mind.”
 
   “Thank you.”
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   While he was in the shower, Jack thought about Chuck.
 
   It was possible that Chuck worked for the people who had tampered with his memory. Chuck might be his minder, who watched his every move.
 
   As a matter of fact, planting a spy in his room was exactly what he would have done if he were in these people’s shoes.
 
   What could he do to find out if Chuck was a spy?
 
   He could verify Chuck’s identity. If it turned out that Chuck was a false name, his suspicions would gain some ground. He could also follow Chuck to his place of work. He could read the text messages on Chuck’s cellphone (assuming the phone was not protected by a passcode). If he knew how to hack computer passwords, he would examine the files on Chuck’s laptop. He should ask Scott to help him access the files on Chuck’s laptop.
 
   In order to verify Chuck’s identity, Jack needed to have a look at his driver’s license first. He decided to do it tonight. 
 
   Was Reginald Dwight his minder?
 
   Jack didn’t think so. If Reginald worked for a powerful organization, he wouldn’t be in jail now.
 
   Was it a coincidence that he had lost his memory just three days after Reginald’s arrest? It was an interesting question.
 
   Maybe Reginald had been set up? 
 
   Poor guy. He was going to do at least two years in prison.
 
   After he shaved, Jack sat down on his bed and dialed the county jail’s number. He wanted to pay Reginald another visit; it was the least he could do for his former roommate.
 
   “I would like to schedule a visit with inmate Reginald Dwight,” he said to the operator after she greeted him.
 
   “Can you please spell the last name?”
 
   “D-w-i-g-h-t.”
 
   “Just a moment.”
 
   About half a minute later, the operator said, “Unfortunately, Reginald Dwight has passed away.”
 
   Jack froze for a moment. “Did you say he’s dead?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “When did he die?”
 
   Jack’s stomach twisted.
 
   “Yesterday.”
 
   “What happened to him?”
 
   “I don’t have this information.”
 
   “Where can I get this information?”
 
   “Please contact the jail administration.”
 
   “Okay. Thank you.” Jack hung up.
 
   How could Reginald Dwight have died? He was only thirty four and didn’t seem to have a terminal illness. 
 
   Obviously, someone had helped him. In other words, he had been murdered. He might have been killed by his cellmate, if he had one, or by guards. 
 
   Jack felt he had to look into Reginald’s death and ensure that the guilty were brought to justice. It was the right thing to do.
 
   First, he needed to find out the cause of death. He called the county jail and made an appointment with the administrator for next Monday at two in the afternoon.
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   “Some guy in Lubbock won sixty million in Mega Millions,” Jack said, looking at the screen of his laptop.
 
   “That’s a lot of dough,” Chuck commented. He had come from work half an hour ago and now was sitting on his bed, watching television.
 
   “It would take me twelve hundred years to make sixty million.”
 
   “Yeah. I’ve got to buy a lottery ticket.”
 
   Jack closed his laptop. “Where do you work?” He tried to sound as nonchalant as he could.
 
   “Insurance agency.”
 
   “Here in Porterville?”
 
   “Yes. What do you do?”
 
   “I work for the city of Albuquerque.”
 
   Jack decided not to tell Chuck that he was a cop because he didn’t want his roommate to feel uneasy around him. Many people were wary of policemen, even if they had never broken the law.
 
   Jack did not ask for the name of the insurance agency Chuck worked for in order not to raise suspicion. The name of the company didn’t matter anyway. All he needed to know was the type of business it was in.   
 
   “My dream is to open a car dealership,” Chuck said. “My dad’s friend owns a dealership in Hot Springs. He makes a lot of money.”
 
   Jack took a bottle of beer from the mini-refrigerator, and asked, “Have you had any memory lapses since you checked into the motel?”
 
   “A couple of times. When I got really drunk.” Chuck laughed.
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   At half past one in the morning, when he was sure that Chuck was asleep, Jack quietly got up from the bed, grabbed his notepad and pen from the nightstand, and tiptoed to the chair on which Chuck’s jeans were hanging. Keeping one eye on the sleeping roommate, Jack felt the jeans pockets, found the wallet, and pulled it out. Then he went into the bathroom. After closing the door, he switched on the light and examined Chuck’s driver’s license. His roommate’s full name was Charles Ramirez. He was twenty nine years old. He really was from Longview, Texas. 
 
   Jack wrote down his roommate’s name, address, and the driver’s license number, and left the bathroom. He slipped the wallet back into the jeans pocket and got into bed. 
 
   The next morning, when Chuck left for work, Jack went to a background check website and ran a search for a Charles Ramirez from Longview, Texas. There was one match. This man was twenty nine, and his driver’s license had the same number as Jack’s roommate’s. According to the website, Chuck had no criminal convictions, had divorced a woman named Rosa Cortez four years ago after being married to her for two years, and had never declared bankruptcy. He used to live in Pine Bluff and Little Rock, Arkansas. 
 
   Evidently, Chuck had not lied about his name, and his driver’s license was authentic. 
 
   Would the people behind the experiments have allowed their agent to use his real name? Perhaps they would.
 
   He should discuss this with Scott. 
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   It was twenty minutes past one in the afternoon when Jack walked into Bonanza. He had skipped breakfast and was hungry as a bear. As he ambled across the diner, he saw Jennifer, who appeared to be waiting for her order. They waved to each other, and Jack joined her at the table.
 
   “You want to hear something interesting?” Jennifer said.
 
   “Shoot.”
 
   “I’m thinking of getting a job.”
 
   “Here in Porterville?”
 
   Jennifer nodded. “I applied for an administrative assistant position at a cement plant.”
 
   “I didn’t know there was a cement plant here.”
 
   “I hope I get this job.”
 
   “Good luck.”
 
   “I’m just so bored sitting in my room and doing nothing.”
 
   “Do you have a job in Phoenix?”
 
   “No. I’m a housewife.” Jennifer smiled. “Do you watch those Real Housewives shows?”
 
   “No. I don’t watch a lot of TV.”
 
   “I don’t watch them, either.”
 
   After the waitress brought his chicken-fried steak, Jack asked in a casual tone, “Have you talked to your mother-in-law lately?”
 
   “No. I haven’t talked to her since Mike was kidnapped. I’m afraid that if I tell her what happened to Mike, she’ll have a heart attack.”
 
   “If you want, I can call her.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “I’ll ask her about your son. Have you talked to your son since Mike was kidnapped?”
 
   Jennifer shook her head. “I’ll call her myself when I’m ready.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   It was clear she was not going to budge. His plan to obtain her home phone number failed.
 
   As Jennifer paid for her lunch, Jack sneaked a glance at her credit card and saw that her last name was Fisher.
 
   Shortly after Jack returned to his room, Scott called and asked if he was busy. Jack said that he wasn’t. Scott came two minutes later, carrying a plastic bag. From the bag, he produced a rectangular device, which looked like a walkie-talkie.
 
   “What is it?” Jack asked.
 
   Scott leaned to his ear and whispered, “It’s a bug and spy camera sweeper. I ordered it last Monday.” He switched on the device.  
 
   Jack had seen bug detectors before. They were basically radio receivers capable of picking up signals transmitted by electronic spy equipment. 
 
   Scott waved the sweeper over every piece of furniture in the room and detected no surveillance device. Then he checked the window frame, the blinds, and the heater. 
 
   “Nothing here, either.” Scott folded his arms on his chest.
 
   “I was wondering, are you paying a weekly rate for your room?” Jack asked.
 
   “I used to. I switched to a monthly rate a week ago.”
 
   Scott went into the bathroom and spent three minutes sweeping it for bugs. Jack watched him from the doorway.
 
   “The bathroom is clean,” Scott announced when he was finished.
 
   He leafed through the user manual of the sweeper, and said, “Let’s get some fresh air.”
 
   He put the sweeper in the bag and motioned Jack to follow him. As they walked through the parking lot, Scott said, “It doesn’t mean your room isn’t bugged.”
 
   Jack agreed. He was sure there was covert surveillance equipment that could not be detected by a commercially available sweeper.
 
   “I bet they’re tapping the phone in your room,” Scott said.
 
   “What about my cellphone?”
 
   “They’re probably tapping it, too.”
 
   “I think my roommate could be working for them.”
 
   “Yes, he could.”
 
   “Can I use your car to follow him on Monday?”
 
   “Where are you going to follow him?”
 
   “To work. He says he works for an insurance agency.”
 
   “Sure thing.” Scott paused. “That Jennifer gal could be one of them.”
 
   “You could be one of them.” Jack laughed.
 
   “You’re a hoot, man.”
 
   They agreed to go to The Red Lantern tonight, and then Jack headed back to his room.
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   When Jack had said that Scott could be working for the people who had tampered with his memory, he had certainly been joking. But soon after Scott’s visit, Jack recalled his remark, and it occurred to him that he might be onto something.
 
   There was one detail about Scott that suddenly gained importance in Jack’s eyes. Scott had said he was working on a military project. Jack was willing to bet that the Department of Defense was conducting mind-related research. He doubted that Scott knew who was behind these mysterious memory lapses he had experienced. After all, it was Scott who had told him that he might be a subject of a memory manipulation experiment. If Scott was privy to inside information about what was going on, he would never have mentioned this theory to him.
 
   Scott could be just a minor cog who didn’t know the real objective of the project.
 
   Jack switched on his laptop and went on the Internet. First, he did a search for “Porterville TX defense contractors.” He clicked on the top link on the first search results page and, after scanning the page, found that there were four defense contractors in the Porterville area, which had been awarded thirteen contracts totaling about two hundred fifty thousand dollars last year. Then Jack searched Google Maps for “Porterville TX military” and spent two minutes studying the map. It turned out that there was an air force base just west of Abilene, about thirty five miles from Porterville. The name of the installation was Dyess Air Force Base. 
 
   Air force base. That was interesting. Could there be a secret scientific laboratory at Dyess Air Base? Of course! The government set up its secret facilities in all kinds of places.
 
   Jack decided not to share his suspicions with Scott. 
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   Chuck came out of the room and got in his car, a white four-door Honda Civic. Keeping his eyes on the Civic, Jack put on his sunglasses, which served as a disguise, and started the engine. He backed out of the parking space shortly after Chuck shifted into drive and headed for the exit.
 
   Jack did not think Chuck was going to notice he was being followed: people who were on their way to work usually paid little to no attention to the cars behind them. Considering the small size of Porterville and the fact that this town did not have traffic jams, the trip promised to be rather short.
 
   The Civic entered I-20 Frontage Road, which ran parallel to the Interstate, and stayed on it for half a minute until it reached Clark Street. At the intersection, Chuck turned left. He drove on Clark Street for about four minutes and made a right turn on Second Street. After three blocks, he turned left onto Oak Street.
 
   When the Civic slowed down, Jack removed his foot from the gas pedal and prepared to brake. A moment later, Chuck pulled into an angled parking space in front of a one-story white building. Jack tapped the brakes, checked the rear-view mirror to see if there were any vehicles close behind him, and then stopped his car. Chuck got out of his Civic and entered the white building, whose sign Jack could not read from his current vantage point.
 
   Jack took a parking spot in front of a store called Carpet Mill Direct, got out of the Charger, and crossed the street to the other side. The sun was shining brightly in the clear sky, the air was still. He ambled down the sidewalk to a coffee shop that was opposite the building Chuck had entered. The sign on the building read “Williams Agency.” Jack walked into the coffee shop and sat down at a table by the window.
 
   He stared at the entrance to Williams Agency for some time, then checked his watch. It was two minutes past nine. Although he was pretty sure that Chuck worked at Williams Agency, Jack decided to monitor the entrance for thirty more minutes.
 
   Chuck remained inside throughout the entire stakeout. Jack noted that there were no federal government vehicles parked in front of the agency. He did not see any black SUVs, either.
 
   Evidently, Chuck had told the truth about his place of employment. 
 
   It was possible that Williams Agency was a front, but Jack had a hunch it was a legitimate business.
 
   As he drove to the motel, Jack reflected on Scott’s theory.
 
   Suppose the theory was correct. What was going to happen at the end of the experiment? Would they leave him alone or kill him?
 
   Jack believed they were going to leave him alone. They had no reason to kill him. He did not pose a threat to these people because he knew nothing about them and their activities. It wasn’t just wishful thinking on his part. Historical precedent supported his view: according to what he had read on the Internet, none of Project MK-Ultra’s subjects had been deliberately murdered.
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   According to the plate on the door, the jail administrator’s name was Brenda Byrne. Brenda was a good-looking middle-aged woman with short wheat-colored hair and a sunny smile. Her makeup was well done, and her nails were perfectly manicured.
 
   “As I understand, you came here to inquire about the death of Reginald Dwight,” she said.
 
   “That’s correct.”
 
   “Do you work in the media?”
 
   “No. I work for the Albuquerque Police Department.”
 
   “How do you know Mister Dwight?”
 
   “I was his friend.”
 
   “Please accept my condolences.”
 
   “Have you determined the cause of death?”
 
   Brenda opened a desk drawer, rummaged in it, and then pulled out a yellow manila folder. She opened the folder and said, looking at the top page, “According to the preliminary autopsy report, Mister Dwight died of a brain hemorrhage.”
 
   “What was the cause of the hemorrhage?”
 
   “He banged his head on the door of his cell numerous times.”
 
   “He banged his head on the door? Why?”
 
   Brenda closed the folder and leaned back in her chair. “I’ve been told that Dwight was so upset about his situation that he went berserk.”
 
   “Berserk?”
 
   “He hit his head so hard he fractured his frontal and right temporal bones. Essentially, it was a suicide.”
 
   “He looked all right when I met him last week.”
 
   “Well, people appear all right, and then one day they lose it, or, as my husband likes to say, blow a gasket. It’s possible that illicit drugs played a role. We’ll know for sure when we receive the toxicology report.”
 
   “Are you going to investigate his death?”
 
   “Yes. But as I said, it was a suicide. He did it to himself.”
 
   Or maybe your guys bashed him on the head with their batons.
 
   It looked like the investigation was a mere formality. Obviously, a decision had been made to rule Reginald’s death a suicide.
 
   “Do you have a video of Reginald hitting his head on the door?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can I see it?”
 
   “What for? You don’t believe me?”
 
   “I believe you. I just think that this video will help me better understand why he did it.”
 
   “I’ll think about it.”
 
   Jack had a hunch that the jail administrator would not let him see the surveillance tape unless he obtained a court order compelling her to do so.
 
   “Why was Reginald so upset about this situation? Did other inmates harass him?”
 
   “No, they didn’t. We don’t allow our inmates to harass each other.” Brenda glanced at her watch. 
 
   Had they killed Reginald because he knew too much?
 
   He should ask Chief Feeney to get to the bottom of Reginald’s death. There was a chance that Feeney was in cahoots with the jail administrator, but Jack was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. Ninety five percent of policemen were honest people, and Feeney could be one of them.
 
   “How long will the investigation take?” Jack asked.
 
   “Three—four months.”
 
   “Can I call you next Monday about the video tape?”
 
   “I’ll call you myself when I make the decision.”
 
   When Jack left the county courthouse, he called the Porterville police department and scheduled an appointment with Chief Feeney for Wednesday at eleven.
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   Later that day, as he strolled around the motel, Jack noticed that the light was on in Alice’s room. Since it was more than a week since he had last spoken to Ella, Jack figured it was time to pay her another visit.
 
   Wondering if Ella still lived in Room 235, Jack knocked on the door. The door opened, and he saw Ella.
 
   “Hi, it’s me again,” Jack said.
 
   Ella stared at him for a moment, then asked, “Who are you?”
 
   “We spoke a week ago. I’m looking for your roommate.”
 
   Nodding, Ella said, “Oh yeah, I remember you. You’re a cop, right?”
 
   “Yes. Have you seen her since we spoke?”
 
   “Yeah. I forgot to tell her to call you. Sorry.”
 
   “Did she come back?”
 
   “Yeah. Last Saturday.”
 
   Jack took out his notepad and wrote his name and cellphone number on it. “When she comes back, please ask her to call me.” He handed the sheet with his number to Ella.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   She’s going to forget to tell Alice to call me, Jack thought. She’s done it before, she’ll do it again.  
 
   “Do you know where she is right now?”
 
   “I think she’s at work.”
 
   “Where does she work?”
 
   Ella shrugged. “I don’t know.”
 
   Had Alice quit her job in Albuquerque? 
 
   Perhaps she had taken a leave of absence.
 
   Why hadn’t Alice replied to his email?
 
   Because she hates me now.
 
   “Well, I’ll let you get back to what you were doing. Have a good day.”
 
   “Bye.” Ella shut the door.
 
   As Jack walked to the staircase, it crossed his mind that he had one less thing to worry about now: Alice was alive and had not been abducted.
 
    
 
   4
 
   When Jack was eating his dinner (tonight it was beef chop suey from a restaurant called China Star Express), he heard a knock on the door. 
 
   “Who is it?” he shouted.
 
   “It’s Scott.”
 
   Jack got up from the table and opened the door.
 
   “Are you alone?” Scott asked. He was wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can I come in?”
 
   Jack stepped aside, and Scott entered the room.
 
   “What are you up to?” Scott eased into a chair.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Want to go to the movies?”
 
   “Okay. Let me finish my chop suey.”
 
   As soon as Jack turned toward the table, there was a knock on the door.
 
   “Don’t answer,” Scott said in a low voice.
 
   “Why?” Jack whispered.
 
   “Just don’t answer.”
 
   “Scott, I know you’re there. Open the door,” said a woman’s voice behind the door. Then came another knock, louder than the first one.
 
   “Don’t open the door,” Scott said to Jack.
 
   “I’ll stand here until you open the door,” the woman said. “You know how stubborn I am, Scott.”
 
   “What a bitch.” Scott sighed.
 
   “Open the damn door.” The woman knocked again.
 
   “Who is it?” Jack asked Scott.
 
   “Melissa,” Scott said. “When is your roommate coming home?”  
 
   “Soon.”
 
   Scott rubbed his chin thoughtfully, and said, “Okay, let her in.”
 
   Melissa was a short-haired brunette in her thirties with big gray eyes and thin brows. She was dressed in brown knee-high boots, a black skirt, and a white blazer.
 
   “Why are you running away from me?” she said, her gaze fixed on Scott. “What’s wrong? Do I scare you?”
 
   “Relax, Melissa.” Scott crossed his legs.
 
   “Don’t tell me what to do, you piece of shit.” Melissa looked at Jack appraisingly.
 
   “I have nothing to add to what I’ve already told you,” Scott said. “Just go home.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   “Jack and I are leaving in five minutes.” 
 
   “Don’t worry, I’ll wait,” Melissa said. “I know what room you’re staying in.”
 
   Jack’s eyes met Melissa’s, and Jack waved to her. “Hi, I’m Jack. Are you a friend of Scott’s?”
 
   Rubbing his temples with the tips of his fingers, Scott replied, “It’s my ex-wife.”
 
   Melissa turned her face to Scott and said, “Yes, I’m his ex-wife. This moron doesn’t want to pay alimony and child support, which he is legally obligated to pay.” She emphasized the word “legally.”
 
   “This is bullshit. I’ve never said I don’t want to pay.”
 
   “Then why the hell are you hiding from me?”
 
   “I’m hiding? If I wanted to hide from you, you’d never find me. I’m here for work, okay?”
 
   “Blah blah blah. You don’t care about your son, you piece of shit. When was the last time you called him?”
 
   “You hate it when I call him.”
 
   “Excuses, excuses.” Melissa shifted her eyes to Jack. “And who are you? One of his drinking buddies?”
 
   “Yes, he’s one of my drinking buddies, fuck you.” Scott showed Melissa his middle finger.
 
   Jack watched Scott talk to Melissa, wondering whether he really hated his ex-wife, or whether it was just an act. 
 
   “If you don’t give me my two thousand dollars, I’ll slash your tires,” Melissa said. “That’s what I’m going to do. You know me, Scott. I will do it.”
 
   “I don’t owe you two grand. I can give you five hundred.”
 
   “You owe me two thousand. I won’t leave until you give me my two thousand.”
 
   “Five hundred.”
 
   “Two thousand. Do you want me to go to the judge? They put people in jail for this, did you know that?”
 
   Scott heaved a sigh and rose from the chair. “Okay, okay. I’ll give you two grand. Let’s go to my room, I’ll write you a check.”
 
   “If it bounces, I’ll go to the judge.”
 
   Scott and Melissa left, and Jack returned to his dinner. Fifteen minutes later, Scott came back. He had changed into jeans and a plaid shirt.
 
   “Did you write her a check?” Jack asked him. 
 
   “Yes. Two grand.”
 
   “Did you actually owe it to her?”
 
   “I think I did. Are we still going to the movies?”
 
   “Yes. I didn’t know you have a son. What’s his name?”
 
   “Robert. I told you about him. You must have forgotten it.”
 
   “How old is he?”
 
   “Seven.”
 
   While Jack checked on the Internet what movies were playing tonight, Scott asked him if he had found out where Chuck worked.
 
   “He actually works for an insurance agency,” Jack said.
 
   “If I were you, I wouldn’t trust him. Just in case.”
 
   “How about we interrogate him?”
 
   Scott grinned. “No, that’s too risky. Just behave naturally around this guy and say as little as possible to him. That’s what I would do.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   1
 
   Chief Feeney had the same aloof look on his face that he had when Jack had first met him.
 
   “What can I do for you, Mister Nelson?” he asked.
 
   “Last week, a friend of mine died in the county jail under suspicious circumstances,” Jack said. “I’d like to ask you to investigate his death.”
 
   “I remember you. We met two weeks, didn’t we?”
 
   “Yes, we did.”
 
   “What did we talk about?”
 
   “My friend’s husband.”
 
   “Oh yes. She thought he was kidnapped, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “She wanted to look at my guys’ photos.”
 
   “I asked if she could look at the photos.”
 
   “Why didn’t you call? Did her husband come back?”
 
   “She says she didn’t see the kidnappers’ faces.”
 
   “I see.” Feeney picked up a pen. “What’s your friend’s name? The one who died in jail?”
 
   “Reginald Dwight.”
 
   “I think I heard something about it. Was he awaiting trial?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why do you want me to investigate his death? I believe the investigation is conducted by the sheriff’s department.”
 
   “I’m afraid they’re going to cover it up.”
 
   “What makes you think so?”
 
   “The jail administrator claims that Reginald killed himself by banging his head on the door of his cell. I think she’s wrong. I think Reginald was murdered.”
 
   “Did you talk to Brenda Byrne?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did you talk to the person in charge of the investigation?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “So you assume that the investigators will accept Mrs. Byrne’s conclusions even though they’re wrong?”
 
   “There’s a chance that they will.”
 
   “I see.” Feeney paused. “Do you have any evidence that your friend was murdered?”
 
   “He wasn’t suicidal. Why would he bang his head on the door?”
 
   “You’re a cop, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But you don’t trust cops?”
 
   “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “You seem to question the sheriff’s department’s integrity.”
 
   “I just want justice for Reginald.”
 
   “I understand.” Feeney leaned back in his chair. “Since your friend died in a cell, there’s probably surveillance footage of what happened to him. I’m going to look at it and see if he really killed himself.”
 
   “That would be great.”
 
   “Can I take a look at your badge, please?”
 
   Jack nodded. “Sure.” He placed his badge on the desk in front of the police chief.
 
   Feeney scrutinized the face of the badge for a while, then turned the badge over, and examined the other side. 
 
   “Have you seen this?” He gave the badge back to Jack, the reverse side up. 
 
   Jack scanned the badge and, having found nothing of interest, asked, “What do you want me to see?”
 
   “Read what it says at the bottom.”
 
   At the bottom of the badge, printed in a small font were three words: “Made in China.”
 
   “I don’t know how they do things in New Mexico, but our badges are made in the good old U.S. of A.” Feeney cocked his head. His eyes continued to be cold and indifferent.
 
   “What are you trying to say?” 
 
   Jack had a queer feeling in his stomach.
 
   “I’m not trying to say anything. I’m just pointing out that your badge was made in China, that’s all.”
 
   “Are you saying it’s fake?”
 
   Feeney shrugged. “I have no idea if it’s fake. To tell you the truth, I don’t care.”
 
   “I assure you my badge is not fake.”
 
   “I know one way to confirm it. Let’s call the Albuquerque police department and ask them.”
 
   Jack smiled wryly, put the badge in his pants pocket, and said, Let’s do it some other time. I have to go.” He rose from the chair. 
 
   Jack had a weird metallic taste in his mouth as he walked to his car. He suspected his face was as red as a tomato. He felt like a student whose pants had fallen down in front of the class.
 
   Was his badge really fake? 
 
   If his badge was fake, did it mean that he was not a police officer? The answer to this question was not as obvious as it might seem. A few years ago, Jack had read a story about New York police officers who had carried fake badges because they didn’t want to risk losing the real ones. One of the main reasons cops hated losing their shields was the fact that it could cost them several days of pay.
 
   Maybe his real badge was at home in Albuquerque.  
 
   Half an hour after he returned to his motel room, Jack took a long hot bath. When he got out of the bathroom, he was convinced that his real badge was in the safe at home.
 
   Jack elected not to tell Scott that Feeney had questioned the authenticity of his badge. 
 
   He hoped Feeney would keep his promise and watch the video of Reginald’s death.
 
    
 
   2
 
   Jennifer hadn’t allowed him to call her mother-in-law because she didn’t have a mother-in-law. She didn’t have a mother-in-law because her husband, Michael, wasn’t real. This thought came to Jack as he ate his grilled salmon at Bonanza seven hours after his meeting with Chief Feeney. Sitting opposite him was Jennifer, who was nibbling on her Caesar salad.
 
   “Do you have any more pictures of your husband?” Jack asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Jack noted that for the first time in the last two weeks Jennifer looked happy.
 
   “Can I see them?”
 
   “We didn’t bring the family album with us.”
 
   After a hesitation, Jack said, “Do you have any documents that prove you’re married to Mike?”
 
   “You don’t believe I’m married to Mike?”
 
   “It’s for the police chief.”
 
   “He wants me to prove I’m married to Mike? Why?”
 
   “He said that you might have made up the kidnapping story. He doesn’t think you have a husband.”
 
   “What?” Jennifer furrowed her brows. “He thinks I’m lying about Mike? What a moron.”
 
   Jack looked into Jennifer’s eyes and saw no hint of deception in them. 
 
   Either Jennifer was a great actress or Mike was real and had actually gone missing. 
 
   “I agree. He’s an idiot.”
 
   “Did you talk to him again?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “This morning.”
 
   “I don’t care that he doesn’t believe me. I don’t need their help anyway.”
 
   She’s avoided answering the question, hasn’t she? She offered no proof of her marriage. 
 
   That was true. And it didn’t go unnoticed.
 
   “Have you heard from the kidnappers yet?”
 
   “No.” Jennifer hung her head. “Do you think he’s still alive?”
 
   “Yes, I think he is.”
 
   Was Jennifer his minder?
 
   She looked harmless, but it could be just a facade. Good agents were supposed to appear innocuous. 
 
   Well, if Jennifer were an agent of a powerful organization, she would have had all sorts of proof of Michael’s existence. 
 
   “I have good news,” Jennifer said. “I got that job at a cement plant.”
 
   “Congratulations. When do you start?”
 
   “Monday.”
 
   “When are you going back to Phoenix?”  
 
   “I’m not leaving Porterville until I find Mike.”
 
   Curiously, Jack was glad that Jennifer was going to stay in Porterville for a while, and he was ashamed of it. He was a married man; he wasn’t supposed to be so eager to spend more time with another woman. Besides, he was taking advantage of an unfortunate situation: a human life could be at stake here! 
 
    
 
   3
 
   Jack was awakened in the middle of the night by the sound of an ambulance siren. He opened his eyes and reached for his watch on the nightstand. Faint red light glowed around the edges of the blinds. It seemed as if the ambulance was sitting right outside his room. As he peered at the dial of his watch, trying to make out what time it was, the siren stopped blaring. Overcome by curiosity, Jack got out of bed, went to the window, and looked out. He saw a Porterville Fire Department ambulance with flashing emergency beacons; its rear doors were open. Clouds of exhaust smoke swirled in the air, illuminated by the taillights. There were no people in sight. Jack checked his watch. It was ten minutes to two.
 
   Jack put on his hoodie and sneakers and stepped out of the room. Outside, the air was cold and brisk; after Jack took a few breaths, the last remnants of drowsiness vanished. A full moon hung in the black sky. Jack scanned the first floor of the motel and immediately noticed that the door to Room 157 was wide open. There was a paramedic standing between a bed and the television. 
 
   A few minutes later, the paramedics rolled a gurney out of the room. The person on the gurney had long hair, which indicated a high likelihood that it was a woman. Jack couldn’t see what the person was wearing because she (or he) was covered with a blanket up to her (or his) neck.
 
   Suddenly, it dawned on Jack: it was Alice on the gurney. Alice had long hair. She had probably been murdered. 
 
   These paramedics might be working for organ harvesters. They might even be fake, for all he knew.
 
   What had Alice been doing in Room 157?
 
   Jack sprinted toward the paramedics and reached them when they were a few feet from the ambulance. He looked at the face of the person on the gurney and breathed a sigh of relief. It was a woman, but it wasn’t Alice. 
 
   “Who is it?” Jack asked the paramedics. “What’s her name?” When he spoke, white vapor puffed from his mouth.
 
   The woman appeared to be in her sixties. Her eyes were closed; it was hard to tell whether she was dead or alive. Jack had a feeling he had seen her before in the motel parking lot.
 
   “It’s Gloria,” a man’s voice said behind Jack.
 
   Jack turned around. The voice belonged to a gray-haired man in his late sixties, who was dressed in sweatpants, a T-shirt, and a leather jacket. The man had a familiar face. Jack figured he was staying at the Blue Star Motel.
 
   The paramedics loaded the gurney into the ambulance. Before they shut the doors, the old man shouted, “Are you sure I can’t come with you?”
 
   “You can’t come with us, sir,” one of the paramedics replied.
 
   “Is she alive?” Jack asked the old man.
 
   “She’s had a heart attack. They don’t know if she’ll live.” The man wiped the tears from his eyes with his hand.
 
   The driver switched on the siren, and the ambulance started moving.  
 
   “I’m Jack. I’m from Room 152. What’s your name?”
 
   “Clint.”
 
   “Is Gloria your wife?”
 
   Clint nodded. Then he rubbed his eyes and let out a groan.
 
   “Are you staying in one fifty seven?” Jack asked.
 
   The ambulance made a right turn at the corner of the motel and disappeared from sight.
 
   “Yes.” Clint sighed. “I’m afraid she’ll be dead by the time they get to the hospital.”
 
   “Is it her first heart attack?”
 
   “No. She had one five months ago.”
 
   “Well, maybe it will be all right this time, too.”
 
   “I hope so, but I doubt it will. She wasn’t moving when they put her on the stretcher.” Clint started toward his room. Jack followed him.
 
   “Where are you from?”
 
   “We came here from Las Cruces ten years ago.” 
 
   “How long have you been staying at this motel?”
 
   “Ten years.”
 
   Stunned, Jack spent a few seconds processing Clint’s words. 
 
   Ten years in a motel? It had to be a record. 
 
   “Ten years—that’s a long time,” Jack said.
 
   Clint stopped at the door to his room and said, “Yes, it is. I’m going to get my car keys and then I’ll head for the hospital. Do you want to come with me? It would be nice to have company. The hospital’s only five minutes from here.”
 
   “All right.” Jack didn’t feel sleepy anymore, so he didn’t mind going for a little outing.
 
   When Clint drove onto the road, Jack asked, “How old is Gloria?”
 
   “Sixty nine. Yeah, she’s no spring chicken.”
 
   “Are you retired?”
 
   “Yes. I retired two years ago. How long have you stayed at Blue Star?”
 
   “About a month.”
 
   Jack was ashamed to confess that he wasn’t sure how long he’d stayed at the motel.
 
   “I read about a millionaire in New York who lived in a hotel for twenty years. Twenty years.”
 
   “As far as I remember, Howard Hughes lived in hotels half his life.”
 
   Clint bobbed his head. “Yeah, he was one interesting fellow.”
 
   They arrived at the hospital at twenty minutes past two. Clint left Jack in the emergency room waiting area and went to inquire about his wife. The waiting area was empty and quiet. Jack sat in the chair for a while, then got up and walked up to the wall-mounted rack with brochures. Scanning the titles of the brochures, he thought about his badge.
 
   When had he purchased the replica? Where had he purchased it?
 
   He might have bought it on the Internet. 
 
   Should he call the Personnel Division of the Albuquerque Police Department and ask them to confirm that he worked for the department?
 
   Why? He knew he was a police detective. He worked on the fourth floor. His boss’s name was Jose Garcia. There was no need to call the Personnel Division, none whatsoever. 
 
   Jack was scrutinizing a painting of a horse in a field when Clint came back. The old man had a dejected expression on his face, and the wrinkles on his forehead had deepened.
 
   “What did they say?” Jack asked.
 
   Clint lowered his gaze to the floor and said in a husky voice, “She’s dead.”
 
   Jack sighed. “I’m so sorry, Clint.”
 
   “She’s in a better place now.” Clint cleared his throat, then sat down on a chair and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. His liver-spotted face looked shriveled. “Gloria, Gloria.” He closed his eyes.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
    
 
   1
 
   “Are you staying in Porterville for good?” Will Farlow asked.
 
   Bonanza’s manager had sat down at Jack’s table two minutes ago, taking a break from his duties.
 
   “I’m thinking about it,” Jack said.
 
   Staying in Porterville permanently sounded like an interesting idea. It was twenty six days since he had checked into Room 152, and Jack had grown to really like this town. He could join the local police force, or he could get a job at a private security company.
 
   “My relatives ask me why I quit my job in Austin, which paid more than what I’m making here. I tell them that money can’t buy happiness. Yes, it’s a cliché, but the thing is, clichés are usually true. Who needs five cars? Who needs a ten-thousand-square-foot house? I’m happy with what I have. Am I insane?”
 
   “I agree with you.” Jack nodded. “We’ve become too materialistic.”
 
   “Exactly. A consumerist society, I believe that’s what they call it. They tell us—they program us—to buy more stuff, and ninety percent of that stuff is useless junk.” 
 
   “You’re absolutely right.”
 
   “All those smartphones and big-screen TVs, diamond jewelry, eight-dollar cups of coffee—I don’t care for this crap.”
 
   “We need to learn to appreciate what we have.”
 
   “Yes. We should take time to count our blessings. Modesty is a virtue.”
 
   “Amen, brother.”
 
   “Do you like our food?”
 
   “It’s delicious. You have the best fried chicken in town.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   2
 
   Jack returned to his room at eleven o’clock. He was flipping through channels when someone knocked on the door. Thinking it was Scott, Jack opened the door and froze for a moment. Standing on the other side of the threshold was his beautiful wife, Amy. She was dressed in a gray skirt, which reached her knees, a white blouse, and a dark brown leather jacket. On her feet she had black calfskin flat shoes.
 
   “Hello, Jack,” Amy said.
 
   “Hello.”
 
   How did she find him? Perhaps he had told her his location before he had lost his memory.
 
   “Can I come in?”
 
   “Yeah.” Jack stepped aside. 
 
   Amy entered the room. As she passed by him, he caught her scent, which brought back the memory of the last time he’d had sex with her. She looked around and asked with a serious expression on her face, “Do you have a roommate?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Is it a woman?” Amy sat down in a chair and placed her purse in her lap.
 
   “No, it’s a guy.”
 
   Amy stared at him for a long moment, then said, “Why did you change your cellphone number?”
 
   “I didn’t change it.”
 
   “Yes, you did. Give me your phone.”
 
   Jack complied with her request. Amy dialed a number and then took out her cell, which began to ring when she opened her purse to get it. She looked at the screen of her phone and said, “Your number has the Porterville area code. Did you know that?”
 
   She showed Jack the screen of her cell. Amy was right. His number indeed had the Porterville area code.
 
   “I guess I did change it,” he said.
 
   He must have lost the cell he had brought from Albuquerque and then got a new one with a new number. He might have changed wireless carriers, too.
 
   “When did we last talk on the phone?” he asked.
 
   “A month ago.”
 
   Jack eased into a chair. “I’ve sent you several emails in the last four weeks, but you didn’t reply.”
 
   “I didn’t receive any emails.”
 
   Obviously, he had been sending his messages to the wrong email address.
 
   “Did you email me?”
 
   “Yes, I did. And you didn’t reply.”
 
   “What address did you send the emails to?”
 
   Amy told him the address. It was different from the address he’d sent his emails from.
 
   “I forgot it,” Jack said.
 
   “You forgot your own email address?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did you forget our home phone number, too?”
 
   Jack nodded.
 
   “What happened? Have you had a concussion?”
 
   “No. I just forgot.” Jack cleared his throat. “Did you drive here?”
 
   “I flew to Abilene and then took a cab to Porterville.” Amy drew her eyebrows together. “Are you okay, Jack? What’s going on?”
 
   She probably thinks I’ve been taking drugs. 
 
   “Nothing’s going on. I’m fine.”
 
   “How could you forget our phone number?”
 
   “I don’t need to remember it because it’s in my contacts.” Then he corrected himself: “It was in my contacts.”
 
   “Okay.” Amy lowered her eyes to the floor. “What were you doing here this whole time?”
 
   “I was looking for Alice. She asked me to come to Porterville to help her, but I haven’t been able to find her since I arrived here.”
 
   “That’s not true. You told me you helped Alice fix her problem and went to Dallas on a business trip.”
 
   “I must have forgotten it. Is Alice in Albuquerque?”
 
   “I don’t know. I haven’t spoken to her since you left.”
 
   In his peripheral vision, Jack saw a policeman on the TV screen, which made him think of his badge.
 
   His fake badge. 
 
   Perhaps the police chief was right.
 
   “Am I a cop?” he asked.
 
   “A cop? No. You’re not a cop. You work in a bank. United Capital Bank.”
 
   “Am I a bank teller?”
 
   “You’re a vice president. Did you think you were a cop?”
 
   “Is it a big bank?”
 
   “It’s fairly big. It’s a local bank.”
 
   “Am I a millionaire?”
 
   “We have money, but we’re not filthy rich. Jack, this is… strange. Do you have amnesia?”
 
   Jack drew a deep breath and shut his eyes.
 
   A vice president. He was a vice president of United Capital Bank. It was a good thing, he supposed. 
 
   He was lucky Feeney hadn’t arrested him for impersonating a police officer. He had really dodged a bullet there.
 
   “Do I have a secretary?” he asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do I sleep with her?” A small smile appeared on his lips.
 
   “I hope not.”
 
   Jack stood up and started pacing the room.
 
   “How long have I been away?” he asked.
 
   “You’ve been here since July.”
 
   “July? Really?” Jack gave Amy a stunned look.
 
   It was nonsense. Jack couldn’t believe his amnesia was that bad. Four months? He’d been in Porterville for four months?
 
   “Look.” Amy opened her purse and produced four sheets of paper. She handed one of them to Jack and said, “This is your credit card statement for July. Can you see charges from the Bonanza restaurant?”
 
   Jack scanned the document and noticed that several lines had a red mark next to them. All the marked charges had the same merchant’s name: Bonanza, Porterville, TX. The first Bonanza transaction, which was the first transaction that had taken place in Porterville, was dated July 21. It was for $10.87. 
 
   “I came here on July twenty first?” Jack said.
 
   “July twentieth. You left Albuquerque on the morning of July twentieth.”
 
   Since some credit card transactions were posted the next day, it was possible that he had first eaten at Bonanza on July 20.
 
   “There’s a charge from the Blue Star Motel on July twenty eighth for four hundred two dollars.”
 
   The July 28 charge from the Blue Star Motel had a red mark. It must have been payment for the first seven days of his stay.
 
   “And this is the statement for August.” Amy gave Jack another sheet of paper. “There’s a charge from the Blue Star Motel on August fourth for two hundred eighty six dollars.”
 
   Assuming he had gotten a weekly rate, two hundred eighty six dollars had covered the second week of his stay at the motel. Jack saw another charge from the motel on August fifth, also for two hundred eighty six dollars. It must have been an advance payment for the next week.
 
   “Do you believe me now?” Amy asked.
 
   According to the credit card statement, Jack had dined at Bonanza at least once a day, every day in August.
 
   “This is so strange.” Jack ran his eyes over the July statement.
 
   So what had he learned so far?
 
   He was a vice president of a bank. He had arrived in Porterville on July twentieth. He was right about why he had come here—to help Alice. 
 
   He could not remember what he had done for Alice, though.
 
   “Did I tell you what problem I helped Alice to fix?” he asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “When did I tell you that I went to Dallas?”
 
   “Sometime in the first week of August.”
 
   Why had he lied to Amy about going to Dallas? Had he been made to lie by the people who had erased his memory? 
 
   He must have done it to prevent Amy from coming to Porterville and to justify his long absence. 
 
   What had he been doing after he helped Alice? Was it something illegal or untoward? Did it have anything to do with Alice? Jack had a hunch that it did.
 
   According to the motel’s records, Alice had checked into Room 235 on August twentieth. Had she left Porterville for three weeks and then returned, or had she just changed rooms (or motels)?
 
   Why was Alice still in Porterville? One explanation was that she had become attached to this town. Another explanation was that she still had business to attend to here.
 
   “Do you have Alice’s number in your contacts?” Jack said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Please dial it.”
 
   “Okay.” Amy took her cellphone from her purse, opened the contact list, and dialed Alice’s number. A few seconds later she said, “Her number is not in service.”
 
   “Do you have her home phone number?”
 
   “I don’t think she has a landline.”
 
   Why was Alice’s number not in service? Perhaps she had changed her number. 
 
   Why had she done it? Was she hiding from someone?  
 
   By the way, Ella had forgotten to tell Alice to call him, just like he had expected.
 
   “It’s strange.” 
 
   “What’s strange?”
 
   “Alice’s number’s not it service.”
 
   “Maybe she didn’t pay her phone bill.”
 
   She didn’t pay the bill because Ella murdered her.
 
   Jack pondered this theory and concluded that he couldn’t reject it until he saw Alice.
 
   Amy stood behind him and put her hands on his shoulders. “I missed you, Jack.”
 
   “I missed you, too.”
 
   “I got really worried when you stopped answering my calls.”
 
   Jack rose to his feet, wrapped his arms around Amy, and kissed her.
 
   When his lips touched Amy’s, a wave of memories suddenly flooded his mind. It all came back to him. He remembered that he was a vice president of United Capital Bank, that he had come to Porterville in late July, and that he had been hanging out with Scott since September. Even if there were some missing pieces, he had no doubt he would recover them in the near future.
 
   “Pack your things,” Amy said. “Let’s go home.”
 
   “Are you going to help me drive?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Albuquerque was about four hundred and fifty miles from Porterville. He would let Amy drive the first one hundred and fifty miles.
 
   Pressing Amy’s body to his, Jack felt his penis growing hard. He slid his hands down to her butt. 
 
   He wouldn’t mind having a quickie right now, but he could wait until they got home.
 
   “Do you want to have sex?” he asked.
 
   “I’m a little tired, honey.”
 
   “Okay.” He released Amy from his embrace. Then he lifted the suitcase from the floor, put it on his bed, and opened it. 
 
   “You bought a new suitcase,” Amy commented.
 
   After hearing Amy’s question, Jack recalled that he had purchased this suitcase in the first half of October. 
 
   “Yeah, I did.”
 
   He pulled out the top dresser drawer and started transferring his clothes to the suitcase. Amy joined him moments later.
 
   We make a good team, Jack thought, watching Amy fold his T-shirts and underwear.
 
   When they emptied the drawer, there was a knock on the door. It was Jennifer.
 
   “Are you busy?” she asked.
 
   Before Jack could reply, Amy walked up behind him and said, “Hello. Please come in.” 
 
   Jennifer entered the room, and Jack shut the door. Amy looked at him inquiringly.
 
   “Jennifer, this is my wife, Amy.” Jack put his hand on Amy’s back. “Amy, this is Jennifer. She’s a friend of mine. She’s staying at this motel.”
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Jennifer said to Amy. 
 
   “Nice to meet you, too,” Amy replied.
 
   Pointing at the suitcase, Jennifer asked, “Are you leaving?”
 
   “Yes.” Jack nodded.
 
   Amy went to the dresser and leaned against it, her eyes appraising Jennifer. 
 
   “Where are you going?” Jennifer asked.
 
   “Albuquerque. Do you need help with something?”
 
   “No. I’m going to Bonanza. I came to ask if you wanted to join me. I guess you can’t.”
 
   “I have to pack my stuff.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   “Do you want to hear something interesting?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I just found out I’m not a cop.” Jack cracked a smile.
 
   “You’re not a cop?” 
 
   “But I thought I was. Strange, huh?”
 
   “Yeah.” Jennifer exchanged glances with Amy. “Well, have a safe trip.”
 
   “Give me a call when you find Mike.”
 
   “I will.” Jennifer turned to Amy and said, “Goodbye, Amy.”
 
   “Have a nice day,” Amy replied. 
 
   When Jennifer stepped outside, Amy opened the second drawer.
 
   “Who is she?” she asked as Jack walked to the dresser.
 
   “A friend.”
 
   They resumed packing Jack’s clothes.
 
   “How long have you known her?”
 
   “About four weeks. Her husband’s been kidnapped.”
 
   “Kidnapped? When?”
 
   “A month ago.”
 
   “Are they asking for money?”
 
   “The kidnappers haven’t contacted her yet.”
 
   “Do you have lunch with her every day?”
 
   “No. Once a week.”
 
   Amy sighed, indicating that something was bothering her.
 
   “How old is she?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know. She’s probably your age.”
 
   When they finished packing his clothes, Jack thought of Scott: he felt he had to say goodbye to Scott in person. As he put his leather loafers into the duffel bag, he said, “Let me talk to my buddy, and then we’ll go, okay?”
 
   Amy nodded. Jack called Scott and asked where he was. Scott said he was relaxing in his room. 
 
   “I’m coming over,” Jack said.
 
   Scott was wearing no pants and had a half-eaten slice of pizza in his hand when Jack entered his room. His roommate was gone.
 
   “I came to say goodbye.” 
 
   “You want some?” Scott pointed at the pizza box on the table.
 
   “No, thank you.” 
 
   “Where are you going?” Scott eased into a chair.
 
   “Back to Albuquerque.” Then Jack added, “My wife is here.”
 
   “Your wife? So you are married.”
 
   “It turns out I’ve been in Porterville for four months, can you believe it?”
 
   “I totally believe it. Does she know who messed with your memory?”
 
   “No. I also found out that I’m not a cop.”
 
   “Then who are you?”
 
   “I work in a bank.”
 
   “Is Jack your real name?”
 
   “Yes, it is.”
 
   “Well, at least you were right about that.” Scott wiped his hands and mouth with a napkin and started putting on his pants. “Are you sure she’s actually your wife?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can I meet her?”
 
   “Sure. Let’s go.” 
 
   Amy was watching TV when Jack and Scott entered the room. 
 
   “How are you doing?” Scott said to Amy, grinning.
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “This is my friend Scott.” Jack clapped Scott on the shoulder.
 
   “You have a beautiful wife,” Scott said.
 
   Jack made no reply.
 
   “Are you leaving right now?” Scott asked, looking at the suitcase.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I guess you won’t come back this time.”
 
   “No, I won’t.”
 
   When Scott was about to leave, Jack said to him, “If you’re ever in Albuquerque, give me a call.” 
 
   “I certainly will,” Scott replied.
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
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   Jack laid the duffel bag next to the suitcase and shut the lid of the trunk. As he got in the car, he asked himself if he had left anything in the room.
 
   His shoes, toothbrush, and razor were in the duffel bag. His laptop was in the backseat. His suit jacket was also in the backseat.
 
   He patted his right jeans pocket, where he had put his cellphone. The phone was still there.
 
   Amy shifted into reverse and backed out of the parking space. Half a minute later Jack was in the office, which was empty except for the desk clerk, who was reading a book titled Achieve Anything In Just One Year.
 
   “Hi, Leo. I’d like to check out,” Jack said, approaching the counter. “Room 152. Can I have the bill?” 
 
   “Just a moment.” Leo began typing on the keyboard. “Are you leaving Porterville?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did you enjoy your stay at the Blue Star Motel?”
 
   “Yes, I did.”
 
   “I believe your wife was here an hour ago looking for you. Did you see her?”
 
   “Yes. She and I are going home.” 
 
   “Here’s your statement, sir.” Leo gave Jack the sheet of paper that had just come out of the printer. 
 
   While Jack scanned the bill, the desk clerk said, “We hope to see you again soon. I’ll hold a spot for you for a day.”
 
   “Thank you, Leo. I appreciate it.”
 
   He ought to have said that he was not coming back, but Jack felt it would have been impolite.
 
   Folding the bill, Jack walked out of the office, took one last look at the motel, and got in the car.
 
   Before they reached the city limits, they stopped at a gas station, and Jack filled up the tank.
 
   After Amy told Jack the latest news about their friends and relatives, he asked, “How did you find out where I was?”
 
   “The name of your motel is on the credit card statement, remember?”
 
   “Oh, right.” Jack bobbed his head.
 
   “Do you remember if you spoke to Alan while you were here?” 
 
   Amy was talking about the president of United Capital Bank.   
 
   “Yes, I did speak to him.”
 
   “Does he know where you are?”
 
   “I told him I was in Dallas.”
 
   “When was the last time you spoke to him?”
 
   “Probably a month ago.”
 
   “Was he mad at you for being absent for so long?”
 
   “I told him I was sick.”
 
   Jack was glad the memories (at least most of them) of his conversations with Alan had come back to him.
 
   There was silence for about a minute, then Amy said, “Why do you think you lost your memory?”
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   “Doesn’t it worry you?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   “You should be worried. It could be something serious. It’s not Alzheimer’s because you’re too young to have it.”
 
   She must be afraid he had brain cancer. Jack appreciated that Amy was concerned about his health.
 
   “Maybe someone hit me on the head.”
 
   “Tomorrow you’ll go to the doctor, okay?”   
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “This is important, Jack. You must see the doctor as soon as possible.”
 
   “I understand. I’ll do it tomorrow morning, I promise.”
 
   As Jack stared out the window at the plowed fields, which looked somber and languid in the dull light of the clouded sun, he suddenly realized that he didn’t want to leave Porterville. It was an unsophisticated town, but he didn’t care about it. Porterville was a place where he felt at home. Perhaps he had gotten tired of the rat race, too, like Will Farlow.
 
   Jack was surprised to find himself missing Scott, Jennifer, and Chuck. He even missed Will Farlow.
 
   Besides, he had not spoken to Alice yet. She was an old friend of his, and he owed it to her to make sure that she was okay.
 
   If it hadn’t been for Amy, he would still be in Porterville. She was his wife, but she couldn’t tell him what to do. 
 
   He would go to Albuquerque when he considered it necessary. 
 
   “Stop the car.” 
 
   “What?” Amy turned her face to him.
 
   “I want to go back to Porterville.”
 
   “You want to go back? Why?”
 
   “I like it there. Turn the car around.”
 
   “What are you talking about, Jack? You’ve spent four months in that hole. Didn’t you get enough of it?”
 
   “Just stop the car. I’ll drive.”
 
   “Have you lost your mind? Well, I guess you have.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You thought you were a cop. You know what psychiatrists call it? Delusion.”
 
   “Stop the car.” Jack placed his left hand on the steering wheel.
 
   “You’re not well, Jack. Right now you’re unable to make rational decisions. Do you understand that?”
 
   Although Jack was aware that many people would have drawn the same conclusions as Amy if they had been presented with the same facts as she, he thought his wife was getting too close to crossing the line.
 
   “Stop the damn car,” he said in a firm voice.
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   “Stop it, and let me drive.”
 
   “What if I don’t stop the car? What are you going to do?”
 
   “I’ll jump out. Do you want me to jump out of the car?”
 
   She must have thought he would blow a gasket, which would allow her to call herself a victim and feel morally superior to him.  
 
   Jack pulled the handle and opened the door a crack to show Amy that he meant business.
 
   “Close the door!” Amy yelled. “What the hell are you doing? You’re so childish.”
 
   “Turn the car around. We’re going back to Porterville.”
 
   Amy glared at him and started pulling over to the side of the road. When the car stopped, she switched off the engine and said, “Can you please explain to me what’s going on?”
 
   Her forehead glistened with sweat.
 
   “Nothing’s going on. I’d like to stay in Porterville a little longer.”
 
   “A little longer?” Amy’s nostrils flared. “How much longer?”
 
   “A month. Maybe two.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I already told you. I like it there.”
 
   “What exactly do you like about it? I’m really curious.”
 
   “I don’t have to explain myself to you.”
 
   “Oh Jesus. What does this shithole have that you can’t find in Albuquerque?”
 
   “People. There are great people living there.”
 
   Amy shook her head incredulously. “Is it about Jennifer? Are you fucking her?”
 
   Amy rarely cussed, so it was jarring to hear her use the F-word.
 
   “She’s not even that pretty,” Amy added.
 
   “I’m not fucking her.”
 
   “But you can’t prove it, can you?” 
 
   “And I still haven’t found Alice.”
 
   “I’m sure she’s fine.” She ran her hand through her hair. “Don’t expect me to move here.”
 
   “You don’t have to move here. I’ll be fine on my own.”
 
   “Oh, you’ll be fine without me, huh? What does it mean? Do you want a divorce?”
 
   “Did I say I want a divorce? No, I didn’t. Let’s stick to what was actually said, okay?”
 
   After a pause, Amy asked, “Do you love me?”
 
   “Of course I love you.” Jack took Amy’s hand in his. “But I must go back to Porterville.”
 
   “What are you going to do if they fire you from the bank?”
 
   “I’ll find another job.”
 
   “Maybe you’ll get a job at a local bank. I assume they have a bank in Porterville.”
 
   Jack looked at his watch. “Let’s get going.”
 
   “You drive.” Amy opened the door and got out of the car.
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   They were both silent on the way back to Porterville. Amy sat with her face turned to the window, heaving exasperated sighs from time to time. Jack kept his eyes on the road. 
 
   When he pulled into the parking lot of the Blue Star Motel, he said, “Let me get a room. I’ll be back in five minutes, okay?”
 
   Amy did not reply. She was probably pissed off that she had to spend another five minutes in Porterville.
 
   “I thought you left Porterville,” the desk clerk said to Jack. “Did you forget something in your room?”
 
   “No. I changed my mind.”
 
   The desk clerk informed Jack that his old room was still available. Jack filled out the registration form, took the keycard, and returned to his car. Amy was standing by the front passenger door, holding her purse in her hand.
 
   “Let’s go,” Jack said.
 
   “Where?” 
 
   “The airport.”
 
   “You stay here. I’ll take a cab.” 
 
   Thunder rumbled in the distance, a cold wet wind blew past Jack. He noticed that the sky was grayer than an hour ago.
 
   “There are no taxis in Porterville.”
 
   “Then I’ll take a bus.”
 
   “Let me ask Scott to give you a ride.”
 
   Amy thought for a moment, then said, “Okay.”
 
   Jack called Scott and asked if he could give Amy a lift to Abilene. Scott said that he could.  
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   When Amy left with Scott, Jack got back to his room, lay down on the bed, and asked himself if he had hurt his wife’s feelings. Well, a better question would be: How badly had he hurt Amy’s feelings?
 
   She must be very upset. She had glared daggers at him before getting in Scott’s car. 
 
   She did have legitimate reasons to be pissed off. First, he hadn’t been home in four months. Second, his job might be in jeopardy. And third, he was spending a thousand dollars a month on something she thought he didn’t need. 
 
   Amy was missing him, and he cold-bloodedly, in her view, dismissed her plea for him to come home. 
 
   Jack realized that he seemed to be acting like a jerk, but Amy was a grown woman. She could handle it. As for his job, chances were he would manage to keep it, because the president of the bank was his uncle.
 
   By the way, Amy had offended him, too: she had accused him of cheating on her, even though he had never given her cause to suspect him of unfaithfulness.
 
   What upset Amy more, the fact that he was not by her side or his lucrative job being on the line? Jack was loath to examine this matter because he feared he might not like the conclusions he would arrive at in the end.
 
   Did Amy view him as a walking wallet? If it turned out that she did, it wouldn’t break his heart, but it would certainly sting.
 
   Jack preferred to believe that money was not Amy’s main concern. 
 
   Half an hour after Amy’s departure, Jack called Jennifer and told her that he had decided to stay in Porterville.
 
   “That’s awesome,” Jennifer said. “When are you going home?”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe never.”
 
   “Are you planning to get a job here?”
 
   “I might.”
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   Scott returned from Abilene a few minutes past five o’clock. 
 
   “So you’re back?” he said when he entered Jack’s room.
 
   “Yes, I am,” Jack replied.
 
   A broad smile lit up Scott’s face.
 
   “Great! Let’s celebrate.”
 
   Jack liked Scott’s idea, in part because he had one more reason to rejoice: he had gotten his memory back (it was a big fucking deal, if you asked him). Also, he hoped alcohol would help him stop thinking about Amy’s hurt feelings.
 
   Since drinking at home did not seem festive enough, they went to The Red Lantern bar, which was half-empty when they arrived. It was after the second shot of tequila that Jack’s qualms began to fade.
 
   “Your wife isn’t happy you stayed here, is she?” Scott asked when he finished his second glass of whiskey.
 
   “Well, it’s not my job to make her happy.” Jack smiled, and took a bite of his grilled cheese sandwich, which was incredibly delicious.
 
   “Yeah.” Scott nodded. “You should not live your life trying to please other people—that’s my motto.”
 
   When Jack opened his mouth to reply, his phone rang. He did not recognize the number. The area code was 602, which, as far as Jack remembered, belonged to Phoenix. The caller asked if he could speak to Detective Nelson. Jack debated telling the guy that he was not a detective and decided against it. 
 
   “This is he,” Jack said.
 
   “It’s Michael Fisher. You called me a week ago about my wife, Jennifer.”
 
   “I sent you her picture, didn’t I?”
 
   “Yes, you did. The reason I’m calling is, I just realized this woman is my wife.”
 
   “So she is your wife?”  
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Scott whispered, “Who is it?”
 
   “Jennifer’s husband,” Jack whispered in response.
 
   Into his cellphone he said, “Why didn’t you recognize her at once?”
 
   “She looks a little different in the picture you emailed me.”
 
   Scott asked, “Is it the guy we called last week?”
 
   Jack nodded and tapped the speaker button so Scott could hear the conversation.  
 
   “Do you know how she ended up in Porterville?” he said to Fisher.
 
   “Did you ask her?”
 
   “She says she was on a road trip with her husband.”
 
   “Yes, we were on a road trip.” 
 
   Scott leaned to Jack’s ear and whispered, “Ask him to email you his pictures.”
 
   It was a good idea. They needed to make sure they were communicating with Michael Fisher and not an impostor.
 
   “How did you lose her?”
 
   “When we arrived in Dallas, I learned that my brother, who lived in Miami, had died. I had to go to Miami right away. My wife volunteered to drive back to Phoenix alone.”
 
   “I’m sorry about your brother.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Have you called Jennifer since you left for Miami?”
 
   “She called my cell and left messages several times. I assumed she was fine.”
 
   “You never called her back?”
 
   “I was in a terrible mood. My brother, whom I loved very much, had just died. I didn’t feel like talking to Jen.”
 
   “Could you please email me your photo? I’m going to show it to Jennifer. She’s been worried about you, you know.”
 
   “Is that what she told you?” Michael laughed quietly. “When she dropped me off at the airport, she said that she hated my guts.” He paused. “Jen’s a complex person, you see. Do you know why she hasn’t gone back to Phoenix?”
 
   “She believes that you’ve been kidnapped.”
 
   “Kidnapped? She’s always had a wild imagination.”
 
   “When do you think you’ll be able to send me your photo?”
 
   “As soon as we finish this conversation.”
 
   “Can you come to Porterville?”
 
   “I’m too busy at the moment. Just tell Jennifer that I’m all right and she can go home.”
 
   “Can you call her?”
 
   “Yes. I’ll do it today.”
 
   “Can I ask you what you do for a living?”
 
   “I’m an orthopedic surgeon.”
 
   It was not hard to imagine a surgeon being very busy, so Jack deemed Michael Fisher’s excuse to be credible.
 
   “Do you still have my email address?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Jack asked Fisher to call Jennifer as soon as he could, and then hung up.
 
   “Can you believe this guy?” Scott said. “He’s too busy to come pick up his wife.”
 
   “Who are we to judge?” Jack replied phlegmatically.
 
   Five minutes later, Scott received Michael Fisher’s photo. Jack was glad to see that the guy looked exactly like Jennifer’s husband.
 
   They had done it. They had solved the case, and, mind you, none of them was a professional detective.
 
   Then he thought: Chief Feeney was right after all. There was no kidnapping.
 
   Did Jennifer honestly believe she had seen a group of men kidnap her husband, or had she simply been lying? Jack was inclined to think that the former was the case. You see, he himself had once been convinced he was a cop.
 
   Jack called Jennifer and asked if she wanted to hang out with Scott and him at The Red Lantern. Jennifer accepted his invitation and said she would be there in twenty minutes.
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   When Jennifer sat down at their table, Jack gazed at her face for about ten seconds, trying to figure out if Michael Fisher had already called her. Judging by her calm demeanor, her husband had not contacted her yet.
 
   Frankly, Jack was proud that, thanks to his efforts, Jennifer would regain peace of mind and be reunited with her husband. If it hadn’t been for him (him and Scott), she would have remained in the grip of delusion for God knew how long.
 
   He couldn’t wait to tell Jennifer the good news. He could hear the excited screams she would let out when she learned that her husband was in Phoenix, alive and well.
 
   When a server took Jennifer’s order, Jack leaned forward and said in a solemn tone, “I’ve got something to tell you.”
 
   “What is it?” Jennifer asked.
 
   “We found your husband.”
 
   Jennifer’s eyes widened. “You found Mike?”
 
   “Yes,” Scott said.
 
   Jennifer bit her lower lip, then said, “Is he okay?”
 
   “He’s fine,” Jack said. “I talked to him on the phone half an hour ago.”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “He’s in Phoenix.”
 
   “Phoenix? Did the kidnappers let him go? Did he manage to escape?”
 
   After a silence, Jack said, “There was no kidnapping. He said he was in Miami for a few days and then went back to Phoenix.”
 
   “I saw those people take him. I saw it with my own eyes. Three men in a gray car.” She furrowed her forehead.
 
   Jack exchanged glances with Scott. There was no point in arguing with Jennifer about whether her husband’s abduction was real. 
 
   “The important thing is, Mike’s free now.” He smiled. 
 
   “How did you find him?”
 
   “It’s a long story.”
 
   The server put a glass of beer in front of Jennifer and left. Jennifer curled her hand around the glass and said, “Thank God he’s alive. Thank God.” 
 
   She breathed a sigh of relief, and then a smile appeared on her face.
 
   “He said he’ll call you today,” Jack said.
 
   Jennifer nodded. “Thank you for finding Mike.” 
 
   She took a sip from her glass.
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   They left The Red Lantern at eleven. Half an hour after Jack returned to his room, he received a call from Jennifer.
 
   “Did you say Mike was going to call today?” she asked.
 
   “Yes. That’s what he told me.”
 
   As Jack scratched his thigh, it occurred to him he had forgotten to tell Jennifer that Michael wanted her to go back to Phoenix.
 
   “Why hasn’t he called yet? It’s almost midnight. Do you think something happened to him?”
 
   Actually, Jack, too, was wondering why Michael hadn’t phoned his wife yet. Then he remembered that he himself had almost forgotten to call Amy today.
 
   “I’m sure he’s fine. Perhaps he forgot.”
 
   He would have remembered to call if he loved her.
 
   “Have you changed your cellphone number?” he asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   He hasn’t called Jennifer because he hates her. Or because she hates him.
 
   “Is your phone in silent mode?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Did you check the call history?”
 
   “Yes. You’re the only person who called me today.”
 
   Suddenly, Jack got a sinking feeling in his stomach. Maybe this guy had played a prank on him? It could be payback for wasting his precious time. Perhaps he was one of those self-important pricks who loved to boast that they were always so busy.
 
   But what about the picture? The man looked like Jennifer’s husband. 
 
   He might have found that photo on the Internet.
 
   It was a stupid and sick hoax, but there had never been a shortage of stupid and sick hoaxers.
 
   If this moron thought he could get away with it, he had another think coming.
 
   “Did he say he’ll call my cell?” Jennifer asked.
 
   “He just said he’ll call you.” 
 
   Jack got up and stepped outside. The cold air felt good on his face and in his lungs.
 
   “Are you in your room?” he asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She might have changed her cellphone number and then forgotten about it, just like he had.
 
   “I’ll be there in a minute.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He found Jennifer standing by the door to her room, dressed in a sweater and sweatpants. She was holding her cellphone in her hand. She looked genuinely worried.
 
   “My roommate is asleep,” she said.
 
   “Let’s call Michael. Try his cell first.”
 
   “Okay.” Jennifer dialed the number and put her phone to her ear. After about ten seconds, she said, “He’s not answering.”
 
   “Are you sure you’re dialing the right number?”
 
   “Yes. It’s in my contacts.”
 
   It was possible that she was lying, but Jack could not think of a plausible motive. She wouldn’t dial the wrong number on purpose, because she was clearly eager to talk to her husband.
 
   He might have switched his phone off. A lot of people turned off their phones at night.
 
   “Did the call go straight to voice mail?” 
 
   Jennifer shook her head. “His phone’s probably in silent mode.” 
 
   Maybe Michael had changed his cellphone number?
 
   “What time does he usually go to bed?”
 
   “Around midnight.”
 
   “Is there a reason why he wouldn’t want to speak to you?”
 
   “No. He misses me.” Jennifer raised her eyes to the sky strewn with stars. “Something must have happened to him.”
 
   “I think he set his phone to silent mode.”
 
   Jennifer sighed and said quietly, “Why didn’t he call?”
 
   “Let’s call your home.”
 
   Jack was a little surprised this idea had not come to Jennifer.
 
   When Jennifer dialed the number, Jack asked her to put the phone on speaker. 
 
   After the fifth ring, Jennifer said, gazing at Jack, “No one’s picking up.” Then she hung up.
 
   Jack withdrew his cellphone from his jeans pocket, opened the call log, and asked, “What’s your home phone number?”
 
   The number Jennifer told him matched the one that belonged to Michael Fisher, the orthopedic surgeon. Jack felt relieved: it was not a hoax, the guy actually was Jennifer’s husband.
 
   “Do you recognize this number?” Jack showed Jennifer the number from which Michael Fisher had called him when he was at The Red Lantern.
 
   Jennifer entered the number into her phone and said, “It’s Mike’s work number.”
 
   “By the way, what does he do?”
 
   “He’s a surgeon.” She ran her hand through her hair. “Maybe he’s in jail.”
 
   “Does your son have a cell?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Jack thought for a moment, and said, “Call your mother-in-law. She might know where your husband is.”
 
   Jennifer shifted from foot to foot. “I don’t want to wake her up.”
 
   “I’m sure she’ll understand.”
 
   Jennifer stared at her phone silently for a few seconds and then dialed her mother-in-law’s number. The call was answered after the third ring.
 
   “Hi, Helen. Did I wake you up?” Jennifer said.
 
   “No, you didn’t. I’m so glad to hear your voice, Jen. How are you doing?” Michael’s mother had a slight Southern accent.
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “Where are you?   
 
   “I’m in Texas. Do you know where Mike is?”
 
   “We’re in Horseshoe Bay. All three of us.”
 
   “They’re at our lake house,” Jennifer whispered to Jack. Into the phone, she said, “Is he in bed? Can I talk to him?”
 
   “He’s watching TV in the living room. Let me get him. How’s the weather there?”
 
   “It’s cool.”
 
   There was a silence on the other end of the line, and then Michael Fisher said, “Hi, Jen.”
 
   “Mike, is that you?” Jennifer asked in an excited tone.
 
   “Yes. I’m really glad you called, Jen.”
 
   Jennifer shot a stunned look at Jack. It was hard to tell if she was pleased or terrified.  
 
   “Mike? Oh my God! Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine. How are you?”
 
   “I’m all right. I’ve been worried sick about you.”
 
   Tears welled up in Jennifer’s eyes.
 
   “You shouldn’t have been worried about me, Jen.”
 
   “Did they let you go? Did they hurt you? What did these people want from you?”
 
   “Nobody kidnapped me. I was in Miami and then went back to Phoenix.”
 
   “Miami?” Jennifer bit her lower lip. “Dave. Poor Dave. I should have gone with you to the funeral.”
 
   Jennifer wiped the tears from her eyes. 
 
   “It’s okay. Where are you?”
 
   “I’m in Porterville. It’s in Texas.”
 
   “Are you staying at a hotel?”
 
   “Motel.” 
 
   “When are you going to come home?”
 
   “Soon. Did you miss me?”
 
   “Yes. We all missed you.”
 
   “Is Dean in bed?”
 
   “Yes, he is. I’ll have him call you tomorrow morning.”
 
   Jack considered asking Michael Fisher why he hadn’t kept his promise to phone Jennifer, and in the end decided against this idea. All’s well that ends well, as they say.
 
   Jennifer smiled. “I love you, Mike.”
 
   “I love you, too.”
 
   “I thought I’d never see you again. I thought you were dead.” Jennifer sighed heavily. “Well, I’ll let you go. Good night.”
 
   “Good night.”
 
   Jennifer terminated the call and looked at Jack. Her cheeks were flushed with joy (Jack assumed it was joy). 
 
   “I’m so happy this nightmare is over.” She put her arms around Jack and hugged him.
 
   Jack caught himself thinking that he would miss Jennifer when she left for Phoenix. 
 
   “When are you going back to Phoenix?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t know.” Jennifer leaned against the wall. “To tell you the truth, I don’t want to leave.”
 
   “You don’t?”
 
   “I like it here. Porterville is a very nice town.”
 
   “I agree.” Jack nodded.
 
   “I really like my job at the plant. And I have a great roommate. She’s so funny and kind.”
 
   Jack spent a few seconds processing her words. Jennifer’s reasons for not going back to Phoenix were weak, but it was none of his business. She was free to do whatever she wanted.
 
   But what about her husband?
 
   Judging by the fact that he had forgotten to call Jennifer, Michael Fisher was not a particularly caring husband. He probably did not give a damn whether Jennifer came back or not. The guy deserved to be dumped.
 
   “So you’re staying here?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Was it possible that Jennifer stayed in Porterville because she had fallen in love with someone? Jack did not rule that out. 
 
   That someone could be him.
 
   Whatever the case, he was not going to hit on her and he would refuse her advances.
 
   Then Jack thought: I should have gotten Amy to at least give me a handjob.
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   When Scott dropped Amy off at the airport, she had already decided that she would stay in Abilene to get to the bottom of why Jack refused to go home. She rented a car and went to the Holiday Inn hotel near the Mall of Abilene, where she got a room. 
 
   To say that she was shocked by Jack’s behavior would have been an understatement. All she wanted was for him to come home. Was it too much to ask? Was she being unreasonable? Hell no. Jack had been away for almost four months, for no good reason, mind you. It was preposterous for a husband who had been away for four months to refuse to go home.
 
   Speaking of reasons, was Jack’s amnesia even real? Could he have made it up? Of course he could. Men would say anything to cover up their shenanigans. 
 
   Amy hated to take no for an answer and she hated to give up. It was both a blessing and a curse. On the one hand, these traits helped her get what she wanted. On the other hand, they made her feel terrible after defeat. Every time Amy lost, she was tortured by an incessant urge to try again and was worried that she hadn’t explored every avenue. 
 
   Being a realist, Amy believed it was impossible never to take no for an answer—even for the people from the top echelon of society—because no matter how rich, powerful, or crafty you were, sooner or later you ran into someone richer, more powerful, or craftier than you, who was willing and able to make you take no for an answer and shut up.  
 
   The whole situation was very strange. Porterville was not the kind of place people like Jack were eager to live in. Jack was addicted to Starbucks coffee, and, according to her research, there were no Starbucks stores in Porterville. She was also willing to bet that there were no good restaurants there. Jack loved nightlife, which was nonexistent in this town. The nearest decent movie theater was forty miles away.
 
   What was her plan?
 
   First, she had to figure out why Jack really wanted to stay in Porterville. She didn’t buy the explanation he had given to her. There are great people in Porterville? What a bunch of bullshit! There were great people in Albuquerque, too. Statistically, there must be more great people in Albuquerque than in Porterville.
 
   There were two main things that motivated people: money and sex. It was surely not about money. Was it about sex? Amy’s intuition told her Jack hadn’t lied when he said that he wasn’t fucking Jennifer. However, it was possible he was sleeping with some other woman.
 
   Maybe Jack had joined a small cult whose only place of worship was located in Porterville? A lot of intelligent, educated people joined cults. It could be one of those cults where members used psychedelic drugs. Perhaps it was the drugs that had caused Jack’s amnesia. 
 
   Wasn’t it in Texas that the FBI had burned some cult’s headquarters down? Waco—that was the name of the city where it had happened.
 
   She should talk to Jack’s friends. They might know something about what kept him in Porterville.
 
   Once she determined the reason why Jack didn’t want to go home, she would eliminate it and bring him back to Albuquerque.
 
    
 
   2
 
   After dinner, Amy began to wonder when Jack was going to call to ask if she had arrived in Albuquerque. She was feeling hurt by Jack’s silence, which she interpreted as lack of care. 
 
   Jack called around half past nine.
 
   “What took you so long?” Amy asked.
 
   “I thought you were on a plane,” Jack replied.
 
   Amy did not believe him but said nothing. She decided not to tell Jack that she was in Abilene.
 
   That night, lying in bed, Amy sketched out a preliminary plan of action. She intended to go to Porterville tomorrow. Right now, she only knew of two friends of Jack’s: Scott and Jennifer. After she talked to them, she was going to have a chat with Jack’s roommate.
 
   By the way, Jennifer and Scott might be Jack’s fellow cult members.
 
   Amy considered attaching a GPS tracking device to Jack’s car. She had read these devices were quite easy to use and not very expensive. Another measure she could employ was shadowing Jack for a few days.
 
   Amy was so frustrated and angry that she could not sleep until three in the morning.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
    
 
   1
 
   “Do you like Jennifer?” Scott asked after Jack had told him about Jennifer’s phone conversation with Michael Fisher and her decision to stay in Porterville.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you think she’s hot?”
 
   “She’s all right.”
 
   “I’m thinking of making a move on her.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Scott took a sip from his bottle. “Did you fuck her?”
 
   “No. I’m a married man, you know.”
 
   Scott set the bottle on his knee. “Looks like she doesn’t love her husband.”
 
   Jack found it amusing that Scott decided to explain why it was okay for him to try to bed Jennifer.
 
   “You’re right.”
 
   “Do you think she’s going to divorce him?”
 
   “I have no idea.” Jack dipped a chip into guacamole and put it in his mouth. “Have you seen your ex-wife since you wrote her a check?”
 
   “No. I heard she has a boyfriend. God, I hope it’s serious. There’s nothing more excruciating than paying alimony. Child support is fine, but alimony…” Scott grimaced. “Bloodsucking bitch. You know, my father warned me not to get married. Ever. Have you heard the saying, ‘why buy the cow when the milk is free?’ That’s the right way to look at life, buddy.” 
 
   As he drank from his bottle, Jack thought of Ella. He had just realized it was two weeks since he had last spoken to her. She had forgotten to tell Alice to call him—again. To be fair, she was not obligated to do him any favors.
 
   He contemplated calling Alice’s room, but then discarded the idea. Ella could be one of those people who didn’t like to answer the phone.
 
   Jack headed for Alice’s room as soon as he left Scott’s. Ella opened the door a few seconds after he knocked.
 
   “Good evening. Is your roommate home?” Jack said.
 
   “Just a second.” Ella turned back and said, “Alexis, I think it’s for you.”
 
   Leaving the door half open, Ella sat down on the bed closest to the window. When Alexis appeared in front of him, Jack noted that she bore a strong resemblance to Alice.
 
   “How can I help you?” Alexis asked.
 
   “I’m looking for Alice.”
 
   “I don’t know anyone named Alice.”
 
   “Do you live in this room?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How many people live here?”
 
   “Two. Ella and me.”
 
   “Is your last name Briggs?”
 
   “No. It’s Adler.” 
 
   How could the desk clerk have confused Alexis Adler with Alice Briggs? The last names were completely different, weren’t they? 
 
   Perhaps there had been a glitch in the motel’s computer system. Jack could think of no other explanation at the moment.
 
   “How long have you stayed in this room?”
 
   “About a year.” Alexis pushed her hair off her forehead. “I’m sorry, I’m a little busy.”
 
   “Sorry I bothered you. Can I talk to Ella?”
 
   Alexis called Ella’s name and went away. When Ella walked up to the door, Jack asked, “Is Alexis your roommate?” 
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I thought your roommate’s name was Alice.”
 
   Ella wrinkled her nose. “I guess I misheard you. I thought you said Alexis. Sorry.”
 
   Well, it was an honest mistake. Besides, Alexis did look a lot like Alice.
 
   What if the desk clerk had misled him on purpose?  
 
   It’s Alice. She asked Leo to lie about her room number. 
 
   Jack apologized for bothering Ella and went to the motel office. Instead of Leo, there was a different desk clerk on duty, whose name tag read: “Sean.”
 
   “Hello, Sean. My name’s Jack Nelson.” Jack showed the desk clerk his fake police badge. He felt conflicted about impersonating a cop, but he had no choice. There was no other way to obtain the information he needed. “I believe there’s been a mistake. I was told that Alice Briggs was staying in Room 235. I just found out that she’s not staying there.”
 
   “Did Leo tell you that?”
 
   “Yes. I need to know where she’s staying.”
 
   “You said Alice Briggs?” The desk clerk started typing on the keyboard.
 
   “Yes. B-r-i-g-g-s.”
 
   Sean stared at the monitor for a few seconds and said, “We don’t have a guest by this name.”
 
   Jack wondered if the desk clerk had only pretended to search the database.
 
   “Can you check the spelling please? It’s B-r-i-g-g-s.”
 
   “I spelled it correctly.”
 
   “When did she check out?”
 
   Sean spent twenty seconds looking for information and then said, “November second.”
 
   November second. Two weeks ago. But the problem was, it could be just another falsehood.
 
   “What room was she staying in?”
 
   “Two forty seven.”
 
   Jack hesitated for a moment, then said, “Can I look at the monitor?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I need to check something.”
 
   Smiling, the desk clerk said, “You’ll have to ask the general manager for permission.” 
 
   If he were a real police detective, Jack would have gone to the general manager right away.
 
   At the moment, he was in no mood to push his luck and risk going to prison for posing as a cop.
 
   “What time is Leo coming tomorrow?”
 
   “Seven am.”
 
   Jack thanked the desk clerk and left the office.
 
   Should he keep trying to get in touch with Alice? 
 
   Jack saw no reason to invest a lot of effort into finding Alice. His intuition was telling him that Alice was fine, that she was not in some dungeon, waiting to be raped or tortured or murdered. Chances were she did not need his help anymore. She must have gone back to Albuquerque. 
 
   He might ask Amy to drop by Alice’s apartment in Albuquerque.
 
   There was nothing he could do to find Alice if she was on the run from some shady people.
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   1
 
   As Amy walked down the hotel hall, she asked herself if Jack had simply lost his mind. It sure looked like he had.
 
   A sane person would not trade a beautiful five-bedroom house for a motel room. A sane person would not move to a provincial shithole if there was nothing to gain. A sane person would not jeopardize a job that paid a quarter of a million dollars a year.
 
   The fact was, mental disorder was the most common reason for a radical change in behavior.
 
   It was like he had been brainwashed, for lack of a better word. Like those terrorists who blew themselves up.
 
   The image of the Holiday Inn sign flashed in her mind when Amy got in her car. Then she remembered that there was a Holiday Inn hotel in Porterville; she had seen it on the way to the Blue Star Motel.
 
   Why had Jack been staying at Blue Star this while time? Why not at the Holiday Inn or some other hotel? He could afford a hotel, so it wasn’t about money.
 
   She pondered this question throughout breakfast. 
 
   It was irrational for Jack to move to Porterville, but it was even more irrational for him to stay at a motel when there were affordable hotels available. Hell, for a thousand bucks a month he could have rented a spacious apartment or a house. 
 
   It was strange. Moreover, it was suspicious. 
 
   Suddenly, Amy had the feeling that she was onto something.
 
   There had to be a reason why Jack preferred a motel to an apartment. There had to be a reason why Jack had been staying at the Blue Star Motel and not at one of half a dozen other motels in Porterville. 
 
   Blue Star was an average motel; obviously, Jack wasn’t attracted to it because of its comfort and service. 
 
   What was she missing here?
 
    
 
   2
 
   There must have been some trickery involved—Amy became convinced of it when she drove back to the hotel.
 
   Trickery such as brainwashing. 
 
   Jack might have been brainwashed by the owners of the Blue Star Motel. It was an outlandish theory, but it had evidentiary support. First, Jack had experienced massive memory loss; and second, he had believed he was a cop.
 
   Jack was drawn to the motel like a moth to a lamp. Like a moth, he could not control himself.
 
   Amy went to the hotel business center and spent twenty minutes searching for the names of the owners of the Blue Star Motel. She found out that the motel belonged to a fellow named Joe Carpenter.
 
   Why had Joe Carpenter programmed Jack to keep coming back to his motel? What was so special about Jack that Carpenter didn’t want to let him go?
 
   There was nothing special about Jack. He was a smart banker, a good husband, and a nice guy, but none of these attributes benefited Joe Carpenter. It was possible that Carpenter had fallen in love with Jack, but Amy considered this theory implausible. 
 
   Come on, Amy. Think harder!
 
   Maybe Jack’s occupation did play a role here? As a vice president, he had access to all kinds of sensitive information and had significant authority with respect to transactions. What if Joe Carpenter was trying to steal money from Jack’s bank? United Capital Bank had more than a billion dollars in assets. Even a small fraction of this amount was a lot of money.
 
   She asked herself if she should call the president of United Capital Bank and ask him whether any money had been electronically stolen from the bank.  
 
   No, she ought to talk to Jack first. The last thing she needed was for the president to suspect that Jack had caused the bank to be robbed.
 
   How had Joe Carpenter brainwashed Jack?
 
   That was the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question. Off the top of her head, Amy could think of two methods of mind control Joe Carpenter might have used on Jack: hypnosis and mind-control drugs. As far as she remembered, they used hypnosis and drugs to brainwash people in the movie The Manchurian Candidate.
 
   He might be employing an electromagnetic device that sent signals to the brain. Or maybe he sprayed special pheromones in Jack’s room that made Jack think the Blue Star Motel was the best place on earth.
 
   Amy did a quick search on the Internet for mind control technologies and found several articles about NLP, which stood for Neuro-Linguistic Programming. She scanned the articles and realized she could not understand what their authors were talking about.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
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   As Jack slipped the keycard into the lock of his room door, he sensed movement behind him. He turned his head and was surprised to see Amy. 
 
   “Hi, Jack,” Amy said. She looked composed.
 
   Jack stood still for a few seconds, puzzled and nonplussed, and then replied, “Amy? What are you doing here?”
 
   “Aren’t you glad to see me?”
 
   “Yes. Of course. Did you come to take me back home?”
 
   “Do you want to go home?”
 
   Jack pushed down the handle and opened the door. “No. I like it here.” He stepped inside, and Amy followed him.
 
   “I understand,” she said.
 
   “I thought you were in Albuquerque.”
 
   “I changed my mind.”
 
   “You didn’t go to Albuquerque yesterday?”
 
   “No. I want to find out what’s going on here.”
 
   Jack sat down on his bed. “Where did you spend the night?”
 
   “A hotel in Abilene.”
 
   She probably came here to catch him with another woman. She might have followed him from Scott’s room. How long had he talked to Ella and Alexis? No more than four minutes. He hadn’t touched or kissed either of them, so there was nothing about that visit that could be construed as evidence of adultery.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me you were in Abilene when I called you?” he asked.
 
   “I wanted to surprise you.”
 
   “I see. When did you come to Porterville?”
 
   “Twenty minutes ago.”
 
   Jack cracked his knuckles, and said, “So what are we going to talk about?”
 
   “I need to ask you a couple of questions. Can you tell me why you’re staying at this motel?”
 
   “Where do you think I should live? In my car?”
 
   “Why didn’t you rent an apartment?”
 
   “Because I wasn’t planning to stay in Porterville for long.”
 
   “Are you going to rent an apartment?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “What exactly do you like about Porterville?”
 
   “I already told you. I like the people who live here.”
 
   “Do you like this motel?”
 
   “It’s a decent place. I see nothing wrong with it.”
 
   Amy considered his answer for a few seconds, then said, “I’m going to tell you something very important, Jack. And I need you to listen.”
 
   “Okay, I’m listening.”
 
   “You’ve been brainwashed. You can’t leave this motel because they programmed you to stay here.”
 
   “Who programmed me to stay here?”
 
   “The owner of this motel. Joe Carpenter.”
 
   “Joe Carpenter brainwashed me? I only met him once, for fifteen minutes.”
 
   “It could have been Carpenter or someone working for him. You don’t remember being brainwashed because they erased those memories.”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   Jack peered into Amy’s eyes to see if her pupils were dilated, which was one of the signs of being high on crack or meth. Her pupils were normal in size.
 
   “Why did they do it?”
 
   “I don’t know. I suspect they used you to steal money from your bank.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “You’re a vice president. I’m sure you have information that can help them steal the money.”
 
   “Amy, do you realize how ridiculous it all sounds?”
 
   “If you want to bury your head in the sand, be my guest.” 
 
   “So you think it’s impossible for me to like this town? Millions of people move to small towns every year.”
 
   “Look at the facts, Jack. You thought you were a cop, you had amnesia—they clearly did something to your brain.”
 
   Silently, Jack stood up, switched on his laptop, opened the Internet browser, and then typed in the address of United Capital Bank’s website.
 
   “What are you doing?” Amy asked, watching Jack scroll down the Contact Us page.
 
   “I want to check if anyone tried to steal money from the bank.”
 
   Jack grabbed his cellphone from the nightstand and dialed the bank headquarters number. His call was answered after one ring.
 
   “United Capital Bank. How may I direct your call?” the operator asked.
 
   “This is Jack Nelson. I need to talk to Greg Latimore.”
 
   Greg Latimore was the head of IT security at United Capital Bank—at least he had been when Jack had left Albuquerque for Porterville. 
 
   “What is this regarding?”
 
   “Tell him Jack Nelson is calling. He knows me.”
 
   “Just a moment.”
 
   A few seconds later, Jack heard Greg’s voice. “Hi, Jack. How are you doing?”
 
   “I’m fine. And yourself?”
 
   “I’m doing great. We’ve been missing you.”
 
   “I miss you, too. Can you do me a favor?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I need to know if anyone has logged into the system under my username since July nineteenth.”
 
   “July nineteenth. Got it.”
 
   “When will you be able to give me this information?”
 
   “In half an hour. Is it okay?”
 
   “Yes. How often do you change the wire payment switch password?”
 
   “Every two days.”
 
   “Last question: have there been any major security breaches since July nineteenth?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Excellent. I’ll call you in half an hour.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Jack hung up and turned his face to Amy. “There have been no security breaches at the bank since I left Albuquerque. No one tried to steal money from the bank.”
 
   “Maybe they found a hole in your security system. Maybe it was you who told them about it.”
 
   “I don’t know of any holes in our security system.”
 
   “What if it turns out that someone did log in under your username?”
 
   “There’s no point in discussing it until I talk to Greg.”
 
   After forty minutes, Jack called Greg. When he dialed the number, Amy asked him to put the cellphone on speaker. Jack complied with her request.
 
   “No one has logged in under your username since July nineteenth,” Greg reported.
 
   Jack thanked him and hung up.
 
   “You see?” he said. “Everything’s fine.”
 
   “It means they’re keeping you here for some other reason.”
 
   Jack sighed. “So the only reason you think I was brainwashed by Joe Carpenter is that I didn’t rent an apartment? Will you change your mind if I rent an apartment?”
 
   “Yes.” Amy took her cellphone from her purse.
 
   “Okay, I’ll do it.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “When I find one I like.”
 
   “Can you change motels today?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It will be proof that you’re not under their control.”
 
   Jack had the feeling that even if he fulfilled her every request, Amy would still claim he’d been brainwashed.
 
   “What if I don’t change motels?”
 
   “Just humor me, please.”
 
   Since he had already caused Amy a lot of stress, it seemed fair to grant her this wish, too.
 
   “All right. I’ll do it.”
 
   “Today?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Let’s pack your stuff.”
 
   “I’ll do it later.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “In an hour.”
 
   Amy looked at her watch. “I’ll go for a walk and come back in an hour.” 
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   “I’ll help you pack.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
    
 
   1
 
   When Jack had agreed to rent an apartment and change motels, Amy had felt a ray of hope that her conclusions were wrong. After leaving Jack’s room, she went to Bonanza, where she ordered a cup of coffee and a piece of apple pie. As she sat in the diner, Amy wondered whether Jack would hide from her for several hours and then tell her to mind her own business. 
 
   However, there was also a chance that Jack would actually move to another motel tonight. 
 
   Not just move to another motel, but stay there until he finds an apartment—that’s the important part.
 
   Amy called Alamo Motel, which was located on the other side of Porterville, and inquired about vacancies. She was informed that there were vacancies available.
 
   Contrary to Amy’s fears, Jack was in his room when she came back. He had not started packing yet. His roommate was sitting at the table, eating from a takeout container.
 
   “Are you ready?” she asked.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “To pack your stuff.”
 
   Jack looked at her intently and said, “Amy, I’m not going home, I already told you.” 
 
   “You promised to change motels tonight.”
 
   It dawned on her that one of the scenarios she had imagined while talking to Jack earlier might have come true. Fortunately, she was prepared for it.
 
   “No, I didn’t.”
 
   “Yes, you did. An hour ago. Did you really forget it or are you just pretending?”
 
   She got her cellphone from her purse and opened the voice recorder application.
 
   Jack glanced at his roommate, stood up, and said, “I never promised to change motels.”
 
   “Let’s talk outside.” 
 
   When they stepped out of the room, Amy said, “Listen to this.” Then she tapped the screen of her phone, and the recording began playing. 
 
   “… I find one I like.”
 
   “Can you change motels today?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It will be proof that you’re not under their control.”
 
   “What if I don’t change motels?”
 
   Jack raised his eyebrows. “Did you record us?”
 
   “Yes. Just in case.”
 
   “Just humor me, please.”
 
   “All right. I’ll do it.”
 
   Amy pressed the pause button. “So did you really forget you promised to move to another motel?”
 
   “I suppose I forgot.”
 
   “Do you remember what we talked about an hour ago?”
 
   “Yes. You said I was brainwashed by the owner of the motel.”
 
   “Do you remember promising to rent an apartment?”
 
   “I remember you asking me to do it. And I remember saying that I’ll think about it.”
 
   “So do you believe me now? Someone doesn’t want you to leave this motel.”
 
   “Let me think about it. Are you going to spend the night in Porterville?”
 
   Amy shook her head.  
 
   “Are you mad at me?” Jack asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   She was not mad at Jack because he did not control himself.
 
   Like a moth. Like a goddamned moth.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too.”
 
   “If I were you, I’d go back to Albuquerque.”
 
   “I will, in a few days.”
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   Her cellphone chirped in her purse. Amy took it out, looked at its screen. It was Jack’s uncle Alan Nelson, who was the president of United Capital Bank. Amy figured he was calling about Jack. Alan had contacted her a week ago and inquired if Jack had come back to Albuquerque.
 
   She tapped the answer button and brought the phone to her ear. “Hello.”
 
   “Hi, Amy,” Alan said. “How are you doing?”
 
   “I’m fine. How are you?” Amy walked up to the window and drew a drape aside. She saw her ghostly reflection in the glass.
 
   “I’m great. Have you talked to Jack?”
 
   “Yes. I talked to him yesterday.” 
 
   “Is he still in Texas?”
 
   Amy had to be very careful about what she said to Alan. She feared that Alan would fire Jack if he found out that his nephew was loafing around in Texas, not wanting to go home for an inexplicable reason. 
 
   “Yes. He’s getting better.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear that. Please give me a call when he’s back in town.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Bye.”
 
   “Bye.” Alan hung up.
 
   Amy eased into a chair, tipped her head back, and fixed her eyes on the ceiling.
 
   The fact that Jack had forgotten his promises to get an apartment and to change motels was proof that she was on the right track. 
 
   Suppose Joe Carpenter was not after United Capital Bank’s money. Suppose he was not using Jack in any way. All Joe Carpenter gained from Jack staying at his motel was money. Could it be about that money?
 
   Absolutely! A thousand dollars a month was not a bad chunk of change, considering that what you got in return was a motel room in a backcountry town.
 
   Was Jack the only one who had been brainwashed? Common sense said that there had to be more people programmed not to leave the Blue Star Motel for good. There was no reason for Joe Carpenter to single out Jack. She wouldn’t be surprised if all the motel’s guests had been brainwashed. Actually, that must be exactly what Carpenter was doing. He had achieved the dream of every motel owner: permanent one hundred percent occupancy. 
 
   He was saving a lot of money on marketing, for sure.
 
   To confirm her conjecture about Blue Star’s occupancy rate, Amy called the motel and said that she wanted to reserve a room. She was told that the motel had no vacancies.  
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   Amy arrived at the Blue Star Motel at five minutes past eleven in the morning. She had not told Jack that she was coming in order to prevent him from hiding from her. She found him dressed in basketball shorts and a T-shirt. He was alone, the television was on.
 
   “Is that friend of yours still here?” she asked.
 
   “You mean Scott?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Yes, he’s still here.”
 
   “Do you know how long he’s lived in this motel?”
 
   “About two and a half months.”
 
   “Did he tell you why he’s staying here?”
 
   “His company sent him here. He works for some defense contractor.”
 
   “Defense contractor? I think it’s bullshit.”
 
   “I think you’re wrong. Did you know there’s an air force base near Abilene?”
 
   “Then why is he in Porterville?”
 
   “What does it matter?”
 
   “How long has Jennifer lived in this motel?”
 
   “What is it all about, Amy? Did you invent another ridiculous theory?”
 
   “How long has she lived in this motel?”
 
   “A month and a half.”
 
   “Where is she from?”
 
   “Phoenix.”
 
   “What’s keeping her here?”
 
   “She likes Porterville. Her husband is a jerk, and she doesn’t want to go back to him.”
 
   “It’s just an excuse.”
 
   “What do you mean, an excuse? Do you think she was brainwashed like me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Amy’s heart beat fast with excitement. So far, evidence corroborated her hypothesis.
 
   “And Scott was brainwashed Scott, too?”
 
   “I believe they brainwashed everyone staying at this motel.”
 
   Jack smiled incredulously. “Why did they do that?”
 
   “Money. Do you know what the average motel occupancy rate was last year? Sixty four percent. It’s a tough business. I bet your bank would love to have customers who will never leave. I’m sure this motel never has a vacancy.”
 
   Jack was silent.
 
   “How long has your roommate been here?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Ask him. And ask your neighbors, too. I bet ninety percent of them have lived here for a long, long time.”
 
   Jack got up from the bed. “Is that all you wanted to tell me?”
 
   “Yes.” Amy rose to her feet. “I don’t expect you to believe it.” She paused. “I want you to let me help you, Jack. Just don’t resist, okay?”
 
   Jack took her hand. “How about we have some fun?”
 
   She saw lust in his eyes. “I’m not in the mood.”
 
   Jack squeezed her hand gently. “I’m sorry I pissed you off.”
 
   “I’m not mad at you.” She touched his cheek.
 
   The first part of her plan was complete, she had found out why Jack refused to leave Porterville. Now she needed to figure out how to get him out of this goddamned motel. It seemed an obvious step to have a chat with Joe Carpenter.
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   “This is a neat place,” Amy said, smiling, after the desk clerk asked how he could help her. “How many rooms do you have in your motel?”
 
   “One hundred and thirty.”
 
   “Do you have any vacancies?”
 
   “No, we don’t.”
 
   “Do you know where I can find Joe Carpenter?”
 
   “Is he a guest at the motel?”
 
   “I’m talking about the owner of your motel.”
 
   “I don’t think he’s in his office right now.”
 
   “Do you have his phone number?”
 
   “No, I don’t. Sorry.” 
 
   Did Joe Carpenter only brainwash the guests, or did he also brainwash the staff of the motel? The motel’s employees might be mind-numbed slaves working for food and shelter.
 
   “Does he have a secretary?”
 
   “No. Mister Carpenter only comes here once or twice a week.”
 
   “Can you take a message for him?”
 
   “Okay.” The desk clerk picked up a pen.
 
   “My name is Amy Logan. I have a business proposition for Mister Carpenter. I’d really appreciate it if he could meet me this week.” Then Amy gave the desk clerk her cell phone number. 
 
   “Got it.” 
 
   “Thank you, Leo.”
 
   Amy returned to her car and reviewed what she had learned this morning.
 
   So there were one hundred and thirty rooms in the Blue Star Motel. Assuming every room had two beds and each bed brought in a thousand dollars a month, the motel received about three million dollars in revenue a year if the occupancy rate was one hundred percent. Amy knew little about expenses incurred by motels, so she could only guess how much profit Joe Carpenter’s motel generated. She figured it was around one and a half million dollars a year.
 
   What were the chances that Joe Carpenter would call her? Amy supposed the chances were fair. He would call just out of curiosity, to see what kind of business proposition she had for him. 
 
   If Joe didn’t call her by the end of the week, she would try to contact him at home. How could she find his address? First, she should search for it on background check websites. If none of the websites had his address, she would have to wait outside the motel office every day until he showed up.
 
   It would be useful to meet Scott and Jennifer—not to convince them that they had been brainwashed but to gather information. She must tell their relatives what Joe Carpenter had done to them. Hopefully, the relatives would join forces with her against Joe. She could also try to recruit the families of a few other guests. The more allies she had, the better.
 
   Amy took a quick look at her face in her compact mirror and got out of the car, intending to go to Jack’s room and ask him for Scott’s and Jennifer’s room numbers. When she closed the door, she saw a maid coming out of a room on the first floor. She hesitated for a moment and then started toward the housekeeper, who was pushing her cart to the next unit.
 
   “Excuse me,” she called out, “can I ask you a question?” 
 
   The maid, a short Hispanic woman in her thirties, shot a glance at Amy, then opened the door and said, “Okay.”
 
   “How long have you worked here?”
 
   Amy stepped into the doorway after the maid—Isabel, according to her nametag—entered the room.
 
   “Six years.” The housekeeper started pulling the pillowcase off a pillow.
 
   “Do you live at the motel?”
 
   “No. I live in an apartment. Why do you ask?”
 
   “I’m just curious. Thank you. Have a nice day.”
 
   At least Joe Carpenter had the decency not to turn his employees into robots. 
 
   Amy headed for Jack’s room.
 
   Jack was surprised to see her.
 
   “Did you change your mind?” he asked, running his hand over her butt.
 
   “What room is Scott staying in?” 
 
   Jack placed both his hands on her hips. There was a prominent bulge in the crotch of his shorts. “Do you want to talk to him?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “He’s in one thirty eight.” 
 
   “What’s Jennifer’s room number?”
 
   “Two oh two. Are you going to tell them your crazy theory?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “They won’t believe you.”
 
   Amy felt his erect penis through his shorts, and said, “I have to go.”
 
   “Where?” Jack pulled Amy close to him.
 
   “Abilene.” 
 
   “What hotel are you staying at?”
 
   “Do you want to drop by?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Amy smiled. “I’m not going to be in the mood, honey.”
 
   “When will you be in the mood?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   By the way, how long could Jack stay away from the Blue Star Motel? It had to be at least ten hours, because otherwise the motel’s guests wouldn’t have been able to work full-time and earn money. It was safe to assume that most people staying at Blue Star had to work to sustain themselves.
 
   This was one of the things she would talk to Scott and Jennifer about.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
    
 
   1
 
   “I really envy you, man,” Jack said. “You have so much free time. I wish I had your job.”
 
   He lifted his glass and poured its contents into his mouth. The tequila ran down his esophagus, warming it. 
 
   “Let me tell you something, buddy.” Scott’s voice was becoming slurred. “I quit.”
 
   “You quit?” It took Jack’s numbed brain a few seconds to digest Scott’s words. “When?”
 
   “Three weeks ago. We finished the project, and I quit.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I don’t want to go back to Omaha. I like it here better.” Scott took a swig of tequila. “It’s a nice, quiet town. I like quiet.” He picked up a chicken finger from the box and bit off half of it. “Besides, I think I’ve fallen in love.”
 
   “Who is she?”
 
   “Her name’s Emma. She’s a local girl. You don’t know her. I met her at Dixie Grill a week ago.”
 
   But what about Jennifer?
 
   Perhaps Scott was one of those guys who cast a wide net when it came to romance.
 
   “You just reminded me. I haven’t been in Dixie Grill in a long time. Let’s go there tomorrow.”
 
   “It’s a good idea. I vote yes.” Scott’s glassy eyes glimmered with contentment. 
 
   “Did you see my wife today?”
 
   “No. Did she come back to Porterville?”
 
   “Yes, she did.”
 
   Should he tell Scott about Amy’s ridiculous conspiracy theory? He might find it amusing. 
 
   Scott would probably think Amy was out of her mind, which was something Jack would rather avoid. There was really no upside to mentioning this brainwashing nonsense to Scott. 
 
   Was there a chance that Scott would take Amy’s accusations against Joe Carpenter seriously? Frankly, Jack did not rule out such a possibility because he considered Scott a bit unpredictable.  
 
   Speaking of Amy’s theory, he could have told Amy that Clint from Room 157 had lived in the Blue Star Motel for ten years, but he had decided to withhold this information in order not to give her more ammunition.
 
   Well, she might have already spoken to Clint. She might have already spoken to all his neighbors.
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   Chuck came home at twenty minutes past seven. After five minutes of small talk, Jack asked, “How long have you stayed at this motel?”  
 
   He didn’t ask this question because Amy had told him to do it. He was merely curious. 
 
   “About four years.”
 
   Four years. It was a long time, but Jack saw nothing odd about it. Howard Hughes lived in hotels half his life.
 
   “Do your parents live in Longview?”
 
   “No, they live in Arkansas.”
 
   “Did they ever ask you to leave Porterville?”
 
   Chuck shook his head. “No. Why would they?”
 
   “There are more opportunities in big cities.”
 
   “I like my job. And I like Porterville.” Chuck took the TV remote and changed the channel. “I think there are too many crazy people in big cities.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re right. There are a lot of crazies there.”
 
   “I was in New York five years ago. It’s the dirtiest place I’ve ever seen. It smells of garbage and piss. Nasty place.”
 
   Jack asked Chuck if he had seen Amy today. Chuck said that he hadn’t.
 
    
 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   1
 
   Joe Carpenter called Amy at eleven-twenty in the morning on Wednesday. He told her that he could meet her today and that he was going to be in his office until three o’clock. 
 
   “I’ll be there in an hour and a half,” Amy said. 
 
   There were two men in the room, when she entered Joe’s office. One of them—Amy guessed it was Carpenter—sat behind the desk, the other occupied a chair in front of the desk.
 
   “Can you give us a minute, please?” Joe said to the man on the other side of the desk. The guy stood up, and Amy saw he was at least six feet three. Thick-necked, broad-shouldered, and barrel-chested, he was probably Carpenter’s bodyguard/driver. The man gave Amy a small nod and left the office.
 
   “Please take a seat,” Joe said.
 
   The owner of the Blue Star Motel was a charming man. Dressed in a long-sleeved plaid flannel shirt and blue jeans, he looked like one of those salt-of-the-earth people. He had a certain warmth about him. Even though Joe was neat and tidy, he reminded Amy of Hugh Jackman’s character in Australia, who was a rugged cattle herder.
 
   However, Amy had no trouble getting herself to hate the guy as soon as she reached a client chair.   
 
   “What can I do for you, Amy?” Joe clasped his hands before him on the desk, a fat championship ring gleaming on his finger. “As I understand, you have a business proposition for me.”
 
   Amy could smell Joe’s spicy fragrance.
 
   “I want to talk to you about my husband.”
 
   “What’s his name?”
 
   “Jack Nelson.”
 
   “Am I supposed to know him?”
 
   “He’s staying at your motel.”
 
   Joe settled back in his chair and said, “His name sounds familiar.”
 
   “I want you to let my husband go.”
 
   “What do you mean? I don’t have your husband.”
 
   “You know exactly what I mean.” Amy narrowed her eyes.
 
   With a deadpan expression on his face, Joe replied, “Why don’t you tell me first, and then we’ll see if I know?”
 
   Looking at Joe Carpenter’s incredibly smooth forehead, Amy thought that there was no way he wasn’t getting Botox injections.
 
   “Jack refuses to go back to Albuquerque. He’s drawn to your motel. I believe it’s because you’ve done something to him, to his brain. I’m asking you to undo whatever you’ve done to him.”
 
   “What do you mean by ‘drawn to my motel’?”
 
   “He can’t leave your motel.”
 
   “So he’s sitting in his room all day long?”
 
   “He can leave his room, but not for long.”
 
   “I see. Is this the business proposition you wanted to discuss with me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “It doesn’t sound like a business proposition to me. It appears that you misled me. But I forgive you.”
 
   “Please let Jack go. You won’t have any problem replacing him.”
 
   “So your husband refuses to go to Albuquerque. I assume he lives there.”
 
   “Yes, we live in Albuquerque.”
 
   “He doesn’t want to go home, and you’re blaming me for that?” Joe smiled. “There are many reasons why husbands don’t want to go home to their wives. Maybe you should consider marriage counseling?”  
 
   “Joe, let’s not play games. I came here because I believe you’re a reasonable man. Maybe I’m the first person who talked to you about it. You don’t need Jack. Someone else will take his place before the day is over. Please let him go.”
 
   “I don’t understand what you’re talking about, Amy. What do you think I did to Jack?”
 
   “You brainwashed him.”
 
   Her gaze fell on Joe’s championship ring, and Amy thought: One of these days some meth head will kill him for this ring.
 
   But he probably carried a gun, so he had a solid chance of prevailing.
 
   “Why did I do it?”
 
   “To keep him paying for the room. That’s your business model. Nobody leaves your motel.”
 
   Joe folded his arms on his chest and said, “Wow. It’s fascinating. Are you saying I brainwashed all the guests of my motel?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How did I do it?”
 
   “I don’t know that yet. Listen, Joe, I’m not asking you to let all of them go. I only care about Jack.”
 
   “I see.” Joe licked his lips. “The problem is, everything you just said is a bunch of baloney. I have no idea why your husband doesn’t want to go home, but I assure you I have nothing to do with it. And we’ve never brainwashed our guests.”
 
   Joe spoke with such confidence that for a second Amy thought he was telling the truth.
 
   “Are you afraid that I’m recording this?” Amy asked. “I don’t have any recording devices on me. You can strip-search me, if you want.”
 
   “I don’t care if you’re recording this.” Joe checked his watch. “Your time is up, Amy.”
 
   “Let me tell you something, Joe. I’m a very scandalous woman.”
 
   “Good for you.”
 
   “I’ll sue you. You can count on it.”
 
   “Well, this is America. You can sue anyone for anything.” Joe smiled. 
 
   “If you don’t let Jack go, I’ll tell everyone about what’s going on here. I’ll go on TV, I’ll go to the newspapers. The whole country will hear about you. Is that what you want, Joe?”
 
   “You know what they say—there’s no such thing as bad publicity.”
 
   Amy stared at Joe silently for a few seconds, and then said, “You’re making a big mistake.”
 
   Joe sighed. “If you were talking to someone less polite than me, he would call you a nutcase. Or a crackpot. But I’m a gentleman, so I’ll refrain from calling you names.”
 
   The door opened, and the man who Amy thought might be Joe Carpenter’s bodyguard entered the room.
 
   “Carl, can you please escort Mrs. Logan out of the building?” Carpenter looked at Amy. “Or is it Mrs. Nelson?”
 
   Amy made no response.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Carl said.
 
   Joe must have pressed the secret button that summoned his minion. That such a button existed Amy had no doubt.
 
   Amy rose from the chair and said, “Just in case you’re thinking of killing me, let me warn you: if anything happens to me, my friends will come here and tear you apart. I have connections everywhere. Do you understand?”
 
   Amy hoped Carpenter figured out that by ‘everywhere’ she meant organized crime. In reality, she did not have connections with gangsters, but Joe had no way of knowing it.
 
   “Please drive safely then, Amy.” 
 
   When Amy stepped out of Joe Carpenter’s office, her stomach twisted a little. It had been a bad idea to tell Carpenter that her friends were going to tear him apart. He might go to the police and claim that she had threatened to kill him. There was a good chance that Carpenter had recorded their conversation on tape. 
 
   She could end up in jail because of those words, and it was not a remote possibility, either, considering that there was a good chance Carpenter was buddies with the Chief of Police and the County Sheriff.
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   Although Amy had doubts about the Porterville Police Chief’s integrity, she decided to meet him and tell him about Joe Carpenter’s illegal activities. The very fact of this meeting would signal to Joe that she was serious about her threat.
 
   She called the Porterville Police Department and made an appointment with the Chief of Police for tomorrow at ten in the morning. When she hung up, an idea occurred to her: they should have Jack’s blood tested for psychotropic drugs. It was quite likely Carpenter used psychotropic drugs to control the guests of his motel. If such drugs were found in Jack’s system, she would put him in rehab and keep him there until he got clean. Without delay, Amy went to Jack’s room and asked him to get a blood test.
 
   In return for his cooperation she was willing to offer Jack a blowjob.
 
   “What for?” Jack said.
 
   “I think they use drugs to brainwash you.”
 
   “I already had my blood tested three weeks ago.”
 
   He showed her two blood test reports, which appeared to be authentic.
 
   “No drugs,” he said. “Everything’s normal.”
 
   “Why did you get these tests done?”
 
   “Because I wanted to find out what caused my amnesia.” 
 
   “Can I take the reports?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   As Amy walked to her car, she heard someone call out, “Excuse me. Hello!”
 
   Amy turned and saw a tanned woman with long brown hair standing by a white Volvo station wagon. She was in her mid-forties. She wore a beige knitted poncho and black pants. When the woman came closer, Amy noticed that she was wearing no makeup.
 
   “Are you a friend of my brother’s?” the woman asked.
 
   “What’s your brother’s name?”
 
   “Chuck. You just left his room.”
 
   “You must be talking about my husband’s roommate.”
 
   “Oh, Chuck’s roommate is your husband. If memory serves me right, his name’s Jack.” The woman looked at Amy intently.
 
   “Yes, it’s Jack. Are you staying at this motel?”
 
   The woman shook her head. “Do you have five minutes?” 
 
   “Maybe. Are you selling something?”
 
   “No. I just want to ask a few questions.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   Amy wondered if this woman worked for Joe Carpenter.
 
   “About the motel.” The woman lowered her voice. “Have you noticed there’s something fishy going on here?” 
 
   “Yes.” Amy nodded.
 
   “My name’s Sylvia, with a ‘y.’” 
 
   Amy shook Sylvia’s hand. “I’m Amy.” 
 
   “Can we talk in your car?”
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   When they got in Amy’s Toyota Corolla, Amy asked, “What did you mean by fishy?”
 
   “Your husband doesn’t want to go home, does he?”
 
   “It’s not just my husband. I think no one wants to leave this motel.”
 
   “You’re right. How long has your husband lived in the Blue Star Motel?”
 
   “He’s been here since July.”
 
   “Chuck has lived in this motel for almost four years.”
 
   “That’s a lot.”
 
   “Yes, it is.” Sylvia ran her hand through her hair. “Why do you think they don’t want to leave the motel?”
 
   “Joe Carpenter must be using some kind of mind control on them.”
 
   Amy was glad to see that Sylvia’s facial expression remained unchanged.
 
   “You’re smart. Everyone else I’ve spoken to has no clue or doesn’t care to know.”
 
   “How do you think Joe does it?”
 
   “I don’t know for sure. Maybe it’s voodoo. Black magic.”
 
   “Voodoo.” Amy paused. “You believe in voodoo?”
 
   “I keep an open mind.” Sylvia leaned toward Amy and said, in a lower voice, “I heard that Joe Carpenter sold his soul to the devil.”
 
   Sylvia’s breath smelled of coffee.
 
   Did she say Joe Carpenter had sold his soul to the devil?
 
   Yes, she did.
 
   Sylvia was not smiling, which meant it was not a joke.
 
   “Did the devil give him magic powers?” Amy asked.
 
   “No. In exchange for Joe’s soul, the devil put a spell on his motel. Joe wanted to be rich, and the devil helped him get rich.”
 
   Amy hesitated, and then said, “It’s an interesting theory.”
 
   “You think I’m crazy, don’t you?”
 
   “No. I assume you know more about this than I do.”
 
   Sylvia lowered her eyes to Amy’s chest. “I see you’re wearing a cross. Do you believe in God?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “If there’s God, there’s Satan. The devil is real, Amy.”
 
   “I don’t disagree with you. With all these wars and terrorism, sometimes it seems as if the devil rules the world.”
 
   Amy didn’t come up with this observation on her own; she had heard it many times from her mother.
 
   “That’s so true.”
 
   “Have you tried to get Chuck out of the motel?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I don’t know how to do it. I’ve been looking for a way to break the spell for two years now, but I haven’t found it yet.”
 
   “So the only way to get my husband out of this motel is to break the spell?”
 
   “I believe so. But I could be wrong.”
 
   “What have you found out about this spell?”
 
   “Not much. I read a dozen books on black magic, but none of them mentions this spell. I spoke to a few experts on Satan; none of them knew how to help my brother. They said I should pray to God for help.”
 
   “Did you do it?”
 
   “I’ve been praying every day for the last two years.”
 
   God must be too busy with more important matters to answer Sylvia’s prayers.
 
   “Do you know of anyone who managed to leave Joe Carpenter’s motel for good?”
 
   “No. But it doesn’t mean that no one has ever done it.”
 
   “When do you think the devil put the spell on this motel?”
 
   “It must have happened at least ten years ago: I know several people who’ve lived in this motel for ten years. Have you met anyone who’s stayed there longer?”
 
   Ten years. Damn, Joe Carpenter had been running this racket for quite some time now.
 
   “No, I haven’t. Did you talk to Joe Carpenter about your brother?”
 
   “No. I don’t want to risk getting killed. Did you talk to him?”
 
   Amy nodded. “Yes. He said he had not brainwashed Jack. Do you think he’s going to kill me?”
 
   “Well, if I were you, I’d be very careful.”
 
   She should buy a gun as soon as possible. Preferably, an unregistered one.
 
   “Have you tried exorcism?”
 
   “Exorcism won’t work because the motel is not possessed by demons. It’s under a spell, which is a different thing.”
 
   “So are you going to keep looking for a way to break the spell?”
 
   “Yes. I’ll keep looking and praying.”
 
   “Where do you live?”
 
   “Fort Worth.”
 
   “How often do you visit your brother?”
 
   “Once a month.”
 
   When Sylvia was about to leave, they exchanged cellphone numbers and agreed to stay in touch. 
 
   Amy thought about her conversation with Sylvia for the rest of the day.
 
   Sylvia’s theory that the devil had placed a spell on the Blue Star Motel was intriguing, even poetic, but Amy would have preferred a more scientific explanation. 
 
   What if it really was the devil’s spell? Then they were screwed. Amy didn’t know the first thing about the devil’s spells and had no clue where to look for people who could break them. She had seen ads for love and money spells, but she was sure that all of them were scams.
 
   That night, before she went to bed, Amy spent two minutes praying for God to lift the spell from the Blue Star Motel.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
    
 
   1
 
   Chief of Police Paul Feeney smiled happily when he saw Amy, which she took as confirmation that she had done a good job of making herself look gorgeous. It was a fact that the more attractive a woman was, the more willing men were to help her, and Amy was going to use that to her advantage. Her makeup was perfect, and the new dress she had purchased yesterday hugged her body in all the right places.
 
   “What can I do for you, Mrs. Nelson?” he said.
 
   “I’d like to report a crime. A very serious crime.”
 
   Instead of asking why Amy hadn’t followed the proper procedure for reporting crimes, Feeney said, “Okay. Go on.”
 
   “My husband’s being held against his will. I believe it’s called false imprisonment.”
 
   “What’s your husband’s name?”
 
   “Jack Nelson.”
 
   Feeney bobbed his head. “Jack Nelson. Sounds familiar. Where are you from?”
 
   “Albuquerque.” 
 
   “I think I’ve met your husband. He’s an interesting individual. Do you know who’s holding him?”
 
   “Joe Carpenter. The owner of the Blue Star Motel.”
 
   “Mister Carpenter is holding your husband against his will? I find it very hard to believe.”
 
   “Go see it for yourself if you don’t believe me.”
 
   “Where is Joe holding Mister Nelson?” Feeney leaned back in his chair.
 
   “In his motel.”
 
   “Did he tie your husband up?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Did he lock him up in a room?”
 
   “Essentially, yes.”
 
   “What do you mean by ‘essentially’?”
 
   After a hesitation, Amy said, “Joe Carpenter programmed my husband never to leave his motel.”
 
   “Programmed? How did he program your husband?”
 
   “He brainwashed him.”
 
   “Are you talking about mind control?” Feeney raised his eyebrows.
 
   “You could call it that, I guess.”
 
   “So your husband is sitting in his room twenty-four seven?”
 
   “No. It’s not what I meant. Let me clarify my statement. He programmed Jack never to check out of his motel. Jack’s not his only victim. He brainwashed most of the people staying at his motel.” 
 
   “Very interesting.” Feeney stroked his chin reflectively. “Can you please explain to me how Joe brainwashed those people?”
 
   “I don’t know exactly how Carpenter does it. It could be hypnosis. Or maybe he puts something in the water.”
 
   Feeney picked up the pen and opened the notepad on his desk. “Hypnosis. Well, I’ll be damned!”
 
   Amy felt the police chief was laughing at her on the inside. He would have been laughing on the outside if she had told him the Blue Star Motel was under the devil’s spell.
 
   “There are a lot of people who have lived in the Blue Star Motel for several years. Don’t you think it’s strange?”
 
   “No, I don’t.”
 
   “Are you going to help my husband?”
 
   “What exactly do you want me to do?”
 
   “You must arrest Joe Carpenter. And you must make him release my husband and all the other people imprisoned in his motel.”
 
   “Amy, you can’t call it false imprisonment because your husband is not confined in a bounded area.”
 
   “Can you at least interrogate Joe Carpenter?”
 
   “Look, Mister Carpenter is a pillar of our community, and I have no idea who you are, ma’am. And frankly, your accusations against him sound a little bit outlandish, don’t you think?” 
 
   ‘A pillar of our community.’
 
   Now Amy had no doubt Feeney and Carpenter were friends. They probably played golf together on weekends. Hopefully, Feeney wouldn’t wait long to tell Joe Carpenter about her visit.
 
   “I guess I’ll have to go to the FBI.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be surprised if they believed you. They love to waste taxpayers’ money on ridiculous investigations.” Feeney smiled. “Ask for Agent Mulder. He’ll help you.”
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   After her meeting with the chief of police, Amy decided to do some detective work and went to the Blue Star Motel to talk to the desk clerk. She didn’t think the guy knew about the brainwashing or Joe Carpenter’s deal with the devil. However, he might suspect that something fishy was going on at the motel.
 
   The biggest challenge in interviewing the desk clerk was to avoid coming off as a nutcase. Amy reckoned she would have to refrain from mentioning the devil’s spell to him.
 
   She asked the desk clerk what time he got off work. 
 
   “Four,” he said.
 
   She had about five hours to kill. After she spent an hour at Bonanza, Amy went back to the motel and knocked on the door of Scott’s room. Jack’s friend opened the door and looked at her fixedly for a long moment before saying, “Hey, I know you. You’re Jack’s wife.”
 
   “Yes, I’m Jack’s wife. Your name’s Scott, isn’t it?”
 
   Why was Scott home in the middle of a work day?
 
   “Yeah.” 
 
   “Do you have five minutes?”
 
   “Yes. I have a lot more than five minutes. Would you like to come in?”
 
   “Yes, thank you.”
 
   When Amy entered the room, Scott pointed at three cans of Diet Pepsi on the table, and said, “I have soda.” 
 
   “I’m not thirsty.”
 
   “Tequila?”
 
   “I’m driving. Can I ask you something?”
 
   “Of course.” Scott plumped himself down in a chair. Amy sat down on the other side of the table.
 
   “How long have you stayed at this motel?” 
 
   “About three months.”
 
   “Why are you still here? Why aren’t you going home?”
 
   “I like it here.”
 
   “Are you ever going to leave?”
 
   “I don’t make long-term plans. I live in the present. I could die tomorrow, you know. You could die tomorrow.”
 
   He’s a philosopher, Amy thought.
 
   “Where did you come from?”
 
   “Omaha.”
 
   “You don’t miss your family?”
 
   “I’m divorced.”
 
   “Do you have children?”
 
   “I have a son. He lives with his mother in Memphis.” Scott crossed his legs. “Why did you come back to Porterville?”
 
   “I have some unfinished business here.” Staring into Scott’s eyes, Amy leaned forward, and said, “Do you want to know the real reason why you’re staying at this motel?”
 
   “The real reason?”
 
   “You’ve been brainwashed by the people who run this motel.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “They programmed you to never check out of this motel. As a matter of fact, everyone in this motel has been brainwashed.”
 
   “Why did they do it?”
 
   “To keep the motel full. The higher the occupancy rate, the more money a motel makes.”
 
   Scott nodded thoughtfully. It appeared he was willing to take her theory seriously. At last he said, “You could be right.”
 
   “Can you help me expose the owner of this motel?”
 
   “I think it’s going to be really hard to do it.”
 
   “Do you want to get out of this motel?”
 
   Scott shook his head. “I’m happy here.”
 
   “You don’t care that they brainwashed you?”
 
   “No. It doesn’t really bother me.”
 
   Amy took her cellphone from her purse, and asked, “Are your parents still alive?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Could you give me their phone numbers?”
 
   “What do you need them for?”
 
   “I want to help you, Scott, but I can’t do it alone. I’m going to ask your parents to join me.”
 
   “They’re too old for this. And I doubt they’ll believe you.”
 
   “Let me talk to them. What do you have to lose?”
 
   Scott scratched his stubbly cheek, and said, “Okay. I’ll give you the numbers.”
 
   Amy saved Scott’s parents’ cellphone numbers in her phone and then asked, “What’s the longest you’ve been away from the Blue Star Motel?”
 
   “Three days. I was in Houston for three days last month.”
 
   When Amy opened her mouth to ask if Scott knew Jennifer, she remembered Jack saying that Jennifer’s husband had been kidnapped. Jack had later said that Jennifer didn’t want to go back to her husband. Did it mean the kidnappers had released her husband?
 
   “Do you know Jennifer?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I heard her husband was kidnapped. Did it happen in Porterville?”
 
   “She thought he was kidnapped. In reality, he was home the whole time.”
 
   Another case of delusion in the Blue Star Motel. Well, that was par for the course.
 
   “Do you have her husband’s phone number?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can you give it to me?”
 
   “Okay.”
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   Amy considered asking Scott if Jack was sleeping with other women, but then it occurred to her that the bro code wouldn’t allow Scott to tell on a cheating friend.
 
   After she left Scott’s room, she took a walk around the motel to clear her head and reflect on her conversations with Chief Feeney and Scott. Then, having no desire to wait in the car for three hours, she went to Bonanza. In the diner, she looked through online classified ads for handguns. She found dozens of listings for pistols sold by private parties within two hundred and fifty miles of Porterville, with prices starting at four hundred dollars. She could have a handgun within hours since in Texas one did not need a permit to purchase a gun and there was no waiting period. Amy was not going to buy a pistol at a store because she wanted to leave no paper trail. She sent a message to a seller in Fort Worth, stating that she was interested in his Beretta Px4 Storm, which was in mint condition. 
 
   At twenty minutes to four, Amy parked her Corolla in a spot from which she could see the door to the motel office. The desk clerk exited the office at 4:04. Amy stepped out of the car and started toward him.
 
   “Leo.” She smiled radiantly.
 
   Leo looked at Amy blankly and said nothing.
 
   “Do you have a minute?” she asked.
 
   Staring at Amy, Leo slowed his pace and replied, “Yeah.”
 
   “I have a couple of questions for you. Can we talk in my car?”
 
   Leo stopped. “Okay. Where’s your car?”
 
   Amy pointed at her Corolla. Leo ambled to the car and got in the front passenger seat. A moment later, Amy climbed behind the wheel.
 
   “Thank you, Leo,” she said.
 
   “No problem.”
 
   There was excitement in his eyes. 
 
   Does he think I’m going to hit on him?
 
   Amy was willing to bet such a thought had crossed Leo’s mind. Most young men were optimists when it came to sex.
 
   “My name’s Amy.”
 
   “It’s a nice name.
 
   “Are you related to Joe Carpenter?”  
 
   Leo shook his head. “No.”
 
   “How long have you worked at the Blue Star Motel?”
 
   “About five years.”
 
   Amy fumbled in her purse and produced her wallet. “Would you like to make a hundred dollars, Leo?”
 
   One corner of the desk clerk’s mouth curled in a smile, and he said, “Yeah.”
 
   “I’ll give you a hundred dollars if you answer all my questions.” Amy opened her wallet and pulled out five twenty-dollar bills.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Did you notice that most people in your motel have lived there for a very long time?”
 
   Leo hesitated, then said, “Yeah, that’s true.”
 
   “Many of them have lived in your motel for ten years.”
 
   Leo nodded.
 
   “Have you ever wondered why they don’t want to leave your motel?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “How many people on average check out of your motel every day?”
 
   Leo thought for a moment, and replied, “A few.”
 
   “Not many, right?”
 
   Leo scratched behind his ear. He seemed to be losing interest. “Why do you care?”
 
   “Because it’s very strange.”  
 
   “Why is it strange?”
 
   “Do you think it’s normal for people to stay in a motel for ten years?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Leo paused. “Maybe they like it there.”
 
   This argument was hard to beat, at least at the moment. It was theoretically possible that all those people liked living in the Blue Star Motel.
 
   “Have you seen anything suspicious happening in the motel?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Satanic rituals, for example. People being hypnotized. Paranormal events.”
 
   Leo shook his head. “No, I haven’t seen anything like that.”
 
   “Do you live in the Blue Star Motel?”
 
   “My friends and I are renting a house.”
 
   “Did the motel have any vacancies last week?”
 
   “I don’t know for sure.”
 
   “Does everyone who checks out of the motel come back within a day or two?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Why was Leo being so evasive? Was he too lazy to elaborate, or had his boss instructed him to keep his mouth shut?
 
   Did the spell affect the motel’s employees, too?
 
   “Do you believe in God?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   There was a thin chain hanging on the desk clerk’s neck, whose pendant was hidden under his blue shirt. Amy pulled the chain from under Leo’s shirt and saw a small cross.
 
   Maybe he was the devil’s minion. 
 
   Could the devil’s minion wear a cross? She had no idea.
 
   She couldn’t recall if Joe Carpenter wore a cross.
 
   Leo glanced at his watch. “I’m sorry, Amy. I gotta run.”
 
   He was probably afraid he’d say something that would get him fired.
 
   Amy handed him the money and said, “Can you do me a favor? I need you to find out if there is anyone who has left the Blue Star Motel for good in the last six months. I’ll pay you two hundred dollars if you give me their names and contact information. Can you do it for me?”
 
   Leo stuffed the cash in his pants pocket, and said, “I’ll try.”
 
   “I’ll call you next Monday.”
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   On the way back to Abilene, Amy thought about what she was going to do if she failed to make Joe Carpenter release Jack. 
 
   If Jack had been brainwashed, if it was all in his head, she would need to take him to a psychiatrist. There must be drugs that could make Jack forget everything he had heard and seen in Porterville. If Jack had no memory of the Blue Star Motel, he wouldn’t be drawn to it, right? If the drugs didn’t work, they could use electroshock. Or lobotomy. 
 
   No, electroshock and lobotomy were out of the question. If the drugs didn’t work, she would have to bring Jack back to the Blue Star Motel.
 
   What would happen if she locked Jack up in a room with barred windows for a month or two, physically preventing him from going back to the Blue Star Motel? Would he experience withdrawal like drug addicts? Would he bang on the door, shriek, and thrash about hysterically? 
 
   He might go insane, you know. The thought gave her goosebumps.
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   At a quarter past six Amy received a reply from the seller of the Beretta Px4. He said that he could meet her tonight or tomorrow after six pm. The seller’s name was Todd. Amy was too tired to drive to Fort Worth tonight, so she suggested they meet tomorrow at six-thirty.
 
   Was it safe to meet this guy alone? If the transaction took place in a public or a semi-public location, she should be fine. He wouldn’t kill her for five hundred bucks, anyway. The worst that could happen was getting robbed.
 
   Five minutes later, Todd sent her another message saying that he would meet her at an indoor shooting range called The Gun Zone. He told Amy she could test the gun, if she wanted. Amy replied that she did want to test the pistol.
 
   She did not give Todd her cellphone number: the less he knew about her, the better.
 
   After dinner, she dialed Jennifer’s husband’s number. There were four rings before a male voice answered: “Hello.”
 
   “Is this Michael Fisher?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “My name’s Amy Nelson. I’m calling about your wife.”
 
   “I’m listening.” Michael sounded indifferent.
 
   “Is your wife’s name Jennifer?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you know where she is right now?”
 
   “I was told that she’s still in Texas.”
 
   “Have you tried to get her back to Phoenix?”
 
   “No. Who are you? Are you a friend of Jennifer’s?”
 
   “Yes. Are you worried about Jennifer?”
 
   “Why should I be worried? Is she in trouble?”
 
   Amy began to suspect that Michael Fisher did not care much about his wife.
 
   “Don’t you find it strange that she doesn’t want to go home?”
 
   “No, I don’t. You see, in our family we don’t tell each other what to do. I’m not a control freak, you know. I assume Jennifer has a good reason for staying there.”
 
   Perhaps Michael had found a replacement for his wife. Maybe he had been cheating on Jennifer for the last few years and now was happy that she was out of town.
 
   What was the name of that movie where Danny DeVito played a husband who refused to pay the ransom for his kidnapped wife? 
 
   Ruthless People—that was the name of the movie.
 
   “What if she never comes home?”
 
   Did Michael and Jennifer have an open marriage? Judging by the nonchalant tone of Michael’s voice, it was quite possible.
 
   “If she makes that choice, I’ll respect it. I’m not going to force her to come home.”
 
   Amy drew a deep breath and spent a few moments gathering her thoughts. Michael was starting to annoy her. Then she said, “You need to come to Porterville and talk to Jennifer.”
 
   “I talked to her on the phone last weekend. She seems to be happy where she is right now.”
 
   After a hesitation, Amy said, “Jennifer can’t leave Porterville because she’s been brainwashed.”
 
   She delayed saying it as long as she could, but at some point she had to tell him what had happened to his wife. Now it was only a matter of time before Michael called her a nutcase and hung up.
 
   “She’s been what?”
 
   “She’s been brainwashed to stay in Porterville. You need to come here and help her get out of this place.”
 
   After a silence, Michael asked, “Is Jennifer doing drugs?”
 
   “No. You have to come here, Michael. If you don’t, she’ll stay in Porterville forever.” Amy paused to let her words sink in. “Do you have children?”
 
   “We have a son.”
 
   “I’m sure he misses his mom. Do you care about your son?”
 
   “If Jennifer doesn’t want to go back to Phoenix, there’s nothing I can do. Is she being held there against her will?”
 
   “In a way, yes.”
 
   “I suppose it means that no one’s holding her in Porterville against her will.”
 
   “Did you hear what I said half a minute ago? She’s been brainwashed. She doesn’t control herself.”
 
   “Okay. Let me think about it. I have to go.” 
 
   Amy was pretty sure that Michael was not going to think about helping his wife get out of Porterville. But what could she do about it? Yell at him? That would be pointless. Michael Fisher did not seem like the kind of guy who would change his mind if you screamed at him.
 
   Even if she managed to get him to come to Porterville, he would be useless because he did not care about Jennifer. He would be sitting in a hotel room, twiddling his thumbs. 
 
   At least he was polite enough not to call her crazy.
 
   “She needs you, Michael. Please come.”
 
   “Thanks for the call, Amy. I have to go now.”
 
   “I’ll call you tomorrow.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   What if Michael Fisher knew what the Blue Star Motel did to its guests, and had brought his wife to Porterville on purpose, to get her stuck at the motel forever? That would have been a great alternative to divorce. Out of sight, out of mind.
 
   She could imagine him having done it. The guy was an asshole!
 
   That night a clever, if not brilliant, idea came to Amy.
 
   They say you can’t fight city hall. Amy decided to recruit the city hall to help her liberate Jack. The plan was simple: she was going to bribe the Porterville mayor to shut down the Blue Star Motel. If the motel was closed, Joe Carpenter would have to let all its guests go. She figured fifty thousand dollars would be enough to buy the mayor’s cooperation.
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   The next morning, Amy called the Porterville mayor’s office and scheduled an appointment with the mayor for next Monday at two in the afternoon. At three pm, she left for Fort Worth. 
 
   Todd showed up at the agreed time. He was a wiry man in his fifties with a large bald spot on his head. After she fired three rounds from his Beretta Px4, Amy gave Todd the money for the pistol. He did not ask for her ID. 
 
   As she scrutinized the gun admiringly, feeling its weight in her hand, she briefly imagined herself shooting Joe Carpenter in the chest. If Joe died, the motel would close on its own, without her interference. It was an intriguing idea, but the problem was that she was not a murderer.
 
   When she got in her car, she called the Blue Star Motel and asked the desk clerk to connect her to Jennifer’s room. Jennifer was home. She told Amy she could meet her tomorrow any time between ten am and five pm.
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   Jennifer was alone in her room when Amy arrived. She appeared to be in a good mood. 
 
   “Can I ask you a few questions?” Amy said after Jennifer remarked that the weather was nice today.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Jennifer had no makeup on. Seeing her smooth and radiant skin, Amy wondered what moisturizer she used.
 
   “How long have you been at this motel?” 
 
   “About a month and a half.”
 
   “Are you planning to go back to Phoenix?”
 
   “No. I really like it here.”
 
   “Do you work?”
 
   “Yes. I’m an administrative assistant at a cement plant.”
 
   “Jack told me your husband was kidnapped. Did it happen in Porterville?”
 
   Amy looked at Jennifer’s face, studying her reaction.
 
   Did she still remember believing that her husband had been kidnapped?
 
   “I… I thought I saw him get kidnapped, but then it turned out I was wrong.”
 
   The question did not seem to have discomfited her.
 
   “What did you think you saw?”
 
   “I saw three men push Mike into a car in the parking lot of Bonanza.” Jennifer cleared her throat. “Have you been to Bonanza?”
 
   “Yes. So you didn’t want to leave Porterville because you thought your husband was kidnapped?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   Evidently, the kidnapping hallucination was not a side effect of the brainwashing. It was a trick to prevent Jennifer from leaving the motel.
 
   “Would you like to know why you thought you saw your husband get kidnapped?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “The people who run this motel brainwashed you. They made you believe your husband was kidnapped so you wouldn’t leave.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “It’s not your fault. You’re not crazy or anything like that. Joe Carpenter did it to you.”
 
   “Who’s Joe Carpenter?”
 
   “The owner of this motel.”
 
   Jennifer nodded understandingly. 
 
   “You need to get out of here,” Amy said. “You could rent an apartment.”
 
   “Apartment? That’s a lot of paperwork.”
 
   “No, it’s not. And it will be cheaper than this room.”
 
   “Let me think about it.”
 
   “You could move to another motel.”
 
   “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “Do you miss your son?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “Do you want to be with him?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’ll have to leave Porterville to be with him. But you said you’re not going to leave Porterville.”
 
   “I’ll bring my son here when I find a well-paying job.”
 
   Jennifer sounded as if she believed what she was saying.
 
   “Have you gone anywhere since you came to Porterville?” Amy asked.
 
   “I’ve been to Abilene a few times.”
 
   “Have you ever stayed there longer than three days?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Amy was silent for a few seconds, then said, “Do you think the devil is real?”
 
   “No. I’m an agnostic.”
 
   Two minutes after she said goodbye to Jennifer, Amy was in Jack’s room. Once again he suggested they have sex, and once again she refused. 
 
   She was going to tell Jack about the devil’s spell, but then changed her mind.
 
   “When you get back to Albuquerque, can you drop by Alice’s place?” Jack said. “I think she went home.”
 
   Suddenly, Amy realized she had completely forgotten about Alice. 
 
   Had Alice stayed at the Blue Star Motel? Had she managed to escape from this motel?
 
   “Did Alice stay at this motel?” Amy asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you remember when you saw her last?”
 
   “I think it was in August.”
 
   “Do you know when she came to Porterville?”
 
   “She probably came here a couple of weeks before me.”
 
   Amy felt a surge of elation.
 
   So it was possible to overcome the brainwashing. How had Alice done it?
 
   They killed her. That’s why Jack hasn’t seen Alice since August.
 
   Or maybe she had died in an accident.
 
   “We need to find her,” Amy said.
 
   “Yeah. I agree.”
 
   “Do you know if she has checked out of the motel?”
 
   “Yes, she has checked out. That’s why I think she went back to Albuquerque.”
 
   Amy took out her cellphone and opened the contact list. To her disappointment, she did not have Alice’s home phone number. Perhaps Alice did not own a landline phone.
 
   Was she going to Albuquerque to stake out Alice’s apartment? No, she wasn’t. At least not now.
 
   What Amy could do was ask a friend to go to Alice’s place and see if she was there.
 
   Amy thought for a long moment and decided to ask Kate Evans. Kate was her good friend and was always ready to help. 
 
   “I’ll call Kate,” Amy said to Jack, and dialed Kate’s number.
 
   Kate said that she didn’t mind stopping by Alice’s apartment tonight, and Amy gave her Alice’s address. 
 
   After she hung up, Amy said, “Did you remember what Alice asked you to do for her?”
 
   “No, I didn’t,” Jack replied.
 
   “Did she talk to you about black magic or the devil’s spells?”
 
   “I don’t remember what we talked about. It’s all a blur to me.”
 
   Perhaps Alice had asked Jack to help her get out of the Blue Star Motel. Had Jack found a way to free Alice?
 
   “What do you know about the devil’s spells?” Amy asked.
 
   “Nothing. Why do you ask? Did you come up with another theory?”
 
   “No.”
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   That night, Kate called Amy and reported that she had rung the doorbell of Alice’s apartment around eight o’clock in the evening and that no one had answered. Kate promised to check Alice’s apartment again on Monday.
 
   On Sunday, Amy did some research on the Internet and learned that motels and hotels were shut down on a regular basis. Most of them were closed because they either violated a health code or were havens for drug dealers and prostitutes. 
 
   She visited the Better Business Bureau’s website and found out that the Blue Star Motel was not accredited by the Bureau and had had no complaints filed against it with the Bureau in the last three years. 
 
   Amy went to the meeting with the mayor feeling optimistic. She was let into the office five minutes before the appointment time. 
 
   The mayor’s name was Sean Robinson. He was a gray-haired man with a close-cropped beard in his late fifties. He wore a black suit, a blue striped tie, and a pocket square. According to his biography posted on the city’s official website, Mayor Robinson was also the president of a logistics company called Prime Logistics Solutions.
 
   “What can I do for you, Mrs. Nelson?” the mayor asked, adjusting his horn-rimmed glasses.
 
   “I have a business proposition for you that you might like.”
 
   “I’m always open to new opportunities.” Robinson smiled.
 
   “Have you heard of the Blue Star Motel?”
 
   “Are you talking about the one on I-20?”
 
   Amy nodded.
 
   “Yes, I’ve heard of it.”
 
   “I need you to shut it down. In return, I’ll give you twenty thousand dollars.”
 
   The mayor gave her a long look, and then said, “Why do you want it shut down?”
 
   “I have my reasons.”
 
   “The reason I’m asking is, maybe there’s an alternative way to achieve the goal you have in mind.”
 
   “There’s no alternative way. I want this motel to go out of business.”
 
   “I see. How am I going to do that?”
 
   “You could take away their business license. You could revoke their Certificate of Occupancy.”
 
   “It’s not that easy to take away a business license. It’s a long process. You need to build a solid case against the business.”
 
   “Then build it. You know what they say: where there's a will, there's a way.”
 
   Was the mayor friends with Joe Carpenter? It was quite likely that he was, considering that the chief of police called Joe a pillar of the community. However, it did not mean Robinson wouldn’t help her: people betrayed their friends for money all the time.
 
   “It will take a while,” the mayor said. “And there’s no guarantee we’ll succeed.”
 
   “How about you revoke their Certificate of Occupancy for violating the health code?”
 
   “Did they violate the code?”
 
   “Suppose your people find bedbugs and roaches in this motel. Will that be enough for you to shut it down?”
 
   “Yes, I think so.” Robinson nodded. “But they’ll be able to reopen when they rectify these violations.”
 
   “It’s all right.” 
 
   Robinson clasped his hands together and started tapping his thumbs against each other. At last he said, “Can you tell me more about yourself? Are you from Porterville?”
 
   “I’m from Albuquerque.”
 
   “Can I see your driver’s license?”
 
   Amy showed the mayor her driver’s license, and he said, “I hope you understand. I have to make sure I can trust you.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “So a temporary closure of the motel would be enough?”
 
   “Yes. Can you close it for three months?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I want everyone to be removed from the motel.”
 
   “That’s how it works. The whole place will be empty.”
 
   “How quickly can you arrange it?”
 
   “If the bedbug infestation is serious, we can shut down the motel within days.”
 
   “What do you consider a serious infestation?”
 
   “How many rooms are there in this motel?” 
 
   “One hundred and thirty.”
 
   “If we found bedbugs in thirteen rooms, it would be a serious infestation, in my opinion.”
 
   “Thirteen rooms. Okay.”
 
   “Now let’s talk about the money. I’m going to need half of it before we send inspectors to the motel, and the rest after we close the motel.”
 
   “All right. By the way, do you know Joe Carpenter?”
 
   “Who’s that?”
 
   “He’s the owner of the Blue Star Motel.”
 
   “I don’t know him very well. I met him at some event last year.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24
 
    
 
   1
 
   When she returned to her hotel, Amy called Sylvia. She asked if Sylvia had met Alice Briggs, and Sylvia said that she hadn’t. Then Amy went on the Internet to find out where she could obtain bedbugs. It turned out that Cimex lectularius, the Latin name for bedbugs, were not available at regular insect stores. The places that supplied bedbugs only sold them to scientific laboratories, the owners of bedbug detection dogs, and pest control professionals. Amy figured she would be able to find a pest control guy who would agree to sell her some bedbugs.
 
    While she browsed through online listings of pest control companies in Abilene, Amy received a call from Kate.
 
   “I stopped by your friend’s place five minutes ago,” Kate informed her. “No one answered the door.”  
 
   When the conversation was over, Amy remembered that Alice had a brother. His name was Brad, and she believed she had his number in her cellphone contact list. She searched the list, located Brad’s number, and dialed it. For some reason Amy expected Brad’s number to be out of service, just like Alice’s, but she proved to be wrong.
 
   “Hello,” a male voice answered. 
 
   “Brad, is it you?” Amy asked.
 
   “Yes. Who is this?”
 
   “It’s Amy Nelson. How are you doing?” 
 
   “Amy? Long time no hear. I’m fine. What’s up?”
 
   “I have a question. Have you talked to Alice lately?”
 
   “Yes, I talked to her two days ago. Why?”
 
   Amy’s heart started to beat faster. “Where is she now?”
 
   “She’s with her cousin in Massachusetts.”
 
   “Is she all right?”
 
   “Yes, she’s fine. Why do you ask?”
 
   “I’ve been looking for her. Did she tell you anything about her trip to Texas?”
 
   “All I know is that she went there.”
 
   “Okay. Do you have her number?”
 
   “I don’t have it with me. I’m going to ask her to call you, is that okay?”
 
   “Yes. Do you see the number I’m calling from? Give it to Alice. Please tell her I really need to talk to her.”
 
   “All right, Amy. Consider it done.”
 
   “Thank you, Brad.”
 
   Amy sat down on the bed and stared at her phone for a minute, hardly believing the ease with which she had tracked down Alice.
 
   The question was: was Brad telling the truth? It was possible that Joe Carpenter’s henchmen had ordered him to say that Alice was in Massachusetts so no one would know they had murdered her. Perhaps Alice had mentioned her brother’s name to Joe’s people. 
 
   Could it be Jack who had told Joe Carpenter about Brad? Yes, it could. 
 
   At any rate, for now, she would assume that Alice was in Massachusetts, alive and well.
 
   Should she go forward with her plan to shut down the Blue Star Motel? Amy gave the matter some thought and decided that she should acquire the bedbugs. It was better to have, and not need, than to need, and not have. Bedbugs could survive for at least eighty days without food, so she was going to have plenty of time to assess the situation.
 
   Amy called Kate and told her that she had found Alice. Then she resumed studying the listings of pest exterminators. She was looking for one-man shops, thinking that they would be more willing to make a deal with her than bigger companies. In the end, she selected three exterminators that appeared to satisfy her requirements: Andy’s Pest Control, The Bug Hunter, and C J Pest Control.   
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   Curiously, the first name of the guy who owned Andy’s Pest Control was George. The company’s office was located in a small one-story house on a quiet residential street, which also served as the exterminator’s home. Without phoning ahead, Amy showed up on George’s porch at eight-thirty in the morning.
 
   “What do you need them for?” asked George when Amy said that she was looking to buy some live bedbugs. 
 
   The owner of Andy’s Pest Control was dressed in running pants, a T-shirt, and fleece slippers.
 
   “I’m planning to train a dog to detect bedbugs.”
 
   George nodded. “You can make a lot of money selling these dogs.”
 
   Amy wondered if he actually believed her.
 
   “Yes, you can.”
 
   “Unfortunately, I don’t have any live bedbugs.”
 
   “You could buy them and then resell them to me. I’ll pay you a fifty percent premium.”
 
   “Fifty percent? Why don’t you buy them yourself?”
 
   “I’m still in the process of getting a business license, and you must have a business license to buy bedbugs.”
 
   “Oh, I see. How many do you need?”
 
   “Three hundred and fifty.”
 
   “How much do they cost?”
 
   “There’s a website that sells a hundred bedbugs for two hundred dollars.” Amy paused. “You’re going to make three hundred and fifty bucks, George.” 
 
   “Three hundred and fifty.” George folded his arms on his chest and was silent for half a minute. He was probably trying to figure out if he could get in trouble because of this deal. Finally he said, “Okay, let’s do it. But you’ll have to give me six hundred dollars when I order the bugs.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   “Do you have seven hundred on you?”
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   They went to the office, where George got on his laptop and placed an order for three hundred and fifty bedbugs. The shipping was free because the order was over two hundred dollars. According to Amy’s estimates, the bugs were going to arrive early next week.
 
   As she handed George the money, she asked, “By the way, who’s Andy?”
 
   “My dad. He retired last year.”
 
   Amy asked George to call her as soon as he received the bedbugs, and headed back to the hotel.
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   At nine o’clock in the evening, Amy called Brad and asked if he had relayed her request to Alice.
 
   “Yes, I did,” Brad replied. “The problem is, she’s a little busy right now.”
 
   “Can you give me her cellphone number?”
 
   “She said she’ll call you soon.”
 
   “I want to send her a text message.”
 
   “She disconnected her number. Sorry, Amy, I gotta run. Bye.” He hung up.
 
   A minute later Amy realized that she didn’t believe Brad. Alice had not disconnected her number. Brad had not asked Alice to call her. 
 
   Was she right about Alice being dead?
 
   What other reason could Brad have for not wanting Alice to talk to her?
 
   Perhaps he was afraid that Alice would divulge some secret.
 
   Then it dawned on Amy. 
 
   Yes, Alice and Brad had a secret. It was a terrible secret. You see, Alice had tricked Jack into coming to the Blue Star Motel so he would take her place. That was how she had managed to permanently leave the damned motel. 
 
   Fucking traitor! It was probably Joe Carpenter or one of his minions who had given this idea to Alice.
 
   Brad must have masterminded the whole thing, because people living in the Blue Star Motel had no desire to get out of there. Fucking asshole!
 
   In moments like this, Amy wished she smoked. But since she was not going to get into this habit, she would have to find another way to calm her nerves. She might have a glass of brandy or vodka. 
 
   Amy drew a furious breath. Then she slammed her fist on the desk.
 
   She had thought that Jack might have helped Alice escape from the Blue Star Motel. Well, in a way, he had.
 
   Amy opened the minibar and grabbed a mini-bottle of Smirnoff.
 
   Alice had changed her phone number so Jack and Amy couldn’t contact her. Maybe Alice was ashamed of what she had done to Jack, or maybe she didn’t want them to yell at her. Fucking bitch.
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   Amy saw no sense in confronting Brad about what he and Alice had done to Jack, although she felt an urge to do it. She was sure Brad would deny everything. And she couldn’t get him to confess because she had no proof.
 
   To hell with Brad and Alice. She had a plan and she was going to carry it out.
 
   Amy called Jack and told him about Alice’s betrayal.
 
   “That’s why you couldn’t find her,” she said.
 
   Jack expressed no indignation, which was to be expected. It didn’t matter that Jack was indifferent to the bombshell news she had dropped on him; she just needed an ear to hear her vent.
 
   Shortly after Amy spoke to Jack, her cellphone rang. It was Leo, a desk clerk from the Blue Star Motel. 
 
   “I found a woman who left our motel and never came back,” he said.
 
   “What’s her name?”
 
   “Can you give me the money tonight? You promised two hundred dollars, remember?”
 
   Amy checked her watch. It was a quarter past ten. 
 
   She didn’t feel like driving for an hour and a half. It wasn’t a pressing matter, so she could meet Leo tomorrow.
 
   “Yes, I remember. But I’m not in Porterville. What time can you meet tomorrow?”
 
   “How about ten in the morning?”
 
   “Okay. Is this woman’s name Alice?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you have her contact information?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   When Leo told Amy his address, it occurred to her that there was another way to give the desk clerk the money.
 
   “Do you have a Western Union agent in Porterville?” she asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I could send you the money by Western Union.”
 
   “All right. Call me when you send it.”
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   The next morning, Amy went to the nearest Western Union agent and sent Leo two hundred dollars. Half an hour after she gave him the money transfer control number, Leo told her the name of the woman who had permanently left the Blue Star Motel: Carla Guzman. Carla had stayed in Room 202 before checking out on October eleventh. She had lived in the motel for about five years. It took Amy a minute to remember that Jennifer was staying in Room 202.
 
   Amy called Carla’s number and found that it was no longer in service. She couldn’t rule out the possibility that the desk clerk had made up the name and the phone number, but her gut feeling was that Leo was an honest guy. Could Carla have written a fake phone number on the registration card? Yes, she sure could.
 
   Carla’s number had a Fort Worth area code, which meant that she probably used to live in Fort Worth. Amy went on the Internet, searched for Carla Guzman in Fort Worth, and got one result. It must be the Carla Guzman she was looking for because, according to the search report, the last address this woman had lived at was the Blue Star Motel. The report showed no other cities between Fort Worth and Porterville.
 
   The Fort Worth address was an apartment in the northern part of the city. Amy did a reverse address lookup and discovered that Alan Simko currently lived there. Expecting Alan Simko to know nothing about Carla’s whereabouts, she dialed the phone number associated with the apartment, but no one answered. Amy called Alan Simko again an hour later, and a woman picked up the phone. The woman said that she had never heard of Carla Guzman.
 
   Amy had two options. She could wait for the people search websites to pick up Carla’s current address, or she could hire a private detective to look for Carla. The problem with the people search websites was that their only source of information was public records. If Carla was staying at her friend’s place, her address was not going to be in the websites’ databases. 
 
   If Carla was hiding, Amy might never find her, even with the help of a private detective.
 
   As Amy perused the websites of Abilene private detective agencies, a thought occurred to her: maybe Carla didn’t come back to the motel because she’s dead. She might have been killed by a car or murdered by a robber. She might have committed suicide.
 
   Amy ran a search for “Carla Guzman Porterville” and found nothing useful. Then she searched for “Carla Guzman Abilene.” On the first search results page there was a link to a news story about Carla Guzman, age thirty-four, who had died after her car had crashed into a pole in Abilene on October first. The story reported that she was from Porterville. Because the name Carla Guzman was rather rare, Amy had no doubt this woman was the Carla Guzman from the Blue Star Motel.  
 
   The motel’s manager must have learned about Carla’s death on October eleventh.
 
   Did Leo know that Carla Guzman was dead? Well, even if he did, he hadn’t breached their agreement since she hadn’t explicitly specified she was looking for a living person.
 
   Amy called Leo and asked if he knew that Carla Guzman was dead.
 
   “No, I didn’t,” he said. “The computer doesn’t tell you if they’re dead or alive.”
 
   “Next time, please call them and make sure they’re alive, okay?”
 
   “All right.”
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   On Thursday, November 26, Thanksgiving Day, Amy and Jack had dinner at Dixie Grill. Five days later, George of Andy’s Pest Control informed Amy that her bedbugs had arrived. At seven in the evening, Amy picked up the package at George’s house. The package contained fourteen vials, each of which had twenty five bedbugs in it. Amy spent some time learning to look at the bugs without feeling nauseated.
 
   Her plan was to use one vial per room. She was going to drop the bedbugs behind a bed headboard or a nightstand. She didn’t want to dump the bugs under a bed for fear that a maid would suck them up with a vacuum cleaner. The first three rooms Amy intended to bring bedbugs to were Jack’s, Jennifer’s, and Scott’s rooms.
 
   The next day, Amy went to Porterville and visited Jack, Scott, and Jennifer. All three missions were successful; Amy dumped the bedbugs behind a nightstand in all three rooms and was not noticed doing it.
 
   When she was finished, she took a slow walk around the Blue Star Motel grounds, trying to think up ways to disperse bedbugs to ten more rooms. She came up with four methods of getting inside a room: posing as a maid, posing as a door-to-door salesperson, asking to use the room phone, or becoming friends with those who lived in the targeted room.
 
   Asking to use the room phone required no preparation, so Amy tried it right away. She spoke to four guests before she found someone who agreed to help her. It was a middle-aged man in Room 113. 
 
   “Here you go,” he said, holding out his cellphone.
 
   “Can I use the phone in your room? It’s a local call, I’ll talk for less than a minute. I’ll give you five dollars.”
 
   “Okay. Local calls are free, so you can keep the money.”
 
   Amy had no trouble dropping the bedbugs behind the nightstand in an inconspicuous manner because the phone sat on it.  
 
   When she walked out of Room 113, Amy wrote down the room number and then repeated the trick. This time her victim was a man in his early thirties in Room 148. Satisfied with the progress she had made today, Amy went back to Abilene. She expected to bring bedbugs to the remaining eight rooms by the end of the week.
 
    
 
   4
 
   Amy sneaked her bedbugs into three more rooms on Thursday. In all three cases she employed the can-I-use-your-phone method. On Friday, wishing to see if the bedbugs had begun to bite, she went to Jack’s room as soon as she arrived at the Blue Star Motel. 
 
   Jack asked her if she would like something to drink.
 
   “I’ll have water,” Amy said.
 
   Jack took a bottle of water from the mini-refrigerator and gave it to Amy.  
 
   Sipping from the bottle, Amy scanned Jack’s arms. She could see no bedbug bites.
 
   “Can you take off your pants?” she said.
 
   Jack smiled. “Why? You want to have some fun?”
 
   “I just want to look at your legs.”
 
   “Okay.” Jack pulled off his sweatpants and stood in front of Amy. 
 
   Amy quickly examined his legs, and found no bedbug bites or any other kind of bites, for that matter. Then she asked Jack to remove the T-shirt, and he obeyed.
 
   Adjusting his crotch, Jack asked, “Do you like what you see?”
 
   There were no bites on Jack’s torso, either.
 
   The bugs were alive and moving the last time she had seen them. They had had plenty of time to climb onto Jack’s bed. Why weren’t they getting to work?
 
   Perhaps my bedbugs are lazy, Amy thought.
 
   She walked over to Jack’s bed, pulled the spread and blanket to the foot of the bed, and inspected the sheet. She saw no bedbugs. 
 
   Amy placed the spread and the blanket on a chair and raised the foot of the mattress.
 
   “What are you looking for?” Jack asked.
 
   “Nothing. Can you hold it?”
 
   Jack readily grabbed hold of the mattress, and Amy started studying its bottom. The mattress was light gray, so bedbugs, which were dark brown, would have been easy to spot on it. To Amy’s surprise, there were no bedbugs on the bottom of the mattress. She yanked off the fitted sheet and scrutinized the sides of the mattress. This search produced the same result: no bedbugs.
 
   “You’re looking for something,” Jack said. “What is it? Come on, Amy, tell me.”
 
   Saying nothing, Amy moved the nightstand about one foot from the wall and switched on the nightstand lamp.
 
   “Can I put the mattress down?” Jack asked as Amy peered at the wall and the floor behind the nightstand, searching for bedbugs.
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   Jack lowered the mattress onto the bed and stood behind Amy.
 
   “Did you lose something?” he asked.
 
   All Amy could see behind the nightstand was dust and two beer-bottle caps.
 
   Where had the bedbugs gone?
 
   When Amy straightened up, a bizarre thought came to her: the motel had eaten the bugs.
 
   Maybe the devil’s spell provided protection against pests.
 
   Ignoring Jack’s protests, Amy checked Chuck’s bed sheets and mattress. She found no bedbugs. 
 
   Amy remade Chuck’s bed and asked Jack to leave her alone for a minute. After he stepped outside, she took a vial with bedbugs from her purse and shook its contents out into the nightstand drawer. Then she told Jack that he could come in.
 
   “Are you okay?” Jack slung his arm around her shoulders. “You’re acting strange.”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   Perhaps the bedbugs needed more time. 
 
   They’re still acclimating to the new environment. 
 
   How about testing the bugs in her hotel room? Amy pondered the idea and rejected it.
 
   She watched TV with Jack for twenty minutes, then opened the nightstand drawer and saw that the bedbugs were gone. She picked up the Bible that lay in the drawer and found nothing underneath it.
 
   Had the nightstand devoured them, or had they run away? 
 
   The sight of the drawer devoid of bedbugs gave Amy a queer feeling in her stomach.
 
   The bugs might be hiding under the carpet. In any case, she should see her plan through. 
 
   Before she headed back to Abilene, Amy tricked her way into four more motel rooms, where she successfully dropped off her bedbugs. Now she had only one room left to visit.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26
 
    
 
   1
 
   On Saturday morning, Amy called Mayor Robinson on his cellphone and asked if twelve rooms infested with bedbugs would be enough to shut down the Blue Star Motel.
 
   “I can tell you which rooms have bedbugs,” she said.
 
   “I guess twelve is enough,” the mayor replied.
 
   He gave Amy his address and said that he could meet her at noon.
 
   “Okay,” Amy said, “I’ll be there at twelve.”
 
   While she was at the bank getting the money for Robinson, her cellphone rang. It was an unknown number. She took the call, and was surprised to hear Joe Carpenter’s voice: “Hello, Amy. How are you doing?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “Are you still in Porterville?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Mayor Robinson sold me out to Joe, Amy thought dejectedly.
 
   “I’d like to have a chat with you. Can you meet me today at my office?”
 
   “Maybe. What do you want to talk about?”
 
   “About your husband.”
 
   “How about one pm?”
 
   “Okay. I’ll see you at one.”
 
   She arrived at the mayor’s house at ten minutes to twelve. After she handed him the money, she asked, “Have you told Joe Carpenter about our agreement?”
 
   “No, of course not.”
 
   “When are you going to send inspectors to the motel?”
 
   “I’ll do it next week.”
 
   The health inspectors would probably find no bedbugs at the motel, but she had to do something, even if it meant flushing ten thousand dollars down the drain.
 
   Before she went to Joe Carpenter’s office, Amy dropped in on Jack to check whether he had been beaten by bedbugs. To her disappointment, she didn’t find any bites on his body. 
 
   2
 
   “My friend Paul Feeney told me that you spoke to him,” said Joe Carpenter, tapping a pencil on his desk. “Remember Paul?”
 
   “Who is it?” Amy asked.
 
   “The chief of police. We play golf together on weekends.” A gloating smile appeared on Joe’s face.
 
   “Yes, I did talk to the chief of police.”
 
   “You told him that I brainwash people staying at my motel. And he didn’t believe you.”
 
   “Do you pay him for protection?”
 
   Joe laughed. “No. It’s not Chicago, you know. Paul’s a friend. And the sheriff’s a friend of mine, too.”
 
   “I’m happy for you.”
 
   “Did you go to the FBI yet?”
 
   “It’s a secret.”
 
   “No one’s going to believe you, Amy.” Joe leaned back and put his feet up on his desk. He wore black oxfords; his socks were also black. “Let me tell you something. You’re wrong; I don’t brainwash my customers. I swear on my father’s grave I’m telling you the truth. I hope it relieves your stress.”
 
   “I know why your customers don’t want to leave your motel. Your motel is under a spell.”
 
   “A spell?”
 
   “Yes. The devil’s spell.”
 
   Joe snickered, then said, “Are you serious? The devil’s spell?”
 
   “It’s been under the spell for at least ten years.”
 
   “You have a wild imagination, Amy.” Joe swung his feet off his desk. “Suppose you’re right. Suppose my motel is under some kind of spell. If that’s the case, then why are you still here? You must realize you’re wasting your time.”
 
   Amy’s jaw almost dropped. Had Joe just admitted that the devil had put a spell on his motel?
 
   She licked her lips, and said, “So it is under the devil’s spell?”
 
   Joe looked at her for a long moment before replying, “My dad told me that buying this motel was the biggest mistake of my life. He said this to me every goddamn day. And he was right.” Joe clasped his hands before him. “Then I met Wallace.”
 
   “Who’s Wallace?”
 
   “All I can say is, he’s a demon, not the devil.” 
 
   “Wallace put a spell on your motel?”
 
   Joe nodded.
 
   “Why? Did you sell your soul to the devil?”
 
   “No, I didn’t. I just did Wallace a favor.”
 
   Her bedbugs must be dead. Poor guys.
 
   “Why didn’t he simply give you cash?” Amy asked. “Why the spell?”
 
   “Well, that’s just how Wallace rolls.”
 
   “Why are you telling me this? Isn’t it supposed to be a secret?”
 
   “I want you to understand that you’re in over your head.”
 
   Actually, Joe risked nothing by revealing this information since no one was going to believe her if she tried to expose him.
 
   “Can you let Jack go?”
 
   “Nobody’s holding him. He can go wherever he wants.”
 
   “You know what I mean. Can you ask Wallace to let Jack go home?”
 
   “Why don’t you ask Wallace yourself?”
 
   After a moment’s thought Amy said, “Where can I meet him?”
 
   Joe shrugged. “I have no clue. You don’t find Wallace, he finds you. But you can try, of course. You might get lucky and find him.”
 
   “What happens to the people who leave and can’t return to your motel because they’re locked up somewhere?”
 
    Joe smiled with his eyes. “There’ve been a few cases like that. All these people died within two weeks of leaving the motel.”
 
   “How?” 
 
   “Suicide.”
 
   Amy grimaced. “You do realize their blood is on your hands.”
 
   Joe shook his head. “No, it’s not. I’m not the one who kept them from coming back.” Joe folded his arms on his chest. “If you lock up your husband in a room, his blood will be on your hands. It’s not a threat or anything like that. I’m just helping you make an informed decision. No one has ever survived for more than two weeks away from the Blue Star Motel. Keep that in mind, Amy.” 
 
   “Why don’t you shut this place down, Joe? You’ve been doing this for ten years. You must have made a ton of money already. You probably have enough money to last you two lifetimes. You don’t need to keep doing it.”
 
   “I disagree. I love my motel. It’s an important part of the local economy. A lot of people rely on it for their livelihood. I pay hundreds of thousands of dollars in taxes every year. That’s money for our schools and hospitals. What have you done for your community, Amy?”
 
   Amy pressed her lips together and said nothing.
 
   “I gave a hundred grand to charities last year,” Joe continued. “I pay my employees at least thirty percent more than any other motel in Texas. I pay for their health insurance, too. I don’t make my money by manufacturing cigarettes or assault rifles, not that I’m saying it’s wrong. We don’t kill animals, we don’t pollute the environment.” Joe cocked his head to the side. “I drive a hybrid car, did you know that? What kind of car do you drive, Amy?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   Joe laughed quietly. “Of course.” He drummed his fingers on the armrest. “Your husband is a money changer, Amy. You know what Jesus did to the money changers in Temple, don’t you?”
 
   “My husband is an honest, hard-working man.”
 
   “Banks throw people out of their homes when they can’t pay their mortgage. Many people have killed themselves after banks took their houses. Do you feel sorry for these folks? Is their blood on the hands of your husband and his banker buddies?”
 
   Joe Carpenter had a glib tongue, Amy had to give him that.
 
   Was he on the debate team in high school?
 
   “Why don’t you just let these people pay you money without staying at the motel?” Amy said. “It’s a win-win for everyone, isn’t it?”
 
   “Are you suggesting that I take people’s money and give nothing in return?”
 
   “Yes. I think it’s every businessman’s dream.”
 
   Joe frowned. “It’s every crooked businessman’s dream, Mrs. Nelson. My motel is a legitimate business. I’m not a thief. We earn every penny we get from our customers.”
 
   “I have a proposition. I’ll pay you a hundred thousand dollars if you let Jack go.”
 
   “No. I can’t do that.”
 
   “How about two hundred?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Five hundred grand?”
 
   “No can do, Amy.”
 
   “How much do you get from one guest in a year? About twelve grand, right? If you invest half a million dollars, you’ll make at least twenty grand a year.”
 
   “That’s true, but I’m still not interested.”
 
   “You’re being irrational, Joe.”
 
   “You may find it hard to believe, but money doesn’t solve every problem. And as I already told you, only Wallace can release your husband.”
 
   “He’s your friend, he’ll listen to you.”
 
   Joe sighed. “Let me give you a piece of advice. You need to move on. Accept what has happened, stop fighting, and go home.”
 
   “Don’t tell me what to do.”
 
   “I just don’t want you to waste your time and risk your life.”
 
   “Oh, I see. Your guys will kill me if I don’t leave you alone.”
 
   “No. My guys never killed anyone.” Joe leaned forward. “You can do whatever you deem necessary to help Jack. But I promise you it will all be in vain.”
 
   Resistance is futile.
 
   Perhaps she should do what Alice and Brad had done—exchange Jack for someone else.
 
   Amy opened her mouth to offer Joe an exchange deal, but then decided to think it over. 
 
   “We’ll see about that,” she said.
 
   “You need to know one important thing, Amy. It’s not very often that we have vacancies at my motel. If your husband checks out and doesn’t come back the next day, we won’t be able to guarantee him a spot. You need to consider this before you force your husband to leave my motel.” Joe smiled. “Unless, of course, you don’t mind Jack killing himself.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27
 
    
 
   1
 
   Would it be morally wrong to get someone else to take Jack’s place? It probably would, but Amy did not care. She loved her husband and she was not going to let these hicks steal him from her. Besides, it wasn’t like she was murdering this person or sending him or her to prison. It was an American motel, for Christ’s sake, not a Nazi concentration camp. Blue Star was as good, if not better, as the motels she had stayed at.
 
   If that was the only way to save Jack, she had to do it. 
 
   Her mind was made up. She was going ahead with the exchange. Now she needed to choose the person who would replace Jack. She wanted it to be someone who was not decent, who deserved something bad to happen to him or her.
 
   Amy deliberated the matter for two hours and finally came to the conclusion that Steve Vogt, who was a friend of theirs, was the most suitable candidate to take Jack’s place. 
 
   Steve was not a decent person. Well, he was polite and generous, he treated women with respect and was not a sex pervert, as far as Amy knew. However, he had one flaw that made him a bad guy: he was a drug dealer. Did drug dealers deserve something bad to happen to them? You bet they did!
 
   Steve was thirty eight years old and lived in Albuquerque. He was single and childless, so the only people who might miss him were his clients. Since there was no shortage of drug dealers in Albuquerque, Steve’s customers weren’t going to come to Porterville begging him to return. It was also safe to assume that Steve’s parents didn’t care where their son lived as long as it wasn’t a prison.
 
   Steve was a pretty close friend, and Amy believed she would be able to get him to come to Porterville. There was one problem that had to be dealt with: it was necessary to ensure that the Blue Star Motel had a vacancy available to Steve when he arrived. 
 
   She could ask the desk clerk to hold a spot for Steve. She was worried it was going to be months before a vacancy opened up at the motel.
 
   Amy contacted the Blue Star Motel and learned that it had no vacancies at the moment. Then she called Jack and told him about her idea.
 
   “Did it occur to you that Steve’s guys will kill you if they find out that you set him up?” Jack said.
 
   “Does he have guys? I thought he was just a dealer.”
 
   “I don’t know, but it’s possible. Maybe he’s in a gang.”
 
   “I think they’d be more interested in killing Carpenter than me.”
 
   After a pause, Jack said, “All right. When are you going to call Steve?”
 
   “When there’s a vacancy at the motel.” 
 
   Jack said nothing about the moral aspect of tricking another human being into taking his place at the Blue Star Motel. Perhaps it was because he believed the motel was the best place on earth to live.
 
   Amy debated telling Jack to ask the desk clerk to hold a room for Steve, and was ready to do it when she realized that she didn’t trust his memory. He might forget about his assignment the moment he hung up. It was one of the most important elements of her plan, and she couldn’t take any chances. As they say, if you want something done right, do it yourself.
 
    
 
   2
 
   Amy called Leo after dinner. 
 
   “Hi, Leo,” she said. “How is it going?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “Are you at work?” 
 
   “I’m home.”  
 
   “It’s Amy. Do you remember me?”
 
   “Amy? Yeah, I remember you.”
 
   “Do you want to make a hundred dollars?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Your motel doesn’t have any vacancies right now, does it?”
 
   “Last time I checked, the motel was full.”
 
   “Here’s what I need you to do. A friend of mine is coming to Porterville, and I want him to stay at your motel. When a spot opens up, I need you to hold it for my friend. Can you do it?”
 
   “I guess so. Are you going to pay me a hundred dollars for this?”
 
   “Yes. Call me as soon as the motel has a vacancy, okay?”
 
   “Okay. I’ll call you right away.”
 
   Amy called Brad to ask how he had arranged the exchange of Alice for Jack, but no one answered the phone. She called him again an hour later, with the same result. She was sure Brad didn’t want to talk to her because he was ashamed. She wouldn’t be surprised to find out that he had blocked her number.
 
   Amy figured she had to notify Joe Carpenter of her intention to exchange Jack for Steve. She was going to do it when Steve was on his way to Porterville.
 
   The next day she flew back to Albuquerque. She put her pistol in a locker in a self-storage facility two miles from her hotel.
 
    
 
   3
 
   On Friday, December eleventh, inspectors from the Code Enforcement Department of Porterville visited the Blue Star Motel. Mayor Robinson promised to make sure the Code Enforcement Department closed the motel shortly after the inspection report was issued. As Amy listened to the mayor, a small part of her began to hope that the inspectors would find bedbugs in Joe Carpenter’s motel.
 
   Amy’s hopes were crushed on Monday, when Mayor Robinson told her that bedbugs had not been detected in the Blue Star Motel.
 
   “They checked every room on the list you gave me,” he said. “The place is clean. I can send you a copy of the report, if you’d like.”
 
   Amy said she didn’t need a copy of the report.
 
   Six days later she caught a break. On the afternoon of December seventeenth, Leo called and told her that the Blue Star Motel had a vacancy.
 
   “Do you still want me to hold it for your friend?” he asked.
 
   “Yes. My friend’s going to be there in a few days.”
 
   “I can’t hold it more than five days. Is he going to be here by next Tuesday?”
 
   “Yes. He’ll be in Porterville by next Tuesday. His name’s Steve Vogt. Can you please write it down?”
 
   “Got it. By the way, I need a hundred dollars more. It’s for Sean. He works the other shift.”
 
   “Sure. I really appreciate it, Leo. Thanks a lot.”
 
   “No problem. Can you send me the hundred today? I’ll give it to Sean.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Five days. That ought to be enough time for Steve to get his ass to Porterville. Being a drug dealer, Steve had a much more flexible schedule than someone with a regular nine-to-five job.
 
   What would she do if Steve refused to go to Porterville?
 
   She would look for someone else.
 
   Amy scrolled through the contact list on her cellphone and located Steve Vogt’s number.
 
   Why had a vacancy opened up at the Blue Star Motel? Had the guest who used to have this spot died? Or had he (or she) run out of money and become unable to pay for the room? Or maybe that person had been abducted by concerned relatives?
 
   Goosebumps popped up on Amy’s arms at the crazy thought that occurred to her as she waited for Steve to pick up the phone: could Jack have murdered one of the motel’s guests to create a vacancy? The old Jack would never have done something like that, but what about the new, the bewitched Jack?
 
   “Amy, what’s up?” Steve said.
 
   There was hip-hop music playing in the background.
 
   “I… I need your help.” Amy frowned; she had read that it was possible to sense facial expressions over the phone.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Jack’s in trouble. Can you please come to Porterville?” Amy had no difficulty sounding worried.
 
   “What kind of trouble?”
 
   “He owes some people forty thousand dollars. He asked me to bring the money, but I don’t want to meet those guys alone.”
 
   “Where’s Jack?”
 
   “I don’t know. I think they have him.”
 
   After a long silence, Steve said, “Okay. When are you meeting them?”
 
   “As soon as you come here.”
 
   “Where is Porterville?”
 
   “Texas. It’s about three hours from Dallas. When can you come?”
 
   “Is there an airport there?”
 
   “There’s an airport in Abilene. It’s about forty miles from Porterville. There are several flights from Albuquerque to Abilene with a stopover in Dallas. I’ll pay for the ticket. I’ll pay all your expenses.”
 
   “I can be there tomorrow night.”
 
   “Thank you, Steve. Thank you so much. I’ll meet you at the airport.”
 
   “How long do you think this is going to take?”
 
   “No more than a couple of days.” 
 
   “All right.”
 
   After she talked to Steve, Amy called Jack.
 
   “Steve has just agreed to come to Porterville,” she said.
 
   “Congratulations,” Jack replied.
 
   “I told him you’d been abducted, which means that you have to lie low. Don’t call your friends outside Porterville. Don’t call your relatives.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Don’t answer the room phone. Don’t answer your cell unless it’s me or your motel friends.”
 
   “Okay. Are you coming to Porterville?”
 
   “Yes. I’ll be there tomorrow.”
 
   When she hung up, she switched on her laptop and went to her favorite travel website. She booked the next available flight to Abilene and then dialed the number from which Joe Carpenter had last called her. She was pleased to hear Joe’s voice on the other end of the line.
 
   “Hi, Joe. This is Amy Nelson,” she said.
 
   “How are you doing, Amy?”
 
   “Do you remember me?”
 
   “Yes, of course.”
 
   “Do you remember my husband, Jack Nelson? He’s staying in Room 152.”
 
   “Yes, I remember him.”
 
   “I’m calling to let you know that I’m bringing a replacement for Jack. His name’s Steve Vogt.”
 
   There was a silence for a few seconds. Then Joe said, “All right.”
 
   “He’s going to check into your motel tomorrow night.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Steve Vogt. Can you write down his name?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “He’ll take Jack’s place.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   After she wired a hundred dollars to Leo, Amy started packing her suitcase.
 
    
 
   4
 
   Amy left Albuquerque at six o’clock in the morning. After a four-hour layover in Dallas, she arrived in Abilene at 1:35 pm. She rented a car at the airport and drove to the nearest Bank of America branch, where she withdrew forty thousand dollars from Jack’s and her joint bank account. 
 
   On the way to Porterville, she received a text message from Steve informing her that his flight would land in Abilene at 9:45 pm.
 
   The first thing Amy did when she got to Porterville was visit her husband. She found Room 152 and stood at the door for a while, listening for any sounds inside. She was suddenly overcome by the suspicion that Jack was having sex with some woman in his room. All she could hear was the murmur of a television. No moans, no groans, no squeaking of the bed.
 
   She knocked on the door. Jack answered it dressed in a white T-shirt and gray sweatpants. Amy looked inside. It appeared that Jack was alone.
 
   “Steve’s just texted me,” she said, entering the room. “He’s coming tonight.” 
 
   “Excellent.” Jack shut the door. 
 
   “You can’t let him see you. You’ll have to stay in your room for three days, starting nine pm tonight. Can you ask your friend to bring you food?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You can’t leave the room, do you understand that?”
 
   “Yes. Don’t worry, Amy, Steve won’t see me.”
 
   “I’ll remove your car from the parking lot of your motel—just in case.”
 
   “Okay. How long are you going to be in Porterville?” 
 
   “Three days.”
 
   “Where are you staying?”
 
   “I haven’t decided yet.”
 
   At the moment there were two places in Porterville where she was willing to stay: the Holiday Inn Express and the Best Western, which were within half a mile of each other. Just like the Blue Star motel, these hotels were situated by Interstate 20. The only reason she had rejected other lodging establishments was the fact that she couldn’t be one hundred percent sure they didn’t belong to Joe Carpenter.   
 
   “Now give me the car keys.” Amy held her hand out. 
 
   “Are you leaving already? Can you stay for thirty more minutes?”
 
   Amy checked her watch. It was a little past four.
 
   “All right,” she said. “Do you miss home yet?”  
 
   Jack put his arms around her from behind and pressed his body against hers. Amy felt his erect penis—she assumed it was his penis—touch her butt. Jack kissed her on the neck, and said, breathing heavily, “You want to have some fun?”
 
   He lifted her skirt and reached inside her panties. Amy inhaled deeply, closed her eyes, and whispered, “What about your roommate?”
 
   Jack’s fingers slid between her legs.
 
   “He won’t be back till eight.”
 
   They undressed hastily, slipped under the sheets, and made love for about half an hour. When they were finished, Jack said, “Would you ever consider moving here? You could rent an apartment if you don’t like this motel.”
 
   Amy sat up and swung her feet off the bed. “This town is a dead end. I have no desire to live in a dead end. And I won’t let you rot in here.”
 
   “I’m not rotting, Amy. I like it here.”
 
   Amy kissed him on the lips. “I love you, Jack. I’m not going to argue with you. Hopefully, it will all be over in a few days.”
 
   She picked up her panties from the floor and put them on.
 
   “Let me give you the car keys.” Jack rose from the bed, grabbed his jeans, and took out the keys. “Here you go.” He handed the keys to Amy.
 
   Amy was itching to ask if Jack had slept with other women since they had last seen each other, but was afraid it would offend him.
 
   Amy ran her palm up Jack’s thigh and then cupped his soft penis. Her gaze fell on the laptop on the nightstand. Jack had probably been watching porn when she had showed up.
 
   “I’ll call you tonight,” she said, standing up. 
 
   As she walked to Jack’s Lexus, she decided to choose the Best Western because it was closer to the Blue Star Motel than the Holiday Inn Express. She drove to the hotel in Jack’s car. After the desk clerk gave her the keycard to her room—a king-size bed, non-smoking—Amy called Leo to let him know when Steve was going to arrive at the motel.   
 
   “I’ll tell Sean to expect your friend,” Leo said. “It’s his shift.”
 
   Amy took a shower in her room and then went on foot to the Blue Star Motel to get her rental car. The trip was not very long since the motel was only one and a half miles from the Best Western hotel. At half past eight, she left for the Abilene airport. 
 
   While she was sitting in the terminal, she caught herself thinking that Steve might have changed his mind and stayed in Albuquerque. She was worried up until she saw Steve coming through the gate.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28
 
    
 
   1
 
   Steve Vogt looked nothing like those creepy tattooed drug dealers in gritty movies about the underworld. He had no visible tattoos, was almost always clean-shaven, and was a big fan of Lacoste shirts and shoes. His face was open and intelligent. He didn’t drive a muscle car or an Escalade; he drove a Toyota Prius. Whenever Steve talked about his car, he mentioned that Leonardo DiCaprio drove a Prius, too.
 
   Amy and Jack had never bought drugs from Steve; they had never bought drugs from anybody since they didn’t use them. They had never witnessed him sell drugs to anyone, either. And he had never admitted to them that he dealt drugs. Their knowledge of Steve’s illegal activities was based on what they had heard from those who were acquainted with people who had purchased drugs from him. 
 
   Although Amy wasn’t proud of their friendship with Steve Vogt, she wasn’t ashamed of it, either. First, Steve had never been convicted of drug distribution, so he was clean in the eyes of the law. Second, she imagined a lot of Hollywood celebrities were friends with drug dealers, and everyone loved Hollywood celebrities. Hell, the American icon Frank Sinatra had been buddies with mob bosses. If you asked Amy, mob bosses were way more despicable than drug dealers.
 
   Amy had no idea whether Steve used drugs, and she didn’t really care since she was not a judgmental person.
 
   “Thanks for coming, Steve,” she said when they exited the airport parking lot.
 
   “No problem. What are friends for?”
 
   “I could give you five thousand dollars for helping me, if you want.”
 
   “No, you don’t have to give me anything.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   Amy felt a pang of shame. Steve was proving to be a good friend, and here she was, leading him into a trap. She really wished he’d been acting like a jackass. 
 
   They ought to reimburse Steve for his motel and meal expenses. That was the least they could do for him.
 
    
 
   2
 
   It was ten minutes to eleven when Amy pulled into a parking space by the Blue Star Motel’s office.
 
   “What’s the plan?” Steve asked.
 
   “I need you to wait for my call at this motel. I’ll give you the money to pay for your room.” Amy opened her purse and took out ten twenty-dollar bills. 
 
   “Don’t worry about it.” Steve gestured her to put the money back in the purse. 
 
   “Don’t lose your cellphone, please.”
 
   “I won’t.” 
 
   “Come back here when you have the keycard for the room.”
 
   “Okay.” Steve stepped out of the car.
 
   Amy was relieved that Steve hadn’t asked why he had to wait for her call at the Blue Star Motel. 
 
   Her palms broke out in a sweat as she imagined the desk clerk telling Steve that the motel was full. What if Sean had given the spot to someone else? What if Leo had lied about the vacancy?
 
   Steve returned to the car after nine minutes.
 
   “I got the room.” He showed Amy the keycard.
 
   “What’s the room number?”
 
   “One fourteen.”
 
   Room 114 was in a different wing than Jack’s room. Amy was glad Steve hadn’t gotten a unit right next to her husband’s. She parked in the row across from the spaces adjacent to the building, opened the trunk, and grabbed the duffel bag that contained the cash. 
 
   “Are you coming with me?” Steve asked, sliding the keycard into the lock.
 
   “I need to show you something.”
 
   There were two beds in the room, which looked as if it had been recently cleaned. Amy saw jackets and shirts hanging on the wall rack in the corner. It was obvious that another person was staying here. She prepared to hear Steve declare that he hated to share a motel room with strangers. Interestingly, Steve made no comment about the clothes on the wall rack, although he must have noticed them.
 
   Amy put the duffel bag on a chair and unzipped it.
 
   “Here’s forty thousand dollars.” She took four packs of one-hundred-dollar bills out of the bag. “I’m leaving the money with you. I need you to deliver it when I meet those guys. Can you do that?” She dropped the cash in the bag.
 
   “Yes, sure. When are you meeting them?”
 
   “I’ll send them an email in a few minutes. Hopefully, they’ll reply soon.”
 
   “Do you have any idea who they are?”
 
   “Jack said that he’d lost that money in poker, but I don’t know if I should believe it.”
 
   “Well, things like that happen.” Steve sat down in a chair. “Do you think we might need a gun?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so.”
 
   “Is there a car rental place in this town?”
 
   “No. I’ll give you my car.”
 
   “Is it a rental?”
 
   “Yes. Try not to crash it.” Amy smiled.
 
   Shame stung her again. Then she told herself: he deserves this, he’s a bad guy, he’s a criminal, he sells death.
 
   “Is there a restaurant nearby?”
 
   “I saw a diner next to the motel. But it’s probably closed. Are you hungry?”
 
   “No, I’m all right.” Steve shifted his eyes to the duffel bag. “Do you think I can leave the money in the room?” A moment later, he continued, “No, I’d rather not. I’ll keep it in the trunk of the car. What do you think?”
 
   “It’s a good idea.”
 
   “Where are you staying?”
 
   “The Ranch Motel. It’s about a mile from here.”
 
   She decided not to tell Steve that she was staying at the Best Western hotel because she didn’t want him to feel he was getting unfair treatment as far as lodging accommodations were concerned. 
 
   “Let me give you a lift to your motel.”
 
   Since her refusal might have raised suspicion, Amy said okay.
 
   The Ranch Motel was about half a mile from the Best Western. By the time Amy covered half the distance to her hotel, the uneasiness she’d felt during and after her conversation with Steve had evaporated. There was nothing like a walk in brisk weather to clear your head.
 
   During the trip, she pondered the question: Did guests become attached to the Blue Star Motel immediately or did they have to spend a few nights before the spell kicked in?
 
   She would find that out in a couple of days, she supposed.
 
   However, a more important question was: How long was it going to take Jack to be released from the motel? Amy hoped it would happen as soon as Steve became enchanted.
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   The next morning Amy woke at nine o’clock. She had slept well, without any bad dreams. She took a shower, ate breakfast at a fast food restaurant half a mile from the hotel, and then called Jack.
 
   “Do you still like living in the Blue Star Motel?” she asked.
 
   “Yes,” Jack said.
 
   “Did the motel manager or Joe Carpenter talk to you today?”
 
   “No. Are you going to come over tonight?”
 
   “I’ll think about it.”
 
   Perhaps Joe Carpenter didn’t know that Steve had already checked into his motel. In order to speed things up, Amy called Joe and told him that Steve Vogt had checked into the Blue Star Motel last night.
 
   “Steve’s here to take Jack’s place,” she reminded.
 
   “Excellent,” Joe said. “Thanks for the information.”
 
   At a few minutes past noon, Amy left for the Blue Star Motel to see Steve. As she marched along the road, the cold wind stirred her hair. The sky was overcast, the low clouds were pregnant with rain. It seemed as though nature were frowning at her for setting Steve up. Nature was judging her.
 
   Screw you, nature. It’s easy to criticize when you have nothing at stake.
 
   The cool wet smell that hung in the air made Amy think of her grandparents’ house in Pismo Beach, a small coastal town in California. She used to spend a month every summer there when she was a young girl.
 
   Reflecting on the events of the last two days, Amy felt a surge of optimism. She had a hunch Jack would be free by the end of next week. 
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   “Have these guys told you when they want to meet?” Steve asked when he closed the door.
 
   “No. They said they’d contact me soon.” Amy ran her hand through her hair. “How do you like this place, by the way?”
 
   “Are you talking about the motel?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “It’s all right. I’ve seen worse.”
 
   “What about the town?”
 
   “I haven’t gone out yet.”
 
   “Would you like to go to a restaurant? There’s an okay place a few miles from here. I’m buying.”
 
   “Let me check my schedule.” Steve glanced at his cellphone. “I have nothing planned for today.” He uttered a short laugh. “Let’s go.”
 
   “You know what I like about this town? You can get anywhere in two minutes.”
 
   “On foot.” Steve chuckled.
 
   Fifteen minutes later they were sitting in a booth at a restaurant called Randy’s Chicken and Seafood. Amy had never been here before; she had picked the place only because it had received fairly good reviews on the Internet. She was surprised there were people in Porterville who wrote reviews on the Internet.
 
   “Do you miss home yet?” Amy asked in a casual tone as she cut her chicken.
 
   “I’ve only been here one day. How long have you been here?”
 
   Steve looked and sounded the same as he had yesterday.
 
   Had the spell taken control of him yet? If it was a powerful spell, it should act quickly. If it was a really powerful spell, Steve would have become bewitched the moment the desk clerk had given him the keycard.
 
   When had Jennifer begun to believe that her husband had been kidnapped? She should ask Jennifer about it today.
 
   “Three days,” Amy said.
 
   “When was the last time you talked to Jack?”
 
   “Yesterday morning.”
 
   “Did they hurt him?”
 
   “No. Jack said they’re treating him well.”
 
   “Good. It will be a lesson to Jack. Don’t play underground poker.” Steve cracked a smile. “The good thing is, he didn’t lose more than he could pay.”
 
   Amy nodded. As she drank from her glass, the menacing sound of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony broke the silence. A moment later Amy realized it was Steve’s cellphone ringing. Steve pulled his cell from his pants pocket, looked at its screen, and answered the call.
 
   “What’s up, Pete?”
 
   He listened for about ten seconds and said, “I’m out of town. I’ll be back in a few days.”
 
   After hearing Pete’s response, Steve said, “All right. I’ll call PJ. He’ll take care of it.”
 
   He hung up and said to Amy, “It was a buddy of mine.”
 
   Amy figured Pete was one of Steve’s customers. 
 
   “Is it something important?” she asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “I’m sorry I made you come here.”
 
   “It’s all right. I’m always glad to help you.”
 
   After they left the restaurant, Steve gave Amy a ride to the Ranch Motel. At eight-twenty in the evening, Amy got a call from Jack’s uncle Alan. He asked how Jack was doing.
 
   “He’s gotten a little worse in the last two weeks,” Amy said. “But the prognosis is good.”
 
   She did not visit Jack that day. 
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   On Sunday, Amy and Steve had dinner at Bonanza. Steve had already spent two nights at the Blue Star Motel, and it was reasonable to expect the spell to have taken hold. Yesterday, Jennifer had told Amy that she had begun to think her husband had been kidnapped one or two days after checking into the motel. Amy supposed Steve’s case couldn’t be much different from Jennifer’s.
 
   “What did you do all day?” Amy asked halfway through the meal.
 
   “Watched TV, went to McDonald’s, talked to my roommate.”
 
   “Are you bored?”
 
   “No.” Steve shook his head. “This town is starting to grow on me.”  
 
   Amy’s heart started pumping faster. She was really happy to hear these words. Steve was not the kind of person who would have liked Porterville without magical intervention. 
 
   “It has its own charm.”
 
   “It’s a serene place.” Steve took a sip of iced tea from his glass. 
 
   “What’s your roommate’s name?”
 
   “Justin. He’s from Tyler, Texas.”
 
   The fact that Steve did not complain about having a roommate was another sign that he had become enchanted by the motel. A wave of euphoria rushed through Amy.
 
   “Is he a cool guy?”
 
   “He’s all right.” Steve shoved a piece of broccoli in his mouth. “You know, I think you should keep the money in your room. Just in case.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “What if someone steals the car?”
 
   “You’re right.”
 
   “I don’t think car theft is a big problem in this town, but you can’t be too careful. Forty grand is a lot of money.”
 
   “Yes, it is. Okay, I’ll take the bag.”
 
   “What are you doing later tonight?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Would you like to go a bar?”
 
   “You can go without me. I’m going to watch TV.” 
 
   That day, Steve mentioned Jack’s name to Amy just once, when he inquired whether she had heard from the people to whom Jack owed money.
 
   Before she went to bed, Amy called Jack and asked if he wanted to go home.
 
   “No. I still like it here,” Jack said.
 
   Amy was a patient person, so she wasn’t bothered by the fact that her husband was still under the influence of the spell. But she wished Brad stopped being an asshole and shared with her the details of Alice’s awakening. 
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   On Monday, after breakfast, Amy went to the bank and deposited the forty thousand dollars she had taken back from Steve Vogt. Back at the hotel, as she walked down the hallway on the ground floor, she saw a man standing in front of the elevators, whom she recognized at once. It was Brad.
 
   “Brad.” Amy waved her hand.
 
   Brad looked in her direction, saw her, and waved back. Amy walked up to him and said, “How are you?”
 
   “I’m fine. How are things with you?” 
 
   “I’m all right. What are you doing here?”
 
   “I’m on a business trip.” Brad smiled.
 
   The fact that Brad was in Porterville was proof (at least to Amy’s mind) that he had helped Alice trick Jack into coming to the Blue Star Motel. It was probably Brad’s idea to pick Jack.
 
   Had Brad and Alice thought that Jack deserved to have his life ruined? Why hadn’t they chosen some lowlife to replace Alice?
 
   They might have contacted several people, and Jack had been the only person who had agreed to help.
 
   ‘I’m on a business trip.’
 
   It was a lie, of course. 
 
   Brad had no imagination.                
 
   “Are you staying at this hotel?” she asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “When did you come to Porterville?”
 
   “Last night. What brings you here?”
 
   “What brings me here? I think you know the answer.” Amy was looking straight into Brad’s eyes.
 
   “Business trip?”
 
   Amy shook her head. “No.”
 
   “Vacation?” Brad looked at his watch. “Listen, Amy, can we talk later? I have an important meeting.”
 
   “Cut the crap, Brad. You’re not here on a business trip.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Amy, I don’t understand.” A strained smile appeared on Brad’s face.
 
   “The Blue Star Motel. Does this ring a bell?”
 
   “No.” Brad cleared his throat.
 
   “Brad, you’re not going anywhere until you start telling the truth.” Amy took him by the wrist. “Did you come here to check on Jack? Was it your idea to set him up?”
 
   Brad breathed a heavy sigh, then leaned in to Amy, and said, “Let’s talk in my room.”
 
   Was he afraid that Joe Carpenter’s people were watching him? Was he afraid that they were watching her?
 
   That would be a justifiable concern on his part.
 
   Hopefully, Brad was not planning to murder her in his room.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   They got in the elevator, and Brad pressed the third floor button.
 
   “So was it your idea?” Amy asked.
 
   Brad dropped his eyes to the floor and said, “When was the last time you saw Jack?”
 
   “Why do you care? Answer the question.”
 
   The elevator stopped, and the doors slid open. Amy and Brad stepped out and started down the hallway. Amy followed a step behind Brad, her gaze fixed on the back of his head.
 
   “Just so you know, I have a gun in my purse,” she said in a low voice when they were standing in front of the door to Brad’s room. 
 
   “Why are you carrying a gun?” Brad slipped the keycard into the lock and opened the door.
 
   “For protection.” 
 
   Amy entered the room after Brad.
 
   “Was it your idea to set up Jack?” she asked.
 
   Brad sat down in the chair by the window and crossed his legs. “What do you think happened to Jack?”
 
   “Alice duped him into taking her place at the Blue Star Motel. And don’t tell me it’s not true.”
 
   “How much do you know about the Blue Star Motel?”
 
   “People like it so much they never want to leave.”
 
   “Why do you think they don’t want to leave it?”
 
   Had Joe Carpenter told Brad about the spell and Wallace?
 
   “I don’t know. What do you think?”
 
   Suddenly, Brad looked tired and defeated. Amy wondered why. Had guilt finally kicked in?
 
   “Would you like to sit down?” Brad pointed at the chair at the desk.
 
   Amy hesitated for a moment, then walked up to the chair, and took a seat.
 
   “I heard the devil had put a spell on that motel,” Brad said.
 
   “I heard it was a demon. Do you believe it?”
 
   “Do you have a better explanation?”
 
   Apparently, Joe hadn’t let Brad in on the big secret. Or maybe Brad was playing ignorant.
 
   After a short silence, Amy said, “So was it you who picked Jack to take Alice’s place?”
 
   “What difference does it make?”
 
   He still hadn’t told her why he was in Porterville. What if he wasn’t here to see how Jack was doing?
 
   “I just want to know the whole story.”
 
   “Let’s say it was me. Are you going to shoot me?” Brad sounded dispirited.
 
   “No. I might forgive you if Jack gets out of that place.” Amy opened her purse and then closed it. “When did they let Alice go?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “When did they release her from the motel?”
 
   As Amy waited for Brad’s answer, her heart sank to her feet. It dawned on her that neither the guilt over his betrayal of Jack nor the fear of her vengeance was the main cause of Brad’s despondency.
 
   “She’s still at the motel,” Brad said.
 
   That was why Brad had come to Porterville. Alice was still at the Blue Star Motel. Their little plan hadn’t worked.
 
   “You told me Alice was in Massachusetts.”
 
   “I lied. Did you figure out how to get Jack out of the motel?”
 
   “We did what you did. I guess we just wasted our time.” Amy sighed.
 
   And wrecked Steve’s life.
 
   It could have been avoided if Brad had answered the fucking phone.
 
   “Who did you use?”
 
   “You don’t know him. He’s an acquaintance of ours.”
 
   “Do you feel sorry for this guy?”
 
   “No. He’s not a good person.”
 
   “When did he check into the motel?”
 
   “Last Friday.” Amy paused. “I called you several times.”
 
   “I know. I’m sorry I didn’t answer.” 
 
   “Can I talk to Alice on the phone?”
 
   “Yes.” Brad withdrew his cellphone from his pants pocket. “What do you want to talk to her about?” 
 
   “I just want to say hello. I haven’t seen Alice in more than half a year.”
 
   Brad tapped the screen of his cell a few times and said, “Here’s her new cellphone number.” He waited for Amy to take her phone from the purse and gave her Alice’s number.
 
   “How long has Alice lived in the Blue Star Motel?” Amy asked.
 
   “Eight months.”
 
   Amy pressed the dial button and put the cell to her ear. Alice answered after two rings.
 
   “Hello.”
 
   “Hi, Alice. It’s me, Amy.”
 
   “Amy? Oh my God! I’m so glad you called. How are you doing?” Alice’s voice was strikingly cheerful. 
 
   “I’m fine. I’ve been missing you. Where are you?”
 
   After a long silence, Alice replied, “I’m in Massachusetts.”
 
   To Brad, Amy said, “She says she’s in Massachusetts.”
 
   Brad rose from the chair, walked up to Amy, took her cell, and brought it to his ear. “Alice, it’s Brad. You can tell her the truth.” Then he gave the phone back to Amy.
 
   “You’re with Brad?” Alice said.
 
   “Yes, I’m in his hotel room.”
 
   “Amy, I’m sorry I lied. Brad asked me to tell no one that I’m in Porterville.”
 
   “It’s okay. How are you feeling?”
 
   “I’m feeling great. Porterville is a very nice town. Have you been here yet?”
 
   “Yes. I went there to see Jack. He’s staying at the same motel as you, by the way.”
 
   “I know that.”
 
   “Have you met him at the motel?”
 
   “Yes, of course. But I haven’t seen him in a few months because I’ve been busy.”
 
   “When are you coming back to Albuquerque?”
 
   “Maybe next year.” 
 
   “What room are you staying in?”
 
   “Two sixty one. Are you going to drop by?”
 
   “I might. Okay, talk to you later.”
 
   “Say hello to Jack for me.”
 
   “I will. Bye.”
 
   “Bye.” 
 
   Amy hung up.
 
   “Are you going to visit her?” Brad asked.
 
   Amy shrugged. “If I think it’s safe. I don’t trust those guys.”
 
   “I doubt they’ll harm you if you show up there. I don’t think they consider you a threat.”
 
   Brad could be right, but he could also be wrong.
 
   “How did Alice end up in the Blue Star Motel? Did someone ask her to come?” 
 
   “She stopped there to get some rest. She was on her way to Dallas to visit a friend.” Brad rubbed his eyes. “She picked the wrong motel.”
 
   “Dallas is seven hundred miles from Albuquerque. Why didn’t she fly?”
 
   “She hates flying. Our aunt died in a plane crash ten years ago.”
 
   “How does she pay for her room?”
 
   “She works at a clothing store in Abilene.”
 
   Alice traveled over forty miles to get to work. That was certainly a long commute. But Amy had heard of worse.
 
   “Jack’s been unable to find Alice since late October. Did you tell her to hide from him?”
 
   “Yes.” Brad nodded. “I was afraid Jack would get mad at her.”
 
   “Did you expect me to show up there?”
 
   “Yes, I did.”
 
   “I assume it was you who told Alice to change her phone number.”
 
   “No, she did it on her own initiative.” 
 
   Amy massaged the bridge of her nose.
 
   “Have you considered burning it down?” she asked.
 
   “Burn down the motel? With all the people in it?”
 
   “They’ll run out of their rooms when they see fire.”
 
   “How do you know they’ll do that? Do you want to be responsible for the deaths of hundreds of people?”
 
   Brad was right. She could not expect people controlled by a demon’s spell to behave rationally in a fire. 
 
   You couldn’t even count on bedbugs to suck blood in this goddamned motel.
 
   “You’re right,” Amy said.
 
   “Why did you get a gun?”
 
   “I already told you. For protection.”
 
   “Are you thinking of killing Joe Carpenter?”
 
   “I’ve considered it. What about you?”
 
   “I thought about it, too. But the question is: Will it help Alice and Jack? Will the motel let them go if Carpenter dies?”
 
   Honestly, Amy had expected Brad to tell her that murder was immoral, even if the victim was a scumbag like Joe Carpenter. She had to admit that the point raised by Alice’s brother was a valid one.
 
   She was a little creeped out by Brad referring to the Blue Star Motel as a conscious entity.
 
   “I suppose there’s only one way to find out,” Amy said.
 
   “Don’t kill him. Promise me you’re not going to murder Carpenter. He might be the only one who can release Alice and Jack.”
 
   “Okay, okay. I’m not going to kill him.”
 
   “Have you talked to any guests of the Blue Star Motel?”
 
   “I talked to two of Jack’s friends who live there.”
 
   “Did they tell you when they’d checked into the motel?”
 
   “I believe one of them checked in in October and the other in September.”
 
   “I spoke with a guy who had lived in that motel for ten years. It means that the spell was cast at least ten years ago.”
 
   “Have you done any research into demonic spells? We can set Alice and Jack free by breaking the spell.”
 
   “I did some research online, but everything I found was bullshit.”
 
   Maybe they should go to a church and ask a priest about spells? Priests were experts in this matter.
 
   “Did Alice have amnesia after she checked into the Blue Star Motel?” Amy asked.
 
   The priest might offer them some tips on how to find Wallace.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Jack forgot he works in a bank. He thought he was a cop. And he forgot that he came to Porterville in July.”
 
   “That’s odd.”
 
   Perhaps different people had different reactions to whatever the Blue Star Motel was doing to them. Maybe Jack’s mind had resisted the force of the spell. Amnesia might have been one of the ways Jack was coping with his new situation.
 
   “Did you know that Joe Carpenter has a son?” Brad said.
 
   “No, I didn’t. Where does he live?”
 
   “In Dallas.”
 
   “How old is he?”
 
   “Nineteen.”
 
   “How do you know this?”
 
   “I hired a private investigator.”
 
   How could she use this information to her advantage? She reckoned Joe’s son didn’t know how to take the spell off the motel. It was possible Joe’s son had no idea the motel was under a spell to begin with.
 
   “So what’s your plan?” Amy asked. “Are you still looking for a way to get Alice out of this motel?”
 
   Brad shook his head. “I’m out of ideas. I think I should just leave her alone. She’s happy there, that’s the important thing.”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “I’m not saying you should give up. I encourage you to keep trying. I hope you find a way to get Jack out of there, and when you do, please give me a call.”
 
   “So you’re quitting?”
 
   “I don’t know what to do.” Brad grabbed a can of beer from the table and opened it. “There’s nothing wrong with giving up if you’ve done your best. I’ve done my best.”
 
   “Did Carpenter advise you to do it?”
 
   “No. I’ve never talked to the guy.” Brad took a swig from the can. “Have you met Carpenter?”
 
   “Yes. He said I’m wasting my time.”
 
   “Do you have a plan?”
 
   Amy hesitated, then said, “Not anymore.”   
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   When Amy returned to her room, she called Joe Carpenter.
 
   “Why didn’t you let Jack go?” she asked.
 
   “Are you in Porterville?” Joe replied. “I’m at my office. If you want to talk, come over.” 
 
   Amy got in Jack’s car and drove to the Blue Star Motel. Joe’s minion Carl ran a metal-detector wand over her body and checked her purse before letting her into his boss’s office.
 
   “Are you afraid I might kill you?” asked Amy, sitting down in a chair.
 
   “No. It’s a standard procedure.”
 
   Joe wore a blue long-sleeved polo shirt and smelled of spicy cologne.
 
   “So why didn’t you let Jack go?” Amy asked harshly.
 
   “What made you think I was going to let him go?”
 
   “I gave you Steve Vogt. Remember him? I told you he was taking Jack’s place. Didn’t I tell you that?”
 
   “Yes, you did.”
 
   “Then why aren’t you letting Jack go?”
 
   “I never promised to let him go. Who told you that you could exchange Jack for someone else?”
 
   “You tricked me.”
 
   “What we’ve got here is failure to communicate.” Joe grinned, exposing his immaculately white teeth. “So do you still think you’re better than me? Do you still think you’re an innocent victim?” 
 
   “I never said I was better than you, but since you ask, yes, I am better than you. You’re despicable. You’re a scumbag.”
 
   “Really? Have you forgotten what you’ve done to Steve?” He narrowed his eyes. “The truth is, you’re nothing but a pitiful egotist who would do anything to preserve her lifestyle.”
 
   “That’s bullshit.”
 
   “No, it’s not. You set up your friend. You betrayed him. Isn’t that what you did? I’m not judging you, Amy, relax. We’re all trying to survive. Nothing wrong with it.”
 
    Amy clenched her teeth in anger. She was not mad at Joe, she was mad at herself. 
 
   “Honestly, I’m not ashamed of what I’ve done,” she said. “Steve’s a bad guy.”
 
   “A bad guy? Who the hell are you to decide who’s good and who’s bad? Santa Claus? Are you Santa Claus, Jack?”
 
   “Steve’s a criminal. He sells drugs.”
 
   “Drugs? How do you know that? Did you buy drugs from him?”
 
   “Everybody knows he’s a drug dealer.”
 
   “I’m sorry for being blunt, Amy, but you’re a moron.” Joe sighed. “Thanks for bringing in a new customer.”
 
   Staring at Joe’s neck, Amy wished she had a knife with her. She would have loved to sever Joe’s carotid artery and then watch him bleed to death. 
 
   “What can I do to get my husband out of your motel?”
 
   “I already told you. There’s nothing you can do. There’s nothing I can do. It’s out of my control. Only Wallace can set your husband free.” Joe began rocking in his chair. “I’m curious, Amy. Would you be so eager to get Jack back if he were poor?”
 
   “It has nothing to do with money. I love Jack.”
 
   “Yeah, right!”
 
   “Can you ask Wallace to meet me?”
 
   “I don’t know when I’m going to see him. It could be years, it could be days. If I don’t forget, I’ll pass your request to him.”
 
   Was it a good idea to meet the demon? It sounded dangerous, but there was no other option.
 
   “What kind of favor did you do for Wallace?” Amy asked. 
 
   “Why do you want to know?”
 
   “I’m just curious.”
 
   “You should ask Wallace about it.”
 
   “Did you give him your soul?”
 
   “No, I didn’t.”
 
   “Are you ashamed of what you did for him?”
 
   Joe smirked and said, “You hate Wallace, don’t you? You hate him just because he’s a demon. You’re influenced by stereotypes, Amy. Angels are good, demons are bad. I disagree with that. I believe that the world is not black and white.”
 
   “I hate him because he put a spell on your motel that ruins people’s lives.”
 
   “What he did would be wrong if it made people unhappy. So far I haven’t heard one complaint from my customers.”
 
   Amy kept silent: arguing with Joe Carpenter was a waste of time.
 
   “Let me ask you this, Amy: what’s wrong with Porterville? Why can’t you let Jack stay here? Is it because you consider our town a shithole? Would you be so adamant if my motel were located in San Francisco or New York?”
 
   “Isn’t your town a shithole?”
 
    Joe smiled. “Amy, Amy, Amy. I thought you were better than that. Snobbery is not a virtue. I bet at least one of your parents grew up in a town like Porterville. And I’m sure there are people who think Albuquerque is a shithole.”
 
   “Please don’t forget to tell Wallace that I’d like to meet him.” 
 
   “I’ll do my best.” Joe looked at his watch. “I suppose no one is perfect. You’re a selfish snob, I’m… Well, I know one thing. I’m not a villain. I’m not a fat greedy pig. If I were a fat greedy pig, I would have charged my customers double what I’m charging them now. I would have packed them like sardines. I’m not doing it because I’m an honest businessman.”
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   Amy opened the minibar and gazed at the bottles for half a minute, deciding whether or not to drink some alcohol to lift her spirits. She closed the refrigerator without touching a bottle. Then she called Brad and told him she had just met with Joe Carpenter.
 
   “What did he say?” Brad asked.
 
   “He said only Wallace can release Jack and Alice from the motel.”
 
   “Who’s Wallace?”
 
   “It’s the name of the demon that put a spell on the motel.”
 
   “He actually said his motel is under a demon’s spell?”
 
   “Yes, he did.”
 
   “Did he tell you how to find Wallace?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Brad let out a frustrated sigh.
 
   As she stood by the window, enjoying the warmth of the sunlight, Amy thought of the church she had seen on the drive to the hotel. It occurred to her that today was as good a day as any to ask a priest about demons and their spells.
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   The sign in the front yard read: “God always answers knee mail.” 
 
   This might be the church Joe Carpenter goes to, Amy thought looking at the sign. 
 
   Did Joe Carpenter go to church? Amy was willing to bet that he did: a God-fearing churchgoer was exactly the kind of façade a demon’s servant would assume.
 
   The church was empty and silent when Amy went inside. The scents of wood, must, and wax permeated the air. Daylight shone through the large arched window above the altar and the stained-glass windows on the right side.
 
   Amy stopped a few feet from the chancel steps and said in a loud voice, “Hello! Is anyone here?”
 
   The door to her right opened, and a dark-haired man in his forties with a clerical collar emerged from the doorway. “How can I help you?”
 
   “Are you the pastor?”
 
   “Yes. I’m the Reverend Louis Torres.”
 
   “Do you have five minutes? I need to tell you something important.”
 
   “Sure.” Reverend Torres gestured her to take a seat in the front pew.
 
   “Can we talk in your office? It’s a private matter.”
 
   Porterville was a small town. Reverend Torres must have heard rumors about Joe Carpenter’s pact with the devil.
 
   “Yes, of course.”
 
   The reverend ushered Amy to his office, which was small and plain. There was an empty coffee mug on the desk, which read: “When life knocks you on your knees you’re in perfect position to pray.” Illustrating the phrase was a cartoon image of a man praying on his knees.
 
   “Can you tell me your name?” the reverend said.
 
   “Amy.”
 
   “So can I help you, Amy?”
 
   “Do you know Joe Carpenter?”
 
   Smiling, the pastor shook his head. “No, I don’t.”
 
   “Have you heard of the Blue Star Motel?”
 
   “Yes. I’ve driven by this motel many times.”
 
   “Joe’s the owner of this motel.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   Amy adjusted her hair, glanced around the room, and said, “Do you believe in demons?”
 
   “Are you asking if I think that demons exist? Yes, I have no doubt that they exist.”
 
   “Did you take a demonology course in the seminary?”
 
   Torres shook his head. “No, I didn’t. My seminary didn’t have such a course.”
 
   “People say that Joe Carpenter made a deal with a demon.”
 
   “You shouldn’t pay any attention to rumors, Amy. Rumors are dangerous.”
 
   “But what if it’s true? Can you start an investigation? What’s the proper procedure for this?”
 
   After a hesitation, Reverend Torres replied, “There’s no specific procedure for starting such an investigation.”
 
   “Can you look into it? I know it’s true. He confessed to me that he’d made a deal with a demon.”
 
   “He confessed to you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well… I’ll do my best to expose this man.”
 
   The pastor tried to sound concerned, but Amy could tell that he was not taking her seriously. 
 
   “Are you free tonight?” Amy asked. “I can arrange for you to meet Joe Carpenter.”
 
   “Unfortunately, I’m busy tonight.” The pastor smiled again.
 
   “When will you be able to meet with him?”
 
   “What do you want me to tell him?”
 
   “You could ask him about the deal he made with a demon.”
 
   “Do you think he’ll confess to me, too?”
 
   “He might.”
 
   This matter might be above Reverend Torres’s competence level.
 
   Amy knew nothing about human resources management in Christian churches, but she assumed that the smartest priests worked in big cities, where congregations were large. Perhaps she should have gone to a church in Dallas.
 
   “Do you have any evidence that this man made a deal with a demon?” Revered Torres asked.
 
   “Tell me what kind of evidence you need, and I’ll try to get it for you.” 
 
   The good thing about talking with priests was that they treated you with respect and never yelled at you. Reverend Torres was as calm as he had been when they sat down.
 
   “Can you record his confession?”
 
   “I’ll try. Do you know how to break a demon’s spell?”
 
   “Are you talking about demonic possession?”
 
   “No. The demon Joe Carpenter made a deal with cast a spell on his motel. I’m looking for a way to break it.”
 
   “No, I don’t know how to do it.”
 
   “Do you know how to find a certain demon?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Does holy water burn demons?”
 
   “Demons are spirits, but they can take physical form. I believe holy water will burn them when they are in physical form.” The reverend picked up the cup, looked inside it, then set it down. “How well do you know Mister Carpenter?”
 
   “Fairly well.”
 
   “Has he upset you?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Has he done something that made you mad?”
 
   “Do you think I’m trying to get even with him?”
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Amy was going to say that she had only known Joe Carpenter for a few weeks, but then changed her mind. The reverend would have said that a few weeks was not enough to become well acquainted with a man’s character, or some such baloney.
 
   “I’ll tell you what he did,” she said. “He took away my husband.”
 
   “Did he kidnap him? Did you report it to the police?”
 
   “My husband is staying at the Blue Star Motel. He can’t leave this motel because of the spell.”
 
   “The demon’s spell?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I see.” The reverend dropped his gaze to his desk and started rubbing his forehead. “I don’t have any practical advice for you right now, Amy. Let me think about it. Would you like to give me your contact information?”
 
   After the pastor wrote down her phone number, Amy said, “Can I have some holy water?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’m going to need half a gallon.”
 
   “We’ll give you as much as you need.”
 
   “Do you have a spare crucifix? I think your crucifix has more power than the ones they sell in stores.”
 
   “Sure. I’ll give you a crucifix.” He opened the top drawer on the right side of his desk, took out a six-inch wooden crucifix and handed it to Amy. “Can I tell you something? God will guide you, Amy. You just need to listen to His voice. And whatever you do, please remember that violence is never the answer.”
 
   “I’ll remember that, Reverend.”
 
   While the reverend filled the plastic bottle that she had brought with her from the hotel with holy water, Amy pondered their conversation.
 
   The pastor might tell Joe Carpenter about her visit. It wasn’t a decent thing to do, but it wasn’t a sin, was it?
 
   He must think she was a lunatic. Priests always talked about Satan and demons tempting and seducing people, but Amy suspected that most of them viewed the devil and demons as a symbolic representation of evil rather than real entities that went around buying souls from humans. 
 
   In the movies, priests were much more cooperative and credulous. Well, it just went to show you that real life was different from the movies.
 
   Maybe she should talk to a Catholic priest? In movies about people possessed by demons, they almost always turned for help to Catholic priests. 
 
   She could go to Vatican, but it would be a long shot, for sure.
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   Back at the hotel, Amy filled a half-liter plastic bottle with the holy water she had gotten at the church, and then put it in her handbag. She had placed the crucifix in her handbag, too.
 
   She spent the whole evening searching for information about demons. She checked a dozen lists of the names of demons, which included fictional demons as well as demons from religion, folklore, and myths, and did not find Wallace’s name on any of them. Wallace did not sound like a normal name for a demon; virtually every name on those lists had an exotic ring: Xaphan, Balberith, Dajjal, Demogorgon. Perhaps Wallace was this demon’s nickname.
 
   Wallace was certainly easier to remember and pronounce than Demogorgon or Mephistopheles.
 
   Where had Joe Carpenter met Wallace? In Porterville? Somewhere else in Texas? Had Joe summoned him?
 
   What favor had Carpenter done for Wallace? What favor could a human do for a demon?
 
   According to authoritative sources, two of demons’ main objectives were to cause people to depart from the faith, and to wreak havoc in people’s lives. Maybe Joe had helped Wallace convert a few people to Satanism. 
 
   Amy learned that demons couldn’t be killed. You could only drive them away. The majority opinion was that only God could destroy demons. She also found out that summoning demons was extremely dangerous; you were likely to become possessed or get killed. 
 
   After reading several online articles about mediums, Amy concluded that the safest way to contact Wallace was through a medium. 
 
   There was one aspect of the plan that really bothered her: how was she going to get Wallace to set Jack free? Demons did not care for money, that was for sure.
 
   Amy typed “mediums psychics in Dallas” into the search engine, pressed the Enter button, and then, instead of browsing through the search results, took her cellphone and dialed Sylvia’s number. She had a feeling Sylvia knew a good psychic.
 
   Sylvia said she was glad Amy called her.
 
   “I’m looking for a medium. Do you know any good ones?”
 
   “What do you need a medium for?”
 
   “I want to contact the demon who put a spell on the Blue Star Motel. Joe Carpenter told me that only the demon can release my husband.”
 
   “You need to know the demon’s name in order to contact him. Do you know his name?”
 
   “Joe said the demon’s name is Wallace.”
 
   “Wallace? I doubt it’s his true name.”
 
   “Well, that’s all I have.”
 
   “Just a moment.” 
 
   There was silence on the other end of the line, then Amy heard soft rustling, and about ten seconds later Sylvia said, “Are you ready? You got a pen and paper?”
 
   “Yes.” Amy picked up the pen. 
 
   “Her name is Tabitha Marcellus. She lives in Fort Worth.”
 
   Sylvia gave her Tabitha’s business phone number, and Amy wrote it down on the notepad.
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   Tabitha Marcellus’s shop, which was called Psychic Readings by Tabitha, was located in a small strip mall, between a carpet store and a greeting card store. Before she visited the place, Amy called and asked if Tabitha could communicate with spirits and demons. 
 
   “Yes, she can,” replied the woman that picked up the phone.
 
   “Do I have to make an appointment?”
 
   “It’s not necessary but recommended.”
 
   Amy made an appointment for three o’clock in the afternoon.
 
   Sitting in the small reception area of Psychic Readings by Tabitha was a young woman with long black hair, in a purple blouse. She asked for Amy’s name, then checked the schedule and said that Tabitha would see her in a few minutes.
 
   “We have a one-hour minimum. It says here that the purpose of your visit is to make contact with a spirit.”
 
   “Yes, that’s correct.”
 
   “It will be three hundred dollars an hour.”
 
   A sign on the wall stated that Psychic Readings by Tabitha accepted Visa and MasterCard. Amy said that one hour would be enough, and handed her credit card to the receptionist. While Amy signed the receipt, the door to the right of the counter opened, and a short man in a dark suit walked out of it. After two minutes, the receptionist told Amy that the psychic was ready to see her.
 
   Tabitha was sitting in a red high-backed velvet wing chair in front of an antique wooden table with curved legs. There was a Louis XV armchair with crimson upholstery on the other side of the table. The room was dimly lit by a pendant lamp with a black fringed shade.
 
   Amy could smell the sweet and spicy aroma of sandalwood incense. 
 
   The only window in the room was covered with white sheer curtains framed by ruby velvet drapes, which were tied back with golden ropes. Standing in the corner to the left of the door was an antique bookcase filled with books.
 
   “Hello,” Amy said as she approached the table.
 
   The medium’s dark eyes were accentuated with black eyeliner and purple eye shadow. Her lashes were thickly coated with mascara. Her long, wavy brown hair was parted in the middle and hung over her ears, reaching her shoulders. She was wearing no jewelry, which for some reason gave Amy hope that she was not as phony as ninety nine percent of her colleagues.
 
   Tabitha leaned forward and said, “Hello, Amy. Please take a seat.”
 
   Amy lowered herself into the armchair and folded her hands in her lap.
 
   “You came here to contact a spirit?” 
 
   “Yes.” A moment later Amy added, “It’s an evil spirit. Well, it’s not really a spirit. It’s a demon. You can communicate with demons, can’t you?”
 
   “Yes, I can.” Tabitha widened her eyes. “What’s its name?”
 
   “Wallace. But I’m not sure it’s his real name.”
 
   “Wallace.” Tabitha frowned. “It’s hard to contact a demon if you don’t know its true name, but I’ll try.” She settled back in her chair and closed her eyes. “Tell me everything you know about this demon.”
 
   Amy thought for a moment, and then said, “All I know is that he can cast spells on buildings.”
 
   “How did you learn his name?”
 
   “I heard it from his… his friend. He has a friend named Joe Carpenter.”
 
   This information was helpful, in Amy’s opinion. Wallace was probably the only demon who had done business with Joe Carpenter.
 
   Her eyes still shut, Tabitha started rocking back and forth.
 
   If Amy had to guess, she’d say Tabitha was trying to connect with the Otherworld, assuming the medium wasn’t just putting on a show, which was not a safe assumption. 
 
   If Tabitha were a real psychic, she would have become a billionaire playing the lottery and trading stocks.
 
   “I need to speak to a demon by the name of Wallace,” Tabitha said in a trembling monotone. “Wallace, are you there?”
 
   The medium stopped rocking and put her hands on the table, palms down. Her eyes were moving rapidly behind her closed lids.
 
   Amy felt a wave of cold air rush past her.
 
   “Wallace, are you there?” Tabitha repeated in a louder voice. Her hands curled into fists, and then she said hoarsely, pausing after every word, “Yes, I’m here. No need to shout.”
 
   Amy started a little when Tabitha opened her eyes.
 
   “What do you want from me?” asked the psychic, her gaze fixed on Amy’s face.
 
   Was that it? Had Tabitha established a connection with Wallace?
 
   That was quick. Suspiciously quick.
 
   But if this was a sham, it wouldn’t have been so quick, would it?
 
   “Is it Wallace?” Amy asked.
 
   “Yes. What do you want from me?”
 
   “Are you a demon?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   The best way to find out whether Tabitha was pretending to channel Wallace was to ask her questions about Joe Carpenter and his motel. 
 
   “Do you know who Joe Carpenter is?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Who is he?”
 
   There was a long silence, and then Tabitha said, “He’s the owner of the Blue Star Motel.”
 
   “Have you met him?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How did you meet him?”
 
   “Why do you ask?”
 
   “Out of curiosity.”
 
   “It’s none of your business.”
 
   “When did you first meet him?”
 
   “About eleven years ago.”
 
   “Where does Joe Carpenter live?”
 
   “Porterville, Texas.”
 
   Amy was silent for some time. It appeared that Tabitha had actually established contact with Wallace.
 
   Then it occurred to Amy that Tabitha might have received all this information from Sylvia. She didn’t think Sylvia would have screwed her over like this, but such a possibility existed. 
 
   Amy glanced at her watch. It was fourteen minutes since the séance had begun. 
 
   “Do you know who Jack Nelson is?” she asked.
 
   “He’s your husband.”
 
   Tabitha could have learned it from Sylvia, too.
 
   “You’re wasting my time, Amy.” The medium rolled her head from side to side. “Bedbugs.”
 
   “Bedbugs?”
 
   “You brought bedbugs to Joe’s motel. It was quite inventive.” Tabitha smiled. Then she closed her eyes, sat bolt upright, spread her arms out like a tightrope walker, and emitted a groan.
 
   “Wallace,” Amy muttered.
 
   Sylvia did not know about the bedbugs.
 
   Tabitha slowly rose from the chair. Sensing movement behind her, Amy turned her head and saw a tall dark-haired man in his late thirties or early forties standing by the bookcase. He wore a black leather coat over a gray shirt, and blue jeans. The man waved his hand, and Tabitha went flying across the room, as though she had been hit by a bus. She crashed into the wall with a hard thud and fell to the floor like a sack of potatoes.
 
   “I got bored,” the man said, walking toward the table. “This woman is a fraud. Do you actually think she can communicate with spirits?” 
 
   He lowered himself into the wing chair and placed his hands on the armrests.
 
   “I was unsure,” Amy replied.
 
   “I have nothing against psychics. They’re just trying to earn a living.”
 
   “So you’re Wallace?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You look like a human.”
 
   “I don’t always look like this. So what do you want from me, Amy?”
 
   “Did you cast a spell on the Blue Star Motel?”
 
   Wallace nodded. “Yep.”
 
   “Can you let my husband leave this motel? Leave it forever.”
 
   Wallace raised his chin. “Maybe.”
 
   “Please let him go.”
 
   “Just your husband? You don’t want me to set all of those people free?”
 
   “Can you do it?”
 
   “I’m able to do it, but I won’t because I don’t break my promises.”
 
   “Okay. Can you let my husband leave the motel?”
 
   The demon’s lips curled in a smile. “I like your attitude, Amy. You’re not a bleeding-heart type.” He rubbed his hands together. “I could let Jack go, but not for free. Just like humans, I do nothing for free.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “What are you willing to do to help Jack?”
 
   “I could give you a handjob,” Amy said, without a hint of humor.
 
   Wallace gazed at her silently for a few seconds and then burst out laughing. 
 
   “You’re kidding, right?” he said. “Or are you serious?”
 
   “I thought demons could read minds.”
 
   “Some can. Some can’t.”
 
   “So do we have a deal?”
 
   “A handjob is not enough.” 
 
   “Tell me what you want me to do.”
 
   Wallace crossed his legs and pressed the tips of his fingers together. “Will you give your soul to Satan?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Okay. Are you willing to kill?”
 
   “No. I’ll do anything but kill.”
 
   “You considered murdering Joe, didn’t you?”
 
   “Will killing Joe help Jack get out of that motel?”
 
   “Suppose it will.”
 
   Amy thought for a moment, and said, “I’m not going to kill anyone, even Joe Carpenter.”
 
   Wallace smiled. “You like playing games, don’t you, Amy? I like playing games, too.”
 
   Her heart pounding hard, Amy reached into her handbag and took out the bottle with holy water.
 
   “Are you thirsty?” Wallace asked.
 
   “A little.”
 
   She unscrewed the bottle cap. “Would you like some?”
 
   “No, I’m good.”
 
   Amy wrapped her fingers around the bottle and then thrust it toward Wallace’s face while simultaneously squeezing it as tightly as she could. The water shot through the air in a narrow stream and hit the demon in the center of the forehead, causing him to close his eyes. Amy pressed herself against the back of her chair. With bated breath, she waited for Wallace’s skin to start smoking, but it didn’t happen. Frankly, she was not surprised by that.
 
   Wallace wiped his face with the sleeve of his coat, and said, “You got spunk, girl. What was that? Holy water?” He grinned. “Yeah, it must be holy water.” 
 
   He did not seem angry or irritated. Amy retrieved the crucifix from her handbag and held it out before her. 
 
   “Maybe,” she said.
 
   What was he going to do to her now? Tear her head off? Pulverize her?
 
   “I’m amazed you actually believe this crap. Were you trying to kill me?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You don’t need to lie, Amy. You’re mad at me. You want me dead. I understand that. But let me tell you this: I’m the only one who can set your husband free.” Wallace cracked his knuckles. “What’s up with the cross?”
 
   “Does it bother you?”
 
   “Not at all.”  
 
   The demon stretched out his hand to the crucifix, locked eyes with Amy, and smiled. Then he made a grabbing motion at the cross, but didn’t touch it. 
 
   An inner voice urged Amy to jump up and run out of the room, but she chose to sit still to show Wallace she was not afraid of him.
 
   She swallowed the lump in her throat and said, “Tell me how I can get my husband back.” 
 
   “Is the interlude over? Good.” Wallace smoothed his hair back. “Do you have children?” 
 
   “No.”
 
   Amy looked sideways at Tabitha, who was still lying on the floor, not moving or making any sound.
 
   “Are you planning to have children?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’ll release your husband if you give me your firstborn child. Do we have a deal?”
 
   “Do I look stupid? It’s not going to happen.”
 
   Wallace sighed. “It seems that you don’t really want your husband back.”
 
   “I just can’t give you my child. Has any woman ever given you her child?”
 
   “Oh, Amy, you’re so naïve. Yes, there were quite a few who did.”
 
   “Is there anything else besides my soul and children that you’re interested in?”
 
   Wallace cocked his head to one side, and said, “I don’t understand people’s attachment to their souls. I guess we can blame it on centuries of brainwashing by the church. Did you know that Lucifer used to be an angel? His name means ‘light bringer.’ It can also be translated as ‘day star.’ God created Lucifer to dwell eternally in the throne room of heaven. God’s own throne room.”
 
   “I’m sure you know why we don’t like Satan.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because he’s evil.”
 
   “Evil? You see, Amy, good and evil are relative concepts. For example, they say that murder is evil. However, murder in self-defense is okay. Killing the enemy in a war is fine. The collateral damage that happens when you bomb the enemy is okay, too. Nothing is black and white, my friend.”
 
   “If everyone followed the Ten Commandments, there would be no killing, in self-defense or otherwise.”
 
   Wallace chuckled. “If everyone followed the Commandments… It’s nothing but a pipe dream. The thing is, humans are inherently evil. They may be born innocent, I grant you that. But it doesn’t take them very long to start getting corrupted. Children learn to lie by the age of two. There have been plenty of fourteen-year-old rapists and murderers. Being sinful is humans’ natural state. Look what happened in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina in 2005. When the police were out of the picture, people started looting, robbing, killing, and raping. Humans realize they are depraved—that’s why they put so much effort into guarding against each other.” 
 
   “So what’s your point?”
 
   “My point? Humans worshipping God is… ludicrous. They’re ashamed of their true nature. They choose to believe—or rather, claim to believe—in God because they want to whitewash themselves. You praise God for His kindness and mercy. Kindness and mercy. But don’t you find it strange that many more people have been killed in the name of God than in the name of the devil? Those guys who flew planes into the World Trade Center on nine eleven did what they did for Allah not Satan.”
 
   “I personally have faith in mankind. I think that ninety nine percent of people are good at heart.” 
 
   “Then why is there so much violence in the world? Because of Satan?”
 
   Amy said nothing.
 
   “Do you believe in God?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you believe He actually exists?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Wallace folded his arms on his chest, and said, “People say that God is great, that God is good, that God is important. But let me ask you this: if he’s important, why have the brightest minds in the world been busy looking for proof that God doesn’t exist? Your scientists came up with evolution, quantum mechanics, the Big Bang. The smart people seem to have an itch to show that there’s nothing special about the universe, that everything around you is a result of an accident. What does that tell you?”
 
   Is he implying that only dumb people believe in God?
 
   “Obviously, they’re wrong.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “If they were right, you wouldn’t exist.”
 
   Wallace laughed. “Interesting logic. Satan is real, therefore God exists.”
 
   “Satan was created by God, that’s what you said.”
 
   “I was just telling you what the Bible says.”
 
   “So it wasn’t God who created Satan?”
 
   “Maybe God and Satan are two sides of the same coin.”
 
   Amy ruminated, and then said, “I’m not giving you my soul.”
 
   “All right.” 
 
   Amy pointed toward the psychic and asked, “Is she alive?”
 
   “I don’t know. Go check on her. I’m going to take off now. It looks like we won’t come to an agreement today.”
 
   Amy stood up and hurried to Tabitha. By the time she knelt beside the medium, Wallace had vanished. She attempted unsuccessfully to determine if Tabitha was breathing, and then called the ambulance.
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   Tabitha was alive when the ambulance took her away to the hospital. 
 
   As Amy drove to Porterville, she thought about her conversation with Wallace. Negotiating with the demon seemed to be an exercise in futility. He was never going to offer her a deal that she could accept.
 
   Would Wallace listen to Joe Carpenter? Would Wallace let Jack go if Joe asked him to do so? 
 
   He probably would. After all, they were friends. 
 
   How could she get Joe to cooperate?  He had refused half a million dollars, so she couldn’t use money as a motivator.
 
   He might agree to help her for ten million dollars, but she did not have that kind of money.
 
   In her hotel room, she switched on the television, then lay down on the bed and laced her hands under her head.
 
   As she half-listened to a travel website commercial playing on the television, a piece of information Brad had told her in his hotel room yesterday suddenly popped up in her mind.
 
   Joe Carpenter had a son. Chances were he loved his son.
 
   Would Joe ask Wallace to set Jack and Alice free in order to save his son’s life? Amy believed that he would.
 
   She sat up and took her cellphone from her purse.
 
   Since Joe didn’t want to do it the easy way, they would have to do it the hard way. 
 
   Amy hoped Brad would lend her a hand in this venture, but she was sure she could do it alone. 
 
   She dialed Brad’s number.
 
   “Are you still in Porterville?” she asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you have Joe’s son’s address?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can you come with me to Dallas?”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “I need your help.” She paused. “I want to kidnap Joe’s son.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “To make Joe ask Wallace to let Jack and Alice go. I think Wallace will listen to him.”
 
   After a long silence, Brad replied, “Okay, let’s do it. When are we leaving for Dallas?”
 
   “Tomorrow.”
 
   That night Amy reserved a hotel room in Dallas, which she intended to share with Brad, and gave Brad the address of the hotel. She told him she was planning to get there around one in the afternoon.
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   As Amy passed through Abilene, she made a stop at the storage facility to retrieve her pistol. She arrived at the hotel about fifteen minutes before Brad. As they discussed the kidnapping plan, Brad showed Amy his pistol, a Ruger P95. He also showed her his concealed carry license, which was issued by New Mexico but was valid in Texas, too.
 
   Amy started looking for a holding place for Joe’s son, whose name was Ron Carpenter, shortly after lunch. She spent two hours exploring classified ads for housing and ended up choosing a small three-bedroom house in Garland, a north-eastern suburb of Dallas, which was available for immediate move-in. The rent was eleven hundred dollars a month. Amy was a bit disappointed that none of the houses offered for rent had a basement. 
 
   At half past six, Amy met with the owner of the house and signed the lease, opting for a month-to-month tenancy. Then she and Brad bought a mattress, a week’s supply of ready-to-eat food, a padlock, a hasp, two pairs of handcuffs, and a few other things they needed to prevent Joe’s son from escaping.
 
   On Thursday morning, they made an exploratory visit to Ron Carpenter’s residence, after which Amy purchased a bottle of prescription sleeping pills, using the prescription faxed to her by her doctor friend in Albuquerque. When they returned to the hotel, they reviewed their preparations for the abduction, and agreed that they were good to go. They scheduled the kidnapping for next Monday, three days after Christmas.  
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   Ron Carpenter lived in a gated apartment complex called Avalon Village in North Dallas. The complex consisted of a dozen or so two-story buildings surrounded by lawns. Every apartment had an exterior front door, which made the task of spying on Ron easier. There was a covered parking lot next to each building. According to its website, Avalon Village had a swimming pool, a hot tub, and a fitness center.
 
   Considering Joe Carpenter’s son’s young age, Amy reckoned the boy’s apartment was paid for, at least in part, by his father. She wondered why Joe hadn’t bought his scion a condo in a luxurious high-rise. Perhaps he was one of those wealthy parents who didn’t want to spoil their children.
 
   They arrived at Avalon Village at half past five. The sun had already set, and it was getting dark fast. They slipped through the gate behind a resident’s car and parked in the visitor parking lot on the east side of the complex.
 
   They entertained two options: they could kidnap Ron from his apartment or they could snatch him when he got to his car. Amy liked the second option better because it didn’t involve having to figure out how to move the guy from his residence to the vehicle. However, there was a downside: it could be hours before Ron left his apartment.
 
   Brad had never seen Ron Carpenter and did not have his picture, so they needed to find a way to make sure they were taking the right person. Amy decided to pay Ron a visit and talk to him. 
 
   She climbed the stairs to the second floor and rang the doorbell of Ron’s apartment. The door was opened by a slim young man with brown hair, who stood about five feet nine inches tall. He had a small thin beard at the bottom of his chin. He looked like a normal, average guy.
 
   “Hi. Is Ron home?” Amy said.
 
   She could hear a television set inside; it appeared that Joe’s son was watching Family Guy. There were no other sounds than those coming from the TV. Through the doorway, Amy could see the kitchen counter and the end of a black leather couch in the living room.
 
   “I’m Ron.”
 
   “Ron Jackson?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I’m looking for Ron Jackson.”
 
   “He doesn’t live here.”
 
   “Do you know him?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Maybe your roommate knows him?”
 
   “I don’t have a roommate.”
 
   “Okay. I’m sorry I bothered you.”
 
   “No problem.” Ron closed the door.
 
   Amy returned to Brad, who had watched her speak to Ron from a nearby parking lot, and announced, “I saw him.”
 
   She glanced at her watch. It was 6:02.
 
   “Is he alone?”
 
   “I think he is, but I’m not sure.”
 
   Amy fixed her eyes on the door of Ron Carpenter’s apartment, which was dimply illuminated by a wall lamp. A middle-aged man walked past her and continued along the parking lot.
 
   “So are we going to wait?” Brad asked.
 
   “Let’s wait an hour.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Amy wished they knew what car Ron drove: this would have allowed them to focus their attention on his car instead of his apartment.
 
   She was glad to note that, except for the guy who had just passed by, there was no one in sight.
 
   Amy looked around, searching for something to sit on. Unfortunately, she found nothing suitable. 
 
   She zipped up her jacket and adjusted the strap of her handbag on her shoulder. She had begun to resign herself to the idea that they would have to abduct Ron from his apartment. She did not feel like standing here for more than an hour. 
 
   After twenty minutes, Amy put on her leather gloves (they had decided to wear gloves to avoid leaving fingerprints) and said, “Okay, let’s do it.”
 
   Brad nodded. “Should I bring the car?”
 
   “No.”
 
   There were two empty parking spaces in the lot, but the problem was that their owners could come back while Amy and Brad were at Ron’s place and raise a ruckus.
 
   They started for Ron’s building. The dark sky was shrouded in clouds, some of which had an orange tint to them. Amy was calm and collected, partly thanks to the fact that Joe’s son had struck her as a guy who could be cowed into submission by means of a gun. Her mind was amazingly clear at the moment; she knew exactly what she was going to do. As they ascended the staircase, Brad slipped on his gloves.
 
   Amy reached into her handbag, took hold of her pistol, and then rang the doorbell.
 
   “Hi, it’s me again,” she said when Ron opened the door. 
 
   “Hi,” Ron replied.
 
   “Can I ask you a question?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “May I come in?”
 
   Ron looked at Brad, who was standing behind Amy, and said, “We can talk here.”
 
   Amy pulled the gun from her bag and aimed it at Ron. “No, we’ll talk inside.” She conspicuously flicked off the safety and stepped over the threshold. Brad followed her. 
 
   A shocked expression on his face, Ron walked backwards into the living room. The room was empty. There was no one in the kitchen and the dining area, either.
 
   “Are you alone?” Amy asked.
 
   Brad drew his pistol from his pocket.
 
   “Yes,” Ron muttered.
 
   To Brian, Amy said, “Check the bedroom and the bathroom.”
 
   When Brad disappeared into the bedroom, Amy pointed at the couch and said, “Sit down.”
 
   Ron complied with her order. 
 
   Amy grabbed the cellphone from the coffee table. “Is it yours?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you have a car?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Amy switched off the phone and put it in her bag. “Where’s your wallet?”
 
   “It’s in my jeans. The jeans are in the bedroom.”
 
   Amy turned to Brad, who had just returned to the living room, and said, “Go get his wallet and car keys.” Then she added, “And bring the jeans, too.”
 
   “It’s in the black jeans on the chair,” Ron said.
 
   “What’s your last name?” Amy asked.
 
   “Carpenter. Take anything you want. Don’t kill me, please.”
 
   “We won’t kill you if you cooperate. What’s your father’s name?” 
 
   “Joe Carpenter.”
 
   “Where does he live?”
 
   “Porterville.”
 
   “Here you go.” Brad gave Amy Ron’s wallet and car keys. The key fob had a Toyota emblem on it. 
 
   “Give him the jeans,” she said to Brad.
 
   She scanned the driver’s license and tossed the wallet on the coffee table.
 
   The guy had not lied about his name. He was indeed Ron Carpenter.
 
   Amy slid the keys into her pants pocket. “I need you to put on the jeans, Ron.”
 
   As Joe’s son removed his athletic shorts, Amy asked, “What’s the number of your parking space?” 
 
   “Ninety eight.”
 
   “What car do you drive?”
 
   “Camry.” Ron began pulling on his jeans.
 
   “Why didn’t you ask your dad to buy you a BMW?”
 
   “Because he’s cheap.”
 
   Amy cracked a smile. “Are you expecting anybody?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good.” She paused. “You’re coming with us, Ron.”
 
   She shoved her pistol in her jacket pocket and then took the bottle of sleeping pills out of her handbag. Ron sat motionlessly on the couch as he watched Amy twist off the bottle cap.
 
   “These are sleeping pills,” Amy explained. To Brad, she said, “Could you get a glass of water, please?”
 
   “Okay.” Brad went to the kitchen.
 
   Amy shook two pills into her palm, screwed the cap back on the bottle, and said, “I need you to take these pills.”
 
   “Why?” Ron’s shoulders sank, a deep line furrowed his forehead.
 
   “It’s better if you’re asleep.”
 
   She would have preferred to use chloroform, but it would have taken them weeks to obtain it since it was not commercially available to the general public.
 
   When Brad came back from the kitchen with a glass of water, Amy gave the pills to Ron and said, “Here you go.”
 
   Ron obediently put the sleeping pills in his mouth and washed them down with two gulps of water.
 
   “Very good,” Amy said. “Now sit back and relax.”
 
   “Where are we going?” Ron asked in a whiny tone.
 
   “Not very far. Don’t worry, we don’t want to kill you. Just do as we tell you, and you’ll be fine.” 
 
   Eighteen minutes later, Ron dropped on his side, his eyes shut. Amy checked her watch. It was twenty four minutes since they had entered Ron’s apartment. Her heart was thumping with excitement: they were already halfway through the job, and everything had gone without a hitch so far.
 
   She fetched a coat and a pair of shoes from the entry hall and put them on Ron with Brad’s help. 
 
   They carried Joe’s son out of the apartment and went to the parking lot. On their way, they met a young woman, who paid no attention to them because she was absorbed in her cellphone. When they found Ron’s car, Amy said, “I’ll drive.”
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   Amy climbed behind the wheel, started the engine, and backed out of the stall. Brad hurriedly put Ron in the backseat, then sat beside him and said in an agitated voice, “Let’s go.”
 
   After about a minute, they arrived at the visitor parking lot their car was parked in, and switched vehicles.   
 
   As she drove through the exit gate, it crossed Amy’s mind that Ron’s car would probably be towed away in the morning. She was not nervous, perhaps because she wasn’t going it alone, because Brad was assiduously helping her. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 32
 
    
 
   1
 
   They had decided to put Ron in the master bathroom. The reason was simple: the master bathroom had no windows, which eliminated the risk of someone outside hearing Ron scream. In order to limit Ron’s mobility, they chained him to a stack of six forty-five-pound barbells placed next to the toilet. The chain was just long enough for the guy to sit on the toilet and to lie on the mattress laid out in the center of the room. Another measure that was supposed to keep Joe’s son from leaving the bathroom was the padlock Brad had hung on the door three days ago.
 
   “Thanks for helping me,” Amy said to Brad as they sat on the couch in the living room.
 
   “No problem.”
 
   Looking at the television set, Amy wondered if Brad had mentioned that Joe Carpenter had a son because he had hoped she would suggest that they kidnap Ron. Perhaps he hadn’t had the courage to put forth this idea himself.
 
   “Someone needs to stay in the house and keep an eye on Ron,” Amy said.
 
   “I’ll do it,” Brad replied.
 
   “Okay. And I will negotiate with Joe.”
 
   She was not going to allow Brad to negotiate with Carpenter because that could have jeopardized his life. Any contact with Joe increased the risk of Brad’s identity being discovered by the owner of the Blue Star Motel.
 
   Two hours after they chained Joe’s son to the barbells, Amy went to the master bathroom to wake him up and talk to him. She took Ron, who lay on the mattress, by the shoulder and shook him vigorously for five seconds. 
 
   “Wake up!” she ordered. “Wake up!”
 
   Ron opened his eyes and, squinting, asked, “Where are we?”
 
   “In a house.”
 
   Ron sat up, stared at the chain and the barbells for a long moment, and then said, “Why did you kidnap me?”
 
   “I’ll tell you later. What’s your phone pass code?”
 
   “One nine nine one. Can you give me something to drink?”
 
   Amy brought Ron a bottle of water and then left for Balch Springs, a small city fifteen miles south of Garland, to make a phone call to Joe Carpenter. Knowing that the location of a cellphone could be tracked when it was on, she did not switch on Ron’s cell until she pulled into the parking lot of a small shopping center near Interstate 635. She searched the contact list for “Dad” and was pleased to find there was such a contact. She opened the record and dialed the number stored in it. As Amy waited for the call to be answered, she imagined the look on Joe Carpenter’s face when he learned that she had kidnapped his son.
 
   He was going to be really pissed off, for sure.
 
   After three rings, a man’s voice said, “Hi, Ron.”
 
   It was Joe Carpenter. Amy drew a deep breath and said, “Hello, Joe. Do you recognize me?”
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   “It’s Amy.”
 
   After a pause, Joe asked, “Are you at my son’s place?”
 
   “No. Do you want to know how I got his cellphone?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’ve kidnapped your son, Joe. I’ll let him go when you give me back my husband.”
 
   “Is this a joke?”
 
   “No. I’m absolutely serious. Do you love your son?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Will you be upset if he starves to death?”
 
   “You’re making a big mistake, Amy.” Joe spoke in a calm voice. Perhaps he was trying to trick Amy into thinking that he did not care. Or maybe he did not believe she had Ron.
 
   “Your son will die if you don’t find a way to set Jack free. Do you understand that?”
 
   “Let Ron go right now.”
 
   “Ask Wallace to set Jack free. He’ll listen to you.”
 
   “Tell me where Ron is.”
 
   “How long do you think your son will last without food and water? A week? Two weeks?”
 
   “You’re going to regret this.” Joe still sounded calm.
 
   “Go talk to Wallace. Ron’s life is in your hands. Hurry up, Joe. You don’t have much time.” 
 
    
 
   2
 
   “Do you go to college?” Amy asked. She stood in the doorway to the master bathroom, leaning against the jamb. Brad sat on the bed, playing a card game on his laptop.
 
   Ron nodded. “University of Texas.”
 
   “What do you study?”
 
   “Political science.”
 
   “Do you want to be a lawyer?”
 
   “Yeah. Why did you kidnap me?”
 
   “It’s a long story.”
 
   “How much are you asking?”
 
   “It’s not about money.”
 
   “Then what do you want?”
 
   “I want your father to do me a favor.”
 
   “What kind of favor?”
 
   “You’re a very curious fellow.”
 
   “Is it bad?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Ron heaved a sigh and rubbed his forehead with his free hand.
 
   “Do you smoke weed?” Amy asked.
 
   “Sometimes. Do you have any?”
 
   “No, I don’t.” As soon as she said these words, Amy thought of Steve. And then she tried to remember how long it had been since she had last spoken to Steve.
 
   It had to be at least a week. How was he doing?
 
   Damn, she had forgotten to wish him a Merry Christmas.
 
   She should buy Steve a car or bring his car from Albuquerque, and return the rental. 
 
   “What’s your name?” Ron asked.
 
   “You can call me Jane. And my partner’s name is John.”
 
   “Are you going to kill me?”
 
   “No. Do we look like killers to you?”
 
   “I saw your faces.”
 
   “So what? Your father won’t go to the cops.”
 
   Ron heaved a sigh.
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   “No.” Ron shook his head.
 
   “Does your father love you?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Are you his only child?”
 
   “Yes. I think I am.”
 
   “Is he married?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Where does your mother live?”
 
   “Austin.”
 
   “When did she divorce Joe?”
 
   “Fifteen years ago.”
 
   “Is she married now?”
 
   “No. She divorced her second husband six years ago.”
 
   “Does your father have a girlfriend?”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe.”
 
   “Your father owns a motel in Porterville, doesn’t he?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What do you know about it?”
 
   “It’s a regular motel.”
 
   “Does he own any other motels?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you know Wallace?”
 
   “There’s a Wallace in my history class.”
 
   “I’m not talking about him. Your father has a friend named Wallace. Have you ever seen him?”
 
   “No. I’ve never heard of this guy.”
 
    
 
   3
 
   It was past midnight when Amy got back to her hotel room. She dialed Steve’s number, but he did not answer. Instead of leaving a voice mail, she sent him a text message, which read: “How is it going? What did you do for Christmas? Sorry I didn’t call. I’ve been very busy.”
 
   As she lay in bed, a question came to her: What were they going to do with Ron if his father refused to ask Wallace to let Jack and Alice go? Would they kill him? Would they maim him?
 
   She and Brad hadn’t discussed this question yet. At the moment, she was too exhausted to think clearly. 
 
   We’ll cross this bridge when we come to it.
 
    
 
   4
 
   She had breakfast at a small Chinese restaurant not far from the hotel. While she was there, she called Steve, who hadn’t replied to her message yet. Steve didn’t pick up the phone. She asked Jack to check on Steve in his room. A few minutes later Jack told her that no one was answering the door.
 
   “When am I going to get my car back?” he asked.
 
   “I’ll give you your car back when I bring Steve his car from Albuquerque,” Amy said.
 
   “He can go to Albuquerque and get the car himself. I can talk to him about it, if you want.”
 
   “I’ll talk to him myself.”
 
   Amy had an irresistible urge to check on Steve herself. Steve was her responsibility since he was in Porterville because of her.
 
   She didn’t have to be in Dallas to negotiate with Joe Carpenter, did she?
 
   Amy called Brad and told him she was going to Porterville to check on a friend. 
 
   “I’ll be back tonight or tomorrow,” she said.
 
   It was one-fifty in the afternoon when Amy parked in front of Steve’s room. Before getting out of the car, she dialed Steve’s number. The call went straight to voice mail, which meant that the cellphone had been switched off or that the battery had gone dead. Amy opened the messaging application and sent Steve a text, which read: “Steve, please call me ASAP.”
 
   She scanned the nearby parking spaces for the rental Ford Focus she’d given to Steve. The car was not there.
 
   Suddenly Amy began to have second thoughts about coming to the Blue Star Motel. Joe Carpenter might have ordered his thugs to be on the lookout for her and to capture her as soon as she showed up. 
 
   They would torture her until she told them where Ron was held. And then they would kill her.
 
   Good thing I brought my pistol.
 
   Amy knocked on the door of Steve’s room, fully expecting that no one would answer it. She was pleasantly surprised when the door opened and a young man in a white tank top said, “Hello.”
 
   “Is Steve home?” Amy asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you know where he is?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Could Joe Carpenter have abducted Steve to use him as a bargaining chip? 
 
   If Joe needed a bargaining chip, he would have taken Jack.
 
   “Did you see him this morning?”
 
   “I haven’t seen him since last Friday.”
 
   Last Friday. It meant that Joe had nothing to do with Steve’s disappearance.
 
   Had Steve left Porterville? Had he changed motels?
 
   Amy didn’t think Steve would have left Porterville without telling her. He was probably at a friend’s place, hungover after a night of drinking. It was not out of the realm of possibility that Steve had made a friend or two here.  
 
   “Did he tell you where he was going?”
 
   “No, he didn’t.”
 
   Through the doorway Amy could see Steve’s bed. It was unmade.
 
   “May I come in for a minute?” Amy asked. “I’m Steve’s friend.”
 
   “Okay.” The man stepped aside.
 
   “What’s your name?” Amy entered the room and immediately started looking for Steve’s suitcase. The suitcase was sitting on the floor by Steve’s bed. She felt relieved: the fact that his suitcase was still here meant that Steve hadn’t checked out of the motel.
 
   “Justin.”
 
   “I’m Amy.” She walked up to the dresser. “Which drawers are Steve’s?”
 
   She must warn Steve that he shouldn’t check out of the motel because there might not be a vacancy when he came back. 
 
   “The ones on the left side.”
 
   Amy opened the top left drawer. It was full of T-shirts and underwear, which was another piece of evidence that Steve had not left Porterville.
 
   “Has anyone visited Steve?” she asked.
 
   “I haven’t seen anyone.”
 
   “Does he have any friends in Porterville?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Can you do me a favor? When you see Steve, please ask him to call me.”
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   “Can you write down my name, please?”
 
   “Sure.” Justin scribbled her name on a self-stick note.
 
   Not wishing to tempt fate, Amy moved to the parking lot of the Best Western hotel right after she walked out of Steve’s room.
 
   Maybe Steve had gotten in a car accident? He might be in the hospital right now, in a coma, with half his bones broken.
 
   He might be dead. This thought triggered an uneasy gnawing feeling in Amy’s chest. Steve’s death would be on her conscience because it was she who had brought him to Porterville.
 
   Amy told herself to lighten up. She had been an alarmist since childhood, when she thought that her parents had died in a car crash every time they were late.
 
   She called Leo and asked if he was at work. 
 
   “Yes, I am,” Leo said.
 
   “Can you please tell me if Steve Vogt has checked out?” Amy asked. “The room number is one fourteen.”
 
   “Just a moment.” 
 
   After half a minute, the desk clerk said, “No, he hasn’t checked out.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   An image of Steve lying in a hospital bed, in a full-body cast flashed in her head. 
 
   She did a quick search online and discovered that there was only one hospital in Porterville. She called the hospital’s Admissions Department and inquired whether they had a patient named Steve Vogt. She was told that the hospital did not have a patient by that name.
 
   What was she going to do next?
 
   The growling in her stomach told Amy it was time to get some lunch.
 
    
 
   5
 
   While she waited for her food, her cellphone rang. 
 
   “Hello. Can I talk to Amy Nelson?” The caller was a man.
 
   “This is she.”
 
   “My name’s Paul Hocker. I’m representing Mister Steve Vogt. He instructed me to inform you that your car had been impounded by the Abilene Police Department.”
 
   “Why did they impound my car?”
 
   “It was deemed abandoned. As I understand, it’s a rental car. I suggest you contact the rental company immediately and let them know that the car has been impounded.”
 
   “Where’s Steve?”
 
   “He’s in custody.”
 
   “What do you mean? He was arrested?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “I suggest you ask Mister Vogt about it.”
 
   Amy felt a knot in her stomach. 
 
   Had Steve tried to sell drugs to an undercover cop? What an idiot.
 
   She should have warned Steve to refrain from doing anything that could get him incarcerated for more than two weeks.
 
   Amy took a deep breath and asked, “What jail is he in?”
 
   “He’s in the Taylor County Jail in Abilene.” 
 
   Had Steve been denied bail? 
 
   “When was he arrested?”
 
   “Last Saturday.”
 
   “How long is he going to stay in jail?”
 
   “Hopefully, not for long.”
 
   “Are they going to release him on bail?”
 
   “I’m working on it.”
 
   “You have to get him out of there as soon as possible.” 
 
   “I’m doing my best.”
 
   “Are you from Abilene?”
 
   “No, I’m from Dallas.”
 
   “Are you a good lawyer?”
 
   “Yes, I am.”
 
   Perhaps it was a dumb question. What lawyer would admit that he was mediocre?
 
   “Can I meet Steve?”
 
   “Yes. You can schedule a visit by phone. Do you have any more questions?”
 
   “What are the chances that he’ll go to prison?”
 
   “I’m confident that Mister Vogt will be acquitted. I’m sorry, Amy, I have a meeting in a few minutes. Have a nice day.”
 
   Amy wanted to tell Hocker that Steve would kill himself if he stayed in jail for more than two weeks, but the problem was she couldn’t explain the reason for the suicide without sounding crazy.  
 
   “Thanks for the call.”
 
   “You’re welcome. Goodbye.” Hocker hung up.
 
   Amy notified the rental company that the Ford Focus had been impounded, and then called the Taylor County Jail to schedule a visit with Steve. 
 
   Before she left for Dallas, she gave Jack his Lexus back and rented another car at the Abilene airport. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 33
 
    
 
   1
 
   Joe Carpenter did not contact Amy on Tuesday. She did not hear from him on Wednesday, either. She refrained from calling Joe because she didn’t want to seem desperate.
 
   Amy stayed at the hotel while Brad lived in the house, guarding Joe’s son. She couldn’t stop thinking about January eight, which marked two weeks since Steve had left the Blue Star Motel.
 
   She visited Steve in jail on Thursday, December 31. He was disheveled and sweaty. His eyes were red, as if he hadn’t slept in days. 
 
   “How are you feeling?” Amy asked.
 
   “I’m all right.” Steve licked his chapped lips.
 
   “What happened? Why did they arrest you?”
 
   Steve looked into her eyes for a moment, and then said, “I met a woman in a bar, we went to a motel, and the next morning she told the police I raped her.”
 
   “Oh my God.”
 
   “She’s lying. It was all consensual.”
 
   “I believe you.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “If you need money, let me know.”
 
   “Thank you, Amy. I really appreciate it.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Steve. This is terrible.”
 
   “Don’t worry, my lawyer says we have a solid case. This woman has a reputation, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Are they going to release you on bail?”
 
   Steve shook his head. “There was a bail hearing, and the judge decided to deny me bail. They said that I was a flight risk and that I might interfere with witnesses. Fucking morons.”  
 
   “Can you appeal this decision?”
 
   “Paul filed an appeal yesterday. We’ll see what happens.”
 
   “I hope it works.”
 
   “What about Jack? Did those people call you?”
 
   “Yes, they did. I gave them the money, and they let Jack go.”
 
   “That’s great.” Steve forced a smile. 
 
   “Do you miss the motel?”
 
   “I miss my freedom.” Steve paused. “Well, I think I miss the motel, too.”
 
   “Do you know when the trial starts?”
 
   “In June.”
 
   He’ll be dead in eight days if the appeal fails.
 
   Amy’s skin broke out in gooseflesh.
 
   “Have you thought of suicide?” she asked.
 
   “Suicide?” One corner of Steve’s mouth curled in a smile. “Suicide is for idiots.”
 
   “If you have suicidal thoughts, tell the guards, okay?”
 
   Steve passed his hand across his forehead, which was moist with perspiration, and said, “Okay.”
 
    
 
   2
 
   Assuming Joe Carpenter had told her the truth, Steve had about a week before he snapped and killed himself. 
 
   Would Steve be able to kill himself in a jail cell? 
 
   He certainly would. He could slash his jugular vein with a fork or rip his wrist open with his teeth, for example.
 
   Was there anything she could do to prevent it? How do you stop a person from committing suicide?
 
   Steve wouldn’t be able to take his life if he was in a coma or a coma-like state. They could pump him with sedative-hypnotic drugs and keep him asleep all day.
 
   Would he be able to commit suicide if he was tied to a bed?
 
   He could stop eating, but it wouldn’t work because they would start feeding him intravenously.
 
   How long would the authorities keep Steve tied up? Until the start of the trial? It was within the realm of possibility.
 
   Amy doubted they would keep Steve tied to a bed in prison. That would be too much bother and too expensive. It must cost a pretty penny to feed intravenously.
 
   If Steve was sentenced to prison, he was finished.
 
   While Amy sat in the parking lot of the Taylor County Jail, she called Steve’s lawyer.
 
   “Steve told me you appealed the denial of bail,” she said.
 
   “Yes, I did file an appeal,” Hocker replied.
 
   “What did they decide?”
 
   “The hearing is scheduled for next Monday.”
 
   “Do you think you’ll win it?”
 
   “It’s hard to tell.”
 
   “Steve hates jail.”
 
   “Nobody likes jail.”
 
   “Have you talked to Steve lately?”
 
   “Yes. I met with him yesterday.”
 
   “Did you notice that he was extremely depressed?”
 
   “I wouldn’t describe him as depressed.”
 
   “I’ve known Steve for five years. You can’t see it, but please believe me: he’s on the verge of a breakdown. I’m afraid he’ll kill himself.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   “You need to ask the jail administration to move Steve to a psychiatric ward in the next four days. They have to put him in restraints or heavily sedate him so he can’t hurt himself.”
 
   “It’s a pretty drastic measure, isn’t it?”
 
   “If they don’t do it, he’ll kill himself. Do you want to lose a client?”
 
   Considering that he could easily make thirty thousand dollars on Steve’s case, Hocker had to be interested in keeping Steve alive.
 
   “You said four days? Why four?”
 
   “He said that if you lose this appeal, he’ll kill himself.”
 
   She had to lie. How else could she get Hocker to believe her?
 
   There was silence. Then the lawyer said, “All right. I’ll ask for a psychiatric evaluation of Mister Vogt today.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Would it be her fault if Steve died in jail?
 
   No, it wouldn’t. She had not forced him to have sex with that woman. It had been his choice.
 
   But it was she who had brought Steve to Porterville, wasn’t it? That was true, but she could not be held responsible for everything that happened to him. It was not that hard to stay away from jail. Ninety percent of the population go through life without ever finding themselves behind bars.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 34
 
    
 
   1
 
   “Hello, Jack. Happy New Year.” Joe Carpenter settled back in his chair and cocked his chin up.
 
   “Happy New Year,” Jack said. 
 
   Had Joe accepted Steve Vogt as his replacement? Had Joe summoned him to announce his decision? 
 
   Amy will be ecstatic when she hears about this.
 
   He, on the other hand, didn’t look forward to leaving the Blue Star Motel.
 
   “How are things going?” Joe asked.
 
   “Fine. How are you?”
 
   “Not good, to be honest with you.” Joe paused. “Your wife did a very stupid thing a few days ago. Did she tell you what she had done?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “She kidnapped my son. Did you know she was going to kidnap my son?”
 
   “I had no idea. I swear.” 
 
   Jack’s heart twisted. Amy must have gone insane.
 
   She was playing with fire. She was going to get both of them killed!
 
   “I believe you.”
 
   “What does she want?”
 
   “You can ask her about it.”  
 
   It wasn’t hard to guess what Amy wanted from Joe Carpenter. Her plan to exchange him for Steve must have failed.
 
   Jack pressed his hand to his chest to soothe his heart, and said, “You see, Joe, Amy thinks your motel is under a demon’s spell.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “She thinks this spell forces me to stay at your motel.”
 
   “Do you believe her?”
 
   “No."
 
   Tapping his fingers on the armrests, Joe asked, “How much is your net worth?”
 
   “I don’t know the exact figure.”
 
   Jack was a little surprised by the sudden change of topic.
 
   “At least a million dollars, right?”
 
   “I suppose so.”
 
   “Do you and Amy have a prenuptial agreement?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you have a will?”
 
   “Yes. Why do you ask?”
 
   “Does Amy get everything after you die?”
 
   “Yes. Are we still talking about your son?”
 
   Joe leaned forward and propped his elbows on his desk. “I think Amy wants you dead.”
 
   “Why do you think so?”
 
   Joe stared at him silently for a few seconds and then said, “What would you do if you were me?”
 
   “What would I do if I had a motel?”
 
   “No. I’m talking about the kidnapping situation.”
 
   “I’d probably do what Amy was asking me to do.”
 
   “You’d want to retaliate, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “I believe Amy expects me to wreak vengeance on you. Do you agree with me?”
 
   “I… I don’t know.” 
 
   “If I were a violent person, I’d do just that. I’d take you hostage and use you as a bargain chip. Luckily for you, I’m not violent. I’m not going to torture or kill you.”
 
   Jack swallowed a hard lump in his throat. “What are you going to do?”
 
   “I’m kicking you out of my motel.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Are you upset?”
 
   “Yes, I am. I really like it here.”
 
   “And I’m upset that your wife kidnapped my son.” Joe started twisting the championship ring on his finger.
 
   “I’ll tell Amy to let your son go.”
 
   “That would be nice. Do you need help packing your things?”
 
   “Are you kicking me out right now?”
 
   “Yes, I am.”
 
   “Are you going to hold a spot for me?”
 
   “Bring me my son, and then we’ll talk about it.”
 
   Jack drew his brows together. “Let me call Amy.” He took his cellphone out of his pants pocket.
 
   “You can do it outside.” Joe’s lips stretched in a cold smile. “I’d like to give you a piece of advice. Write Amy out of your will. She doesn’t deserve your money.”
 
   “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “No hard feelings, okay?”
 
   When Jack opened his mouth to reply, Joe’s cellphone rang. Joe looked at its screen and said, “Excuse me, I need to take this call. It was nice talking to you, Jack. Goodbye.” Then he said into the phone, “Just a moment.”
 
   Jack rose to his feet and, without saying anything, headed for the door.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 35
 
    
 
   1
 
   Amy called Joe Carpenter on the morning of January first, concerned by his silence. Joe was not behaving like a loving father. Wasn’t he curious about the state of his son’s health? Didn’t he wish to say a few words of encouragement to Ron?
 
   Perhaps Joe was convinced that she would never hurt his son, that she didn’t have the guts to kill Ron. She could correct this misconception by sending Joe his son’s finger.
 
   “Have you talked to Wallace yet?” she asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What did he say?”
 
   “I can’t tell you. By the way, Jack’s no longer a guest at the Blue Star Motel.”
 
   “Did Wallace set him free?”
 
   “No. He’s still attached to my motel. You know what will happen to him in two weeks?”
 
   Amy did not reply. She curled her free hand into a fist.
 
   “He’ll kill himself,” Joe said. “I’ll allow Jack to stay at my motel only if you let my son go. We’ll hold his spot until noon tomorrow.”
 
   Amy saw an incoming call from Jack. She hung up on Carpenter without saying goodbye and took Jack’s call.
 
   “Did you kidnap Joe Carpenter’s son?” Jack said in an indignant voice.
 
   “I did it for you.”
 
   “Are you out of your mind? You’re lucky he didn’t go to the police.”
 
   “I had to do it, Jack. There are no other options.”
 
   “Do you want to go to prison?”
 
   “Everything will be all right.”
 
   “No, it won’t. He kicked me out of the motel.”
 
   Amy thought for a moment, then said, “Are you in Porterville?”
 
   “Yes. Let his son go now.”
 
   “Come to Dallas.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “I’m in Dallas.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere. Where is Joe’s son?”
 
   “We need to come up with a plan.”
 
   “Here’s the plan: you let Joe’s son go, and I check back into the motel.”
 
   Giving up their only trump card so soon was not a wise strategy. They had two weeks at their disposal, and they ought to use them.
 
   “Let’s meet in Abilene,” Amy said. “Can you come to Abilene?”
 
   “Okay. I’ll meet you in Abilene.”
 
   “Let’s meet at the Hampton Inn at two o’clock.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Amy went on the Internet and reserved a room for Jack at the Hampton Inn Abilene. 
 
   As she walked to her car, Amy realized that she was out of ideas. Spilling Ron’s blood seemed to be the only way to make Joe Carpenter more cooperative, but Amy didn’t want to go down that road. Chopping off Ron’s fingers sounded like an easy thing to do while it was a remote prospect, but now that it had become something she had to consider seriously, Amy had begun to feel terribly uncomfortable about it.
 
   By the way, Joe’s people might follow Jack to the hotel to capture her. The good news was that they wouldn’t kill her, because she had information Joe needed. As for the question of whether or not they would kill her after Joe got his son back, Amy believed there was a fifty percent chance that Joe would let her live: Joe Carpenter struck her as a man who was evil but not murderous.
 
   While Amy thought about how to avoid getting tracked down by Joe Carpenter, it occurred to her that Jack might be collaborating with Joe. It seemed Jack would do anything for an opportunity to stay at the Blue Star Motel.
 
   Well, if Jack had sold out to Joe Carpenter, she would tell Brad to let Ron go, and then she would wash her hands of this whole business.
 
   If they tortured her, she was not going to resist. She would let Joe have his son back.
 
    
 
   2
 
   “I think we should get a divorce,” Jack said as soon as he shut the hotel room door.
 
   “A divorce?” Amy raised her eyebrows. 
 
   Her heart dropped like a stone. The moment she’d been dreading had finally come.
 
   “Yes. You want me to leave Porterville because we’re married. If we divorce, you’ll have no reason to care where I live.”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “Yes, Amy. I want a divorce.”
 
   “I’m doing all this because I love you. Do you still love me?”
 
   Jack ran his hand across his forehead. “I love you Amy. That’s why I’m setting you free. Stop trying to save me. Stop wasting your time on me. Live your life without me. Can you do that?”
 
   His eyes became misty. He blinked several times, clearing them.
 
   “Can’t you see that’s what Carpenter wants? He’s trying to break us apart. He wants you to hate me.”
 
   “I don’t hate you. I just think you’re going to ruin your life if you keep trying to get me out of Joe’s motel.”
 
   They looked at each other for a long moment, and then Amy said, “I love you, Jack. I can’t abandon you.”
 
   “I’ll file for divorce by the end of next week.”
 
   “You’re making a big mistake.”
 
   “You’ll get half of everything we have. I’ll pay you alimony.”
 
   “It’s not about money.”
 
   “Where is Joe’s son?”
 
   “In Dallas. Don’t do it, Jack. I won’t leave you alone even if we get divorced.”
 
   “Please let him go. He did nothing wrong.”
 
   It appeared there was nothing she could say that would make Jack change his mind about divorcing her. 
 
   “We don’t have to let him go right now. Let’s wait a week. There’s no harm in that.”
 
   “What if he dies?”
 
   “He’s not going to die. He lies on the mattress all day. I feed him three times a day.”
 
   “Where are you holding him?”
 
   “A motel.”
 
   Had Carpenter told Jack that he would start feeling suicidal within the next two weeks?
 
   If he had, Jack would have already mentioned it.
 
   She had to warn Jack about suicidal urges so he would let her tie him up when the time came. She had to do it pretty soon.
 
   “So you’ll let him go next Friday?” Jack said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What if there’s no vacancy at the motel when you release Joe’s son?”
 
   “Then we’ll just have to wait.”
 
    
 
   3
 
   Amy was going to spend the night with Jack, but he said that he would be fine alone.
 
   “I need you to look after Ron,” Jack said. “Your main concern now is to make sure he doesn’t die.”
 
   Amy was in a bad mood when she returned to Dallas. 
 
   Perhaps it was time to quit. Jack didn’t want her help anyway.
 
   The irritating thing was that Jack did not appreciate what she had done for him so far. 
 
   To be fair, he was under the influence of the demon’s spell and was not thinking straight.
 
   Amy went online and ordered a bed restraint system, which included straps for wrists, chest, knees, and ankles. According to the description, the system fit any bed. 
 
   She learned that intravenous feeding was not very difficult to administer and that there were a lot of people doing it at home.
 
   Unable to resist the urge to vent, Amy told Brad about Jack getting kicked out of the Blue Star Motel. 
 
   “Carpenter says Jack will kill himself within two weeks.”
 
   “Do you believe him?” Brad asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She also told Brad about her encounter with Wallace. 
 
    
 
   4
 
   On Sunday, Amy visited Jack at his hotel. He was as sullen as he had been two days ago. His hair was tousled, there was stubble on his chin and cheeks. She noticed two empty bottles of vodka under the table in his room. To cheer him up, she took Jack to a coffee shop. As she parked her car, a simple yet brilliant idea occurred to her. She liked the idea so much her heart began to flutter with excitement.
 
   She pulled the key from the ignition and said, “I know how you can get back into the Blue Star Motel. Ask your friend Scott to let you stay in his room. Tell him you’ll sleep on the floor.”
 
   His eyes fixed on the dashboard, Jack thought for a moment and then nodded. “That’s a good idea. Let me call him.” 
 
   He took out his cellphone and dialed Scott’s number.
 
   “Hey, man, how is it going?” Jack said.
 
   After he heard Scott’s reply, he said, “Would you mind if I stayed in your room for a few days?”
 
   A few seconds later he said, “I’ll explain when I see you. Thank you, man. I owe you one. Bye.”
 
   Jack put his cellphone in his pocket and said, smiling, “He said I can stay.”
 
   “Excellent.” Amy opened the door. She was glad to see that the dreary expression was finally gone from his face.
 
   “Let’s go to Porterville now,” Jack said impatiently. 
 
   Amy hesitated, and then replied, “Go without me. You can handle it alone.”
 
   She would have loved to spend a few hours with Jack in Porterville, but she didn’t want to risk getting captured by Joe’s minions. 
 
   “All right.”
 
   “When did you have your last drink?”
 
   “Last night.”
 
   Amy smelled Jack’s breath and detected no odor of alcohol.
 
   “Okay.” She started the engine.
 
   On the way to the hotel, they made a stop at a Target store, where Jack bought an inflatable mattress.
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   Amy made her second trip to the Taylor County Jail on Tuesday, January fifth. The day before, a judge had upheld the denial of bail to Steve, and Amy feared that it was going to push Steve over the edge. She hoped Steve had already been placed in restraints.
 
   “Who are you visiting?” the clerk asked after Amy handed him her driver’s license.  
 
    “Steve Vogt.”
 
   The clerk looked at the monitor in front of him and then said, “I’m sorry, ma’am, your appointment has been canceled because Mister Vogt has passed away.”
 
   Amy’s heart stood still for a second. “When did it happen?”
 
   “Yesterday.”
 
   “Did he kill himself?”
 
   “I don’t know the details.” The clerk returned the driver’s license to Amy. 
 
   Amy was fighting tears as she walked to the exit. When she got in her car, she dialed Paul Hocker’s number. She struggled to keep herself from yelling at the lawyer.
 
   “How did he die?” she asked.
 
   “Suicide. He severed his jugular vein with a razor blade.”
 
   “You said Steve was on suicide watch.”
 
   “Yes, he was, but last night he was released into the general population.”
 
   “They took him off suicide watch?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because he exhibited no suicidal tendencies.”
 
   “Why did you let them take Steve off suicide watch?”
 
   “I found out about it this morning, when it was too late.” Hocker paused. “What happened to Steve is a tragedy. I did all I could, Amy. The responsibility for Steve’s death lies with the jail.”
 
   And he’ll advise Steve’s parents to sue the jail as soon as he gets in touch with them, Amy thought.
 
   Did Steve have life insurance? Considering he was single and childless, he probably didn’t have it.
 
   “I’m sorry, Amy. Please accept my condolences,” Hocker said.
 
   “Goodbye.” Amy hung up, wiped tears from the corners of her eyes. Then she slammed her fist against the steering wheel.
 
   Joe Carpenter had told the truth: people did not live very long away from the Blue Star Motel.
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   Just when Amy thought her day couldn’t get any worse, Jack called and said that he was moving out of Scott’s room to the Holiday Inn hotel.
 
   “Why are you doing this?” Amy asked. “You want to live in the Blue Star Motel, don’t you?”
 
   “It doesn’t feel right.” Jack sighed. “I want my own bed.”
 
   “You don’t like sleeping on the floor?”
 
   “No, it’s not about that. I can’t stay in Scott’s room. It’s against the rules.”
 
   “What rules?”
 
   “Only registered guests are allowed to stay at this motel. I’m not a registered guest.”
 
   Under her breath, Amy whispered, “Jesus Christ.” Then she said to Jack, “Why does it matter?”
 
   “Because it’s the rule. Only registered guests can live here.”
 
   Amy shut her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger.  
 
   “Do you feel depressed?” she asked.
 
   “I feel horrible. They won’t let me register. And it’s all because of you.”
 
   Amy rolled her eyes. Jack was such a whiner.
 
   “Are you feeling suicidal?” she asked.
 
   “No. Not yet.”
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want to stay in Scott’s room?”
 
   “It feels wrong. I can’t stay there.” 
 
   “Can you drive?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Come to Dallas.”
 
   After a long silence, Jack replied, “Let Joe’s son go today. Please, Amy.”
 
   “It’s not Friday yet.”
 
   “Ron did nothing wrong. You have to let him go now.”
 
   “Patience, Jack. Friday is only three days away.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 36
 
    
 
   1
 
   The bed restraint system she had ordered arrived on January sixth. As Amy opened the package, she received a call from Joe Carpenter.
 
   “Your little trick didn’t work, did it?” Joe said.
 
   “What trick?”
 
   “I know that Jack stayed in his buddy’s room for two nights. But the thing is, he’s not considered a guest until he registers. Do you understand what it means?”
 
   “You’re an asshole, Joe.”
 
   Joe laughed. “Did you really think it was going to be that easy? Maybe I should kick Scott out, too, for breaking the rules?”  
 
   “Why don’t you want to talk to Wallace?”
 
   “Why don’t you want to leave your husband alone and move on?”
 
   “He’ll listen to you. You’re his friend, aren’t you?”
 
   “Your husband has about eight days to live, Amy. Bring me back my son.”
 
   “If you don’t get Wallace to set my husband free by this Friday, you’ll never see your son again. Did I make myself clear?”
 
   “You must realize that Jack might kill himself tonight. And it’s going to be your fault.” 
 
   Amy paced the room for ten minutes, trying to think of a way to stimulate Joe Carpenter, to give him a jolt. Joe was too calm, too self-confident, and it irritated her.
 
   Perhaps Joe would start worrying when Ron implored him, through tears, to do what she told. She would have to scare Ron shitless so he would sound convincing.
 
   Daddy! I don’t want to die! Please, Daddy!
 
   There would be lots of wailing and crying. 
 
    
 
   2
 
   When Amy was halfway to the house where Ron was held, she caught herself thinking that Joe Carpenter was right: Jack’s suicide was going to be her fault. And to be completely honest, Steve’s death was her fault, too.
 
   She had to admit that if it hadn’t been for her, Steve would have been alive. And the fact that he was a drug dealer didn’t make his life less important than hers or Jack’s.
 
   She hadn’t been behaving like a decent human being lately—that was the cold unvarnished truth. She had kidnapped Joe Carpenter's son. Granted, she hadn’t done it for material gain, but it didn’t change the fact that kidnapping was a serious felony, which could land her in prison for life. She was a criminal and would be in jail right now if Joe had sicced the police on her. 
 
   Was it possible that Wallace had been manipulating her mind? 
 
   It would be nice if she could blame Steve’s death and Ron’s kidnapping on Wallace, but she was sure that every decision she had made since she had first come to Porterville had been her own. Regardless of their effectiveness, those were reasonable, logical decisions.
 
   You have to fight fire with fire, don’t you? 
 
   Clearly, turning the other cheek was not going to work here.
 
    
 
   3
 
   Her heart skipped a beat when Amy saw the bathroom door. The padlock staple had been ripped from the doorframe. The padlock was still in place, though. Amy looked around in search of screws, but did not find them.
 
   She opened the door. By the time she had grabbed the knob, she had begun to expect to see no one in the bathroom. Her hunch proved right: Ron Carpenter was gone. Her palms broke out in a sweat. To say that she was stunned would have been an understatement.
 
   Ron had somehow managed to escape. It was hard to believe, but it was true.
 
   Amy entered the room. The barbells were where they had always been; the chain appeared to be intact. The handcuffs used to attach Ron’s arm to the chain lay on the mattress, unlocked.
 
   She checked the other two bedrooms—they were empty—and then called Brad.
 
   “Where are you?” she asked.
 
   “I’m at the mall.”
 
   “When are you coming back?”
 
   “In about an hour. Are you in Garland?”
 
   “Yes. I’m in the house.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “Who are you talking about?”
 
   “You know who I’m talking about.”
 
   “He’s in the bathroom.”
 
   “I can’t find him.”
 
   “What do you mean? He was in the bathroom when I left.”
 
   “He’s gone. He’s not in the house.”
 
   “Shit!”
 
   “Hurry up.”
 
   Amy hung up and went to the living room, where she sat down on the couch. She rubbed her temples with her fingertips and counted to ten to calm down.
 
   How had Ron unlocked the handcuffs?  
 
   Amy fished her keys from her pocket and saw that her copy of the key to the handcuffs was on the keychain. Maybe Brad had dropped his copy in the bathroom and Ron had found it.
 
   One thing was for sure: Ron could not have done it alone. He was not strong enough to cause the padlock staple to come off the doorframe. Someone had helped him, and the question was who?
 
   Maybe Brad had let Ron go? 
 
   It was not inconceivable. His nerves might have given out. It was quite stressful to face the prospect of going to prison for many years.
 
   She heard the front door being opened and then closed. A few moments later, Brad entered the living room. His eyes were bright with worry.
 
   “What time did you leave the house?” Amy asked.
 
   “About an hour and a half ago.”
 
   Amy stood up and followed Brad to the master bedroom.
 
   “How do you think he did it?” she said as Brad looked around the master bathroom.
 
   Brad drew his brows together. “I guess he’s stronger than he looks.”
 
   He picked up the handcuffs from the mattress and started studying them.
 
   “How did he open the handcuffs?” Amy asked.
 
   “He must have used a pin or something like that.”
 
   “Do you still have the handcuff key?”
 
   Brad reached into his pants pocket and produced a small key. “Yes, I still have it.”
 
   Amy folded her arms on her chest and leaned against the wall. “Do you really think he did it alone?”
 
   “There was no one else in the house, was there?”
 
   “I think he had help.”
 
   Brad looked at her inquiringly. “Who could it be?”
 
   “It wasn’t me.”
 
   Brad hesitated and then said, “I didn’t help him.”
 
   He appeared to be telling the truth.
 
   “Maybe Joe’s people somehow tracked us down,” Brad continued.
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Well, it doesn’t really matter who helped him, does it?” Brad put the handcuffs in his jacket pocket. “What do we do now?”
 
   “I suggest we call Joe and tell him we let his son go.” 
 
   “Yeah, that’s a good idea.”
 
   Where was Ron now? He must have gone to his father’s place. 
 
   It didn’t really matter where Ron was since Amy didn’t need him anymore. 
 
   Amy took out her cellphone and dialed Joe’s number. On the third ring, she heard Joe say, “Hello, Amy.”
 
   “We just let your son go.” 
 
   “Very good.”
 
   “When is Jack going to get a room?”
 
   “We’ll give him a room when I see my son.”
 
   “Has he called you yet?”
 
   “No, he hasn’t.”
 
   Amy looked at her watch. It was forty minutes since she had discovered that Ron had escaped. What was taking Ron so long to call his father? Was he too shy to borrow a phone from a stranger?
 
   Maybe he had gone to his friend’s place? It was a plausible scenario.
 
   “He’ll call you soon.”
 
   Unless he’s run over by a bus.
 
   “Okay. Where did you drop him off?”
 
   The thought of Ron getting killed in an accident on his way to meet his father scared Amy. What was she going to do if Ron died before seeing Joe?
 
   She would be screwed, no two ways about it.
 
   “In Dallas.”
 
   What if Ron contacts his dad after Jack commits suicide? 
 
   It was time to tie Jack up. If he refused to come to Dallas, she would tie him to the bed in his hotel room in Porterville.
 
   “All right. I’ll let Jack know when he can return to the motel.”
 
   When Amy put her phone in her pocket, Brad asked, “What did he say?”
 
   “He said he’ll give Jack a room when he sees Ron.”
 
   “Do you want to check Ron’s apartment? He probably went home.”
 
   “Let’s just wait for him to call Joe.”
 
   Brad nodded. “Okay. Are you going to stay in Dallas?”
 
   Amy shrugged. “You can go back to Albuquerque, if you want.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “We don’t have a plan anymore.” Amy plopped into a chair and closed her eyes.
 
   “Well, at least we tried.” Brad heaved a sigh. “Things are not that bad, Amy. You can visit Jack at the motel once or twice a month.”
 
   As Amy mulled over his words, it dawned on her: it was Wallace. Wallace had taken Ron. He was probably holding him somewhere to prevent him from going home.
 
   He must have decided to spice things up.
 
   “Wallace took him,” she said.
 
   “The demon?” Brad’s eyes met Amy’s. “You’re probably right.” 
 
   Amy cocked her head to one side and said, “Wallace, is that you? Tell me the truth.”
 
   “What?” Brad raised his eyebrows in puzzlement.
 
   “Wallace, if it’s you, tell me now. Don’t waste my time.”
 
   “You think I’m Wallace? Is he a shapeshifter?”
 
   “Yes, he is.”
 
   Brad smiled. “I’m not Wallace. I’m Brad, I swear.”
 
   She was getting paranoid. She needed to hold herself together, or she would have a mental breakdown.
 
   “I believe you,” Amy said.
 
   “Do you think Carpenter knows I helped you?”  
 
   “Does he know you want Alice to leave the motel?”
 
   “I doubt it. I’ve never met him. I’ve never talked to him.”
 
   “Did you tell Ron your name?”
 
   Brad shook his head.
 
   “I don’t think Joe knows you were involved,” Amy said.
 
   They put the barbells and the chain in the trunk of Brad’s car, and moved the mattress into the master bedroom. Amy called Jack when she returned to her hotel room.
 
   “Hi, honey. How are you feeling?” she said.
 
   “Like shit.”
 
   Same here.
 
   “I have good news. I let Joe’s son go, just like you wanted.”
 
   “That’s great. Did you talk to Joe about the room?”
 
   “He said he’ll give you a room when Ron gets home.”
 
   “When is he going to get home?”
 
   “Soon.”
 
   Amy felt a pang of shame. She didn’t know when Ron would meet his father, which meant that what she had just told Jack was a lie.
 
   “How soon?” Jack sounded agitated.
 
   “Probably tonight.”
 
   “Good. Thank you, honey.”
 
   “I’m coming to Porterville tonight.”
 
   “That’s great.”
 
   She looked at the box with the restraint system. What if Jack refused to be tied to the bed? 
 
   She would place him in restraints while he was asleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 37
 
    
 
   1
 
   During the last hour of the trip to Jack’s hotel, Amy nursed the hope that Carpenter would have invited Jack back to the Blue Star Motel by the time she entered her husband’s room. 
 
   Jack was not alone when she arrived. Pointing at the brown-haired man sitting at the table with a half-empty bottle of beer in his hand, Jack said, “This is Antonio.” To Antonio, he said, “Antonio, this is my wife, Amy.” 
 
   Antonio appeared to be in his mid-thirties; he had a blue rose tattooed on his neck. 
 
   “Did Joe call you?” Amy asked Jack.
 
   “No.”
 
   It had been at least five hours since Ron had escaped. It was more than enough time for Ron to contact his father.
 
   Could Joe Carpenter break his promise? Amy had a hunch it was exactly he was going to do. That would be his revenge.
 
   Jack offered Amy a bottle of beer, which she accepted, and then told her that he and Antonio had recently discussed her demon’s spell theory.
 
   “If what you’re saying is true,” Antonio said to Amy, “I’m very grateful to Joe Carpenter.”
 
   Amy stared at Antonio in stunned disbelief for a few seconds before saying, “What the hell are you talking about? He took your freedom!”
 
   “Maybe that was exactly what I needed.” Antonio unbuttoned his left sleeve and then rolled it up above his elbow. “Do you see these?” He pointed at the trail of dark dots on the inner side of his forearm.
 
   The dots looked like track marks from intravenous drug use.
 
   “What’s that?” Amy asked.
 
   “I did heroin for four years before I checked into the Blue Star Motel. My wife left me a year after I started shooting up. A year later I lost my job—because of heroin. I lived in Houston at the time. Then I moved to Dallas, found a job and lost it a few months later—because of drugs, of course. I was in a very dark place then. You’d be shocked by some of the things I did to get money for heroin.”
 
   “But you don’t use drugs anymore, do you?”
 
   “No. A few days after I checked into the motel, I realized that I wanted to stay in Porterville for the rest of my life. And then I ran out of money. They kicked me out of the motel because I couldn’t pay. I slept on the street for a couple of days, and then I told myself that I had to do whatever it took to get and keep a job so I could pay for a room in the Blue Star Motel. It meant that I had to quit drugs, which I did.” Antonio rolled his sleeve down. “I guess I owe my life to Joe Carpenter. If it wasn’t for his motel, I’d be dead now.”
 
   Amy spent half a minute digesting Antonio’s story and finally said, “Have you ever considered getting an apartment?”
 
   Antonio shook his head. “The Blue Star Motel is a great place to live. I love it there. I don’t have to worry about anything. They clean the room, they wash the bed sheets. People are friendly, there’s no trash lying around. It’s practically a paradise, if you ask me.” 
 
   “How much do you pay for your room?”
 
   “Nine hundred bucks a month. It’s a good rate. Affordable.”
 
   Antonio was right. Nine hundred must be more than the average rent for a one-bedroom apartment in Porterville, but it was not going to break most people’s budget.
 
   When Antonio left, Jack said, fidgeting in his chair, “Why isn’t Joe calling?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Amy called Carpenter and asked if he had heard from his son. 
 
   “No, I haven’t,” Carpenter replied. “You’re not playing a joke on me, are you?”
 
   Amy told Jack that Ron Carpenter hadn’t contacted his father yet, and Jack started circling the room, sighing heavily, grunting, and ruffling his hair with his hands.
 
   “Did you really let this kid go?” he asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then where the hell is he?”
 
   His face turned red and the vein in the middle of his forehead swelled up.
 
   Amy suggested that he have some vodka, and then brought the bed restraint system from her car.
 
   “What is it?” Jack asked, nodding at the box with the restraints.
 
   After Amy explained why she had purchased the restraints, Jack gave her a stern look and said, “See what you’ve done? I’m going to die. You shouldn’t have kidnapped Joe’s son. It was a terrible idea. I want you to say it was a terrible idea.” 
 
   “It was a terrible idea.”
 
   “Why the fuck did you do it? Everything was going so great.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Jack.”
 
   Jack collapsed on the bed and covered his face with his hands.
 
   “Why hasn’t he called his father?” he groaned.
 
   “I have no idea.” Amy took the wrist and ankle restraints from the box and sat down on the edge of the bed.
 
   “What if he’s dead?”
 
   “He’s not dead.”
 
   Jack sighed, then rubbed his eyes. “This is horrible.” 
 
   “I think Joe’s lying. I think his son’s at his house. He’s just playing games with us.”
 
   “It’s all your fault, Amy. Why didn’t you just go home? Why didn’t you leave me alone?” He saw the straps and shouted, “Get them away from me!” He quickly stood up.
 
   “I have to tie you to the bed, Jack. I’m trying to save you.”
 
   “I don’t need your help. You only make things worse.” Jack’s face was contorted with anger. He walked to the door and opened it. “Get the hell out of here!”
 
   “I can’t leave you, Jack. If I leave, you’ll die.”
 
   “Then I will leave.” Jack grabbed his jacket and marched out of the room, slamming the door behind him.
 
   Stunned, Amy sat still for a few seconds, then ran out into the hall. Jack was gone. She dashed to the stairs, raced down to the ground floor, and scanned the lobby. Jack was nowhere to be seen.
 
   When she went outside, she saw a Lexus pull onto I-20 Frontage Road from the hotel driveway. She believed it was Jack’s car.
 
   Steve had killed himself ten days after leaving the Blue Star Motel. It had been six days since Jack had been kicked out of the motel. If she didn’t find Jack within the next three days, it might be too late.
 
   She dialed Jack’s number. Not surprisingly, he didn’t answer.
 
   She returned to Jack’s room and discovered that the door was locked. Unfortunately, the desk clerk refused to give Amy the key to the room and to let her pick up the restraints. 
 
   Was Jack going to come back to his room? He might come back if his clothes were still there. However, it was possible that he had packed his things and put the suitcases in the trunk of his car before her arrival.
 
    
 
   2
 
   While Amy was in the hotel lobby, she called Brad and asked him to give her Joe Carpenter’s home address. He promised to send it shortly. 
 
   She took her purse from her car, then went to the front desk and got a room, which was four doors from Jack’s. It was past ten o’clock, and although she hadn’t eaten since noon, Amy wasn’t hungry.
 
   Where could Jack have gone? Another hotel? It wouldn’t be too hard to call every hotel and motel in Porterville. 
 
   When Amy switched on the light in her room, she froze. Sitting in the chair by the window was Wallace.
 
   “Hello, Amy.” Wallace waved to her. “How are you doing?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “I’m impressed.”  
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I’m impressed by your persistence, Amy. Not many people would have done what you did.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “The kidnapping.”
 
   “Where is Ron?”
 
   “How would I know? It was you who kidnapped him.”
 
   “You took him today. I know it was you.”
 
   Wallace laughed quietly. “I have no idea where he is.”
 
   “Don’t kill him.”
 
   “Why would I kill my friend’s son?” Wallace pointed at Amy’s purse. “Do you have more holy water in there?”
 
   “No. When are you going to give Joe back his son?”
 
   “I told you I don’t know where Ron is.”
 
   Amy’s cellphone vibrated. She withdrew it from her pocket and saw that she had received a message from Brad: he had sent her Joe Carpenter’s home address. 
 
   “Have you changed your mind about any of my offers?” Wallace asked. 
 
   “I’m not giving you my soul.”
 
   “What about your firstborn child?”
 
   “I can’t give you my child.”
 
   “Your husband has only a few days to live. Do you understand that?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So your soul is more important to you than Jack’s life?”
 
   “Yes, it is.”
 
   Wallace rolled his eyes in frustration. “People treasure their souls because they hope to go to heaven. But what if there’s no heaven? What if God’s dead? What if Satan is all there is? Has this ever occurred to you, Amy?”
 
   “No, it hasn’t.”
 
   “Have you ever heard of Niccolo Paganini?”
 
   “He was a violinist.”
 
   “Yes. He’s considered the best violinist of all time. And it’s believed he sold his soul to the devil to become the greatest violinist in the world. You see, Amy: Niccolo traded his soul for fame, and what I’m offering you is much more valuable than fame.”
 
   “I don’t give a shit about Paganini. What did Joe Carpenter do for you? Will you release Jack if I do what Joe did?”
 
   Wallace smiled. “I’ll tell you what Joe did for me. He let me use his body to impregnate a woman.”
 
   “You have a child?”
 
   “I’ve had a lot of children. I have a child, on average, every fifty years.”
 
   “Who was that woman?”
 
   “Joe’s second wife. Unfortunately, she died giving birth to my son. By the way, I’m sorry about your friend Steve’s death. People dealing drugs are heroes in my book.”  
 
   “Can you at least make Joe let my husband stay at his motel?”
 
   “No, I can’t.” 
 
   “What do you get from this? Do you enjoy breaking up families and ruining people’s lives?”
 
   “It’s not about my enjoyment. It’s about keeping the promise I gave to Joe. But you’re right, human suffering entertains me. Not because I’m a sadist, but because misfortune usually brings the worst in people.” He gave Amy a meaningful look. “I consider myself a scientist. A researcher.”
 
   “What do you research?”
 
   “Human nature. Human soul.” Wallace cocked his head to one side. “Allow me to share an interesting observation I made. Many of those who preach tolerance are extremely intolerant. Isn’t that funny? I love it. People are unable to be honest with themselves about themselves, you see.”  
 
   “Do you know where my husband is?”
 
   Wallace shook his head. Then he raised his index finger and said, “I have another proposition for you, Amy. I’ll release your husband if you fuck the Bishop of Dallas. His name’s Paul Connor. You’ll film the whole thing and then put the video on the Internet and send it to all the major news channels.”
 
   “Do you want to get him fired?”
 
   “Catholic priests take a vow of celibacy. If this guy fucks you, he deserves to lose his job, doesn’t he?”
 
   After a pause, Amy said, “It’s going to take me more than a week to do it.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “Jack will be dead in a week.”
 
   “It’s not my problem. So do we have a deal?”
 
   “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “Okay. Don’t take too long.” 
 
   A moment later Wallace vanished.
 
   Looking at the empty chair, Amy thought: you can shove your proposition up your ass.
 
   She was not going to help this motherfucker ruin another life.
 
    
 
   3
 
   The next morning, Amy called every hotel and motel in Porterville, asking the desk clerks to connect her to Jack Nelson’s room. None of the hotels and motels had a guest named Jack Nelson.
 
   He must have registered under a fake name.
 
   She sent Jack two text messages saying that she wanted to have sex with him. He replied when she was in Dallas, climbing the stairs to Ron Carpenter’s apartment. His message read: “I don’t want to see you.” Amy was glad Jack had responded since it meant that he was still alive.
 
   Ron Carpenter wasn’t home. His neighbor said she hadn’t seen Ron in ten days.
 
   At the end of the day, after driving four hundred and fifty miles, Amy was utterly exhausted. 
 
   She called Joe Carpenter twice to inquire if Ron had contacted him, but he didn’t pick up the phone. 
 
   She spent an hour deciding whether to pray to God to help Jack and Alice. God would have no difficulty setting Jack and Alice free from the spell. He was almighty, after all.
 
   The question was: would God listen to a person who had kidnapped an innocent teenager?
 
   At midnight, Amy knelt before the window, clasped her hands together in prayer, and, gazing at the night sky, asked God to set Jack and Alice free.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 38
 
    
 
   1
 
   The blacktop driveway that led from the road to the main gate was at least a third of a mile long. The yellow and black sign at the driveway entrance warned: “Private Road No Trespassing.”
 
   You forgot to add “Trespassers Will Be Violated,” Amy thought.
 
   She had sent Jack five messages today, but he hadn’t replied yet. She was doing her best to remain optimistic. She kept reminding herself it hadn’t been two weeks since Jack had been banished from the Blue Star Motel.
 
   Amy pulled over to the side of the road about thirty yards from the gate and got out of her car. 
 
   Her plan was to spot Ron inside or outside Joe Carpenter’s house and then call Joe and tell him to immediately invite Jack back to the motel.
 
   Joe Carpenter lived in a large two-story colonial-style house built of red brick. The mansion sat on a spacious lot dotted with elm trees and was surrounded by a ten-foot stone fence. The height and the sturdiness of the fence indicated that security and privacy were high on Joe Carpenter’s priority list. As Amy studied the house through the binoculars, it crossed her mind that Joe’s residence probably had bulletproof windows. 
 
   She gave up after an hour. The blinds and curtains were drawn in all the windows, and no one had gone in or come out of the mansion since she had started watching it.
 
   She climbed behind the wheel of her car, drove up to the gate, and pressed the intercom button. After half a minute, Joe’s voice said, “Who is it?”
 
   “It’s Amy.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “I need to talk to you.”
 
   “You’re not going to shoot me, are you?” Joe laughed.
 
   “No.”
 
   “What do you want to talk about?”
 
   “Jack.”
 
   After a pause, Joe said, “Okay.”
 
   The gate slowly opened, and Amy drove through it.
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   Joe crossed his legs and said, “I’m listening.”
 
   On his feet were leather slippers, whose uppers shone in the lamplight. 
 
   “I came to ask you to give Jack a room.”
 
   “Did you bring my son?”
 
   “I don’t have your son. I let him go.”
 
   A crooked smile formed on Joe’s lips. “Go find him.”
 
   Amy cleared her throat. “I let your son go, Joe. Please give Jack a room.”
 
   “I’ll do it when I see Ron. I think it’s fair.”
 
   “Wallace has your son. You should talk to him.”
 
   “I don’t believe you.”
 
   “Why would I lie to you when my husband’s life is at stake?” Amy curled her hands into fists.
 
   “Maybe you killed Ron.”
 
   “I have nothing to gain by killing him.”
 
   “Maybe you killed him by accident.”
 
   Joe’s voice was calm and measured, as though they were talking about the weather.
 
   He doesn’t give a damn about his son. Perhaps he doesn’t care about anyone but himself.
 
   “You don’t seem to love your son,” Amy said.
 
   “I love my son. But I can’t let my love for him become my Achilles’ heel. God allowed his son to die, didn’t he?”
 
   “If you loved Ron, you would have asked Wallace to give him back to you.”
 
   Joe scratched his neck and said, “Let me tell you something, Amy. You should have taken my advice and moved on. Now look where you’ve gotten Jack.” He raised his right forefinger. “I think you have too much pride.”
 
   “Jack can die any day now. Why are you doing this?”
 
   “Actions have consequences. No one forced you to kidnap my son.”
 
   “Jack didn’t kidnap Ron. Don’t punish him.”
 
   “I have a proposition. I’ll give Jack a room if you check in together with him. What do you say?”
 
   “I won’t do it.”
 
   “It will save you a lot of heartache, I promise.”
 
   Amy rose to her feet and said, “I think you’re lying. I think you know where Ron is. Fuck you, Joe. You’re going to burn in hell, you cocksucker.”
 
   She headed for the door.
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   In her hotel room, Amy poured herself half a glass of vodka and took a gulp. Her hands were shaking, her mind was numb with dread. When she set the glass on the table, her cellphone rang. It was Jack.
 
   “Do you still want to have sex?” he asked.
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “Ranch Motel.”
 
   He didn’t sound despondent or angry.
 
   “What’s the room number?”
 
   “Two eleven.”
 
   “How are you feeling?” 
 
   Amy walked out of the room and started toward the stairs.
 
   “I’m feeling fine. Let’s go home.”
 
   “Home?”
 
   “I can’t stand this town any longer. And I’m sick of motels. Do you know the address of the Ranch Motel?”
 
   “I know where it is.”
 
   Amy’s heart was pumping like a jackhammer. Was it a hallucination? Was she dreaming?
 
   “You want to go back to Albuquerque?” she asked as she trotted across the parking lot. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes. I hope Alan didn’t fire me.”
 
   Amy continued to doubt that this phone call was real until she saw Jack, who was clean-shaven and neat and in a cheerful mood. And she questioned the sincerity of his desire to leave Porterville for good until the moment they stepped through the front door of their house in Albuquerque.
 
   She had no clue why Jack had been released from the spell. When she found out that Alice was back in Albuquerque, she wondered if it was thanks to Brad that Alice and Jack had been set free. It took Amy three weeks to muster enough courage to ask Brad whether he had done something for Wallace. In response, he sent her a link to an article about a fire that had destroyed a church in Guadalajara, Mexico on the early morning of January eighth, the day Jack had regained his freedom. The fire was suspected to be arson. At the bottom of the article was a link to a story about a church in Monterrey, Mexico that had burned down on the morning of January ninth. That fire was also suspected to be arson. Neither of the two churches was insured.   
 
   To Amy’s relief, no one had died in those fires.
 
   Amy never spoke to Brad about Wallace or anything related to the Blue Star Motel again.
 
    
 
   THE END 
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   DESCRIPTION
 
   Serial killer Richard Brower buried his cheating wife, Mary, in the woods on Saturday. 
 
   On Monday, Mary calls her brother's girlfriend.
 
   A few days later, she calls her mom. 
 
   Then Mary bumps into her friend at a mall.
 
    
 
   Are all these people lying or has Mary actually come back from the dead? 
 
   Richard has no idea, but he will get to the bottom of this. Or at least he'll try.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “There’s something I need to tell you, Laura. It’s about your brother, Richard.” Jack placed his palm on Laura’s hand and looked into her eyes. “Your brother is a killer.” 
 
   After noting that Jack’s hand was soft and very warm, Laura drew her brows together and said, “A killer?”
 
   “Yes.” Jack nodded. “He murdered a young woman a year ago.”
 
   “How did he murder her?” 
 
   “He strangled her. And then he cut off a finger from each of her hands.”
 
   “What?” Laura’s eyes widened. “How do you know it was Richard?”
 
   “I saw him strangle her through a window. She was my next-door neighbor.”
 
   “Why didn’t you help her?”
 
   “I thought it was some kind of sex game.”
 
   “Were they dating?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Laura bit her lower lip and was silent for a few seconds. “What was her name?”
 
   Laura did not know how to react to these outrageous accusations against her brother. On the one hand, Richard was a gentle and kind man who did not seem capable of hurting a fly. But on the other hand, Jack, her boyfriend of three months, had no reason to lie to her.
 
   “Karen,” Jack replied. “Karen Chandler.”
 
   “Did you tell the police that you saw Richard kill her?”  
 
   “Yes, I did. But nothing came of it. Perhaps they didn’t believe me.”
 
   Laura sighed and then rubbed her forehead. “Maybe I should talk to him about it?”
 
   “What for? He’ll deny everything.” Jack paused. “Besides, he might hurt you.”
 
   Laura didn’t need a lot of persuading to abandon this idea since she realized it was the wrong move. That was what dumb characters do in horror movies: they confront the villain, usually unprepared, unarmed, and with no backup, hoping he—or she—will confess, and then get murdered on the spot by the said villain.
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   Jack shrugged. “I want to bring Richard to justice, but I doubt it’s possible. I told you this to warn you.” He squeezed her hand lightly. “I’m afraid that Karen wasn’t his only victim.”
 
   “You think he’s killed other women?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Could Richard be a serial killer?
 
   It depended on whether he enjoyed killing. Laura hoped that he didn’t.
 
   “I wonder what he did with those fingers,” Jack said.
 
   There might be incriminating evidence in Richard’s house. And she might be lucky enough to find it.
 
   By the time Jack left, Laura knew what she was going to do this weekend: she would search Richard’s house.   
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Thinking he’d heard Laura's voice, Richard drew a deep breath and looked back. He was surrounded by luxuriant oaks and thick bushes. The rich mixture of forest aromas that permeated the air was powerful and invigorating. He had still not gotten used to this cacophony of scents dominated by the smells of soil, bark, grass, and flowers even though he’d been wandering the woods for about half an hour now.
 
   ”Laura!” Richard called loudly, spinning his head around. 
 
   She shouldn’t have followed him. What was she trying to achieve by that, anyway?
 
   He had been about thirty miles from Richmond when he had noticed that he was being shadowed. It was a white Honda Civic, he couldn’t make out how many people were in it. In order to confirm his suspicions, he turned off the highway onto a dirt road that led into the forest. The Civic followed him. He drove for a mile before he pulled to the side of the road and got out of the car. The Civic stopped, too, and moments later Richard found out that he was being followed by his sister, Laura. She was alone. He figured she had borrowed the car from one of her friends.
 
   When he had asked her what this was all about, Laura had called him a killer and then run off into the woods. He had no idea why she had fled; he had not touched or threatened her.
 
   ”Laura! I’m begging you, please come out, don't be afraid!” Richard strained his ears, hoping to hear the answer. ”I know you're under stress now. You want to get out of here. So do I... Let me help you!” 
 
   He noticed a movement in the bushes fifteen yards away from him, and then Laura stepped out from behind from them. 
 
   “You’re a murderer!” she shouted. “Did you kill anyone in Boston? Or Cincinnati?”
 
   “I didn’t kill anyone. Who told you that?”
 
   “I saw the jar.” 
 
   “What jar?”
 
   “The one in the garage.”
 
   “Okay. So?”
 
   “There were fingers in the jar. They belong to the women you murdered.” Laura laughed nervously. “Do you think I’m stupid? I know everything.”
 
   “When did you see it?”
 
   “Three weeks ago, when you were in Vegas. Did you really go to Vegas or did you go hunting?”
 
   “Hunting? Laura, they lied to you. That jar isn’t mine.”
 
   “Of course it’s yours.”
 
   “Where is it now?”
 
   “It must be still in the garage unless you moved it.”  
 
   “Laura, I swear, that jar isn’t mine. Someone planted it.”
 
   Richard started toward his sister.
 
   ”Stay where you are!” Laura yelled in a hoarse voice. “Don't come any closer!” 
 
   She wiped tears from her eyes and raised her right hand, showing him a large kitchen knife. The blade glinted in the sunlight. Richard halted.
 
   ”I've got a knife.” She was staring at Richard without blinking. 
 
   He nodded calmly and forced a smile.  
 
   ”That's good.” He took a small step forward. ”You shouldn’t be afraid of me. I’m unarmed. It’s me who should be scared here, isn’t it?” He laughed in order to demonstrate that he had no malicious intentions toward his sister. ”Laura, let's talk. Let's sit down and talk. Otherwise, this will never be resolved. Someone could get hurt.” As he spoke, he was inching closer to the woman. 
 
   ”Hold it right there!” Laura screamed, waving the knife in the air. “Don’t move. You’re sick! Why are you doing this?” 
 
   Richard made a wry face and stopped. “Okay, I’m going to leave you alone.” He sighed loudly, giving her to understand that he was tired. 
 
   He was tired of running around the woods. And he hated the hot sweat that covered his face and body. He walked up to the closest tree and sat down under it. 
 
   He shouldn’t have turned his back to Laura. She might try to kill him.
 
   In his mind’s eye, Richard saw her approach him from behind, stealthily, her hair tousled, her eyes red, her heartbeat rapid. She would stare at the back of his head for a while, deciding where to deliver the first blow, and then she would stab him. 
 
   Richard started. He suddenly realized that he had zoned out when he had imagined the attack, and forgotten about Laura, who was waiting for the right moment to strike. But she was wrong if she believed she could catch him off guard. He could hear the quietest rustle; he could detect Laura’s slightest movement. Now he was like a dog, whose sense of smell was a million times better than that of a human. He could almost read minds.
 
   “Richard!” 
 
   He leapt to his feet. 
 
   ”Richard! Why did you do it?” Laura's voice sounded very close. “Why did you kill her?” 
 
   Queasy with apprehension, Richard wheeled around, searching for Laura. She was out of his sight, and it made him quite nervous. Panting, he stepped into the bushes and shouted, “Laura! Sweetheart, I'm not going to hurt you! I promise! I didn’t kill anyone. Someone planted that jar. You have to believe me! I’m not a killer.” He fell silent, giving his sister time to process his words. 
 
   He turned around. No sign of Laura.
 
   ”Laura, I'm leaving! We’ll talk about it later, okay? I'm going to leave now.” He returned to the footpath and headed for the road. ”Call me when you get home.” 
 
   Richard was walking at a brisk pace, peering into the thicket to his right and his left. After a hundred yards, he stopped and looked back. The forest was mute and motionless. Richard walked up to a sumac bush and was about to go around it when Laura jumped out of the shrubbery and charged at him, swinging the knife. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Richard yelled, trying to catch her hand that held the knife. 
 
   With a wild roar, Laura clutched at his neck with her free hand, the blade of the knife pointed at his carotid artery. 
 
   ”Let me go!” she shouted. Her eyes opened wide and became as big as baseballs; they seemed to be ready to pop out of their sockets. ”Let me go!” 
 
   Richard snatched the knife from her hand and knocked her down on the grass. Laura fell clumsily on her back, her arms spread out. 
 
   ”You lost your mind!” Richard looked at the knife, then at his sister. “You almost killed me!” 
 
   ”Richard, you're sick.” Laura began to rise from the ground, her fierce glare fixed on Richard. ”You don’t understand what you're doing!” 
 
   She pounced at him, screaming heartrendingly, with her hands stretched forward. Deafened by her shriek, Richard froze. Seconds later, he felt his sister's body slide off his chest. The sight of Laura's face distorted by rage (Laura resembled a demonic character from Hieronymus Bosch’s paintings) had stunned him so deeply he dropped out of reality for the brief time she clung on to him, attempting to bite through a vein on his neck. 
 
   Richard was a little puzzled about what had happened. One moment Laura was looming before him, and the next moment she folded like a rag doll, silent and limp. She didn't even have time to bite him. Richard rubbed his neck, checking for wounds. He wiped Laura's saliva from his skin, then lowered his eyes to the ground. Laura was lying at his feet, her body twisted in a grotesque position. There was a large blood stain on her blouse, below her chest, which was expanding. 
 
   Richard relaxed his hand and let go of the knife. 
 
   “Laura,” he muttered, bending over the body. “Are you okay?” 
 
   The final convulsion shook Laura's body, and then the woman became stock-still. 
 
   “Are you alive?” Richard knelt down. Making sure that blood didn't get on his clothes or skin, he lifted his sister's head. “You're dead.” Richard shut his eyes. 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   He met Mary the day he killed Laura. 
 
   He left Laura’s body in the woods. He did not bury it—not because he didn’t want to, but because he didn’t have a shovel with him. He was not going to report the incident to the police. Yes, his sister’s death was an accident, but chances were very slim that the jury would believe his account of what had happened. 
 
   As he walked to his car, he debated with himself what he should do about Laura’s Honda. He believed it would be too risky to tow it: he was going to be in a lot of trouble if it emerged that he’d been towing the car Laura had driven the day she had vanished. He rejected the idea of burning the Honda down.
 
   Could he afford to leave Laura’s car in this forest? He figured that he could. What was the worst that could happen? The police would stumble upon the Honda and then search the nearby woods. He could live with that. Laura’s body was going to be found sooner or later, anyway. He was not linked to the car, so it would not implicate him in the killing of Laura.
 
   On the way to the highway, Richard decided not to proceed to Danville: he was no longer in the mood to shop for antiques. 
 
   By the way, he should get rid of the jar with fingers mentioned by Laura. Hopefully, she hadn’t moved it to another place.
 
   He ran into Mary as he drove out of the forest. He literally ran into her. When she popped up in front of his car, he did not react in time because he was looking in the driver’s side mirror, checking to see if there was anyone behind him. He slammed the brakes and a moment later heard a woman scream, “What the hell!”
 
   He jumped out of the car and hurried to the edge of the road to see the person he’d just hit. He told himself that her injury couldn’t be too bad since he had been going at thirty miles per hour, tops. 
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked.
 
   The victim was a young athletic woman with short auburn hair, dressed in shorts and a T-shirt. She was sitting on the ground, touching her right leg, a grimace of pain on her face—her very cute face. Richard noted to himself that the woman had green eyes.
 
   “What do you think?” she replied.
 
   “Mary, are you okay?” a man shouted behind Richard.
 
   Richard turned around and saw a man in his twenties running from the highway toward them.
 
   “I’m really sorry,” Richard said to the woman, scanning the injured leg. There appeared to be no blood. He sighed with relief: she would live. “Let me take you to the hospital.”
 
   The man stopped next to Mary and then bent over her. “Are you okay? Does it hurt?”
 
   The guy had a shaggy beard and moustache, and sported a small beer belly. A red rose tattoo decorated his right forearm. He gave off the vibe of a good-for-nothing boyfriend that moms warned their daughters about. He probably was a big fan of weed, Richard thought.
 
   “I think my leg is broken,” Mary said. She issued a groan.
 
   “Where the hell did you learn to drive?” The man gave Richard a furious look. “We need to call the police.” He pulled a cellphone from his pocket.
 
   Richard’s stomach clenched. State police were the last thing he needed right now. He cleared his throat and said, “Is it necessary? How about I take her to the hospital and then have my insurance company pay her medical bills?”
 
   “And that’s it?” the man asked. He aimed his cellphone at the front bumper of Richard’s car and snapped a picture. Richard thought that he must have taken a photo of the license plate.
 
   “Plus, I’ll give you a thousand dollars,” Richard replied.
 
   “Seven. Seven grand. We don’t know how long Mary’s going to be disabled.”
 
   Richard licked his dry lips and nodded. “Sure. Seven thousand it is. What’s your name?” 
 
   “Bob. Can I see your ID?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   After scrutinizing Richard’s driver’s license, Bob helped Mary get into the back seat of his car.
 
   “Are you on a hike?” Richard asked Mary.
 
   “No. We ran out of gas.” 
 
   “Where’s your car?” Richard looked toward the highway and saw a dark blue sedan about fifty yards from where he was standing. It was hard to tell the make and model of the vehicle.
 
   “There.” Bob stabbed his finger toward the sedan. 
 
   “You have a stain on your shirt,” Mary remarked. “It looks like blood.” She pointed at Richard's chest. 
 
   “Where?” Richard looked down at his shirt. ”Why do you think—”
 
   There was a two-inch long red stain near his breast pocket. It must be Laura’s blood. Richard made a humming sound and said, “It's not blood. It's ketchup.”
 
   “Can we borrow some gas?” Bob asked.
 
   “Do you have a hose?”
 
   Bob nodded.
 
   “Sure.” Richard climbed behind the wheel, started the engine, and said to Bob, “Get in.”
 
   He drove up to Bob and Mary’s car and switched off the ignition. While Bob was siphoning gas from the tank, Richard asked Mary, “Where are you headed?”
 
   “Richmond. Do you live in Richmond?”
 
   “Yes. My name’s Richard. And your name is Mary, right?”
 
   “Uh-huh. How far is the hospital?” Mary turned her head to her right, and Richard saw her graceful profile.
 
   “There’s one half an hour from here.” Richard sighed. “I’m very sorry about what happened. I just got distracted. I understand it’s a bad excuse. Are you in a pain?”
 
   “Yes, I am.” Mary winced. “Can I trust you, Richard? You’re not going to disappear on me, are you?”
 
   “No, of course not.”
 
   Mary studied his face for a moment, and said, “I believe you. Most people are liars, but you seem trustworthy to me.”
 
   He seemed trustworthy! That was funny. 
 
   “So we have a deal? You get seven grand, and we leave the police out of it?”
 
   “Yeah. That’s what Bob said, isn’t it?”
 
   Bob patted the door of the car and announced, “Okay, I’m done. You can go. I’ll be right behind you.”
 
   As he pulled into the road, Richard asked, “Is Bob your boyfriend?”
 
   It crossed his mind that the picture Bob had taken of his license plate might have a location stamp. He was sure it had a date stamp. Potentially, this photo could be used to prove that he had been in that forest the day Laura had gone missing.
 
   “He’s my brother.”
 
   “Are you married?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Interestingly, Richard was pleased to hear that Mary was single. Again, he noted that Mary was very beautiful. He wouldn’t mind if she made a move on him.
 
   One day, Mary or Bob might happen to learn that his sister’s body had been found in that forest. He wondered if he ought to be worried about it.
 
   She did notice the blood stain, didn’t she?
 
   If he were a ruthless cold-blooded monster like Freddy Krueger, he would have killed them both to eliminate any risk. But he was not Freddy Krueger.  
 
    
 
   3.
 
   When he pulled up in front of the hospital, Mary said, “I think we're going to become friends.” 
 
   She proved to be right. They got married three months later. After spending one and a half years in Mexico, they moved to Mill Creek, a small town twenty miles north of Seattle. Bob moved to the Seattle area, too. For five months after they had first met, Richard wondered if Mary suspected that he’d had something to do with Laura’s disappearance. As far as he knew, his sister’s body had never been discovered (he religiously searched the news on the Internet for any information on Laura for a year; he stopped doing it because every time he had performed a search, he had relived Laura’s death). However, Richard was willing to bet Mary believed that Laura was dead.
 
   Something was telling him that he should not let Mary out of his sight. Since she was good in bed, living with her was a pleasant proposition. 
 
   By the time they moved back to the States, Richard did not feel disquieted anymore. The memory of Laura’s death had faded and settled at the bottom of his consciousness. 
 
   Eighteen months after their arrival in Mill Creek, he buried Mary’s body in the woods. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “Hello!” Richard waved to Jim Dystel, his next-door neighbor, who stood on the porch, smoking a cigarette. Jim nodded in response. Richard took the mail out of the mailbox and went back into the house. He tossed the mail on the coffee table in the living room and proceeded to the kitchen, where he grabbed a can of beer from the refrigerator. Sipping beer, he returned to the living room and sat down on the sofa. He was home alone. Mary was probably at a beauty salon: yesterday she had complained that she looked like an electrocuted poodle.
 
   When Richard was about to start sorting through the mail, the phone rang. He checked the caller ID and saw that the number was blocked. Lowering the volume on the television, he picked up the receiver and said, “Hello?”
 
   “Can I talk to Richard Brower?” a man’s voice replied.
 
   “Yes. I’m Richard Brower.”
 
   “Are you alone?”
 
   “Who is this?”
 
   “Is your wife home?”
 
   “Can you tell me who you are?”
 
   “My name’s John. I have important information for you. It’s about your wife.”
 
   “Okay, I’m listening.” Richard pressed the mute button on the TV remote.
 
   “Is your wife home? I don’t want her to overhear us.”
 
   “I’m alone.”
 
   “Good. Your wife is cheating on you, Richard. Did you know that?”
 
   No, Richard did not know that.
 
   “No, I didn’t. Who is he?”
 
   He leaned back and crossed his legs.
 
   “I could give you the guy’s name and address. For a price.” 
 
   “How much?”
 
   “Five thousand dollars.”
 
   “Do you have proof that he’s fucking my wife?”
 
   “Yes, I do. So you’re interested?”
 
   “I am. But I’m not sure I can pay you five grand for this.”
 
   “How much can you pay?”
 
   “A thousand. If you give me the proof.”
 
   “Let me think about it. I’ll call you tomorrow.” John hung up.
 
   Richard put the receiver down on the cradle and then folded his arms on his chest, staring blankly into space.
 
   He was still getting used to the idea of Mary cheating on him. He was not shocked or astonished, though. He did not find it hard to believe that Mary had been sleeping with someone else. He had read that people were genetically programmed to cheat, so he was not going to make a big deal out of this. He was not going to go ballistic or get depressed like most cuckolds.
 
   She might be with that guy right now. She might be riding his cock at this very moment.
 
   Richard drew a deep breath and took the can of beer from the table. 
 
   What should he do? Should he interrogate Mary now or wait until he had her lover’s name? 
 
   He ought to wait. He needed to see what kind of proof John had. What if John was simply playing a practical joke on him? Or trying to besmirch an honest woman?
 
   Suppose it’s true. Suppose Mary is actually cheating on me. What then? 
 
   It depended on whether he loved Mary. 
 
   Did he love her? It was a difficult question. In the beginning, when he had decided to marry Mary, he had been attracted to her because she was pretty and easygoing. There had been a certain fondness, but it had mostly been sexual in nature. 
 
   Had he fallen in love with Mary over the years? 
 
   Mary was a beautiful woman, there was no denying that. However, beauty alone was not enough. To fall in love, Richard needed to have a spiritual connection with a woman. And he had to trust her, too. He felt no spiritual connection with Mary, and he didn’t trust her. The conclusion was clear: he had never been in love with Mary. But it didn’t mean he was unhappy living with her.
 
   Anyway, if she wanted to sleep with other guys, let her do it, it was a free country, after all. He was not going to treat Mary like his property. He would not stand in her way.  
 
   But what if she decided to solve her financial problems by blackmailing him? What if one day she came up to him and said, “Richard, I just found out that there was a series of horrible murders in Cincinnati eight years ago. You lived there around that time, didn’t you? I think it was you who killed those people.” 
 
   She could certainly do that. She hated to work. Her whole family hated to work. 
 
   Richard closed his eyes and imagined Bob Logan sucking marijuana smoke out of a bong. 
 
   And she might tell her lover about her suspicions.
 
   Mary, fucking traitor. Was she really capable of this? 
 
   Richard grimaced with pain. Then he told himself that he shouldn't get anxious. Care killed the cat, as they say. 
 
   Richard did a few breathing exercises to calm down his nerves. 
 
   Why did he think that Mary knew about the killings? 
 
   The damn blood stain—she may have figured out how it had gotten on his shirt.
 
   She hadn't taken that stain seriously when she had seen it, and it was highly unlikely that she still remembered it now, over three years later. She had never followed the news, both local and national, so the odds were she didn’t know about those murders in Cincinnati.  
 
   Richard walked up to the window. 
 
   Besides, she would never voluntarily live under one roof with a serial killer, even for the sake of money. She was a woman, a fragile, weak thing. 
 
   Richard crossed his arms on his chest, and a small smile touched his lips. He was going to have a chance to play a jealous husband. It might be fun. 
 
   He would make lemonade out of this lemon. He was going to get the last laugh, he was sure of it.
 
   


 
   
  
 



2.
 
   That night, Richard stayed in the living room until three o’clock. As he walked down the second-floor hall, he strained his ears, listening for sounds indicating that Mary was awake. Moving as quietly as a burglar, he entered the master bedroom and approached the bed. He observed Mary for a few seconds to make sure that she was asleep, then took her cellphone from the nightstand and went to the study. There, he installed on the cell the spy application he had purchased on the Internet two hours after John’s call. According to its developer, the app could record all incoming and outgoing calls and allowed its user to read all sent and received text messages. The software was completely undetectable by the owner of the phone on which it was installed.
 
   When he returned to the bedroom, Richard was pleased to see that Mary was still in the arms of Morpheus. He put the cellphone back on the nightstand and got into bed. He fell asleep half an hour later.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   1.
 
   While eating breakfast, Richard decided to stay home until John called. He regretted not having given John his cellphone number. He checked the spy application control panel every thirty minutes after Mary left for the mall at half past eleven. By two o’clock she had received three text messages, all of which were from Bob Logan, and sent two text messages, both of which were to Bob Logan. Mary came home at ten minutes past three. While she was in the kitchen, making herself a salad, Richard went to the study and checked the control panel once more. He saw that someone had called Mary about fifteen minutes before she had returned from the mall. Richard stuck the earphones in his ears and opened the audio file for the phone call. 
 
   ”Hello, Mary. Are you busy?” said a man's voice. Richard did not recognize it. 
 
   The fact that a man he didn’t know was talking to Mary on the phone wasn’t suspicious in and of itself. This guy might be a coworker, or a friend, or a relative. And the question the man had asked was quite innocent. 
 
   “No, I’m not busy,” Mary replied. “What are you doing? Where are you?”
 
   “I’m home. I miss you so much.” 
 
   Now that was suspicious.
 
   ”But it's only been two days.”
 
   It would be nice if Mary called this asshole by name.
 
   Richard swiveled his chair to face the door. He didn’t want Mary to enter the study unnoticed. 
 
   ”Every day away from you is torture. We should have met yesterday. Why didn’t we meet yesterday? I feel so empty without you.”
 
   This son of a bitch was talking like a character from a soap opera.
 
   By the way, Mary was an attractive woman, but she wasn’t hot enough to warrant all this melodramatic exaggeration. Every day away from you is torture. Really? 
 
   “I told you I was very busy.” Mary sighed. “Besides, we need to be careful. I don’t want Richard to get suspicious.” 
 
   Name. Say the name, you whore! Richard clenched his right hand into a fist. 
 
   ”All I want is for you to be happy. It kills me that I can't be with you every minute of every day.”
 
   Well, it was official now: Mary was really cheating on him. John had told him the truth.
 
   Richard smiled. It took him less than a day to find proof of Mary’s infidelity. 
 
   ”We will be together, I promise. You know that I love you.”
 
   Say his name, dammit! What's his name? 
 
   Richard pressed his lips tightly together. He couldn’t wait to go online and perform a reverse search on Mary’s lover’s phone number. Since the phone call was being recorded, Richard didn’t have to listen to it live; however, he found it extremely hard to take his focus off the conversation. For some reason, he was mesmerized by this lovey-dovey exchange. 
 
   ”I wish we could meet more often. I can't live without you, Mary.”
 
   They were silent for a few seconds. Then the lover asked, “What about our plan?” 
 
   ”What about it? Did you change your mind?” 
 
   ”No... Does your husband know about the plan? Does he suspect anything?” 
 
   Mary didn't answer for such a long time Richard began to think the call had gotten dropped. At last she said, “No. He doesn’t suspect anything.” Mary breathed a sigh. “To tell you the truth, I'm afraid.”
 
   ”Afraid of what?” 
 
   There was another pause. 
 
   ”I think Richard will kill me if he finds out about us,” Mary said in a low voice. “I mean he’ll actually kill me.” 
 
   ”Kill you? Did he threaten you? Mary, tell me.”
 
   ”No, he didn’t threaten me. I just feel it.”
 
   ”Calm down, honey. You’re exaggerating. It must be stress. Why would he do that? Is he violent?” 
 
   ”No. It's hard to explain. Call it intuition.”
 
   ”I think you should relax and forget all your fears. You'll be free very soon.”
 
   ”I’ll try.”
 
   “So are you ready? Do you remember what you have to do?” 
 
   ”Yes, I do.”
 
   Was Mary deliberately avoiding calling this moron by name? Richard did not rule that out. 
 
   “Preparation is the key to success.”
 
   “I understand that.” 
 
   ”Do you have any doubts?” 
 
   ”No.”
 
   ”He’s not going to feel any pain. If you have second thoughts or are scared, tell me. It's not too late to pull the plug.”
 
   ”I said I'm in. Let's not talk about it on the phone.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “I’m about to enter my house. I’ll call you later.”
 
   “Is your husband home?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can you come over tonight?”
 
   “Maybe. I’ll do my best. Goodbye, honey.”
 
   “Goodbye.”
 
   Mary hung up.
 
   Richard stared at the laptop screen for a moment and then removed the earphones. When he closed the laptop, the door opened, and Mary entered the room.
 
   “Are you busy?” She stood behind his chair and put her hands on his shoulders.
 
   “I’ve been checking the markets.” He pointed at the computer monitor on his desk, on which the Dow Jones chart was displayed.
 
   “Are they up?”
 
   “Slightly.” He turned his face to Mary, and they kissed.
 
   “Good. Did you do anything fun today?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll leave you be.” Mary headed for the door.
 
   After Mary left, Richard went on the Internet and did a reverse search on Mary’s lover’s phone number. The search came up empty. He did not find the lover’s number in the unlisted number directory, either. It appeared that the guy was using one of those prepaid disposable cellphones. 
 
   Disposable cells were very popular among drug dealers. Was Mary’s lover a drug dealer? It was certainly possible. Drug dealers usually had a lot of money, and women loved rich men.
 
   He would ask John what Mary’s lover did for a living.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   You had to be an idiot not to realize the importance of the information that had just fallen into his lap.  
 
   Richard was a bit surprised to learn that he struck Mary as a man capable of murder. She was scared of him, wasn’t she? Richard couldn’t decide whether he should be happy or upset about it. Some people believed that fear equaled respect, which meant he could view Mary’s dread of him as a positive thing. On the other hand, he would much rather be loved than feared. The annoying part was, he had no idea what he had done to frighten his wife. And apparently, neither did Mary: she herself had said it was hard to explain.
 
   Another conclusion Richard had drawn from Mary’s conversation with her lover was that his wife didn’t know his big secret. 
 
   The third conclusion was the most interesting. Well, right now it was only a suspicion. Still soft and hesitant, it tickled his brain, excited him. 
 
   Mary and her lover were plotting to kill him!
 
   What else could the phrase ‘He’s not going to feel any pain’ mean? Why else would Mary be reluctant to discuss their plan on the phone? 
 
   It was one of the oldest crimes in the book: a woman conspires with her lover to murder her husband. 
 
   The thought of Mary wanting him dead made Richard wince. Good thing he found that out. As the saying went, forewarned is forearmed.
 
   So Mary and her lover had decided to get rid of him. What was he going to do about it?
 
   Richard felt gooseflesh rise on his arms. What if they intended to kill him tomorrow? ‘You’ll be free very soon’—that was what Mary’s lover had said. ‘Very soon.’ What if they had already set the wheels of their evil plan in motion? He was powerless against them, he was all alone. 
 
   How could he protect himself? It would be pointless to go to the police. All he had was a phone call that was too ambiguous to be considered proof. The cops wouldn't arrest Mary on the basis of his word alone; they’d laugh in his face, they’d call him paranoid. Besides, the police were biased against men, it was a well-known fact. The cops would ignore his complaint, but if Mary told them that he was plotting to murder her, they’d jump on him like a fat lady on a milkshake. They would interrogate him, search his house, go through his laptops, conduct a psychiatric evaluation of him. They would gladly put him the ringer, yes siree, Bob! And they would give Mary police protection, too. All because she was a woman, the weaker sex.
 
   He’s not going to feel any pain.
 
   What if the guy was lying to get Mary to cooperate with him? What if this son of a bitch was going to drown the cuckold husband? They could pump him full of alcohol and then toss him into the pool (in case you didn’t know, drowning is one of the most painful ways to die). And the next day the newspapers would publish a tiny story titled “Drunk man drowns in swimming pool.” He’d become a statistic. How many people drowned while drunk every year? Probably hundreds, if not thousands. His death would be ruled an accident, and Mary would go unpunished. In addition, she would get all his property. 
 
   Unless I make a will and leave Mary out of it, Richard thought. It was a great idea. He ought to do that as soon as possible. Tomorrow morning—he would go make a will tomorrow morning.
 
   Obviously, money was Mary’s main, if not only, motive. If freedom were all she desired, she would have asked for a divorce—and he would have readily given it to her. He wouldn’t be surprised if she had secretly insured his life for a million dollars.
 
   So what should he do? Hire a private investigator? Follow Mary himself? 
 
   Richard preferred to stay away from private eyes, and he had a good reason for it. What if Mary went missing? The PI would tell the police that he suspected Mary of cheating, which would indicate to the cops that he had a motive to kill her. Although they might fail to convict him, they would sure as hell give him a hard time while investigating Mary’s disappearance.
 
   Shadowing Mary shouldn’t be too hard. He would follow her to her lover’s place, photograph them in compromising positions, and record their conversations. Hopefully, he’d be able to gather enough incriminating material to put these two criminals in prison.  
 
   Richard felt some relief. He would be all right even if John never contacted him again. 
 
   He spent the whole evening waiting for John to call. Sadly, the call did not come. At dinner, Richard debated for a couple of minutes whether he should eat the drumsticks and macaroni prepared by Mary, fearing that the food was poisoned. He even considered asking Mary to swap plates. In the end, he chose to eat.
 
   Mary went to bed at half past eleven. Richard decided to sleep in the living room tonight. He couldn't bring himself to lie next to a murderer. He fell asleep, thinking that John would probably call in the morning. 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   John did not call on Thursday. He did not call on Friday, either. 
 
   On Friday, Richard found out Mary’s lover’s name: Mary used it in one of her text messages. The guy’s name was Don, which was probably short for Donald.
 
    
 
   4.
 
   When Mary got into her car, Richard drew a deep breath and squeezed the steering wheel tight with his left hand. 
 
   Relax, man, you can do it. Thousands of people have done it before you. 
 
   Observing Mary’s Nissan Altima through the spotting scope he was holding in his right hand, he couldn't get rid of the disturbing feeling that Mary was looking at his car in the side mirror. That she saw him behind the wheel. 
 
   It must be his nerves talking. Mary could not see him. They were at least a hundred feet apart. To her he was just a dark shape inside a strange Toyota Corolla. 
 
   Mary's car pulled away from the curb and began to pick up speed. Richard put the scope on the front passenger seat and started the engine. 
 
   He had finally resolved to shadow Mary himself, without involving a private investigator. After all, it wasn’t rocket science.
 
   He was driving the car, which he had rented in Everett early this morning, without any nervousness. There was no sweat on his forehead or palms, he had no butterflies in his stomach. His digital camcorder was lying on the front passenger seat. He switched on the radio. He quickly recognized the song that was playing; it was ‘Believe’ by Cher. After a hesitation, he decided not to change the station. 
 
   Whistling to the tune of ‘Believe,’ he stuck his left elbow out of the window. He commended himself for getting off his ass and taking the bull by the horns. He couldn’t wait to see the expression on Mary’s face when he caught her in the act.
 
    
 
   5.
 
   Richard took a swig of soda and then screwed the cap back on the bottle. The soda was warm, but he didn’t mind it. He was not a picky drinker. 
 
   He cast a look at the empty forty-ounce Mason jar sitting on the floor on the passenger side. He was planning to use the jar to collect his urine; he didn’t want to risk getting arrested by peeing in the bushes. At the moment, he felt no urge to piss.
 
   He undid the top two buttons on his shirt and opened his belt buckle. He took off his shoes, curled and spread his toes. Then he tested how comfortable it was to press the gas and brake pedals with a shoeless foot. He was utterly bored. However, he was ready to sit here all day if he had to. 
 
   His glance fell on his cellphone, which lay in the center console. A curious thought occurred to Richard: what if Mary had installed a tracking app on his phone? If she had, she would know he was shadowing her, and this entire undertaking would be in vain.  
 
   Richard grabbed the cell and removed the battery from it. Better safe than sorry. Then he put his shoes back on.
 
   Mary left Bob's house ten minutes later. She waved to her brother and got in the car. Her Nissan Altima’s taillights went on. Richard started the engine, put his foot on the brakes, and looked at the clock. Five minutes past eight. 
 
   Was she going to Don’s place now? 
 
   Probably not: she hadn't told him that she would be home late tonight. Well, she could do it over the phone on the way to Don’s. His cellphone was off, so she’d have to leave a message on the voicemail. 
 
   Or maybe she and Don were going to have a quickie.
 
   Richard shifted the gear into drive and pressed the gas pedal. He tried to figure out the route Mary was most likely to take in order to get home. When she entered northbound Interstate 5, he realized that this bitch was not headed home. At first, he thought Mary was headed for Marysville, but he turned out to be wrong: Mary exited the interstate onto eastbound U.S. Route 2. Richard knew of only one place east of Everett that was worth visiting—Lake Stevens. Was she going to the lake?
 
   Richard rubbed his neck, relaxed his shoulder muscles. He felt energized and determined to see this thing through to the end. 
 
   A few minutes later, Mary got on Route 204. It seemed that she was indeed headed for Lake Stevens. At the end of the route, she turned into a northbound lane of Route 9, where she stayed for about two miles. Thirty seconds after Mary exited Route 9 onto Granite Falls Highway, it dawned upon Richard: she had begun to suspect that she was being followed and now wanted to confirm if she was right. Or maybe she was going to the place where she and her lover had agreed to meet? Some kind of bed and breakfast, perhaps. It was also possible that she was headed for Don’s place. 
 
   Well, he would know the answer soon. 
 
   The Altima suddenly veered to the right and stopped, as if Mary were trying to avoid rear-ending another car. Richard heard its tires squeal. He slammed the brakes; his body was thrown toward the steering wheel. The impact from the seatbelt took his breath away for a moment. Before halting, his car went a few more yards forward, raising clouds of dust. Wasting no time, Richard pressed the gas pedal, drove up to the Altima, and switched off the engine. His look fixed on what appeared to be the back of Mary's head, he unfastened the seatbelt and got out of the car. 
 
   She wants to know who’s following her? It's going to be a big surprise. 
 
   He opened the driver’s door of the Altima and lowered his head to look into Mary's eyes. Mary turned her face to him only when he said quietly, “Hi, Mary.”
 
   She gave him a vacant look. ”Richard, what are you doing here?”  
 
   Richard straightened himself up and stepped back, inviting Mary to get out of the car. Mary breathed a heavy sigh, took her purse from the front passenger's seat, placed it in her lap, and started massaging her temples with her fingertips. 
 
    “Whose car is that?” she asked in a monotonous voice. “I think I ran over a gopher or a squirrel. It looked like a squirrel.” She got out of the Altima. “Have you seen a crushed squirrel here?” 
 
   Not fully aware of what he was doing—it was as if he were on autopilot— Richard glanced around the vicinity. It appeared that they were at least a mile away from the nearest house. For some reason, this fact pleased him. He walked up to Mary, who was examining the right front wheel of her car. 
 
   “Where are you going?” Richard stood behind Mary’s back. 
 
   He was stung by a thought: Mary was worried about the well-being of a worthless squirrel, yet she had no problem with murdering her own husband. He was hurt. Word couldn't describe how badly he was hurt. 
 
   Mary ignored his question. This bitch was preoccupied with looking for the squirrel!
 
   “Answer me. Where are you going?” The last three words Richard spoke through his clenched teeth. “You didn’t run over anything, okay?”
 
   There was no blood on the tires or the body of the car. Mary slung her purse over her shoulder and, still silent, got into her Altima. Seeing that she was going to start the engine, Richard rushed to the driver’s door, opened it, and without much effort dragged his wife out of the vehicle. His hands suddenly became very strong. 
 
   “Did you notice me following you?” he asked.
 
   Mary didn’t respond.
 
   “What the hell are you doing? Mary, what are you doing? What are you up to?” Richard pushed Mary against the car. “You don't want to talk to me?” 
 
   Mary fell against the fender, let out a groan, and slowly sank to the ground. Richard grabbed his wife by the shoulders and pressed her back against the car. When she turned her face to the side, he took her chin and made her look at him.
 
   “Mary, talk to me,” he hissed. “Tell me what you were going to do. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if I have to.”
 
   Mary stopped resisting, her arms hanging down her sides like lashes. She gave him an indifferent look. Richard thought he saw a glimmer of hopelessness in her eyes. He let go of Mary’s chin, remaining ready to seize her as soon as she attempted to run. 
 
   After a hesitation, Mary said, “I’m sorry, Richard. I made a mistake.” She leaned against the car. “I should have told you sooner.”
 
   “What? What should have you told me?” Richard snarled, his eyes fixed on Mary’s face. Frankly, he expected this bitch to pretend that she didn't understand what he was talking about. Was she scared of him? Richard hoped she was. “What are you hiding from me?” 
 
   Mary creased her forehead and looked away from him. Her face was pale. She opened her mouth to say something, but then changed her mind. 
 
   “What did you want to tell me?” Richard shook Mary by the shoulders. “I'm waiting.”
 
   Twenty seconds passed before she replied, “I was going to get some fresh air... I’ve been under a lot of stress lately. I'm very tired, Richard.”
 
   “You’re tired? You’re tired? Tired of what? You know who’s really tired? I am! I’ve been under a lot of stress, you hear me? And it’s all because of you.” He shivered with outrage. “I need to get some fresh air! Because of you... The two of you.”
 
   “Richard, what are you talking about?” Mary was still making no attempt to run away from him. 
 
   “What am I talking about? What am I talking about?” Richard felt his heart thump with indignation. “What am I talking about! Okay. I'll explain to you what I’m talking about.” He pulled Mary to himself. ”How can you lie like that? Do you have no shame? You disgust me. You're full of lies, Mary. You betrayed me! How could you do that?”
 
   He drew a deep breath. At the moment, he had trouble finding the right words. 
 
   ”I don't understand you, Richard. How did I betray you?”
 
   Richard gritted his teeth. 
 
   Here it comes. She doesn't understand. Traitorous bitch!
 
   “Can you be truthful for once in your pathetic life? He said.
 
   ”Calm down, sweetie. Let's go home.”
 
   ”Home? I can’t let you in my house, Mary. You’re plotting to kill me.” Richard cackled anxiously. “Yes, I know everything. You want to kill me. And don’t call me sweetie, you bitch.”
 
   ”Richard, I love you. Please stop it.” She was mumbling and seemed to be in a kind of trance. She was afraid to look in his eyes. “Don’t do it, Richard, please.”
 
    “I know everything. I know about your lover. Tell me the truth, clear your conscience. You’ve been unfaithful to me. You and your lover have been planning to kill me, haven’t you? I want you to confess, Mary. I’m not going to hurt you, trust me. Just confess.”
 
   ‘You shall not commit adultery,’ that was one of God’s commandments.
 
   It wouldn’t be in the Bible if it wasn’t a big deal, would it?
 
   To show that he intended no harm, Richard stepped back. The next moment, Mary swiftly pulled a small revolver out of her purse and aimed it at Richard. Shocked by the sight of the gun, Richard stood stock-still for a few seconds, unable to utter a word. 
 
   “What the hell is this?” he finally muttered, pointing at the revolver. 
 
   ”Now, get in your car and go home,” Mary said firmly. The fear on her face was replaced by emotionless indifference. 
 
   ”You bitch!” Richard lunged forward, grabbed the wrist of the hand in which Mary was holding the gun, and forced it up, getting the muzzle pointed away from him. A fraction of a second later, Mary pulled the trigger, and a shot roared. 
 
   His ears ringing from the shot, Richard managed to wrestle the revolver from Mary’s hand and then hit her in the chest with his fist, upsetting her balance. Flailing her arms, Mary backpedaled clumsily for a few paces in an effort to regain her equilibrium. She succeeded in staying on her feet. Richard glanced at the gun, stuffed it into his pants pocket, and walked over to his wife, who was slowly stepping backward, her hands trembling. 
 
   “You shot at me! You tried to kill me!” Richard seized Mary by the shoulders, pressed her to himself. “You almost killed me, bitch!” 
 
   He was going to shake her when, exhibiting surprising strength, Mary pushed his hands off her shoulders and sprinted to her car. Without wasting a second, Richard dashed after his wife, growling with anger. He suddenly realized that if he lost Mary now, he wouldn’t be able to stop her and Don from murdering him. He had to capture Mary in order to survive.
 
   Somehow Richard forgot he had a pistol in his pocket.
 
   He had a premonition that something profound would happen tonight. 
 
   Mary ran as fast as she could, without looking back, but it didn't save her. Two feet from the Altima, Richard caught up to his wife and seized her by the collar of her blouse. He heard the fabric tear. Mary squealed and jerked aside. Richard tightened his grip on the collar and grabbed Mary's elbow with his other hand. 
 
   “Hold it, bitch,” he snarled. When he opened his mouth to call Mary a fucking cunt, Mary hit him hard in the face with her free elbow, causing him to let go of the collar, and bolted toward the county road that branched off the highway into the forest. Grimacing with pain, rubbing his nose, which, fortunately, was not bleeding, Richard raced after her.
 
   When he ran about four hundred feet down the county road, he saw a bridge. Sean’s face popped up in his mind. The road was empty. Richard wondered what Mary’s plan was. The distance between them was shrinking rapidly. By the time he reached the bridge, Mary had climbed over the railing.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” Richard yelled.
 
   Without replying, Mary leapt off the bridge. Richard estimated the bridge to be no higher than fifteen feet, so he would survive should he jump after her. Mary was unlikely to drown since the river appeared to be shallow. He stood at the railing and looked down, searching for Mary. He was surprised to discover that she was not scurrying away from him down the riverbed. Instead, she lay motionless on her stomach on the pebbled bank, with her face down, arms bent at the elbows, legs stretched out. In the dim twilight, he could not see if there was blood on or near Mary’s body.
 
    
 
   6.
 
   Richard had read about people who had stayed alive after falling from the eighth, ninth, and even tenth floor. Unfortunately, Mary didn’t have their luck. Instead, her fate resembled that of the poor schlubs who drowned in hot tubs. He wasn’t a medical expert and couldn’t tell what exactly had happened, but he suspected that Mary had either broken her neck or suffered a fatal concussion. He ran to the end of the bridge, climbed over the railing, got down to Mary’s body, and quickly examined it. He found neither blood nor visible bone fractures. Gazing at Mary's pale expressionless face, Richard did a few breathing exercises to clear his mind. Then he felt her neck for a pulse, mimicking what the cops in the movies did to check whether a person was dead. He found no pulse. In order to make sure that he had searched in the right place, Richard felt his own neck and located the pulsating carotid artery. Then he sighed wearily. He touched his right eye and was surprised to discover a tear in its corner. 
 
   “Mary, can you hear me?” he asked in a low voice. “Can you hear me?”
 
   No, she couldn’t hear him; she was irrecoverably dead. Richard shut his eyes tight and squeezed the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. He sensed a couple more tears ooze out. He hadn’t wanted Mary to die. He would have loved for her to have been punished but not killed. 
 
   He would think about it later. He had no time for emotions right now.
 
   What was he going to do about Mary’s body? 
 
   Well, first, he needed to answer the following question: what would the police do after he told them what had happened to Mary? Was he willing to endure an investigation into Mary’s death? He knew it was an accident, but would the cops believe him? 
 
   They would say he had shoved her off the bridge in the heat of the moment. Remember what the police had done to that Petersen guy in California? 
 
   He himself couldn’t believe that Mary had been so reckless as to leap off the bridge. Had she really been that scared of him? Had she seriously thought he would kill her? He didn’t look like a killer, did he? On the other hand, maybe she was sure she was going to survive the jump. After all, it was a pretty low bridge. 
 
   He would run the risk of going to prison if he told the police the truth about Mary’s death, there was no doubt about it. 
 
   Richard lifted his eyes to the darkening sky. The sun had already sunk below the horizon; night was creeping in.
 
   He had two options. He could either leave Mary’s body on the riverbank or hide it so it would never be found. He liked the second option better. 
 
   How could he hide the body? Well, he could take it into the nearby woods. Or he could dump it ten-fifteen miles from here. 
 
   It would be nice if he had a shovel right now. He would prefer to bury the body rather than simply leave it lying on the ground.
 
   Richard wasn’t sure why he went to Mary’s car and opened its trunk. Perhaps it was curiosity, or maybe it was intuition, a sixth sense, if you will. As he walked back to the highway, it had crossed his mind that going home without doing anything with the body was a perfectly acceptable option.
 
   He found something interesting in the trunk. A shovel. Mary had a brand new shovel in the trunk of her car. It was clear to Richard that the shovel was there for a reason. It took him just a few seconds to figure it out: Mary and her lover intended to dig a grave for him with this shovel. No body, no case, right? 
 
   Now Richard knew exactly what he was going to do. He would bury Mary in this forest. 
 
   He would put the body in the rental car, drive one mile down the road to get farther from the highway, and then carry the body three-four hundred feet into the woods.
 
   Richard took out the shovel, closed the trunk, and glanced at the sky. It was dark now, so he didn't have to worry about witnesses. There shouldn’t be any people walking around here at this time of day anyway. 
 
   He was in a great position: he had plenty of time! He didn’t need to hurry; he could bury the body in a calm, orderly manner. 
 
   Richard got in the Corolla, drove to the bridge, crossed it, and then pulled over to the side of the road. He had switched off the headlights on the way to the bridge, just in case. 
 
   As he climbed up the riverbank with Mary’s body on his shoulder, he listened for approaching cars. The only sounds he heard were the murmur of the river, the rustle of trees, and the chirp of crickets. Richard was glad Mary had kept her weight under one hundred and forty pounds. 
 
   He laid the corpse on the side of the road, behind the car, and looked around. There were no vehicles approaching the bridge from either side. When he pulled the trunk release lever, he changed his mind. What if there was an open wound somewhere on Mary’s body, after all? What if a microscopic drop of her blood fell on the seat or the floor? Equipment used by criminal scene investigators was capable of detecting even the tiniest blood stains. He had no desire to have to explain how his wife’s blood had gotten in the car he had rented the day she was last seen alive.
 
   He considered transporting the body in the Altima, but in the end decided to skip this step altogether. There really was little benefit in driving down this road. Who knew where it went? The woods in this vicinity would do just fine.
 
   After he located the North Star, Richard hoisted Mary’s body onto his shoulder and headed into the woods. He walked for about twenty minutes, sweating and panting, before he dropped the corpse on the ground and started digging a hole. According to his estimates, he was about two thousand feet from the Corolla. As he sank the shovel into the earth, he thought about grass: Mary’s grave would be completely overgrown with it in five-seven days and become invisible to the naked eye. At the moment, it didn’t occur to him that he might get lost on his way back to his car. 
 
   When he was done digging—he decided that one and a half feet was deep enough for his purposes—he thought about Mary’s cellphone. It was probably on; Mary rarely shut it off. If someone called the cell right now, the cellular network would register its location, which would be disclosed to the police when they started searching for Mary. He didn’t know how accurately the position of a cellphone could be pinpointed in this area, but he would rather the cops didn’t have this information. Richard patted Mary’s jeans pockets, found the cellphone, pulled it out, and then took out the battery.  
 
   He should check her cell for pictures or videos of Don. He would do it at home.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   1.
 
   As he drove back to the highway, Richard asked himself what he was going to do with Mary’s car. It was too risky to leave it here: the police would search the area with corpse-sniffing dogs, and odds were they would find Mary’s body. He needed to move the car. The question was: how? He saw two options. He could tow the Altima, or he could drive it someplace and then return to his rental car on foot or by cab. He was leaning toward the second option. Now he had to decide how far he was going to move the car. 
 
   When Richard got to the highway, a surprise, which was both pleasant and bad, was awaiting him. Mary’s car was gone. He immediately recalled that he had left Mary’s car key in the ignition. He felt upset for the first few seconds, but then he realized that he didn’t have to deal with the problem of moving the Altima anymore.
 
   Who had stolen the car? Richard figured it must be some bored dumbass kid with nothing better to do. Hopefully, he would dump it somewhere in Oregon or have it disassembled for parts.
 
   He had driven for about five minutes when the car began to vibrate and he heard a thumping noise. Suspecting a flat tire, Richard pulled over to the side of the road and got out of the car. He turned out to be right: the right front tire was flat. He opened the trunk of the Corolla and took out the spare tire. He was relieved to find that neither a jack nor a lug wrench was missing. He grabbed the tools and shut the trunk lid.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   "Are you headed for Bellevue?" a woman’s voice asked.
 
   The sound of the voice startled Richard. The fact that he hadn't noticed a stranger approaching him made him uneasy. Damn, he had lost his vigilance. He turned his head to look at the woman. He wouldn’t call her hot, but she wasn’t homely, either. It was too dark to make a reliable judgment, though. 
 
   "Pardon me?" he said to buy some time. 
 
   "Are you headed for Bellevue?" the woman asked.
 
   Richard slipped the wrench over the lug nut, and replied, "I’m going to Mill Creek." Then he started tightening the nut.
 
   "That’s great! I live in Bothell. Could you give me a lift to Mill Creek? It's getting really late. I've been standing here for almost an hour.” After a short pause she added, “And I don’t have a cellphone with me.”
 
   “What happened?” Richard moved on to the next lug nut.
 
   “I got carjacked. Can you believe it?" The woman chuckled nervously.
 
   "Carjacked? I can sure believe that. I’m sorry about your car.” 
 
   "He asked me to give him a ride... I was on my way home from my cousin Loretta’s place. She lives in Granite Falls, it’s about eight miles from here. I saw that guy on the side of the road; he was flagging down cars. I decided to help him.”
 
   “Didn’t your parents teach you not to pick up hitchhikers?”
 
   “He looked decent. He didn’t seem dangerous at all.”
 
   Richard laid the wrench on the ground and lowered the jack a few notches. “You know what they say: don’t judge a book by its cover.” He picked up the wrench.
 
   "So he asked me to give him a ride to Seattle, I told him I could drop him off in Lynnwood, he got in the car and then pulled out a gun. Then he pushed me out and drove away."
 
   “A gun? That’s serious.” 
 
   It crossed his mind that it was a full moon tonight. People get crazy—or crazier—during a full moon, that was a well-known fact. 
 
   Richard tightened the lug nuts some more and then wiped the sweat off his forehead with his handkerchief. “Do you have full coverage insurance? I doubt they’ll ever find your car.”
 
   A stranger with a gun. A deserted road. A full moon.
 
   This woman must have peed her panties with terror.
 
   “Yes, I do. And you’re right. Even if they find it, it will probably be all wrecked up.” As Richard removed the jack from under the car, the woman said, “If you can’t give me a lift, maybe you could let me use your cellphone. I’ll call my cousin and ask her to come pick me up.”
 
   “I’ll be happy to help you.” Richard stood up. “What’s your name? I’m Richard.”
 
   “Kathy. Thank you very much, Richard.”
 
   “Just promise not to stick a gun in my face, okay?” He laughed. Kathy giggled quietly. After putting the wrench and the jack back in the trunk, Richard used his handkerchief to wipe his hands. “Get in.” He motioned Kathy to take the front passenger seat. 
 
   “I really appreciate it,” Kathy said when he climbed in behind the wheel.
 
   “No problem.” Richard switched on the ignition.
 
   Kathy had a pleasant face: plump pink cheeks, gray almond eyes, a small symmetrical nose, smooth skin. She had some extra weight on her, but she was far from being chubby. She appeared to be in her mid-thirties. Richard noted that she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring.
 
   What would her reaction be if he told her what he had just done to Mary’s body?
 
   “I guess that’s a lesson you’ll never forget,” he said as he drove onto the road. 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   He told her that he was driving home from Lake Stevens. 
 
   "It’s a good place to relax,” he said. “I don’t go there very often, though."
 
   “Do you like fishing?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Me, too.”
 
   Then Kathy told Richard her address. It turned out that she lived about six miles from him. When he announced this fact to Kathy, she became visibly excited. 
 
   “We’re practically neighbors,” she said. “Do you talk to your neighbors?”
 
   “To some of them.”
 
   “Nowadays everyone’s so busy. We don’t talk to each other anymore. We hide in our homes like snails in their shells. I don’t think it's right. People need to stop being so isolated. We need to be more interested in each other’s lives."
 
   She couldn’t take her eyes off Richard and seemed to be itching to hug him and kiss him with her plump red lips. She promised to pay Richard a visit in the next few days. Out of politeness, Richard gave Kathy his cellphone number and said that she was welcome to come over for a coffee. She managed to get him to confess that he was married. She told him about her mother, who lived with her; about her sister, who was raising three children; about her ex-husband, whom she had divorced ten years ago. Richard was glad that Kathy was talking like a chatterbox, allowing him to be silent and think about things important to him.
 
   Of course it would have been safer if he hadn't picked up this woman, but odds were that she was going to forget about him by tomorrow morning, if not sooner. Her mind must be preoccupied with the guy who had stolen her car.
 
   Richard dropped Kathy off at her house. As she got out of the car, Kathy said, "It was nice meeting you, Richard. I hope we become friends." 
 
    Before heading for Mill Creek, Richard drove to the Downtown Shopping Center in Woodinville. There, he found a Dumpster and deposited Mary’s gun in it, having wiped off his fingerprints. As soon as he arrived home, he looked through the photos on Mary’s cellphone. To his disappointment, he found no pictures of strange men. There were no videos on Mary’s cell. When he was finished searching the phone, he broke it apart, using a hammer and a screwdriver. Out of caution, he decided to throw the pieces in a Dumpster in Everett.
 
    
 
   4.
 
   The next morning Richard went to a hardware store and bought two new locks for the front door. Even though chances were that the person who had stolen Mary’s car was not going to rob his house, he decided to change the locks just in case. If the police ever asked him why he had changed the locks, he would tell them he had lost his keys. The locksmith came at half past two and finished the job around four.
 
   After the locksmith left, he drove to Lynnwood and threw the pieces of Mary’s cellphone in a trash container behind a small strip mall.
 
   Richard elected to eat dinner at Alexander’s again today. He wasn’t in the mood to cook. As a matter of fact, he was rarely in the mood to cook. Before he left for the restaurant, he took out his secret box, where he kept his disguise paraphernalia, which consisted of wigs, fake moustaches, fake beards, and eyeglasses. Within half an hour, he transformed himself into an elderly bespectacled man with gray hair and moustache. He was pleased to note that he hadn't lost his disguise skills. 
 
   Fifteen minutes after his arrival at the restaurant, Richard told himself that he should eat here on a regular basis. The food was delicious, there was no excessive noise, and the interior decor was tasteful and relaxing. And then he saw the woman he had given a ride to last night. He recognized her almost at once and hurried to turn away so that she wouldn't notice him. To Richard's chagrin, the woman took a table close to his. He caught himself thinking that he didn't want to talk to her at all. The problem was, he would have to do it if she saw him. Then it occurred to him that he forgot the woman’s name.
 
   After he swallowed another spoonful of mashed potatoes, Richard, consumed by impatience and curiosity, turned his head back to look at the woman. His stomach twisted when he saw that the woman was staring at him with interest. Richard immediately assumed his original posture. 
 
   Why the hell was she looking at him? She wasn’t doing it out of idle curiosity, that was what he thought. She must be up to something.
 
   Richard put a piece of beef in his mouth and started chewing slowly. He could feel Kathy’s eyes drilling his back. He scanned the table, searching for a reflective surface that could provide a more or less clear view of the woman. Unfortunately, he found nothing that met his needs.
 
   He began turning his head to his left, trying to catch Kathy in his peripheral vision. To his horror, he saw her rise from the table and head towards him.
 
   "Richard, I'm so glad to see you," she said when their glances crossed. 
 
   “Oh, hello,” he replied. 
 
   An enthusiastic smile on her face, Kathy sat down on the chair opposite Richard.
 
   "I’m really glad to see you,” she said. 
 
   Richard stared at her lips and smiled, saying nothing. 
 
   He found it amusing that she wanted to make contact with him. The question was why. 
 
   Blackmail. She was going to blackmail him.
 
   What could she blackmail him over? What could she know? What could she have seen? 
 
   Kathy knew that he had been on the Granite Falls Highway the night Mary had gone missing. If Mary’s body was ever found, she could potentially put him in prison by sharing this information with the police. 
 
   Could she have seen the altercation he and Mary had had on the side of the road? Richard thought that it was not impossible. Yes, he had picked her up a few miles from the place where the fight had occurred. But could he be sure that she had been carjacked where he had first met her? No, he couldn’t. He had spent almost two hours taking care of Mary’s body. An average person could walk at least three miles in two hours.
 
   Would he believe Kathy if she said that she’d been carjacked where he’d picked her up? No, he wouldn’t.
 
   Could she have seen him bury Mary? No, it was impossible. In order to do it, she would have had to follow him into the woods. No sane woman would go after a man carrying a body into a dark forest.
 
   Kathy called over the waiter and ordered lemon herb salmon and a garden-fresh salad. Then she shifted her look to Richard, her eyes full of warmth.
 
   "You know, I recognized you as soon as I saw you." She laced her pale smooth hands together on the table in front of her. "Do you come here often?"
 
   Richard kept chewing, focused on figuring out whether Kathy was a threat in any way to him.
 
   "Every now and then," he answered at last.
 
   "Do you still remember my name?"
 
   "Yes. Kathy, right?"
 
   Kathy’s mouth stretched in a wide grin. "Yes," she said, nodding.
 
   "What about your car? Did you report it stolen yet?"
 
   "Yes, I did. We’ll see what happens." Kathy began twirling her thumbs. "Anyway, I don’t miss that car. It was seven years old, so… Maybe it’s a sign. Maybe the Universe is telling me it’s time to get another car."
 
   After the waiter brought the salad, Kathy said, "I eat here once or twice a week. I usually come around five, but today I went to the mall with my sister. I told you about her. Her name’s Mona. I think it's a stupid name." She smiled. “I didn’t buy anything, and Mona bought a pair of shoes.”
 
   Looking at her lips, Richard thought to himself that she had put on too much lipstick.
 
   "Who cooks for you at home?" Kathy asked. "Your wife?"
 
   Richard had a feeling that this was a roundabout way of asking if he was married. Kathy must have seen his wedding ring and decided to confirm if the wife was still in the picture.
 
   "Yes, my wife."
 
   "Why did you come here alone?"
 
   Richard had expected this question and had already prepared a plausible answer.
 
   "My wife’s visiting her relatives.”
 
   If he had told Kathy that Mary had gone missing, she would have probably become emotional and dramatic; Richard preferred to eat in a drama-free environment. 
 
   “You don’t like to cook?”
 
   “I can’t cook. My mother used to tell me that men were the best cooks, but for some reason that never inspired me to learn."
 
   "I know the reason. You must be too lazy for this.” Kathy smiled.
 
   “Maybe you’re right."
 
   The waiter brought Kathy her lemon herb salmon, and she thanked him. 
 
   "Do you love your wife?" Kathy asked cautiously as she cut out a piece of salmon. "I mean, do you really love her?"
 
   Richard's hand holding the fork froze in mid-air. He gave the woman a studying look. Why had she asked this question? Did she really suspect something? Or was it just curiosity?
 
   She could be a marriage counselor looking for new clients.
 
   "Of course I love my wife," he said in a confident voice. "Otherwise, I wouldn't have married her."
 
   Why had she asked about that? It was not the kind of thing people that barely knew each other talked about. They had only met once before, yet she thought it was a good idea to inquire about his feelings for his wife. In Richard’s opinion, her behavior was inappropriate. At the same time he didn’t rule out that nosiness was common among middle-aged women nowadays.
 
   Kathy creased her forehead, and said, “I guess it was a stupid question. I’m sorry, Richard.”
 
   "No, no, it’s all right.” Richard withdrew his wallet from his pants pocket. “It was nice talking to you, Kathy. Have a good night." He waved to the waiter and asked for the check. Kathy asked for the check, too. Richard felt a pang of annoyance; he believed he knew what would happen next.
 
   "I'm going home, too.” Kathy looked out the window. "Seems like it started raining.” 
 
   Richard squinted at the window. Kathy was right, it was actually raining outside. 
 
   Fearing that she was going to impose herself on him, Richard glanced at the check, hastily pulled three ten-dollar bills from his wallet, and gave them to the waiter. Kathy paid her bill, too, and rose from the chair.
 
   "Did you drive here?" She took him by the elbow. "If it weren’t for the rain, I would walk home." She smiled. It was obvious what she wanted him to say. He wondered what the chances were of the rain stopping when they walked out of the restaurant.
 
   "You know what." Richard got up. "Let me give you a lift."
 
   "You’ll do that for me? Thank you so much, Richard. You rescued me again! I hate rains. They’re so cold and wet." Kathy kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    
 
   5.
 
   Richard got out of his car and headed for the master bedroom. He was boiling with anger over the damn rain, because of which he had had to give Kathy a ride home. He was pissed off that he had to be polite with Kathy, that he couldn’t have refused to give her the fucking ride.
 
   He filled the tub with hot water and eased into it. There was nothing like a hot tub to relax him.
 
   Why did Kathy poke her nose in his business? Why was she trying to worm her way into his confidence?
 
   Her importunity and candidness were astonishing. Why did she find it necessary to tell a stranger her stupid life story? Why did she think he was interested to hear about her family? What the hell was wrong with her?
 
   Richard had three theories on that score. First, Kathy was insane. Second, she simply had a quirky personality. And third, she was pursuing a certain goal.
 
   Anyway, he was not going to worry about it. Kathy wasn’t smart enough to outwit him. She was just a blip on the radar. She’d be gone from his life before he knew it.
 
    
 
   6.
 
   How long did men typically wait before reporting a missing wife? One day? Two? Three? 
 
   After giving the matter some thought, Richard decided to file the report this Wednesday.
 
   Before he went to bed, Richard spent an hour searching Mary's closet and dresser. He reckoned there was a chance he’d find something interesting. Some clue. Now that Mary was not around to yell at him, he could rummage through her stuff with impunity. 
 
   He started with the closet. He methodically searched every pocket of every dress, jacket, blouse, shirt, and pair of pants, but all he found was a couple of store receipts and four dollar bills. Then he moved on to the dresser. He pulled the drawers all the way out and combed through their contents, leaving nothing unturned. He got lucky on the third drawer. There was a sixteen-gigabyte memory card under Mary’s folded panties in the corner of the drawer. When he examined the files stored on the card, he realized that he had hit the jackpot. The memory card contained five photos of Mary’s lover. 
 
   How did he know that it was Don and not some other guy? 
 
   The images were located in the folder named ‘Don.’ 
 
   Four photos had been taken indoors and one near a beach. Also in the folder was a picture of Don and Mary standing in front of the Space Needle. The oldest photo had been snapped in March. 
 
   Don was pretty young. He appeared to be in his late twenties. Richard had never known Mary liked guys who were younger than her.
 
   As he gazed at the photo, it occurred to him that there was one thing he hadn't taken into account: Mary could have shared with Don her suspicions about her husband’s past. If she had done so, Don, after learning about her disappearance, would report this information to the police. He might send them an anonymous letter where he would unmask Richard Brower as a brutal serial killer who had murdered a dozen people.
 
   Idiot. Why hadn’t he thought of Don? She must have told her lover everything. 
 
   When Mary had spoken to Don on the phone the other day, she had said that she was afraid of him. She had said he would actually kill her if he found out about her infidelity. These words would acquire special significance after Mary was declared missing.
 
   What was Don going to do?
 
   Option number one: he goes to the police and tells them that Mary was killed by her own husband. The cops arrest Richard Brower and grill him for days. Then they put him on trial, after which he is sent to prison for twenty years. 
 
   Option number two: Don forgets Mary and goes looking for another married woman to seduce.
 
   It was also possible that Don would decide to blackmail him.
 
   Richard felt a sour taste in his mouth. Blackmail. Oh God, there was so much greed in this world!  
 
   If this asshole thinks I’m going to pay him, he’s got another thing coming, Richard thought.
 
   Richard hit the dresser with his fist and left the room. 
 
   He must come up with a way to find this bastard.
 
   He racked his brain for half an hour, trying to devise a plan to catch Don. Unfortunately, no ideas were coming to him. After telling himself that he had plenty of time to solve this problem, Richard decided to relax, and lay down on the sofa in the living room. At half past midnight, he grabbed the phone and dialed Bob's number: it was time to start building an image of a worried husband.
 
   Bob answered after two rings. He didn’t sound like he had been asleep.
 
   "Hi, it's Richard.” Richard’s voice was full of anguish and exhaustion. Hopefully, Bob Logan noticed that.
 
   "Hey, Richard, how is it going? Is everything okay?” 
 
   "I’m calling about Mary," Richard said in a tragic tone. "I think she’s gone missing. She hasn't been home since Saturday. I’m afraid something bad happened to her. I don't know what to do."
 
   "Mary’s been missing since Saturday? Oh my God!” Mister Logan had finally noticed that his brother-in-law was talking about very serious things. "Richard, what happened to her?" Bob sounded genuinely anxious. 
 
   What a stupid question. Hadn’t he made it clear that he didn’t know what had happened to Mary? Bob either had a problem with comprehension or had smoked too much pot today. 
 
   Richard sighed. "I have no idea. She left home around noon on Saturday, and I haven't seen her since. I thought you might know where she was. I don’t want to panic prematurely, but… It’s been almost two days, Bob. I can’t just sit by and do nothing."
 
   "You’re right, we have to do something.”
 
   “When was the last time you saw Mary?”
 
   “Saturday evening she was at our place. She left around eight. She said she was going home.” 
 
   “Have you heard from Mary since she left your place?”
 
   “No.” Bob paused. “Did you try her cellphone?”
 
   “Yes. She either broke it or turned it off. “
 
   “Where could she be?"
 
   "I have no clue. Where do you think she could be?"
 
   "I don’t know.” Bob let out a whimper. “She's been missing since Saturday. My God, it's horrible.” He sighed. “Has she called you since Saturday?”
 
   Richard covered the phone with his hand, and giggled. What a dumbass! Was Mary’s brother really that slow or was he simply fucking around? 
 
   Or maybe he didn’t trust his deductive reasoning skills. 
 
   Perhaps it’s a good thing, Richard thought. You know what say about people who assume…
 
   “No, she hasn’t,” Richard replied. 
 
   “Maybe she’s staying at her friend’s place?”
 
   “I don’t think so. She would have told me."
 
   Bob sighed loudly. "What are you going to do?"
 
   "If Mary doesn’t show up by Wednesday morning I’ll report her missing.”
 
   “You want to wait till Wednesday?”
 
   “Yes. Who knows, maybe she’s with her friends."
 
   “Yeah. I guess we can wait one more day.”
 
   “Can you please ask Lisa if she’s heard from Mary?”
 
   “I’ll ask Lisa as soon as she comes home.”
 
   “Thank you, Bob.” 
 
   Richard smiled. Fooling Bob turned out to be as easy as he had expected. 
 
   He didn’t want to brag, but he had decent acting skills. 
 
   “If Mary comes back or calls, please let me know,” Bob said.
 
   “Sure. I’ll keep you updated. Talk to you later.”
 
   “Goodbye, Richard.”
 
   Richard hung up and then began chuckling.
 
   He was one more step closer to the end of the Mary Logan chapter of his life.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Richard had known he was not destined to refill the tank of his Maxima at that Chevron gas station on Route 377 seventy five miles north of Dallas as soon as he had seen it ahead.
 
   He was worried about witnesses and security cameras. Sean’s face would be seen and/or recorded if he looked out of the window or got out of the car.
 
   Richard knew exactly when the fight started. 3:11pm. It was at 3:11pm that his watch stopped after he accidentally hit it against the steering wheel. Sean pushed his left hand away, his wrist banged against the wheel and the watch broke. Richard retaliated by splitting Sean's eyebrow with his fist. It must be noted that fighting in a moving car, especially if you’re the one driving it, is a very challenging undertaking. But once a fight begins, you have to see it through to the bitter end.
 
   For the first few minutes, their battle resembled a bustle. They wheezed, fluttered their hands, gnashed their teeth, perspired, jostled, and squeezed each other’s arms. The fight became more thrilling when a knife appeared. The sight of the knife, which materialized out of thin air, did not frighten Richard. He was intent on killing this moron no matter what it took. He caught Sean's hand that was holding the knife, then glanced at the road to make sure he was not about to crash his car. While he was checking the highway, Sean managed to free his hand.
 
   He threw his fist at Richard's right cheek while simultaneously trying to stab Richard with the knife. Richard managed to block the knife; however, he made a slight miscalculation, and his hand closed around the blade instead of Sean’s wrist. Tears splashed from his eyes. He gripped the blade as tightly as he could, its sharpened edge cutting into his skin. His hand was on fire with pain; a thin trickle of blood came out from under his fingers. Still holding the blade, staring at Sean's puzzled face, Richard clenched his teeth and punched his opponent in the forehead. While Sean recovered from the blow, Richard let go of the blade and pulled the knife from Sean's hand. He didn’t get a chance to use the knife; he dropped it when Sean hit him in the ear.
 
   His eyes shifted to the speedometer. As he expected, the car was going at sixty miles per hour. Knowing that they were in a fast-moving vehicle should have motivated Sean to tone it down and start negotiating with him. To Richard's surprise, Sean kept swinging his fists, aiming at the vital points of Richard's body. Richard sensed that they were going too fast. A thought crossed his mind that it would have been great if the car slipped into a parallel universe and he didn’t have to worry about crashing. There was a dull thumping sound: the car ran over a slight bump in the road.
 
   Fortunately, even under such extreme circumstances, he retained the ability to think clearly. 
 
   What was his objective? To neutralize Sean. 
 
   Did he have any advantages? Yes, he did. He knew that there were handcuffs in the glove compartment. He’d been carrying them in his car for a couple of years now, believing that he may need them some day. The handcuffs could help him achieve his objective, but he had to hurry up because his Maxima was about to run out of fuel. His plan required that the car move at a high speed: only a fast-moving vehicle could flip over. Hopefully, Sean wouldn’t survive the crash. 
 
   He gripped Sean's right wrist, pinned the man’s left forearm to the stomach with his elbow, then reached to the glove compartment and opened it. He furiously rummaged through the contents of the compartment, grabbed the handcuffs, and pulled them out. He felt no pain in his cut hand. Or rather, he sensed it, but it was not unpleasant. It inspired him.
 
   "You, fucker," Sean hissed.
 
   Richard was sure that the cuffs were open; he'd always left them open so he wouldn’t have to waste time unlocking them. He turned out to be right. He clutched Sean's left hand and put one of the handcuffs on the wrist. When he snapped the bracelet, Sean's right fist slammed into his forehead, pushing him back. Sean was growling like an infuriated wild boar, his clothing and face spattered with Richard's blood oozing from the fingers of his left hand. A moment later, Richard intercepted Sean’s left fist, which was headed for his jaw now. However, the right fist struck his solar plexus. Richard howled with pain, briefly losing focus. The pain disappeared as soon as he saw that Sean was trying to pick up the knife from the floor. As his opponent was groping under the seat, Richard grasped a handful of his hair and yanked his head back. Simultaneously, he delivered three blows to Sean’s throat with his fist.
 
   Taking advantage of Sean's momentary confusion, Richard seized the free cuff and slapped it on the steering wheel. Then he squinted at the road, saw a bridge ahead, and realized that he would soon have an opportunity to end the fight. He unfastened his seat belt and punched Sean in the nose as hard as he could. Then he opened his door, turned the steering wheel sharply to the right, and screwed up his eyes in anticipation of a crash. The crash occurred a few seconds later. The car smashed through the railing and went off the bridge. While the Maxima was in midair, Richard flung himself out of the vehicle. When his feet touched the water, he was praying it was deep enough to break his fall. He outstretched his arms and shut his eyes.
 
   The impact was not as painful as he had feared. The cold made him gasp. His pants rode up to his knees. From the corner of his eye he saw the Maxima enter the water with a massive splash. He bent his legs when his heels hit the slimy bottom. When he came to the surface, the front end of the car and most of its cabin were submerged.  
 
   At first, he was going to linger near the car for about five minutes and then remove the handcuffs. He discarded this idea because he didn’t want to risk being detained by the police. There was no absolute need to get rid of the handcuffs: the vehicle was registered to a false name and could not be traced back to him.
 
   The Maxima sank completely long before he reached the shore. Ten minutes after he climbed out of the water, he was walking on the side of the road, headed south. There were no emergency or police vehicles in sight. When he got to Pilot Point, he called a taxi, which took him home.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   He was chewing a piece of chicken when he remembered Sean, a man in his early thirties, whom he had killed six years ago. He lived in Dallas at the time. He had met the guy at a golf course in Grand Prairie two weeks before he sent him to meet his maker. That afternoon they had been on their way to Sean’s cabin on Lake Texoma. 
 
   He swallowed the meat, glanced around the restaurant, drank some water from his glass. When he picked up his fork, his cellphone rang. He checked the screen; it was Bob Logan. After a hesitation, he answered the call.
 
   “Richard, I have great news,” Bob said.
 
   “Shoot.”
 
   “I just spoke to Lisa. She says Mary called her this morning around ten o’clock.”
 
   It took Richard a few seconds to process Bob’s words and pinpoint what was wrong with Lisa’s story. 
 
   “This morning?” he asked, frowning.
 
   “Yes, at a quarter past ten.”
 
   “Did Mary call Lisa’s cell?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Is she sure it was Mary?”
 
   “She has no doubt it was Mary.”
 
   Clearly, either Lisa or Bob was lying. Richard had no idea why.
 
   Richard thought for a long moment, and then asked, “What did Mary say?”
 
   “She said that she’d be out of town for a few days.”
 
   “Is that all she said?” Richard drew his eyebrows together.
 
   “She said she’d get in touch with Lisa later.”
 
   Richard rose from the table, walked up to the cash register, and asked for a pen and a piece of paper. The cashier provided him with both.
 
   “What number did she call from?” Richard said into the phone.
 
   “We think she called from a payphone. Do you want the number?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   Richard wrote down the number and said, “Thanks for talking to Lisa.”
 
   He headed back to his table.
 
   “No problem. Now we know Mary’s alive.”
 
   “Can I speak to Lisa?”
 
   “She’s at the gym. I’ll ask her to give you a call when she comes back.”
 
   “Yes, please do that.”
 
   Richard sat down, took a gulp from his glass, held the water in his mouth for a few moments, and then swallowed it.
 
   He could use Lisa’s story to his benefit: it would lead the cops to believe that Mary might have run away with her lover and that there had been no foul play.
 
   When Richard put the glass on the table, he saw in his peripheral vision Kathy enter the room. He automatically turned to look at her. Kathy glanced over the tables, her eyes met with Richard's. A radiant smile appeared on her face, and she headed for his table.
 
   She looked good tonight. Richard liked her new hairstyle. Her dress made her appear slimmer.
 
   After she gave the waiter her order, Kathy asked, "Where’s your wife? You came alone again. She doesn't like this place?"
 
   Richard became tense and uneasy. Thankfully, Kathy didn't notice it. 
 
   Why the hell did she keep asking about his wife? 
 
   He hesitated for a second and decided not to tell her that Mary had gone missing.
 
   "She’s still with her sister,” he replied.
 
   At the end of the dinner Kathy asked Richard if he felt like catching a movie tonight.
 
   "A movie?" 
 
   Honestly, he hadn’t seen that coming.
 
   "Yes. There’s a new comedy out with Paul Rudd. Do you know Paul Rudd?"
 
   Richard creased his forehead. "I believe he was in Anchorman."
 
   "Yes, he was. I like him. He’s very sweet and nice." Kathy smiled. "Judging by the trailer, it’s a very funny movie. I thought you might be interested in it. I don't like to go to the movies alone, and all my friends are busy tonight.” After a pause, she added, “And my mom is playing bingo."
 
   Richard had no plans for tonight, so he decided to accept Kathy’s invitation.
 
   He sure could use some laughs right now.
 
   Richard was glad he wasn’t doing this just to make Kathy happy.
 
   Lisa called while they sat in the theater waiting for the movie to start. Richard apologized to Kathy and stepped out into the hallway.
 
   “Thanks for calling me,” he said to Lisa.
 
   “No problem,” Lisa replied.
 
   “Bob told me you spoke to Mary on the phone this morning.”
 
   “Yes, I did.”
 
   “Are you sure it was Mary?”
 
   “Yes, I am. Did she come back yet?”
 
   “No. I don’t know what to think.” Richard sighed loudly.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Richard. I hope she’s all right.”
 
   “Did she tell you where she was going?”
 
   “No. She just said she was going out of town for a while.”
 
   “I see. Well, I won’t take any more of your time, Lisa. I’ll talk to you later.”
 
   “Okay. Call us if you hear anything about Mary.”
 
   “Sure. Bye.” Richard hung up and returned to his seat.
 
   So Bob was telling the truth about Mary’s phone call.
 
   What should he make of it?
 
   Why had Lisa lied to him? What could she possibly gain from this idiotic hoax?
 
   After mulling the question for a couple of minutes, Richard came to the conclusion that Lisa had no economic reason to trick him. 
 
   Perhaps the phone call was simply a figment of Lisa’s imagination. Many habitual pot users were prone to hallucinations, so it was a very plausible theory. 
 
   Richard could ask Lisa if she had smoked weed this morning, but he was too tactful to do that.
 
   She might have made it up for shits and giggles, Richard thought.
 
    
 
   3.
 
   Richard came home at a quarter past ten. In the movie theater, he had expected Kathy to ask him questions about Mary, but he had turned out to be wrong. Kathy hadn’t mentioned his wife either before or after the movie. Maybe she had decided to take a break. Who knew? The movie, by the way, wasn’t half bad. 
 
   As he walked upstairs to change clothes, the landline phone rang. The image of Bob's face flashed in his mind. If Richard knew for sure that it was Mary’s brother calling, he would have ignored the phone and kept walking, but the thing was it could be someone important. Reluctantly, Richard returned to the living room and picked up the receiver.
 
   "Hello," a soft male voice said. The voice seemed very familiar. Richard could swear he had heard it in the last few days.
 
   He stood silently for a while, staring at the carpet, trying to remember where he had heard this voice. When he opened his mouth to answer, the man said, "Hello, Mary, is that you? Say something."
 
   When the man finished talking, it dawned on Richard: the caller was Mary's lover! 
 
   Boy, was he glad he had answered the phone. Lady Luck smiled on him again.
 
   "Mary, I'm going crazy without you. Why aren’t you answering my calls?”
 
   All the nasty words Richard had prepared for this jerk melted into one big lump and got stuck in his throat. He had trouble choosing what to say first, so he said nothing. Then he suddenly felt an urge to sneeze. After mulling his options, Richard dropped the receiver in its cradle and sneezed three times. 
 
   He concluded that, for strategic reasons, it was better not to let Don know who had picked up the phone.
 
   As Richard marched to the stairs, he burst out laughing. He laughed so hard his eyes filled with tears. He was in an excellent mood. You see, he had just come up with a way to catch the elusive Don. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   1.
 
   The plan was simple. It was reasonable to assume that her lover, burning with lust and passion, would soon get tired of waiting for Mary to show up at his place or call him. Most men found it hard to go without sex for more than a week. He would want to contact her himself. He must have already tried her cellphone. Chances were he wouldn’t come to her house to inquire about her whereabouts. But he would call her landline. Well, he had just done it. And he wouldn't stop calling until he spoke to her. That played into Richard's hands, and soon you’d see how.
 
   What would they talk about if Mary were alive and could answer the phone? He believed that they would discuss when and where they would meet. Their rendezvous could be anywhere: a park, a mall, a cafe, a movie theater, or even a library. If he knew where these criminals were going to meet, he could track Don down and take care of him. He was unable to do it at the moment because Mary wasn’t here to pick up the phone.
 
   Luckily, there was a way around this problem. 
 
   When you talk on the phone, you can’t see the face of the person on the other end of the line, can you? You can only hear that person’s voice. It was this limitation that would allow Richard to lure Don out of his lair and harpoon him.
 
   All he had to do to trick Don was have a woman pick up the phone when Don called next time, and pose as Mary. Mary was the only woman who lived in this house, so Don would assume that he was talking to her. 
 
   The problem was, it might take him a while to find someone who could perfectly imitate Mary’s voice. He couldn’t afford to wait; he had to act fast.
 
   Come to think of it, it didn’t have to be a perfect imitation. When a person had a cold, his or her voice changed dramatically. Oftentimes, it became unrecognizable. This meant that virtually any woman could play Mary’s role in his scheme. 
 
   Excited by the fact that he had found a solution—and it hadn’t taken him long to do it—Richard opened Don's picture on his laptop and said with a smile, "Well, buddy, I guess I got you."
 
   Now he had to find a woman who would agree to stay at his place for a few days and talk to Don, pretending to be Mary. 
 
   Cherchez la femme—look for the woman, as the French say. 
 
   Okay, he’d think about it later. Let his subconscious mind mull it over for a while. Hopefully, he would figure this out by the end of the day.
 
   On the way to the bedroom, he caught himself thinking that the house needed some cleaning. He had lived less than a week without Mary, and his place had already begun to look untidy. Shame on him.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   After he took a shower, Richard spent some time figuring out where he could find a woman that would help him implement his plan. He started by formulating his requirements. He needed a woman who: a) would agree to stay at his place for a several days, b) would not ask questions, and c) would keep her mouth shut after they were finished. 
 
   Why would she do it? How could he motivate her to do it?
 
   The answer was obvious: money. He would pay her.
 
   And what kind of women were ready to do almost anything for money?
 
   There probably were a lot of women like that, but he was going to go for the sure thing: the women who sold their bodies professionally. Yes, he would hire a prostitute. 
 
   Richard had no experience doing business with hookers, but he knew where he could easily find one—Craigslist.  
 
   He would use a computer in a library to perform the search for a prostitute. He didn’t want the police to find out that he was looking for a hooker while his wife was missing. He would use a disposable cellphone to communicate with candidates.
 
   He fell asleep thinking about his plan.
 
    
 
   3.
 
   “Okay, baby, I’m outside,” the prostitute said. “Turn on your headlights.” 
 
   Richard carried out the prostitute’s request.
 
   “I see you.” She waved to him and started toward his car. 
 
   Richard hung up and put the disposable cellphone, which he had purchased in the morning, in his pants pocket. When the prostitute opened the passenger door and stuck her head inside the car, he said, “Susie?”
 
   “Yes, I’m Susie. So you want to have some fun?"
 
   "Get in." He patted the front passenger seat with his hand.
 
   Their eyes met. Susie arched her eyebrows. Perhaps she thought that arched brows made her look seductive, and there probably were people who agreed with her on this, but Richard wasn’t one of them. 
 
   Richard stared silently at the woman for several seconds, deciding if she was fit for the job, then nodded and said, "Get in, we need to talk." 
 
   He was pleased to find that she looked exactly like her photos in the Craigslist ad. She was kind of cute.  
 
   The prostitute frowned. 
 
   Could she be part of a police sting operation? It was possible, but he should be okay as long as he avoided saying anything that could be construed as solicitation of sex. 
 
   "I don’t have time for talking, baby," Susie said. Judging by her somewhat husky voice, she either smoked a lot or drank like a fish. "I have to work. If you want to have fun, I’m all yours. I’ll rock your world, baby. I’m not a clock watcher. We can do it in my room, or we can go to your place if you want."
 
   Richard shook his head. "I just want to talk to you. Don't worry, I'll pay for your time." He withdrew his wallet. "It will only take fifteen minutes."
 
   The hooker straightened herself up and looked around, her fingers drumming on the roof of the car. 
 
   “Fifteen minutes, huh?” she said. “It’ll cost you forty bucks, baby.”
 
   “Forty? Okay.” Richard extracted two twenty-dollar bills from his wallet and waved them in the air. “Here’s your forty dollars.”
 
   Susie cracked a smile at the sight of the money and then got in the car. “What’s your name again, baby? I forgot.”
 
   “Jack.”
 
   “Where are we going to talk? In your car?"
 
   “Yes.” Richard switched on the ignition and pulled away from the curb. 
 
   "Where are we going, baby?" Susie asked.
 
   Richard left her question unanswered. After driving two blocks north, he parked in front of a closed hair salon. Now he was sure that Susie wasn’t a police decoy: the cops wouldn’t waste their time on a guy who only wanted to chat.
 
   “You have to pay me first,” Susie said when Richard turned off the engine.
 
   “All right.” Richard handed the cash. “Here’s the deal, Susie. I need a house-sitter for my place. Is it something you’d be interested in?”
 
   “House-sitter? Why are you asking me?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Now he should decide how much he would pay Susie. It appeared that the prostitute’s best days were far behind her, which meant that she should be flexible on the price. Richard estimated that she averaged about two clients a day.
 
   Let’s start at a hundred dollars a day and see what she says, Richard thought.
 
   “What will I have to do?” Susie sounded intrigued.
 
   “Stay inside twenty four hours a day, maybe answer a few phone calls."
 
   “I can’t go outside at all?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What about food?”
 
   “I’ll be bringing you food. And I’ll pay for it, too. Do you use drugs?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are you telling the truth?”
 
   “Of course I am.”
 
   “You don’t even do pot?”
 
   “No, no pot, honey.”
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   Susie furrowed her forehead. “So we’re not going to fuck?”
 
   Richard shook his head. “Just sit on the couch and watch TV all day.”
 
   “How long do you want me to stay at your place?”
 
   “A few days. Maybe a week.”
 
   “So all I have to do is live in your house? Did I get you right, honey?"
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are there spy cams in your house? Is that what it’s about?” A mischievous smile appeared on the hooker’s lips.
 
   “No spy cams. It has nothing to do with porn or sex.”
 
   Susie sighed thoughtfully. “I must say it’s an interesting proposition.”
 
   “Are you in or not? I don’t have all night.”
 
   Richard did not mind Susie asking questions because, after all, it was an unusual situation: a low-rent prostitute was not a typical candidate for a house-sitting position. However, he believed that he had provided the hooker with all the information necessary to make an informed decision.
 
   “How much are you going to pay me?”
 
   “How about a hundred dollars a day?” 
 
   Susie made a wry face. “A hundred bucks? Come on, Jack. You’ve got to make it worth my while. I’ll have to give up my regular job for this. I’m going to lose a lot of money.”
 
   “Okay, let’s negotiate. Give me your number.”
 
   “Three hundred.”
 
   “A hundred and thirty. And keep in mind that your meals are on me.”
 
   “Well, that’s worth about thirty bucks a day." Susie paused to think. “Two fifty.”
 
   Two hundred and fifty dollars a day was within Richard’s acceptable price range, but the entrepreneur in him wanted to keep bargaining.
 
   “Two hundred and not a penny more," he said.
 
   Susie turned her face to the window and a few moments later said, “All right. But you must know that I’m picky when it comes to food. I’m watching my figure."
 
   “Do you have small children?” Richard started the engine. 
 
   “No. Why?”
 
   “I’m just checking if there’s anything that can distract you.”
 
   The car began to pick up speed.
 
   “When do I start?”
 
   “Right now.” 
 
   “What about my clothes? I can’t wear the same clothes for a week.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “You’re going to buy me new clothes?” Susie opened her purse and produced a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. 
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   Susie tapped a cigarette out of the pack, stuck it in her mouth, and then lit it.
 
   “Do you have a driver’s license with you?” Richard asked.
 
   The prostitute blew a stream of smoke toward the windshield, and replied, “No. What do you need it for?”
 
   “Just in case.”
 
   “You don’t trust me, baby?” Susie took another drag on the cigarette.
 
   Grimacing, Richard said, “Can you put it out, please? I don’t like it when people smoke in my car.”
 
   Susie gave him a long look. “Can I smoke at your place?”
 
   “Yes. You can smoke at my place.”
 
   “Okay.” Susie flicked the cigarette out the window.
 
   “What’s your last name?”
 
   "I don't tell strangers my last name."
 
   “I’m not a stranger anymore, am I?”
 
   “I’ll tell you later, when we get to your house.”
 
   "Okay."
 
   Well, he had taken the first step. Now he had to explain to the hooker what he wanted her to do. Fortunately, the task was simple, even a child could perform it.
 
   He must keep in mind that people like her were dangerous. She was amoral. She would lie, cheat, and kill for money.
 
   They arrived at Richard’s house at ten minutes to eleven.
 
   "You have a nice place, honey," the hooker remarked when they entered the living room. "By the way, you can touch my boobs or ass for thirty bucks." She giggled. "You're going to love it, honey. And I could give you a blowjob for forty."
 
   "Have a seat, please." Richard pointed at an armchair.
 
   He was struck by Susie's stupidity: she seriously thought that a man like him would want to have sex with her!
 
   He noticed slight crow’s feet around her eyes and wondered if the hooker had taken her wrinkles into consideration when setting her rates.
 
   Susie smoothed her hair with her hands and eased onto the sofa.
 
   "It’s a really nice neighborhood,” she said. "Clean and quiet. No bums. You should see the morons that live on my block. There’s not one decent person there."
 
   Richard went to the kitchen and returned with two bottles of beer. When Susie saw the bottles, she exclaimed, "Honey, you read my mind! I love beer.” 
 
   After Richard handed her a bottle, the prostitute said, “Do you perchance have something stronger? Just don't get me drunk, okay?" She giggled again.
 
   Richard sat down on the sofa, took a sip of beer, and asked, "So what’s your last name?"
 
   “Smith.” Susie grinned, which Richard interpreted as a sign that she was lying.
 
   “Susie Smith. Okay.” Richard crossed his legs. "I like this name. My name’s Alex." He picked up the remote control and switched on the TV.
 
   "I’m going to call you honey. Would you mind if I called you honey? Some guys don’t like it when I call them that."
 
   "It’s all right. You can call me whatever you want."
 
   His eyes fixed on the hooker, he swung his foot back and forth. He liked Susie. She didn't ask a lot of questions, she was behaving herself, and she seemed to be willing to do virtually anything for money. In addition, she was a fun person.
 
   While Susie looked around the room, Richard took off his shirt, baring his torso.
 
   "Remember, honey, thirty bucks to touch," Susie said. "You have some nice muscles on you. Do you know actor Jason Statham?”
 
   “I’ve seen his movies.”
 
   “You have his body. Do you work out?”
 
   Even though Richard realized that Susie’s flattery couldn’t have been sincere, it still made him warm inside. 
 
   “Every now and then,” Richard replied.
 
   “I like your tan.” Susie cupped her breasts and squeezed them lightly. “My titties are very soft. Do you want to play with them?" She pulled up her blouse, apparently planning to take it off.
 
   "Stop it, Susie." Richard raised his hand. "I don’t want to play with your titties. Why don’t you tell me how old you are?"
 
   "Twenty nine.” 
 
   “More like thirty nine.”
 
   Her eyes fixed on Richard, Susie cocked her head, and said, “If you know everything, why do you ask?”
 
   “I’m just curious.”
 
   “How old are you? You must be forty five."
 
   "I'm thirty eight.”
 
   "If you say so.” Susie’s lips stretched in a thin smile.
 
   Richard took a swallow of beer from the bottle, and said, “Let me repeat, Susie: you’re not allowed to go outside. Even for a minute. Is it clear?” 
 
   Susie nodded. "Yes, honey. I love staying inside, don't you worry about it.”
 
   "You’re not allowed to invite other people to my house. And you can’t talk to my neighbors.”
 
   “Okay.” Susie grabbed the cable box remote control and began flipping channels.
 
   “Don’t open the blinds. Just stay away from the windows altogether.”
 
   “All right. I understand. You don’t want your neighbors to see me here.”
 
   “That’s right. I hope it doesn’t hurt your feelings.” Richard chuckled. “You are allowed to answer phone calls."
 
   “Are you sure?” Susie gave him a curious look.
 
   “I’ll tell you which calls you can answer later.” 
 
   Susie rose from the armchair and sat down next to Richard on the sofa. 
 
   "One more thing: I’ll be here to make sure that you follow my instructions,” Richard said.
 
   “I thought you were going to stay someplace else.”
 
   “I never said I was.”
 
   “Then why do you need a house-sitter?”
 
   “I like company.”
 
   Susie licked her lips and ran her hand across her chest. "Are you married, honey?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Where is she now? On vacation?” Susie began drumming her fingers on her thigh. Richard had a feeling that the prostitute was trying to flirt with him. “Or maybe you got separated?"
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   “Do you work independently?”
 
   “You want to know if I have a pimp?” Susie chuckled. “No, I don’t have a pimp. I don’t like being exploited.”
 
   Richard considered asking the prostitute who handled her delinquent customers but in the end chose not to raise the subject. 
 
   A playful smile lit up Susie’s face. She opened her mouth and flickered her tongue.
 
   "Stop it,” Richard said. “I need you to take it seriously.” 
 
   "Honey, I'm a free woman. Maybe I should go to your wife and tell her what a great husband she’s got?"
 
   Judging by the mischievous look in her eyes, the hooker was joking.
 
   "Knock it off, Susie."
 
   "By the way, where’s my money? I want four hundred right now.”
 
   “Four hundred?”
 
   “For today and tomorrow. I think it’s fair.”
 
   Richard agreed with her.
 
   “Okay.” He pulled out his wallet, opened it, and took out twenty twenty-dollar bills. 
 
   Susie held out her palm. “You’re the best, honey."
 
   Richard handed her the cash. 
 
   "Nice doing business with you, honey.” Susie put the money in her purse.
 
   "You’re not going to steal anything from me, are you?"
 
   "What? Do I look like a thief? I've never stolen anything in my life. Everyone will tell you that Susie is an honest girl."
 
   Richard peered into her eyes. It was hard to tell if she was telling the truth, but it didn’t really matter: nothing she could steal from his house was important or valuable enough for him to care about.
 
   "The phone is your first priority,” he said. “You have to pick it up as soon as it rings. You have to answer all calls except those from these two numbers." Richard gave Susie a notebook sheet with Bob’s and Bob’s girlfriend’s cellphone numbers.
 
   "Sure, honey. I can do that."
 
   "Listen very carefully, Susie." Richard placed his hand on hers so she would realize the importance of what he was about to say.
 
   "I'm all ears."
 
   "A man is going to call here. He's name is Don. He’s an acquaintance of mine."
 
   "And?" 
 
   "You’re going to pretend to be Mary when you talk to him."
 
   "Mary? Who is she?”
 
   “She’s my friend."
 
   “How will I recognize him?”
 
   “Just assume that every guy that calls my number is Don.” Richard pointed at the notebook sheet he had just handed to Susie, and said, “Let me remind you: you do not answer the calls from these numbers.”
 
   “Okay, I remember that.” 
 
   “Check the caller ID before you pick up, okay?”
 
   “Got it, honey.” Susie nodded.
 
   “Here’s how you can recognize Don. He’s going to talk to you about love. He’ll tell you that he misses you, that he can’t live without you—well, you get the drift.”
 
   “Gotcha. Is he in love with Mary?"
 
   “Yes. He’ll ask you what happened to your voice. You'll tell him that you have a cold."
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Susie, I want you to remember every word I'm telling you.”
 
   "Sure, honey. I can do it, don't worry. "
 
   "I hope so. You’re going to set up a date with him. You’ll suggest that you meet the next morning."
 
   "Where?" Curiosity flashed in Susie's eyes.
 
   "There’s an Olive Garden restaurant in Lynnwood. That’s where you’ll ask him to come. I’ll give you the address."
 
   "I love Olive Garden. Have I told you one of my grandmas was Italian?”
 
   "You’re going to tell Don that you love him, that you can’t wait to see him. You must make him want to meet you. But don’t overdo it. Keep it clean, okay?”
 
   “How long should I talk to him?”
 
   “No more than three minutes. Your objective is to get him to come to that restaurant. The less you say the better. If he asks why you haven’t been answering your cellphone, tell him that you lost it.” 
 
   "Will I have to meet with this guy?"
 
   "No. As soon as you’ve talked to Don, you can go home."
 
   "All right.” Susie clapped her hands lightly. “It's so romantic. I feel like I’m in a movie."
 
   "Once we’re done with this, we forget we ever met.” Richard paused. “Do you understand everything I just told you?"
 
   "I got it, honey.”
 
   “You forget me, you forget this house, you forget what I asked you to do, okay?”
 
   “Okay. I know what you mean, honey. I’m not an idiot." 
 
   Susie laid her hand on his thigh and moved it up and down several times. Strange as it might be, her touch made Richard feel good.
 
    
 
   4.
 
   Well, he did it. This morning he went to the sheriff’s station and reported Mary missing. As he drove home, he wondered what was going on in his house. Was Susie ransacking his place for jewelry? Was she drinking his booze? Smoking crack? 
 
   When Richard entered the living room, his arms broke out in gooseflesh: the room was empty, the house was silent. The hooker must have changed her mind and gone home. He rushed upstairs. The first room he checked was the master bedroom. He flung open the door and breathed a sigh of relief: Susie was sitting on the bed, holding one of Mary's dresses in her hands.
 
   "Susie, what are you doing here?" he asked, crossing the doorstep.
 
   "Hi, honey. Did you think I ran away?" Susie got up and hung the dress back in the closet. "No, baby, I'm still here. I kept my promise.”
 
   Richard looked at the closet. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I was just checking out your wife’s closet. Are you mad?"
 
   No, he wasn’t mad. He didn’t give a shit about Mary’s clothes.
 
   Richard motioned Susie to follow him out of the bedroom.
 
   "Did anybody call?"
 
   "Just one guy. His name’s Bob."
 
   Richard stopped. “Did you forget what I told you about those two numbers?”
 
   “What numbers?” A moment later Susie said, “Oh, I remember. But this guy called from some other number.”
 
   Richard decided not to waste time trying to make Susie admit she had screwed up.
 
   “What did you tell him?" he asked.
 
   "He said he wanted to talk to Richard. I told him that he dialed the wrong number."
 
   "And?”
 
   "He hung up and then called again. I told him that he dialed the wrong number."
 
   "Did he call again?"
 
   "No, he didn't." Susie cracked a smile. "Is your real name Richard, honey?"
 
   "It doesn’t matter," Richard said firmly. 
 
    
 
   5.
 
   He heard a whisper through sleep. He awoke, opened his eyes a crack, and looked at Susie. She was holding the receiver in her hand. She was talking to someone on the phone.
 
   "He’s a dumbass,” she said in a low voice. “He doesn’t suspect anything."
 
   She laughed quietly, listened to the person on the other end of the line. Then she said, "He has a really nice place. Four bedrooms, nice furniture, expensive rugs. He’s paying me for sitting on my ass, can you believe it?"
 
   She fell silent, listening to the response. 
 
   "I figure he's after his wife's lover,” Susie said. “I guessed it right away. I wonder where his wife is. If her lover doesn't know where she is, there’s something fishy here."
 
   Richard gathered his strength and jumped off the sofa. When he landed on the floor, he woke up. Then he heard a howling noise, which seemed to have emerged from inside the house. For a second, he thought it was a cat meowing. He lifted his back off the floor and, gasping for air, climbed back on the sofa. He ran his hand through his hair and began rubbing his eyes.
 
   He thought about the dream he had just had, and discovered he couldn’t remember what it was about.
 
   "Honey! Have you seen her! Have you seen her!" Susie shouted from the second floor.
 
   Richard turned his head and saw Susie coming downstairs. She was rubbing her right knee as she descended. Her face was contorted with shock. Richard rose to his feet and took a step toward the stairs. He was feeling chilly.
 
   "What happened?" he asked discontentedly.  
 
   "Honey, you should lock the front door," she yelled, rubbing her knee. "I just saw some woman in the hallway. Did you see her?”
 
   "I didn’t see anyone." Richard glanced toward the entrance hall. It was empty. “Where is she now?”
 
   Could he have forgotten to lock the door? No. Richard clearly remembered locking the deadbolt and putting the key in his shorts pocket. Yawning, he fumbled in his pocket; the key was still there.
 
   "She’s gone. She ran outside.” Susie eased into a chair and began massaging her knee with both hands. “I ran after her but slipped and almost broke my leg."
 
   Richard drew a deep breath and shut his eyes for a few moments as he gathered his thoughts. The back of his head was throbbing with pain. Then he asked, “Does it hurt?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Want some ice?”
 
   “Sure, hon.”
 
   Richard went to the kitchen, filled a plastic bag with ice cubes from the freezer, and returned to the living room. “Here you go.” He handed the bag to Susie.
 
   “Thank you, hon.” Susie pressed the makeshift ice bag to her knee. "Who is she? Were you expecting anyone?"
 
   “Who are you talking about?” Richard grabbed a couch pillow and blotted the sweat off his forehead with it. 
 
   “Are you deaf? I told you five times that I saw a woman.”
 
   “You’re not making it up, are you?” He got up, marched to the entrance hall, and, after a short hesitation, checked to see if the front door was locked. To his surprise, every lock was open. He engaged all the locks and went back to the living room.
 
   “I’m telling you the truth, honey,” Susie said.
 
   He dropped himself on the couch, and asked in a weary voice, “What did she look like?”
 
   "I didn't see her face. Could it be your wife?" Susie giggled.
 
   It couldn’t have been my wife, because I buried her.
 
   Richard wondered how Susie would have reacted if he had told her this little tidbit.
 
   “What was she wearing?” 
 
   “Blue jeans and a green shirt. She came out of your bedroom and then went downstairs."
 
   Blue jeans and a green shirt. Mary had blue jeans and green shirts in her wardrobe. As a matter of fact, she had worn blue jeans and a green shirt the night she had died. 
 
   Was it a coincidence? Of course it was. Susie couldn’t have known what Mary had had on that night.
 
   Why did he even care whether it was a coincidence or not? Mary was dead. Whoever Susie had seen in the hallway, it hadn’t been Mary, plain and simple. 
 
   It must be nerves, Richard thought. 
 
   “I’m not expecting any guests,” he said.
 
   He had changed the locks on the front door. He was the only person who had the keys to the new locks.
 
   So what?
 
   Can ghosts open locks without keys?
 
   Well, ghosts don’t need keys, because they can fly through walls.
 
   Was he starting to lose his mind? Ghosts? What the hell did ghosts have to do with all this? 
 
   “It could be your mistress,” Susie said. “Do you have a mistress?”
 
   Maybe it was Kathy? Maybe she had somehow unlocked the door?
 
   "No, I don't." Richard pinched the bridge of his nose. "Was she chubby?"
 
   Susie shook her head. "She was slim. But not skinny.”
 
   "I think you should cut it out, Susie. Why are you lying?"
 
   "Lying? Honey, you’re lucky I have a thick skin. Otherwise I would have slapped you upside the head. I’m not a liar, okay?"
 
   "I don't believe you. There was no woman." Richard headed for the stairs.
 
   "Wait, honey. Listen, I’m telling you the truth.” Susie ran after him. “Someone broke into your house, do you understand that? This chick could steal something from you, and I know you will blame it on me."
 
   "What are you getting at? What do you want me to do?"
 
   "I'm not getting at anything. I just want you to know that some woman sneaked into your house. Maybe it’s not her first time." Susie caught up with him and continued, "Believe me, honey. I’m not making it up. I saw her. She was in your bedroom."
 
   Richard heaved a sigh and began rubbing his neck.
 
   "Honey, this woman was in your bedroom for at least five minutes. She might have stolen something from there."
 
   "What did she steal?"
 
   It looked like Susie was planning to blame the mysterious stranger for the thefts she was going to commit herself. It was smart of her to start laying the groundwork early.
 
   "I don't know. But I’m willing to bet she took something. People don’t sneak into other people’s houses just for fun."
 
   "I knew you’d say that." Richard stopped in front of the bedroom door, and said, “Let’s talk about it later, okay?”
 
   He entered the bedroom and stretched himself on the bed. He got up a few minutes later, when he heard Susie shouting, “Look, honey!”
 
   Richard descended the stairs and walked up to Susie, who was pointing at the wooden bench in the entrance hall. After gazing at the bench for a while, he asked, “What is it?”
 
   "Look at that shoe,” Susie said with a triumphant air. "It's that woman's shoe. She lost it when she ran to the door. Do you believe me now?"
 
   Susie was right; there really was a shoe under the bench. He would have noticed it himself earlier if he had been more attentive.
 
   Richard squatted by the bench and picked up the shoe. It was a gray slip-on Lacoste canvas sneaker. If Richard had to guess, he would say it was a woman’s shoe. The reason was simple: Mary owned a pair of Lacoste sneakers just like this one. The shoe appeared to have been worn a few dozen times. The manufacturer’s name and logo that had been printed on the insole were already gone; the bottom of the sneaker was in a fairly good condition. His eyes fixed on the crocodile logo embroidered on the vamp of the shoe, Richard stood up and asked, "Did she only lose one shoe?"
 
   Susie shrugged. "I don't know."
 
   Richard checked the inside label for the size—8½. Mary wore size 8½ shoes. Another interesting coincidence.
 
   "Of course you know,” he said. “Where’s the other shoe? You wanted to take them, didn't you? Where is it?"
 
   The prostitute’s face turned red with agitation and annoyance. Curving her lips, she replied, "Honey, go to hell. I'm tired of explaining it to you. If you don't believe me, okay, I don't give a shit. But if she steals anything, blame yourself."
 
   Susie turned around and marched to the armchair in the living room. Richard stood still for a while, deciding what to do with the shoe (leave it here on the floor or take it with him?), and then went after Susie, with the sneaker in his hand.
 
   "Where did you get it?" He sat down on the couch and fixed his eyes on the prostitute. "Where did you get the shoe?"
 
   Now he was positive Mary had had exactly the same sneakers on when he had killed her, but he still deemed it inconceivable that the shoe found by Susie was one of those sneakers. It would have been insane if he entertained such a possibility, wouldn’t it? 
 
   It looks too clean to be a shoe that was buried underground, Richard thought.
 
   "Are you trying to say I took it from your wife’s closet?” Susie asked.
 
   “No, I’m not.”
 
   “I would never steal used shoes, okay?" Susie crossed her legs. "I’m not some bum, you know. Used shoes are full of germs.” Her nostrils flared. “I may be a hooker, but I’m not a thief."
 
   Well, Susie was right about the germs. Richard’s mother had taught him early on to avoid putting on other people’s shoes. She had told him countless times about toenail fungus and athlete’s foot, which one could easily acquire by wearing infected shoes just once.
 
   “I didn’t accuse you of anything, Susie. Relax.”
 
   How hard would it have been for Mary to clean the dirt of her shoes? Not too hard at all.
 
   Richard placed the sneaker on the table. “So you didn’t her face?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Can you describe her hair? What color was it?”
 
   “It was auburn.”
 
   Mary had auburn hair—not that it meant anything.
 
   “How long was it?”
 
   “It wasn’t very long. I’d say it was medium length.”
 
   Mary’s hair was medium length, too.
 
   “Did it reach her shoulders?”
 
   “The hair? I believe it did.”
 
   Could it have been Mary’s ghost? 
 
   Of course not. Ghosts didn’t exist.
 
   Richard drew a deep breath, and then said, "If you find the other shoe, let me know.” 
 
   Susie nodded. “Okay, hon. But I doubt she lost both of them.” She switched on the TV. “I hope you start locking the doors. Seriously, honey."
 
   Besides, ghosts don’t lose shoes.
 
   Richard returned to the entrance hall and searched it thoroughly for the other shoe, but without success. Then he checked Mary’s shoe closet, with the same result.
 
   "Are you going to stay home all day?" Susie asked when he came back to the living room and sat down on the couch.
 
   “Yes.” Richard nodded.
 
   "Are you afraid I’ll steal your stuff?"
 
   Richard gave Susie a studying look. “No, that’s not the reason.”
 
   “Then why?”
 
   “You want me to trust you, Susie, don’t you?"
 
   “That would be nice.”
 
   “Do you think you’re a trustworthy person?”
 
   “Yes, I do. I'm an honest woman." Susie lowered the TV volume. “You don’t trust me because I’m a prostitute, right? Let me tell you this, honey: we’re all prostitutes. We sell ourselves every day. Some people sell their bodies, some sell their minds, but in the end we’re all the same.”
 
   “You know, I think you’re right.” Richard cracked a smile. “Did you hear this in a movie or did you come up with it on your own?”
 
   “These are my own thoughts, baby. I’m quite perceptive.”
 
   Richard pinched the bridge of his nose, and said, “This has nothing to do with your occupation, Susie. Believe me, I don’t care what you do for a living.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   After a short silence, Richard said, "So you really saw that woman in blue jeans, huh?”
 
   “Yes, I did.” Susie let out an irritated sigh. “Look, honey, I’m not lying to you. I'm trying to help you."
 
   "All right, let's move on.”
 
   Even though Richard was hoping that Susie’s story would eventually turn out to be untrue, he believed the hooker. 
 
   “Why would I make this up?” Susie said. “Think about it, honey.”
 
   Maybe he should show her Mary’s picture? She said she hadn’t seen the woman's face, but she might have lied about that. At any rate, there was no harm in trying.
 
   “Do you believe in ghosts?” Richard spread his arms over the back of the couch.
 
   "I’ve never seen one, but I think they could be real." Susie shifted her eyes to Richard. “Don’t tell me that woman was a ghost. I know for sure that she wasn’t.”
 
   Why would he show Susie Mary’s picture? What was the point? His wife was dead. His wife was buried twenty miles away from here. The woman in blue jeans couldn’t have been Mary.
 
   And there was no such thing as ghosts.
 
   I am losing my mind, aren’t I?
 
   Maybe it was Mary’s ghost who had called Lisa last Monday. Maybe Lisa hadn’t imagined that phone call after all.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   1.
 
   He rolled the platform cart into the front hall and shut the door. As he turned the deadbolt, he noted to himself that he felt nothing special at the moment. He was neither excited nor agitated. The day seemed to be just like any other, as though he hadn’t killed a man four hours ago. 
 
   All in all it’s been a fairly good day so far, he thought.
 
   Richard left the cart in the bedroom and went to the bathroom. There, he washed his hands, face, and neck, wiped himself with a towel, and then took an unopened toothbrush from the mirror cabinet. He stuck the toothbrush in his breast pocket. On the way back to the bedroom, he dropped by the kitchen, where he grabbed a bottle of bleach, a butcher knife, and a plastic zipper bag.
 
   In the bedroom, Richard put on latex gloves and opened the travel trunk, which sat at the foot of the bed. Lying in a fetal position inside the trunk was a naked dead body. When he had bought this trunk at a pawn shop four months earlier, he had not intended to use it for transporting corpses, although it had crossed his mind that it was large enough to fit the body of an average adult. He realized that he would have to discard the trunk when this was over, but he was not upset about it. He was also going to get rid of the platform cart, which he had just purchased at a local home improvement store, for cash. 
 
   He stared at the body for a while, formulating the plan of action. When he was done thinking, he poured some bleach on the tips of the fingers of the dead man’s right hand and then spent two minutes scrubbing under the fingernails with the toothbrush from the mirror cabinet. There could be bits of Richard’s skin or traces of his blood under the man’s fingernails, which could lead the police to him, and they had to be cleaned up. He repeated this procedure on the man’s left hand and took the bleach back to the kitchen. 
 
   The man in the trunk was not Don, as you might think. The guy's name was Stan. Richard killed him five and a half years ago, when he lived in Buffalo. It wasn’t an easy thing to do, by the way. Stan turned out to be a tough guy; he even managed to tie Richard up. He had met Stan in a bar. They had been friends for three months before he killed him. 
 
   You want to know how he managed to free himself and dispatch Stan? He got lucky. He put an expression of excruciating pain on his face, pretending to have a heart attack. The trick worked; Stan became curious and bent over him, at which moment Richard grabbed him by the T-shirt (that was Stan’s big mistake: he had tied Richard’s hands in front of him instead of behind his back), pulled him closer, and dug his teeth into the guy’s ear. He almost bit the damn ear off! Stan squealed with pain and started to punch him. Richard brought him down to the floor, rolled him onto his back, and then pummeled him on the head with his interlocked hands until he lost consciousness. Then he strangled Stan, without waiting for him to come to.
 
   He had killed Stan at his own place, which wouldn’t have been a problem if he lived in a house with a garage. But since he resided at an apartment complex at the time, he had to find a way to move the body to his car without anyone noticing. The good thing was that there were no security cameras in the complex. 
 
   Richard was glad the body fit in the trunk, because if it hadn’t, he would have had to cut it in two. It sounds disgusting, but what about, say, the valorous John Rambo, one of the good guys, who tore his enemies to a dozen, or more, pieces with grenades and bazookas? If he can do it, then Richard Brower can do it, too. Irrefutable logic, isn't it?
 
   Richard cast his mind back to the moment he had first seen Stan naked. His tanned body was superb—muscular chest, washboard stomach, brawny legs. It deserved to be on the cover of the Playgirl magazine. He wished he had a body like that.
 
   Twirling the knife in his hand, Richard asked himself whether he should cut off the bitten ear now or right before he dumped the body. There was no question that the ear had to be removed: it had his teeth marks, which could be used to identify him as the killer. He picked the second option. He figured that the less blood was spilled in his apartment, the better.
 
   He placed the zipper bag and the knife in a duffel bag, which also contained Stan’s shorts, T-shirt, and underpants, and closed the trunk. Then he pushed the trunk on the cart, moved it to the front hall, and returned to the bedroom to get the duffel bag. He set the bag next to the cart. Before departing, he checked the living room and the bedroom for any incriminating evidence he had missed while vacuuming three hours earlier.
 
   It was ten minutes to midnight when he left his apartment. No one saw him roll the cart with the trunk down the hall to the elevator. He was alone in the elevator all the way to the parking garage. He didn’t feel nervous as he hauled the cart to his Ford Explorer. The garage was deserted and quiet, the tapping of his footsteps and the squeaking of the cart’s wheels the only sounds. It took him some effort to load the trunk into the SUV, but he enjoyed doing it. Handling the bodies of the people you had defeated was the most pleasant thing in the world. After closing the Explorer’s back door, he folded the cart and put it in the back of the car. Starting the engine, Richard thought that the city should be praising him for what he had done. However, he had no doubt that people wouldn't even think of doing it. As he drove through the parking garage, he decided that it was too dangerous to return to his apartment. He would have to spend the night at a hotel. He would leave the state tomorrow or the day after tomorrow.
 
   He dumped Stan’s body in the woods near Orchard Park Reservoir, twenty miles southeast of Buffalo. He elected not to bury the corpse. He didn’t care if the body was found since it would be practically impossible to prove that he had killed Stan. He breathed a sigh of relief when he got back in the car and headed for the highway. Later that night he chopped the trunk to pieces, which he then tossed into a garbage container in Lackawanna. As for the ear he’d bitten, he cut it up and threw it in the river.
 
   Stan’s body was found two weeks later. 
 
   As far as Richard knew, Stan’s case remained unsolved.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Susie went to bed at half past midnight.
 
   "Maybe this guy will call tomorrow," she said to Richard as he stood at the doorway of the second-floor guest bedroom. 
 
   "Maybe.”
 
   “Don’t forget to check the locks on the front door and the windows. That woman might come back."
 
   Susie didn’t have to advise Richard to check the locks since it was already in his plans. The mention of the mysterious woman made him think about the shoe: he should take it with him to his bedroom.
 
   Walking downstairs, Richard asked himself if there was a way to ensure that the hooker wouldn’t run away. He believed she was unlikely to do it—after all, getting two hundred dollars a day for sitting on your ass was a great deal to someone like Susie—but the chance still existed. The most effective measure Richard could think of was to cuff the prostitute to the bed. That, of course, would have scared Susie and made her uncooperative, so he rejected this option. In the end, he figured that it didn’t really matter if Susie stayed or left. He would find a replacement within a couple of hours if he needed to. 
 
   Fifteen minutes before heading for the master bedroom, he checked the locks on the front and the back doors and every window: all of them were engaged. 
 
   In the middle of the night, he was awakened by a cold and wet sensation on his arm. He opened his eyes, switched on the lamp, and scanned the bed for the cause of that sensation. When he found it, he grimaced with disgust: it was a dead mouse whose belly had been ripped open. He saw its blood on his forearm.
 
   "Shit," he muttered. "What the hell.”
 
   With a wry face, Richard picked up the mouse by the tail and tossed it out the window. As soon as he did it, a gray cat hopped up on the windowsill. It stretched out its neck, probably looking for the mouse. Richard reckoned it was this cat that had brought the mouse to his bed. He had never seen it before and had no idea whether it was stray or domestic. 
 
   The cat meowed and jumped down on the floor.
 
   "Hey, what are you doing here?" Richard asked, staring at the cat as it walked toward the door. "How did you get here?"
 
   He brought his blood-stained forearm to his eyes. Then he sighed, got up from the bed, and headed to the bathroom. Frankly, the sight of the dead mouse had scared him, and he was ashamed of that.
 
   Keeping his eyes half-closed in order to prevent himself from fully waking up, he washed his arm and returned to his bed. He quickly fell asleep, but a few seconds before he did, he heard a strange knock. Without lifting his head from the pillow, he looked at the door. It was open; there was a woman in the doorway. The woman stepped into the hallway and disappeared. For a moment, Richard thought he had just seen Mary. This thought went away as soon as he lost sight of the stranger's silhouette. 
 
   "Who is it?" Richard asked in a whisper.
 
   The only answer was the soft slap of bare feet on the wooden floor. 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   He jumped from the bed and darted a look at the clock, feeling disquieted. A quarter past nine. Had he missed Don's call?
 
   He stepped out of the room and called out loudly, “Susie, are you up?” 
 
   As he walked towards Susie’s bedroom, he heard the hooker’s voice from downstairs: “I’m here.”
 
   Richard turned around and went to the top of the stairs.
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked, leaning against the banister in the second-floor hall. He still couldn’t see Susie.
 
   “I’m having breakfast.”
 
   “Did anyone call?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Richard returned to the master bedroom and got into the bathroom. Standing under the jets of water in the shower, he mentally reconstructed the dream he had had last night. That woman had been a dream. Of course, she had. It was all because of Susie's bullshit about a woman in blue jeans.
 
   When Richard walked out of the bathroom, he saw Susie. She was standing in the hallway, smiling, with a beer bottle in her right hand. 
 
   "You’re so sexy, honey," she remarked. “Those boxers look good on you.”
 
   For some reason, Richard felt a prick of shame for being almost naked in front of Susie. Good thing he didn’t have a boner at the moment; he would never have heard the end of it from Susie if he had.
 
   He should have put the robe on. 
 
   On the other hand, it was his house and he could be as nude as he pleased.
 
   "Want some beer?" Susie asked. "You don’t have to get dressed. I’m used to seeing men in their underwear."
 
   Richard put on shorts and accepted the bottle from her.
 
   "How did you sleep, honey?"
 
   They headed for the stairs.
 
   "Some cat got in the house and brought a dead mouse to my bed," Richard said.
 
   Susie laughed. "A mouse?"
 
   "Yes. A mouse."
 
   Susie went on laughing.
 
   "What's so funny?" Richard asked. "Yesterday you told me about that woman, and last night I saw her in a dream. Are you trying to drive me insane?"
 
   "You still don't believe me, do you?" Susie sighed. "Honey, you’re as stubborn as... Why are you so distrustful?"
 
   "Just forget it." Richard waved his hand. 
 
   "By the way, where is that shoe?" 
 
   "What shoe?" Richard yawned.
 
   "The shoe that woman lost. Where is it now? Did you take it to your bedroom? Did you throw it away?"
 
   Richard stopped, then turned around and went to the master bedroom, where he was surprised to find that the shoe, which he had left on the nightstand last night, was gone. Frowning, he came back to Susie and asked, "Did you take the shoe?”
 
   “Have you lost it?”
 
   “It was in my bedroom and now it’s gone.”
 
   “I didn’t touch it.”
 
   It suddenly occurred to Richard that without the shoe he might start doubting Susie’s story about a woman in blue jeans. 
 
   But it will only happen if I forget that I’ve seen that sneaker with my own eyes, Richard thought. My memory is not that poor.
 
   “Who took it then?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe it was that woman.”
 
   Could he afford to purge the woman in blue jeans from his mind? 
 
   Not if she was plotting against him; not if she was a threat.
 
   “How did she get in? All the doors and windows were locked.”
 
   “Maybe you misplaced it? It happens to everyone.”
 
   Richard ran his hand over his forehead and let out a sigh. "All right. Never mind." 
 
   He motioned Susie to follow him to the living room, where he handed her the telephone receiver and said, “We’re going to call Don. If he says he’s busy, you’ll ask him to call you back. If a woman picks up the phone, you’ll hang up.”
 
   “What do you want me to talk to him about?”
 
   “You’re going to tell him that you miss him and that you want to meet him tomorrow morning.”
 
   “At Olive Garden?”
 
   “Yes, at Olive Garden, at eleven o’clock.”
 
   Richard took the piece of paper with Don’s number from his shorts pocket. 
 
   “What if he can’t meet at eleven?”
 
   “Then any time between eleven and four.”
 
   “Okay, got it.”
 
   Richard dialed Don’s number and headed for the kitchen, where the second phone was located. When he was one step away from the doorway, Susie announced, “It says that the number is no longer in service.”
 
   “What?” 
 
   Richard took the handset from Susie and dialed the number again. He received the same message as Susie: this number is no longer in service.
 
   Well, it looked like he had no choice but to wait for Don to call.
 
    
 
   4.
 
   Don must call today, Richard had no doubt about it. If Don loved Mary, he ought to feel the need to talk to her every day. Yesterday, something must have prevented him from calling. He might have been out of the country.
 
   Maybe he had been in jail.
 
   All in all, everything was going fine. Today Susie and Don would set the place and time of their meeting. Richard decided to capture Don in the morning because he believed there would be fewer potential witnesses. Catching Don would be a piece of cake, thanks, in part, to his marvelous disguise.
 
   Richard got a cold feeling in his stomach when he thought that he was incredibly close to capturing Mary’s lover.
 
   The plan was simple. First, he was going to lure Don into the car. Then he would put him to sleep with chloroform and haul him home. 
 
   Now he had to figure out the specifics. 
 
   What was he going to do with Don when he brought him home? He would interrogate him. After that, he would play it by ear.
 
   What was he going to do about Susie? Would he just say goodbye to the hooker and never think about her again?
 
   Richard squinted at Susie, who was watching a rerun of Everybody Loves Raymond. 
 
   She lived a dangerous lifestyle. One of these days a client would stab her to death or break her neck in a drug-induced rage. No one would be surprised if something like that happened to her. She might eventually catch AIDS. Or die of a drug overdose. God knew how many prostitutes had died of a drug overdose.
 
   Dammit! When the hell is this asshole going to call?
 
   The telephone rang.
 
   "Susie," Richard called loudly. "Pick up the phone."
 
   While Susie made her way to the phone, Richard went to the kitchen, grabbed the cordless handset, and returned to the living room.  
 
   "Hello." Susie spoke in a hoarse voice, just as they had agreed.
 
   Richard pressed the Talk button and put the handset to his ear, his hand covering the mouthpiece. 
 
   “Hello. Mary, is it you?” 
 
   Richard immediately recognized Don’s voice. Looking into Susie’s eyes, he nodded, letting her know that she was speaking to Don. Susie winked in response. 
 
   "Yes, honey, it's me,” she said into the phone. 
 
   “What happened to your voice?”
 
   “I caught a cold a couple of days ago. Just my luck.” Susie eased into the chair. "I missed you so much. Sorry I didn’t call you. I was visiting my mom in Fresno.”
 
   “I missed you, too.” Don sighed. “You didn’t answer my text messages.”
 
   “I lost my cell. I’ll get a new one today or tomorrow.”
 
   “I thought something bad happened to you. You really scared me, Mary.”
 
   “I’m sorry, honey. I should have given you a call. I promise not to do it again.”
 
   Holding the receiver with his right hand, Richard made an okay sign with his left hand to indicate that Susie was doing a good job so far. 
 
   “It’s all right,” Don said.
 
   What was he going to do if Don asked Susie about the plan?
 
   "I thought of you the whole time I was in Fresno."
 
   He would ask Susie to tell Don that she didn’t want to talk about it on the phone. 
 
   “I can’t wait to see you. Are you busy right now?”
 
   After a short pause, Susie replied, “I’m not feeling very well. Let’s meet tomorrow.”
 
   “Okay. You should drink lots of hot tea with lemon. It always helps me when I have a cold.”
 
   “I’ve been drinking gallons of tea with lemon.” 
 
   Richard tapped his watch with his index finger.
 
   “What time can you meet?”
 
   "Let's meet at an Olive Garden in Lynnwood tomorrow morning at eleven.”
 
   “Okay, Olive Garden at eleven.”
 
   “Do you know the address?”
 
   “I’ll look it up.”
 
   “See you tomorrow, honey. I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too. See you tomorrow.” 
 
   Richard gestured Susie to end the conversation.
 
   "Good bye, sweetie.”
 
   “Good bye."
 
   Susie hung up and looked at Richard, her eyes shining with excitement. “How did I do, honey?”
 
   "You did well.” Richard put the receiver back in its cradle. “You’re a natural born actress.”
 
   He breathed a sigh of relief. The phone call had gone much smoother than he had expected.
 
   Susie took the TV remote and switched on the TV.
 
   "Do you want me to leave now or—?” She turned her face to Richard.
 
   Richard thought for a few seconds, then glanced at his watch and replied, “I’ll give you a lift home in an hour.” 
 
   He suddenly realized that, even though he had known Susie for a few days, he had somehow gotten attached to her. He might even miss her when she was gone.
 
   When Richard pulled up in front of the apartment house where Susie lived, Susie said, “If you need a housesitter again, call me, okay?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Would you like to have a cup of coffee at my place?”
 
   Richard accepted the offer.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   1.
 
    Kathy entered the room a few minutes after the waiter brought Richard his shrimp pasta. She was sporting a new dress, or maybe Richard had already forgotten what she had been wearing on their previous encounters. She had a pearl necklace on, which he had not seen before.
 
   "What a nice surprise!" Kathy said. "I haven't seen you in a while. Can I sit with you?"
 
   "Sure. I'm glad to see you, too."
 
   Richard looked at his watch. A quarter past seven.
 
   What was he going to do if Kathy blackmailed him?
 
   In the movies, blackmailers were often murdered. From the practical point of view, it was the best solution because blackmailers always came back for more. Yes, if he were a movie character, he would probably kill Kathy. 
 
   How many women had he already killed? 
 
   Let's count... Who was the first one? And when had it happened?
 
   You know, it had happened a long time ago. He had to strain his memory to recall an approximate date.
 
   "I've been wondering where you were," Kathy said. "Have you been out of town?"
 
   Should he tell her that he had reported Mary missing? No, it was too early. 
 
   Maybe I shouldn’t tell her about Mary at all, Richard thought.
 
   "I've been busy with work. Did you miss me?" He cracked a smile.
 
   "I thought you’ve stopped going to restaurants."
 
   After the waiter brought Kathy her potato salad, she went on, "Has your wife come back yet?”
 
   “Come back?” Richard gave Kathy a puzzled look.
 
   “You said she was visiting her sister.”
 
   Richard shook his head. “No, she’s not back yet.”
 
   “Has she ever been to this restaurant?”
 
   "She doesn't like going to restaurants."
 
   Why the hell was this woman so curious about Mary? It was beginning to border on obsession.
 
   "Really? My mom doesn’t like to eat out, either. She says it’s a waste of money." A slight smile appeared on Kathy’s face. “She’s thrifty, my mom. I can’t remember the last time she bought food at a movie theater.” 
 
   They were silent for a while. Richard was finishing his shrimp pasta and Kathy her salad.
 
   "Do you like to read?" Kathy asked.
 
   Richard shook his head.
 
   "I love books. And my mom loves to read, too. If you want, I can lend you James Patterson’s new book. I just finished it."
 
   "I don't have time for books right now. But thanks for the offer."
 
   Kathy raised her fork in the air, and said, "Oh, before I forget, I’d like to invite you to my place if you’re free."
 
   "What’s the occasion?" He lifted his eyes to Kathy.
 
   Did she finally resolve to blackmail him? Was she going to start dropping hints when they got to her place? ‘You see, Richard, life’s so hard in this economy. Books are very expensive. Could you please lend me a thousand bucks?’
 
   He understood that life was hard, but he did not sympathize. He was not paying her a damn thing.
 
   "Today is my dog's birthday. My mom and I decided to throw a little party for her. We believe our dog is part of the family." She laughed quietly.
 
   "Oh, I see." Even though Richard had told himself to be emotionless when dealing with Kathy, he felt great relief. 
 
   Then a thought flashed in his mind: the birthday party could be just an excuse. A rather inventive excuse. 
 
   "How old is your dog?"
 
   "She’s turning seven. She’s getting old."
 
   "That’s about fifty in dog years. Who else is going to be there?"
 
   "We didn’t invite anyone else. If you can’t come, it’s okay. I won't be upset."
 
   "I can come. I like parties. And I like dogs." Richard rose from the chair.
 
   Perhaps everything would be cleared up tonight and he would find out if Kathy was after his money. 
 
   "I'm so glad you’re coming, Richard. It’s not going to take very long, I promise. You don’t even have to eat my cooking." 
 
   Then Richard told her about Mary’s disappearance. Why did he do it? He hoped it would make Kathy show her real face sooner.
 
   "Richard, I'm so sorry," Kathy said.
 
   "Why are you sorry?"
 
   "I've said so many stupid things to you. I kept bugging you about your wife. I’m such an idiot.” 
 
   "It's not your fault. And I still want to go to your party." 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Kathy's house was two miles from the restaurant; they covered this distance in six minutes. When they entered the living room, Kathy's mother was watching television. On the screen were gorgeous tropical islands located probably somewhere in the Caribbean. Judging by the way the show was narrated, it was some sort of documentary. The sight of palms and emerald waves washing the shores made Richard recall one of his early killings. 
 
   It was the second homicide he had committed, but it was the first one that he had really wanted to commit, had to commit because his life depended on it. As for his very first killing, he must admit that he hadn't had to waste that guy. He’d had a choice then, and he could have avoided staining his hands with blood. At any rate, the point was moot since Richard could not go back in time and do things differently.
 
   That killing took place in August, eight years ago. Richard was on vacation in Miami at the time. He remembered Billy Oberly, a guy from Pittsburgh whose room was next to his. And he certainly remembered Julia and Meg. He remembered a lot of things from that vacation.
 
   On the second day of his stay in Miami, Richard went to the beach in front of the hotel with Billy Oberly. The beach was teeming with people, and they spent a few minutes finding a spot close to the ocean.
 
   They swam and sunbathed for a while, then Billy pointed toward volleyball courts and asked, "Do you want to play ball? I met a lot of hot chicks there last week."
 
   Richard said that he was too tired to play.
 
   "We could rent a boat or a motorboat tomorrow," Billy said. "I used to row. It’s fun. It’s also a good exercise."
 
   “Let me think about it.”
 
   Richard liked the idea of renting a motorboat but decided to say that to Billy after dinner. He was too lazy to row. 
 
   Half an hour later, he heard a woman's voice behind his back, "Hi, Billy, how are you doing?"
 
   Two college-age girls wearing skimpy bikinis walked up to them.
 
   "Julia, Meg, how are you doing?" Billy kissed the girls.
 
   Julia and Meg looked at Richard with interest, and then one of the women asked Billy, "Is that your new friend? What’s his name?"
 
   “His name’s Richard,” Billy replied, stroking the girls' backs. “This is Julia,” he pointed at the woman on his right, “and this is Meg," he pointed at the woman on his left. 
 
   In order to remember the girls’ names, Richard made a mental note that Julia’s hair was short and Meg’s long.
 
   "Nice to meet you," Richard said. The girls were cute, but not hot.
 
   "How did you get to the hotel last night?" Meg asked Billy, her look fixed on Richard.
 
   "I took a cab," Billy answered. "And what were you two doing there till six in the morning?"
 
   "It’s a secret," Julia said, laughing.
 
   “Why are you so curious, Billy?” Meg asked.
 
   "What about today?" Billy asked. "Do you have any plans?"
 
   "The plan is to have fun,” Julia said. “We’ll probably go to a club. Do you want to come with us, Billy?”
 
   “Or maybe you have better ideas,” Meg said. 
 
   "Richard, do you want to come with us?” Julia asked.
 
   "Let me think about it," Richard replied.
 
   "Yes, Richard and I will think about it,” Billy said. “We'll be in touch with you, girls. Are you going to swim?"
 
   "Yes." Julia nodded.
 
   Two hours later, as they walked to the hotel, Julia told Richard about the nightclub she and Meg were planning to visit tonight. The club was located in downtown Miami and played techno and house music on Thursdays and Saturdays. Julia said that she had seen Richard listen to a track by Armin Van Buuren on his mp3 player earlier, and then asked if he liked house music. 
 
   “I listen to it from time to time,” Richard replied
 
   Then Meg told them about her boss, who wore a toupee to hide his baldness.
 
   "I found out about it just a month ago, by accident,” she said. “I saw him adjusting this thing in front of the mirror in his office. It was hilarious. This whole time I’d thought he had hair plugs."
 
   At half past nine in the evening Julia, Meg, Richard, and Billy left the hotel for the nightclub.
 
   His next killing had been only a few days away.
 
    
 
   3.
 
   The decisive day had come. Today Don was going to fall into his trap. While taking a shower, Richard went over the plan. After breakfast, he would go to the car rental office to pick up the car he had reserved last night. When he returned home, he would put on a disguise and rehearse what he would say to Don. He was planning to leave for Olive Garden at half past nine.
 
   As he drove home from the car rental office, he kept visualizing his upcoming meeting with Mary’s lover. He was psyched up like a boxer right before a fight. At nine o’clock, he was finished with his disguise, which consisted of a moustache, a beard, a wavy wig, and glasses. If he had to pick two words to describe his new look, they would be ‘intelligent’ and ‘trustworthy.’ For his plan to work, Don must trust him.
 
    
 
   4.
 
   The morning was in full swing, the air was getting hotter and shadows shorter. Richard switched off the radio and then turned the ignition key to the ‘lock’ position. He looked at his reflection in the rear-view mirror to check on his disguise. His disguise was fine. He thought to himself that even his own mother wouldn't have recognized him right now. It was a quarter past ten. Richard’s car was parked fifteen yards from the entrance to the restaurant. 
 
   He pulled the hood latch. It was time to set up the stage.
 
   He took a bottle of chloroform and a rag from the small duffel bag sitting on the front passenger seat. Whistling ‘Jingle Bells,’ Richard poured some chloroform on the rag and then placed the rag in a plastic zipper bag. Now everything was ready for the show. 
 
   He put the zipper bag in his hoodie pocket. It would take him mere seconds to get the rag out when he needed it. He glanced at his watch. Seven minutes later he opened the hood and then climbed back behind the wheel. 
 
   Don showed up at five minutes to eleven. Somehow Richard had not seen him approach the restaurant. 
 
   “Sneaky motherfucker,” he whispered. He looked at Don’s photo to make sure he had the right man, and then got out of the car.
 
   Mary's lover was standing by the entrance to the restaurant, casually scanning the vicinity. He was dressed in blue cargo shorts and a black Hard Rock Cafe T-shirt. 
 
   When Don glanced at him, Richard gritted his teeth with anger. Blood was beating in his temples. He was surprised to find that his legs were trembling. He drew a deep breath and walked unhurriedly up to Don. His legs were not shaking anymore. It was great to feel the handkerchief in his pocket.
 
   "Excuse me," he said, looking at Don affably. He spoke in a voice a half octave higher than normal. "I hate to ask you, but, you see, I'm having trouble starting my car. Could you please give me a hand? It will only take two minutes."
 
   "Sure. What do you want me to do?" Don replied.
 
   What a moron this guy was! A murderer pretending to be a good Samaritan. 
 
   Collecting karma points whenever he can, Richard thought.
 
   “I want you to switch on the ignition and press on the gas pedal while I fiddle with the engine. I’ll tell you when. It's very simple." Richard cracked a smile.
 
   Don drew his eyebrows together.
 
   Well, it looked like Don was going to change his mind. 
 
   Had Don somehow recognized his voice? Richard doubted that. In fact, he didn’t think Don had ever heard his voice.
 
   "It will only take two minutes,” Richard said. “Please."
 
   Don scratched his nose, nodded, and said, "Okay." He followed after Richard.
 
   Richard walked confidently, with the air of a man who had nothing to hide, who was not up to something. He had no fear and wasn’t nervous at all.
 
   They walked up to the car, and Richard said, opening the driver’s door, "Here you go. By the way, what’s your name?"
 
   “Don.”
 
   “I’m Jack. Thanks for your help, Don.”
 
   Richard bent over the engine, pretending to examine it.
 
   “How old is your car?” Don asked.
 
   "Yeah, it’s not that new.” Richard peeked out from behind the hood. “Okay, turn the key now."
 
   The engine started. Richard stepped to the driver's door and said, “Now please press on the gas pedal.”
 
   "Okay." Don carried out his command. “So is it working now?”
 
   "I’m not sure."
 
   Don opened the door, perhaps intent on getting out of the car.
 
   It was time to wrap this thing up, Richard decided as he stuck his hand into his pocket. He was about to take out the rag when he heard a woman's voice behind his back: "Excuse me, can you please tell me where Cedar Avenue is?"
 
   Richard froze. The voice seemed very familiar. A moment later he recognized it. He turned around. Susie was standing in front of him.
 
   He was taken aback for a moment. When he regained the ability to think, he quickly realized that Susie did not know it was him and Don. At least, she couldn’t know that for sure since his disguise was pretty solid. Either she was genuinely interested to know where Cedar Avenue was, or she was groping around, trying to stumble upon Don. One thing was clear: this bitch came here to catch him in the act. Stupid woman. Curiosity had gotten the better of her.
 
   "I don't know, ma'am," Richard said calmly.
 
   A look of surprise appeared on Susie's face. Richard wondered if she had recognized his voice. Perhaps he should work on his voice-changing skills. 
 
   Susie gazed at them for about ten seconds and then said, "Okay, I'll ask someone else."
 
   Richard exchanged glances with Don, who kept silent. Susie turned around and walked away at a fast pace. Assuming she had recognized him, she must be asking herself why he had put on a wig, a fake moustache, and a fake beard.
 
   "Can you step aside?" Don said. 
 
   "What?" Richard pulled his hand out of his pocket, without the chloroform soaked rag. "What did you say?"
 
   Don growled irritatedly and said, “You’re in my way. I’m trying to get out of the car."
 
   "Oh, sure." Richard stepped back. Then he wiped his forehead with his palm. 
 
    
 
   5.
 
   When Richard came back home, he found the landline telephone ringing. It was Bob Logan.
 
   "Hello, Richard. I'm glad I caught you home," Bob said. 
 
   Richard made a grimace. Now he would have to explain why he hadn’t answered his cellphone.
 
   “Hello, Bob.”
 
   “I tried your cell a few times, but you must have turned it off.”
 
   “Yeah, I did turn it off.”
 
   "Have you talked to the police?"
 
   "No. I'm waiting for their call."
 
   "I was there this morning and found out who is in charge of this case."
 
   "I see." Richard breathed a weary sigh. He was tired of this fidgety jerk.
 
   "His name is Norris. Steven Norris. I was told he’s a smart guy."
 
   "That’s great."
 
   Richard lowered himself on the couch and stretched out his legs.
 
   "I talked to him. He said he would do his best to find Mary. He asked me to meet him the day after tomorrow."
 
   "Good. What else did he tell you?" Richard shut his eyes.
 
   "He said that we shouldn’t lose hope."
 
   "It’s easy for him to say."
 
   "I believe in him. I think he can find Mary. We must keep hoping."
 
   "Yes, you’re right. Thank you for your support, Bob. You have no idea how terrible I feel. I can’t eat, I can’t sleep. I think about Mary every second. The house feels so empty without her.”
 
   "Hang in there, Richard. Everything will be all right.” 
 
   Richard was willing to bet that sooner or later Bob would suggest he smoke some weed to relieve the stress. 
 
   They were both silent for a while. Then Richard said, "I'm going to take your advice, Bob. I’ll try to be more optimistic."
 
   "Do you want me to come over and keep you company?"
 
   "You don’t need to do that. Don’t worry about me, I’ll be okay.”
 
   “If you need my help, just let me know.” 
 
   “I wonder why she hasn’t called since Monday.”
 
   “I wish I knew.” Bob cleared his throat. “But I have a feeling that we’ll hear from her soon.”
 
   “I hope you’re right.”
 
   “I don’t allow myself to think that she might be dead."
 
   “I wish I could do that, too.”
 
   After Bob hung up, Richard told himself that he had done a good job of playing a grieving husband. He was a natural born actor. Well, he had always known that. 
 
    
 
   6.
 
   Why hadn't he taken care of Don? Why was he letting him go unpunished? This asshole was going to murder him.
 
   Maybe he had gotten soft? Or lazy? 
 
   Or maybe he had lost his nerve? 
 
   Anyway, he needed to come up with a plan to find out where Don lived. He had concluded that setting up meetings with Don was not a good tactic.
 
   At half past seven in the afternoon, Richard began to get ready for the visit to Susie. He had spent the previous hour devising his disguise, and in the end decided to wear sideburns, a thick moustache, and a dark brown medium-length wig.
 
   Why was he going to see Susie? To punish her for coming to the restaurant?
 
   No. He would just ask her a few questions. He would ask her if she had received any strange propositions in the last four days, and if she had met a man named Richard in the last four days. If she answered no to both questions, he would consider the matter closed. She had promised to forget him, and he was simply checking to see if she kept her promise. If she was a woman of her word, she would give the right answer.
 
   Why in the world had she come to the restaurant? Richard could not think of a sensible explanation. Maybe she was curious. She must have expected that he and Don would have a fight or some sort of altercation. 
 
   Richard decided to go to Susie's place by taxi. Before leaving, he made sure that every window in his house was latched. Although he wasn’t certain that she was real, the woman in blue jeans still worried him. 
 
    
 
   7.
 
   What was Susie doing right now? Taking a nap? Waiting for a client? Or maybe she was riding a client’s dick at a hotel? If Susie was not home, he would have to wait for her outside.
 
   The cab stopped about fifty yards from the apartment house Susie lived in, Richard paid the driver and got out of the car. He tilted his head to the left and then to the right, stretching his neck muscles, and started toward the apartment building. By the time he reached the entrance, Richard had decided that he would not ask Susie to buzz him in.
 
   He only had to wait a few minutes before a young Hispanic man, who was exiting Susie’s apartment house, let him inside. He climbed the stairs to the second floor and stood before the door to the prostitute’s apartment for a few seconds, wondering if Susie was home. He could smell marijuana smoke in the hallway. 
 
   Was she alone? Hopefully, she was. If not, he would apologize and come later.
 
   Richard pressed the doorbell button. 
 
   There was no answer. Richard pressed the button again and strained his ears, but heard nothing. Then he turned the handle and pushed the door. He hadn’t expected the door to open, he did it just for the hell of it. 
 
   The door was unlocked. Now Richard had no doubt that Susie was home; these days, only an idiot would leave his apartment without locking it, and Susie was not an idiot. He walked inside, shut the door, and, after quickly scanning the front hall, headed for the living room. The apartment was very quiet. The prostitute was probably taking a nap.
 
   "Susie," he called as he entered the living room.
 
   He was right: Susie was home. And she was not busy. In fact, she was never going to be busy again. Susie was dead.
 
   She was lying on her back on the floor, naked, her arms stretched along the sides of her body, her eyes open. There was a bleeding wound under her left breast. The killer must have aimed at Susie’s heart. The carpet underneath the prostitute’s body was covered with blood. Richard felt a hard lump in his throat; a cold sweat broke out on his forehead. He had seen a lot of dead bodies, including dead women. He had killed people. Nevertheless, at this moment, he could barely breathe, his lungs gripped by shock and horror. He had not anticipated this, you know. He could have imagined seeing three men fucking Susie in every hole, Susie defecating on a guy’s face, Susie lashing a guy with a whip, but not a dead Susie with her ears cut off.
 
   The killer (who else could it have been?) had chopped off Susie’s ears. Richard bent over the prostitute to get a better look at her head, and saw that eyes hadn't deceived him: both of the woman’s ears were gone. Richard scanned the room for the ears, but found no sign of them. It appeared that the killer had taken the ears with him (or her; the killer could be a woman) as a souvenir. Richard grimaced with revulsion. So much blood had been spilled. A sea of blood. 
 
   He stepped back from the body hurriedly, worried that his shoes might get stained with blood. Then he scrutinized his shoes and his hands. Fortunately, he was clean.
 
   Richard wiped his forehead with his palm and licked his lips, which were as dry as parchment. 
 
   A naked woman in a pool of blood. It looked surreal, like a painting by Salvador Dali.
 
   “Susie," a woman’s voice called.
 
   Richard started and sharply turned to the door.
 
   "Susie, are you home?"
 
   The voice was coming from the front hall. The woman had entered the apartment and was headed for the bedroom.
 
   Without hesitation, Richard dashed to the window. The window was wide open. Like in a dream, he climbed upon the sill and leaped to the ground. On the way down he thought he was lucky that Susie lived on the second floor and not on the fourth. He bent his knees to soften the impact. He landed on his feet and hands, and managed to keep his balance; he felt no pain, probably thanks to adrenaline. Clenching his teeth, he stood up and ran toward the street.
 
    
 
   8.
 
   He was sincerely sorry for Susie. She had a seed of decency in her. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   1.
 
   In the far right corner of Detective Norris's desk stood a small table fan, which was slowly oscillating from side to side, humming quietly, blowing air at the clean-shaven cop’s torso. There was an expression of intense concentration on Norris’s face.
 
   "How do you do, Mister Brower?" the detective said in an affable voice, shaking Richard's hand.
 
   “I’m fine, thank you.” Richard eased onto the chair.
 
   "You’re right on time," Norris went on. "I like that. Let's cut to the chase, shall we?"
 
   "Sure."
 
   Norris lowered his eyes and scanned the sheet of paper lying in front of him.
 
   "I appreciate you coming here, Mister Brower,” he finally said. “First of all, I’d like to tell you that our conversation is not being recorded." He smiled. "So please relax, sit back, and just pretend you’re talking to an old friend, okay?"
 
   “Sure, Mister Norris. I’m ready to answer all your questions."
 
   “Call me Steve.”
 
   “I can certainly do that.” Richard drew his eyebrows together to maintain an air of solemnity.
 
   "I know you’re in a very tough situation right now. I'm really sorry about your wife. No one is prepared to deal with something like this."
 
   "Thank you." Richard heaved a sigh. His cheeks began to redden.
 
   "As I understand, it’s been nine days since your wife went missing. And you still have no idea where she could be, do you?"
 
   "No idea. I'm beginning to think something terrible happened to her. Sometimes I wonder if she’s dead." Richard furrowed his forehead. “That’s the most frustrating part—the not knowing whether or not she’s alive.”
 
   "I understand you very well, Richard.” Norris leaned forward and laced his hands together on the desk. “I see several possibilities. First, your wife was kidnapped for ransom. Are you a wealthy man?"
 
   A gloomy smile touched Richard’s lips. 
 
   "No, not at all,” he replied. “I’m doing fairly well, but I’m not rich. If someone did kidnap Mary for ransom—well, they made a mistake."
 
   “What do you do for a living?”
 
   “I trade stocks.”
 
   “Stocks? You must be very smart. I personally think that the stock market is a casino.”
 
   “It’s not that far from the truth.”
 
   Norris cracked a smile. "So nobody has contacted with a demand for ransom?"
 
   Richard shook his head. "No, nobody has contacted me. I would have told you if they had." He cleared his throat. “If it turns out that Mary’s been kidnapped, I’ll give everything I have to save her.”
 
   "I see.” Norris gave Richard an examining look. “Kidnappers typically tell their victims to stay away from the police. It might seem like a smart thing to do, but I assure you it’s not. You should always inform the police when a loved one is kidnapped.” He paused. “Always.”
 
   “I agree with you.” Richard nodded.
 
   After a short silence, Norris said, "Another possibility is that your wife left you."
 
   "What do you mean ‘left me’? Are you saying my wife doesn’t love me anymore?”
 
   “No. It may have nothing to do with love. Women leave their husbands for all sorts of reasons.”
 
   “That’s impossible. I don’t think she could have left me.”
 
   "I'm just throwing out ideas, that’s all. I have to consider all possibilities in order to find your wife."
 
   "I understand."
 
   "So you’re absolutely sure she couldn't have left you?"
 
   Richard stroked his chin pensively, and replied, “I don’t think she had a reason to do it."
 
   Norris made a humming sound as he considered Richard’s words, and then glanced at his notes. “Lisa Chapman, your wife’s brother’s girlfriend, told me that Mary had called her two days after going missing. What do you think about it?”
 
   Richard shrugged. “I’m not sure what to make of it, to be honest with you.”
 
   “At the least, it might mean that your wife was alive two days after disappearing.”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “I find it interesting that she called from a payphone. Why do you think she didn’t use her cell?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   "Okay. Let's see." Norris looked in his notes, and said, "Tell me about your relationship with Mary. For example, have you had any fights with her in the last couple of months?" The detective fixed his eyes on Richard. 
 
   Richard had a feeling that the detective was setting up a trap. He was amused by the fact that Norris was so easy to read.
 
   "No, we’ve never had a fight. We love each other.”
 
   Richard had almost used the verb ‘love’ in the past tense. Would Norris have noticed this slip of the tongue? Would he have paid any attention to it?
 
   "Well, even people who love each other argue every now and then.”
 
   “I think every marriage is different.”
 
   Norris spent a few moments digesting his answer, and then said, “Have you ever been to a marriage counselor?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What about the intimacy part? Would you say that Mary was satisfied?”
 
   “Are you talking about sex?”
 
   “Yes.” Norris nodded.
 
   “What does it have to do with Mary’s disappearance?”
 
   "I apologize if I offended you, Richard. I’m just trying to figure out why your wife would have wanted to leave you."
 
   Richard hesitated, and replied, "If you must know, we’re both satisfied as far as sex is concerned.”
 
   "Great. I guess it’s not about sex then." 
 
   Richard decided not to comment.
 
   “Do you think your wife is capable of cheating on you?” 
 
   “No, I don’t think she is. I trust Mary.”
 
   “I see.” Norris started tapping his fingers on the desk. “So you’re sure that she doesn’t have a lover?"
 
   Richard found it encouraging that Norris kept talking about Mary in the present tense: it meant that the detective believed she was alive. 
 
   “I’d be very surprised if she did,” he said.
 
   "Very often the husband is the last to know. It happens all the time, Richard. You trust someone, and then it turns out that she’s been sleeping with your best friend.”
 
   “I don’t want to speculate.”
 
   “It’s a real possibility, if you ask me. Maybe she met someone younger, or someone with a lot of money. You know what they say: money can’t buy you love but it can sure rent the hell out of it.”
 
   It was apparent that the detective was resisting the urge to laugh at his own joke.
 
   “I’m not saying I’m God’s gift, but… I believe Mary is happy with me.” 
 
   "But you’re not one hundred percent sure, are you?”
 
   After a pause, Richard said, “You could be right.”
 
   "How long have you been married?" 
 
   "About three years."
 
   "That's interesting. Three years together and not one fight.” Norris stared at the sheet of paper in front of him for a few seconds, and then continued, "If Mary is with her lover, it’s possible that she left town. She may have even left the state."
 
   Needless to say, these words were music to Richard’s ears.
 
   He propped his chin on his fist and pretended to be absorbed in thought. 
 
   “I realize it hurts your feelings, but I have to consider every plausible scenario,” Norris added.
 
   “Why didn’t she tell me anything?”
 
   “Perhaps she wanted to spare your feelings. Breakups are painful, even to men.” The detective rested his elbows on the desk and peered at Richard. “One more thing. If your wife did run away with another guy, chances are it will take her a while to come back. As a matter of fact, you might never find her."
 
   Richard frowned. “Are you going to stop looking for Mary?”
 
   “We don’t look for runaway wives. But you can always hire a private investigator.”
 
   Richard breathed a heavy sigh. “So you think I might never find her?” He gave Norris a pleading look.
 
   "If Mary changes her name or moves to another country, it will take a lot of time and resources to track her down. The question you’ll have to ask yourself is: should I look for a woman that doesn’t want to be with me anymore?” 
 
   "I understand.” Richard licked his lips. “So is this your working theory?”
 
   “Not yet. It’s too early to draw any conclusions.”
 
   “Do you have other theories?”
 
   “Yes, I have a couple more.” The detective leaned back in his chair. “There’s a possibility that your wife’s been murdered. These days you can get killed for no reason at all, you know.”
 
   “That’s my biggest fear,” Richard muttered in a flat voice.
 
   “The good news is, no unidentified body matching Mary’s description has been found yet.”
 
   “The killer might have hidden the body.”
 
   “That’s true.” 
 
   “But we must hope she’s alive.”
 
   “Yes, hope is good. Hope helps us persevere. But at the same time we need to keep in mind that your wife’s been missing for ten days.”
 
   “Do you think she might have been killed in some sort of accident?”
 
   “I doubt it. Bodies usually don’t disappear from the scene of an accident.” 
 
   Richard silently nodded. 
 
   But what about woodchipper accidents? 
 
   “Theory number four: she’s been kidnapped by one of those perverts who keep women captive in dungeons.” Norris rocked his chair. “Remember that guy in Cleveland that held three women in his basement for almost ten years?”
 
   “Yes, I remember. This doesn’t happen very often, does it?”
 
   “No, it doesn’t. It’s also possible that Mary lost her memory and forgot who she is and where she lives. I suppose amnesia is more preferable than a dungeon."
 
   Richard nodded, saying nothing.
 
   "And finally, I’m not ruling out that you killed your wife." Norris fell silent for a moment to see Richard's reaction. "I’ll be frank with you, Richard: when a woman goes missing, her husband is always a suspect. This case is no different.”
 
   Richard had watched enough crime shows to know that one of the worst things a suspect could do when accused of murder was to show no emotion. He thought they called it ‘guilty behavior.’ In a situation like this, the society expected an innocent person to be visibly indignant and upset.
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?” Richard snarled, glaring at the detective. He rose to his feet. “I did not kill my wife. Do you hear me? I’ve never hurt Mary in my life. I have nothing to do with her disappearance." He thought of pounding his fist on the desk but figured that would be too much.
 
   "I’m not accusing you of anything.” Norris smiled. "I’m just putting forward conjectures, that’s all. Brainstorming is an important part of an investigation."
 
   "You’re simply wasting your time."
 
   "Maybe you’re right. Here’s how I see it: you killed your wife either for money or out of jealousy."
 
   "Can you be more specific, please?"
 
   "Sure. You could be after Mary’s money.”
 
   "That’s nonsense. Mary doesn't have a lot of money."
 
   "I know that. I also know that she doesn’t have rich relatives.” Norris began playing with his pen. “Does your wife have life insurance?”
 
   “No, she doesn’t.”
 
   “Really? Well, then it’s not about insurance money.” The detective paused. “I have one more possible motive: jealousy. You found out that Mary had been cheating on you, and snapped. The good old crime of passion.”
 
   "I already told you I don’t think that Mary's cheating on me."
 
   "But how do I know you’re telling the truth?”
 
   “Why would I lie about it?”
 
   “I believe it’s pretty obvious: to avoid suspicion.”
 
   "Does it mean you suspect me of murdering my wife?" Richard scowled.
 
   “No. As I said, I’m simply brainstorming here. I’m being open with you, Richard. I’m a straightforward guy, as you can see. I don’t play games, I don’t trick people. I don’t beat around the bush.”
 
   “I appreciate that.”
 
   “Besides, if you’re innocent, you have nothing to worry about.”
 
   This of course was bullshit, and Richard wished he could bitch-slap the detective for uttering it. 
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “So what was I talking about? Jealousy."
 
   "Mister Norris, I’m not a jealous person, and my wife knew that. I realize that you can’t force someone to love you. If Mary stopped loving me and decided to leave me, I wouldn’t stand in her way. "
 
   "You wouldn't?" Norris paused. "I spoke to Mary's brother, Robert Logan. He told me that Mary had dropped by his place that Saturday evening."
 
   "Does he know where Mary went?"
 
   Norris shook his head. "I was surprised by one detail. I found out that Mary’s brother did two years for theft."
 
   "He was in prison? When?"
 
   “He got out seven years ago.”
 
   “I didn’t know that. What did he steal?”
 
   “He stole a diamond ring from his buddy’s mother. It's an interesting fact, though it has nothing to do with your wife’s case.”
 
   Why had Mary never mentioned that her brother was an ex-convict? Had she thought that he would have shunned Bob because of his stint in prison?
 
   “Honestly, Bob strikes me as a decent person.” 
 
   “He probably is a decent person now. I believe in second chances.” Norris looked at the calendar on his desk. “Would you mind if I came to your place and took a look at Mary's stuff?"
 
   "When do you want to do it?"
 
   “I don’t have a date in mind yet. I’ll give you a call.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Does Mary have her own computer?”
 
   “Yes, she has a laptop.”
 
   “Is it at your house?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Very good. Do you know Mary’s email password?”
 
   “No, I don’t.”
 
   “I guess I’ll have to ask for a warrant. What’s her email address?”
 
   After writing down Mary’s email address, Norris asked, “Does she have only one email address?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Norris thought for a second, and said, “I’m going to look into it. Many people have several email addresses.”
 
   “That’s true.”
 
   “One more question: do you know any of Mary’s friends?”
 
   “I know a couple of them.”
 
   “I need you to give me their names. I’ll talk to them if I have time." Norris leaned forward, propping his elbows on the desk. "I’m going to find your wife, Mister Brower. I promise. I'll find her no matter what it takes." 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   "It seems that you only live in two rooms," he heard Kathy's voice. "In the bedroom and the living room."
 
   Richard rose from the sofa and, after a short hesitation, said, "This means less work for us." 
 
   He sighed. He was still unsure if he should have let Kathy come to his house to help him with cleaning. She had asked if she could come while they were at the restaurant, and he couldn't have brought himself to say no.
 
   "There’s a ton of dust here.” Kathy was in the master bedroom now. “I'll take care of it."
 
   Richard climbed the stairs and went to the master bedroom. He wanted to see if Kathy was exaggerating the amount of dust. Kathy left the master bedroom when he was about to enter it.
 
   "I'll start with the living room," she said.
 
   "Okay."
 
   He surveyed the room, which, despite what Kathy had said, looked pretty clean to him. Then he noticed that the closet door was ajar. He clearly remembered that the door was closed the last time he had seen it. He walked up to the closet, opened it, and froze. Mary's clothes and shoes were gone. All of them. Staring at empty hangers, Richard growled with anger.
 
   Who had stolen the clothes and shoes? Was it that mysterious woman in blue jeans? This damn bitch seemed to feel at home in his house. 
 
   Richard did not want to stress about it. Those clothes were useless to him. He had a couple of questions, though. How had the thief managed to get inside? And why hadn’t she taken more expensive things?
 
   Dammit, his house had become too easy to enter. He was going to get killed one of these days.
 
   When Richard shut the closet door, he heard Kathy scream on the first floor. Without wasting a second, he ran out of the room and rushed downstairs. He found Kathy in the hallway, a mop in her hands.
 
   "What happened?" Richard looked at the mop and saw a dark brown stain on its sponge. He thought it could be blood.
 
   Her face pale with fright, Kathy pointed at the floor.
 
   "I killed a mouse." She clutched at his elbow.
 
   "A mouse?" Richard lowered his eyes to the floor and was surprised to see a dead mouse. He stepped up to the rodent’s crushed body and bent over it.
 
   "Yeah, it really is a mouse," he said. "Good job, Kathy.” He straightened up. “We’ve never had mice before."
 
   "Now you do. I'll clean it up, don't worry."
 
   "Well, let's take a break. You must be in shock.” Richard took the mop from Kathy and leaned it against the wall.
 
   "I wouldn’t say I’m in shock.”
 
   They headed toward the living room, and Kathy said, “You should call exterminators. If you wait too long, there will be hundreds of them."
 
   "I'll take care of it. Please take a seat. I'll go get you something to drink. Is orange juice okay?"
 
   “Yes.”
 
   When Richard returned from the kitchen, holding a bottle of orange juice and two glasses in his hands, Kathy said, "You could have rats here, too."
 
   "Don't worry. I'll take care of it."
 
   “Maybe you should get a cat.”
 
   Richard sat next to Kathy and started filling the glasses with juice.
 
   "You know what my mom said about you?" Kathy picked up her glass from the table.
 
   "What did she say?"
 
   "That you're a nice guy." Kathy giggled, her cheeks blushing red.
 
   "Really?" Richard smiled.
 
   "You know what else she said?"
 
   "What else did your mom say?" 
 
   "That your wife didn't go missing."
 
   "What happened to her then?" Richard asked in a nonchalant tone.
 
   "Mom said you killed her and hid her body somewhere." Kathy laughed.
 
   Even though Kathy’s words came as a total surprise, Richard didn’t bat an eyelid. Keeping a smile on his face, Richard looked at Kathy as his mind raced to determine the best course of action.
 
   “Your mom is hilarious,” he said.
 
   Was Kathy dropping him a hint that she was onto him? Was she trying to provoke him?
 
   At the moment, he saw no guile in her eyes.
 
   “Yes, she is. She has a unique sense of humor.”
 
   “Tell her I liked her joke.”
 
   “Okay, I will.” Kathy took a sip of juice. "She said you might have hidden the body in a wall. Like in that movie."
 
   "She has a wild imagination.” 
 
   “She sure does.” Kathy put her hand on his shoulder. “I think I shouldn’t have touched this subject. I don’t know why I did. I guess I’m dumb.”
 
   “It’s all right. I can handle it.”
 
   After a long silence Kathy said, "Can I ask you a question?"
 
   "Sure."
 
   "You don’t have to answer it if you don’t want to.” Kathy cleared her throat. “I’ve been wondering… That Saturday night you were visiting a friend, weren’t you?" Kathy creased her forehead.
 
   "Which Saturday?"
 
   "When we first met."
 
   Richard thought for a moment and said, "No, I wasn’t visiting a friend that night."
 
   He gave Kathy a puzzled look. She was up to something. He had never told her he had been visiting a friend that Saturday. She was probably fishing for information.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He had told her he had been at the lake. She could not have forgotten that so quickly. 
 
   "I want to tell you something, Kathy.” Richard put his hand on Kathy's. “I finally realized that I need your help."  
 
   "I'll be glad to help you." She fixed her eyes on his hand.
 
   "Thank you, Kathy. I’m so tired." He breathed a heavy sigh. “It’s been a difficult week.”
 
   "If you want, I... I could stay with you until Mary is found," Kathy said in a hoarse voice.
 
   "You don’t have to do it."
 
   "But you’re alone now. Who cooks for you? I could cook. I could help you clean the house, wash dishes."
 
   "No, Kathy, that's not necessary. Even when Mary was here, we ate take-out food most of the time. As for dishes, I have a dishwasher." Richard cracked a small smile.
 
   "But don't you feel lonely? I know what can happen to people who live alone. You must be under a lot of stress right now. There’s nothing worse than uncertainty.”
 
   Richard nodded silently.
 
   “Do you feel depressed?"
 
   "No, I don’t. I feel worried, but not depressed."
 
   "I understand.” Kathy sighed. “What if your wife never comes back? Some missing people are never found.”
 
   Kathy looked into his eyes, and Richard suddenly realized that she wanted her words to come true. She wanted Mary to disappear from his life forever so he would regain his freedom and be able to marry again.
 
   "Do you think they’ll never find Mary?” Richard asked quietly. 
 
   “Maybe she doesn’t want to be found.”
 
   After a hesitation, Richard said, “Let’s not talk about it.”
 
   "I’m sorry, Richard. I shouldn’t have said that.”
 
   “It’s all right.”
 
   There was a short pause before Kathy said, “Can I ask you a question?"
 
   "Sure."
 
   "Should I tell anyone where you were that Saturday night?"
 
   In the silence that hung between them, Richard could hear his heart throbbing. In order to avoid a long pause, he said the first thing that came to his mind, "Where do you think I was that night?"
 
   He raised his eyes from his plate.
 
   Kathy did not answer. She stared at him with unblinking eyes as though attempting to hypnotize him. Richard felt a chill in the pit of his stomach. 
 
   What the hell was she up to?
 
   "Kathy?"
 
   "Well… Should I tell anyone where we met? I’ll keep it secret if you want.”
 
   Richard swallowed the lump in his throat and asked, “Why would anyone want to know where we met?” 
 
   Kathy opened her eyes wide in surprise. She must have expected Richard to be more perceptive than he appeared right now.
 
   "Your wife went missing that Saturday, didn’t she?"
 
   "So what?"
 
   Kathy pursed her lips, and then said, "If someone asks about it... Do you think you can explain where you were that night?"
 
   "Of course I can." He felt somewhat relieved. It appeared that she was worried for him. However, it was still unclear whether she suspected him of murdering his wife or not. "I think I told you that I was at the lake."
 
   Kathy was silent for some time, processing his words. Then she took him by the hand and said, "Richard, I won’t tell anyone about this. I promise."
 
   "About what?"
 
   "You see, you weren’t driving from the lake that night." She gave him a meaningful look.
 
   "What makes you think so?"
 
   "That road is north of the lake.”
 
   “So what?”
 
   “And you live south of the lake. You wouldn’t have taken that highway if you were driving home from the lake. You would have gone straight to Route 9.”
 
   "Are you sure?" He visualized the map of the area around Lake Stevens and realized that Kathy was right. He had met Kathy on Granite Falls Highway, which indeed was north of the lake. "Are you saying I took the wrong road?"
 
   "I think you weren’t at the lake that night."
 
   "Really?" Richard began to dislike this conversation. "Where do you think I was?"
 
   He could say that he had made a detour by mistake, but something was telling him she was not going to believe him.
 
   “I don’t know. Probably in Granite Falls.” Kathy squeezed his hand lightly. “But you have nothing to worry about, Richard. I won’t tell anyone about it."
 
   "Do you think I lied to you?” Richard lifted an eyebrow. “I took the wrong turn. I do that from time to time when I don’t use the GPS. I’m sure it’s happened to you, too."
 
   Suddenly it occurred to him: she probably believed he had visited a mistress that Saturday.
 
   "Okay, I believe you.” Kathy lowered her eyes. Judging by the tone of her voice, she said that only to placate him.
 
   "I’m telling you the truth, Kathy. I simply took the wrong turn."
 
   Richard was glad Kathy had finally dropped the subject.
 
   Why was she so eager to help him? That was an interesting question.
 
   "I didn't mean to upset you, Richard. I understand that you’re under a lot of stress right now."
 
   "I’m not upset. I appreciate your concern.” Richard drank from the glass.
 
   If Kathy thought he had murdered Mary, would she come to his house alone? Was she that reckless?
 
   “Did I tell you that Mary called her brother’s girlfriend last Monday?” he said, putting the glass on the table.
 
   “Last Monday?” Kathy bit her lower lip, digesting the new information. Richard could almost hear the wheels spinning in her brain as she figured out that Mary Brower was alive two days after they had met on Route 9.
 
   “Yes. This gives me hope that she’s alive.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” Kathy nodded. After a short pause, she asked, “What did the police say? Do they have any leads?"
 
   "I doubt it. Today I talked to the guy in charge of Mary’s case. His name’s Steven Norris."
 
   "Steve Norris?"
 
   "Yes. Do you know him?"
 
   "Yes." Kathy paused. "I work with his wife."
 
   "What kind of person is he? Does he like to harass people?”
 
   "No. Steve’s a nice guy. Very laid back."
 
   "Can he find my wife?"
 
   "Yes, I believe he can. He’s a good detective.”
 
   "I hope you’re right, Kathy." Richard sighed. “I hope you’re right.”
 
    
 
   3.
 
   So what do we have here? 
 
   A full-figured woman who wasn’t young anymore. She didn’t want to leave him alone. She followed him around. And she had information about his whereabouts on the day his wife had supposedly disappeared. 
 
   The most important thing was that Kathy was not a blackmailer. She was an honest, decent woman. She was eager to help him. Why? What was in it for her? Cynical as it might seem, Richard had a hard time believing that she was trying to help him out of the kindness of her heart.  
 
   Why would a woman follow a man, attach herself to him? Maybe it was some sort of motherly instinct? Maybe she had a penchant for taking care of lonely men? 
 
   It could be love. It wasn’t far-fetched that Kathy had romantic feelings for him. She might have fallen for him the night they had met. What did Kathy like about him? His face? His character? Or his mysterious charm? Whatever it was, Richard was glad he had it. 
 
    
 
   4.
 
   He woke up at five in the morning. After washing his face, he got in the car and went to look for the forest where he had buried Mary’s body. He kept telling himself that it was a stupid idea, but he could not resist the desire to see whether the police were searching the forest for his wife. He also considered digging up Mary’s grave to make sure that she was still in it. If her corpse was still buried in the ground, she could not have been the woman Susie had seen in his house, right?
 
   When he drove onto the Granite Falls Highway, he slowed down to forty five miles an hour and began to scan the right side of the road every five seconds. He had no problem finding the road that led to the bridge from which Mary had jumped. He decided not to exit the highway out of fear that the police might be watching the area, waiting for the murderer to return to the crime scene. He made a U-turn half a minute later and headed back to Mill Creek.
 
    
 
   5.
 
   Later that day, Richard made a strange discovery: the box in which he had placed Mary's small stuff (things like prints, plush toys, and miniature ceramic rabbits) had vanished. He had left the box in a corner of the dining room; he could swear that he had seen it there this morning. 
 
   Only then did Richard notice that Mary’s worthless prints were back on the walls. And her ceramic rabbits and plush puppies had returned to where they had been before. Richard got upstairs and saw that all the prints he had removed from the walls of the second floor were back, too. As he stood in the hallway, he felt goosebumps rise on his arms.
 
   Somebody had put everything back in its place! 
 
   She must have done it while he was out. 
 
   Why did he think the perpetrator was a female? 
 
   Because it was probably that mysterious woman Susie had told him about. 
 
   Burning with vexation, Richard ran downstairs and started searching for the box. He found it on top of a tall cabinet in the garage. Then he went through every room in the house and collected everything the mysterious woman had taken out of the box. He put all the items he had gathered in a trash bag. An hour later, he threw the trash bag in a public garbage bin in the northern part of Bothell. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   1.
 
   In the morning of his fourth day in Miami, Richard, Meg, and Julia wandered along the beach, looking for seashells. Billy Oberly was still sleeping in his hotel room, tired from their adventures the night before. Billy loved to sleep.
 
   "I heard there's a scuba diving school a couple of miles from here," Julia said. "How about we go there and take a few lessons? Scuba diving must be a lot of fun. We could go pearl hunting.” 
 
   “Do you want to be eaten by sharks?” Meg asked.  
 
   (Pearl hunting. Richard just saw a woman wearing a pearl necklace and thought of Julia and Meg again.)
 
   The next day, Richard and the girls rented a speedboat and headed into the ocean. 
 
   "I love to drive speedboats!" Julia exclaimed, standing at the steering wheel. 
 
   When the boat was half a mile from the shore, Meg said, "We should have rented a boat without a motor. This boat’s very noisy."
 
   "Come on, Meg," Julia said. "You're always exaggerating. It’s not that noisy."
 
   "No, we should have taken a rowboat. Rowboats are so romantic."
 
   “And slow,” Julia said.
 
   “I’m okay with slow. I’m not obsessed with speed like you.”
 
   "The problem is, you would have made me row the boat,” Richard said. "And it's not an easy thing to do, you know."
 
   Five minutes later, Julia shut off the engine and said, “Let’s enjoy the scenery.”
 
   Meg took three cans of diet Pepsi from the cooler and handed one can to Richard and one to Julia.
 
   "Good thing we brought something to drink," Julia said.
 
   "Richard, would you like some beer?” Meg gave Richard an attentive look, then pulled off her swim top and started massaging her breasts.
 
   "I love it here." Julia drew a deep breath. "It's so quiet and calm."
 
   They were silent for a minute, staring at the ocean and the sky. At last, Julia, who had gotten bored with lying on the bow, jumped in the water.
 
   "There's a country in Europe called Bulgaria," she said. "They have a strange tradition. They shake their heads to mean yes, and they nod to mean no. Did you know that?"
 
   No, they didn't know that.
 
   "I just remembered a very funny thing," Meg said. "One of my high school classmates had really big ears. They were huge." She cupped her hands to her ears to show how big her classmate's ears were. "We always teased him about them."
 
   And then Meg asked him if he remembered Martin. She skipped the preliminaries and simply asked, "Do you remember Martin?"
 
   Fucking bitch.
 
   He strangled both of them. It took him a lot of effort to do that. Despite their fragile appearance, the girls turned out to be pretty strong and robust. They kicked and scratched him, pulled at his hair, thrashed their arms, and yelled at the top of their lungs, their eyes nearly popping out of their sockets. Honestly, he could have lost that fight if not for the furious indignation that was burning in him at the time. He told himself that he would not consider himself a man if he failed to waste these bitches. 
 
   When he was finished with the girls, he had to deal with the problem of getting rid of the dead bodies. Unfortunately, there were no heavy objects on the boat that he could tie to the corpses. And it was too risky to bring the bodies to shore. The good thing was, the boat had been rented in Julia’s name, so he didn’t have to worry about returning it. Also, no one knew that he was with the girls on the boat that day, so if the bodies were found, he wasn’t going to be a suspect. After racking his brain for a while, Richard dumped the bodies in the ocean as they were, without weights. Having wiped all the surfaces he had touched, he sank the boat about a hundred yards from the shore.
 
   It was the first time he had killed a woman. Or rather, women. 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   After lunch Richard received a call from his and Mary’s friend Jane Porter. She reminded him that her birthday party was taking place at her house today at six in the afternoon. Richard said that he didn’t know about the party.
 
   “Did Mary forget to tell you?” Jane asked.
 
   “I suppose she did.”
 
   “Well, now you know.” Jane laughed.
 
   "Who else is coming?" 
 
   Richard decided that, if there were going to be fewer than six guests, he would tell Jane that he was busy and couldn’t come. It would be difficult for him to fade into the background in a small group of people.
 
   “Brian, Pam. Do you remember Brian and Pam?”
 
   Richard remembered neither Brian nor Pam. 
 
   “How many people are you expecting?”
 
   “Around ten. You should come. It’s going to be fun."
 
   "Okay. I wish Mary had told me about the party earlier. It takes time to find a good gift."
 
   "I’m very easy to please, Richard.” Joan laughed. “Is Mary home?”
 
   Richard considered telling Joan that Mary had gone missing, and in the end elected to do it in person at the party.
 
   “No.”
 
   “So I’m telling Mark that you’re coming. No last-minute excuses, okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Don't forget, the party starts at six."
 
   “Got it.”
 
   “Bye-bye.”
 
   “Bye.” Richard hung up.
 
   Should he go?
 
   Why not? It would help him clear his mind and unwind. He might have a good time. Jane’s husband, Mark, knew a lot of dirty jokes, which he wasn’t ashamed to tell.
 
   It took Richard less than five minutes to come up with a gift idea for Jane. He figured that a gift card would be an acceptable present. After all, he had an excuse: he had just heard about the party. Having nothing else to do, he drove to the nearest grocery store and bought a fifty dollar Best Buy gift card.
 
    
 
   3.
 
   After the trip to the grocery store, Richard watched TV for an hour and then, out of boredom, leafed through the family photo album, which had been started and maintained by Mary.  
 
   The first four pages of the album were filled with their wedding pictures. The wedding was small and modest; they had held it at his friend’s house. He had been glad Mary hadn’t pressured him to have a full-blown wedding reception. 
 
   Their honeymoon photos. They had spent their honeymoon in the Bahamas. They both looked very happy in these pictures. 
 
   Here was a photo of Mary’s mom, Doris Logan. She was pretty old and slightly resembled his mother. Mary's dad’s picture was next. The man had died a few years ago. 
 
   Photos of Mary. Mary in front of the White House, Mary on a horse, Mary on a beach, Mary in the water, Mary with friends, Mary at somebody's wedding, Mary with her brother, Mary at some party. There were a lot of Mary’s pictures in the album. He personally didn't like to be photographed.
 
   Pictures of Mary's friends. Why the hell had she put them in here? He would throw them all away tonight. And a few weeks later he would throw Mary’s pictures, too.
 
   Richard closed the album and went upstairs to dress for Jane's party. 
 
    
 
   4.
 
   There were at least a dozen people in Jane's house when Richard arrived there. Jane kissed him on the cheek and asked, “Where’s Mary?”
 
   "She's out of town." 
 
   The funny thing was, this statement was factually correct.
 
   Richard mingled with the guests in the living room for about fifteen minutes and then stepped outside into the backyard. When Jane came up to him, he was sitting in a plastic chair by the pool, sipping red wine from a glass.
 
   "Wonderful weather, isn’t it?” Jane said.
 
   "Yes, it is." Richard nodded.
 
   "What do you think about my dress?" She twirled around once and then put her hands on her hips.
 
   "It's fantastic." Richard took a sip of soda from his glass.
 
   "By the way, I saw Mary yesterday," Jane said.
 
   “Where?” Richard lifted his eyes to Jane.
 
   “At the Alderwood Mall. I was there with my nephews."
 
   "What time?" 
 
   "Around five.”
 
   Richard drew his brows together. He must have misheard Jane.
 
   “Yesterday?”
 
   "Yes. I met her at the food court." 
 
   "Are you sure it was Mary?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   Was it the same ghost that Susie had seen?
 
   Richard drew a deep breath, and asked, “What was she wearing?”
 
   “Pink slacks and a white top. Why?”
 
   Where had the blue jeans gone?”
 
   Do ghosts change their clothes? 
 
   Why not?
 
   “I don’t think it was Mary." Richard put his glass on the table and got up.
 
   "Does Mary have a twin sister?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then it was Mary.”
 
   "Did you talk to her?"
 
   "Yes. She said she was waiting for someone. I decided she was waiting for you."
 
   "What exactly did she say?"
 
   “’Hello, nice to see you, Jane.’ That's what she said. She didn't tell you that we met?"
 
   “No, she didn’t.”
 
   Richard turned to the pool. A gentle breeze was blowing in his face. He could smell a faint odor of chlorine.
 
   “Why don’t you ask Mary herself?” Jane placed her hand on his shoulder.
 
   Richard gave her a long look, and said, "I can’t do it. Mary went missing two weeks ago."
 
   "What?" Jane's eyes opened wide. "She went missing? Are you serious?"
 
   Did she really think he would joke about his wife going missing? Come on, Jane!
 
   "Absolutely."
 
   "Oh my God! I can’t believe it!" Jane pressed her fist against her mouth, as if trying to prevent a scream. "Jesus! I’m so sorry."
 
   She stared blankly into space for the next few seconds, saying nothing. Richard kept silent, too, letting Jane mull over the news without distraction. At last Jane said, "But I’m positive it was Mary. And she recognized me, too." She took Richard by the wrist. “Did she leave you? Why did she leave you, Richard?”
 
   “I don’t know what’s going on, to be honest with you. I haven’t seen or spoken to Mary in over two weeks. The police are saying she might have been murdered.”
 
   Maybe he should ask Jane if she believed in ghosts?
 
   “This is so weird.” Jane knitted her eyebrows. “What if it was Mary’s doppelganger I met at the mall?”
 
   “Doppelganger?”
 
   “Yes, it’s like a double.”
 
   “I don’t think it was a doppelganger.” Richard scratched his temple. “You could be right. Maybe it was Mary after all.”
 
   "Are the police looking for her? What else did they tell you?"
 
   "They seem to be clueless." Richard shut his eyes and massaged the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger.
 
   "I’m not surprised. My cousin’s house was robbed last year, and they never found the robbers.” Jane patted him on the back reassuringly. “I hope she comes back soon.”
 
   “Did she act strange in any way when you met her yesterday?”
 
   “No. She looked fine. She acted normal.”
 
   “Did she have any bruises, or scratches, or cuts?”
 
   What if it wasn’t a ghost or a doppelganger? 
 
   Then who could it have been?
 
   Maybe Mary did have a twin sister?
 
   “No, I didn’t see any bruises or scratches.”
 
   “Has she called you in the last two weeks?”
 
   Could Jane be lying? 
 
   Could she and Lisa have conspired to confuse him, to drive him insane?
 
   I can’t rule that out, can I?
 
   "No, she hasn’t.” A moment later Jane added, “Let me check my cellphone. I may have accidentally missed her call.”
 
   “You can do it after the party.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   With a crooked smile, Richard said, “So you think Mary left me, huh?”
 
   Jane shook her head vigorously. “No, no. I don’t know why I said that.”
 
   Could Mary be alive? Could she have risen from the dead?
 
   "Let me know if you hear from Mary, okay?" Jane squeezed his arm.
 
   "Sure."
 
   "Is there anything I can do to help you?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so. Thanks for asking.”
 
   “Call me if you need anything."
 
   Richard nodded.
 
   “Everything’s going to be all right,” Jane said.
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   After Jane went back into the house, Richard got up from the chair. As he walked to the door, his heart suddenly twisted and his forehead broke into a sweat. He pressed his hand to his chest, overcome by irrational fear. He stopped and drew two deep breaths.
 
   Calm down, man, everything's fine. Go inside the house and have fun. That's what you came here for, isn’t it? As for Mary, you can think about her tomorrow.
 
   Having shaken off the panic, Richard continued to the door. 
 
    
 
   5.
 
   On the way home from Jane’s, all Richard could think of was Jane's story.
 
   So what did he have here? He had Jane, who swore that she had seen Mary alive yesterday. He also knew that he had buried Mary more than two weeks ago. He had a weird situation on his hands: two weeks after her death, a dead woman had showed up at a mall, walking on her own, and talked to her friend. She had worn pink slacks, although she had been buried in blue jeans. And, unlike the skin of the living dead in the movies, her skin was not gray and rotten.
 
   There were two possible rational (i.e., not involving ghosts and other supernatural nonsense) explanations: either he had imagined burying Mary, or Jane was lying. 
 
   Which one of these was correct?
 
   Richard was sure that Mary’s fall from the bridge and her subsequent burial were not a figment of his imagination. 
 
   So did he believe that Jane had made her story up? 
 
   But what about Mary’s phone call to Lisa? What was the chance that both Lisa and Jane were bullshitting him?
 
   The thing was, neither Lisa nor Jane had a reason to play a hoax on him. Jane might have heard of Lisa, but Richard was pretty sure they didn’t socialize with each other, which meant there could be no conspiracy between the two.
 
   Could Mary be alive? Was he willing to admit that the time had come to consider this possibility? 
 
   No, he wasn’t ready to venture into this territory. He did not want to do it; he was an educated and rational man, you know.
 
   Dead people did not come back to life. Unless your father was God, of course. Mary’s dad was a truck driver.
 
   But what about ghosts? Did he find it conceivable that Mary’s ghost was roaming the earth? 
 
   He hadn’t made up his mind on this matter yet. Richard couldn’t explain why, but ghosts were a different story.
 
   Richard was satisfied with his reaction to what Jane had told him. He hadn’t lost his head and was still able to think clearly. He couldn’t explain what had happened to Jane at the mall, but he knew how he could use this incident for his benefit. He would ask Jane to tell Norris that she had seen Mary yesterday. Her testimony should take the suspicion off him and, hopefully, convince the detective that Mary was a runaway wife. 
 
   Norris might not close the investigation, but his zeal would be gone for sure. 
 
   ‘We don’t look for runaway wives.’ These were Norris’s words.
 
   As soon as he arrived home, Richard called Jane and asked her to tell Norris about her latest encounter with Mary. 
 
   "No problem," Jane said. "Is tomorrow okay?"
 
   "Yes, tomorrow is fine."
 
   "So now you think it was Mary?"
 
   "Yes, it looks like you were right."
 
   "I hope they find her soon."
 
   "I hope so, too." 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   1.
 
   The next morning he woke at six o’clock. Lying in bed, he realized that he still had the urge to go to the forest where he had buried Mary and check whether it was being searched by the police. After a long hesitation, he decided to go.
 
   This time he exited the highway onto the road leading to the fateful bridge and drove for one and a half miles before making a U-turn. He saw no signs of police presence. Of course, it was possible that the cops had finished combing the woods at some point before today. However, something was telling Richard that the forest hadn’t been searched yet. He wanted to believe that was the case. 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Richard entered the living room and froze. There were prints on the walls, in the same spots as those he had thrown away.
 
   His heart dropped to the floor. He walked up to the wall and stretched his hand to a print, which depicted a sprawling oak in a meadow. He took the print off the wall and fixed his eyes on it. He stood stock-still for half a minute. When he came out of a stupor, he muttered, “Shit,” and tossed the print on the sofa. Then he uttered a loud growl and started tearing other prints off the walls. He was seized by rage and fear at the same time. He ran through the entire house collecting the newly-hung prints, returned to the living room, and piled the prints on the coffee table. Panting, he slumped into an armchair. Anger was choking Richard; he kept clenching and opening his fists. He grabbed the print from the sofa, ripped the canvas off the frame, and rent it into two pieces.
 
   "Bitch," Richard hissed through his teeth. He picked up another painting. "I'm going to get you."
 
   He looked around and shouted, "Hey, you! Come out, I want to talk to you!"
 
   Richard didn't think she was still in the house, but he felt he had to do something, even if it was pointless.
 
   "You think it's funny? Well, let me tell you it’s not. Come out, sweetheart, don't be afraid. I’m not going to hurt you.”
 
   There was no answer.
 
   “What do you want from me?” 
 
   He opened the attic hatch, pulled the ladder down, and began climbing. When he stuck his head into the attic, he switched on the light and looked around, ready to jump from the ladder at the slightest movement. It crossed his mind that he should have gotten the gun from the safe. Just as he had expected, the attic was empty. Richard closed the hatch and sprinted to the master bedroom. On the way there, he remembered that he had already checked every room on the second floor while removing the prints. He searched the master bedroom anyway and found no one.
 
   Richard calmed down after he lay on the sofa, gazing at the ceiling, for several minutes.
 
   What was he going to do with the prints?
 
   Burn them. He ought to burn them. He could do it in the grill.
 
   What would the point of this dramatic gesture be? The prints didn’t feel pain or humiliation, did they? He would simply throw them in a Dumpster. 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   While he stared at the prints, Richard thought about the places he had lived in the last decade. Cincinnati. Dallas. Buffalo. Chicago. Boston. Richmond. Mexico City. Puerto Vallarta. He had done a lot of moving. And he had killed plenty of people. He had not killed anyone during his stay in Mexico, which was a good thing.
 
   He would hate to move again, but he would do it if he had to.
 
   To distract himself from somber thoughts, Richard picked up the print from the top of the pile. Settling on the couch, he noticed a tea bag wrapper under the coffee table and shook his head. He should not throw trash on the floor. He was better than that. 
 
   Richard grabbed the wrapper and put it on the table. Then he started studying the print he had picked up. After he spent half a minute looking at the blooming lotus depicted on it, he turned the print around. Attached to the back of the frame was a small piece of paper, which read: "The Orchid Art Gallery. 2124 2nd Ave, Seattle, WA."
 
   "Orchid," Richard said in a toneless voice.
 
   An interesting idea came to his mind: he should drop by this gallery and talk to the salesclerks. They must remember the buyer; odds were it wasn’t every day that someone purchased ten prints at once.
 
   These pictures must have cost at least three hundred dollars.
 
   What kind of idiot wastes three hundred on a stupid prank?
 
   Richard looked at his watch. It was twenty two minutes past eleven. He would go to the gallery right now. He would throw the prints away after he came back from the gallery.
 
    
 
   4.
 
   The visit to the Orchid Art Gallery was not particularly productive. The salesclerk, whose name, according to his tag, was Luis, said he remembered the woman who had purchased the prints.
 
   “She was here yesterday,” he said.
 
   “Was she alone?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Richard took Mary’s photo from his breast pocket and showed it to Luis.
 
   “Was it her?”
 
   “It’s hard to tell. She was wearing dark sunglasses.”
 
   “But it could be her?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   Richard gave Luis a sad look and said, “You see, my wife went missing a week ago. I believe she’s the woman that bought these pictures.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that.”
 
   “Did she pay with a credit card or cash?”
 
   “Cash.”
 
   Richard glanced at the security camera. “Can I see the surveillance tape?”
 
   “It’s already been recorded over. Sorry.”
 
   The salesclerk was probably lying, but there was nothing Richard could do about it. Making a scene was not going to help.
 
   Before leaving, Richard made the salesclerk promise to call him as soon as the woman came to the gallery again. 
 
   He threw all the prints in a Dumpster two miles from his house. He made sure nobody saw him do it.
 
    
 
   5.
 
   The doorbell rang. Richard rose from the chair, thinking that it must be Norris: the detective had called him forty minutes ago and said that he would like to pay him a visit today. Richard’s hunch turned out to be correct—standing on the porch was Steve Norris.
 
   "Did someone die?" The detective pointed at Richard's neighbor's house.
 
   "Yes. Jim Dystel. My neighbor."
 
   An hour earlier, on his way home, Richard had noticed half a dozen men and women dressed in black in the front yard belonging to the Dystels. He had inquired, and had been told that Jim had died inside his house three days ago after breaking his neck in an accidental fall. Richard had wondered why Tina, Jim’s wife, hadn’t told him about her husband’s death before.
 
   "You have a beautiful house, Richard," Norris said. "Again, I apologize for taking your time."
 
   "It's all right. You’re just doing your job."
 
   They went inside, and Richard asked if Norris would like something to drink.
 
   "Sure,” the detective replied. “What do you have?”
 
   “I suppose beer is out of the question?”
 
   “Yeah, no alcohol while on duty.” 
 
   “How about iced tea?”
 
   “I’ll take it.”
 
   In the kitchen, Richard looked in the mirror to make sure there was a sufficient amount of anguish on his face. He would hate to arouse the detective’s suspicions by appearing happy and carefree.
 
   "You must be dying to hear the latest on your wife's case," Norris said when Richard returned to the living room with two glasses of iced tea. "I have to say there isn’t much to report, unfortunately. We have very few clues."
 
   "Some clues is better than no clues."
 
   Norris nodded. "True.” 
 
   "I'm glad you’re working hard to find Mary.” Richard put his glass on the coffee table. “Do you think she’s alive? That’s all I really care about."
 
   "Can I ask you something? I like those blue flowers in front of your house. What are they called?”
 
   “Hydrangeas.”
 
   “Hydrangeas. Honestly, I’ve never heard this word before.”
 
   There was a short pause before Richard said, “Would you like to look at Mary's laptop?"
 
   Norris shook his head. “Not right now.” He took a sip of iced tea. “Ten years ago I read about a serial killer who buried his victims’ bodies in his backyard. He lived in England. He might be dead now. Can you believe it: he buried the bodies in his own backyard. He’s a real idiot, if you ask me. Who in his right mind would hide incriminating evidence so close to his house?"
 
   "Just so you know, I don't bury dead bodies in my backyard," Richard said with a sour smile.
 
   "I believe you." Norris grinned. "You have a pool, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “There’s probably enough space around the pool to bury at least a couple of bodies.” Norris started rotating the glass in his hand. “That was a joke.”
 
   Richard nodded silently.
 
   "As for your wife... I’m going to be blunt here, Richard. I’m afraid Mary is dead.”
 
   “Dead?” Richard frowned.
 
   “I believe she was murdered."
 
   “Do you know who killer her?”
 
   Norris gave Richard a studying look. "I think it was you. You killed your wife."
 
   They stared at each other, saying nothing, for about five seconds. Then Richard asked in a cold voice, "Was that a joke, too?”
 
   “No, I’m not joking.”
 
   “I don't understand." 
 
   "What don't you understand? I believe you killed your wife.”
 
   Richard folded his arms on his chest, unsure how he ought to behave.
 
   What the hell was this Columbo wannabe doing? What was the point of making an accusation without having any evidence to back it up at all? Hell, Norris couldn’t even prove Mary was dead! 
 
   Was the detective trying to provoke him? Was it some sort of mind game?
 
   His eyes fixed on Norris’s face, Richard said, "Steven, I realize that you have a difficult job, that you’d like to close the case as soon as possible, and that the husband is a prime suspect when a married woman goes missing. But let me tell you this: I don’t appreciate your tone. I did not kill Mary. I completely reject your accusations.”
 
   “I knew you’d say that.”
 
   “There’s something you’re forgetting, Steven. Mary went missing on the twelfth. And on the fourteenth, two days later, she called her brother’s girlfriend.”
 
   “So what?”
 
   “I think this proves that I didn’t kill my wife.”
 
   “I disagree. How do I know it was Mary who called Lisa Chapman?”
 
   “Lisa told me she was sure it was Mary’s voice.”
 
   “It could be an imitator. It’s not that hard to imitate voices on the phone.”
 
   “An imitator? And why did this person decide to call Lisa?”
 
   “Maybe you asked her to do it.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Richard felt gooseflesh rise on his back. 
 
   “To make it look like Mary was alive two days after you murdered her.”
 
   “This is ridiculous. I’m speechless.”
 
   Norris stroked his chin, and said, “All right, let’s suppose Mary did call Lisa on the fourteenth. What could have prevented you from killing her after that?”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “Absolutely.” 
 
   “So when do you think this murder took place?
 
   “Probably shortly after you reported Mary missing.”
 
   After a short pause, Richard said, “There’s a witness who saw Mary alive just two days ago. Would you like to talk to her?"
 
   "Really? Someone saw your wife two days ago? Why didn't you tell me about that before?"
 
   "I'm telling you now. Do you want to write down her number?"
 
   "Who is she?"
 
   “Her name’s Jane Porter. She’s a friend of Mary’s.” Then Richard dictated Jane’s phone number to the detective.
 
   "I’ll give her a call.” Norris put his notebook back in his jacket pocket.
 
   “Can I ask you why you have a problem with me? Did I offend you somehow?”
 
   Norris made a wry face. “I don’t have a problem with you, Richard. If you had an alibi, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. You don’t have an alibi, that’s what bothers me. And please don't get upset. I’m just explaining what my suspicions are based on.”
 
   “I read somewhere that only criminals have alibis.”
 
   “I’ve heard that saying. It could be true, but it’s not the official position of our department.”
 
   “Is there any evidence that Mary’s dead?”
 
   The detective sighed. “You don’t need physical evidence or a dead body to start a homicide case.” 
 
   “But you don’t know when Mary was murdered, do you?”
 
   “You probably killed her sometime after the fourteenth of May.”
 
   “So you want me to have an alibi for the entire last two weeks?”
 
   “That would be great. Unfortunately, you don’t have it, do you?"
 
   “What about Jane? She saw Mary two days ago.”
 
   "I haven't spoken to her yet. So I’m going to use only the facts that I currently have.”
 
   “Call her now. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind meeting you today.”
 
   “I’ll call her tonight, don’t worry about it.”
 
   He’s going to say I paid Jane to lie for me, Richard thought. Or, worse yet, he’ll say I’m fucking her.
 
   "By the way, have you heard about this new serial killer?" Norris's tone suddenly became friendly, or so it seemed to Richard.
 
   "What killer?"
 
   "The one that chops off ears."
 
   So Susie had been murdered by a serial killer?
 
   Richard felt a chill in his stomach when he remembered Susie lying naked on the floor in a dark pool of blood, her head looking grotesque without ears.
 
   "No, I’ve never heard of him. I'm not interested in things like that."
 
   "Really? I thought everyone’s heard of him. Well, at least most people. It’s kind of a big story."
 
   "I guess I'm in the minority."
 
   "Yes, you are. I mentioned him because I believe that this guy may have killed your wife. Killed and buried her somewhere. Or cut her to pieces and ate."
 
   “Is he a cannibal?”
 
   “We don’t know. It’s possible.”
 
   "How many people has he killed?"
 
   "A few. But I think he buried some of his victims, so the actual number is probably higher." 
 
    
 
   6.
 
   At ten minutes to eight in the evening, Richard called Jane. It was Jane’s husband, Alex, who answered the phone. Richard almost fell off the sofa when Alex told him the news: Jane died. She had been run over by a car three hours ago. The car had left the scene of the accident without stopping. Jane had died before talking to Norris. She had abandoned him. Who was going to save him from this idiot detective, who couldn't wait to put him in prison for Mary’s murder?
 
   Richard drank half a glass of gin to calm his nerves. One thought was spinning in his head: Jane was gone and he was absolutely alone, with nobody to defend him.
 
   Now, having lost Jane, he realized with stunning clarity that the damn detective was not as harmless as he seemed.
 
   Norris was after him. 
 
   Richard suddenly realized that Norris was hell-bent on getting him convicted of Mary’s murder. And he was sure the detective would be able to fabricate enough evidence to make it happen. He would find false witnesses. He would force Bob Logan to identify some female corpse as Mary. Bob was an ex-convict, so Norris would have no trouble making him dance to his tune. He would get Bob to say that Mary had fights with her husband on a regular basis.
 
   Norris would have everything necessary to put him behind bars for twenty years. He would have Mary’s body, witnesses who would testify that they had seen Richard Brower kill his wife, the tire iron that had served as the murder weapon. And he would have the motive, too. Richard Brower found out that his wife was fucking some guy with a big dick, became jealous, and decided to kill her. He made careful preparations, ladies and gentlemen! He purchased a tire iron, for cash, and hid it under the driver’s seat. Then he took Mary out of town and smashed her skull with the aforementioned tire iron. After that he dumped the body in the lake. What a disgusting monster!
 
   God, please help me!
 
   Why are you doing this to me!
 
   If Jane were alive...
 
   Richard's heart twisted at the horrible thought that had just come to him. Jane’s death had not been an accident. Yes, it was highly unlikely for a cautious woman like Jane to be run over by a car. It couldn’t have been an accident.
 
   Jane had been murdered. She had been murdered by Norris. Her testimony was going to undermine Norris’s theory and let his main suspect off the hook, so he had decided to take her out. 
 
   There was one problem, though. Norris was here three hours ago, and therefore, could not have killed Jane. The detective couldn’t have anything to do with Jane’s death because he had first heard about her after she had died.
 
   If it wasn’t Norris or his minions, then who was it?
 
   Someone else. Someone who wants to destroy me.
 
   Suddenly, gooseflesh broke out all over Richard’s body. A thought occurred to him that took his breath away. 
 
   It was them. He had lulled himself into believing that they had forgotten about him, that he was out of the woods, but obviously he had been wrong. They had been looking for him this whole time, and, sad to say, they had succeeded in their search. They had been watching him very closely after tracking him down. They had been watching his every step!
 
   Yes, it must be the avengers. These people still wanted him to pay for the lives he had taken.
 
   What did you expect, partner? These assholes are out of their minds, they’ll never stop trying to get you.
 
   These people were on the hunt for him. They must have hatched another conspiracy to kill him, damn bastards. Yes, a conspiracy! These morons would stop at nothing to take their revenge on him. Norris must be with them. Otherwise, how would one explain the detective’s maniacal desire to punish him? Norris was involved with them.
 
   They had been watching him. They had learned that Jane had seen Mary, and killed her. There was an interesting implication here: if they believed that Jane had actually spoken to his wife, they didn't know the whole truth. They didn't know that Mary was dead. 
 
   Thank God, there was at least one important thing about him they were unaware of.
 
   These people would stop at nothing to get him.
 
   Horror paralyzed Richard. For several minutes, he lay motionlessly, staring at the ceiling. Then he rose from the sofa and dashed to the entry hall to lock the deadbolt on the front door. After that, he locked all the windows on both floors. When he was done, he eased into a chair in the living room and stretched out his legs in front of him. He was still nervous. His attempts to relax by means of autosuggestion were failing.
 
   Mary. Jane. Norris. He felt as though the entire world leaned its weight on him.
 
   Was Mary dead?
 
   Jane had seen Mary alive. Jane had talked to her. Mary had hung the prints back on the walls. Mary had visited his house wearing blue jeans. She had the keys to the house, which meant she could have gotten in and out at will. She wanted to frighten him, to remind him of herself. What else had she done? What else was she going to do?
 
   Was Mary going to get revenge on him? 
 
   Maybe it was her who had killed Jane? Was she in cahoots with Norris?
 
   Nonsense! Mary was dead. Her corpse was lying in the ground, eaten by worms. 
 
   It was a pity he couldn't find her grave. It would have been nice to confirm she was still dead and buried.
 
   Could Mary have come back to life? Right now Richard was unable to give a definite answer to this question. 
 
    
 
   7.
 
    At a quarter past midnight Richard headed for the master bedroom. As he climbed the stairs, a thought crossed his mind: sooner or later Mary would have to get a job. But what marketable skills did she possess? 
 
   Richard laughed.
 
   How much money could she earn with her limited abilities? She would probably end up working as a cashier at a grocery store. 
 
   He wouldn’t be surprised if she tried to find a sugar daddy.
 
   He entered the bedroom, switched on the light, and started walking to the bed. After two steps, he glanced around the room and froze.
 
   There was writing on the wall opposite the bed, which read: ‘You are a dead man. M.’
 
   The words were printed in large red capital letters. The letters were uneven, which indicated that they had been drawn by hand. Richard caught himself wondering if the perpetrator had used blood to write his message. That must have been the idea: to make him think it was blood.
 
   After quickly recovering from shock, Richard walked up to the wall and touched the letter ‘m’ in the word ‘man’ with his right index finger. The paint was still wet; some of it got onto his fingertip. He brought his stained finger to his eyes. 
 
   Paint or blood? 
 
   Richard smelled his finger. He detected no scent of paint thinner, which didn’t mean the inscription had been written with blood. Some watercolors had virtually no odor, so it could be watercolor.
 
   Richard was tempted to taste the paint (or the blood). In the end, he dropped this idea.
 
   Let’s assume it was blood. Was it human or animal blood?
 
   Human blood? Ha-ha, I’ve seen too many horror movies.
 
   When had this been written?
 
   ‘You are a dead man. M.’
 
   Was it a threat? Had the avengers begun to threaten him? 
 
   Richard sat down on the edge of the bed, his heart pounding rapidly, a big lump stuck in his throat. He looked at the writing once more.
 
   So when had this been written? Who had done it?
 
   The last question was certainly the most important one.
 
   It must be a threat. They wanted him dead. They were going to kill him.
 
   They.
 
   It appeared that they hadn’t been sitting idle all these years. They had been looking for him. 
 
   The scary thing was, they had no trouble getting into his house—completely unnoticed, mind you. The next time they came here, they might chop his head off. 
 
   Why hadn’t they simply killed him? Why waste time writing this stupid threat?
 
   Maybe they didn’t want to kill him.
 
   It could be just a prank by local kids—unlikely, but possible nonetheless.
 
   When had they done this? It must have been after six—that was when he had last been in the bedroom.
 
   Richard stepped over to the dresser, pulled a tissue from the box, and wiped the paint—or the blood—off his finger. 
 
   Watercolor or blood?
 
   Or maybe it was ketchup?
 
   At the moment he was inclined to believe that it was blood. Animal blood. Perhaps cow's or pig's. Obviously, these guys had a weakness for cheap dramatic effects. They must have thought he’d be thoroughly impressed by the sight of blood. 
 
   Should he start panicking? Richard didn’t know.
 
   If he freaked out because of this writing, they would win. They wanted him to lose his cool, he had no doubt about it. Therefore, he was going to remain calm. But he couldn’t ignore this incident. He would have to step up his vigilance.
 
   Richard noticed that his mouth was dry. He went to the kitchen and grabbed a can of diet Pepsi from the refrigerator.
 
   These primitive morons were trying to scare him with a stupid inscription in blood, but they failed. Yes, they disturbed his balance, he wouldn’t deny that; however, he quickly pulled himself together. 
 
   Richard smiled. They had expected that he would faint with terror and then run to the police to confess to his killings. Like hell he would!
 
   What should he do now?
 
   He should paint over the writing first. Then he'd play it by ear. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   1.
 
   The phone rang, waking Richard up. His eyes still shut, Richard reached toward the nightstand, groped for the phone, found it, and picked up the receiver. 
 
   "Hello," he said in a hoarse voice.
 
   "Richard, is that you?" a woman's voice replied.
 
   "Yes, it's me." He had trouble recognizing the voice.
 
   "Is Mary home?"
 
   "No, she's not. Who is it?"
 
   "It’s me, Doris. Mary's mom." The woman laughed.
 
   As soon as she told him her name, Richard remembered: yes, it was Doris Logan's voice. He moaned quietly and covered his face with a pillow.
 
   Doris was calling from Fresno. She said that she was about to board a plane to Seattle, and then asked Richard to meet her at the airport. 
 
   Faking enthusiasm, Richard said, “Sure.” 
 
   After he hung up, it occurred to him he should have asked Doris why she was coming here.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Doris’s plane arrived on schedule. Richard positioned himself by the arrival gate and began looking for Doris. It was about ten minutes before they saw each other.
 
   "Richard!" Doris shouted, wrapping her arms around Richard. "It’s been so long since I last saw you. You haven't changed one bit.” She let him out of her embrace. “I'm so tired, you know."
 
   They retrieved Doris’s suitcase from the baggage claim and headed for the parking garage. As they walked, Richard wondered where Mary’s mother was planning to stay. He had a feeling she was going to crash at his place.
 
   When they got in the car, Doris said, "I hate flying. The whole flight I was afraid the plane would go down. I'm a terrible coward." She took a bottle of perfume from her purse and sprayed some perfume on her neck and chest.
 
   "How are things in Fresno?" Richard asked as he drove through the garage.
 
   "Not bad. It’s getting hotter by the day." Doris rolled down the window and stuck her elbow out. “Are you a good driver?”
 
   “I believe so.”
 
   “Great.”
 
   After a hesitation, Richard asked, “Have you booked a hotel room?”
 
   Doris shook her head. “You don’t mind if I stay with you for a couple of days, do you?”
 
   “No, of course not.” Richard clenched his teeth.
 
   “What is Mary cooking for dinner today? I hope it’s something tasty. I’m so hungry.”
 
   “She’s not cooking anything today.”
 
   “Is she busy? Why didn't she come with you to the airport?"
 
   "No, she’s not busy.” Richard glanced at Doris. “Didn’t Bob tell you what happened?”
 
   “No, he didn’t tell me anything.”
 
   Richard heaved a heavy sigh, and said, “Mary went missing."
 
   "Who went missing?"
 
   "Mary."
 
   "When?" Doris gave him a worried look.
 
   "Two and a half weeks ago."
 
   "Two and a half weeks?" Doris drew her eyebrows together. "Are you sure? I just spoke to her on the phone."
 
   "She called you? When?"
 
   "Two days ago. She asked me to come here as soon as possible. I thought she needed my help with something.”
 
   "Are you sure it was Mary?" Richard began to feel sick in the pit of his stomach.
 
   "It was her voice. But if she went missing... So you haven't seen her in two weeks?"
 
   "No, I haven't." Richard's hands became sweaty.
 
   "Who do you think called me?"
 
   Richard shrugged. "Maybe it was Mary. Perhaps she wants to meet you."
 
   "Have you informed the police?"
 
   "Of course. They’re looking for her, but with no success."
 
   Doris had lost her mind. A dead woman couldn’t call her mother. It was impossible.
 
   "Why nobody told me about it? Richard, you should have called me at once."
 
   Or was it the ghost again? Why had it invited Doris here? 
 
   "I thought Bob would do that."
 
   "Bob? You know Bob. You can’t rely on him.” Doris withdrew her cellphone from her purse and started pressing buttons on it. “Where could she be? And why did she leave you?”
 
   “I have no clue.” 
 
   “Did you have a fight?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Doris put her phone to her ear. About ten seconds later, she said, “No one’s answering.” The she hung up.
 
   “Who did you call?”
 
   “I called the number Mary called me from.” 
 
   “Tell me the number.”
 
   It must be a payphone, too.
 
   Doris read the number aloud off the cellphone display. Richard didn’t recognize it.
 
   “Do you know who it belongs to?” Doris asked.
 
   Richard shook his head. 
 
   At this moment, an excellent idea flashed in his mind: Doris could replace Jane as a witness. She would tell Norris that Mary was alive two days ago.
 
   Feeling perked up, Richard said, "I think you should tell the police that Mary called you.”
 
   “You think it’s important?”
 
   “I’m sure they’d like to know about it. This information might help them find her.”
 
    
 
   "Okay. I'll do it tomorrow."
 
   Richard smiled; he was overcome by the urge to squeeze Doris in his arms and give her a dozen kisses. One could say she saved him.
 
   Right now, he didn’t care who had phoned Doris. 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   "I'm so tired and hungry," Doris said when they were in the living room. "You’ve got a nice place here." She sat down on the sofa.
 
   Richard went to the kitchen to make tea and fry some eggs for Doris. While he was busy cooking, Doris took a quick tour of the house. 
 
   "I really like your place," she said, watching Richard transfer the eggs from the pan to a plate. "I wish I could stay here for a week.” She picked up the plate. “Would you mind if I stayed here? Or maybe I should stay at Bob's."
 
   She obviously expected Richard to say that she could stay at his house as long as she pleased. But Richard didn't want her here. Tomorrow she would meet with Norris, and after that he had no need for her.
 
   “Do you think that Mary will come back in a week?” Richard asked.
 
   “You think she won’t?”
 
   Richard shrugged.
 
   "How old do I look to you?" Doris asked after she placed the plate on the dining table. 
 
   Richard looked at her for a few seconds and said, "You don’t look a day over forty nine."
 
   As far as he remembered, Mary’s mother was a couple of years shy of sixty. He figured that understating Doris’s age by ten years would help him score some points with her.
 
   "Oh, you’re so polite, Richard. I personally think I look fifty two. And I feel forty five.”
 
   Frankly, she was wrong. She looked much older than fifty two. 
 
   “I stand by my words. You look great, Doris.”
 
   A big grin appeared on the woman’s face. 
 
   “You must have never seen a forty-nine-year-old woman. You don't have to flatter me."
 
   Richard poured himself a glass of apple juice. Doris dug into the fried eggs.
 
   "The important thing is, Mary's alive,” Doris said. "Maybe she'll come back when she sees that I'm here."
 
   "I hope so." 
 
    
 
   4.
 
   "Where am I going to sleep?" Doris asked at half past eleven. "I'm not a picky woman. All I need is a place to lie down and something to cover myself with."
 
   Richard led Doris to a guest bedroom on the second floor and asked her if she liked it. Doris was pleased with the room.
 
   "I love your furniture,” she said. “Was it you who chose it or Mary? It must have cost you a pretty penny.”
 
   Since Richard had been in charge of the interior decoration of the house, Doris’s comment made him feel proud of himself. 
 
    
 
   5.
 
   Richard woke up in the middle of the night, roused by noises coming from the hallway. Someone was walking around the house!
 
   Richard's second thought was: it was probably just the wind. Or maybe Doris went to the kitchen to get a snack. After debating with himself for a few moments, he decided not to go out and check what had caused the noises. Then he remembered Jane, and his body immediately broke out in a cold sweat.
 
   They had murdered Jane to silence her and nothing would prevent them from killing Doris. Right now, she was the only witness who could confirm that Mary was alive two days ago, and he couldn't lose her. Richard slipped off the bed and, without putting on a robe, clad in nothing but a T-shirt and underpants, ran out of the bedroom. First he checked on Doris. Thankfully, Mary’s mother was alive: Richard saw her arms move and heard her quiet snoring. Then he searched the entire house and, to his relief, found no intruders.  
 
   He grabbed a bottle of iced tea from the refrigerator and headed back to the master bedroom.
 
   Was Doris a healthy woman? What were the chances that she would die of a heart attack? It would be quite unfortunate if Doris croaked tomorrow morning.
 
   Richard heaved a tired sigh. He couldn’t wait for dawn to come.
 
    
 
   6.
 
   "I appreciate you coming here, Richard,” Norris said. “I understand that you’re busy, but there are a couple of things I need to discuss with you as soon as possible.” 
 
   "No problem."
 
   Richard lied. He hated being here.
 
   Norris had called this morning and asked him to come to the sheriff’s office at one o’clock in the afternoon. 
 
   Did Norris have no other cases to investigate? Why the hell was Mary Brower so important to him? He had said that the police did not look for runaway wives, hadn’t he?
 
   Thankfully, Richard had something to be happy about: Doris had told him that she had visited the sheriff’s office and talked to Norris.
 
   Norris opened the manila folder lying in front of him, and said, "A while ago I received an anonymous letter. It reads—" He peered into Richard’s face, as if trying to read his mind. "Did you know that someone wants to put you in prison?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "This letter says that you strangled your wife and buried her body.” Norris leaned forward. “Let me tell you a secret: this letter was the reason why I gave you such a hard time earlier. Before I received it, I didn't consider you a viable suspect. Frankly, I believed your wife was alive.” 
 
   Richard froze. Who the hell had written this letter?
 
   "When did you receive it?" Richard asked.
 
   Maybe he made this letter up. Cops were legally allowed to lie to suspects.
 
   "A week ago." Norris turned a few pages in the folder. "I’m a straightforward guy. I’m not afraid to admit mistakes.” He settled back in his chair. “Now I realize that this letter is misleading. And thanks to your mother-in-law, I’ve revised my position with respect to your involvement in Mary’s disappearance. I no longer suspect you of murdering your wife."
 
   "Thank you. I appreciate that." 
 
   "But Doris Logan’s testimony wasn't the only reason why I changed my position. I just learned that four days ago your wife withdrew about ten thousand dollars from her bank account. Did you know that Mary had an account at Chase Bank?”
 
   “No, I didn’t know that.”
 
   “Well, I guess she wanted to keep it secret from you.”
 
   He paused for a few seconds, giving Richard an opportunity to express his opinion. But Richard was silent, puzzled by what he had just heard.
 
   “She made the withdrawal at a branch in Renton,” Norris continued. “The current balance in that account is eight dollars and change.”
 
   "It happened four days ago?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Are you sure it was Mary?"
 
   "Yes, we are. Our forensic expert examined the signature on the withdrawal slip and confirmed that it belonged to your wife. Besides, the bank teller checked the woman’s identity."
 
   "Thank God she's alive." Richard straightened his back and drew a deep breath. “I’m so glad this nightmare is finally over.”
 
   "I'm beginning to believe that Mary left you for someone else. Perhaps she gave that money to her lover.”
 
   Ten grand. Mary had never told him she had such a large amount of money in her account. Richard hadn’t expected her to have that kind of cash. Obviously, Mary was much better at saving than he had thought.
 
   An image of a squirrel tucking away nuts appeared in Richard’s mind.
 
   "As I said, I don’t think that Mary has a lover," Richard said.
 
   Why had she withdrawn the money? 
 
   She has decided to go off the grid. She doesn’t want to be tracked down, that’s why.
 
   "I understand it’s hard for you to accept this idea. Women cheat on their husbands, it’s a fact of life. You're not the first one to have a cheating wife and certainly not the last one."
 
   “Is this new information going to help you find Mary?”
 
   “Probably. And I’ll still keep an eye on you, Richard. Please understand, it’s nothing personal. As you see, I’m completely honest with you. I expect the same honesty from you."
 
   After a short pause, Richard replied, "Thank you for being honest."
 
   "I'm giving you food for thought, Richard. I want you know that I won't stop until I find your wife, dead or alive."
 
   "I’m glad to hear that."
 
   "As for this letter." Norris rocked in his chair. "Do you have any ideas about who wrote it?"
 
   Richard shook his head. “No. Can I see it?”
 
   “The letter was typed on a computer, so I see no point in you looking at it.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   "I must say you have cruel enemies. I wonder what you’ve done to make them so angry."
 
   "Everyone has enemies."
 
   "Yes, I agree with you." Norris paused. “I’d be very very careful if I were you. I don’t think these guys are done with you.”
 
    
 
   7.
 
   Thank God, he’d been saved! Now he could breathe easy, although he was not sure if this period of calm was going to last.
 
   Who had withdrawn the money? What if it really was Mary and not some scammer with a fake driver’s license in Mary’s name who was good at forging signatures? She must have run out of cash. It was expensive to live on your own, you know. 
 
   Or maybe her lover had run out of money.
 
   Don! Richard had almost forgotten about him. This bastard was still out there, probably concocting another nefarious scheme together with Mary.
 
   What if Mary decided to avenge herself on him? Taking into account that she had a helper, Don, she might be able to pull this off. 
 
   Did Mary know his big secret? He wouldn’t be surprised if she did. Perhaps that was why she had been so scared of him that night. 
 
   Maybe he should leave town for a while? Go into hiding until the danger passed. How long would he have to hide? It was hard to tell. Maybe a month, maybe three months.
 
   He wasn’t a suspect in Mary’s case anymore, so the police should have no problem with him disappearing.
 
   What about the letter Norris had received? Who had written it? 
 
   Norris was absolutely right: someone was trying to bring him down, to make him suffer. There was a conspiracy. A real conspiracy.
 
   Were the avengers behind it?
 
   When Richard parked his car in the garage, an idea came to his mind. He should write an anonymous letter, too. 
 
   Let’s stir the shit up.
 
   Who would his target be? 
 
   Why not Bob Logan? Being an ex-convict, Bob was a suitable candidate for the part of Mary’s killer. The fact that he was Mary's brother changed nothing: there were plenty of people who hated their siblings to death. It wasn’t so hard to imagine the following scenario: Bob and Mary began arguing about something, things got heated, Mary slapped her brother in the face, he responded in kind, and then a full-blown fight broke out which resulted in murder. 
 
   Chances were Norris would want to take a closer look at Bob after reading the letter.
 
   Could Bob end up convicted of Mary’s murder? Absolutely not. The evidence was simply not there. 
 
   When would he mail the letter? Next week. Wednesday or Thursday of next week. He would drop it into a mailbox at least ten miles from Mill Creek.
 
   It took Richard twenty minutes to write the letter. It read: 
 
   "To Whom It May Concern:
 
   I’m writing this to give you important information regarding Mary Brower, who went missing a few weeks ago. I can’t keep silent anymore. I must inform you that she was murdered by her brother, Robert Logan. Robert had numerous fights with Mary because of his money problems. He often spoke of his desire to kill Mary. I hope Robert Logan will be brought to justice."
 
   He had read that the police had methods to identify the printer used to print a certain document, so he decided to print the letter at a FedEx Office Print & Ship center. After studying the list of nearby FedEx locations, he picked the center in Kirkland, fifteen miles from his house.
 
   In order not to leave his fingerprints, Richard put on driver gloves before taking the letter from the printer.
 
   As he drove home, Richard noted to himself that he was terribly exhausted. He was tired of all this bizarre crap happening around him. He was tired of Norris, too. He needed some rest. 
 
   It was time to get out of this town. 
 
   How about a trip to Vegas? He would rent a hotel room under a fake name so the avengers couldn’t find him.
 
   Richard liked the idea of going to Las Vegas. 
 
   Was it time to leave Washington for good? He was inclined to believe that it was. He didn’t want to wait for conclusive proof that the avengers had tracked him down. His life was at stake, and he was not taking chances with his life. As they say, better safe than sorry.
 
   Yes, that’s right—better safe than sorry.
 
   He would list the house for sale as soon as he came back from Las Vegas. 
 
   Although he lived in a good neighborhood where house robberies and break-ins were rare, Richard decided to ask Tina Dystel to keep an eye on his place and collect his mail. It was not the most effective way to prevent theft, but since it would only cost him a bottle of wine, he saw no reason not to do it.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “One fine day they put the guy to sleep and drown him in the tub. Then they toss his body in the pool. There was a pool near the school, you see. Three days pass, but no one finds the body. His wife gets awfully scared because it looks like the body disappeared. She tells Sharon Stone, her accomplice, that something must be wrong. Sharon Stone says that everything’s fine, that she should relax. The wife starts to panic. And as I already said, she has a weak heart. Then she finds out that someone saw her husband, her dead husband, at a gas station. Well, to make a long story short, one day her husband shows up alive and well. Her husband came back from the dead, can you imagine that! And since she has a weak heart, she almost dies of a heart attack."
 
   "And how did the husband come back to life?"
 
   "The husband was never dead. It turned out that he conspired with Sharon Stone to kill his wife. They wanted to scare that woman to death, you see."
 
   "You said they drowned him. How did he survive?"
 
   "Sharon Stone injected him with a special substance that kept him from dying underwater."
 
   Richard woke up. There was dead silence in the bedroom, the ashy moon hanging outside the window. He rose from the bed, switched on the light, then went to the bathroom. He splashed his face with cold water to drive away drowsiness, and sat down on the edge of the bathtub.
 
   What was it? What had he dreamed about?
 
   As he turned on the hot water, Richard suddenly remembered that he had heard the story from the dream before. He had overheard it from the woman who had sat in front of him on the plane to Las Vegas. She had described to her neighbor the plot of a thriller with Sharon Stone. At the time, he had paid little attention to the story, and now it surfaced in his memory.
 
   Richard put his feet in the tub, which was quickly filling with water. The water was comfortably hot.
 
   Without taking off his underpants, he lowered himself into the tub and relaxed his body. Gradually, he recalled the entire story. The character played by Sharon Stone was the guy’s mistress. She told the guy’s wife that she hated him. She tricked that woman, who was her friend, by the way.
 
   ‘Diabolique’—that was the name of the movie. What a fitting title.
 
   As he reflected on his dream, an incredible thought occurred to him, which gave him goosebumps. He cracked the riddle. He found the answers to all the questions that had been tormenting him since he had buried Mary. It was as if a light were shined on the events of the past few weeks. He knew who that woman in blue jeans was, who had written that ridiculous bloody inscription in the master bedroom, and who had sent the anonymous letter to the police. He figured it all out.
 
   Mary was alive. Yes, his wife was alive!
 
   But whom had he buried three weeks ago?
 
   Mary.
 
   Then why did he think she was alive?
 
   Because she hadn't died after falling from that bridge. She had only lost consciousness.
 
   Did this mean that Mary had gotten out of the grave?  
 
   Yes, that was exactly what it meant: she had dug herself out of the grave. She had probably had help. From whom? Don? No, it couldn’t have been him. If Don had been with Mary that night, if he had been in on the plan, he would have known not to look for her at her husband’s place a few days later.
 
   Then who was it?
 
   After racking his brain for fifteen minutes, Richard figured out who Mary’s accomplice was. It had to be Bob Logan. You see, Bob and Mary were siblings, they could trust each other totally. Chances were Don was in cahoots with them, but he apparently had not been kept up to date.
 
   Why had Mary called her mother? Why had they written in blood on the wall? They wanted him to believe that his dead wife had come back to life. What was the point of this charade?
 
   Perhaps their objective was to drive him insane or simply demoralize him. 
 
   They must have set up the whole thing, including John’s call. John, assuming it was his real name, was probably a friend of Bob’s. They must have known that he had installed a spy application on Mary’s cellphone. That phone call during which Don had mentioned their plan to kill him was meant to give him a jolt, to scare him. These bastards played him like a violin.
 
   They managed to make him take action. That Saturday Mary expected him to shadow her. When he was burying Mary, Bob was somewhere nearby, watching and waiting. Bob must have followed them after Mary left his place. And then he dug his sister out. The second part of the plan was completed.
 
   What was going to happen in the third part? 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   So what was going to happen in the third act?
 
   He was sitting in a pool chair, dressed in swimming shorts, the sun's rays caressing his body. It was the third day of his stay in Las Vegas.
 
   In the third act they kill him. Their motive? His money. He must be worth at least a million dollars right now. Plus his life insurance money. He was insured for five hundred grand, you know. The policy had a double indemnity clause, which meant that the beneficiary would receive double the face value if he died in an accident. Mary was the beneficiary of his policy.
 
   This morning, during breakfast, Richard had thought about what he was going to do when he returned home from Vegas. It was clear that the current situation was unacceptable. When a man is afraid to live in his own house, he starts going insane. A radical solution was needed. He must cut the knot, just like Alexander the Great had cut the Gordian knot.
 
   Should he tell the police about the avengers? No, it was better not to involve the cops. They were not going to give him 24/7 protection just because he suspected that someone was after him. Besides, the police would want to know why the avengers were after him. He would have to tell them about all the people he had killed, and he couldn’t do that. The cops would not help him.
 
   Should he leave Washington? That would be a cowardly move, wouldn’t it? Why should he leave? He had done nothing wrong. 
 
   Well, as they say, life’s not fair.
 
   In order to receive double the face value of the policy, Mary would have to make his death look like an accident. This meant that he was not going to be shot, or strangled, or stabbed to death. If he were Mary, he would stage a car crash. 
 
   As Richard sat in the pool chair, a significant detail emerged in his memory. It was Mary who had persuaded him to take out a life insurance policy. Had she thought of killing him at the time? He reckoned that she had. 
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   He called Kathy after lunch. He did it so she wouldn't worry about him: he hadn’t talked to her since leaving for Las Vegas.
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked.
 
   "Watching TV,” Kathy replied. "By the way, I talked to Steve. He said he has a new theory."
 
   "Let's hope he’s right this time. I’m glad I’m not a suspect anymore."
 
   "Are you mad at Steve?"
 
   "No. Why would I be mad at him? He's just doing his job."
 
   Then Richard told Kathy that he was calling from Las Vegas.
 
   "I envy you," Kathy said. "I love Las Vegas. When are you coming back?"
 
   "At the end of the month.”
 
   “Did you go to any shows?”
 
   “I didn’t come here to have fun. I thought Mary could be here. I figured I can’t sit on my ass and do nothing.”
 
   "Did you decide to look for her yourself?"
 
   "Yes. I'm going to check all major hotels. I might get lucky, who knows."
 
   "If you have time, call me, okay?"
 
   "Sure." 
 
    
 
   4.
 
   Last night Richard had had a dream about Martin. Martin was standing in a park, his right hand outstretched toward Richard. It was twilight.
 
   "They’re going to rip you to pieces,” he whispered with his blue lips. "You shouldn’t have killed me, Richard. That was a big mistake."
 
   "Keep dreaming," Richard replied coldly.
 
   Martin was the first person he had killed. Martin’s death was the cause of his nightmare.
 
   “You’re not going to get away with it, you piece of shit.” Martin clenched his hand and a moment later opened it.
 
   "They forgot about you. Ever heard the saying, ‘Time heals all wounds?’”
 
   “They did not forget me. They’ll never forget me.”
 
   “There’s no one left to avenge you, pal. I took care of all of them.” Richard laughed.
 
   “You know it’s bullshit. They’ve already found you, Richard. You’ll be dead in a week.”
 
   "You’re wrong.” Richard smiled. “You lost, Martin. You lost. Now please go fuck yourself."
 
   "You’re sick, Richard. You’re insane," Laura's voice said.
 
   Richard found himself in a forest. His sister was standing in front of him with a knife in her hand.
 
   "You’re insane, Richard,” she said. "Why did you kill those people? Why did you kill me?”
 
   “It wasn’t my fault, Laura. You attacked me. You should have stayed away from this.”
 
   “You’re going to pay for your crimes. I’m ashamed you’re my brother.”  
 
   Richard burst out laughing.
 
   "Why are you laughing?" Laura asked. "You’re out of your mind."
 
   "You don’t know what you’re talking about. Those people deserved to die. But you are too stupid to understand that."
 
   Then he woke up. 
 
    
 
   5.
 
   After dinner, as he lay in bed, Richard had a stunning realization. It became clear to him why Doris had paid him a visit. 
 
   You see, Mary’s mother was involved in this conspiracy. It was even possible that she was its mastermind. The purpose of her visit was to give him more evidence that Mary had risen from the dead. Perhaps she had also wanted to check whether he had become a nervous wreck and the time was ripe for the final blow.
 
   They were trying to cripple him mentally because the weaker he was, the easier it was to kill him. They must be hoping he would lose the will to live.
 
   Richard heaved a sigh. He was sad he had been wrong about Doris. He had thought she was a decent person.  He had respected her.
 
   Yes, he had really respected her. 
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   He didn't know how long he had been asleep when the ringing cellphone woke him. He pressed the Answer button and said without opening his eyes, “Hello.”
 
   "Richard Brower?" a man's voice responded, which sounded familiar to Richard.
 
   "Yes, it's me."
 
   "It's Steve Norris. Do you have ten minutes?"
 
   Richard rubbed the back of his head, sat up, and swung his feet to the floor. "Yes, sure. Something happened?"
 
   He grabbed the half-full glass of water from the nightstand and took a sip from it.
 
   "We found your wife."
 
   Richard drew a deep breath, and replied, “Is she okay? Where did you find her?”
 
   "I’m sorry, Richard, your wife’s dead. We found her body."
 
   "Dead?” Richard almost shouted. “Mary’s dead? Oh my God! What happened to her?”
 
   “She died in an accident." After a pause, Norris added, “I’m very sorry, Richard.”
 
   “What am I going to do now? Mary’s gone.” Richard groaned. “My Mary’s gone.”
 
   How the hell had they managed to find Mary’s grave? He had been unable to do it, even though he was the one who had buried her.
 
   "I'm sorry about your wife.”
 
   “How did she die? Where did it happen?”
 
   “She was killed in a car accident eight miles south of Olympia.”
 
   Richard took another sip from the glass.
 
   It must be some sort of trick. What game was Norris playing?
 
   He wants to confuse me, to trip me up.
 
   “Whose fault was it?” Richard asked. 
 
   “No one was at fault.”
 
   “Where is she now?"
 
   Suppose it wasn’t a trick. Could someone have moved Mary’s body?
 
   "She’s in the Thurston County morgue."
 
   "Are you sure it’s Mary?"
 
   "We called her brother, Bob Logan, and he identified the body. Besides, there was Mary’s driver’s license in the victim’s wallet.”
 
   "When can I see her?"
 
   "Are you still in Las Vegas?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You can see the body as soon as you come back."
 
   "Okay.”
 
   Richard looked at his watch. It was 8:06 pm.
 
   "When are you going to come back?"
 
   "Tonight." 
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    She had lost control of her car and run into a tree. The accident had taken place on Route 9 fifteen miles north of Everett. The car had burned down, her body had been incinerated. That was what had happened to Mary Brower.
 
   "It's impossible," Tina said. She had almost fainted when he told her about Mary's death. "Mary’s dead! My God, Richard, it’s horrible. I'm very sorry." Tina wrapped her arms around Richard. "It's horrible!"
 
   "Yes it is," he said quietly with a gloomy face.
 
   "Oh, God, I can't believe it." Tina's face was as red as a lobster. 
 
   "They found her three days ago. I learned about the accident yesterday."
 
   "When is the funeral?"
 
   "Tomorrow. I just want to put it all behind me as soon as possible."
 
   "I'm so sorry. You're all alone now. Maybe I can help you somehow? I could cook you a dinner. Did you eat yet?"
 
    Richard shook his head.
 
   "Wait a minute." Tina stood up and left for the kitchen.
 
   She came back with a bowl of potato salad and a plate of meatballs. When they sat down at the dining table, Tina asked, "Has anything gone missing from your house lately?"
 
   "Missing?"
 
   "Anything valuable. Jewelry, a TV, cash."
 
   “You mean if anything was stolen? No, nothing went missing. Why?”
 
   "It's very important, because—" Tina drew a deep breath. "I have a feeling that Jim’s death was not an accident."
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   Tina creased her forehead. "I found him on the stairs. He lay on his stomach, his head was twisted in a weird way. They wanted it to look like he lost his balance, fell down the stairs, and broke his neck."
 
   "They?"
 
   "It wasn't an accident, Richard."
 
   "Then what was it?"
 
   "Jim didn't fall and break his neck. Someone broke his neck and then made it look like he fell. Or maybe they pushed him down the stairs."
 
   "Someone pushed him?" Richard said in a surprised voice. "Are you saying James was murdered?"
 
   Tina shut her eyes and nodded. "I think they knocked him out first, and then brought him into the house. One button was missing from his shirt. It must have popped off when they carried him. There was also a small tear at the shoulder seam. Then they took him to the head of the stairs and pushed him down.”
 
   Richard buried his chin in his hand. "Are you sure it was murder? Why would anyone—"
 
   Tina interrupted him in the middle of the sentence. "Besides, I saw them."
 
   "You saw the killers?"
 
   “Yes.” Tina nodded. "I saw them come out of our house. Their car was parked a few houses down the street. They got in the car and left."
 
   "Did you try to stop them?"
 
   "You think it would have worked? They would have killed me, too, if I had." Tina sighed heavily. "They killed Jim, and they would have had no trouble killing me." She licked her lips. “You’d understand me if you’d been with me when it happened."
 
   "Did you write down the license plate number of their car?"
 
   "I didn't make it out. When I realized that they walked out of our house, I was literally paralyzed. I was too scared to follow them.”
 
   "Did you stay in your car until they left?"
 
   "Yes. I thought that if they saw me go into the house, they would come back and kill me.”
 
   “Why would they do that?”
 
   “Because I’m a witness."
 
   "Oh, I see. And you didn’t call 911, either?"
 
   "No. I couldn’t move until they were gone."
 
   "How many of them were there?"
 
   "Two. Two men."
 
   "Did you contact the police?"
 
   "I’m afraid to tell the police about it. What if those people find out that I saw them? I don’t want to take chances.”
 
   “Maybe you’re right.”
 
   “They could be gangsters.”
 
   “Yeah.” Richard nodded. 
 
   “Besides, I don’t think the police will be able to find them. I didn't see their faces or the license plate of their car.”
 
   “I agree with you.”
 
   “Do you think I should tell the police about those men?”
 
   Richard shrugged. “I don’t know. If I were you, I would report this to the police. But you do whatever you think is best for you.” 
 
   "Let me tell you where they brought Jim’s body from." Tina paused. “They brought it from your house, Richard. I saw tracks in the grass that led from your house to ours. And I also found a button from Jim’s shirt by your porch."
 
   There was a long silence before Richard said, “What do you think happened?"
 
   "I can only speculate, but I believe that Jim saw these people enter your house, followed them inside, and confronted them. Then they killed him.”
 
   “Are you saying Jim was murdered in my house?” Richard frowned. He had a sinking sensation in the pit of his stomach.
 
   Two men. Bob Logan and Don? Or the avengers?
 
   Maybe Bob and Don are avengers?
 
   Bullshit. That was paranoia talking. 
 
   Interestingly, he wasn’t shocked by Tina’s hypothesis. All that weird shit he had seen in the last few weeks must have desensitized him.
 
   “Either in your house or in your front yard.”
 
   In the front yard? 
 
   Jim may have confronted those guys when they were trying to pick the locks. It was a very plausible scenario.  
 
   “Can you check if anything’s missing from your house?” Tina said. 
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “And check if your front door locks were tampered with.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Tina sighed. "I’m sorry I'm bothering you with my problems."
 
   "It’s okay. You did the right thing by telling me about this."
 
   Tina refilled Richard’s glass with wine, and asked, "Who’s that guy in a gray suit who visited you a week ago?" 
 
   Richard thought for a few seconds and figured that she was talking about Norris. 
 
   “He’s the detective in charge of Mary’s case.”
 
   Tina bobbed her head and then took a sip of wine from her glass. “I saw you with a woman at Alexander's about two weeks ago. Who is she?"
 
   She must be talking about Kathy. Richard felt a little uncomfortable about the fact that he had not seen Tina observing him at Alexander’s.
 
   "She’s a friend of mine."
 
   "Her name is Kathy, right?"
 
   Richard nodded.
 
   "Did you know that she works for the sheriff’s department?"
 
   Richard froze. Kathy was a cop? To say that this piece of information surprised him would have been an understatement. It profoundly shocked him. 
 
   He managed to keep his emotions hidden.
 
   Had Kathy reported to Norris everything he’d told her?
 
   "How do you know that?" he cautiously asked.
 
   "She’s a friend of my cousin’s."
 
   "What does she do? Is she a cop?"
 
   "No. I believe she’s in human resources."
 
   Richard felt relieved. Human resources was okay. 
 
   He wondered why Kathy had never mentioned where she worked.
 
   "I didn't know that," he said. “We’re not very close, to be honest with you.”
 
   “She’s never been married. I feel a little sorry for her.”
 
   "She’s a nice person.”
 
   "Yes, she is. I hope she finds someone eventually."
 
   He should tell Kathy about Mary's body. It would please her.
 
   "I asked you about that guy in a gray suit because I thought he was your relative or friend.”
 
   "Why did you think so?"
 
   "He was in your house four days ago."
 
   "Four days ago I was in Vegas."
 
   "That's right. You left for Vegas, and the next day he came to your house."
 
   Another surprise. Richard frowned, fixed his eyes on his plate, puzzled. Norris had been in his house while he was in Las Vegas. What the hell had the detective been doing there? 
 
   "Did he enter the house? Are you sure it was my house?"
 
   Tina nodded. "I’m sure. I'm not blind. I was watching at the kitchen window. I saw everything."
 
   "Did you see him carrying anything out of the house?"
 
   "No, I didn’t. But he might have taken something small.” Tina sipped some wine from her glass. “I thought he was your relative or friend."
 
   "He’s not my friend,” Richard said indignantly. "He entered my house without my permission. He didn't even tell me about it."
 
   "You should report it to his boss. I'll be your witness. They’re going to fire him. The police are strict about things like that."
 
   "If he worked there for a long time, he’ll be hard to fire."
 
   "At least it will make him nervous. He’s going to think twice next time he wants to break the law."
 
   Richard shook his head. "I highly doubt that." 
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   At midnight, Richard received a phone call from Bob Logan. Bob sounded worried.
 
   “Do you understand what’s going on?" Bob asked.
 
   "What do you mean?”
 
   "I’m talking about Mary. Did Norris tell you where she’d been the last four weeks?”
 
   "I don’t think he knows that.” 
 
   "He was in charge of this case. He must know something.”
 
   Richard rolled his eyes. What difference did it make where Mary had been the last four weeks? 
 
   “Maybe you should ask him yourself.”
 
   “Did he tell you how she got in that car accident?" 
 
   “They believe she lost control of her car.”
 
   “Are you going to see Norris any time soon?”
 
   "No. The case is closed. I’ll probably never see him again.”
 
   After a short pause, Bob asked, “Are you buying what he told you?”
 
   “Is there something wrong with it?”
 
   "I don’t believe it was an accident.”
 
   “What was it then?”
 
   “Murder. The police are calling it an accident because they don't want to investigate."
 
   “Bob, I’m going to disagree with you. Norris is an honest guy. If there had been any evidence that Mary was murdered, he would have kept investigating, I’m sure of it.”
 
   A curious thought occurred to Richard: what if this phone call was orchestrated by Norris to find out if he badmouthed the detective behind his back? The detective could be sitting right next to Bob, listening to their conversation, giggling. 
 
   “Don’t be so naïve, Richard.”
 
   “What makes you think it was murder?”
 
   "I’m her brother. I knew her very well. I probably knew her better than anyone else. She was a cautious person. She couldn’t have died so stupidly."
 
   "I wouldn’t call her death stupid. Even cautious people get in car accidents." Richard sighed. “Look, Bob, I’m in a lot of pain, too. I loved Mary with all my heart. But we have to accept that she’s never coming back.” 
 
   “I’m so pissed off at the police. They were looking for her for almost a month, and now she’s dead."
 
   “They did their best.”
 
   "I still can't believe she’s gone. I feel like part of me died with her. Why do you think she left?"
 
   Richard smiled. Bob was polite enough not to say, ‘Why do you think she left you?’
 
   "I don’t know. I doubt we’ll ever find that out.” Richard rubbed the back of his head. “Don't forget, the funeral is tomorrow at eleven."
 
   "I'll be there. Thanks for arranging and paying for it."
 
   "No problem.”
 
   It was nice to hear Bob express his gratitude. Richard hated it when people took things for granted. 
 
   Did Bob think that Richard had opted to have Mary’s body cremated because cremation was cheaper than burial? Well, if he did, he was right.
 
   "I've been meaning to ask you something,” Bob said. “Was Mary insured?"
 
   "Insured?" Richard was surprised by the question. What difference did it make to Bob whether Mary was insured or not? "Honestly, I don't remember."
 
   Maybe Bob hoped that Mary had insured her life and named him the beneficiary? 
 
   "Well, all right then. Would you like to talk to my mom? She’s just arrived."
 
   Richard said that he didn’t have time to chat with Doris, said goodbye, and hung up. Then he spent a few minutes thinking about Bob's call. He was still puzzled by Bob’s question about insurance. Finally, he concluded that he didn’t need to concern himself with this matter. Bob may have been rambling, for all he knew. 
 
   As for Bob’s theories regarding Mary’s death, it was possible that Mary had been murdered, but he wasn’t going to waste his time looking into this. The Mary Logan part of his life was over, and he must move on now. 
 
   Richard chuckled. Bob must be very mad that their plan had failed and he had lost a lot of money.
 
    
 
   9.
 
   The next morning, just before breakfast, Richard took a barefoot walk outside around his house. He liked to walk on the dew-covered grass without shoes; it made him feel part of nature.
 
   He thought about Norris, about the detective’s illegal intrusion into his home. Why the hell had this moron broken into his house? What had he been looking for there? Had he been trying to check another ridiculous theory?
 
   He should tell Kathy about this. She might know how to deal with Norris.
 
   Thank God they had found Mary's body. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   1.
 
   He took off his sunglasses, looked around, and then fixed his eyes on the old woman who was standing on the porch of the house across the street from his car.
 
   The woman was old. It was bad to be old.
 
   How old would his mother be now?
 
   He quickly did the calculations in his head and found that Wendy would be sixty nine if she were alive today. She would be one decrepit lady. 
 
   Would she have made it to sixty nine? She’d had a tough, miserable life. Perhaps she would have died of a heart attack in her early sixties—and made a lot of people happy, including her own children. Both he and his sister didn't love their mother, that's what he was trying to say here. There was nothing to love her for; she only cared about herself, about what she wanted. She didn’t give a damn about her children. That was fine with him; he wasn’t mad at his mother for being selfish. It’s a free country; Wendy could do whatever she damn pleased. But by the same token, she shouldn’t expect him to kiss her ass just because the tradition required it.
 
   If one took a look at Wendy's life, one would see that it was a mix of misfortunes, failures, and sufferings. She was unlucky. She had married the wrong man, she had never gone to college. Her children didn't love her. They argued with her every day. It must be hard to believe, but he and his sister somehow found a reason to quarrel with Wendy every God damn day.  
 
    
 
   2.
 
   He sat down at the bar, ordered a glass of beer, and turned to the pool tables. His head was clear, his spirits were high. He was in a good mood because Mary’s body had been cremated yesterday. This time she was not going to come back from the dead, he was sure of it. He was not her husband anymore, he was truly free now. Tomorrow he would fly to Puerto Vallarta; it was a perfect place to relax and recharge his batteries.
 
   The name of the bar he was in was The Roger Lounge. It was located just a few miles from his house. It had four pool tables and offered great beer and fine chicken wings.
 
   Richard drank his beer and went back to the pool table. When he pocketed the first ball, he heard a voice behind him, "That was a great shot.” Then the man clapped his hands twice.
 
   Richard made a wry face: it was Norris. 
 
   The good thing was, since he was a grieving husband, he didn’t have to pretend to be happy to see Norris.
 
   The detective walked up to the table. He was wearing black jeans and a gray T-shirt, which had a large picture of a semi-truck on it. "How are you doing? Are you playing alone?”
 
   “Just practicing.”
 
   They shook hands.
 
   “Can I join you?” Norris asked. “Maybe you could teach me some tricks?”
 
   “I’m an amateur. I don’t know any tricks.”
 
   "Let's sit down and have some beer." Norris pointed at an unoccupied booth in the corner of the room. "I've been watching you for about ten minutes. You didn’t notice me, did you?"
 
   “No, I didn’t.” 
 
   What did this self-satisfied jerk want from him? Did he ever get tired of spoiling other people's moods?
 
   "Where’s your mother-in-law?" Norris asked when they took their seats in the booth. "She did attend her daughter's funeral, didn't she?"
 
   Richard nodded. "Yes, she did. She’s staying at her son's place."
 
   "I see." 
 
   A waitress came to their booth, and they ordered two beers.
 
   “It's a nice place," Norris said, drumming his fingers on the table. 
 
   "Do you come here often?"
 
   "No, I was just driving by and decided to check it out. I don’t go to bars very often. With my job, I don't have time for that.”
 
   Richard didn’t believe the detective’s story. Norris must have followed him from his house. Or maybe he had placed a GPS tracking device on his car.
 
   “I came here to relax.” Richard sighed. “It’s been a stressful week. Before Mary went missing, I used to come here every weekend." 
 
   "I'm sorry about your wife. She was so young.” Norris laced his hands on the table. “Listen, Richard. I apologize for all the unpleasant things I’ve told you. I feel like such a fool." He paused to think for a moment. "Yeah, it’s times like these you realize that any day might be your last. That life is short. Mary was a little over thirty, wasn’t she? So young, and now she's dead. It's a terrible tragedy."
 
   The waitress delivered the beers. Norris took a swig from his glass and smacked his lips. 
 
   “Excellent stuff,” he said. “You know, I have an idea. You will give me pool lessons. Deal?"
 
   Richard agreed. After they finished their beers, he pocketed seven balls, explaining every shot. Norris spent half an hour practicing the techniques he had just learned, and then they returned to the booth.
 
   "You play really well,” Norris said. “I think you have the potential to become a professional.”
 
   They ordered two more glasses of beer.
 
   "I saw Kathy Brown at your wife’s funeral," Norris said. "How long have you known her?”
 
   “About a month.”
 
   Norris hummed and nodded. “You seem to be good friends with Kathy."
 
   "Yes, we’re friends."
 
   "I know her pretty well. She’s a nice person."
 
   “Yes, she is.” 
 
   "Smart, too.” Norris withdrew his cellphone and tapped its screen with his finger a few times. “You want to hear something interesting? I read in some magazine that the rat can live four years. How long do you think the red sea urchin lives? Take a guess.” He looked at Richard excitedly.
 
   Richard thought for a moment and replied, “A year?”
 
   “A year? Not even close. Two hundred years. Can you believe it? Two hundred years! Some stupid sea creature lives twice as long as we do. Amazing, isn’t it?”
 
   Shortly before they left the bar, Norris invited Richard to his birthday party this Saturday.
 
   "I’m turning forty,” the detective said. “The big four-o. I’m having the party at my cousin’s place. It’s going to be a lot of fun, I promise. My cousin has a huge house with a big-ass pool. You can skinny-dip if you want.”
 
   “I’m afraid I’m too old for this.”
 
   “You’re never too old for skinny-dipping. There’ll be a lot of booze. My cousin is great at throwing parties. He and I love to have a good time. The party starts at seven. Kathy will be there, too. So what do you say?"
 
   Richard said that he would think about it. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   1.
 
   He took a shower, brushed his teeth, and went to bed.
 
   He fell asleep within ten minutes. He had a dream about Wendy again. She was wearing a red nightgown. Interestingly, most of Wendy’s nightgowns were red. She stretched out her hands to him and yelled, "Son! Son!"
 
   Suddenly, her shouts became muffled, as though an invisible pillow had been pressed against her face. 
 
   "Wendy, go home!" he screamed.
 
   "What?"
 
   He had to strain his ears to make out what she said.
 
   "Go home!"
 
   "What? What are you saying, I can't hear you!"
 
   "Go home, bitch! Go home!"
 
   Then he woke up. It was six in the morning when he left the bathroom, drying himself with a towel. After he picked up the newspaper from the porch, he went to the kitchen and began making coffee.
 
   He couldn’t get last night’s dream out of his mind. It had awakened very old memories, brought back the image of his mother—every last detail of it. 
 
   He sat down at the table and opened the newspaper. 
 
   He didn't feel sorry for what he had done to his mother. In fact, he had never been sorry for killing her.
 
   Why should he be? Wendy had been an egotist. He had punished her for thoughtlessness, for intolerance to other people's opinions, for cruelty, for callousness. She used to beat him, you know, and she did it with pleasure, with furious ardor. When he turned sixteen, he began to fight back against Wendy. He stopped being a passive party.
 
   At that time, he wanted to have a good relationship with his mother, but for some inexplicable reason things between them were getting worse every year.
 
   Wendy had no problem finding an excuse to start a fight with him.
 
   "When I die, you’ll see what it’s like to lose a mother," she would say to him. His sister was in college in another state, a thousand miles away from home at the time and didn't see their battles.
 
   "You never help me with anything," Wendy liked to say. "And I'm the one who feeds you, who buys you clothes. All you want to do is watch TV and hang out with your stupid friends."
 
   "I’m not asking for much," she would say. "I want our house to be clean. How hard is it to take out the garbage? Can’t you be a little more supportive? I’m you mother, for Christ’s sake!"
 
   Wendy was obsessed with cleanliness, just like most women. She thought nothing of beating him up for leaving a piece of a candy wrapper on the living room floor. What a cruel woman! Was a clean house worth a child's tears?
 
   Pouring coffee in a cup, he suddenly realized once again that he had done the right thing back then, seventeen years ago.
 
   You see, he had wanted to be indulgent toward Wendy, to forgive her, but his mother had not changed for the better in the years he had spent in college, away from home. And his hatred for her became pathological. It was all Wendy's fault.
 
   You wonder how he killed his mom? He poisoned her... No, that was the wrong way to put it. He let her get poisoned. And the most important thing was that he was only following her wishes. Wendy had always complained, "When is this all going to end? My God, I'm so tired of this life! I wish I were dead. I just can’t take it anymore."
 
   Those were her words. Her exact words.
 
   He had not planned Wendy’s murder. He did not even want to kill her. Perhaps he did it out of curiosity.
 
   It happened on a Thursday afternoon in April. His mother said that she felt like eating some beef stew, so he went to the kitchen and retrieved a can of beef stew from the pantry. As he walked to the counter, he noticed that the top of the can was bulging. His best guess was that the swelling had been caused by gases produced by bacteria. Evidently, the can or the stew had not been properly sterilized during production. It occurred to him that the can was likely to contain botulin, a naturally occurring toxin that was stronger than any other biological or chemical poison.
 
   He opened the can and put its contents on a plate. The meat didn't stink and looked delicious. The good thing was that botulin had no taste or smell. Wendy could eat the whole can and notice nothing wrong. And so she did.
 
   He started waiting. First, Wendy complained of a drilling headache and general weakness. She felt dizzy and appeared ill. However, she was calmed by the fact that her body's temperature was normal; you see, botulism is a remarkable actor, it pretends to be a harmless indisposition up to the moment when it's too late to do anything.
 
   After several hours, Wendy suddenly jumped up from the couch and shouted, "I’m getting blind! Oh my God, I can’t see anything! I can’t see anything, son! Something’s wrong with my eyes! I’m getting blind!"
 
   She began to grab various objects from shelves and cabinet tops, and bring them to her eyes.
 
   "Everything’s so blurry!” she yelled. “Oh my God, why is everything so blurry!"
 
   Wendy collapsed on the couch and started crying. He was observing his mother with keen interest, burning with impatience. He was curious to see what she felt before the life left her body: botulin had a different effect on different people.
 
   "What am I going to do?" Wendy muttered. "I don't want to go blind. Why am I going blind?” 
 
   What a fool. She thought she was going blind. If only she knew what was in store for her! 
 
   "Maybe it’s your age," he remarked flatly.
 
   "I’m not that old. I could see fine this morning. This is so strange. Everything’s so blurry. I have a terrible stomach ache."
 
   "Let’s wait. Maybe it's temporary. I’ve read about cases like that.” 
 
   “Maybe it’s glaucoma. Could it be glaucoma?”
 
   He gave Wendy Pepto-Bismol to relieve her stomach ache. He didn’t do it out of the kindness of his heart; he just didn’t want her to call the ambulance before it was too late to treat her.   
 
   And then he went to Thirsty Beaver, his favorite local bar. He was a little tense, and a few glasses of vodka were just the thing. As for Wendy, he had no doubt that neither God nor the devil could help her now. 
 
   He could only speculate about what his mother was experiencing while he was drinking at the bar. According to medical books, during her last hours she was tormented by excruciating stomach pain and nausea. Her stomach became swollen, her mouth dry. She may have been constipated, but it was probably the least of her problems at the time.
 
   When he came back from the bar, his mother was still alive. She was lying in bed, her pale face glistening with sweat. She could hardly speak, her voice was hoarse and low.
 
   "I’m dying," she said, panting. "My God... I’m... dying."
 
   Then his sister dropped by and called the ambulance. The doctors at the hospital were unable to save Wendy’s life. She died at twenty minutes to midnight. 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Richard again had dinner at Tina's place. He did not care if people started spreading rumors that he was fucking his neighbor. When he was about to leave, Ronnie, Tina's ten-year-old son, said, "Mom, you forgot to ask for garden scissors."
 
   "Oh, yeah, I did." Tina laughed. "I told him to remind me if I forgot to ask you for garden scissors. We were going to trim the bushes today, so I started looking for our garden scissors. I looked everywhere, but couldn’t find them. I was wondering if you could lend us yours. Just for a day."
 
   Richard said okay, and took Tina to his house to get the scissors. After seating Tina in the living room, he headed for the garage, where he kept all his garden tools. He searched every shelf and cabinet in the garage, but did not find the scissors. 
 
   "Let me check the basement,” he said to Tina. “They must be there. I’ll be back in ten minutes."
 
   Then, whistling ‘Pretty Woman,’ Richard entered the basement.
 
   First he examined the shelves, which had so much stuff on them he was sure he would find the damn garden scissors there. To his disappointment, there were no garden scissors on the shelves. Then he moved on to the corner farthest from the stairs. Even though it was at least a year since he had last been in that part of the basement, he decided to check it anyway, knowing that things sometimes ended up in places you least expected them to be. As he rummaged through storage boxes, a mouse ran out from behind the footlocker and scampered past his feet. Intent on tracking the rodent down, Richard squatted and began to scan the place.
 
   After half a minute, he saw something interesting. Under the old coffee table by the wall there was a black statuette about ten inches tall. The statuette looked very odd. Curious about what it was, Richard took it out from under the table and scrutinized it. 
 
   The statuette was of a chubby man sitting in the lotus position, who had large sunken eyes and long fingers. His mouth was open, and there were big round earrings in his ears. Richard reckoned that the guy was some kind of Indian god. Tourists loved shit like this. As far as he could tell, the statuette was made of bronze. It was pretty heavy. 
 
   Richard wanted to know one thing: how had this piece of kitsch gotten in his basement? It belonged neither to him nor to Mary.
 
   Well, it could belong to Mary, couldn’t it? It had already been established that there was a lot he didn’t know about her.
 
   When he put the statuette on the floor, his attention shifted to what he believed was as amusing and weird as the idol with crossed legs. He saw several slices of cheese and ham next to where the statuette had been. He hadn't noticed the food earlier because he had been distracted by the idol. As he stared at the cheese, he thought about the mouse that had just run by. Of course you would have mice if you had cheese and ham lying around on the basement floor. Judging by the condition of the food, it had been brought here no more than two days ago.
 
   Richard picked up a piece of cheese and smelled at it. For a moment he considered tasting the cheese.
 
   It looked like someone had been feeding the idol. Someone had been coming to his basement and giving the damn statuette food!
 
   Who the hell was it?  And why had he or she been doing this?
 
   Richard stepped up to the idol and fixed his eyes on its head. He asked himself if he should smash the statuette to pieces. The problem was that it could take more effort than he was willing to expend right now. He decided to leave the idol alone. After all, it was just a piece of metal. 
 
   It’s not like it’s going to bite me or anything like that, he thought.
 
   Mice. He had mice in his house.
 
   The idol. It must be their god. The avengers' god. There was no doubt now. The avengers had found him.
 
   They had found him.
 
   Richard returned to the living room and informed Tina that he had been unable to locate the garden scissors. 
 
   “I guess I’ll have to buy new ones,” Tina said.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   1.
 
   In childhood, when he was in bed at night, Bob liked to cover his entire body, including his head, with his blanket, immersing himself in pitch black darkness. He often permitted her to get under the blanket together with him. It was very quiet and dark under the blanket; they could hear each other breathing. Bob would switch on his pocket flashlight to illuminate their "cave." He would move the flashlight beam from side to side, up and down, shapeless shadows sliding across his face. But how dark it was there before Bob turned on his flashlight! The darkness was mystical. Impenetrable darkness. Darkness you could sense physically. It was this kind of darkness that surrounded Mary that Saturday night while she was buried in the earth.
 
   When she came to, she couldn't understand where she was for a while. She was lying on her stomach, her left cheek resting on the ground, her arms stretched along her body. She had a terrible headache, her right side and hip were sore. Then Mary remembered Richard running after her and yelling at her. She remembered trying to jump off a bridge. Then she heard a noise above her. It sounded like a shovel scooping up soil. A moment later, Mary felt something crumbly and cold—most likely soil—fall on her back. Then something crumbly and cold landed on her legs. Then on her back again. Now Mary was sure that it was soil.
 
   Richard was burying her! She had to keep stock-still because he obviously thought she was dead. Even if a huge disgusting spider climbed onto her body, she would have to lie motionless, like a corpse, barely breathing. She was terrified of spiders. And centipedes, too. There must be hundreds of centipedes around here.
 
   He would bury her and leave. Then she would need to get out of the grave. Mary believed she would have no problem doing it. The hole, as far as she could tell, was quite shallow. She was going to be covered by no more than a foot of earth. According to her estimates, she could dig herself out in under fifteen minutes. It would take Richard fifteen—twenty minutes to fill the hole with soil. She would start digging herself out about ten minutes after he finished filling the grave. In total, she would spend approximately forty five minutes underground. Mary was confident she was going to survive this. She remembered reading a story about a boy in Indiana who had been completely buried in a sand dune for three hours and survived.
 
   The good thing was, she was lying with her face down. She must raise her head a little so that there would be some empty space between her face and the ground—an air chamber of sorts. She would do it when she was covered by a layer of soil in order to prevent Richard from seeing her move. The good thing was it was dark now, and Richard was busy burying a dead body. Her dead body!
 
   On the bright side, she was in a better position than those buried alive in a coffin: she didn't have to deal with the problem of getting out of a coffin. 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Out of boredom, Richard started listening to the conversation between the two middle-aged women who were sitting at the next table. They were talking about the ear-chopping serial killer.
 
   "I heard he wears black pants, a black shirt, and a mask,” one of the women said. “He kills and then rapes."
 
   "Maybe he first rapes and then kills?" the other woman replied.
 
   Staring at his ice cream, Richard said, "I’ll never see her again."
 
   He thought melancholically that he must have spoken this phrase a hundred times already.
 
   "What are you going to do now?" Kathy asked. "Are you afraid of loneliness?"
 
   "No, I've gotten used to it." 
 
   They exchanged glances. Richard touched Kathy's hand.
 
   "Loneliness is a serious problem. It can lead to depression, you know. Can I help you somehow?"
 
   "Of course, you can, Kathy. By being my friend." He looked into her eyes.
 
   "I'll do my best."
 
   "Have you talked to Norris yet?"
 
   "Yes. He said that he was in your house."
 
   "What for?"
 
   "He needed a piece of your wife's clothing.”
 
   “Wasn’t he supposed to ask for my permission? And how did he get in?” Richard felt his blood begin to boil with fury.
 
   “He opened the door with a master key. He wants to apologize for entering your house without permission."
 
   "And what did he need Mary's clothing for?"
 
   "It’s a funny story." Kathy giggled. "A psychic told him to bring it.”
 
   "A psychic?"
 
   "Three months ago, Steve and another detective visited a psychic in Seattle. I forget her name. They asked her to help them find a fugitive killer. The interesting thing is, it worked. That killer was exactly where the psychic said he was.”
 
   “I can’t believe their boss let them do that.”
 
   “They didn’t tell the boss. They used their own money to pay the psychic.” She scooped some ice cream from her bowl and put it in her mouth. 
 
   “So Norris thought that lady could tell him where Mary was?” 
 
   “Yes.” Kathy nodded.
 
   “Well, I guess he’s not as smart as I thought he was.”
 
   “You don’t believe in psychics?”
 
   “No. Do you?”
 
   “I think there are people who have paranormal abilities. There are a lot of things that science can’t explain.”
 
   “What did the psychic tell him?”
 
   “Steve ended up not going to her. He was informed that your wife's body was found, so he canceled."
 
   "How long has Norris been a cop?"
 
   "Ten years. He used to work in New York. He moved to Everett about four months ago."
 
   "And he managed to charm you in just four months?"
 
   "He’s a nice and decent man. He’s dedicated to his work."
 
   "I noticed that."
 
   "Are you going to his birthday party? Steve said that he really wants you to come. He knows he was a little rough on you, so now he’s trying to make it up to you."
 
   "I told him I wasn't mad at him."
 
   "So you’re going to the party?”
 
   “Are you going?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   "Okay, you’ve persuaded me. I’ll go."
 
    
 
   3.
 
   She didn't know how long it had taken her to get out of the grave. It crossed her mind that she must have looked like one of those zombies crawling out of their tombs in horror movies. She was in shock. She was on the verge of panic.
 
   It appeared that Richard knew everything. He knew it the whole time! They had been plotting to kill him, and he had somehow found that out.
 
   Don. Richard knew about him. Somehow her husband had found out about their plan. What was she going to do now? 
 
   What would Richard do if he learned that she was alive?
 
   When Mary shook the soil off her clothes and out of her hair, a dreadful thought occurred to her: Richard could come back. And she took off running. She ran as fast as she could, away from that place. She was scared, but her fear wasn't growing anymore. After about half an hour—maybe more, she didn’t trust her internal clock at the moment—Mary spotted a road ahead of her. 
 
   When she got to the road, she spent a minute deciding which way to go. The moonlight made the dark woods less frightening. She picked a direction and started walking. She wondered how far she was from the bridge she had jumped from. She walked for one and a half hours or so before she reached the city of Granite Falls. 
 
   Since her wallet was in her purse, which she had dropped while fighting Richard, she decided not to call a cab. She could obtain a few hundred dollars by pawning her diamond wedding ring and diamond earrings, but she didn’t know of any pawn shop in the Everett area that was open twenty four hours a day. She spent the night on a bench by a fast food restaurant. In the morning, she hitched a ride to Everett with a feisty seventy-one-year-old man named Doyle. The pawn shop paid her four hundred dollars for the ring and the earrings. She used some of that money to rent a room at a motel in Lynnwood, where she stayed for two days. On Tuesday, she went to Don’s place and told her lover about what had happened to her.
 
   Why hadn't she immediately contacted Don? Why had she spent two days at a motel?
 
   Because she had been scared. 
 
   It became clear to her that conspiring to kill Richard had been a terrible mistake. It occurred to her that she could ruin her life if she kept seeing Don. She wanted to forget him. But it turned out that she loved Don too much to abandon him.
 
   While she was at the motel, she thought a lot about Richard, who had shown a side of him she had never suspected was there. She realized that she was afraid of him. The man had buried her in the fucking woods! Instead of calling the police, Richard had hidden her body in the ground under the cover of night. That wasn’t what honest people did, was it?
 
   That was what serial killers like John Wayne Gacy did.
 
   Perhaps he would have killed her himself if she hadn’t lost consciousness after falling from the bridge. Mary had never thought Richard could be so wicked. She suddenly realized that she didn't know her husband, that she had been wrong about him this whole time.
 
   She had been terribly scared back then. And that damn gun... It was Don who had given it to her—just in case. The funny thing was that the pistol hadn't helped her when the time had come. Had she been ready to shoot Richard at that moment? Yes, she had. She would have done it without hesitation because her life had been at stake, and you only live once, dammit. 
 
    
 
   4.
 
   After she checked into the motel, she asked herself how Richard had caught wind of Don’s and her plan to kill him. Most likely it was that John guy, although she didn’t believe John was his real name. John had somehow found out that she was sleeping with Don and decided to make some money by blackmailing her. He had called her cellphone two weeks earlier and demanded two thousand dollars for his silence. She told Don about it, and he advised her to pay nothing. When John called her, she informed him that she refused to pay.
 
   "I'll wait," John replied.
 
   He called six days later, and Mary, following Don’s new instructions, told him that she would pay the two thousand he was asking for. The next day, she met with John and handed him forty fifty-dollar bills.
 
   However, it appeared that John had contacted Richard, too. He must have told Richard about Don—after Richard had paid him, of course. Perhaps Richard had planted a bug in Don’s house. He might have even attached a GPS tracking device to Don’s car.
 
   She had done as Don had told her. 
 
   Her beloved Don. Her handsome blue-eyed Don.
 
   They had met under interesting circumstances, which began to seem suspicious to her only two weeks later. It happened in the parking lot of a grocery store in Mill Creek. When she walked up to her car, the bag with her purchases in her right hand, she found, to her disappointment, that the left front tire was flat.
 
   "Flat tire?" a man’s voice said.
 
   Mary turned around and saw a tall guy in his late twenties. His beautiful blue eyes immediately caught her attention. It was Don.
 
   “Do you know how to change a flat tire?” he asked.
 
   Mary said that she had no idea how to do it.
 
   "I could help you," Don said.
 
   “That would be great,” she replied.
 
   Don squatted in front of the flat tire, looked it over carefully, patted it with his hand, and then asked, “Do you have a spare?"
 
   Mary said that she did.
 
   After Don replaced the tire, she asked him how she could repay him for the service he had provided. Don told her that she could buy him an ice cream at the ice cream parlor around the corner. 
 
   “Are you free right now?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, I am,” she said.
 
   What raised her suspicions?
 
   The tire had not deflated by accident. 
 
   The guy at the tire store where she went after her encounter with Don told her that the tire appeared to have been punctured with a knife. Someone had sabotaged her tire. It took Mary a while to figure out who it was.
 
   Don. 
 
   Don had cut the tire so that it would become flat and he would have an opportunity to help her. He was trying to find a way to ask her out on a date, you see! He was in love with her, that was the conclusion she drew. He loved her very much. She felt safe with him; he was strong and decisive. She knew he would always be there for her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Norris’s cousin, whose name was John Welles, lived in the southern part of Bellevue, in a densely treed neighborhood full of million-dollar mansions. On the way to Welles’s place, Richard pondered the question: ‘Where is he going to move if he decides to leave Washington?’ At the moment, San Diego was the main candidate. It was a fairly big city, it had great weather all year round, and it was close to the Mexican border. 
 
   Frankly, he did not want to move. He was tired of running away from the avengers. Besides, he was not sure it was the avengers who had brought the statuette to his basement.
 
   When he was eighty feet from Welles’s house, Richard pulled over to the side of the road behind a string of parked cars, which he assumed belonged to other guests. He got out of his Acura and headed for Welles’s driveway. In his left hand, he held the box containing his gift for Norris—a six-ounce pewter flask. As he passed a gray Dodge Charger, he heard a groan. He kept walking.
 
   "Help."
 
   A woman's voice.
 
   Or was it his imagination?
 
   Through the tall shrubs lining the street, Richard could see the facade of Norris’s cousin’s mansion illuminated by outdoor lights. He could hear the music played in the house. He slowed down his pace, and then stopped.
 
   "Help!"
 
   Richard's stomach sank. He thought he recognized the voice. It took him a few seconds to realize that it was Kathy. He rushed toward the bushes from which the cries were coming.
 
   "Help!" He had no doubt now; it was Kathy’s voice.
 
   He saw through the shrubbery two feet in women's shoes. He dropped the box with his gift, forced his way through the bushes, and bent over Kathy, who was lying on her back on the ground. Her blouse was soaked with blood; there was a grimace of pain on her face.
 
   "What happened?" Richard asked. He sat down beside Kathy and raised her upper body up. He decided against carrying Kathy out of the bushes, for fear of making her condition worse. His hands were trembling, he felt a thick lump in his throat.
 
   "I don't know... I don't know," Kathy muttered, barely audibly. 
 
   Richard held her tight in his arms and felt her body shaking.
 
   "You're wounded?” he said. “Who did this to you?" 
 
   He was sweating profusely now, his heart was racing. He had no idea what he should do. He was just keeping Kathy in his embrace, not daring to look at her bleeding stomach. He took his right hand from Kathy's back, saw that it was stained with blood, and grimaced.
 
   "Someone... attacked me," Kathy mumbled.
 
   "Yes, yes, someone attacked you." Richard gently laid Kathy on the ground and scanned her body for wounds.
 
   "I... I." Kathy was trying hard to speak, but her tongue did not obey her.
 
   "Don't speak, Kathy. Don't strain yourself. Just relax, everything’s going to be fine." Richard lifted her blouse. There was a stab wound between the ribs on her right side. Richard pressed it with his palm to stop the bleeding.
 
   He must call the ambulance or she would die. 
 
   Richard stood up, glanced around, and shouted, “Help! I need help here!” 
 
   Then he pulled his cellphone from his pants pocket and dialed 911. The operator answered, and he requested an ambulance. Fortunately, he had no problem recalling Norris’s cousin’s address. When he hung up, a convulsion ran through Kathy’s body.
 
   "Everything will be fine,” Richard said. “Hold on. The ambulance is on its way. Just don’t die, please."
 
   He was ready to burst into tears, to faint. Everything around him became blurry.
 
   Could Kathy really die?
 
   Choking with agitation, Richard jumped out of the bushes onto the asphalt and yelled as loud as possible, "Help! Please help! A woman is dying!"
 
   He didn’t know why he was screaming for help now that he had called an ambulance. Perhaps he simply didn’t want to deal with the situation alone.
 
   Moments later, several people ran up to him. Among them was Steve Norris.
 
   "Steve, someone stabbed Kathy," Richard said to the detective.
 
   "Stabbed?" Norris frowned. “Where is she?”
 
   “There.” Richard pointed at the bushes. “She’s bleeding.”
 
   "What happened?" a man standing to Norris’s right asked. 
 
   “A friend of mine has been stabbed.” Norris produced his cellphone. “Have you called 911?”
 
   “Yes.” Richard nodded.
 
   "Very good.” Norris headed toward the bushes. "Is she alive?" 
 
   “Yes.” Richard went after the detective.
 
   They found Kathy motionless; her eyes were shut. Richard looked at his hands. They were covered in blood. There was blood all over him: on his shirt, his pants, his shoes. Kathy's blood.
 
   “Kathy,” Norris said.
 
   Kathy opened her eyes and turned her face to the detective.
 
   "Oh, thank God. She's alive.” Richard sighed with relief.  
 
   "Who did it?" Richard heard a voice behind his back.
 
   He wheeled around and saw two men. 
 
   “Did you see who did it?” The eyes of the guy that asked the question met Richard's.
 
   Richard shook his head.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Who had suggested killing Richard? Who had been the first to speak the magic words? She didn't remember exactly who had said what and when; perhaps she didn't want to remember. So much time had passed since then. It had seemed to be a collective decision then.
 
   She had a theory on this subject. Now, in light of what she had learned in the past few weeks, she believed that it was Don’s idea to kill Richard. No, he hadn’t said one day out of the blue, “Let’s murder your husband, baby.” Don was very smooth about it. He played her like a violin. He manipulated her into wanting to kill Richard. 
 
   He got her to admit that she wasn’t happy with Richard, that she felt oppressed by him, that sometimes she suspected her husband had a dark past.  
 
   She set out to kill her own husband. She didn’t have a good excuse for it (not that there could be an excuse for homicide, except for self-defense): Richard didn’t abuse her, he wasn’t a drunkard or a junkie, he wasn't jealous or stingy. In fact, most women would call him a model husband. She agreed to participate in the murder plot because of love. Yes, she had been in love with Don, and a woman in love would do anything for her man, even commit a crime. 
 
   She had been crazy about Don.
 
   By the way, Don had a lot of friends. She had to earn Don’s trust before he let her meet them. 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   When she came to Don and told him about her ordeal, he said he had begun to worry about her.
 
   On Wednesday morning, Don said, smiling, "You want to hear something interesting? Your husband brought a woman home." 
 
   She was stunned. Don showed her a video shot by his friend an hour earlier. In it, Mary saw a woman looking out a window of Richard’s and her house. The woman, who appeared to be in her mid-thirties, was wearing a lot of makeup, which suggested that she might be a stripper or a hooker. Mary did not recognize her. She was pissed off that this bitch was wearing her silk robe.
 
   "He’s not wasting any time, is he?" Don remarked. “Do you know her?”
 
   “No.”
 
   "I have an idea," Don said. "It’s going to be a lot of fun."
 
   Don suggested that they play a joke on Richard. He wanted to frighten her husband a little. His idea was along the lines of that old prank where you put on a white sheet with holes for eyes and pretended to be a ghost. She was supposed to play her own ghost.
 
   "It will scare the shit out of your husband," Don said. “He might even have a heart attack.”
 
   She agreed, and later that day she popped up in front of the bitch that had worn her silk robe. Laugh all you want, but she thoroughly enjoyed this prank! She regretted that she hadn't had the resolve to walk in front of Richard. She wasn't sure about a heart attack, but was willing to bet he would have fainted at her sight. 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   Richard was acting in a very strange way. Mary never figured out what he had brought that prostitute into their house for. And why was he hanging out with Kathy? What did he see in that woman? Mary was sure Kathy was not his type. Her hair stood on end at the thought of Richard lying in bed with Kathy. 
 
   Richard had gone cuckoo. First he had buried his own wife, now he was escorting fat ugly women. Mary wanted to kill Richard. No, she wanted him to suffer, so she was really happy when Don told her that Richard was going to end up in prison.
 
   "Your husband will go to prison for murdering you,” Don said. “That's so funny! They might even give him a death sentence. A death sentence!" He laughed. “For a crime he didn’t commit! He’s going to be really pissed off.”
 
   Mary laughed with him, and her laughter was sincere. She couldn't wait for Richard to be thrown behind bars. Or executed.
 
   On Thursday, Don took her to his friend's country house about fifteen miles north of Everett, where she would stay for a week. It was a beautiful two-story mansion with expensive furniture, which sat on a large wooded lot. There was a live-in housekeeper there, so Mary didn't have to cook.
 
   That day Don introduced her with the owner of the house. The owner's name was Marcus.
 
   "There was a Roman emperor by the name of Marcus Ulpius Trajanus,” Marcus said to Mary. “He's not particularly well known nowadays, but it was under him that the Roman Empire reached its maximum size. He was a great conqueror.”
 
   “So you were named after him?” Mary asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Marcus turned out to be a nice, easy-going fellow with a great sense of humor. Two days later, he threw a party in Mary’s honor at his place, which was attended by about twenty people. Marcus called every one of them his best friend.
 
   "From now on they’re your best friends, too," he told Mary. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   1.
 
   That night Richard came home at midnight after he had spent an hour being interviewed by a detective at the Bellevue police department.
 
   He visited Kathy at the Overlake Medical Center two days after the attack. She had been placed in a single-bed room on the third floor of the hospital. Before he was allowed to enter, Richard had to present his driver’s license and explain the purpose of his visit to the clean-shaven man in a black suit who was sitting on a chair just outside the door. Richard figured he was a cop.
 
   Kathy was lying in bed, dressed in a light blue patient gown. The head of the bed was raised at about a forty five degree angle. The nurse, a heavyset Hispanic woman in her forties, told Richard that Kathy shouldn't strain herself in any way and that he had fifteen minutes to talk to her. 
 
   After the nurse left the room, Richard took Kathy’s hand and asked, looking into her eyes, "How are you feeling?"
 
   “I’m doing okay.” Kathy smiled.
 
   Richard breathed a sigh of relief. “Are you sure? You can tell me the truth.”
 
   “I really am fine.”
 
   Richard smoothed Kathy's hair. "Are you going to have any more surgeries?"
 
   "No. At least that’s what they told me."
 
   "Do you have any pain?"
 
   "It hurts a little, but they give me painkillers."
 
   "You're going to be fine, right?"
 
   Kathy nodded. "It’s just a matter of time. All I have to do now is rest. They said they would release me in a week."
 
   "That's great. Did the police talk to you yet?"
 
   Kathy winced slightly and then shifted on the bed. "This moron stabbed me three times. Thankfully, the knife missed the vital organs. I was very lucky."
 
   She closed her eyes.
 
   “It’s amazing,” Richard said.
 
   “It’s a miracle.”
 
   After a long pause, Richard asked, “Why is there a cop outside the door? Is he protecting you from the guy who stabbed you?”
 
   Kathy nodded. “I personally think it’s not necessary.” 
 
   The door opened, and the nurse entered the room.
 
   "Okay, that's enough," she declared. "She needs to rest now.”
 
   “Come tomorrow,” Kathy said to Richard. “Or the day after tomorrow. Whenever you have time.”
 
   “All right, I will,” Richard replied. 
 
   The nurse gestured Richard toward the door. He quickly obeyed.
 
   When he was in the doorway, he turned around and waved Kathy goodbye. “See you soon. I’ll try to drop by tomorrow."
 
   Richard came home in high spirits. He was heartened by the fact that Kathy was in a stable condition. For the last few days, he had not stopped thinking about the attack on Kathy and the serial killer that chopped off his victims’ ears.   
 
   This bastard had tried to murder Kathy. He had killed Susie with a knife. It looked like a knife was his weapon of choice. Well, Richard could see why: unlike guns, knives were very easy to obtain and made no noise. However, there was a big disadvantage: one needed to have a certain physical strength in order to kill an adult human being with a knife. Besides, it was easy to create a mess when you stabbed or slashed someone with a knife. For a case in point, look at what had happened to the rug in the living room of Susie's apartment when the hooker had been murdered. This would be a big problem if you committed the murder at your residence since blood evidence was surprisingly hard to remove.
 
   Richard thought about Martin, the first person he had ever killed. He had stabbed him to death with a knife. 
 
   Dammit. Every time he recalled his first killing, he always told himself that he hadn’t had to take Martin’s life. He could have played it differently. He hadn't wanted to kill anyone that night. 
 
   He hadn’t had to take Martin’s life. This damn thought seemed to be permanently attached to his memories of his first killing. He couldn't drive it away.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Three days after she startled the prostitute at Richard’s and her house, Mary saw garden scissors in Don's hands. He was holding them by the tips of their blades, his hands sheathed in teal latex gloves.
 
   "What is it?" she asked Don.
 
   "Garden scissors."
 
   "What do you need them for?"
 
   She wanted to ask him why he was wearing gloves, but then changed her mind. She made a mental note that Richard had the same—or almost the same—garden scissors.
 
   "I have an interesting idea,” Don replied as he placed the scissors into a plastic zipper bag. He handled the scissors with great care, as though they were a precious ancient artifact. “It involves your husband. You’re going to love this. I'll tell you the details later."
 
   They were like a sadistic kid pulling the legs off a bug, one by one. Mary felt that Richard was scared. 
 
   It was her idea to hang the prints back on the walls (she had been a little upset when she had found out that Richard had removed them). And she was the one who went to the Orchid Art Gallery to buy new prints; she was sure that Richard would get rid of the old ones. 
 
   The morning after they put the newly purchased prints on the walls, Mary saw a short young woman talking to Don in the dining room. As soon as the woman noticed Mary, she rose from the table and left the room.
 
   "Who is she?" Mary asked Don.
 
   "It's Barbara. Last night she was at your house."
 
   Don told her about the writing Barbara had left on a wall in the master bedroom. The writing read: ‘Richard, you are dead. M.’
 
   “M. is for Mary," Don explained.
 
   Mary commended Don for his creativity. Then Don reprimanded her for calling her mother.
 
   "No one must know you’re alive, including your relatives," he said. "Your mom might tell Richard that you called her."
 
   Mary said that she’d just wanted to scare Richard. She didn't mention the other reason: she hoped that her mother's presence would stop Richard from seeing other women. Strange as it might seem, she was a little jealous.
 
   Don bought her explanation.
 
   They were pulling the bug’s legs out, one by one. They were having fun. And then she started making discoveries, each more terrifying than the one before. 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   It was Don's notepad. Mary found it by accident under the coffee table in the sitting room. Like most people, she was nosy, so she opened the notepad and began leafing through it. She didn't stay on one page longer than two seconds. The notes consisted of names, appointments, phone numbers, addresses, reminders, and random thoughts. Although her internal voice told her to put the notepad away and do something useful, she kept turning over the pages, unable to resist curiosity. And it was a good thing that she did, because she stumbled on a very important piece of information. 
 
   She saw her husband's name on one of the pages. Underneath the name was Richard’s and her address, underneath which were the license plate numbers of Richard’s and her cars. 
 
   What was so important about this note? It was followed by a reminder for a dentist appointment on January 30. Mary didn’t care about Don’s dentist appointment. What caught her attention was the fact that Don had written down Richard’s name and address one month before he first met her. A whole month.
 
   How could Don have known Richard before he met her?
 
   Then it dawned on Mary. Don was interested in her only because she was Richard’s wife. He was using her to get to Richard! This meant that all those sweet things he had said to her were a bunch of bullshit.
 
   Don had tricked her. He had lied to her, and it was a big mistake on his part. Like most men, he was unaware of how risky it was to play with women's feelings, how dangerous a woman scorned was. She was going to teach him a lesson. The clock started ticking. 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   Why do men think women are stupid? That they think so was a fact. 
 
   Forget all women. Mary wondered why men thought she was stupid. Why did Don believe that she was incapable of drawing conclusions, connecting the dots? He must believe so, because otherwise he wouldn't have talked to her about Jane.
 
   "You have a friend named Jane, don't you?" he said one day.
 
   "Yes, I do," she replied.
 
   "Do you remember what I told you about contacting friends? You shouldn’t do that. I explained why."
 
   "I didn't contact any of my friends, don’t worry about it."
 
   "As far as I know, Jane saw you three days ago.”
 
   Mary quickly recalled that she had run into Jane at the Alderwood Mall three days earlier. She told Don about the encounter and then asked him how he had found out about it.
 
   “Jane told Richard that she’d met you at the mall,” Don said. 
 
   “Did you talk to Richard?”
 
   “A friend of mine did.”
 
   Four days later Mary saw Jane’s obituary in the newspaper. Jane’s death was believed to be accidental, but Mary had no doubt that her friend had been murdered.
 
   It didn’t take her long to figure out what had happened to Jane. She remembered the preoccupied look Don had had on his face when he had talked to her about Jane. She had not paid much attention to it at the time, but now she realized what Don had been concerned about. It was Jane. Don had been worried that Jane would tell the police about their meeting at the Alderwood Mall, which would lead the investigators to believe that Mary Brower was alive and well, and that Richard had not murdered her. Don was so hell-bent on putting Richard behind bars that he was willing to kill an innocent woman.
 
   Don must have thought that love had made her dumb and blind, and that she would miss all the clues. He had miscalculated. She was not a sentimental type. She had brains, and she loved using them. She managed to put two and two together. And she was not going to forgive Don for murdering Jane. From now on, she would keep a sharp eye on him. He had gone too far trying to destroy Richard, and she had decided to stop him.
 
   Stop him and his friends. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Meg asked him if he remembered Martin. She simply asked, "Do you remember Martin?"
 
   Lousy bitch!
 
   Did he remember Martin? It took him about fifteen seconds to figure out what she was talking about. Of course he remembered Martin. 
 
   Richard had to kill Meg and Julia so they wouldn't kill him. 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   When Eddie's hand slipped under her skirt again, Kim let out a long moan, believing that Eddie would love it and get even more excited. Get even more excited? No, it was hardly possible. For the last fifteen minutes his penis had been as hard as steel. You could probably punch a hole in a brick wall with it. 
 
   The fly of Eddie’s pants was unzipped. Kim was holding his dick in her left hand, stroking it from time to time. Eddie’s dick was huge when erect, perhaps as long as her forearm. Its head was slick with preseminal fluid. It occurred to Kim that her panties must be wet. 
 
   The bench they were sitting on was hidden from prying eyes by thick bushes, so they felt they could do pretty much anything as far sex was concerned. But even if someone saw them here, she wouldn't care about it. She was in seventh heaven now and didn't give a damn about anything and anyone. Eddie's breath was rapid; she could sense it on her upper lip as she sucked on his mouth, her eyes shut, her tongue wrestling with his. 
 
   "It's late," she mumbled. She didn't expect Eddie to answer; she only said it to bring to his attention that it had gotten rather dark. 
 
   Eddie put his hand in her panties and reached between her legs. Kim moaned again. Eddie began to pull her panties down. Kim lifted her butt slightly to assist him. Eddie drew her underpants down to her knees and then spent a minute rubbing her labia with his fingers. Kim moved her hips in rhythm with his strokes.
 
   Damn parents! Both of their mothers were housewives, who watched TV all day, preventing her and Eddie from having sex at home. Kim couldn’t wait to go to college and get away from her folks.
 
   Eddie slid his finger into her vagina and started moving it back and forth. Oh, God, it felt so good! They should have skipped the one-and-a-half-hour stroll around the neighborhood and come to this park right after they left her place. The air was still, the sky was strewn with stars. It was dark, and there was no better place in the world at the moment than this park. A beautiful night, the summer break was only two weeks away, her boyfriend was fondling her pussy—what more did one need to be happy?
 
   "Hurry up. It's getting very late," she whispered. Damn parents. She hated these fuckers for imposing a curfew on her. She wasn’t eleven years old, for Christ’s sake!
 
   She increased the speed with which she was pumping Eddie's dick. Kim felt that Eddie would come any minute now.
 
   "Hey, guys," a voice said from the darkness. "Guys."
 
   They didn't hear. Eddie was already trembling with excitement. Now he was pushing her down onto the bench, trying to get her to lie on her back.
 
   "Come on," he whispered. "Let's do it, Kim. It will only take two minutes."
 
   “No, baby, I can’t.” She would have agreed to let Eddie put his dick into her pussy if he had a condom, but, unfortunately, he didn't have it with him. She loved sex; however, she had no desire to get pregnant.
 
   "Guys." 
 
   The voice spoke much louder this time, and Kim managed to make out what it said, despite Eddie's groans and moans. The voice belonged to a man.
 
   "Hey, guys."
 
   Someone was standing very close to them, literally at arm’s length. Some guy was standing and watching them! 
 
   It could be a cop.
 
   Kim opened her eyes and stretched her neck to look at the man. Eddie lowered his head and took her left nipple in his mouth.
 
   "Hi," the stranger said.
 
   Kim was going to reply, but had no time to do it: the man swung his arm and plunged a knife all the way into the back of her skull. A second later, he pulled the knife out and rammed it into Eddie’s right temple. Both teenagers died within moments of being stabbed. 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   In the middle of May, he killed seventeen-year-old Kim Banks and her boyfriend, Eddie Shields, in Alms Park. He stabbed them in the head with a knife. Perhaps they were not his first victims, but they were the first ones to be found.
 
   Two months later, he murdered Vincent Tucci, a forty-year-old marketing manager, who was divorced and lived alone. The poor guy lay decomposing in his apartment for two weeks before his neighbors, disturbed by the smell, called the police. He was assumed to have been killed by the same person who had murdered Kim and Eddie because the killer had stabbed him in the head. 
 
   People began to wonder if these murders were just the beginning. Virtually everyone thought that the killer was a man. Some believed that he was a sex maniac. 
 
   In late September, the body of Maria Mendez, a thirty-two-year-old shoe store clerk, was found on the right bank of the Ohio River. She was completely naked; there was a hole in the back of her head. Rumor had it that the killer had raped the woman after murdering her, but it was not true.
 
   In the six months following the murder of Maria Mendez, he killed two more people: a twenty-two-year-old woman and a forty-nine-year-old man. 
 
    
 
   4.
 
   Eight years ago, he found himself in the wrong place at the wrong time. What happened to him that night could have happened to anyone. He was pissed off at fate for choosing him.
 
   He was taking a stroll in Daniel Drake Park that warm May night. He was just rambling around, breathing in the pleasant smell of pine needles and thinking about nothing. He spent an hour in the park and was heading home when he heard indistinct shouts. He kept walking down the path and ten seconds or so later noticed two women and a man among the trees about thirty yards away. He stopped and hesitated for a moment. Then he heard a shrill scream; it appeared that it had come from one of the women. He dashed toward the three strangers and soon saw a horrific scene. The man lay on top of a young woman, trying to either slash her throat or stab her in the head with the large knife he held in his right hand. His victim was shrieking and wriggling desperately under him. The second woman was standing nearby, watching with keen interest. She was watching!
 
   "What the hell are you doing!" Richard yelled. He jumped upon the guy with a knife, encircled his neck with his left arm, and pulled him away from the girl.
 
   "Martin!" the killer's female friend screamed. She ran aside and didn't get involved in the fight.
 
   Richard assumed that Martin was the attacker’s name. 
 
   It was dark. It appeared that the four of them were the only people in the park at the moment.
 
   "What are you doing?" Richard hissed through his teeth as he snatched the knife from Martin’s hand. Everything happened in seconds; he was surprised at the ease with which he had disarmed the man. Then he stuck the knife in Martin's back and crawled hurriedly away. He felt he was doing the right thing.
 
   Martin shuddered. As he propped himself up on his hands, a loud gurgling wheeze escaped him.
 
   "Zoe," he groaned.
 
   The girl he had attempted to kill jumped up from the ground, screaming, and took four steps backwards, her eyes glued to the maniac writhing in agony on the grass. The moron tried to get up, but his strength left him, and he fell on his back, forcing the knife all the way into his body.
 
   "Zoe," the man croaked. Then he twitched and froze, a look of surprise on his face. He probably couldn’t believe that it had really happened to him. Zoe shrieked heartrendingly, cast a hateful glance at Richard, and dashed to the pathway. Richard did not follow her with his eyes, focusing all of his attention on the dead maniac.
 
   When it occurred to him that he should have captured Zoe, the woman had already disappeared. It felt like a dream to him. He stared at the corpse, wondering how he had managed to seize the knife and kill the maniac. He hadn’t known he had it in him.
 
   "He wanted to kill me," the girl said, stammering. Her face was as pale as snow, her eyes were bulging out of their sockets with terror.
 
   “Do you know who he is?" Richard bent over the body, turned it over, grimacing with disgust, and wrapped his hand around the knife.
 
   "No... He wanted to kill me." The girl shifted from one foot to the other. 
 
   "I figured as much." Richard pulled the knife out of the body. "Do you know who that woman is?"
 
   Richard straightened up, holding the knife in his hand. 
 
   "The one that ran away?" The girl clasped her hands together over her chest. 
 
   Richard nodded.
 
   "She brought me here. She asked me to help her look for her child. She’s his accomplice." The girl looked around and so did Richard. There was no one within at least fifty yards.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Karen.” 
 
   ‘Manslaughter.’ This word was on his mind at the moment. He had just committed homicide. He knew it was justifiable—he had been defending a young woman’s life—but the problem was he wasn’t sure he would be able to prove it in the court of law. He could get lucky, and the jury would believe his story and acquit him; however, he didn’t want to rely on luck when it came to his freedom. It was an unnecessary risk to let a prosecutor or a jury decide his fate. He wasn’t going to take that risk, and that was the smart thing to do.
 
   "Listen, Karen, I don’t think we should call the police," he said. "I don’t have time to answer their questions.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “It’s better this way. Do you understand? You’re fine, this guy’s dead, justice has been served."
 
   "Yes, yes." The girl nodded. "We shouldn't call the police."
 
   “Let’s pretend this never happened. Go home now. And don’t tell anyone about it." Richard wiped the blade of the knife on the dead man’s pants.
 
   "Sure, I'm not going to tell anyone."
 
   "Just forget about it. I'll forget about it, too."
 
   The girl nodded. 
 
    
 
   5.
 
   He tossed the knife into a trash bin several blocks away from the park, after wiping his fingerprints off. When he came home, he took a shower and then examined the pants, shirt, and shoes he had worn in the park for blood stains. His clothes and shoes were clean, but he decided to get rid of them just in case. Richard was very proud of himself: he had saved a life and made the world a safer place. 
 
   But he was wrong. 
 
   A month later, a twenty-five-year-old woman by the name of Vicky Lowe was stabbed to death in Fernbank Park. The killer had made a hole in the back of her skull. Richard wondered if Zoe had something to do with this murder. 
 
   In the middle of July, the body of a forty-one-year-old woman with multiple stab wounds to her chest and stomach was found in the parking lot of the Amtrak station. Because there was a hole in the back of the victim’s head, the newspapers speculated that she had been murdered by the same person (or persons) who had taken Vicky Lowe’s life.
 
   Why had the murders continued? Was it Zoe? Was it a copycat killer? 
 
   In August, Richard found the answer to these questions. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
   1.
 
   "I’ve known you for quite some time now,” Marcus said one Friday afternoon. “I think you’re the kind of person we’re looking for.”
 
   “I am?” Mary smiled. She had no idea what Marcus meant.
 
   “There’s something important I need to talk to you about.” Marcus produced a quarter from his pocket. “Look here." He pinched the coin between his thumb and forefinger and brought it to his left wrist. "As you can see, it doesn't cut." He ran the edge of the quarter across his wrist.
 
   Mary stared at the coin, trying to understand what Marcus was getting at.
 
   "Now look here." Marcus took a BIC double edge razor blade out of his breast pocket and unwrapped it. "This cuts." He fixed his gaze on Mary. "Don't worry, I’m not going to cut myself."
 
   "Okay."
 
   "Do you know why a blade cuts? Because it’s been sharpened.” Marcus put the razor blade back in his breast pocket. “Even though both a blade and a quarter are made of the same type of material, the blade has one remarkable quality the quarter doesn’t. The blade is capable of impacting its surroundings; it can't be ignored, because it will cause you a lot of trouble if you do. The blade means business, it’s something to be reckoned with.” Marcus laced his hands in his lap. “You must be wondering what this is all about. All right, I’ll explain. We want you to join us, Mary. We are the razor blade. We live by special rules, which is why we’re able to impact the world. You’ll merge with you brothers and sisters into a sharp blade. You’ll have to sacrifice a very small part of your freedom, but it’s worth it. We can't be ignored. We’re united, we’re devoted to each other. We have a goal and we're going toward it. There are a lot of us, and there will be even more. We’re like a hot knife cutting through butter. Do you want to matter, Mary? Do you want to be someone to be reckoned with? Right now you're alone, and you’re just a cipher—let’s be honest about it. If you join us, your life will change dramatically. People won’t ignore you anymore."
 
   "Who’s ‘us’?"
 
   "Me, Don, the other brothers and sister you’ve met. You’re going to like it. All you'll have to do is follow our simple rules. We're like a blade, Mary. A sharp blade. We’ll never betray you, you can be sure of it. We’re helping you punish your husband because we’re devoted to each other."
 
   Marcus leaned back on the sofa.
 
   "Would you like to be rich, Mary? You’ll be rich. We don’t let our brothers and sisters languish in poverty. We’re good at making money. In time, you'll have everything you want, but first you must join us."
 
   "Can you tell me more about you?"
 
   There was a short pause before Marcus said, "Do you remember John?"
 
   Mary shook her head.
 
   "It's that blackmailer who extorted money from you. You must remember him."
 
   "Yeah, I remember him." Mary nodded.
 
   "As I already said, we're devoted to each other. We help each other. And we helped you because brother Don loves you. He asked us to take care of that John guy. In case you’re curious, John’s real name was Peter Rasch. We helped Don. Peter Rasch is no longer with us." Marcus smiled. "Isn't it great? Isn't it wonderful?"
 
   No longer with us? Had they murdered Peter Rasch?
 
   Mary felt the ground slipping away from under her feet. To say that she was stunned would be an understatement. She was dumbfounded beyond belief.
 
   Don’s friends were insane! She had gotten herself involved with a bunch of lunatics. 
 
   Marcus went on talking about unity, strength, and devotion. His mellow voice gave her the creeps now. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
   1.
 
   In August, eight years ago, he went to Miami, where he met Julia and Meg.
 
   "Why the fuck did you get in Martin’s way?” Meg asked. “Why did you kill him? Why the fuck did you get involved?"
 
   "It was Martin's turn, and you fucked it all up for him!" Julia yelled. "Who the hell do you think you are?"
 
   After killing Julia and Meg, Richard had a terrible realization: Zoe had tracked him down that night. She must have hidden somewhere close by and then followed him to his house. The more he thought about it, the more frightened he became. He figured it out. He figured it all out.
 
   That psycho had not just one accomplice, and not two, but a whole bunch of them!
 
   Richard was scared. He was horrified. He had gotten into a fight with a gang of maniacs who took turns murdering innocent people. And he was alone against them. 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   After Meg and Julia came other avengers. Six people in four years. He had killed them all. He had forgotten some of their names. 
 
   Sean took a photo of Martin from his pocket and asked, "Recognize him?"
 
   After tying Richard up, Stan asked if he remembered Julia and Meg. Then he gave him a short lecture.
 
   "You think it's a crime to sacrifice humans to God?" he said. "Have you ever heard of the Aztecs? You probably have. Their civilization was highly developed compared to other nations in North and South America. They were one of the first societies in the world to have mandatory education for all children. They managed to conquer Mexico and would have done even better if the Spanish hadn't conquered them. Their art is fantastic. I’ve seen their sculptures and pyramids. They’re incredible."
 
   Stan showed Richard a photo of a pyramid that he had taken himself.
 
   "The Aztecs were advanced in medicine. They loved the sky, they revered their gods. They were great astronomers. They were way ahead of Europe as far as astronomy was concerned. They were very smart people. Do you agree with that?”
 
   “Yeah, I do.”
 
   “The Aztecs offered human sacrifices to their gods. Twenty thousand people were sacrificed every year. Twenty thousand, Richard. They did it for centuries. And remember, they were smart people. They were enlightened; they were not mindless savages. Do you see my point? There’s nothing wrong or stupid about human sacrifice. They practiced it in the ancient India and in the ancient China, both of which were advanced civilizations. Would you agree that the ancient Chinese were intelligent, that they were not insane? These people were not idiots, and they believed in human sacrifice." Stan’s mouth stretched in a wide grin.
 
   Richard felt no guilt when he killed these people. They were criminals. They were murderers who would have killed him without hesitation if given a chance.
 
   So went his life: avengers kept finding him, and he kept killing them. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
   1.
 
   He thought of that night sometimes. It was not his most favorite memory, but he did not hate it, either. 
 
   He was thinking of that night right now.
 
   He had been eight years old at the time. Even though three decades had passed since that night, he remembered it clearly. For example, he remembered the smell his father had given off—the man had stunk of vodka. His dad was not a drunkard. He just happened to have consumed a lot of alcohol that day. Perhaps he was in a bad mood. 
 
   It was past ten in the evening. His dad came to his room, sat down on the chair, and beckoned him with a finger. The only piece of clothing his father had on was a pair of boxers; his father loved walking around the house in his underpants. Then his dad slowly pulled his boxers down to his knees, exposing his erect penis. 
 
   "Touch it," his father said in a low voice, nodding at his dick. He stretched his right hand forward, looked into his dad's eyes, making sure that he still wanted him to touch his organ, and then laid his index finger on the head of his dad’s penis. He was amazed by the size of his dick (admittedly, it was the first time he had seen an adult man's erect penis, and he had nothing to compare it with). The head of the cock was hard, dark red, awfully big.
 
   "Take hold of it." His father’s breath became rapid. 
 
   He wrapped his hand around his dad’s penis and looked into his eyes again. His father covered his hand with his and moved it a few times up and down the shaft, showing him what to do next. He stroked his dad’s dick for a minute, listening to his quiet groans. He had no idea why his father had made him stroke his penis. And he was too young to realize that what they were doing was not a common father-son activity. He thought he was simply being a good boy.
 
   “Don’t tell anyone about this, okay?” His father opened the tube of personal lubricant he brought with him and put some of it on his penis. “Turn around and take off your shorts and undies.”
 
   When his shorts and briefs dropped to the floor, his dad spread his buttocks and put some lube into his anus. 
 
   “Good boy.” His father grabbed him under the armpits and eased him onto his lap. “It might hurt a little. I want you to be very quiet, son.” Then his dad worked his penis into his butthole. 
 
   The pain was not unbearable, thanks to the lube. He grunted, but he did not cry. He remembered having a strong urge to defecate. It took his father about two minutes to come.
 
   "Good boy," his father whispered, his penis pulsing, his breath fast. He removed him from his lap, pushed him lightly away, pulled up his underwear and pants, and said, "Get dressed."
 
   That was how it had happened. Interestingly, his dad, who had left them three years later, had never raped him again; perhaps he had decided that the pussy was better than a boy’s butt. No, he did not condemn his father for fucking him. The rape didn't affect him in any way, and his relationship with his old man didn’t change at all after that night. He continued to love and respect his dad—and why wouldn’t he? His father gave him life and therefore had certain rights and privileges with regard to him and his body. He didn’t mind jerking his papa off. It was an easy thing to do. As for getting fucked in the ass by Daddy, the main thing here was to get the right lube. He supported his father in the belief that if you wanted something badly, you had to take it so as not to betray yourself. You are your desires. You should never abandon your desires.
 
   On second thought, maybe this incident had had an impact on him. It had made him stronger. Tougher.
 
   He was going to fuck Richard Brower up. This asshole was a dead man walking. 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   At a quarter past six in the afternoon, while Richard was watching a rerun of Seinfeld, the doorbell rang. When he opened the front door, he saw a fair-haired man in a blue shirt and a gray suit, who appeared to be in his early forties.
 
   “I’m Detective Frederick Pryor.” The man produced his badge, which Richard carefully scrutinized. 
 
   Half a minute later, Detective Pryor eased into a chair in the living room. Richard sat down on the sofa, about four feet from the cop.
 
   "This is a very important case, Mister Brower,” Pryor said with a solemn air. “I was shocked by what happened to Kathy Brown because I personally know her.” He withdrew a small notebook and a pen from his jacket pocket. “It was you who found Ms. Brown after she was attacked, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yes, it was me.”
 
   “Please tell me how it happened. Be as detailed as possible.”
 
   “I was walking to John Welles’s house when I heard Kathy cry for help. I jumped into the bushes and saw her lying on the ground. Then I called 911.”
 
   Pryor waited a few seconds for Richard to continue speaking, and said, “Where were you when you heard her cry for help?”
 
   “I was about forty feet from the driveway.”
 
   “As I understand, you were one of Steven Norris’s guests.”
 
   “Yes, I was.”
 
   “What time did you hear Kathy’s cries?”
 
   “Around half past eight.”
 
   It looked like Pryor hadn’t read his statement yet.  
 
   Or maybe the detective was trying to catch him in an inconsistency. 
 
   "Eight thirty. Okay." Pryor began writing in his notebook. “Where did you park your car?”
 
   “I parked it on the street.”
 
   “There was no room to park in front of the Welles residence?”
 
   “I don’t know. I just decided to park on the street.”
 
   “So you found Ms. Brown in the bushes, forty feet from the driveway, correct?"
 
   "Yes. That's where I found her. She was bleeding."
 
   "She calls for help, you dash into the bushes and see her on the ground bleeding."
 
   "Yes. She was groaning. At first I didn't even recognize her voice."
 
   "When did you realize that Kathy was wounded?"
 
   "As soon as I saw blood."
 
   Pryor nodded. “Speaking of blood. You had blood on your clothes, didn’t you?”
 
   “I helped Kathy sit up. That’s how the blood got on my clothes.” 
 
   "I see. She’s lying on the ground, you grab her and lift her into a sitting position. And in the process, blood gets on your clothing."
 
   "Yes, that’s how it happened.”
 
   "What about the knife? Did you see the knife she was stabbed with?"
 
   “No, I didn’t see it."
 
   "Are you sure?" Pryor narrowed his eyes. 
 
   "Yes, I’m sure." 
 
   "All right." Pryor smiled. "Did you see the perpetrator’s face?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “How tall was he?”
 
   And why had he assumed that the attacker was a man? Women could be killers, too.
 
   Perhaps Kathy had told the police it was a man.
 
   “I didn’t see him at all. It should be in the statement I gave to your guys that night.”
 
   “I know that. I’m just checking if you want to change your statement. When people are agitated, they often misremember or forget facts.” Pryor glanced at his notes. “So the assailant saw you coming toward the driveway and fled the scene. Is that what you believe happened?"
 
   "Yes.”
 
   “If you hadn’t showed up, he would have killed Kathy, wouldn’t he?"
 
   “I suppose so.”
 
   Pryor nodded silently and turned a page in his notebook. "So you’re absolutely sure you didn’t see the knife?"
 
   "Yes, I’m absolutely sure. If I’d found the knife, I’d have given it to the police."
 
   The detective’s penchant for asking the same question over and over was amusing. 
 
   "Of course you would. Did you look for the knife?” 
 
   "No, I didn't. I was busy helping Kathy at the time."
 
   “Oh, right. I have a question: how do you know Kathy Brown?" Pryor closed his notebook. "Are you a friend of hers?"
 
   "Yes, we’re friends."
 
   "How long have you known her?"
 
   "One and a half months."
 
   "Have you visited Kathy at the hospital yet?" 
 
   "Yes, I have."
 
   "I see that you care about her." Pryor nodded approvingly. "You’re an intelligent person, Richard. Can you explain why the attacker failed to kill Kathy? He stabbed her three times. Why did Kathy survive?"
 
   "As far as I know, the knife missed her vital organs."
 
   “I wonder why it happened. Maybe this guy doesn't know how to use a knife? Maybe he has no experience?"
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   His eyes fixed on Richard, Pryor stroked his chin, and said, “Have you heard about this serial killer who cuts off his victims’ ears? He’s already murdered at least five women.”
 
   “Yes, I have.”
 
   “We suspect that it was this man who attacked Kathy.”
 
   There was a short silence before Richard replied, “I don’t know what to say. That’s shocking.”
 
   “I saw the victims’ bodies. I still can't get those images out of my head. I could show you the pictures. Would you like to see them?"
 
   “No.” Richard shook his head.
 
   Pryor scratched his chin with his thumb. “I’m really curious about why this attempt failed. Maybe this guy didn’t want to kill Kathy. Subconsciously.”
 
   “Subconsciously?” 
 
   It crossed Richard’s mind that the longer Detective Pryor spoke, the more evident it became that he was obtuse and incompetent. If he kept on like this, he would never catch this ear-chopping psycho.
 
   “It’s possible.”
 
   “Why is it important?”
 
   “I just find it a little odd that the knife missed the vital organs. He’s not an amateur. He’s already killed several women.” Pryor looked at Richard inquiringly. “What about you? Do you know where the vital organs are located?"
 
   “No, I don’t.” 
 
   "Killing a human being with a knife takes a certain skill. I read about a guy who survived after being stabbed forty times. Forty times, can you believe it?” He paused. “Do you think this man will stop?"
 
   "I don’t know. If he’s a psycho, he probably won’t.” 
 
   "Well, I agree with you. Why would he stop? He’s crazy. He’s sick. It's so disgusting. Killing innocent women, who have children, husbands, parents. Cutting off ears. This man doesn’t deserve to be called a human. He’s a monster." 
 
   “You’re absolutely right, he’s a monster.”
 
   “Are you following this story?”
 
   “No, I’m not. I don’t watch the local news. The only thing that matters to me is that you don’t suspect me.”
 
   "Do you think we could suspect you?"
 
   "Suspect me of what? Killing those women?"
 
   “Yes.”
 
   "I don’t think anything.”
 
   Richard suddenly had a queasy feeling that he might have inadvertently opened a can of worms.
 
   "You don’t? You know, I made an interesting observation: when people come under suspicion, they begin to act in a suspicious way. Well, you know what I mean. It happens at the subconscious level. It’s as though some button is pushed inside their brains. They start to worry, they try to explain themselves, and they get frustrated when the police don’t believe them. It makes you feel terrible to be a suspect. Especially when you’re innocent."
 
   "I’m sure it does."
 
   "It feels like you’re sinking in a bog." Pryor paused to think for a moment. “Does your wife watch the local news? Has she talked to you about this psycho?"
 
   "My wife’s dead."
 
   "Oh, I'm sorry, I didn't know that. I'm very sorry about your wife." 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   The next day Richard told Kathy about Pryor and his doubts about the detective's competence.
 
   "Now I understand why they haven’t caught this bastard yet," he said. Then he asked if Kathy she had seen the attacker's face.
 
   "No, I didn’t,” Kathy replied. “He had a black mask on."
 
   "How tall was he?"
 
   "I’d say he was average height. Maybe an inch shorter than you."
 
   "What was he wearing?"
 
   "Black pants and a dark blue long-sleeved shirt.” She touched Richard’s forearm. “It was similar to this shirt.”
 
   “You mean my shirt?”
 
   Kathy nodded.
 
   "Did he say anything to you?"
 
   "No. He just started stabbing me with a knife. It all happened so fast. I didn’t even have time to get scared.” After a pause, she added, “It hurt a lot."
 
   Richard gently rubbed Kathy’s hand. "Did Pryor talk to you?"
 
   "Yes. Twice."
 
   "What did you tell him?"
 
   "I told him how I’d been attacked."
 
   "How did it happen?"
 
   "I was walking on the side of the road, and all of a sudden this man jumped out of the bushes and stabbed me with a knife. Then he pulled me into the bushes and stabbed me two more times."
 
   Looking empathetically at Kathy, Richard breathed a heavy sigh. “Thank God you’re alive.” 
 
   "I thank God every minute. I was stabbed three times, and I survived. And I’m getting better by the day." Kathy sighed. "I owe you my life, Richard. If not for you... You saved me."
 
   "Anyone would have done the same thing."
 
   "Just think about it: if you’d come half a minute later, I would have probably been dead."
 
   Richard squeezed Kathy's hand gently, encouraging her. Kathy sat up in bed. Richard brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. A smile lit up Kathy’s face.
 
   "Can you get up from the bed?" Richard asked.
 
   "Yes. I can even walk."
 
   "Excellent. Would you like to take a walk in the hall?" Richard stood up.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   They left the room. The cop outside the door got up and followed them a few steps behind.
 
   "Does he follow you everywhere?" Richard asked. "Does he sit here at night?"
 
   "There are three guards. They work in shifts. I think they have to follow me everywhere; otherwise, there’s no point in having them here."
 
   "Are you going to have protection when you leave the hospital?"
 
   "I suppose so."
 
   "How long are they going to let you have it?"
 
   "Until they catch the killer, I guess."
 
   "What if they never catch him? Will they protect you for the rest of your life?"
 
   Kathy laughed. "Of course not. I'm not President. A couple of months, tops." 
 
    
 
   4.
 
   His mother was the first person he had sacrificed. But he hadn’t realized at the time that it had been a sacrifice. He began thinking about the true meaning of what he had done two months later, when he won one million two hundred thousand dollars in a lottery. Fortune smiled on him for sacrificing his mother! 
 
   Some would say that what he had done to his mother was murder. These people would be wrong. He hadn’t murdered his mother. He had just helped her stop suffering.
 
   He suddenly saw Wendy's face on the windshield. A second later, the image vanished.
 
   He didn't remember his mother’s face very well. Did he have any photos of her left?
 
   He sighed. Anyway, Wendy would be a proud mother if she were alive now. Why? Because her son had become an important man. He had managed to attract thousands of followers in ten American cities. He had infected them with his ideas, made them fanatics of these ideas. And it was just the beginning.
 
   He massaged his temples with his fingertips. He'd been relaxing for ten minutes now. He had been halfway home when a splitting headache had come on and he had decided to stop and get some rest. 
 
   He switched on the radio. Rod Stewart’s ‘The Rhythm of My Heart’ was playing. He started tapping his fingers on the steering wheel to the song. Good music (and he was a big fan of Rod Stewart) calmed his nerves.
 
   "Sir, do you have a minute?” a hoarse male voice said from outside the driver’s window. As soon as he heard this question, Steven smelled a disgusting odor, which was a mixture of the scents of urine, sweat, and alcohol. Steven knew who he was dealing with before he looked at the guy. 
 
   He turned his head to his left and saw an elderly bearded man with tousled gray hair and a deeply wrinkled face standing two feet from the car. The man’s clothing consisted of cargo pants, a fleece shirt, and a fleece jacket, all of which were dirty and worn-out. His purple bloated nose was fascinatingly ugly. Their glances crossed, and the bum bent toward the driver’s window.
 
   "Sir?" he mumbled, staring at Norris with his eyes, which were nothing but narrow slits because of his swollen eyelids. The bum’s face was a jumble of shapeless reddish and brownish lumps. The guy was one ugly son of a bitch, and he stank like hell.
 
   "What do you want?" Steven asked. “You want something from me, don’t you?”
 
   If he coughs on me, I’ll crush his skull, he thought.
 
   The bum held his right hand out, palm up. He looked sixty years old, but Steven was willing to bet that the man was in his forties. These people aged incredibly fast. His head must be crawling with lice. He probably had crabs, too. Chances were he had forgotten when he had last bathed. 
 
   Steven wondered if the man used drugs.
 
   "Sir, do you have some change?" the bum said in a gruff voice. "Sir, can you give me a dollar?"
 
   "What do you need it for? Are you saving up for a bottle of booze?" Norris grinned. His hands suddenly began to itch. He was overcome by the desire to use them and thus release all the negative energy that had accumulated in him within the last few days.
 
   "Sir, can you spare some change please?" the bum said monotonously. "Fifty cents?"
 
   "Get lost." Steven opened the door and climbed out of the car. A great idea had just come to his mind. "Go get a fucking job."
 
   "Fifty cents? Do you have fifty cents?"  
 
   This hobo was a worthless piece of shit. Nobody cared about him, nobody was going to miss him if he vanished. And there was no one around at the moment. There was no one to shout: "A homeless guy’s been killed! There's the killer! There he is, in the black Buick. Catch him!" But even if there were witnesses, Steven wouldn't have cared. People didn’t give a fuck about bums; it was a sad fact of life. He must kill this wretched loser right here, right now. He needed to do this to purge his negative energy.
 
   He must perform a sacrifice.
 
   Nobody around. It was a sign from the Universe.
 
   "Okay, bro, I'll give you a dollar." Grimacing with disgust, Steven grabbed the bum’s head with both his hands and twisted it sharply around one hundred and eighty degrees. The vertebrae cracked, which was music to Steven’s ears. A gurgling sound escaped from the hobo’s mouth. The man twitched twice and then collapsed to the ground like a sack of potatoes. When it became clear that Steven had succeeded in breaking the bum’s neck, the weight on his chest that had been preventing him from breathing freely disappeared. 
 
   He got back in his car, telling himself that he should wash his hands as soon as possible: God knows what germs the bum carried. Good thing the guy hadn't fallen on him or the car.
 
   He probably has tuberculosis, Steven thought.
 
   Steven looked around once again, then shut the door, and started the engine. He felt purified. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
   1.
 
   "I told you we’d meet again, and here I am." Pryor smiled. "I’ll try to make it short. Did I interrupt anything important?"
 
   "No, you didn't". Richard shook his head.
 
   "How is Kathy? Unfortunately, I haven’t had time to visit her in the hospital."
 
   "She's doing fine. They’re discharging her in a couple of days."
 
   "Great. I have good news, Mister Brower. We found the knife used in the attack on Kathy.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear that."
 
   "We found it forty feet away from where Kathy was attacked. He must have dropped it as he ran away." Pryor crossed his legs. “It’s a major breakthrough for us. I believe we are very close to catching the perpetrator."
 
   "Did you find his fingerprints on the knife?"
 
   "We sure did. He left three fingerprints on the handle.” Pryor’s eyes were shining with satisfaction. “Major, major breakthrough.”
 
   "Congratulations. Do you know his name?”
 
   “Not yet. We’re still working on it.”
 
   “I wish you good luck.” Richard looked at his watch, giving the detective a hint that he should wrap it up.
 
   “Are you going out of town in the near future?"
 
   "I might, but I don’t have any plans at the moment.” 
 
   “Where do you think you might go?”
 
   Richard shrugged. “I may go to California for a few days.” 
 
   “California." Pryor laced his hands in his lap, and said, "Let’s get back to the fingerprints. There’s something I’d like to tell you. Do you remember I asked you if you’d seen the assailant’s knife?"
 
   "Yes, I remember that."
 
   "You said that you hadn't seen it."
 
   "That’s right.”
 
   After a hesitation, the detective said, "I wasn’t completely honest with you when I said that we didn’t know whose fingerprints were on the knife. The odd thing is that the fingerprints belong to you, Mister Brower."
 
   A long silence followed. Richard's heart began pounding as the meaning of the detective’s words sank into his brain. He wanted to believe he had misheard Pryor.
 
   "What do you mean?" he asked at last.
 
   "We found your fingerprints on the handle of the knife, Richard." Pryor's face was serene, as if he were talking about the weather. “I should mention that there were no other fingerprints on the knife."
 
   "It's impossible." Richard drew his eyebrows together. 
 
   "Now you understand why I asked you if you’d seen the knife.”
 
   Richard nodded. It seemed that Detective Pryor wasn’t a blithering idiot after all.
 
   “I was a little surprised when you said that you hadn’t seen it.” Pryor tapped his foot on the floor. “I wonder how your fingerprints got there.”
 
   After a short pause, Richard asked, "And what conclusion do you draw from this?" 
 
   The detective shrugged. "I don't know what to think, Richard. It’s a complicated matter. I have to keep in mind that you’re a close friend of Kathy's."
 
   "Do you think I have anything to do with it?"
 
   Pryor gave Richard a curious look. "I’m not accusing you of anything, if that’s what you’re asking. I don't suspect you of attacking Ms. Brown. However, I must point out that I can’t ignore facts. As they say, facts are stubborn things. Do you have any idea how your fingerprints got on the knife?”
 
   Richard shook his head. “No, I have no idea how my fingerprints got there. Let me tell you this: my fingerprints can’t be on that knife. It must be a mistake."
 
   "It’s not a mistake, I assure you. All analysis results have been checked and rechecked. The fingerprints on the knife are yours, and the blood belongs to Kathy."
 
   "I didn't stab her.” Richard swallowed the lump that had formed in his throat.
 
   "I'm not saying you did."
 
   "What are you going to do now?"
 
   "I'll analyze the facts and see where they lead us."
 
   Richard drew a deep breath. "I don't understand it. The knife, the fingerprints. It's so strange."
 
   "It's a riddle to me, too."
 
   "I have nothing to do with this crime." 
 
   He was in a tricky situation. On the one hand, he couldn’t be silent while his innocence was questioned, but on the other hand, he had to make sure he didn’t seem to be protesting too much.
 
   "I'm not accusing you of anything, Mister Brower."
 
   "Are you going to look for other suspects?"
 
   "Of course we are. That's our job." Pryor paused. "I hate to ask you about this, but I need to know. Your wife died recently, didn’t she?"
 
   "Yes, she did. She died in a car accident."
 
   "But before that she left you, didn't she?"
 
   Richard gave Pryor a studying look. What was the detective getting at? What did Mary’s death have to do with Kathy?
 
   "She didn't leave me. She went missing," he replied.
 
   "Well, that’s what you thought. I read the case file. You reported her missing, and about four weeks later she died in a car crash."
 
   "Do we have to talk about it?" Richard asked with a grim expression on his face.
 
   "I’m sorry. I understand that you’re still heartbroken.” Pryor tilted his head to the side. “I wonder why she left you."
 
   "I told you Mary didn’t leave me. She went missing."
 
   "All right. I wonder why she ran away.”
 
   "I don’t know. What does it matter anyway? I thought the case is closed." Richard frowned. He couldn't wait for the detective to leave.
 
   "Yes, the case is closed. For now." Pryor paused. "Did you see her dead body?"
 
   "Yes, I did."
 
   "Did you notice that it was badly disfigured?"
 
   "Yes. Her body was burned up."
 
   "Robert Logan identified the body as that of his sister, Mary Brower."
 
   "That’s correct."
 
   Pryor’s lips stretched in a thin smile. "Please bear with me, Mister Brower. I'm thinking aloud here.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   "You probably wonder why your wife went missing, where she stayed and who she was with all that time. You also must be curious who wrote the anonymous letter that accused you of Mary’s murder. I believe these are important questions. It's a pity that we’ll most likely never get the answers to them."
 
   "I suppose you’re right."
 
   "Have you already contacted the insurance company?"
 
   "What insurance company?"
 
   "Your wife’s life was insured, wasn't it?"
 
   Richard shook his head. "No, it wasn’t."
 
   "Is it possible that Mary insured her life without telling you about it?”
 
   Richard thought for a moment and nodded. “I suppose it is.” 
 
   “I’d look into that if I were you.” The detective began tapping his foot on the floor. “By the way, what do you think about Robert Logan? How would you describe his relationship with his sister?"
 
   "As far as I know, they were on good terms."
 
   Pryor made a humming sound, and asked, “How often do you see Mister Logan?"
 
   "Every other week."
 
   "Every other week. I wouldn’t call it often.”
 
   “I agree with you.”
 
   “This means you could be wrong about their relationship.”
 
   “Yes, I could be wrong.”
 
   “Have you ever seen them fight?"
 
   "No, I haven’t. Bob is a calm person. But I could be wrong.”
 
   Richard was getting curious about where Pryor was going with this.
 
   "Is it possible that there were conflicts between Mary and her brother?”
 
   Richard furrowed his forehead, pretending to mull over Pryor’s question. "Yes, it is. But I’m sure they didn’t hate each other."
 
   “You can never be sure about things like this. Unless you can read minds. There are a lot of siblings who hate each other.”
 
   "That’s probably true.”
 
   "Here’s an interesting fact: most homicide victims are killed by people they know. Husbands kill their wives, wives kill their husbands, brothers kill their sisters, sisters kill their brothers, and so on and so forth. The harsh reality is that arguments between relatives often lead to murder." 
 
   After a pause, Richard asked, "What does it have to do with your investigation?"
 
   “Nothing. I just thought you’d be interested to hear my theory regarding your wife’s case.”
 
   Richard raised his chin and kept silent for a moment. Then he said, “Yes, sure.”
 
   He figured that his safest option under the circumstances was to indulge the detective. He was not going to make waves.
 
   "What do you think could have caused Mary to conflict with her brother?"
 
   "I have no clue, to be honest with you."
 
   "Do you think Robert Logan is capable of blackmail?"
 
   "Capable of what?"
 
   "Blackmail."
 
   "Who could he blackmail?"
 
   "Well, as I just said, people often commit crimes against their siblings."
 
   "Are you saying Bob blackmailed Mary?"
 
   "It's possible. The question is: what did he have on her?"
 
   "I have no idea. Honestly, I don’t think Mary has ever done anything illegal."
 
   "It doesn’t have to be an illegal act. You’d be surprised what kind of things people are blackmailed for. Adultery, sexual orientation, sex tapes, and so forth. Robert could have been blackmailing his sister, Mary could have been blackmailing her brother. I’m not ruling out anything at this point."
 
   "No, Mary wouldn’t blackmail anyone."
 
   Richard glanced at his watch. They had been talking for almost half an hour now.
 
   "Don’t be so sure, Richard.” Pryor folded his arms on his chest. “What I’m trying to do here is make you realize that Robert Logan was involved in this."
 
   It looked like Pryor had read his letter about Bob. Why had the detective bothered to read it? Perhaps he had too much spare time on his hands. 
 
   “Involved in Mary’s death?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   "How exactly was he involved?”
 
   “He killed her.”
 
   Richard gave Pryor a stunned look. “Bob killed Mary? Why would he do that?”
 
   Was Pryor going to reopen Mary's case? Did he think that the dead woman Bob had identified as Mary was not Mary? 
 
   “That’s an important question. Here’s my theory. Let’s suppose Robert found out that your wife was cheating on you, and decided to blackmail her."
 
   "Mary wasn’t cheating on me.”
 
   "Let’s assume for a moment that she was.” 
 
   Richard hesitated, and said, “All right.”
 
   “Robert believed that you would divorce Mary if you knew that she was cheating. And Mary didn’t want you to divorce her. Are you a jealous man?"
 
   Richard shook his head. “No.”
 
   “But you appreciate faithfulness in a woman, don’t you?"
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “In the months before your wife went missing, did she ask you for large amounts of money? I mean larger than usual."
 
   "No, she didn’t.”
 
   “She didn’t ask you for money to buy a new dress or something like that?"
 
   “No.”
 
   "As far as I know, Mary withdrew ten thousand dollars from her bank account two weeks ago."
 
   "Yes, she did withdraw ten grand."
 
   "Where do you think this money went?"
 
   "I have no idea."
 
   "I think it went to Robert Logan."
 
   “Do you think Mary paid Bob to keep his mouth shut?"
 
   "Yes, that’s exactly what I think. Would you say that Mary’s life with you was pretty comfortable, that you were a good provider for her?”
 
   “Yes, I would.”
 
   “Well, then it’s reasonable to assume that Mary would pay Bob to prevent a divorce.” 
 
   Richard was silent for a long moment and then said, “That’s an interesting theory.”
 
   “It might be more than just a theory.”
 
   Having nothing to say, Richard interlaced his hands and started rubbing his thumbs together.
 
   Should he be worried if the police reopened Mary’s case? He believed that he shouldn’t.
 
   “Here’s where I’m going with this,” Pryor continued. “I’m trying to establish the motive.”
 
   “The motive for what?”
 
   “For Bob killing Mary.” Pryor cocked his head. “Whose idea was it to cremate Mary’s body?”
 
   “It was my idea.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   After a short silence, Richard asked, “So are you going to reopen Mary’s case?"
 
   "Yes, I’m considering it."
 
   "And you believe that Bob killed Mary?"
 
   "That's correct."
 
   "Why did he kill her? She paid him, didn’t she?"
 
   "One fine day Mary said that she was not going to pay any more, and Logan got angry. They might have quarreled , then she struck him, he struck back and in the end killed her."
 
   "When are you going to unclose the case?"
 
   "As soon as I 'm finished with Kathy's case." 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
   1.
 
   "Please calm down, Mrs. Becker,” Norris said. “We'll find your daughter, I promise." He clenched his fists under the table. 
 
   He had been talking to this old bitch for half an hour now, and she had already begun to annoy him. He was ready to call her names. He would gladly do it if she didn't get out of here in five minutes. He didn’t care about consequences since he wasn’t going to stay at this sheriff’s department much longer. He would leave Washington when he was finished with Richard Brower. He didn’t like Washington; it was too boring for his taste.
 
   "I promise we'll do our best to find her." 
 
   He had already stopped listening to this annoying bitch. Odds were Mrs. Becker’s twenty-six-year-old daughter had fucked the wrong guy and now was lying at the bottom of a lake with a weight attached to her body or in a shallow grave somewhere in the woods. 
 
   Mrs. Becker spoke for half a minute, and when she was done, Steven nodded, staring at her sympathetically.
 
   "Goodbye, Mrs. Becker,” he said. “Everything will be all right."
 
   Why the hell had they let this old hag in here?
 
   He leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. When the woman left the room, he let out an irritated sigh and murmured, “Fucking cunt.” 
 
   He didn’t like old people. They were arrogant, had a high sense of entitlement, and were convinced they were always right. In this, they were similar to little children, whom Norris didn’t like, either.
 
   Steven looked up at the ceiling, then closed his eyes. He had already had plenty of fun. It was time to wrap this thing up and tear this cocksucker’s heart out. The grand finale was just days away.  
 
    
 
   2.
 
   The avengers. 
 
   The avengers were insane. The avengers were relentless. They had gotten to his sister. They had stolen Laura from him.
 
   It was the avengers who had planted the jar with fingers Laura found in his garage. What better way to turn sister against brother than to expose him as a deranged serial killer? 
 
   They were good at manipulating and brainwashing people, there was no doubt about it.
 
   What other crazy ideas had the avengers put into Laura’s head? Had they managed to persuade her of the virtue of human sacrifice? Perhaps they had.
 
   Laura might have been thinking of killing him to punish him for the brutal murders she believed he had committed. 
 
   If it hadn’t been for the avengers, Laura would be alive today. Yes, he was the one who caused her death, but it was an accident. He had never wanted to kill Laura.
 
   Richard switched on the TV and turned up the volume. He had drunk a glass of gin twenty minutes ago, and now he felt the alcohol begin to calm his nerves.
 
   So they had found a knife with his fingerprints.
 
   This raised a question… Actually, it raised several questions. A whole bunch of them!
 
   First, where had this damn knife come from?
 
   Richard buried his face in a sofa pillow. It was soft and cool.
 
   He did not know where the knife had come from. He did not know how his fingerprints gotten on the knife. How would he know that if he had nothing to do with the attack on Kathy?
 
   The knife used to stab Kathy had his fingerprints. What did that mean?
 
   Richard noticed that his entire body was dripping with sweat, as though he were in a sauna. He took off his shirt and pants and tossed them on a chair.
 
   What he needed to do right now was to calm down. He was already doing it. To calm down, pull himself together, and mull over the situation in a leisurely manner.
 
   So what had happened?
 
   The police had found a knife near the Welleses' house, which they believed belonged to the person that had attacked Kathy. There were his fingerprints on the knife. 
 
   It was difficult to argue with the claim that the knife had been used to stab Kathy, because, first, it had been found in the vicinity of the crime scene, and second, it had Kathy's blood on it. 
 
   Since there were Richard Brower's fingerprints on its handle, the knife must have been in Richard Brower's hand at some point before or after the attack. The cops were known for their tendency to interpret things in the most negative way possible, so there was a high probability that the police believed that it was his knife and that he was the one who had attacked Kathy Brown and killed those other women.  
 
   How the hell had his fingerprints ended up on the knife?
 
   Had he attacked Kathy? No, of course not! If he had, he would have remembered it. Things like that were hard to forget. Then why were there his fingerprints on the knife?
 
   If the police suspected him of committing this crime, why hadn't they arrested him? They had enough evidence to get a conviction, at least in Kathy’s case. 
 
   Maybe Pryor hoped to find evidence linking him to the murders of those five women?
 
   Richard emitted a groan. It was not a dream, it was happening to him here and now! And he was unable to prove his innocence.
 
   He jumped up from the sofa and headed to the study to go on the Internet and find out when the previous victims had been killed, but quickly realized that it was useless. What difference did it make when they had been killed? He wouldn't be able to prove his alibi anyway. He had no alibi because too much time had passed since the murders and he had already forgotten where he had been at a particular moment on a particular day. Neither he nor anybody else remembered that.
 
   So he had no alibi.
 
   Richard let out a quiet groan.
 
   Why didn't Pryor arrest him?
 
   The detective must hope that he would start panicking, become hysterical, and make the wrong move. Pryor was probably waiting for him to try to skip town. And when he did, the police would pounce on him. They would mobilize their resources; they would turn their pursuit of him into a national story. The entire country would see Detective Pryor catch the notorious ear-chopping maniac.
 
   A freeway chase, a standoff, a fire exchange, and finally, the capture of the murderer—all of it broadcast live on TV.
 
   No, ladies and gentlemen, he was not going to give them this pleasure, he would not run away.
 
   Pryor had asked him if he was planning to leave town. This shifty motherfucker was working him! He was collecting information!
 
   Pryor must have put him under surveillance to monitor his every step.
 
   Richard stuck his head out of the window and scanned the street for a police surveillance car. There were no strange vehicles within a hundred feet, but it meant nothing. The cops were good at hiding their presence.
 
   Chances were the police were tapping his phones.
 
   Was Pryor going to search his house? The detective must need evidence of his sexual depravity: photos, exotic sex toys, inflatable sex dolls, women's underwear, and whatever else psychos might keep in their homes.
 
   Richard went to the bathroom and washed his sweaty face and chest with cold water.
 
   What was he going to do now? He had to do something, he couldn't just sit on his hands. He needed a plan.
 
   Maybe he should tell Kathy about his situation and ask her to help him?
 
   It was a good idea. Kathy loved him, trusted him blindly. She would help him, he had no doubt about it. She had worked in the law enforcement system for many years; she might know someone who could make Pryor get off of his back. Or she might know someone who could make the knife disappear—that would work, too.
 
   Make the knife disappear? It sounded too unrealistic. 
 
   How could Kathy help him?
 
   Richard shut his eyes, stretched his legs out, and crossed them at the ankles. The sounds coming from the TV merged into a monotonous murmur.
 
   Kathy was the victim here. She could say that she had seen the attacker's face and that it wasn’t Richard Brower who had knifed her. There was no better proof of his innocence.
 
   So, Kathy must change the statement she had given to the cops. It wouldn't look kosher, but the police would have no choice but to accept the amendment. Richard smiled. Tomorrow he would visit Kathy in the hospital and ask her to change her statement.
 
   But what about his fingerprints on the knife? He would have to find some explanation for them.
 
   He could say that he had indeed picked up the knife dropped by the attacker and that he had forgotten doing it because he had been in shock. He had read that emotional stress could cause amnesia, so it was not a bullshit excuse. And there was nothing unusual about him suddenly remembering that he had touched the knife. The cops may have doubts about this explanation, but he didn’t care. After Kathy declared that it wasn’t him who had stabbed her, no jury in the world would convict him. 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   He had spoken to Brower's sister personally, and he was proud of his performance. He was a humble person, he hated to brag, but when he did a masterful job, it was a sin to be silent about it.
 
   That bitch craved love, he realized that as soon as he looked into her eyes. There was hope in Laura’s eyes; she still believed her soulmate was out there somewhere. She was trying to hide that hope because she didn't want people to know what she felt when she saw a man.
 
   "Unrequited love can kill," he told Laura one beautiful May night. "But if you know how to handle it, it won't hurt you."
 
   He pushed the right button. Laura Brower, a thirty-seven-year-old spinster, was an expert at unrequited love. She had fallen in love over and over, and her objects of affection had never reciprocated. Why? Steven couldn’t understand that since Laura was easy on the eyes and fairly smart. She gave those men her heart, but received nothing in return. Perhaps she was trying to date men that were way out of her league, who knows.
 
   "It’s all about perspective," he went on. "We consider those we love the most remarkable, the most perfect people in the world. Irreplaceable people. We think so because we’re in love. Love blinds us. And we believe that life has no meaning without them.” 
 
   Yes, Laura knew very well what he was talking about. She had not wanted to live when the most beautiful boy in her school had torn up her note in which she declared her love for him. It had happened when she was in the eighth grade.
 
   "But it's not true,” Steven continued. “We can live without them. No one is irreplaceable. I’m not saying anything new here, I’m sure you’ve heard that before. The trick is to accept it and remember it at all times. The man that broke your heart isn’t perfect. He’s not irreplaceable. Your life was fine before you met him, and there’s no reason for it not to be fine after he leaves. It’s pointless to cry over him.”
 
   He kissed Laura on the cheek. 
 
   "In order to avoid a broken heart, you should not give your love to a specific man, Laura. Do not dedicate your life to a specific man. Let your love be broad, directed not at some particular man, but at the entire male gender. Try it, and you’ll feel liberated, you’ll be at ease. No more senseless suffering. No more pain. You want sex? You’ll have as much sex as you desire. Brothers and sisters must help each other. They’ll help you, too."
 
   To some people, his reasoning might seem stupid, unconvincing, but he disagreed with that point of view. He believed that his arguments were no worse than all those concoctions in the Bible, which were based on an odd postulate: you must love God; otherwise, you’ll go to hell. And they also said that God loves us.
 
   Then he moved on to other issues Laura was interested in.
 
   "The meaning of life—I believe that life is about having pleasures. As many pleasures as possible for as long as possible. Everyone lives by this rule, they’re just afraid to admit it. I’m not afraid to admit it. We’re not afraid.
 
   "Envy? Envy is normal. Envy is good. As a matter of fact, envy is the engine of progress. It makes people use their brains and hands to outdo those they envy. Envy is important, you shouldn't be ashamed of it."
 
   He had done a great job with Laura. She had fallen into his hand like a ripe apple. 
 
   He was a smart guy, that was a fact. Yes, he was a lowly detective in a shitty sheriff’s department, but it was just a cover, which he could change whenever he wanted.
 
   But he digressed. It was time to get moving. This bastard had just entered the restaurant. 
 
    
 
   4.
 
   Richard arrived at Alexander’s at half past seven. When he stuck his fork into a piece of steak, he heard someone call his name. He lifted his eyes and saw Steve Norris walking up to his table.
 
   “How are you doing?” The detective shook Richard’s hand.
 
   "You eat here, too." Norris eased himself onto the chair. “I'm glad to see you. By the way, I’ve been practicing quite a bit.” Norris pointed to pool tables. "I think I've made some progress."
 
   As the detective waited for his order, Richard thought about how he was going to tell him about the knife and Pryor. 
 
   When the waitress brought Norris his chicken pasta, Richard said in a casual tone, "You probably heard they’d found that psycho’s knife."
 
   "You mean the guy who attacked Kathy?"
 
   Richard nodded.
 
   "Yes, I heard about it."
 
   Perhaps Norris didn’t know whose fingerprints were on the knife; otherwise, he wouldn't be acting so friendly.
 
   "Did they tell you about the fingerprints?" Richard asked.
 
   "No.”
 
   "They found my fingerprints on the handle of the knife."
 
   Norris’s jaw dropped. There was a long silence before the detective said, staring at Richard, “Are you serious? They found your fingerprints?"
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   Norris shifted his eyes to his glass. He looked genuinely astonished. “Unbelievable.” He dropped his fork on the table and leaned back. “Who told you about the fingerprints?”
 
   "Detective Pryor. He came to my house this afternoon.”
 
   "This is so strange.” Norris drew his eyebrows together. “Do you know how your fingerprints got on the knife?”
 
   "No, I don’t.” 
 
   "You have to come up with an explanation, Richard. You’re going to be in big trouble if you don’t.”
 
   "I understand."
 
   "Maybe you picked up this knife from the ground? Or pulled it out of a wound?"
 
   "Out of a wound?"
 
   Richard knitted his brows, pretending to be immersed in thought. He wanted to show Norris that he was unsure of his memories, that he might later change his story.
 
   "As far as I remember, there was no knife in Kathy’s body," he said at last. "Pryor's already asked me if I saw the knife, if I took it in my hand."
 
   "And you told him that you hadn’t seen it?"
 
   "As far as I remember, I didn't see the knife.”
 
   He was surprised by the spark of interest that flashed in Norris's eyes. The detective seemed to be really concerned about his situation. 
 
   “Maybe you forgot that you saw it and picked it up? It’s easy to forget things when you’re in shock, and I’m pretty sure you were in shock at the time.” 
 
   Norris was right. He could have forgotten that he had picked up the damn knife. It wouldn’t be the first time his memory had played a trick on him.
 
   What other rational explanation could there be? 
 
   “You’re right, I was in shock,” Richard said. “I was probably confused. Maybe even scared."
 
   "Do you understand the implications this will have?" Norris frowned. 
 
   "I guess they’re going to say that I stabbed Mary." Richard laughed, signaling to Norris that he found this idea ridiculous. A second later he realized that he had made a slip of the tongue, and corrected himself, “I meant Kathy. They’re going to say I stabbed Kathy.”
 
   "Yes, they are. And they might even pin the murders of those five women on you."
 
   "Would they really do that?”
 
   “It’s very likely.” Norris rested his elbows on the table. “Honestly, it’s not looking good for you. The knife has your fingerprints on it. You were there when she was attacked. That’s enough for a conviction, trust me.”
 
   "But I didn’t do it."
 
   “It doesn’t matter. The justice system is imperfect. You won’t be the first or the last innocent person who got convicted.”
 
   “Do you believe me?” 
 
   "Yes. I know that you care about Kathy, but Pryor doesn’t know that. What is he supposed to think? Put yourself in his shoes."
 
   "So he thinks I want to kill Kathy?"
 
   "That's right. And in a couple of months you’ll be put on trial."
 
   "But I didn't try to kill her."
 
   "Prove that to the jury. You know what I think? I think you should call your lawyer. Do you have a lawyer?"
 
   Richard nodded uncertainly.
 
   "Don’t handle it on your own. You need to take it seriously, Richard. If you’re not careful, you might go to prison for many years.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Norris had promised that he would meet with Pryor and find out all the details.
 
   Okay, let him meet and find out. Hopefully, the case would be dead by the time he did it. 
 
   The next morning Richard went to the hospital to visit Kathy. On the way, he stopped at a flower shop and bought a bouquet of carnations. Unfortunately, Kathy was not in her room when he arrived there. She was not in the hallway, either. Richard found the nurses’ station and asked where Kathy had gone. The nurse said that Kathy had been transferred last night.
 
   "Where?" 
 
   "To another hospital, I suppose. We didn’t ask, and they didn't tell us. Don't worry, she’s doing fine. As a matter of fact, we were about to discharge her."
 
   "How can I find out where they took her?" Richard began to have a gnawing feeling in his chest. His intuition was telling him that something was wrong.
 
   "I don’t know. If I were you, I’d ask the police. Or you could call all the hospitals in the area. But I doubt they’ll you anything. Are you her relative?”
 
   “I’m a friend. Did they explain why they took her away?" 
 
   "They’re cops, they don’t have to explain.” The nurse rocked in her chair. “Why are you so worried? I’m sure everything’s fine. Did you try calling her cellphone?”
 
   “I think they took it away from her.”
 
   Richard was getting really nervous now. 
 
   “Well, ask the cops. They might tell you where she is.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Lying on the sofa, Richard turned his thoughts to Frederick Pryor. The detective seemed to consider himself a great psychologist—that was why he acted so benevolently toward Richard. Pryor was trying to gain his trust. He probably wanted to find out why Richard Brower had begun murdering women. He must be a big fan of Sigmund Freud. He must have watched ‘The Silence of The Lambs’ fifty times. How surprised Pryor would be when Kathy ruined his theory.
 
   Why the hell had they moved Kathy to another facility?
 
   Richard could not think of a plausible answer to this question.
 
   Maybe it was Kathy’s idea to leave the Overlake Medical Center? She had not liked the quality of service and decided to transfer to a better hospital? Nonsense. Kathy was about to be discharged, she wouldn't have cared about the quality of service now. 
 
   Or maybe Kathy had gone to a plastic surgery clinic to remove the scars from the knife wounds?
 
   Why the fuck had she left the fucking hospital? And why had she switched off her cellphone? 
 
   Was Pryor behind her transfer? What had he done that for?
 
   To isolate Kathy from him, a suspected serial killer. Detective Pryor must believe that Richard Brower was going to try to finish what he had started.
 
   Idiots! But the fact that they were idiots didn’t make him feel better. Now he had to waste time searching for Kathy. 
 
   He didn’t even know if she was held at a hospital. They could have put her in a hotel or a police safe house. 
 
   He didn’t know what city she was in, either.
 
   Richard’s stomach clenched and twisted with anxiety. He stood up and went to the bathroom.
 
   What if he didn't find Kathy? What if she had been moved out of state? What would he do then?
 
   If she had been registered under a fake name (at a hospital or a hotel), it would take him forever to locate her. If he didn’t get in touch with Kathy, he would go to prison for many years or be sentenced to death.
 
   Why doesn't Pryor just shoot me?
 
   He was in deep shit, no two ways about it!
 
   He was sure now that Pryor had had Kathy registered under a false name. This guy had taken everything into account. Of course he realized that Kathy would say anything to save Richard Brower from prison. He knew it, so he had hidden her from Richard Brower. 
 
   You can't outwit the cops. They always find a way to get you.
 
   Richard was hot, his temples were pulsing, his palms were slick with sweat.
 
   Again there was darkness before him. Darkness and uncertainty.
 
   So what should he do? He must do something! 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   At five minutes past eight, Richard headed for The Roger Lounge, hoping a visit to a bar would clear his head and calm his nerves. After driving for five blocks, he noticed that someone was following him in a blue Ford Focus. He kept glancing in the rearview mirror the rest of the way, checking if the Focus was still behind him. When it became clear that he was being shadowed, he wondered who was in the Focus. He figured that it was probably cops. 
 
   As he walked from the parking lot to the bar, he sneaked peeks at the Focus to see if the car stopped nearby and if anyone got out of it if it did. Just as he expected, the Focus pulled into the parking lot of The Roger Lounge and nobody got out of it. 
 
   One more proof that he wasn’t paranoid.
 
   Let them tail me, Richard thought. Let them sit in a cramped car for two hours while I drink cold beer and play pool.
 
   In the bar he met Steve Norris. They took a table and ordered drinks. After the waiter brought their beers, Richard asked, "Have you seen Detective Pryor?"
 
   "Yes. Why?"
 
   Richard was overcome by a wave of relief. How could he have forgotten about Norris! The detective would have no problem finding out where Kathy was held.
 
   "What did he tell you?"
 
   "The same thing he told you. They found the knife, and it has your fingerprints on it."
 
   "Did he tell you that the police had moved Kathy to another hospital yesterday?"
 
   "Another hospital? Why?"
 
   "I don’t know.” After a pause, Richard continued, “And I can’t get in touch with her. I tried her cellphone, but it looks like they took it away from her.”
 
   “Some hospitals don’t allow cellphones.” Norris took a sip from his glass. "That’s odd. I don’t understand."
 
   He rose from the chair and walked up to the cue rack. 
 
   "I don't understand why they moved Kathy to another hospital." Norris grabbed a cue stick, chalked its tip, and stepped up to a pool table.. "What's the point?" He placed his left hand on the table, slid the cue between his thumb and forefinger, aimed, and then hit the ball. He missed the pocket. "By the way, did you decide what you’re going to do about the fingerprints situation? Have you talked to a lawyer yet?"
 
   "No, I haven’t talked to a lawyer." Richard picked up a cue stick. "I have a theory about why they moved Kathy to another hospital."
 
   "I’m all ears."
 
   "They probably thought the hospital she was in wasn’t safe anymore.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Norris rested the butt of his cue on the floor.
 
   “They must have put Kathy someplace where that psycho can’t find her.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, you could be right.” Norris nodded. “This guy is probably pissed off that Kathy survived.” 
 
   “Where do you think they moved her?” Richard lined up his shot and sunk the two ball into a pocket.
 
   Norris shrugged. “Maybe to another hospital, just like you said.”
 
   “Can you find out where she is?”
 
   “Sure. I’ll ask Fred tomorrow morning.”
 
   “Thank you, Steve.”
 
   “No problem.” He patted Richard on the shoulder. "Don’t forget to talk to a lawyer about the fingerprints. I would do it tonight if I were you. I’m serious." 
 
    
 
   4.
 
   Richard spent the next day waiting for Norris’s call. He was going to head to the place Kathy was held as soon as the detective gave him its address. 
 
   He placed his cellphone on the coffee table in the living room. Every time he left the living room, he took the cell with him, not wanting to risk missing the call. To kill time, he rehearsed his conversation with Kathy. He had to take into account the possibility that the police would eavesdrop on them.
 
   First, he would ask how she was feeling. He would buy her flowers to show how much he cared about her. 
 
   Second, he would mention the knife, in a casual manner. Tell her about the fingerprints. How would she react to the news about the fingerprints? Would she get scared? Start to panic? Anyway, he wanted this information to make a profound impact on Kathy, to shock her. He needed her to feel the urge to act.
 
   Third, he would tell Kathy that he would probably be arrested pretty soon because of the fingerprints on the knife. Arrested and prosecuted.
 
   Just imagine how furious she would be! 
 
    
 
   5.
 
   The landline phone rang. Without looking at the caller ID, Richard grabbed the receiver and put it to his ear.
 
   "Steve?" he said excitedly.
 
   It was not Detective Norris.
 
   "Richard, you’re the best!" Doris Logan exclaimed. “Thank you so much!”
 
   Richard was surprised to hear Mary’s mother’s voice. He was positive that the Logans were going to leave him alone now that Mary was officially dead.
 
   Admittedly, he was pleased by Doris’s compliment.
 
   "What happened?" he asked.
 
   "I want to thank you for the money."
 
   "What money?" 
 
   "The money you sent me. I just received your money order.”
 
   The money order? Richard creased his forehead. He hadn’t sent Doris any money orders. 
 
   "Don't mention it," he said.
 
   "Four thousand dollars. Richard, I don’t know how to thank you."
 
   "You’re welcome, Doris. I'm happy that you're happy."
 
   Could he have forgotten that he had sent Doris the money? 
 
   Theoretically, yes.
 
   “You’re such a great guy. To tell you the truth, when we buried Mary, I thought that... Well, never mind."
 
   She thanked him again and then hung up. 
 
   Someone had sent Doris four thousand dollars, using his name as a sender, that was the most plausible explanation he could think of right now. Some idiot had given away four grand and let Richard Brower get all the credit. 
 
   Who had sent the money? Why?
 
   What did it matter anyway? Doris Logan was not his relative anymore; he shouldn’t waste his time thinking about it. 
 
   Norris didn't call that day. 
 
    
 
   6.
 
   Richard was on pins and needles all day on Saturday. To keep himself from panicking, he started making a list of possible reasons why Norris was silent.
 
   Most likely, the detective hadn't met with Pryor yet. Or maybe Pryor had refused to tell him where Kathy had been moved. The latter scared Richard; he did not want to think about it. 
 
   There was no reason to believe that Pryor hadn't told Norris the address. He and Norris were coworkers, and coworkers usually shared information with each other. You scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours, and all that.
 
   At a quarter to seven in the evening, Richard went to Alexander’s. He hoped he would meet Norris there, but, unfortunately, the detective did not show up. After dinner, he spent an hour at The Roger Lounge. 
 
   Later that night, Richard decided to call Norris. He wondered why he hadn't done it before. He dialed the detective's number, listened to the ringing until the voicemail greeting came on, and then hung up. Five minutes later, he called Norris again. The result was the same as before: no one answered the phone. Richard did not leave a message on the voicemail this time, either. 
 
    
 
   7.
 
   On Sunday, Richard drove to Norris's place. The house was empty. The detective’s neighbor said that the Norrises must have gone out of town. He ventured a guess that they might be at their cabin in Idaho. Richard's heart contracted with anxiety. Now he would have to wait at least until Monday to find out Kathy’s whereabouts. He might be arrested by then. Pryor must be chomping at the bit to slap handcuffs on his wrists. 
 
   But it was not over yet. He would have an opportunity to talk to Kathy during his trial. Yes, there had to be a way for him to get in touch with her during the trial. 
 
   He felt some relief. He had found a straw to grasp at when things went really bad. 
 
    
 
   8.
 
   How had a person felt who had awoken in a cabin of a sinking Titanic, roused by screams coming from the deck? What thoughts had passed through that person’s mind when he or she realized that the ship was going down? How had that person felt when the propellers rose out of the water?
 
   Richard believed he knew how that person had felt, what dreadful thoughts had filled his or her head. These dreadful thoughts entered his mind soon after he noticed that a knife had disappeared from the kitchen. 
 
   Yes, one knife was gone! He’d had six of them before, and now there were only five left. He searched the entire kitchen but didn't find it.
 
   The knife had been stolen. As soon as Richard realized that, the truth dawned upon him. He finally figured out what had happened.
 
   They had stolen the knife and then put it under the bushes near the place where Kathy had been attacked. Planted evidence, that was what it was called.
 
   Richard wanted to know if the serial killer was behind this. He was feeling like a passenger on a sinking ship—doomed, horrified, and helpless.
 
   Someone was trying to frame him. Someone had attacked Kathy and then planted his knife, which had his fingerprints, near the crime scene so the police would later find it. 
 
   They had stolen the knife from his house because they had assumed it would have his fingerprints. Very clever. And insidious. 
 
   They. Did the serial killer have an accomplice? He probably did. Maybe even more than one.
 
   Jesus Christ. He was in big trouble. They were after him, and they were not fucking around.
 
   Who were these people? 
 
    
 
   9.
 
   What if Norris died? What if he got crushed by a truck or grabbed a live wire? Every day hundreds, if not thousands, of people died in accidents, and Norris, like everyone else, was not immune to them.
 
   That night, as he lay in bed, Richard asked himself if he should simply disappear. Run away from justice. He suddenly realized that this idea had been on his mind for quite some time. It was both the easiest and the most difficult way out. The easiest because it immediately solved all his current problems. The most difficult because it created many new, possibly insurmountable, problems.
 
   Running away would be suicide. He still had hope. He was not down and out yet. 
 
    
 
   10.
 
   Maybe he really had attacked Kathy? Maybe he had killed those women? 
 
   There could be something wrong with his memory. He murdered Susie and forgot about it. Then he killed four more women—and forgot again. And then he forgot attacking Kathy. If that was the case, the knife found at the crime scene was not stolen. It had his fingerprints because he was the attacker.
 
   Was it a split personality or just amnesia?
 
   Idiot. That’s crazy talk. There’s no way you could have forgotten all this, pal. You could forget your name, your address, or what year it is, but you would never forget murdering five people. You need to be schizophrenic to do that, and you’re not schizophrenic. You remember everything. You have a great memory. You remember that Sean cut your hand; you remember that Meg had a mole on her right shoulder. And if you killed five women and chopped off their ears, you’d remember that forever. Such memories are impossible to destroy. You also remember the avengers.
 
   The phone rang, interrupting his thoughts. For some reason Richard was sure that it was a special call. He picked up the receiver and said, “Hello.”
 
   "Richard, I've been trying to call you this whole time but couldn’t find a phone." 
 
   It was Kathy.
 
   Richard felt as though he had gotten an electric shock. He jumped up with surprise, barely suppressing a scream.
 
   "It's you. Kathy, it’s you," he mumbled in a husky voice.
 
   "Yes, it's me. I miss you, Richard. It’s been so long since we last met. How are you doing?"
 
   "I’m okay. Where are you? Are you in a hospital?"
 
   "Yes, I'm in a hospital. Wait a second."   
 
   Richard heard someone call Kathy’s name. It was probably a nurse.
 
   "Just a moment," Kathy said in an intense whisper. A few seconds later she hung up.
 
   Perplexed, Richard listened to the disconnect tone for a while, not wanting to believe that the call had ended. Then he laid the receiver back in the cradle and began waiting for the phone to ring again. 
 
    
 
   11.
 
   Kathy did not call back to resume their interrupted conversation. And it did not surprise him at all.
 
   Richard lay on the sofa, gazing at the ceiling and thinking about Kathy's call.
 
   It was obvious that the police did not allow Kathy to use a phone.
 
   Shit. 
 
   Dammit! Kathy had called him. He’d gotten a lucky break. He’d been so close to solving this fucking problem! He had stood at the door to freedom, and there had been only one step left to take. One little step.
 
   Pryor had put Kathy in complete isolation. No contact with the suspect. This motherfucker must be very proud of himself.
 
   Okay, let's stop the handwringing and calm down. He just needed to wait for Norris to come back home. Today was Monday, Norris had gone to work. 
 
   Will Pryor arrest me today? It’s certainly possible.
 
   Tonight he would visit Norris. Hopefully, the detective would have some good news for him. 
 
    
 
   12.
 
   Who had stolen the knife? 
 
   Could it be Bob Logan?
 
   Why not? Since Bob was an ex-convict, it wasn’t too far-fetched to suggest that he either could pick locks or knew someone who could. He may have asked his mother to steal that knife when she was here: Richard wasn’t sure when he had last seen the knife in question. 
 
   Bob Logan was not as simple as he seemed. Wishing to destroy his brother-in-law (perhaps because he was angry that their insurance murder plot had failed; or maybe because he had never liked his sister’s husband), Bob decided to frame him. He had figured that a knife with Richard's fingerprints could be useful. Bob’s plan was to kill a woman, any woman, and leave the knife near her body. He was probably going to make it look like the work of a serial killer. After hearing about the birthday party at John Welles's house, Bob had rushed there, caught Kathy, and attempted to kill her. Kathy's death would have meant a definite life sentence for Richard Brower. Thank God, he had prevented Bob from finishing her.
 
   This theory looked plausible. It had no contradictions or weak spots. Anger and hatred were among the most powerful drivers of human behavior.
 
   Or maybe it was the avengers who had stolen the knife? He did not want it to be them.
 
   He had to disappear. Now he had to skip town. He had to! 
 
    
 
   13.
 
   Richard headed for Norris’s house right after dinner. His excitement grew by the minute, it was choking him.
 
   He got lucky. He found Norris reading a newspaper on the patio. When the detective saw Richard, he smiled, rose from the chair, and walked to the head of the steps.
 
   "Richard, I couldn’t wait to see you," he said, shaking Richard's hand.
 
   "Where’s Kathy?" Richard’s stomach was turning over with nervousness.
 
    Norris put his arm around his shoulders and took him inside the house.
 
   "Would you like something to drink?” the detective asked.
 
   “Did you find out where Kathy is?”
 
   “No, I’m still working on it."
 
   "What?" Richard entire body broke out in a sweat.
 
   "I haven’t had a chance to talk to Pryor. He’s never at his desk.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It’s a complex case, which requires a lot of legwork. You can’t catch a killer, sitting in the office, you know.”
 
   "Can you call his cellphone?"
 
   "I’d rather talk to him in person. You see, I don’t know the guy very well. If I ask for a favor over the phone, he might get pissed off.”
 
   Norris gestured Richard to sit down at the dining table and said loudly, "Toni, come look who’s here."
 
   A few seconds later, a young woman in a long red silk robe appeared in the room.
 
   "Let’s eat. I'm starving." Norris turned his face to Richard. “Are you hungry?”
 
   Before Richard could reply, the woman shook his hand and said, "Toni.” 
 
   "Richard," Richard muttered.
 
   “Nice to meet you, Richard,” the woman said.
 
   "Believe it or not, I had a feeling you would come," Norris said. "We’re having stuffed peppers tonight. You’re going to love them. Toni makes great stuffed peppers."
 
   After a hesitation, Richard asked, "So about Pryor? Did you talk to him?"
 
   "Pryor?” Norris put his hand on Richard’s shoulder. “I promise you I'll catch him tomorrow morning and get the address. Don't worry, Richard. Everything’s going to be fine."
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Maybe Bob Logan was one of them? Maybe it was Bob who had stolen the knife from his house. 
 
   He must run. This time luck might turn her back on him.
 
   I’m getting too old for this shit, Richard thought. 
 
   What was he waiting for? He had already made the decision to get out of Washington. 
 
   He would leave the state after he cleared his name with the police. If he skipped town without fixing this problem, the cops would decide that he was the one who had attacked Kathy, and would launch a manhunt for him. 
 
   He should act now. The first thing he had to do was obtain the address of the place where Kathy was held. In order for this to happen, Norris had to talk to Pryor. According to Norris, Pryor was difficult to catch. Here’s what he would do: he would help Norris get in touch with Pryor. He would call Pryor at home and ask him to call Norris. It wasn’t a brilliant idea, but it was better than nothing.
 
   By the way, why not ask Pryor directly for the address? There was a chance, though small, that the detective would tell him where Kathy was held.
 
   Finding Pryor's home phone number proved to be not as hard as he had feared. According to the people search website Richard checked, there was only one Fred Pryor who was the right age in the entire Seattle-Bellevue-Everett area. It cost Richard $4.95 to get the phone number since it was not listed in the white pages.
 
   Rocking in his chair, Richard dialed the number from his cellphone. The call was answered after two rings.
 
   "Hello," a woman’s voice said.
 
   "Can I talk to Fred?"
 
   "Just a moment." Richard heard a knock: the woman put the receiver on the table and went to call Fred. This surprised Richard. A hard-working detective was sitting at home in the middle of a weekday? Maybe it was the wrong Fred Pryor?
 
   It was about half a minute before Richard heard Pryor’s voice. 
 
   "Here's Pryor."
 
   "Good afternoon, Mister Pryor. It's Richard Brower."
 
   "Oh, Richard. How are you doing?"
 
   The detective didn’t sound irritated.
 
   "I hate to disturb you—"
 
   "No, it’s okay, you didn't disturb me," Pryor interrupted him. "I've been sitting home for five days now. I sprained my damn ankle playing basketball.”
 
   “Sorry to hear that.”
 
   So Pryor had been home for the past five days? It looked like Norris had been lying to him.
 
   Richard clenched his teeth with anger. Son of a bitch!
 
   “I’m all right now. I'm going back to work tomorrow."
 
   "I'm glad to hear that. I just wanted to ask how your investigation was going."
 
   Richard suddenly found that his heart had begun to pound rapidly. 
 
   Why had Norris lied to him about Pryor? Had he even tried to contact Pryor?
 
   "Investigation? We've made some progress. I’d say prospects are good."
 
   "That's great." Richard squeezed the phone. "Thanks for the update. Again, I apologize for calling you at home, Mister Pryor. Goodbye."
 
   "Goodbye."
 
   Richard hung up, slowly rose from the chair.
 
   ‘I've been sitting home for five days now.’ 
 
   Maybe Norris didn’t know that Pryor had sprained his ankle? Let’s give him the benefit of the doubt.
 
   He should tell Norris that Pryor was home. And he would do that in person so he could see the expression on the detective’s face. 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   When the doorbell rang, Richard was in the master bedroom, getting ready for the visit to Norris. On the way to the entrance hall he wondered who it could be. 
 
   They came to arrest me, he thought, approaching the front door. 
 
   It was Norris.
 
   "Hello, Richard." The detective shook Richard’s hand. "Good thing I caught you at home."
 
   "What happened?" 
 
   The look of seriousness on Norris’s face and the gravity in his voice made Richard prick up his ears.
 
   "We got that psycho. Two hours ago."
 
   After a short silence, Richard replied, "Congratulations, Steve. How did you do that?"
 
   "I'll tell you in the car. I hope you don't mind coming with me."
 
   "Where?"
 
   "To the sheriff’s department. The thing is that this man demands to meet with you, Richard."
 
   Richard froze. "What does he want from me? How does he know me?"
 
   "I have no idea. But he said he'd give a full confession if you met with him." Norris put his hand on Richard’s shoulder. "Will you help us?"
 
   "Are you sure he meant me? I’m not the only Richard Brower in the area.”
 
   “He gave us your address.” 
 
   Richard ran his hand through his hair and said, “This is so strange.”
 
   “I agree with you. I don't understand it myself."
 
   Richard's heart began to thump hard. He wished he could refuse to come with Norris, but the problem was he couldn’t afford to piss off the police right now. 
 
   He would tell Norris about Pryor's ankle on the way to the sheriff’s department.
 
   "All right." Richard nodded. 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   He did not like what Pryor had said about his ankle. He did not like it because it gave him food for thought, it caused him to have terrible suspicions. 
 
   Pryor had stayed home for five days because of a sprained ankle.
 
   Damn, he must be a bad judge of character. He was wrong about this guy. How could he have let this motherfucker fool him for so long?
 
   Steve Norris had lied to him. The detective had made no effort to get in touch with Fred Pryor. This asshole had never intended to help him. 
 
   Oh God. Jesus Christ! It was Norris! 
 
   It was Norris who had stolen the knife. Perhaps that was why he had broken into his house three weeks ago. Was Norris the one who had planted the knife at the crime scene? Probably.
 
   Son of a bitch!
 
   Richard squinted cautiously at Norris, whose eyes were fixed on the road.
 
   "How did you catch him?"
 
   "Oh, you’re going to like this." Norris turned his face to him, smiled. "This jerk attacked a woman who knows karate. I believe she has a brown belt. They started fighting, and she knocked him out. She says she kicked him in the balls." Norris chuckled. "He was a mess when our guys arrived." He laughed.
 
   Norris had invited him to that birthday party. Norris had set it all up! 
 
   Who had attacked Kathy? Chances were it wasn’t Norris. He had probably sent one of his buddies to do it.
 
   He must know of lot of shady people—ex-cons, informants, junkies, etcetera, etcetera.
 
   “What’s his name?” Richard struggled to speak calmly.
 
   “Jack Grady.”
 
   Richard had never heard this name before. For some reason, it made him feel relieved.
 
   “I don’t know any Jack Grady.”
 
   “It could be an alias.”
 
   "Why do you think he wants to see me?" 
 
   “He’s insane. Maybe he thinks you’re his long-lost brother." Norris smiled.
 
   Was Norris one of them? Was he an avenger? 
 
   What about Welles? Was he really Norris’s cousin? Welles could be one of the avengers, too. There were a lot of them. They were closing in on him.
 
   Richard lowered the window a little to let some fresh air into the car. 
 
   They would crush him like a bug. Was there a way out? There was always a way out. There must be a way out. 
 
   "I forgot my cigarettes at home," Richard muttered. "Can we stop at a gas station?"
 
   "Cigarettes? I didn’t know you smoke.” Norris put his hand in his inner jacket pocket and produced a pack of Camel cigarettes. “Here, I got some.” He offered the pack to Richard.
 
   "I prefer Marlboro. It will only take a minute.”
 
   "I strongly advise you to quit. I quit a long time ago. If I can do it, so can you."
 
   Richard nodded. After half a minute, Norris pulled into a Shell gas station and parked by the side of the convenience store. 
 
   "I’ll be back in a minute." Richard got out of the car and headed for the entrance.
 
   His plan was to walk up to the doors, linger there for a moment, creating the impression that he was actually going to go inside, and then slink away. His gait was easy, he did not look like a person planning to flee. 
 
   He would run down the street, find a place to hide (a store or an office building), call a cab, and go to... He would think about it later.
 
   When he reached the store entrance, Richard glanced back to check whether Norris was watching him. He was relieved to see that he was out of Norris’s field of vision. His heart pumping hard, Richard quickened his pace. 
 
    
 
   4.
 
   He turned around the corner and took out his cellphone. He was walking as fast as he could. His stomach was churning, he was sweating like a pig. There were no stores or office buildings on either side of the street. He dialed 411. The next intersection was no more than three hundred yards away; there could be a shopping plaza there. An operator answered, and Richard asked her to connect him to a local cab company. From the corner of his eye he saw a yellow cab coming his way. He stopped at the edge of the sidewalk and started waving his right hand.  
 
   "Hey!" he shouted. He stepped down onto the roadway.
 
   "Sir, wait a second, please."
 
   Richard looked to his left and saw a man running down the sidewalk toward him. 
 
   "Wait a second, please," the man called out. Apparently, the guy needed a cab, too.
 
   "What happened?" Richard asked. 
 
   To his disappointment, the cab was not slowing down.
 
   "Just a moment." The man ran up to Richard and struck him on the forehead with his fist.
 
   The world instantly turned black. Time stopped. 
 
    
 
   5.
 
   "To tell you the truth, I didn't expect you to run,” Norris said. “Thank God, I'm a very provident man. Does it hurt?"
 
   Norris and Richard were sitting side by side in the backseat of a small helicopter. Harry (that was the name of the guy who had knocked Richard out back on the sidewalk) was in the cockpit, in the right pilot’s seat.
 
   Richard touched his forehead with his palm and winced with pain. Norris exchanged glances with Harry and laughed.
 
   "You'll be fine,” Norris went on. “When we get to our destination, I'll give you ice. You only have yourself to blame, Richard. Why the hell did you run? Did you get scared? Well, you were right to be scared." He chortled. "Okay, Harry, let’s get going."
 
   He waved his hand, and Harry started pressing buttons on the control panel.
 
   "We're taking off!" Norris announced cheerfully. He clapped Harry on the shoulder. "Richard, in case you’re curious: it was Harry who did that hooker in. You know who I mean. What was her name? I forget."
 
   Staring at the handcuffs, Richard thought that what was happening to him right now must be a bad dream. He had almost escaped, he had been inches away from freedom, and then all of a sudden his luck had reversed.
 
   Norris nudged him in the ribs gently, the way an old friend would do. Richard raised his face. 
 
   He was like a character in one of those fairy tales where a guy falls in love with a princess and then has to carry out various assignments for her evil father in order to win his blessing to marry her. If he doesn't fulfill the tasks, he’ll lose not only the princess, but also his head. And when the guy, having successfully completed another difficult assignment, comes to the princess’s father, expecting to finally receive the blessing, the old man grins and says, "Well, kid, I see you're a very lucky fellow, but hold your horses. It was just the beginning. The real work is ahead of you."
 
   And then he sends the guy to fight some immortal monster with thirty heads.
 
   "Allow me to tell you what’s going to happen to you in the next few hours," Norris said. "Your future is very dark, Richard. I'm tired of waiting. This Pryor guy is just too slow. He’s as good as a glass hammer, to be honest with you. So... You're going to die today, my friend. That’s where we’re headed—the place where you’re going to die. And then we'll plant the ears of those poor women, you know who I’m talking about, in your basement. They’re in great condition. They’ve been preserved in alcohol this whole time. Your body will be burned in your car. You lost control of your car, veered off the road, and smashed into a pole. You see, I’m completely honest with you."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Why? Oh, damn, didn't I tell you already? You killed nine of our people. You killed them, you asshole! And I decided to interfere. Is that clear?"
 
   Richard gave no answer.
 
   "Good." Norris put a piece of bubble gum in his mouth and started chewing.
 
   Richard pressed the back of his head against the cabin wall, whose vibrations reminded him that was up in the air in a helicopter. He didn't like flying in helicopters because, in his opinion, it was easy to fall out of them. But falling out of the chopper was the last thing he should worry about right now.
 
   In extreme situations, many people act like idiots. They get hysterical, they scream and weep, they try to kill themselves, they pray, they do all sorts of other stupid things. Richard was sure this was not going to happen to him. Why? Because he was a reasonable, rational person.
 
   Then he thought how great it would be to see Norris, or whatever his actual name was, walk into the tail rotor of the helicopter they were in. To watch him being sliced into a hundred pieces. He would pay big money to see that.
 
    
 
   6.
 
   "This is our temple." Norris pointed to the brown unpretentious two-story building in front of which the helicopter had landed. The structure looked more like a small-town library than a temple of a human-sacrificing cult. “It’s simple, as you can see. We’re not flashy like the Catholic Church or like the people who build those humongous mosques. We have a few more in other states.”
 
   They walked up to the entrance, where they were greeted by a Hispanic man with a crew cut, dressed in khakis and a short-sleeved shirt. 
 
   "Have they arrived yet?” Norris asked the man.
 
   "No, sir.”
 
   "Richard, this is Nick. He's the temple keeper," Norris said. “Nick, this is the guy I told you about.”
 
   "Nice to meet you, Nick," Richard muttered.
 
   They went inside, and Norris headed for the double doors to the right of the marble grand staircase in the middle of the foyer. Richard and Harry followed him, their footsteps echoing off the white marble floor. Nick stayed at the front door.
 
   "I’m not going to try to get you on my side," Norris said. “I know that it's pointless. I just want to look in your eyes. You know, I envy you a little. You’re an amazingly lucky man. You slipped away from us every time we caught up with you. Perhaps we underestimated you, I see no other explanation."
 
   They stopped before high wooden doors, which had brass lions’ heads with rings in their mouths for handles. Norris stepped aside so that Harry could open the doors for them.
 
   "This is the main hall of the temple," Norris said when they stepped inside. "That’s’ where we perform important rituals. Do you like it?"
 
   The spacious hall had a twenty-foot ceiling, from which hung a massive crystal chandelier. The walls were covered with stone tiles; they looked heavy and somber. The floor tiles were made of gray marble. The room had no windows. The wall opposite the entrance was decorated with numerous bladed weapons, which consisted of a dozen daggers, approximately the same number of battle axes, and eight swords. In the centre of the hall was a water well measuring about four feet in diameter. The curb of the well was about one foot high. 
 
   "Take off the handcuffs," Norris said to Harry. While Harry carried out his order, Norris walked up to the round stone table by the back wall.
 
   "You probably believe that I spent a thousand hours thinking about our revenge on you," he said. "Sorry to disappoint you, but you’re wrong.” He folded his arms on his chest and fixed his eyes on Richard.
 
   "I didn't think so."
 
   "Of course you did. People like you think that the world revolves around them. But I’m going to have to upset you, Richard. I was not obsessed with killing you. You don't deserve it. You think you're important? You think you’re worth anything? You’re wrong. If you want to hear the truth, I'll tell you what you are. You’re nothing. You’re a microbe, Richard.”
 
   “When did you find me?”
 
   “Around five months ago.”
 
   “Why didn’t you kill me four months ago? What’s the point of this circus?” 
 
   “I’m just trying to have as much fun as possible. You see, Richard, I can only kill you once.” Norris smiled. “Are you upset that we didn’t simply shoot you in your sleep?”
 
   “No, not at all.”
 
   “I want you to understand something, Richard. You’re going to die today because we’re united, because we always strike back. That's our philosophy."
 
   "I know a little about your philosophy." 
 
   "Look what I've got." Norris picked up a zipper plastic bag from the table. Inside the bag Richard could see garden scissors, which were very similar to those he had at home. "You know what this is?"
 
   "Scissors?"
 
   "Yes, it's garden scissors. They used to belong to you." Norris smiled. "What do you think about it?"
 
   "You stole my garden scissors?" Richard immediately remembered the statuette he had found in the basement while looking for garden scissors.
 
   "Yes, we did. For your fingerprints. At first, we wanted to use garden scissors to kill those women. Just to bring some originality, you know. A garden scissors psycho. I don’t think it’s been done before. It sounds cool, doesn’t it?"
 
   "Why did you change your mind?"
 
   "Because there were no fingerprints of yours on those scissors. We found Mary’s fingerprints on them, but not yours. It looks like you don't like to trim bushes. Or maybe you put gloves on when you use garden scissors.” Norris paused. "Now you see why Kathy was stabbed with a knife? There were a lot of your fingerprints on that knife from your kitchen.”
 
   While Norris talked, Richard was staring at the well. Silently, he walked up to it and asked, “What’s this?” He cast an interrogative glance at Norris.
 
   "It's a well." 
 
   Richard put his foot on the curb and looked inside the well. He saw his reflection in the water.
 
   "You know what’s in that well?" Norris asked.
 
   "Water?"
 
   "Yes, water." Norris nodded. "But what kind of water?"
 
   "Tap water?"
 
   "Wrong. It's our holy water. It contains sacred water from the Ganges River and holy Zamzam water from Mecca. We use it in some of our rituals."
 
   "Okay.”
 
   "You know what that is?" Norris pointed at the shapeless black rock the size of a dishwasher that sat in the corner of the room, surrounded by a golden chain suspended on four poles.
 
   "You'll never guess," Norris went on. "It's a piece of Noah's Ark. I found it on the Mount Ararat by accident. Have you been to Turkey?"
 
   Richard shook his head.
 
   "I have," Norris said. "I went to the Mount Ararat. I was there for two weeks before I came across this thing. I wasn’t looking for the Ark. It just fell into my hands."
 
   "I'm very happy for you."
 
   "You may not believe me, but I'm telling you the truth. It's a piece of Noah's Ark. It looks odd because it became petrified. It’s over four thousand years old, you know.”
 
   Richard loved Norris's talkativeness. Every word Norris uttered extended his life by a second.
 
   “I see.” 
 
   "You don't believe me, do you?"  
 
   "I don't want to argue with you."
 
   "People like you believe in nothing." Norris's eyes glared.
 
   "That statuette your guys brought to my basement, what is it?"
 
   "Are you talking about the idol? It was a test for our new members. One of our sisters brought the idol to your basement, and one of our brothers fed it. Gods must be fed."
 
   "What god do you believe in?"
 
   "What god... Yes, Richard, our faith may seem unusual. A mixture of beliefs, a mixture of practices. We hate conventions. If a rite begins to bother us, we replace it with a different one. Does it sound inconsistent? Well, our lives are full of inconsistencies. We do as we like, and that's the main difference between us and other people of faith. In all these old regular religions a man is a slave of rules established by God knows whom thousands of years ago. And I don't understand that. Why are some things permitted while others are not? Most of those rules are arbitrary, that’s what I’m trying to say here. Why should a person be immersed in water in order to be admitted into the Christian Church? What if I don’t like this method? What if I want to drink a can of beer and eat a hotdog to become a Christian? I want to be able to do it the way I like."
 
   "Do you initiate people into your church with beer and hotdogs?" Richard couldn't help smiling.
 
   "We don't have a formal initiation rite, like Christians. Speaking of Christians—they really love crosses, don’t they? Why? Because Jesus was crucified on a cross. But what if he had been impaled on a stake? Would Christians carry nails on their necks instead of crosses?" Norris laughed. "It's ridiculous. It's ridiculous to make an instrument of torture the central symbol of a religion. It's stupid. As for beer and hotdogs... Why not? It's more interesting, you see. To have a cold one, chow down a hotdog, chat about this or that. I think it would be a great rite of initiation. By the way, you gave me an excellent idea."
 
   "Maybe you'll let me go for that?"
 
   Norris chuckled but didn’t comment on Richard’s proposal. 
 
   "You’re intimidated by authority figures,” he said. “You’re hypnotized by them. You don't think, you just blindly accept what they push on you. What they’ve been pushing for many centuries already. And the older your traditions get, the firmer and more unshakeable they become, right? I object to that. Stagnant water, that's what approved religions are. I’m against stagnant water. It stinks.”
 
   Norris shifted his eyes to his minions and then back to Richard. 
 
   “Why do certain religions prohibit eating pork?” he said. “Is there any reasonable explanation for this? Don't say that pigs are dirty animals. They are no dirtier than cows or sheep. There are a lot of people in the third world who are as dirty as pigs. So what's the reason? Is this prohibition based on some ancient tradition? What specifically makes pork so bad compared to beef, lamb, or chicken? Why does God even care what we eat? They can’t answer these questions, and I don't like it. If you impose a ban, I expect you to provide an explanation that makes sense. I need clarity. Intelligent people need clarity."
 
   Richard squinted at Harry and Nick. They were listening to Norris with an expression of intense concentration on their faces.
 
   "Sacrifice, Richard, that's the main word," Norris went on. "As a matter of fact, we do just that all our lives. We make sacrifices to achieve important goals. Sometimes our sacrifice is small, sometimes we give up all we have. We are compelled to sacrifice, Richard. That's the way the world is. A long time ago I realized one thing. The Universe—I don't to use the word ‘god’ because it's too narrow. The Universe doesn't care for money and other material wealth. The only thing of absolute value on earth is a human life. And if you want the Universe to like you, you have to sacrifice a human life. Then I realized another important thing: it doesn't have to be your own life. Do you hear me, Richard? I want you to know that I'm not some vile primitive murderer, monster, devil incarnate, or whatever you call me. I'm not a devil incarnate, Richard." Norris grinned, baring his teeth. "You know what movies I like the most?"
 
   "I have no idea."
 
   "I like movies where a ship sinks and her captain goes down with it. The captain sacrifices his life. That's cool, although I don't understand what the hell they do it for. That's really cool. I like it. I love movies like this. What about you? Do you appreciate self-sacrifice?”
 
   “Yes, I do.” 
 
    
 
   7.
 
   It was like playing cards with a retarded person: you knew the outcome beforehand, you were guaranteed to win. He was dealing with a moron, a nerdy weakling, who had never been in a real fight. Yes, this bastard had murdered nine of his brothers and sisters, but that was nothing but luck. A concurrence of circumstances, which had been the result of them failing to take seriously their obligation to avenge Martin. Martin had been one of his favorites. He had been smart and strong, but sometimes he had lost control of himself and ended up in stupid situations because of that. It was their sacred duty to avenge Martin and the other brothers and sisters Richard had killed. They had sworn to protect each other, yet for several years they’d let Richard get away with murder. 
 
   He had no fear since there was nothing to be afraid of. He did not consider Brower dangerous, resourceful, or crafty. He did not believe Brower was a strong opponent.
 
   By the way, who was he, Steven Norris, also known as Marcus, in this story? A hero or a villain? It all depended on the point of view. Well, the answer to a question like this always depended on the point of view. To some people—and their number was rapidly growing—he was a hero, to some, he was an evildoer, and the rest simply didn’t give a shit. 
 
   This Richard guy was like a cockroach. You're not afraid of cockroaches; you’re just irritated by them. It takes a lot of effort to exterminate these fuckers, and there's no guarantee that you’ll kill all of them. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 30
 
    
 
   1.
 
   NORRIS 
 
   He was surprised, he was puzzled, he was stunned. What was happening right now surprised him so much that he was at a loss for words. He had never experienced such astonishment before. 
 
   On second thought, yes, he had. A similar sense of amazement had overcome him one spring night many years ago, when he was seven. As he walked from the bathroom back to his room, he suddenly heard strange noises. They were coming from his parents' bedroom. He stopped and asked himself what they could be doing at two o'clock in the morning. Curious, he sneaked up to the door to his parents' bedroom. The door was open a crack. Then he saw it.
 
   His parents were having sex, in a rather elaborate, as he thought then, way. His dad was lying on his back in the middle of the bed. His mother, a homely woman in her mid-thirties, was kneeling on all fours over his father’s legs, her back curved downward, her fat butt stuck up in the air. Paul (that was his birth name) was shocked to notice that she had his dad’s penis in her mouth.  
 
   Wendy's head was bobbing up and down, with constant frequency. His father's dick, a long pale rod, which somehow was highly visible in the moonlight flowing into the room, came out of Wendy's mouth and then went back into it, probably reaching her throat. His dad was moaning and groaning, his right hand on the back of Wendy's head. From time to time Wendy licked his scrotum and the tip of his penis. 
 
   He already knew a little about sex. He had heard about vaginas, blowjobs, and anal sex, but he had never seen people fucking. When he saw that act of copulation in his parents’ bedroom, it wasn’t what was being done or how it was being done that astonished him. He was astonished by who was doing it. His parents were fucking! His own parents! At the time, he still had respect for the man and the woman who had given him life, and when he thought of sex, he never associated it with his dad and mom.
 
   Steven wondered what his parents would have said if he had entered the bedroom and asked, “What are you doing up there?"
 
   Would they have kicked him out? Would they have yelled at him? Would his father have slapped him in the face, so hard his ears would ring for the next three days? 
 
   What if he had suggested that he join them? That would have been fun! Of course the head of his penis wouldn't have reached Wendy's throat, but no one could have said that his tool was microscopically small. Sadly, he wouldn't have been able to ejaculate.
 
   Was that the time when his idols began to fall from their pedestals? The first to go were his parents, who turned out to be just ordinary animals driven by crude instincts. His mother didn’t mind taking in her mouth a dirty, stinky cock oozing semen. The most disgusting thing was that she enjoyed it. Yes, his parents failed at being good idols, and he fired them. He had no difficulty discarding the other gods and idols that society pushed on him. Every time he heard about the necessity of loving God, he saw in his mind’s eye his parents’ bed and his mother sucking his father's dick. He saw a fat pale rod sticking out from his dad’s crotch, unusual and strange, which had looked like a special effect to him at the time.
 
   He had been astounded back then, and he was astounded now.
 
   Why did it happen? Where did he make a mistake?
 
   This is how it went down... 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Norris walked up to the wall, which was covered with weapons.
 
   "You will say it’s brutal. All these sacrifices. Death. Rivers of blood. I don’t understand why people make such a big deal out of death." Norris lifted a long dagger off the hangers and turned it around in front of his face. "In the fourteen years of our existence, we’ve sacrificed about a thousand people, and I assume you feel sorry for them. You felt sorry for that bitch Martin and Zoe were working on. You believed her life was precious, didn’t you? It would have been a tragedy if she’d perished.” Norris’s lips curved in a crooked smile. “Meanwhile... Maybe you heard of it. There was a terrible earthquake in China back in the seventies. Almost seven hundred thousand people died. Can you imagine that? Seven hundred thousand deaths. One minute they’re alive, they’re watching TV, eating, riding their bicycles, and the next minute they’re dead. Mother Nature murdered seven hundred thousand people like it’s nothing. What I’m trying to say here is, there's nothing awful about death. I mean it, Richard. It's as routine as the wind."
 
   He unsheathed the dagger, touched its blade with his left thumb. "Speaking of China. Do you think the death of, say, five hundred people would be as big a tragedy to China, with its population of 1.3 billion, as it would to America? I’d venture to say they’d be happy about it.” Norris grinned. “They’re obsessed with population control in China, in case you didn’t know." 
 
   He slipped the dagger back into the sheath and cast an inquiring look at Richard, waiting for his answer.
 
   "I've never been to China," Richard said.
 
   Norris hung the dagger on the wall and took the longest sword.
 
   "I love swords,” he said. “It's an honest weapon. It doesn't need bullets or gunpowder. It only requires a strong mind. Yes.” He nodded meditatively. “So. You've never been to China, but you probably watch the news on TV. As far as I know, fatal cataclysms are not rare in China. Floods, tornados, industrial disasters, and so forth. Hundreds of people die, and I doubt they declare national mourning every time. Everything is relative, Richard. It’s all a matter of perception. Here’s my advice: never rush to shed tears. You might be the only one doing it."
 
   He started stroking the blade of the sword with his left hand.
 
   "Or let's take Cambodia,” he went on. “In the mid-seventies, there were about seven million people living in this country. The Red Khmers led by Pol Pot killed one third of them, that’s almost two and a half million people. Just think about it, Richard. Two and a half million human beings. And the shocking part is that Pol Pot was never punished for these terrible crimes. A third of the nation was slaughtered, and the guy got away. You must understand one thing: a person’s attitude toward homicide depends on that person’s way of thinking. To some, two million dead bodies is a nightmare, an unspeakable tragedy; and to some, it’s a political necessity. An interesting fact of history. Two million dead bodies.
 
   "I talk about it because I love talking about it. I could talk about it for hours." Both his hands on the handle, Norris started drawing elaborate curves in the air with the sword, admiring its lusterless blade. "It’s all about perspective, Richard. You need to remove your mental blinders." Norris touched his forehead with his right forefinger. "The people we sacrificed would have died anyway—by natural causes, in an accident, or by suicide. We gave them an opportunity to have a meaningful death."
 
   Norris chopped off an imaginary opponent's head and then cut the body in two.
 
    "Yes, I admit that my doctrine is a little eclectic,” he went on. “The reason is simple: competition. If you want people to follow you, you have to give them something sexy and convenient. Sexy and convenient, my friend."
 
   "Are you some sort of Satanists?"
 
   "Satanists?" Norris chuckled. "People love labels. They stick them on everything and everyone. What people don’t realize is that labels are an instrument of brainwashing. The powers that be use labels to protect the status quo. They used to call Christianity a cult when it was founded, you must have heard about that. It took Christianity three hundred years to become mainstream. Three hundred years.” Norris paused. “We're not Satanists. I don't care about Satan or God. They’re both obsolete." Norris eased onto a chair and rested the tip of the sword on the floor. "Speaking of cults. You know who I find ridiculous? The Amish. They’re forbidden to use electricity, drive cars, watch TV. What kind of life is this? Recruiting for them must be a pain in the ass."
 
   Norris looked at Harry and Nick, who were sitting on the marble bench. Then he began to laugh, and his henchmen laughed after him.
 
   "They’re real idiots," Norris said. "You can’t use electricity? It simply makes no sense! Stupid morons. If it were up to me, I’d ban them so they wouldn’t be able to put this garbage into other people's heads." 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   RICHARD 
 
   Many years ago, when he was in high school and college, he had often pondered over an entertaining theory according to which the entire world might be just a dream. He had been fascinated by the possibility that everything around him—people, buildings, roads, cars, animals—was a figment of his imagination; that he was the only living creature in the universe. 
 
   It was an amazing theory, though philosophers must have found a way to disprove it. 
 
   All of this could be just a dream. There was no Norris, no Mary, no temple, and no sword. 
 
    
 
   4.
 
   Norris looked surreal with the sword, whose polished blade glinted in the lamplight. 
 
   "I have an idea," Norris said cheerfully. "We'll play knights. I haven't held a sword in a long time."
 
   He winked to Richard, lifted the sword up, and, growling loudly, rushed at him, madness burning in his eyes. Having realized that Norris was not going to stop, Richard dashed to the wall, grabbed one of the swords that hung there with both hands—this sword was a little shorter than Norris's—and found to his horror that the hooks gripped it tighter than he had expected. Richard broke into a cold sweat at the thought that the sword might have been welded to the hooks so it couldn’t be taken off the wall. He turned back and saw a smiling Norris right in front of him.
 
   "Oh, it appears you’re trying to resist," Norris said. "That's interesting. But I hope you understand that Harry and Nick won’t let you kill me."
 
   "I want to buy some time," Richard replied, his face red, his nostrils flaring, his heart ready to jump out of his chest.
 
   "Come on, take it."
 
   Richard grasped the sword, pulled it off the hooks, and wheeled around to face Norris.
 
   "A good start is half the battle," Norris said. Then, with a scream, he brought his sword down on Richard. Miraculously, Richard managed to block Norris’s blade with his. Their swords hit each other, clanging, spilling a sheaf of sparks on Richard. A stifled shriek escaped him.
 
   "Wonderful!" Norris exclaimed.
 
   His sword cut the air and struck Richard's again; the clatter of metal on metal rang through the room. A flash of pain shot through Richard's hands, his arms shivered, and he felt that he was about to drop his weapon. He couldn't wait to toss the damn thing on the floor, massage his aching palms, and give his body a rest. Richard gritted his teeth, got a comfortable hold of his blade, and barely managed to deflect another sword blow, which was aimed at his stomach.
 
   "Superb!" Norris shouted.
 
   Damn, sword fights looked much better in movies. They looked cool and elegant. Well, it was clear to Richard now that real-life sword fights were far from elegant.
 
   In those movies about medieval times, knights swung their blades like they were tennis rackets. Apparently, that was bullshit: the fucking sword weighed a ton.
 
   Perhaps this was the heaviest sword in the world.
 
   Or maybe I’m in worse shape than I thought.
 
   Richard stopped Norris's blade about one foot from his forehead; another wave of cold sweat came over him. He roared, squeezed the handle tighter, and swung his sword forward toward Norris's chest. Norris sprang aside and struck Richard's sword so hard that it almost flew from Richard’s hand.
 
   Raising his sword, Richard thought to himself that he had never fought with a sword or even a foil. He wished he had listened to his dad, who had suggested that he sign up for fencing lessons when he was in middle school.
 
   The clangor of metal against metal. The swords swishing through the air.
 
   He would sign up after he got out of here.
 
   So you’re still hoping you’ll leave this place alive, mister?
 
   Norris's sword whizzed right in front of his face, a tiny whirlwind touched his hot forehead, cooling it. Richard put his right foot backward and was shocked to discover that there was nothing to step on. He clumsily waved his arms about, his fingers unclenched and the sword flew away, spinning. A second later Richard fell into the well.
 
   The water was very cold. Richard's heart skipped a few beats, stunned by the sharp change in temperature. Richard froze for a long moment, unable even to blink, as though he had seen Medusa and turned to stone.
 
   "Here I am!" Norris announced. He placed his foot on the curb of the well, bent forward, and tried to pierce Richard's head with his sword. Richard closed his eyes and submerged. 
 
   Desperately thrashing his arms and legs, he went five feet under water. He opened his eyes, stretched his hands forward, and touched the wall in front of him as he rotated his legs to prevent himself from sinking deeper. The wall felt rough; there was no mold on it, which was not surprising since the water appeared to be clean and pure. Richard was willing to bet that Norris's brothers and sisters regularly checked the water in the well for fungi and other undesirable organisms.
 
   Richard wanted to breathe.
 
   He looked up. Norris was not in sight. All he could see was the walls of the well and the ceiling. Richard quickly swam up to the surface, took two deep breaths, and pushed his hair out of his eyes.
 
   "All right, get out of there," he heard Norris's voice. "I don't want you to die too soon."
 
   A groan escaped Richard. Gritting his teeth, he hurriedly climbed out of the well and then started shaking water off his head and arms. His wet clothes were heavy and cold, his entire body broke out in gooseflesh.
 
   "This is a real man’s weapon." Norris sheathed the sword and then glanced at his watch. "They’re late."
 
   The doorbell rang. Norris turned to Nick and gave him a nod. Nick silently left the room.
 
   "Not too late," Norris said. He took off his jacket, undid the top two buttons of his shirt. "You know who it is? Our brothers and sisters. Twenty six people, and one of them is your wife. They came here to participate in the sacrifice. It's important that they know that justice always triumphs. It really does." Norris winked at Richard. "Twenty six men and women. I think you should be proud of the attention you’re getting from us." 
 
    
 
   5.
 
    MARY 
 
   About ten years ago, she had come across an entertaining book, whose title she had forgotten. She found it in the bathroom of her friend’s apartment. The book explored, among others, the idea that crime was an unprofitable enterprise and that every criminal sooner or later would be punished one way or another. The author mentioned the case of a member of a gang that had robbed a bank for several million dollars. When this man calculated his hourly income (he divided the amount of his share of the loot by the time he’d spent preparing the robbery plus the thirty years he’d done for it), he came up with a ridiculously low figure, something around one and a half dollars per hour. It was a great illustration that the crime didn't pay.
 
   That book made Mary reconsider her life strategy. She was a realist. And she was capable of critical thinking. Yes, she loved easy money, and she would take other people's property if she could get away with it, but at the same time she hated the idea of going to prison for stealing a paltry two thousand dollars. Just think about it: some jerk who had defrauded people out of a million dollars by selling worthless stocks could get a one-year sentence, and she could spend six years behind bars for stealing two grand. That was unfair.
 
   The best way to steal was to steal big. How does one do that? One option was to become the boss of a crime organization. Or, if you were smart enough, you could engage in illegal and semi-illegal financial machinations. Becoming a crime boss was out of the question. One had to work too long and too hard to attain this position. Besides, gangsters’ life expectancy was short. The absolute majority of these people were dead by fifty, thanks to either their competitors or the police, and she had no desire to die young. As for the second option, neither Bob nor she had enough brains or resources to pull off million-dollar frauds. They were well-versed in the intricacies of selling fake weed, but they had no idea how to cheat a bank. Thus, Bob and she were doomed to be small-time swindlers.
 
   However, Mary had always been ready to change her ways. To turn over a new leaf, so to speak. Not that she had dreamed of a banal family life with its plain pleasures, such as a balding husband, a couple of kids getting on your nerves, a house in a suburb, and a pair of knitting needles in your hands. No, it wasn’t the kind of life that would make her jump with joy. It simply seemed to be a lesser evil compared to prison or a bullet in her head. She would imagine different scenarios of how she would meet her future husband, most of which were based on romantic movies and books. The reality, of course, turned out to be more prosaic than what she had envisioned.
 
   Richard... He was a nice, good looking guy, he could make you feel loved, he had a sense of humor, and he was good in bed. If it had been in her plans, she would have fallen in love with him. She felt attached to Richard, but there was no love on her part. 
 
    She needed stability, material wealth that Richard could provide for her; she was not looking for love. To her, Richard was a means to an end, a business enterprise which generated profit. She had no pangs of guilt about it because she knew, she was sure that Richard didn't care about love.
 
   Why had she decided to help him?
 
   It was hard to specify her motives. Perhaps she had realized she didn't want Richard to die. Perhaps she was trying to atone for betraying him. Or maybe it was about Marcus and his crazy friends, who believed that the Universe would favor you if you sacrificed humans to it. She couldn’t bear the thought of these wackos winning. 
 
   In order to save Richard, she had first had to make Marcus believe that she had embraced their religion. She was a natural born actress, so she had pulled it off without a problem. It probably helped that she was cute: men were predisposed to trust pretty women. Then she asked Don to help her stage her death. She told him she wanted to end her old life, and for that Mary Brower had to be officially dead. 
 
   "I don't think we should do it," Don said when she explained her plan to him. "If they find your body, they won't be able to put him in prison for murder."
 
   She had expected Don to say that, so she gave him another reason: her life insurance policy. If her body was never found, Richard wouldn't receive the insurance money until she was declared dead by the court, which was going to take at least seven years. Besides, he wouldn't get this money if he was found guilty of her murder.
 
   “What’s in it for us?” Don asked. “How are we going to get that money?” 
 
   “We’ll make him sign over all his assets to Marcus.”
 
   In addition, they could receive Richard's life insurance money. All they had to do was force Richard to name Marcus the beneficiary of the policy.
 
   Don said that they really wanted Richard to go to prison.
 
   "Why not just shoot him?" Mary replied.
 
   “Or we could frame him for something else.” 
 
   Don promised that he would discuss this matter with Marcus. Luckily, Marcus agreed. Mary Brower was buried, and Richard was saved from prison—for now.
 
   Then Marcus invited her to an upcoming gathering in Idaho, where she was going to meet other brothers and sisters. Now that she had decided to join their family, it was time for her to start participating in their social events. 
 
   "We’re planning to hold a major ceremony in a couple of weeks,” Marcus said. "We’re going to sacrifice your husband. This will be your initiation."
 
   They were going to sacrifice Richard. Very soon, in a matter of days. She was lucky to find out in time about their plans and now had to do something. She couldn't let them kill her husband, even though he was a jerk. She still loved him, and believed he still had feelings for her, too. 
 
   Don said they were going to spend two days with two dozen of his friends in Portland, Oregon. As far as she understood it, it was some sort of spiritual gathering. After that, all of them would go to the temple for the sacrificial ceremony. Mary had to find the way to save Richard. And she found it. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 31
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “Are we going to the temple?” Mary asked Don as they boarded the charter bus.
 
   Don nodded.
 
   “Where is it?”
 
   “In Olympia.”
 
   Forty five minutes after they departed Portland, Mary stood up and stepped out into the aisle. As she took the duffel bag with her clothes and toiletries from under the seat, Don asked, “Are you going somewhere?”
 
   “I need to check something.” She grabbed the bag and headed for the front of the bus. When she reached the end of the aisle, she unzipped the bag, fumbled in it for a moment, and then produced a pistol. 
 
   She had purchased the gun from a guy in Everett a week ago, using a fake ID. The good thing about Washington’s gun laws was that you didn’t need a permit to possess or purchase any rifle, shotgun, or handgun. And there was no waiting period for sales on the private market.  
 
   Mary held the gun out in front of her and said loudly, “Ladies and gentlemen, this is a Springfield XDM. There are nineteen rounds in the magazine plus one in the chamber. And I have three spare magazines. In other words, I’ve got enough bullets for all of you. I’ll shoot anyone who tries to be a hero. I’d be happy to kill you all, because you deserve it, you sick assholes. Now put your hands up.”
 
   She stuck her left hand into the bag and withdrew a pair of handcuffs, one of the twenty six she had bought at a military surplus store in Lynnwood.
 
   “What’s going on?” asked a man sitting in the fourth row on the left side of the bus. 
 
   Mary slapped one handcuff on the driver’s right wrist, and the other on the steering wheel.
 
   “What are you doing?” The driver gave her a puzzled look.
 
   Pointing the pistol at the passengers, Mary asked the driver, “What’s your name?”
 
   “Jason.”
 
   “What’s our destination? I need the exact address.”
 
   Jason pulled a folded sheet of paper from his breast pocket and handed it to Mary. She read the address written on the sheet and compared it to the one entered into the GPS unit. The addresses matched.
 
   “Is it a joke?” shouted a woman in the third row on the right side.
 
   “No, my dear, it’s not a joke.” Mary aimed the gun at the woman. “Do you want me to prove it?”
 
   The woman did not reply.
 
   To the driver, Mary said, “Give me your cellphone.” 
 
   “Please don’t kill me,” the driver said, handing Mary his cell.
 
   “Are you one of them?” She nodded at the passengers.
 
   “No.”
 
   “If you get us to the destination on time, you have nothing to worry about.”
 
   Jason could be lying, but Mary decided that it was not in her interest to make the driver too nervous. Right now, she needed him to focus on getting them to the temple.
 
   To the passengers, Mary said, “Now I want you drop your cellphones and other electronic devices into the aisle. Do it slowly, no sharp movements, okay?”
 
   When the first cellphone hit the floor, Mary said, “If you try to hide your phone, I’m going to shoot you. Don’t tell me I didn’t warn you.”
 
   “What the fuck are you doing?” Don sprang from his seat and headed toward Mary.
 
   “Don’t move!” Mary shouted, pointing the gun at Don.
 
   Don stopped at arm’s length from the pistol. “Give me the gun, Mary.” He stretched his right hand forward.
 
   “Get back in your seat. Now.”
 
   “Or else you’re going to shoot me?” Don cracked a smile.
 
   Mary nodded. “Get back in your seat.”
 
   “Okay.” Then Don made a grab for the pistol, and Mary pulled the trigger. The bullet hit Don in the chest. His right arm dropped to his side, and a moment later he collapsed to the floor, striking his head on an armrest on the way down.
 
   Mary looked around the bus, and said, “I couldn’t wait to do that, to be honest with you.” She blew on the barrel. “Anyone else?”
 
   There was no response.
 
   “Very good.” 
 
   Five more people tossed their cellphones into the aisle.
 
   “Excellent!” Mary pulled Don’s cell from his jeans pocket.
 
   After the last electronic device dropped on the floor, Mary instructed a man from the third row to put Don’s body in a seat behind the driver. Then she ordered a long-haired guy in the last row to sweep the sectarians’ cellphones and tablets with his feet to the front of the bus. It took him about five minutes to accomplish the task. After that, Mary made a few changes in the seating arrangement. When she was finished, all twenty four sectarians were sitting in a six-row block of seats in the middle of the bus.  
 
   “You have two options. Either I kill you all or we do this.” Mary jangled a pair of handcuffs in the air. “So what do you say? Do you want to live?”
 
   A chorus of voices replied, “Yes!”
 
   “Okay. And let me repeat: I will shoot anyone who doesn’t cooperate, is that clear?”
 
   Mary fixed her eyes on the man who sat by the aisle on the right side of the bus in the first occupied row. As far as she remembered, his name was Matt. She gave him the handcuffs and said, “I want you to cuff yourself to him.” She pointed at the man’s neighbor. 
 
   After Matt carried out her order, Mary turned her face to the woman across the aisle from him and dropped a pair of handcuffs in her lap. “I want you to do the same thing.”
 
   Then she distributed handcuffs to the passengers in the remaining five rows, directing them to cuff themselves to their neighbors.
 
   “We’re not done yet.” She spent fifteen minutes executing the next step, which was to cuff the sectarians in such a way that they were linked together in two continuous chains—one on the left side and the other on the right side of the bus.
 
   “We’re almost there.” She went to the back of the bus and ordered the two passengers that sat across the aisle from each other in the last occupied row to get up. 
 
   “What’s your name?” she asked the man who stood to her right.
 
   “Aaron.”
 
   “And yours?” she looked at the guy to her left.
 
   “Hugh.”
 
   “Okay, Aaron and Hugh. I need you to squat on the floor.”
 
   After the men did as she had commanded, Mary said to Aaron, “I want you to reach under the seat.”
 
   Without hesitation, Aaron stuck his left arm under his seat between its leg and the bus wall. Mary produced a pair of handcuffs from her jeans pocket and turned her face to Hugh. 
 
   “Now take his left hand, Hugh,” she said.
 
   Hugh obeyed. Mary stooped down and handcuffed Aaron’s arm to Hugh’s. 
 
   Mary glanced at her watch. It was an hour and forty minutes since they had left Portland. 
 
   She went to the front of the bus and handcuffed together the two passengers that sat across the aisle from each other in the first occupied row. 
 
   “Okay, now we’re done,” she announced.
 
   Now that all the passengers were cuffed together in a circle around the leg of Aaron’s seat, there were only three ways for them to get out of the bus: to detach Aaron’s seat from its leg or the bus wall, to pick a handcuff lock, or to cut someone’s hand off. Chances were it would be at least an hour before they broke loose. She figured one hour would be enough time to do what she was planning to do.
 
   She put the sectarians’ electronic devices in the bag and asked the driver how far they were from the temple.
 
   “Three miles,” the driver replied.
 
   When they were a hundred feet from the entrance to the parking lot of the temple, Mary told the driver to stop the bus and open the door. 
 
   “Okay, guys.” She slung the bag with the cellphones over her shoulder. “I have to step out for a minute. Don’t try to escape unless you want to die. I’ll be watching you, so behave.”
 
   Mary pulled the key out of the ignition. “Everything will be all right.”  Then she got off the bus.
 
   The temple was located in a secluded area, with no other building in sight, so no one was going to hear the sectarians’ cries for help.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   "Where are the others?" Norris asked.
 
   Mary shifted her eyes from Richard to Norris, profound concern was on her face. In her right hand, she held her jacket. Richard stood speechless, shocked to see Mary alive and well. He was not surprised that Mary knew Norris, though.
 
   "There’s been an accident," she said in a soft voice.
 
   "Are they in Olympia?"
 
   Mary shook her head. "They’re dead. All of them are dead, Marcus."
 
   "Dead? What are you talking about?" Norris exchanged glances with Harry and Nick.
 
   "They died in the accident," Mary replied.
 
   "And you?" Norris smiled absent-mindedly.
 
   "I survived." Mary walked up to Norris. "I got lucky."
 
   "They’re dead. And you got lucky."
 
   Richard sensed that Norris was itching to give free rein to his emotions, but for some reason he refrained from doing it. The smile on Norris’s face seemed forced.
 
   "When are you going to kill him?" Mary pointed at Richard.
 
   When her left hand stopped in the air, Nick drew his pistol from the holster and aimed it at Mary. However, he didn't have time to pull the trigger: in rapid succession, Mary fired three rounds at him, and he fell on his back with a suppressed moan. One of the bullets hit Nick in the forehead, shattering the back of his skull and splattering blood and brains on the walls and the floor. Another bullet struck him in the stomach. For a moment, Richard was deafened by the gunshots. He couldn't take his eyes off the bleeding hole in Nick's head.
 
   "What are you—" Norris did not finish the sentence, interrupted by three more shots Mary had fired to bring down Harry, who had tried to make a run for Nick's pistol. Sweaty with fear, Richard darted for Nick's gun and grabbed it from the floor.
 
   "You betrayed me, Mary," Norris muttered, his face red as a beet. He looked as though he were trying to lift a car. "You betrayed me."
 
   "Mary, I think we should kill him," Richard said in a hoarse voice. He aimed his pistol at Norris, placed his index finger on the trigger. “You know what—I’ll shoot him right now."
 
   "I agree. We have to kill him before he kills us."
 
   Richard pulled the trigger, and a shot thundered, making his ears ring. The bullet missed Norris's chest because the detective jumped into the well. 
 
    
 
   3.
 
    NORRIS 
 
   Steve was confident he could take out this jerk. Richard was a weakling. The man couldn’t handle his own wife, for God’s sake! 
 
   Unfortunately, today was not a lucky day. But he was not giving up. What had just happened wasn’t a defeat. Those twenty men and women were but a fraction of his followers. He was going to get out of here, regroup, and avenge himself on Richard Brower. He must get out of here. He had almost made it! 
 
    
 
   4.
 
    RICHARD 
 
   Richard took a deep breath, inhaling as much air as he could, and dove under water. He opened his eyes and turned them to the bottom of the well. As he descended, memories flashed in his mind of removing the cuffs from Sean's wrist and the steering wheel. A few seconds later his feet touched the bottom. He squatted, looked to his right, and saw a circle of pale light thirty to fifty feet away. In the middle of the circle was a dark silhouette that was constantly changing its shape. Soon the silhouette vanished. There must be another well! Norris had left the tunnel through the second well.
 
    Richard started toward the light. He couldn’t wait to get some fresh air into his lungs.
 
    
 
   5.
 
    NORRIS 
 
   He was a spiritual teacher, he was the master of these people's souls. He was practically a saint. Of course, he was far from being as big as the Pope or even Dalai Lama, but it was just the beginning. Just the beginning! Two thousand years ago no one had thought that Christianity, a religion professed by a bunch of pitiful rabble-rousers, would conquer two thirds of the world in just a few centuries, that Popes would appoint and dethrone kings, that in the name of Christ hundreds of thousands of human lives would be destroyed in religious wars and in the prisons of the Inquisition. He had neither a magnificent palace nor multi-billion-dollar bank accounts like the Pope, but he was sure that he would have it all in the future. He’d had a good start. All he had to do right now was to survive.
 
   He started pressing buttons and turning switches; the propellers came to life, he could hear their rumble. The rumble was getting louder. 
 
    
 
   6.
 
    RICHARD 
 
   He hopped into the helicopter when it began to lift off. He did not feel the weight of his heavy wet clothes. The world around him ceased to exist. At the moment, Richard only saw Norris—his head, which he was going to strike with his fist or foot; his neck, which he was dying to throttle; and his ears, which he would love to bite off. Richard wanted to destroy him right now; he knew he could do it.
 
   He charged at Norris, intending to lock his arms around his neck in a stranglehold. Norris turned around, intercepted his right hand, and then hit Richard in the jaw with his fist.
 
   "Motherfucker," Norris hissed. Richard barely made out the word he had uttered. In the meantime, the helicopter was slowly picking up speed.
 
   Richard licked his bleeding lips, threw his fist forward, aiming at Norris's face. Norris evaded the blow and struck Richard in the temple. Pain burst through Richard’s skull. He fell backwards to the rear seat and then collapsed to the floor. For a few moments, he lost his bearings. Norris remained in the pilot's seat, his hands back on the controls.
 
   After regaining his orientation, Richard rose from the floor, noted that he had lost his right shoe. The helicopter rocked, Richard clutched at the back of the left front seat to keep his balance. Norris turned his head to him. The man’s face was distorted with fury.
 
   “Idiot!" Norris shouted. “You’re going to kill both of us!”
 
   He seized Richard's right elbow and started punching him in the face with his fist. After four blows Richard managed to free his right hand. Then he caught Norris's fist and clipped him on the cheek. Grunting furiously, Norris bent over the back of the pilot’s seat, grabbed Richard by the shoulders. Richard jerked back, taking Norris with him. They fell on the floor, Norris put his arms around Richard and pressed him to himself. Richard jabbed him in the sides a few times, trying to break his embrace, and then climbed upon the seat. Norris was still holding him in his arms, his eyes bloodshot. He yanked Richard up from the seat, turned to face the door, and began pushing him forward. It was obvious that Norris intended to throw him out of the helicopter.
 
   Out the windshield, Richard saw a group of tall thick trees about two hundred feet ahead of the helicopter. Richard bit Norris on the nose, then pushed him off and dashed to the door. He could taste Norris’s blood in his mouth. The trees were a hundred feet ahead. Looking out the window, Richard realized that the chopper was losing altitude. 
 
   The helicopter shook, then tilted to the left, and a second later, when he saw the tops of trees below, Richard leapt out of the cabin, screaming like a banshee. As he dropped through the air, the helicopter started to spin around. When the tail rotor hit a tree, the chopper plunged toward the ground and crashed seconds later. Then the fuel tanks exploded with a deafening roar.
 
    
 
   7.
 
   MARY 
 
   It suddenly occurred to her that she would never have found herself in a situation like this if she had chosen a career as a crime boss. Did they call female crime lords godmothers? 
 
   If you thought that powerful female crime bosses existed only in movies and books, you were wrong. Mary had once read about Ching Shih, a Chinese woman who had been the leader of a pirate fleet consisting of six hundred ships. With forty thousand pirates under her command, she had terrorized the South Chinese Sea in the early nineteenth century. Vito Corleone couldn’t hold a candle to this gal.   
 
   What would Mary have looked like if she had become a head or organized crime? She would wear gorgeous designer dresses that cost as much as a car, designer shoes, diamond necklaces, and diamond rings. She would travel in limousines and have bestselling artists sing at her birthday parties.
 
   It would be nice if Jennifer Lopez sang for me on my birthday, Mary thought as she jumped out of the Range Rover, which she had found near the entrance to the temple. 
 
   The helicopter had exploded, Richard was probably dead. She had killed two people for him, and now he was dead.
 
   Mary shut the door and sprinted toward the crash site. She stopped about sixty yards from the wreckage. She was panting, sweat streaming down her face. She didn't dare to come near the remains of the helicopter. A chopper was a complex machine, which had many parts that were capable of exploding. She had no desire to be incinerated by a blast of fire or smashed by a piece of the fuselage. She was perfectly satisfied with what she could see from here.
 
   And then she lifted her eyes. As she ran here, she had noticed something strange about one of the trees nearby. Only now did she realize what she had seen. It was a man. There was a man hanging on a branch at the top of that tree. And it could be only one person—Richard. 
 
    
 
   8.
 
    RICHARD 
 
   There was blood flowing from a wound on his left hand. It ran down his arm, crossed his armpit, then continued down his side, and finished its journey at the waistband of his underpants. It felt as though a little child was passing his pinkie over his body.
 
   His teeth clenched, mentally telling his hands not to relax, Richard brought his feet up and hooked his legs around the limb. He drew a deep breath. He was ecstatic he was still alive. 
 
   His best guess was that the tree he had landed in was a poplar. 
 
   Tears of pain and weariness were running down his face. He would have climbed onto the top of the limb if it were not for the twigs and branches that grew on it. 
 
   "Jesus Christ," Richard whispered, a grimace of pain on his face, sweat rolling down his forehead and temples. "Oh God!"
 
   “Richard, is that you?” said a voice from below. It was Mary.
 
   “Yes, yes, it’s me.”
 
   If he could get on top of the limb, he could relax a little a bit and get some rest. 
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, sorta. How did you get here?”
 
   “I drove. I’m so glad you’re alive.”
 
   “Me, too.”
 
   Richard tried to break off one of the branches that prevented him from climbing on top of the limb, but soon stopped the attempt, for fear of slipping off. He probably looked comical in his current position, but no one was going to laugh, including Mary.
 
   “Hang on there, Richard. I’ll go get the car.”
 
   “Okay. Call 911.”
 
   Suddenly, he felt very tired. He didn’t think he could last more than half an hour up here.
 
   Thank God, Mary was helping him. Good thing she couldn't see his terrified face. 
 
   Why was she doing this? Why was she helping the man who had buried her in the woods?
 
   There were going to be bruises all over his body. He didn’t mind bruises as long as he came out of this alive.
 
   He issued a sigh of relief. Then he tightened his hold on the branch.
 
   When he had fallen into the tree and managed to grab hold of a limb, he had thought that God must love him. Richard wished God were a little gentler with him, though.
 
   He loved being alive; therefore, he had to figure out a way to get down to the ground without getting killed.  
 
   He wiped the sweat from his forehead with his right forearm. Then he heard the limb crackle. He broke into a sweat when he realized that the branch might snap off the tree any minute.  
 
   The safest course of action was to climb down the trunk of the tree. Could he get to the trunk? He was not sure about it. If the limb were firmly attached to the tree, he would have probably been able to do that. In its current condition, even a slight disturbance might cause the limb to break off. 
 
   Another option was to jump from one branch to another until he got to the lowest one. He rejected it right away. He was an athletic person, but he was not Tarzan.
 
   He could simply let himself drop to the ground.
 
   He had read about a skydiver who had survived a ten-thousand-foot fall after his parachute had failed to open, but he did not want to push his luck. According to his estimates, he was about sixty feet from the ground. He would almost certainly die if he landed on bare earth. And even if he lived, he would break half the bones in his body and become paralyzed for life.
 
   However, he would consider dropping to the ground if there was something to soften the fall. It didn’t have to be a pile of mattresses. It could be a car. Chances were high that he would survive the fall if he landed on the roof of the Range Rover Mary had arrived in.
 
   He decided to let go of the limb. Yes, he might fracture a few bones, but he would probably survive without losing the use of his body. 
 
    
 
   9.
 
   "Faster, faster!” Richard shouted. His hands were not burning with pain, they were melting with it now. He felt his hands disintegrating into a million pieces.
 
   When he had described his plan to Mary, she hadn’t tried to dissuade him. In fact, she had said it was a good idea.
 
   Mary opened the door, stuck her head out, and looked up to make sure that the car was parked directly under Richard.
 
   "Are you ready?" She got out of the Range Rover. Her heart twisted at the thought of Richard dying from the fall. 
 
   The limb crackled again, and Richard dropped a few inches lower. He turned his head as far back as it was humanly possible and saw the Range Rover in his peripheral vision. It was hard to tell if he was going to land on it.
 
   “Is it okay to let go?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, yes.”
 
   “I’m not going to miss the car, am I?”
 
   The limb made another snapping sound.
 
   “No, you’re not. You’re good to go.”
 
   Well, there was only one way to find out of if Mary was right.
 
   "I'm letting go!" he screamed. "I'm letting go!"
 
   He unlocked his legs and hung by his hands alone. Searing pain enveloped his hands and forearms. The branch groaned. It sounded as if it was about to break off.
 
   Okay, let’s do it.
 
   He loosened his grip and let the branch slip from his arms.
 
    
 
   10.
 
   Richard survived the fall. He broke his left forearm, left tibia, and four ribs. He considered it to be a great outcome. He ruined the roof of the Range Rover and shattered every window in it. As he fell down, he had been sure he was going to miss the damn car.  
 
   They took him to Tacoma General Hospital, where he spent two weeks. Mary came to visit him almost every day. 
 
   Both Mary and Richard kept silent about Steven Norris’s cult mainly because they didn’t think anyone would believe them. According to the story they told to the police, the helicopter crash had been just an unfortunate accident.
 
   After Kathy told Detective Pryor that she had seen part of the attacker’s face and that Richard was not the attacker, Richard was cleared of suspicion. The case remains unsolved to this day.
 
   Mary and Richard did not get divorced. They finally realized that they were soulmates. They moved to San Diego three weeks after Richard was discharged from the hospital—just in case.  
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END.
 
   


 
   
  
 



TIM KIZER
 
   THE MINDBENDER
 
    
 
   DESCRIPTION
 
   FBI Agent Peter Anderson arrives at a secret military installation to help break Max Pollack, a Navy SEAL believed to have mind control powers. He's shocked when Pollack's wife is murdered to punish her husband for refusing to cooperate with the Department of Defense. His objections are ignored by the base commander, Colonel Steven Walsh, who has been granted unlimited authority to imprison and execute.
 
   Consumed by paranoia, having no one to trust, Peter has trouble telling which thoughts are his own and which have been planted by the mindbender. All bets are off when the Secretary of Defense is suspected to have been influenced by Pollack.
 
   With the world's fate in the balance, Peter and his colleagues discover that they may be on the wrong side. Tensions are high as they struggle to figure out whether or not they are being manipulated by the mindbender. 
 
   Who are Max Pollack's masters and what are their plans?
 
   The frightening thing is, even the mindbender might not know the answers.
 
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “Has your husband contacted you in the past eleven days?” 
 
   “No, he hasn’t,” Linda Pollack replied in a flat voice. “I’ve already told this to your guys. Twice.” Max Pollack’s wife was wearing no makeup, perhaps because Walsh’s men had confiscated her makeup kit.
 
   Peter Anderson focused his eyes on Linda Pollack’s background data sheet, hoping it would give him some ideas for interview questions. 
 
   “You must have spoken to CID agents. I’m from the FBI.”
 
   “Can you tell me where my husband is? Why was he arrested?” Linda pressed her lips together tightly.
 
   “This information is classified.”
 
   “Why are you holding me? What have I done? Is it classified, too?”
 
   Walsh, who was sitting next to Peter, touched his elbow and said, “I think that’s enough. I’ll let Sergeant Kelton wrap this up.” He rose to his feet and gestured Peter to follow him. As soon as they stepped out into the hallway, Sergeant Kelton, who was waiting outside the door, entered the interrogation room.
 
   “I need to show you something.” The colonel led Peter into the viewing room, where he pressed the intercom button on the control console and said, “Sergeant, I’m giving you the green light. You know what to do.”
 
   The sergeant looked at the one-way observation window and nodded slightly. 
 
   “You see this?” Kelton waved the pistol before Linda’s eyes. “I’ve just been authorized to take you out.”
 
   A few moments later, seeing that his words had not sunk into the woman’s brain, the sergeant added, “I’m going to shoot you, Mrs. Pollack. Right here, right now.”
 
   Linda froze, her unblinking eyes fixed on the gun, her face blank with shock. Finally, she managed to utter, “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I’ve been ordered to execute you because your husband refuses to cooperate with the U.S. government.” Kelton aimed his pistol at Linda’s chest and fired four shots, sending the woman and her chair tumbling backward to the floor.
 
   It took Peter ten seconds to fully realize that he had just witnessed an execution of an innocent American citizen.
 
   “Shit has gotten serious, hasn’t it, Mister Anderson?” Walsh raised his chin.
 
   Kelton put the gun on the table, squatted next to Linda’s body, and checked the pulse in the woman’s neck. The puddle of blood underneath the body was slowly expanding. Peter felt his hair stand up on his arms.
 
   “What was that?” Peter turned his face to Walsh. 
 
   Kelton straightened himself up and made an ‘okay’ sign with his right hand. Walsh pressed the button on the console and said, “Good job, Sergeant.”
 
   “Can you explain to me what happened back there?” Peter asked. “Is Linda Pollack dead?”
 
   Walsh nodded. “She sure is. Sergeant Kelton has shot four holes in her chest. It would have been a miracle if she’d survived that. I bet he hit the heart.” 
 
   Peter had a feeling that the colonel was fighting an urge to smile as he replied.
 
   “Are you telling me that you murdered an innocent civilian just because Pollack doesn’t want to talk to you?”
 
   “That’s an accurate way to describe it, Peter. We warned Max that his loved ones will be hurt if he doesn’t answer our questions, and now we’re simply keeping our word, that’s all. A threat is worthless if you don’t act on it, Peter.” Walsh set his elbows on the desk and laced his hands together. “You can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs, remember? You said you agreed with that.”
 
   “That’s insane.”
 
   “No, Peter, that’s not insane at all.” Walsh clapped Peter on the arm. “Let’s discuss it in my office.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Two hours and thirty minutes earlier
 
    
 
   “Welcome to the Fairmont Training Center, Mister Anderson,” Walsh said as he rose from his high-back leather chair.
 
   Looking back weeks later, Peter asked himself if Colonel Walsh had been a gentler, more trusting man before crossing paths with Max Pollack. Being in charge of detaining a prisoner who had the power of mind control and who could probably read thoughts as well would make a paranoid out of most people. The stress, the pressure must be enormous. Perhaps that was what had happened to the colonel; he had let the job eat him up.
 
   A better question, though, was, ‘Has he, Peter Anderson, become more paranoid than Colonel Walsh?’ Peter would know the answer, but he’d wish he didn’t.
 
   “Pleasure to meet you, Colonel,” Peter replied, offering his hand. “I’m glad to be here.”  
 
   Colonel Steven Walsh, a tall clean-shaven man in his mid-forties with a touch of grey hair at the temples, had an honest face and a firm handshake. As soon as they were done greeting each other, Peter caught himself thinking that the colonel must be a trustworthy guy and a good boss to work for. The funny thing was that even after the brutal and insidious warm-up session with Max Pollack’s wife, which was less than three hours away, his first impression of Steven Walsh would still have a chance of being true. 
 
   “How was your trip from Washington?” Walsh asked. “Everything went fine?” 
 
   “Uneventful. Just the way I like it.”
 
   “We are called a training center, but let me tell you right away that training is not our focus. You, as an FBI man, can certainly imagine why we would have a misleading name.”
 
   Just like most secret military installations, the Fairmont Training Center was as unassuming and underwhelming as could be. Located in the middle of the woods, it consisted of two dozen or so grey-walled box-like elongated buildings, none of which was taller than two stories. On the way from the entrance gate to the headquarters, Peter had wondered if the buildings were connected with each other by a series of underground tunnels. By the way, there might be more than just tunnels down there. Given its highly confidential and enigmatic status—Peter had had to go through a screening interview and a lie-detector test before being allowed to come here—Fairmont could be one of those places whose surface structures were just the tip of the iceberg. Four fifteen-foot chain-link fences, each topped by barbed wire, surrounded the base, providing protection from snoopy visitors. Peter was sure that the entire forest around the installation was sprinkled with motion sensors, cameras, and whatever else they were using to secure perimeters these days.   
 
   “Before we proceed, I’d like to take care of a little formality,” Walsh said. “I do it with everybody, so please don’t be offended. Can I see your FBI credentials?”
 
   Peter reached into his inner jacket pocket. “Sure.” He held out his badge. Walsh took the badge and scrutinized it for half a minute.
 
   “Thank you, Mister Anderson.” The colonel returned the badge to Peter.
 
   “Your people at the gate checkpoint have already looked at it, by the way.”
 
   “I know. I’m a bit OCD when it comes to security.” Walsh rubbed his hands together.
 
   “Are you expecting uninvited guests?”
 
   “You can never be too careful, my friend.”
 
   “I wouldn’t put so much trust in a piece of paper. What if I forged my credentials?”
 
   “I like your attitude. But I’m not relying on your badge alone. Your boss sent me your photo yesterday, so I’m quite confident that you are what you say you are.”
 
   Was it going to be one of those exasperating assignments where your every move had to be approved by the head honcho? Peter hoped it wasn’t.
 
   The colonel’s office had a much more austere interior than Peter had expected based on what he had seen in movies. There were no paintings or mahogany panels on the walls, Walsh’s desk had an unembellished design and was as pedestrian as one you would find in the principal’s office of a high school on a tight budget, the chairs and the sofa matched the desk in its plainness, and the carpeting appeared as if it had been laid two decades ago (which it probably had). 
 
   One of the biggest surprises was the fact that Walsh’s office had no windows. Perhaps the colonel didn’t know that the top dog was supposed to have an office with a view. Or maybe he hated sunlight. It was also possible that the colonel didn’t trust iron bars to keep burglars out. What could Walsh be protecting from thieves here? Diamonds? Gold bullion? His baseball card collection?  
 
   Peter wondered if the colonel’s safe was bolted to the floor.
 
   The room had the vibe of a deep underground bunker. The steady, sterile light of fluorescent tubes helped make the commander’s office a place where you could end up working late into the night without noticing it. 
 
   A perfect setup for a workaholic. 
 
   The colonel was twirling a Marlboro cigarette pack in his right hand, which Peter found somewhat curious: for whatever reason, the absolute majority of the smokers he knew didn’t advertise their habit. 
 
   Happiness is a cigar called Hamlet. Peter had forgotten where he’d heard this phrase—it must have been decades ago, for sure—and didn’t know why it had stuck in his memory. He remembered that the phrase was an advertising slogan (for Hamlet cigars, obviously). It did fit the situation, didn’t it?
 
   How did that commercial end, by the way?
 
   “Now, first things first.” Walsh opened the black plastic folder in front of him, picked up the two top sheets of paper, which had text printed on both sides, and handed them to Peter. “This is a confidentiality agreement. Please read and sign it.”
 
   When Peter began to read the document, which was simply titled ‘Non-Disclosure Agreement’ and didn’t seem to differ from any other government confidentiality form, Walsh continued, “I suppose you signed a similar paper with the FBI. This one comes from the Department of Defense.” He leaned back in his chair. “I love these guys. They think a piece of paper can stop a guy from blabbing his mouth.”
 
   “It’s not a perfect solution, but I guess it’s better than getting your tongue cut off.” Peter put his initials wherever required, then signed the agreement, and returned it to the colonel. 
 
   Maybe Walsh picked a windowless office in order to protect himself from a sniper’s bullet? Peter’s boss, who had personally handcuffed half a dozen drug lords back in the day and developed the habit of always sitting with his back against the wall, would call that a healthy paranoia. 
 
   The thought was late to the party, but Peter didn’t mind it. Then he added another idea to the mix: this could be a precaution against long-range laser listening devices that allowed you to eavesdrop from a distance by detecting vibrations of the window glass. No windows—no vibrations. 
 
   Walsh smiled. “You have a sense of humor. I like that.” He signed his name in the witness section of the agreement and placed it back in the folder. “By the way, a person without a tongue can still write and type. Just an observation.” 
 
   “True.”
 
   “I’ll tell you this: when it comes to protecting state secrets, nothing beats the good old dungeon.”
 
   Peter thought for a few seconds, then nodded, and said with an earnest look on his face, “I guess you’re right.”
 
   Walsh burst out laughing. “I’m glad you’re not one of those sensitive stuffed shirts with a stick up their asses.”
 
   “Thank you, Colonel.”
 
   “Now, let’s get to business. Did your supervisor explain to you the nature of your assignment?”
 
   “I was told that you’re holding a high-value individual and that I’m supposed to assist you in interrogating him.”
 
   Walsh nodded. “Yes, that’s what your task is in a nutshell. By the way, I heard very good things about your interrogation skills. How many spies did you break?” His eyes glimmered playfully. Before Peter replied, the colonel went on, “Did they tell you what kind of high-value individual we’re dealing with here?”
 
   “No. Mister Fuhrman didn’t give me a lot of specifics.”
 
   “Oh, I see. He didn’t give you specifics because he’s not privy to them. Don’t worry; I’ll provide you with all the details in the course of time.” Walsh grabbed a bottle of water from the top of the fireproof safe, which sat behind him, unscrewed the cap, and took two sips. “It’s going to be fun, my friend. It’s going to be fun, I promise.”
 
   “So who’s the client?”
 
   “He’s name’s Max Pollack.” Walsh opened a drawer on his left, pulled out a half-inch thick binder, and handed it to Peter. “Here’s everything you need to know about him. Pollack is a Navy SEAL. Perhaps I should say ‘was;’ I doubt they’ll ever let him continue serve. He’s been on SEAL Team Two for the last four years. They’re stationed at the Little Creek Amphibious Base in Virginia Beach.” 
 
   “Twenty six years old,” Peter muttered as he scanned the page with Pollack’s biographical information.
 
   “Yes, he’s pretty young, but don’t let his age fool you, Peter. He is very dangerous. Dangerous in a way you’ve never imagined, and I’m not exaggerating.”
 
   “What kind of information are we trying to get out of him?”
 
   “We believe Pollack knows something very important to the national security of our country. However, we have virtually no idea what it is. Pollack refuses to talk.” Walsh woke up his laptop and entered the password. “Two weeks ago, Pollack and his unit were sent to an uninhabited Arctic island called Bradford Island.” The colonel made a few clicks with the mouse and then turned the screen, which displayed what appeared to be a map, to Peter. “The island is not that big, just eight square miles. It’s located about three hundred and fifty miles west of Greenland.” He poked his finger at the screen, pointing out the island. 
 
   “It belongs to Canada, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Yes. But our Canadian friends didn’t mind us visiting that place. Their helicopter took off from the Thule Air Force Base.” Walsh touched the laptop screen again, under a red dot on the west coast of Greenland. “Here it is.” He settled back in the chair. “The mission was top secret, and I can’t tell you all its details. I’m going to tell you this: all of Pollack’s unit mates were killed in that mission. Max is the only survivor.” Walsh kept silent for a moment. “Whoever killed those SEALs chose to let Pollack live. Why? What kind of deal did Pollack cut with them?”
 
   “Do you suspect that Pollack has gone rogue?”
 
   “That’s possible. One thing is for sure: he’s hiding something from us.” 
 
   “When am I meeting Pollack?”
 
   “In four hours.”
 
   Peter fanned the pages of Pollack’s file, evaluating how long it would take to look over it, and said, “Okay. Sounds good.”
 
   “Before you leave, I have an important question for you, Peter, and I want you to think carefully before answering it.” Walsh leaned forward and continued, “How good are you at following instructions?”
 
   After a short silence, Peter replied, “I believe I’m pretty good at it.” He was struck by how serious the colonel looked and sounded at the moment.
 
   “Excellent. One more question. Have you heard the expression ‘You can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs’?”
 
   Peter nodded. “Yes, I have.”
 
   “Do you agree with it?”
 
   “It’s one of my favorites.” Peter began to get curious about where Walsh was going with it.
 
   “Great. In your line of work one can’t wear rose-colored glasses.”
 
   “I stopped wearing those back in middle school.”
 
   Walsh glanced at his wristwatch. “How about a little warm-up session, Peter?” He got up. “I want you to talk to Pollack’s wife, Linda.”
 
   “You brought his wife here?”
 
   “Yes. I prefer to keep my trump cards close by. Besides, I deemed her a flight risk.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “Are you going to report this to the Department of Defense?” Peter asked as soon as they entered the colonel’s office. “I doubt they’ll be happy about you killing Pollack’s wife.”
 
   “Secretary Lautner gave me the authority to do whatever I deem necessary to extract information from Pollack.” Walsh eased into his chair. “You see, this is a very special situation, Peter. Max Pollack is an extremely dangerous man. He’s part of a conspiracy to harm the United States. The worst thing is, we have no idea what kind of damage this conspiracy may cause. The whole country could be destroyed a week from now for all we know.”
 
   “Colonel, you killed an innocent person, who, by the way, was an American citizen. I thought only the President could sanction something like this. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not trying to rock the boat. I’m just pointing out that this could get you in big trouble.”
 
   “I understand, Peter. I appreciate your concern, but I assure you that we dotted every ‘i’ and crossed every ‘t’ when it comes to proper authorization. I personally promised Pollack that his wife would die if he didn’t talk. I gave him two days. Those two days were up this noon. We’re not playing games here, Peter. We’re serious people. If we have to execute Pollack’s entire family to make him spill the beans, we’ll do it without hesitation.” Walsh lifted his right index finger. “Let me show you something.” The colonel swiveled to the safe, quickly entered the combination, opened the door, and produced a black plastic folder. “You’re right, only the President can sanction what we’ve done to Linda Pollack. This is a secret executive order signed by President Moore a year ago. It authorizes me to do whatever is necessary to preserve and promote the national security of this country. It grants me and my subordinates legal immunity from prosecution for any actions undertaken in the name of national security.”
 
   Peter ran his eyes over the document in the black folder and then handed it back to Walsh. “When Pollack finds out that you murdered his wife, you can say goodbye to any chance of him talking to you. You do understand that, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes. Can you do me a favor? When you meet Pollack today, don’t tell him that we’ve executed his wife. I’d like to deliver this news to him myself. When the time is right. Can you do that for me?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Not a word, under any circumstances. Just forget it ever happened, okay?”
 
   “I’ll keep my mouth shut on this.”
 
   “Very good. I’m counting on you.” 
 
   There was a knock on the door, and Walsh gave the visitor permission to enter. A man in Army uniform, who appeared to be in his early thirties, came through the doorway and saluted the colonel. Walsh acknowledged the salute with a nod and said, “This is my assistant, Lieutenant Daniel Schmidt. I instructed him to make your stay here as comfortable as possible, so if you need anything, feel free to contact Danny; he’ll do his best to organize it.”
 
   Peter shook Daniel’s hand.
 
   “Lieutenant Schmidt will show you your room. It’s not much, but it’s one of the best we’ve got.” Walsh checked his watch. “You have about two and a half hours until you meet Pollack. I’ll see you later tonight.” 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   “Do you have a cellphone with you, Mister Anderson?” Schmidt asked when he and Peter stepped out of Walsh’s office.
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   “Did you bring any other communication or recording devices?  
 
   Peter shook his head. “No, just the cell.” 
 
   “Can I have it please? You’ll get it back when you leave the base.”
 
   “Why? You don’t trust me?”
 
   “This is Colonel Walsh’s order. I’m sorry, there are no exceptions, Mister Anderson.”
 
   “Okay.” Peter pulled his cellphone out of his pocket and handed it to Schmidt. “Can you at least let me know when I get a phone call? My boss in D.C. might call me.”
 
   “I’ll ask Colonel Walsh about it.”
 
   “Yes, please do that. My boss hates it when his calls are not returned.”
 
   “Did you bring any weapons with you?”
 
   “I brought my service pistol. Do you want it, too?”
 
   “Yes, please. I’ll give it back to you when you leave.”
 
   Peter debated with himself for a few seconds if he should create a scandal over his gun, and then complied with Lieutenant Schmidt’s request. The Fairmont Training Center must be one of the safest places in America; he didn’t really need a pistol here, did he? Besides, Peter knew whose side his division chief would be in this argument—the guy with a letter of indulgence from the President of the United States.
 
    
 
   3.
 
   “Sir, are you carrying any weapons?” the guard asked. “Guns, knives, grenades?”
 
   Peter turned his head back to confirm that the massive boxy device he had just walked through was a metal detector. Well, it looked a lot like a metal detector, and a sophisticated one at that. Perhaps the guard didn’t trust machines.
 
   “No, I left my gun with Lieutenant Schmidt,” he finally replied.
 
   “Please raise your arms, sir. I’m going to search you.”
 
   The guard patted Peter down thoroughly and then motioned him toward the door at the end of the corridor. Peter was pleased to see that he hadn’t been singled out: Sergeant Gary Adams, the soldier sent by Walsh to escort him to Max Pollack’s cell, was subjected to a pat-down, as well.
 
   A large rectangular sign to the right of the door informed Peter that he was about to enter Block D. Sergeant Adams input the passcode into the panel on the wall, opened the door, and said to Peter, “After you, sir.” 
 
   They started down the well-lit hallway, Adams following three feet behind Peter. Thirty yards later, they stopped in front of a solid metal door guarded by two soldiers. There was a keypad panel on the wall. Adams handed Peter the folding chair he had brought with him. “This is for you, sir.” 
 
   Peter thanked the sergeant and tucked the chair under his arm. 
 
   “Can you please step back?” Adams said. 
 
   Peter gave the sergeant a nod and carried out his request. Adams turned to the door and, using his body to block the keypad from Peter’s view, punched in the code, which consisted of six digits according to Peter’s count. When the green light lit up at the top of the panel, the sergeant produced a key from his pants pocket, inserted it into the keyhole, and then twisted it. 
 
   To Peter’s amusement, the door didn’t open. There apparently was one more step Adams had to take. Or maybe even more than one.
 
   The sergeant pressed the button to the right of the green light and said, leaning towards the panel, “Your move, sir.” 
 
   “Okay, Sergeant,” Walsh’s voice came out of the intercom speaker.
 
   “Is Colonel Walsh watching us?” Peter asked with a smile. He looked around, found the surveillance camera, and waved at it.
 
   “He sure is,” Adams replied. 
 
   There was a low clinking sound, and then the sergeant pulled the door open.
 
   “I’ll be waiting for you outside, sir,” Adams said as Peter walked into the cell.
 
    
 
   4.
 
   What had Peter expected to see? Considering all the effort put into keeping Pollack locked up, he pictured a man so dangerous, so crafty you had to strap him to a hand truck and put a biter mask on his face when transporting him. A man of exceptional physical strength. A violent beast. A villain. A mastermind.   
 
    Max Pollack appeared to be none of that. He had an athletic build, but he definitely didn’t possess the strength to crush skulls with his bare hands and bend iron rods. His face radiated calm, his grey eyes were friendly and sincere. Pollack looked like one of those dependable, clean-cut guys from U.S. Army commercials, Peter thought while unfolding his chair.
 
   He could be wrong about Pollack, though. As they say, don’t judge the book by its cover.
 
   Pollack was dressed in plain khaki pants and a plain khaki short-sleeved shirt without any markings. There were fading bruises on his forehead and right cheek, which were hard to notice from a distance. His hair was fairly long and must have already fallen out of compliance with military grooming standards. He apparently hadn’t been to the barber since arriving at Fairmont.
 
   On his ankles, Pollack was wearing shackles linked by a chain that was approximately one and a half feet long. Peter was amused to see another piece of evidence of Walsh’s penchant for overkill: there was a second chain, one end of which was padlocked to the chain on Pollack’s legs and the other to a thick steel bar bolted to the wall to the left of the entrance, about two feet above the bed. It was at least eight feet long and obviously served as a leash, allowing Pollack to move around the cell, but not to step out of it. Was Pollack fettered to the wall at all times when he was in the cell? That did seem to be a reasonable conclusion. 
 
   Why in the world had Walsh decided to chain Max Pollack to a wall when there already was a very effective barrier preventing the guy from running away—a sturdy metal door with multiple locks? Peter couldn’t wait to hear the colonel’s rationale. 
 
   “Hello.” Pollack waved to Peter and then sat down on the bed, the chains clanking on the concrete floor. “How are you doing?”
 
   Interestingly, Pollack’s hands were not restrained. His left forearm was encased in a blue cast; Peter found himself hoping Colonel Walsh’s people had nothing to do with whatever had happened to Pollack’s arm. However, considering that Walsh had had no problem sanctioning Linda Pollack’s murder, this hope was likely to be just a mirage.
 
   What about the bruises on his face? Had he gotten them during the Bradford Island mission or here at Fairmont as a result of an interrogation gone wrong?
 
   The grey windowless walls created a depressing atmosphere. It crossed Peter’s mind that he would have gone insane if he had spent more than a month in a cell like this. As he gazed at the shackles, a picture of a Bastille prisoner from a book he had read as a child popped up in his memory. The only thing missing here was a rat scurrying from under the bed, intent on stealing Pollack’s bread. 
 
   Did you know that there were only seven inmates in the Bastille when it was stormed by the French revolutionaries in 1789?
 
   There was a no-frills shower cubicle across from the bed, in the back right corner of the cell. Considering that most inmates in America had to wash themselves in a shower area, next to a dozen other people, Pollack was living a pretty comfortable life here. 
 
   When Peter began unfolding his chair, Pollack said with a slight surprise in his voice, “Oh, you’re here to talk? It’s been a while since I spoke face-to-face to a human being.” He seemed to be in high spirits. Either it was just a front, or Pollack had no clue about how precarious his situation was.
 
   Peter lowered himself onto the chair and said, “Mister Pollack, my name is Peter Anderson. I work for the FBI. I’m here to ask you a few questions.” He paused. “Would you a like a cigarette?” He pulled a pack of Marlboro cigarettes out of his jacket pocket and gave Max an inquiring look.
 
   “I don’t smoke, thank you.” The expression on Pollack’s face remained indifferent. “What does the FBI have to do with this?”
 
   “Honestly, I was wondering that myself.”
 
   “Where did you come from? Charlotte? Washington?”
 
   “I’m from Washington, D.C.”
 
   “Ooh, D.C. They must think I’m important.”
 
   “Yes, they must.”
 
   “What do you want to know?” Pollack leaned his back against the wall and laced his hands behind his head.
 
   “Honestly, Max, I have no idea how to start. I spoke to Colonel Walsh—you remember Colonel Walsh, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, I do.” 
 
   “He told me that your unit had taken part in a classified military mission two weeks ago. He didn’t give me a lot of details, but he did tell me that most members of your squad had died in that mission. Am I right so far?”
 
   “Yes, I believe most of them are dead.”
 
   “In fact, you might be the only survivor, Max. Am I correct?”
 
   Pollack shrugged his shoulders. “All I know for sure is I’m alive.”
 
   “By the way, how are they treating you here?” 
 
   “Pretty well, I’d say. I have no complaints.”
 
   “Are you sure? You can be completely open with me.”
 
   “Yes, I’m sure.”
 
   Peter’s gaze fell on five aluminum boxes the size of an attaché case that were neatly stacked under the sink. 
 
   “What are those boxes for?” Peter asked.
 
   Pollack looked in the direction Peter had pointed and replied, “They bring my food in them.”  
 
   “Did they forget to take these boxes away?”
 
   “I’m sure Colonel Walsh will send someone to collect them in a couple of days.” His face lightened up as if he’d remembered a funny joke. “They do it when I’m asleep. Do you know why?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I think they’re afraid of me.”
 
   It suddenly occurred to Peter that he was well within Pollack’s reach and that the SEAL could charge at him and try to kill him if he wanted to. The Navy must have taught Pollack plenty of ways to inflict death using only one arm. 
 
   Perhaps Walsh didn’t consider Max Pollack violent. The question was: could the colonel’s judgment be trusted?
 
   He’d definitely jump at me if I told him his wife had just been executed, Peter thought.
 
   Pollack could strangle him, or break his neck, or gouge his eyes, or stab him in the heart with a chair leg.
 
   Peter looked at the notes he’d made while preparing for the interrogation and asked, “What was the last thing you saw before losing consciousness?”  
 
   “I don’t remember.”
 
   “Tell me about the last thing you do remember.”
 
   Max smiled with a quiet snort. “You seem like an intelligent man, Peter. What have they told you about me, and do you believe it?”
 
   “You need to tell me the truth, Max. You don’t know these people. They’re not playing games here. If you don’t answer the questions, they’ll hurt you or your loved ones. And no one will be able to protect you because this operation is run according to a very special set of rules.”
 
   “What people are you talking about?”
 
   “People that are holding you here. Their superiors. Their superiors’ bosses.”
 
   “You mean the government?”
 
   “Details are unimportant, Max. I want you to know that these people are highly motivated to make you talk no matter what it takes. And you have to understand that I’m the only person in the whole place who’s trying to help you rather than break your bones.” 
 
   “I thought you said you work for the government. Just like everyone at this base. Are you disobeying the orders?”
 
   “Let’s just say my boss doesn’t want things to get too extreme. But I only can help you if you cooperate.”
 
   “You are not trying to pull a good cop, bad cop on me, are you? You don’t have to do it, Peter. I’m not hiding anything. I’ve told your colleagues everything I know.”
 
   There was a long pause, after which Peter said, “Do you have a wife, Max?”
 
   “Haven’t you read my file? This information should be in it.”
 
   “No, I haven’t read your file.”
 
   A corner of Pollack’s mouth went up. “Yes, I’m married.”
 
   “What about your parents, Max? Are they still alive?”
 
   “My mom is still alive. My dad left us when I was two, and I don’t care whether he’s dead or not.”
 
   “Think about your family, Max. How could you have betrayed them? I doubt your mother will approve of what you’ve done.”
 
   Guilt trips were rarely effective in this business, but Peter decided to try anyway.
 
   “What have I done? Do you think I’m hiding something from the government?”
 
   “Yes, we think you are not completely open with us.”
 
   “What is it that I’m hiding from you, Peter? If you suspect I’m a spy, you are wrong. I assure you I’m not a spy.”
 
   “The problem is, only you know what you’re not telling us.”
 
   “And why am I keeping silent? What’s so bad about this secret?”
 
   Pollack crossed his legs, revealing a black bracelet on his right ankle an inch above the shackle, attached to which was a small device the size of a wristwatch. One didn’t have to be a genius to figure out it had to be a GPS tracking unit. As Peter scrutinized the bracelet, he noticed that there were Velcro fastenings running down the sides of Pollack’s pants, which enabled the pants to be ripped off if needed. This was exactly the type of trousers they would give to an inmate whose feet were shackled twenty-four seven. His underwear was probably equipped with Velcro fastenings, too, unless they didn’t mind Max stinking of piss.
 
   Proud of his power of observation, Peter felt like Sherlock Holmes for a moment.
 
   Why were Walsh’s people unwilling to remove the shackles from Pollack’s legs even for the ten minutes it took to change pants? Were they lazy? Were they afraid of something? Had they lost the key?
 
   “Do you want your mother and your wife to spend the rest of their lives in prison? That’s what will happen if you don’t tell us the truth.”
 
   “I am telling you the truth.”
 
   “Did you meet someone on Bradford Island?” Peter asked. “Did they recruit you? Tell me who you’re working for. Is it a foreign government? Is it a terrorist organization? Who are these people?”
 
   “Terrorist organization?” Max’s lips curved into half a smile. “Come one, Peter, you’re smarter than that.”
 
   Pollack’s arrogance, though subtle, started to irritate Peter. With a hint of Schadenfreude, Peter imagined the shock on Max Pollack’s face after he found out that his wife had been executed. 
 
   “Have you ever traveled overseas?”
 
   “Yes. All the missions I was on were overseas. This must be in my file, too.”
 
   “I’m talking about personal travel. Have you been to China?”
 
   “No, I haven’t.”
 
   “Have you been to Cuba?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Russia?”
 
   “I haven’t been there, either.”
 
   Peter drew a deep breath, folded his arms on his chest. “What did your masters promise you, Max? Money? Seventy two virgins in heaven? Or are they blackmailing you?”
 
   “I cannot describe how far from the truth you are, Peter. You won’t even scratch the surface of what is going on if you remain so narrow-minded.” Max shook his head. “Money, blackmail... You need to stop thinking in these terms, Peter.”
 
   “Just tell me why you’re doing this. What are you afraid of?”
 
   “Did it occur to you, Peter, that my masters, as you call them, may be the good guys?”
 
   “Are you admitting you’ve been recruited by a foreign entity?”
 
   “No, I’m not. I’m giving you food for thought, that’s all.” 
 
   “What do your masters think about China?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Pollack cocked his head. “Where are you getting these questions from? They’re so boring.” He let out a weary sigh. “Have you seen my wife?”
 
   Peter nodded. “Yes, I have.”
 
   “Is she here on the base?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did you speak to her?”
 
   As Peter formulated his answer, he realized that Pollack didn’t sound concerned. His voice was flat, emotionless; it felt as if he was just reciting the words he was supposed to say under these circumstances.   
 
   “I haven’t had a chance to do that yet.”
 
   “If you saw her, why the hell did you ask me whether I had a wife?” A long pause followed, after which Pollack said, “I’m tired of talking to you. We’re moving in circles here. Let’s continue tomorrow, if you’d like. Goodbye, Peter.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Peter picked up the TV remote from the desk and stared at it for a while. He was willing to bet the Fairmont Training Center did not have HBO in its TV package. Hopefully, the base commander didn’t see cable TV as a threat to the protection of classified information, and he would have something to distract him from the pressure of what promised to be an agonizing assignment. 
 
   Just like Walsh’s office, Peter’s room had no windows. According to Peter’s estimates, it measured ten by fifteen feet, which was more spacious than he’d expected. The furnishings were pretty basic: a simple metal twin bed, a five-drawer dresser, a swivel chair, and a small desk. Attached to the wall opposite the bed was an LCD television set. 
 
   The image of Linda Pollack’s terrified face emerged in his mind. The thunder of the four gunshots rang in his ears again. Then Peter recalled the dark crimson pool of blood Linda’s body was lying in.
 
   Peter wouldn’t have a problem with them connecting electrodes to Pollack’s genitals and switching on the power. But killing an innocent woman just to spite her husband? He did have a problem with that.
 
   Peter took a deep breath, held the air in his lungs for a couple of seconds, and exhaled slowly. He wouldn’t be too upset if Walsh dismissed him tomorrow. There were plenty of agents in his division who could replace him.
 
   Sergeant Kelton had seemed pretty comfortable shooting Pollack’s wife. Maybe it wasn’t the first time he’d murdered an innocent person.
 
   Would he be able to shoot a woman point-blank like Kelton? Would he be able to shoot anyone point-blank?
 
   He should report Linda Pollack’s execution to the Assistant Director, right? He was unable to do it right now because his cellphone was in a locker somewhere in the headquarters building.
 
   Peter fumbled in his pants pocket and pulled out the receipt Lieutenant Schmidt had given him for the cell and the gun. He gazed at the receipt blankly for a while and then put it away in his briefcase.
 
   Walsh must have ordered to confiscate his cellphone specifically for this reason—to prevent him from reporting what had happened to Pollack’s wife.
 
   Could Walsh have overreached his authority? Peter had never dealt with presidential acts granting carte blanche permission to kill, but he had a sense that Colonel Walsh was indeed legally protected by the secret executive order he’d shown him earlier. Peter also had to remember that by telling anyone about the murder of Linda Pollack he would be in breach of the confidentiality agreement Walsh had had him sign.
 
   As he twisted the cap off the water bottle, he heard a knock on the door. 
 
   It must be Colonel Walsh, Peter thought, rising to his feet. He turned out to be wrong.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   “Hello, I’m Brian Walker.” The visitor crossed the threshold and shook Peter’s hand. “Nice to meet you, Mister Anderson.” 
 
   Walker was dressed in a black suit without a tie, and his shoes were impeccably polished. He appeared to be the same age as Colonel Walsh. His well-coiffed head of brown hair showed no signs of thinning, which probably was a big boost to his self-esteem. 
 
   For some reason, the sight of Walker’s suit had a soothing effect on Peter.
 
   “Steven told me you’d finished chatting with Pollack.” Walker eased into the swivel chair. “I thought I’d drop by and say hello.”
 
   “Do you work here?” Peter asked.
 
   “Oh, sorry.” Walker produced a badge from his inner jacket pocket. “I’m a coordinator from Homeland Security. I’m here to help Colonel Walsh cut through the red tape and keep this baby rolling as smoothly as possible.” He flashed a smile. 
 
   When Peter was done scrutinizing the badge, Walker tucked it back in his pocket. “Are you bored yet? There’s not much to do here. And they don’t let anyone leave the base without Steven’s permission.”
 
   “How long have you been at the Center?”  
 
   “A week. By the way, how do you find this base so far?” 
 
   “It’s not too bad.” 
 
   “I kind of like this no-frills, almost spartan lifestyle. The local cuisine is not what you call succulent, but you learn to enjoy it in the end. This installation is a very special place. I’m not talking about the buildings, or the equipment. What makes this base special is their mission.”
 
   “And what’s their mission?”
 
   “Their primary focus is highly unconventional warfare research.”
 
   “Sounds very intriguing. And vague.” 
 
   “Ask Steven for details. He might tell you about their past projects if you have the proper clearance.” Walker laughed softly. “They have a top-notch research department here. And if they need help, no scientist in the Western Hemisphere can say no to them.” 
 
   “I see Colonel let you keep the phone.” Peter pointed at the cell he had just noticed in Walker’s hand. “Looks like I found a civilian he trusts.”
 
   “Oh yeah, Steven did let me keep it. That’s one of the perks of having friends in high places. Don’t think of stealing it, though: you’ll need my fingerprint and the passcode to make it work.” Brian laughed softly.
 
   “Would you like something to drink?”
 
   Peter caught himself thinking he had a good feeling about Brian Walker. Would Walker let him use his phone to report the murder of Linda Pollack? 
 
   “What have you got?”
 
   “Water and soda.”
 
   “I hoped you had something stronger. Thanks, I’m fine.” Walker tapped his fingers on the desk. “I saw how you handled Pollack. You did a great job there.”
 
   “Were you in the viewing room together with Walsh?”
 
   Walker nodded. “He was impressed by your performance, too.”
 
   “It’s too early to tell how well it went. Pollack is one odd individual.”
 
   “Yes he is. Pollack is lucky we didn’t send him to one of those extraordinary rendition prisons in Egypt, where they stick broken bottles up people’s asses.”
 
   They didn’t send Max to Egypt because they’re perfectly capable of doing the bottle trick, and much more, here themselves, Peter thought.
 
   “He can end up there if he doesn’t start talking.”
 
   “Yes, that’s true. How do you find the colonel? He’s quite a character, isn’t he?”  
 
   “I’ve known him for less than seven hours. I have no opinion yet.” Peter took a sip from the bottle. “Before I forget… Do you know what happened to Pollack’s arm?”   
 
   “You mean the cast? He broke his forearm on the island. Nothing major.” Walker leaned forward, bringing his face closer to Peter’s, and said in a low voice, “I heard they’d shot Pollack’s wife.”
 
   “Who told you that?”
 
   “Walsh.”
 
   After a short hesitation, Peter replied, “Yes, Pollack’s wife’s dead.”
 
   “I heard it had happened right before your eyes.” 
 
   “Yes, I was there.”
 
   Walker tightened his lips, then relaxed them. “How do you feel about it?”
 
   A distressing thought crept into Peter’s head: Walsh must have sent Walker to probe his mood and find out if he was going to rock the boat. Perhaps Brian was authorized to offer gifts for his silence about the murder of Linda Pollack.
 
   “As I understand, Colonel believed it had to be done. That was his decision. He’s the one who’ll have to live with it.”
 
   “I wouldn’t judge him if I were you. Deep inside Colonel is a good, decent man.”
 
   “How long have you known him?”
 
   “Six days longer than you have. But I spoke to people who know Steven very well, and almost every one of them praised him.”
 
   “I have nothing against Walsh. He’s in charge here. Whatever he decides goes.”
 
   “You might not be a fan of his methods. And yes, his methods are unconventional.”
 
   Unconventional. That must be the understatement of the century.
 
   “But they get the job done,” Walker went on. “In this era of extreme sensitivity and political correctness we ought to appreciate people who are willing to act, do what’s necessary, who are not afraid to step on a few toes and sometimes cross the line. Walsh is one of those people. And, importantly, he’s not a maniac, he’s not a rusted-on ideologue. He’s a man of common sense. You can reason with him. He’s not ashamed to admit his mistakes.”
 
   “You’re making a very compelling case, Brian.”
 
   “By the way, did Walsh show you the President’s executive order?”
 
   When Peter made an uncertain gesture with his hands, Walker said, “It’s okay, Peter. I’ve seen it, too.” 
 
   “Yes, he showed it to me.”
 
   “Good. Don’t worry, Peter. Nothing improper or illegal is happening here.”
 
   “I never thought the President was allowed to give cart blanche to kill.” 
 
   “Of course he is. When it comes to national security, there are very few things a President can’t do.”  
 
   “I guess you’re right.”
 
   Walker clapped Peter on the shoulder. “Come on, Peter, give Colonel some credit. I think he’s doing a good job.”
 
   “Unlimited power isn’t something to trifle with, that’s all I’m trying to say.”
 
   “Well, I believe it depends on who this power belongs to. Wouldn’t you want Albert Einstein, or Mother Teresa, or Gandhi to have unlimited power?”
 
   Peter took a few seconds to decide if Walker was joking, then said, “You didn’t just call Colonel Walsh Mother Teresa, did you?” Then he laughed. “Do you think Walsh is eavesdropping on us?”  
 
   “He might. Would it bother you if he was?”
 
   “I’d be fine with it. It’s his place, after all. We’re only guests here, aren’t we?”
 
   “I’m glad you understand that.” Walker patted Peter on the knee. “This is your chance for a breakthrough, Peter.”  
 
   “It is?”
 
   “If you show your worth here, if you make a good impression and play your cards right, a lot of new doors will open for you; doors you’ve never dreamed of before. I’m absolutely serious.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Forty minutes after Brian Walker left, Lieutenant Schmidt escorted Peter to Walsh’s office.
 
   “Congratulations, Peter.” Walsh laced his hands on top of a manila folder, his eyes fixed on Peter. “You did very well. I think you got under his skin.”
 
   “Colonel, can we talk about Linda Pollack first?” Peter’s mouth became dry when he realized that he had actually broached the subject and uttered Linda Pollack’s name. 
 
   “I thought we already discussed this matter.” Walsh knitted his eyebrows.
 
   “I tried to move on, but it turned out to be harder than I expected. I want to let you know that I’m planning to report Linda Pollack’s death to Deputy Director Coulter. If he sees nothing wrong with your actions, you’re off the hook.”
 
   “And if he doesn’t?”
 
   “Then you’ll hear from him.”
 
   Walsh heaved a sigh and then cracked his knuckles. “Linda Pollack is alive. Nobody shot her. She wasn’t even in that room.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “The whole thing was a hoax. The gunshots, the blood, the horror—all of it was fake. The woman you spoke with is a U.S. government employee. Her real name is Cindy.” Walsh paused to let Peter process his words. 
 
   “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”
 
   Walsh pondered his question for a few seconds and then replied, “Are you really that incredulous? You must realize that at some point in time you’ll have to believe someone. And for your own sake, it had better be me.” 
 
   “Can I see her? Can I see Cindy?”
 
   “Sure. It may take a while, but you’ll see her.”
 
   “And what was the point of this hoax? Or is this information classified?”
 
   “I think it’s time to tell you our little secret.” Walsh leaned back in his chair. “I bet you were a bit surprised when you saw all those precautions we took to keep Pollack from running away. You may have thought it was an overkill.”
 
   “Are you talking about the chains?”
 
   Walsh nodded. “The chains, the reinforced cell. You see, Max Pollack is not an ordinary inmate.”
 
   “I figured as much. What’s so special about him?”
 
   “We believe that he acquired certain supernatural abilities when he was on Bradford Island. And our job is to identify those abilities and find a way to use them for the benefit of our country.”
 
   After a long pause, Peter asked, “Did you say supernatural abilities?”
 
   “Yes. Telepathy, mind control, psychokinesis, clairvoyance, that sort of thing. I understand it must sound like a bunch of nonsense to you, but to the Defense Department no idea is too crazy when it comes to gaining a competitive advantage that no one else has.”  
 
   Peter took a moment to process Walsh’s words and then said, “Honestly, he doesn’t look like a guy with supernatural powers.”
 
   “As they say, don’t judge a book by its cover.” Walsh began playing with a cigarette pack. “We know for sure that something extraordinary happened to Pollack in that cave. Something that changed him.”
 
   “Is there evidence that Pollack might have any of those abilities? I’m not questioning what you say, I’m just curious.”
 
   “Yes, there is, and I’m going to tell you more about it sometime soon.” Walsh pointed his index finger at Peter. “I must say I like your attitude, Peter. Laid-back, unemotional. You don’t seem impressed.”
 
   “Years of watching X-Files got me desensitized to this kind of stuff. Area 51 and all that.”
 
   “Desensitized, huh?” Walsh’s lips stretched in a thin smile. “Did you ever think that this could be the real purpose of that show?”
 
   “I wouldn’t be surprised if it was.” Peter laced his hands in his lap. “What abilities do you personally think Pollack has? And how did he get them?”
 
   “I have a hunch he can control minds, which makes him extremely dangerous and extremely valuable. As for how he got them… It could be aliens, could be some sort of mutation. We’re stilling working on that.”
 
   “What about mind reading?”
 
   “It starts to look like he can’t do that.” Walsh placed his elbows on the desk. “You see, the purpose of that fake execution was to make you believe that we killed Pollack’s wife.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It was a test. We were testing if Pollack could read thoughts.”
 
   There was a short silence, after which Peter nodded understandingly and said. “So your conclusion is that Pollack can’t read minds?” 
 
   “Maybe he can’t. There was no meaningful change in his demeanor, or facial expression, or body temperature when he spoke to you.” Walsh began rubbing his chin. “Or maybe he simply doesn’t give a shit about Linda.”
 
   “Maybe he’s very good at hiding his emotions.”
 
   Or he knows for sure that you couldn’t get hold of his wife, Peter thought. Then he asked, “Do you actually have his wife here at the base?”
 
   Walsh nodded. “Yes, Linda’s here. She’s one of the aces up our sleeve.”
 
   “Did you ask her to get Pollack to talk?”
 
   “Not yet. I’m not letting her near him until I find out what he’s capable of.”
 
   “Can I speak to her?”
 
   “What for?” Walsh gave Peter an inquiring look. “She knows nothing.”
 
   “She could give me an insight into her husband. Is she able to talk?”
 
   “Yes, she is.” Walsh knitted his brows, his eyes fixed on Peter. “What made you want to see Pollack’s wife, Peter? What was your thought process?”
 
   “My thought process?” Peter smiled slightly. “There was no thought process, Colonel. You said Linda Pollack was at the base and I figured it could be useful to have a chat with her. I suppose it’s a reasonable idea, isn’t it?”
 
   “You see, Peter, what I’m worried about is whether you came up with this idea on your own.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure I didn’t steal it from someone else.” Peter laughed quietly.
 
   “That’s not what I meant.” Walsh shook his head. “As I told you before, it’s possible that Pollack is capable of mind manipulation. What if he planted this idea into your mind? What if, for some reason, he wants you to speak to Linda?”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “Absolutely. We had a discussion a couple of days ago, and we all agreed that chances are a planted idea would be extremely difficult to differentiate from those you thought of on your own.”
 
   “You had a discussion on mind tricks?”
 
   “We’re trying to be as prepared as possible, Peter. If I were you, I’d start a habit of writing down the thought process behind every important decision.” Walsh tapped his index finger on the notepad in front of him. “Just write it down on a sheet of paper and analyze it. Even though there’s no guarantee it will help you catch every planted idea, it’s better than nothing. I’ve been doing this for the last four days. And let me tell you something, Peter: I plan to keep doing it at least for the next six months. Just in case. You can’t be too careful, you know.”
 
   “I’ll certainly try that.”
 
   “If you can think of a better solution, don’t hesitate to share. This subject is not an exact science; there are no amateurs or experts here, so everyone’s opinion is welcome.”
 
   Peter buried his chin in his hand and fixed his stare on the pen holder on the colonel’s desk.
 
   If Walsh had intended to pool the wool over his eyes, he would have picked a less outlandish story. 
 
   “So what’s your plan?” Peter asked.
 
   “For now the plan is to make Pollack tell us everything he knows. I have a list of questions about Pollack that I need to be answered. For example, if Max actually can control other people’s minds, I’d like to know how he does it. Does he have to talk to them, or look them in the eye, or touch them, or is it something else?” 
 
   “Do you have any guesses yet?”  
 
   “We tested his voice. We detected nothing out of the ordinary—no ultrasound or infrasound frequencies, no hidden code, no enchanting notes. So odds are he’s not doing it with his voice.”
 
   Peter couldn’t help imagining a long-haired Siren sitting on a rocky shore and staring into the distance.
 
   Walsh settled back in his chair. “Are we good now? You don’t hate me anymore?”
 
   “Come on, Colonel, I never hated you.”
 
   “Honestly, I don’t give a damn if you like me or not. I’m not seeking to be loved; I find it destructive to look for adoration. People lose sight of what’s important and stop doing their job when they go into the business of getting others to like them. But I do appreciate the fact that you’re not mad at me anymore.”
 
   “Do you seriously believe that Pollack might have received his powers from aliens?”
 
   “At this juncture, it’s as good a theory as any. Here are the facts, Peter. Eleven men, eleven strong trained men, are gone without a trace from an uninhabited Arctic island hundreds of miles away from the nearest human settlement. It sure sounds like something aliens could do, doesn’t it?”
 
   Peter didn’t respond. 
 
   The colonel continued, “This project requires us to think out of the box. I don’t rule out aliens, or the Chinese, or those wizard hobbits—we’re talking about supernatural things here after all.”
 
   “How about the North Koreans?”
 
   “Even though they don’t have two dimes to rub together, they’re on my suspect list, too.” Walsh’s lips stretched in a grin. 
 
   “How many times have you interrogated Pollack since he arrived at the base?”
 
   “Twice.”
 
   “Can I watch the tapes? I’d like to know what he told you.”
 
   “You can’t watch them, but you can listen. I prohibited photography of Pollack for secrecy reasons. The fewer people know what he looks like, the better.”
 
   “That works, too. Can I listen to the tapes tonight?”
 
   “Sure. I’ll have them delivered to you in the next two hours.”
 
   “Am I beginning to earn your trust?”
 
   “It’s part of our brainstorming effort.” 
 
   Peter hesitated for a moment, and then said, “By the way, Colonel, I’m not questioning your tactics, but I was wondering: why did you want me to tell Pollack that we’re going to imprison his wife and his mother? You know the saying, ‘You’ll catch more flies with honey than with vinegar’? I bet helping us was the last thing Pollack wanted to do after hearing those threats.”
 
   “I understand what you mean. I’m not some brute with a hammer who treats everything as a nail. I’m trying to provoke him, to force his hand. I hope he’ll do something that will reveal his abilities.” Walsh began to tap his index finger lightly on the cigarette pack. “There’s one thing about your meeting with Pollack that caught my attention.”   
 
   Just one? Peter thought but didn’t comment.
 
   “Pollack didn’t touch you while you were in his cell,” Walsh went on. “I watched the video tape twice to make sure. He never touched you, although he had plenty of opportunity to do it. There was no physical contact at all.”
 
   “Is that important?”
 
   “It tells me that he doesn’t need to touch you in order to get into your mind.”  
 
   “Is it good or bad?”
 
   “It depends. It’s good if Max agrees to cooperate with us.”
 
   “And bad if he doesn’t?”
 
   “Yes, it makes him a bigger pain in the ass than I want to deal with.”
 
   “I sympathize with you, Colonel.”
 
   “But it also makes him even more valuable. You can do a lot of damage with a guy who can mess with people’s minds from a distance. You don’t have to worry about the target’s bodyguards, which represents a big advantage.” 
 
   After a short pause, Peter said, “But what if he wasn’t trying to get into my head? Maybe he found me useless.”
 
   “Yes, that’s possible.”
 
   Peter raised his hand and said, “Let’s assume he can manipulate people’s minds. The first question that comes to me is, why the hell didn’t he make you let him go? Why did he let the government capture him in the first place?”
 
   “That’s a very perceptive observation. I’ve been asking myself the same question this whole time. Why is Pollack still here? There must be a reason why he’s staying at the base.”
 
   “Have you figured it out?”
 
   “Unfortunately, I haven’t. But I have a couple of theories. I suspect he’s waiting for something to happen here at the base.” Walsh scratched his temple, pensively gazing at his pen. “Or for someone to show up. Or maybe he’s waiting for his orders.”
 
   “Orders from the aliens?”
 
   “It’s also possible that Pollack simply miscalculated. Even the smartest people make mistakes, you know. Maybe he’s using the wrong information. Screw-ups like that happen everywhere all the time. He might be waiting in the wrong place. Or the plans have changed, and they forgot to tell him about it.” Walsh rubbed his hands together and then interlocked them. “Pollack is a unique prisoner... Well, prisoner is too strong a word. Let’s call him a guest. He’s a unique guest. So the question arises: how do you keep a guy who’s practically a wizard from escaping? Honestly, I haven’t figured out a sure-fire way to do it yet. But we’re trying our hardest to keep him locked up.”
 
   “I can attest to that. Was it you who opened the last lock in Pollack’s cell door when I paid him a visit?”
 
   Walsh nodded. “Yes, it was me. I have a special button in my office. If I don’t push it, the door remains locked. I’m a very cautious person, you know.” The colonel leaned forward on his elbows.” Let me tell you a secret, Peter: I trust almost nobody. And so far, this approach has worked like a charm.”
 
   If Walsh doesn’t trust anyone, why doesn’t he open the damn door himself? Peter thought.
 
   “How many locks does his cell door have?”  Peter asked.
 
   “A few. The door is made of steel, of course. It’s two and a half inches thick, which might not blow your mind, but for our purposes, that’s thick enough. It seals the room hermetically so that Pollack can’t talk to people outside.”
 
   “Just in case he’s able to bewitch his victims with his voice?”  
 
   “Yes. We don’t know what he can do, which is why I don’t want him to talk to my guys, or look at them, or touch them.”
 
   “So you don’t let Pollack have any contact with your people?”
 
   “While we can’t completely eliminate all contact, we try to minimize it as much as possible. He’s locked up twenty four hours a day, and no one is allowed to enter his cell without my permission.”
 
   “How do you feed him? I saw those boxes in the cell.”
 
   “Yes, that’s what Pollack’s food comes in. We slide one box once a day through a slot at the bottom of the door.”
 
   “I assume this slot has a shutter.”
 
   “It sure does. Otherwise, the door wouldn’t be hermetic, would it?”
 
   Peter had a hunch that the slot shutter was controlled by a button in Walsh’s office. 
 
   “Did you put Pollack on some special diet?”
 
   Walsh shook his head. “No. We usually let him pick from the chow hall menu. Do you feel that we treat Pollack inhumanely?”
 
   “No. Such a thought never occurred to me.”
 
   “We’re treating him better than he deserves, that’s how I see it.”
 
   “Have you ever been to Pollack’s cell?”
 
   “No. Since it’s possible that he takes control of people’s minds through face-to-face contact, I don’t want to bump into him in his cell, or the hallway, or the chow hall, or the lawn, or anywhere else. I’m not taking any chances in this regard.” 
 
   “So you plan to keep away from Pollack for the rest of his life?”
 
   “I don’t expect him to stay at Fairmont for the rest of his life. He’ll probably be gone long before I retire.”
 
   “Or it might turn out that he’s not a mindbender, after all.” 
 
   “What did you call him? Mindbender? I like this name. I might even use it in my reports.”
 
   “Those shackles—do you leave them on even when Pollack is in his cell?”  
 
   “Of course we do. That’s just one more precautionary measure in case Max can control other people’s minds. I don’t even know who has the keys to those chains. By the way, they’re made of titanium and are extremely difficult to cut or break.”
 
   “You’re afraid Pollack will get into your head and make you unchain him?”
 
   “Yes, I am. I always consider the worst case scenario. I’m very thorough about things like that, you know.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t opt for something more high-tech when you installed the lock on the cell door.”
 
   “They offered us one of those hand-scan systems, but I figured I didn’t want some punk to chop off my hand just to open the damn door.” Walsh laughed. He opened his laptop and switched it on. “It would be very interesting to know if Max can make a person commit suicide. Not just mechanically put the muzzle in your mouth and pull the trigger, but do it in a conscious manner, fully aware of the consequences. That’s the ultimate mind control, isn’t it?”
 
   “Thank God, he didn’t pull this trick on me.”
 
   Walsh shifted his eyes from the laptop screen to Peter’s face. “Peter, what would you do if you could manipulate other people’s minds?”  
 
   Peter shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe sleep with Scarlett Johansson?” He grinned.
 
   “And after that you’d probably go get a billion dollars, just like any other sane person. Why hasn’t Pollack done that? Did his brain get accidentally fried on that island? Or did they alter his personality on purpose?”  
 
   “That’s a valid point.” Peter spent a few moments pondering his next question and then asked, “Can I look at the autopsy reports on the members of Pollack’s unit?”  
 
   “There are no autopsy reports. We haven’t found the bodies yet. The cave they were killed in was completely empty. We found no blood, no clothing, no guns, no shell casings, no body parts—nothing. Of course we could hope they’re still alive, but that would be extreme wishful thinking.” 
 
   “Are you sure they even were inside that cave?”
 
   Walsh nodded. “Yes, we have solid evidence that’s the case. Their GPS trackers place them right at the cave’s entrance, and there is a radio communication from Major Coltrane saying they were going in.”
 
   “You said the cave was empty. Where did they find Pollack?”
 
   “He was lying unconscious twenty yards from the cave entrance.” 
 
   “What was the objective of their mission? Were they looking for terrorists on that island?”
 
   “No, not terrorists.” Walsh shook his head. “Most of these guys prefer warmer climates. I can’t remember the last time a terrorist was hiding on an Arctic island.” He started drumming his fingers on the armrest. “I’m not sure if I can tell you what they were after. I need to check if you have the proper clearance.”
 
   “Speaking of clearance. Your henchman took away my cellphone.” Peter smiled to indicate that he’d used the word ‘henchman’ jokingly.
 
   “Yes, he did. You can never be too careful, Peter. I take security very seriously, and in this particular case we have to be especially vigilant. Leaks cost lives, I’m sure you understand.” He began rubbing the side of the cigarette pack with his thumb. “I don’t know if you noticed, I run a tight ship, and I guess that’s one of the reasons they put me on this job.” Walsh stopped playing with the pack and leaned back in his chair. “I hope this is not much of an inconvenience to you. I’ll be sure to keep you posted on your incoming calls.”
 
   “I guess I won’t be able to go online either.”
 
   “That’s correct. Fortunately, I have a solution. If you need to shoot an email or make a phone call, just ask Lieutenant Schmidt, he’ll be happy to help you.”  
 
   “Is there a way for me to somehow earn your trust?” Peter chuckled softly.
 
   “We’ll see.” Walsh gave him an assessing look. He evidently did not take his words as a joke. “And let’s hope this is all over before we go nuts.”
 
   “When do you expect to wrap this up?”
 
   “It’s hard to tell. I won’t beat around the bush, Peter. It could be months before we get out of this place. And the bad news is, you can’t drink booze here.” Walsh flashed a grin.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
    
 
   1.
 
   When he came back to his room, Peter stretched himself on the bed and shut his eyes.
 
   Mind control. Telekinesis. Mind reading.
 
   Peter wondered how he had managed to keep from laughing when Walsh spoke about Pollack alleged powers.
 
   Peter had mixed feelings about Colonel Walsh. On the one hand, the base commander was obviously an intelligent, well-educated, articulate man; he wouldn’t have gotten as far ahead as he had if he hadn’t been one. On the other hand, the colonel had no trouble accepting and advocating unscientific, irrational views.
 
   What was Walsh’s deal? Was he an overzealous careerist looking for a break through? Or was he a sincere UFO enthusiast, a dreamer obsessed with paranormal phenomena? A mad scientist wannabe? The colonel’s sanity was definitely in question, considering his willingness to break the law. Or maybe he was just doing what he was told.
 
   Walsh hasn’t broken the law yet. The execution was a sham, remember?
 
   Well, at least the colonel wasn’t dull, which was a big plus in Peter’s book. To be fair, Peter saw nothing wrong with believing in mind control, telekinesis, mind reading, or what have you. It just felt odd to hear these terms from a US Army Colonel in a work related conversation. 
 
   The colonel had promised to tell him more about the evidence they had sometime soon. Sometime soon. Yeah, right. Odds were there was no evidence at all or it was paper thin. 
 
   Speaking of mind control, in his fifteen years with the Bureau, Peter had encountered dozens of people who had successfully managed to manipulate others into doing unthinkable things, be it with the help of drugs or through suggestion. So, if you viewed mind control as the ability to make people do what they wouldn’t do on their own volition, Peter was willing to concede that human mind was weak enough to be influenced. Even biological directives—such as mother’s love for her child—could be overridden: Peter had come across women who, while high on meth or PCP, had let grown-up men rape their four-year-old daughters or blown their children’s brains out. So whenever someone tells you that he would never do this or that, you have to remember that, under the right circumstances, anyone would do anything.  
 
   You don’t have to worry about the target’s bodyguards. 
 
   It was interesting that Walsh had used the word ‘target.’ Quite telling. Was Walsh planning to turn Pollack into an assassin? It was by no means a far-fetched supposition. He had wondered if Max could make a person commit suicide, hadn’t he?
 
   Did Walsh believe that Pollack could manipulate minds because he wanted it to be so? For the purposes of national defense, a man with the gift of mind control would be more valuable than a spoon bender or a mind reader. No one was immune to wishful thinking, and something told Peter that Colonel Walsh had a bad case of it. 
 
   Walsh was looking for a black cat in a dark room, which was a very difficult task, especially if there was no cat.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   The next morning, half an hour after Peter returned to his room from the dining facility, Brian Walker paid him another visit.
 
   “Pollack’s wife is alive,” Peter said to Walker. “Her execution was staged. And that woman I spoke to wasn’t Linda Pollack. They used a double.”
 
   “Staged?”
 
   “You didn’t know that? Doesn’t Walsh tell you everything?”
 
   “This is the first time I hear about it.” Walker knitted his eyebrows. “I can’t say I’m surprised. You have to be ready for anything with this guy.”
 
   Was Walker lying? Did he really have no idea that the execution was a sham? Gazing at Walker’s strikingly sincere face, Peter thought that Brian was either telling the truth or had had the best acting coach money could buy.
 
   “That’s true.” Then Peter let out a snicker and said, “So that’s what highly unconventional warfare is—mind control, telepathy, spoon bending? Last night Walsh told me what this project is about.”  
 
   “You’re not mocking the idea, are you? I admit this type of research is a long shot, but the beauty of it is, the payoff is huge if things pan out.” Walker paused. “Do you play video games?”
 
   “I used to. I quit about ten years ago.”
 
   “It’s much easier to win in a video game if you have cheat codes, isn’t it? That’s what they’re looking for here—cheat codes.”
 
   “Have things ever panned out?”
 
   “Yes. And that’s all I can tell you.” Walker took his cellphone out of his pants pocket and touched its screen. “Do you think Pollack has any of those abilities Walsh is talking about?”
 
   “I have no clue. If he does, he’s hiding it very well.” Peter laced his hands behind the back of his head. “If you want my honest opinion, I’m afraid Colonel is in for a big disappointment.”
 
   “You don’t believe in paranormal?”
 
   “If you had supernatural powers, wouldn’t you brag about it? As I understand, Pollack has never admitted to anyone that he can read thoughts or bend spoons with his mind or anything like that.”
 
   “He’s a cautious man, I suppose.  Not everyone likes the spotlight.”
 
   “Do you believe in paranormal phenomena?”
 
   “I keep an open mind. There’s no harm in it, is there?”
 
   “You’re like that guy who said that you lose nothing by believing in God.”
 
   “You mean Pascal?” Walker put his cellphone back in his pocket.
 
   “Sounds right. It was some French philosopher.”
 
   “Well, there are six billion people on this planet. At least a couple of them are bound to be special.” 
 
   “Maybe you’re right. Here’s my position: if I see real proof that Pollack has a paranormal ability, I won’t go out of my way to debunk him. If he has it, he has it. If he doesn’t, he doesn’t. To tell you the truth, I didn’t expect Homeland Security to be interested in things of this nature.”
 
   “It’s a very large organization. They’re interested in everything.” 
 
   “Why do you think Pollack doesn’t want to talk?” Peter asked. “Is he afraid of something?”
 
   “I wish we knew why. There are a number of possibilities. It wouldn’t surprise me if he was a traitor. Whoever gave him these powers was not working for the U.S. government. Who knows what kind of deal Pollack made on that island?” 
 
   “Maybe he wants to talk to the President?”   
 
   “Talk about what?”  
 
   “His mission, his powers—the juicy stuff… Maybe he’s not allowed to divulge secrets to peasants like us.”
 
   “You could be right.” Walker picked up a pencil from the desk and began playing with it. “I wonder if Pollack can predict the future. It would be very nice to have a real prophet working for us, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “If he could see the future, he wouldn’t end up here with us, would he, Brian?”
 
   “Well, not necessarily. There is this guy in Texas—I think he’s still alive; at least he was when I last checked—who can predict the exact temperature in several counties in Southern Florida five months in advance. The military conducted a classified study for two years, trying to find out if he was capable of more useful predictions, and eventually gave up and left him alone. What I am getting at here is that being able to tell the future doesn’t automatically mean you can foresee something important. I’m sure that guy would love it if he could predict winning lottery numbers or stock prices, but unfortunately, that’s not the case.” Walker smiled. “I just had a wild idea. What if your skepticism didn’t come about on its own? What if Pollack got into your head and made you think that there’s nothing there and we’re just wasting our time with him?”  
 
   “If that’s the case, then you have no use for me, do you? My mind is tainted.”
 
   “Don’t say that. You’re very useful to this project.” 
 
   Peter asked himself if he should tell Walker about the phone conversation he’d had with his mother last night, and in the end decided not to bother Brian with his family’s problems. The only person who needed to hear about his father’s cancer was Colonel Walsh.
 
   Walker asked, “What do you think Pollack meant when he said that you should stop thinking in terms of money?” 
 
   “He probably wants to say that he can’t be bought.”
 
   “I agree. You know what this tells me? Pollack practically admitted that he’s working for some foreign entity.”
 
   “He also said that his masters could be the good guys. It must be about ideology for him. Ideology or religion.”
 
   “They must have brainwashed him.” Walker bit the end of the pencil. “You know how we’ve managed to keep him locked up this whole time? In my opinion, it’s luck. It’s extremely difficult to prevent a guy who can control minds from running away.”
 
   “I wonder what they’re going to do if he does escape.”
 
   “We thought of keeping Pollack permanently asleep, but then we figured there was a chance that soporifics might kill him, so we gave this idea up. Besides, you can’t get a lot of information from a sleeping man.”
 
   “I doubt information is all our government is after.”
 
   “You’re right. We need to find a way to get Pollack to cooperate with the American government. The patriotism angle obviously isn’t going to work on him.”
 
   “It will be very hard to do, that’s for sure. How do you bargain with a man who can have virtually anything he wants just by wishing for it?”
 
   “It’s a challenge, Peter. But we must come up with the solution; there is no room for failure here. Just think about all the endless opportunities this will open for us. It’s a game changer on a global scale, Peter. Imagine having every single leader of every nation on this planet being on your side. That’s exactly what Pollack can do for us, assuming he has the power of mind control.” 
 
   “Why don’t we just ask him point blank if he can control minds?”  
 
   As Peter waited for Walker’s response, it occurred to him that Brian hadn’t addressed his comment about Pollack’s hypothetical escape. Had Walker done that on purpose? Was there some secret contingency plan in case someone managed to open Pollack’s cell door, which Brian couldn’t disclose to him? Or had he simply forgotten it? 
 
   “We considered doing it. The thing is, you can bet Pollack’s not going to admit to that. There’s no upside in it for him, is there?”
 
   “Have you thought of bringing in an enhanced interrogation team? I heard waterboarding can do wonders.”
 
   “Yes, we have. Walsh decided to use more refined techniques for now. And in case you’re wondering, the colonel’s not one of those people who think that torture doesn’t work.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “I have a couple of questions for your list, Colonel,” Peter said. “Can Pollack control only one mind at a time or can he handle several minds at once? Does he have to be continuously connected to the mind he controls or does he simply set an objective and then sit back and relax?”
 
   “Kind of like a hypnotist.”
 
   “Yes, kind of like a hypnotist.”
 
   “These are very good questions, Peter, and they’re already on my list. For now, I’m assuming that Pollack is capable of controlling an unlimited number of minds and that he doesn’t need to maintain constant contact with them.”
 
   “In other words, you’re assuming the worst.”
 
   “You might have noticed that I do that a lot. By the way, I’m glad you’re making an effort to contribute. The more ideas the better.”
 
   What were the chances that Colonel Walsh wouldn’t let him leave the base? Honestly, the chances were pretty high. 
 
   What was he going to do if Walsh refused to let him go to Norfolk? 
 
   He could ask his division chief to reason with the colonel. It might work.
 
   “I was wondering.” Walsh folded his arms on his chest. “If we had actually killed Pollack’s wife, would you have raised hell about it? It’s a purely hypothetical question. I’m just curious.”
 
   “Frankly, I don’t know what I would have done.”
 
   Then Peter pitched Walsh the idea that had come to him when he ate his lunch. 
 
   One way to determine if Pollack could control minds was to subject him to torture and see if he’d be able to make them stop when the pain became unbearable. Of course, the success of this method depended on how badly Pollack wanted to hide his powers from the American government. 
 
   “We considered torture,” Walsh replied. “However, the bigwigs thought there was a risk that we’d accidentally kill him in the process, and I agreed with them. I was told that we need to treat Pollack as if he were made of glass.”
 
   “It must be frustrating for you,” Peter joked.
 
   “You were born and raised in Minnesota, right?”  
 
   “Your memory serves you correctly, Colonel.”
 
   “That’s good. You’re lucky you didn’t spend your formative years in a crazy town like San Francisco. All these wacky ideas you would have been exposed to.” Walsh shook his head. “By the way, are you adjusting okay? It’s your first time at a military installation, isn’t it?” 
 
   “Yes, it is.” Peter paused to gather his resolve. “There’s something I need to tell you. I have to leave the base immediately. Last night I talked to my mom on the phone. She told me that my dad’s condition had gotten worse. I must find him a new doctor as soon as possible. I can’t put it off anymore.”
 
    “I didn’t know your father was ill.” Walsh’s face turned serious. “What’s wrong with him?”
 
   “He has prostate cancer. There is a hospital in Norfolk that is testing an experimental treatment for prostate cancer. I’m planning to talk to the head of that program and see if I can get my father a spot.”  
 
   “I see.” Walsh rested his chin on his fist. “I’m sorry about your father, Peter. Do you think I can be of any service to you with regard to that experimental program? I might know somebody who could pull some strings.”
 
   “Thanks for the offer, Colonel, but I’m sure I can take care of it myself.”
 
   “Do you know who you have to talk to?”
 
   “I have her name written down.”
 
   “Very good.” Walsh rubbed his chin musingly. “I need to think about it, Peter. This is a highly classified assignment and there is a protocol for every little fart we take here.” 
 
   “I was hoping you could make the decision today. My father needs this treatment.”
 
   “I understand. But as I said, there are rules to be followed. You’ve been exposed to very sensitive information and are in the middle of an ongoing project. You can’t just up and leave. However, I promise to be biased in your favor when I review your request, okay? I’ll tell you my decision tomorrow morning before nine.”
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   1.
 
   It was a quarter past eight in the morning when Lieutenant Schmidt collected Peter from his room. On the way to Walsh’s office, Peter kept telling himself that it was counterproductive for him to worry prematurely or attempt to predict the colonel’s decision. However, remaining calm was not easy since the stakes were very high. The walk to the headquarters building seemed to last for hours.
 
   When Peter entered the base commander’s office, Walsh gestured him to sit down and said, “I have good news for you, Peter. After thorough consideration, I decided to grant your request.”
 
   “Thank you, Colonel.”
 
   “I hope you get your father the best doctor there is.”
 
   It crossed Peter’s mind that the colonel was probably glad to get rid of him. Peter Anderson—the Fed—must have been deemed a whiner and a slacker. He was tempted to make a joke about it, but chose to keep this thought to himself.
 
   “It might be a while before I can come back. I hope it’s okay.”
 
   “Of course. Don’t worry about us; we’ll be fine.” Walsh laughed. “A little reminder before you go. You do remember that you signed a confidentiality agreement when you arrived here, don’t you?”
 
   Peter nodded. “Yes, I remember it.”
 
   “Excellent. Just in case, I’d like to remind you that you’re prohibited from disclosing anything you saw or heard during your stay at the Fairmont Training Center.”
 
   “This goes without saying.”
 
   “Right on, Peter. Would you like a ride to Charlotte? We’ve already returned your car to the rental place.”
 
   “A lift to the closest car rental agency will be enough. Do you know how far it is from here?”
 
   “There are a bunch of them in Mooresville. It’s about forty miles from here. I’ll instruct Danny to find someone to drive you down there.” Walsh gave Peter a long look, breathed a sigh, and said. “Tell me the truth. You’re skeptical about all this, aren’t you? And I can see why. The man looks completely ordinary.”
 
   “You mean Pollack? I never said I was skeptical about his powers.”  
 
   “Did Brian tell you that Pollack might be using you to convince us that he has no supernatural abilities?”
 
   “I believe he said something to that effect.”
 
   “The funny thing is, he could be right, too.” Walsh rested his elbows on the desk. “Maybe Pollack is afraid of you.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Perhaps he senses that you’re good at extracting secrets.”
 
   I’m also good at hiding secrets, Peter thought.
 
   What would Walsh’s reaction be if he told him about what had happened to Stacy Baxter? The colonel would probably be shocked. And as a reasonable man, he would advise him to check whether Stacy had survived or not, and hopefully would be polite enough not to ask why he hadn’t done it already. He might even offer his help in finding this woman.
 
   Should he tell Walsh about Stacy? No, it was too soon. This must remain a secret for a few more days. Or weeks. 
 
   ‘I hope you get your father the doctor he needs.’
 
   What had the colonel meant by that?
 
   “I don’t think I scare him one bit.”
 
   “I’m just kidding.” Walsh got out from behind his desk and shook Peter’s hand. “Have a nice trip. Good luck.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
   1.
 
   After getting the keys to the rental car, a white Nissan Maxima, Peter drove three blocks and pulled into the parking lot of a mini-mart. The store’s name was Quick-N-EZ. A stray thought drifted through his mind: they should have dropped the ‘c’ in ‘Quick.’ He switched off the engine, then unfolded the map of North Carolina he’d purchased at the car rental office, and spread it on the front passenger seat. 
 
   Where had the accident taken place? Peter realized he was not going to be able to pinpoint the exact location, but he was hoping to identify a five- or ten-mile stretch of highway that contained the spot he was looking for. What was the name of the last city he had passed before running that woman over? As he examined the electronic map on the screen of his tablet, Peter struggled to remember the city limit signs he had bothered to notice on his drive from the Charlotte Douglas International Airport to the military base.
 
   Huntersville. Had he seen any signs with this name before the accident? Well, since he had hit Stacy at least half an hour after leaving the airport, he could ignore Huntersville and focus his search on the area farther north.
 
   How about Cornelius? As a matter of fact, he had actually seen the Cornelius city limit sign and was pretty sure it had happened before the accident. And the same went for the great town of Mooresville.
 
   Statesville. By now, Peter was certain that, based on the timeline, the accident had occurred before he had entered Statesville. Considering there were no other reliable clues, Peter had to accept that the stretch of highway he was going to deal with would be a bit longer than planned: Mooresville was a little over thirteen miles from Statesville. 
 
   Still gazing at the map, Peter withdrew his cellphone from his slacks pocket and dialed Senior Special Agent Jason Burgess’s number. Jason worked in the FBI Criminal Investigative Division and had been friends with Peter for over a decade. From past experience Peter knew that Jason was ready to help him without asking endless questions. Peter didn’t feel bad about taking advantage of his friend’s trust: you see, he wasn’t asking him to break the law or to provide him with information that he wouldn’t be able to obtain on his own.
 
   Jason picked up after the second ring. “Hello, this is Burgess.”
 
   “I need you to do me a favor,” Peter said. “I’m looking for a woman by the name of Stacy Baxter. She has recently been in a car accident, so I’d like you to check every hospital within a hundred miles of Charlotte, and see which one of them she’s staying at.”
 
   “Charlotte, North Carolina?”
 
   “Yes. If you don’t find her in that area, check the hospitals within two hundred miles.” 
 
   Was it possible that Stacy had been taken to a hospital hundreds of miles away from the spot where he had run her over? Yes, he could certainly imagine such a scenario. For example, local hospitals might have lacked the equipment and the expertise necessary to save her life. 
 
   Did he think Stacy had survived the hit? He could only hope that she had.
 
   “Is it urgent?”
 
   “It’s very urgent. I’d have done it myself if I weren’t on location.”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “South.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll get right on it, bud. Is she a spy?” Jason laughed.
 
   “No. I just need to ask her a few questions.” 
 
   “You said she’d been in a car accident. Are you interested only in the hospitals with emergency rooms?”
 
   “No, let’s cover them all.”
 
   “When did the accident take place?”
 
   “Within the last week.” Peter had intended to say ‘the last three days;’ he chose not to correct his mistake. 
 
   When Peter was about to end the conversation, he said, “Keep it under the radar for now, if you can.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Peter placed his cellphone in the center console cup holder and started the car. Eight minutes later he entered the I-77 Northbound Interstate highway. It was 10:21 am.
 
   The search promised to be difficult since there was no landmark near the place he had run Stacy over. 
 
   By the way, what excuse had he used for having to leave the base? He hadn’t told Walsh about Stacy Baxter, had he? 
 
   Most likely, he hadn’t, because if he had, the colonel would have delivered him to the police station instead of a car rental agency. 
 
   Judging by the fact that Walsh had given him the permission, it must have been a great story. 
 
   Keeping the speed around fifty miles per hour, Peter drove in the rightmost lane, his eyes shifting between the road and the shoulder. The dashboard air-conditioning vents were blowing cold air on his face, which helped him think more clearly. The voices coming out of the car radio, which had been tuned to a news/talk station by the previous lessee, barely registered in Peter’s brain since he was entirely focused on the search.
 
   What did he expect to find? Stacy’s body? Peter shuddered at the thought that the woman had died and her corpse had never been found and picked up by the police. Could the body still be lying in the ditch by the highway, rotting, consumed by the crows and coyotes? Taking into account that the area was not heavily traveled and was miles from the nearest town, this seemed to be a viable possibility.
 
   He arrived in Statesville at eleven o’clock. He had seen neither a corpse, nor body parts, nor blood stains on the highway during the trip. Peter couldn’t decide whether he should be happy about it or get worried.  
 
   There had been no word yet from Jason. Was fifty minutes enough for Jason to fulfill his request? Perhaps not. How many hospitals could there be within two hundred miles of Charlotte? Thirty? Fifty? A hundred? 
 
   Was it just a figure of speech, or did Jason actually begin working on this right away? 
 
   In order to be on the safe side, hoping to catch whatever he’d missed the first time, Peter returned to Mooresville and repeated the survey. The second iteration produced the same result: no body, no parts, no blood. As he exited I-77 Northbound in Statesville, the cellphone rang. It was Jason Burgess. 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   “Do you have any good news for me?” Peter asked.
 
   “I’m sorry, buddy, in the last week, no one named Stacy Baxter was admitted to any hospital within two hundred miles of Charlotte,” Jason replied. “If you give me twenty four hours, I can check all hospitals on the East Coast. Do you want me to do that?”
 
   “Yes, please check them all. And the morgues—try them, too. If you find nothing on the East Coast, check the rest of the country.”
 
   The rest of the country? It sure seemed a bit desperate: there was no way Stacy could have ended up in a hospital a thousand miles away from the place of the accident without going through a local emergency room first. They wouldn’t have hauled a regular person like her that far straight from the highway ditch; medical charter jets are expensive, you know. 
 
   But who said Stacy Baxter was a regular person?
 
   “You got it. Are you sure she was hurt badly enough to go to the hospital?”
 
   “I’m positive. I believe she has at least one broken bone.”
 
   “Is it possible that she had no ID and they admitted her as Jane Doe?”
 
   It was a valid point. Too bad Peter hadn’t thought of this before. In light of the fact that Jason had found no trace of Stacy Baxter in the admission records of the local hospitals, there was a real chance that the paramedics had lost Stacy’s wallet—and her driver’s license along with it—on the way to the emergency room. Unfortunately, this wrinkle could make the job of searching for Stacy Baxter much harder. 
 
   “I suppose I can’t rule that out. Please send me information on all Jane Does in North and South Carolina and keep looking for Stacy Baxter.”  
 
   Yes, he wanted to cover all the bases, even though he still had trouble imagining a scenario under which Stacy had been whisked off to the other side of the country to get treatment for her injuries. 
 
   Well, it would be an outlandish theory if one assumed that Stacy Baxter was a regular person. What if she was a billionaire’s daughter? What if she was a billionaire herself? What if she was the US President’s mistress? 
 
   What if she was a spy and her handlers had erased her name from the hospital records? What if she had had something in her purse that had attracted the attention of the CIA and the government had taken her to a secret facility like the one in which it kept Max Pollack?
 
   “Do you have this woman’s picture?” Jason asked. “We could send it to our offices in the Carolinas and have the guys look for her.”
 
   “I don’t have it.”
 
   “Do you know what she looks like?”
 
   “I only saw her once. I’m not sure if I can recognize her.”
 
   “How old is she?”
 
   “Thirty one.”
 
   “Okay. I’m going to send you the Jane Does records by the end of today. Just so you know, they typically don’t come with pictures.”
 
   When Peter hung up, it was half past twelve.
 
    
 
   4.
 
   Using his cellphone, Peter did an online search for motels in Charlotte, then entered the address of the one he picked—it was a Motel 6 on Red Roof Drive—into the car’s GPS, and set out for his new destination at once. His intuition told him to stay close to the location where he’d last seen Stacy Baxter, so he had postponed his return to Washington. 
 
   A sobering and chilling thought crossed Peter’s mind when he was twenty miles from Charlotte. If Max Pollack was only pretending not to be able to read thoughts, he might have managed to access his thoughts about Stacy Baxter. Pollack might have found out his secret. This man had probably been pretty happy to stumble upon this priceless gem of information.
 
   Peter had goosebumps as he pictured Pollack sitting on his bed, smiling inside, and relishing the newly acquired knowledge, the shiny chain swinging between his wrists. What was Max going to do with this information? Blackmail him? Peter doubted that Pollack would let this opportunity go to waste; it wasn’t every day that you dug up this kind of dirt on a Federal agent.
 
   Why would Pollack pretend to be unable to read thoughts? Because it was a smart thing to do. According to the Thirty Six Stratagems, a collection of ancient Chinese proverbs, you must lure your opponent into underestimating your ability until, overconfident, he dropped his guard.
 
    
 
   5.
 
   It was two o’clock when Peter got into his motel room. He sat down on the bed, then remembered that he’d left his briefcase in the car. After giving the matter some thought, he decided to bring the briefcase in the next time he needed to go outside. Right now he was going to have some rest; he could use a little relaxation after spending almost four hours behind the wheel. The briefcase contained no secret documents—Lieutenant Schmidt had made sure of that—so it could wait. Holding the cellphone in his hand, Peter lay down and closed his eyes.
 
   He had considered going to the Charlotte FBI field office and asking the guys to help him find Stacy Baxter. That would surely speed things up. However, the search for Stacy Baxter was not an official business, and if he told them why he was looking for her, he’d be arrested on the spot. He couldn’t afford getting locked up now, he had an important task to finish.  
 
   At half past four, burning with impatience, Peter called Jason Burgess. Jason informed him that he’d already checked all hospitals in North Carolina, South Caroline, and Tennessee, and found no Stacy Baxter there.
 
   “I need this, man,” Peter pleaded. “I have to find her today or tomorrow. Please do your best. I’ll owe you big time.”
 
   “I’m doing all I can. You’re lucky I’m not on location, too.”
 
   “Thanks, man.”
 
   “Can you at least tell me why this woman is so important? Why are you in such a hurry? What did she do?” 
 
   “I can’t do that now. I’ll explain everything after I find her.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   They talked for a minute more, and then Peter was overcome by a strong urge to confess to Jason. He hesitated for a few seconds and finally told Jason everything.
 
   “Hit and run?” Jason exclaimed in shock. “How could you have done it? What the hell were you thinking, bud? It’s not like you at all.”
 
   “I know. This whole thing is like a blur to me.” Peter winced as pangs of shame overwhelmed him. “I made a horrible mistake.”
 
   “I just can’t believe you left a woman to die.” Jason paused. “Now I wish you hadn’t told me this.”  
 
   “Well, now you know everything. I have to find her, Jason. I must help her. I won’t be able to live with myself if I don’t.” 
 
    
 
   6.
 
   It was not like him at all, Jason had said. 
 
   Peter suddenly realized that Jason might be wrong. When Jason had assumed that this repugnant act was out of Peter’s character, he was using incomplete information. Jason didn’t know of the Juniper Park incident that had taken place when Peter was eleven years old. There was a reason why Peter had never told anyone what had happened that day in Juniper Park: he was terribly ashamed of it. 
 
   No, it wasn’t a hit-and-run accident; he was fifteen when he drove a car for the first time. That story was simpler and much less gruesome, but disturbing nonetheless. One could tell it in thirty seconds and miss not one important detail. 
 
   It had been a beautiful Saturday afternoon in September. The air was crisp and still, and the sun was shining brightly, making it a great day to have some outdoor fun. Kids were happy it was warm enough to wear shorts and t-shirts. Feeling adventurous, Peter and his classmate—he only remembered his first name, Adam, now—went to Juniper Park to kill a couple of hours. They had an idea of how to spend at least half of that time—the wall. There was a retaining wall made of stone at the foot of the hills, which ran for about a quarter of a mile, bending around the south-west corner of the park. The wall was nine feet high and offered great entertainment for eleven-year-old boys: you could climb it and you could walk on it while letting your imagination go wild. Was it a medieval fortification you were scaling? Or was it a wall around a James Bond villain’s compound? Or were you walking along the edge of the deepest chasm on the earth? 
 
   Yes, back in the late eighties, kids still loved to play outside and were not addicted to video games and texting. 
 
   They were having a blast.
 
   When did Adam fall from the wall? About forty minutes after they had arrived in the park. Why did he fall? He must have tripped, Peter didn’t know for sure. Adam had been walking ten-fifteen feet behind him, and he hadn’t seen what had transpired in the moments right before he had heard that odd thud. After Adam fell to the ground, the most shocking thing occurred. Peter looked at his friend for a second, then turned without saying a word and resumed walking in the same direction as he had before, without ever glancing back. Ten minutes later, he headed uphill, reached a path, and then ran to the exit out of the park.
 
   Why hadn’t he gotten down? Why had he left Adam lying on the ground? 
 
   He didn’t understand why he had acted this way. For some reason, he had panicked. Actually, there had been no sensible reason for him to panic. He just did what he did. Cowards don’t need a reason to panic, do they?
 
   There were a few things that comforted Peter as he pondered the situation on his way out of the park. First, the ground under the retaining wall was fairly soft. It was a grassy surface, as opposed to concrete, pavement, or cobblestone. This meant that, most likely, Adam had not sustained any serious injuries. The evidence supported this conclusion, too. Peter knew for a fact that his friend had survived the fall as he’d seen him rub his foot and heard him snarl, ‘Fuck’ (yes, they both could already cuss, though not proficiently). There was no blood on the boy or on the grass around him, and his body wasn’t twisted into a weird shape, which indicated that Adam had avoided mutilation. Adam was not lying like a rag doll would be a good way to put it. Second, the park was teeming with people at the time of the accident, and Peter had no doubt that someone had come to Adam’s aid within minutes—assuming he even needed any help at all. Third, Adam had been aware of and accepted the risks involved in this game, and it was nobody’s fault that he fell from that goddamn wall.    
 
   That was the last time Peter Anderson had climbed the wall in Juniper Park. 
 
   So how bad had Adam’s fall been? Peter had never found out all the details. You see, Adam was his buddy all right, but they had never been best friends, so there was no intensive moral pressure on Peter to ask Adam about his condition. He figured that Adam hadn’t had any fractures, because Adam showed up at school the next Monday, with no casts or crutches, as cheerful and full of life as ever.
 
   As if sensing that it would make Peter uncomfortable, Adam had never mentioned the Juniper Park incident to him, not even in passing. And, amazingly, his attitude toward Peter remained amicable; there was no grudge or disfavor on his part. He had obviously been better at being a friend than Peter.
 
   What Peter had done that day in Juniper Park was contemptible, no two ways about it. But what did you expect? People are not born courageous. It takes years, even decades to build character. Not every boy is as noble and brave as those kids in The Goonies, or Stand By Me, or The Monster Squad.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
   1.
 
   “I would like to make a statement, officer. Actually I want to make a confession. I’ve been involved in a hit-and-run accident a week ago. And I’m afraid the victim might have died.”
 
   The solemn emotionless look on the cop’s face quickly changed to one of genuine interest. “Can I see your ID, please?”
 
   “Sure.” Peter handed his driver’s license to the policeman.
 
   “Where did the accident take place, Mister Anderson?” 
 
   “About thirty miles north of Charlotte.”
 
   “When did it happen?” The cop began punching buttons on the keyboard.
 
   “Three days ago.”
 
   “What the hell?” The cop gave him an astounded look. “You waited three days?”
 
   When Peter opened his mouth to respond, a phone rang. A few seconds later, it dawned upon Peter that he was dreaming. Then he woke up.
 
   He grabbed his cellphone from the nightstand, saw Jason’s name on the screen, and touched the Answer button. It was ten minutes past six. Staring at the half-finished cheeseburger from Carl’s Jr. that was sitting on the edge of the nightstand, Peter said, “Hello.” 
 
   “I have good news, buddy,” Jason said. “It’s not exactly what you’re looking for, but it might be worth checking out.”
 
   “Okay, shoot.”
 
   “There’s a Stacy Baxter in University Hospital in Atlanta. She was admitted six days ago. Would you like to see her?”
 
   “Yes. Send me the address of the hospital, please.” Peter glanced at his watch. Atlanta was a four-hour drive from Charlotte. If he took off right now, he could be there by ten. A plane trip would be only marginally shorter if you included the time between check-in and departure and the time wasted on getting to and from the airports. “So why is it not exactly what I’m looking for?”
 
   “This woman almost fits the profile. She’s Caucasian. She’s the right age—thirty one years old. The problem is that she wasn’t run over by a car.”
 
   “What happened to her?”
 
   “She fell from the third floor of some apartment building. It was an accident.”
 
   Peter spent ten seconds analyzing new information, then said, “You’re right. There could be something there. What condition is she in? Can she talk?”
 
   “According to her medical record, she’s doing fairly well. I suppose she can talk; her jaws weren’t broken. When are you going to Atlanta?” 
 
   “I’m leaving now.” Peter got up and headed for the door. “I’ll keep in touch with you.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Did he seriously believe that the woman in University Hospital could be the Stacy Baxter he’d been looking for?  Of course he did; otherwise he wouldn’t have come to Atlanta.
 
   Then how did he explain the fact that this woman’s medical record mentioned nothing about the hit and run? Why did it say that she had fallen out of a window? These discrepancies were certainly hard to reconcile but not impossible. The fall might have taken place after he had hit this woman with his car. And she hadn’t told the doctors about the hit and run because she was either dazed or unconscious when she had arrived at the hospital.
 
   How the hell had she ended up in Atlanta, two hundred and seventy miles away from the place of the accident? 
 
   Somebody must have taken her there. Somebody must have brought Stacy to that apartment building and then dropped her from the third floor window. Or a balcony—he should find out the details when he got to the hospital.
 
   Who were these people? 
 
   It could be the government, it could be the mob, or it could be some bizarre secret organization in the vein of S.H.I.E.L.D. or S.P.E.C.T.R.E.
 
   Why had they dragged Stacy Baxter to Atlanta? What was so special about Atlanta? Had Stacy’s fall been an accident or had they deliberately tossed her out?
 
   What was their motive? Were they trying to cover up the hit and run? Were they helping him? Why would they be helping him?
 
   As Peter climbed out of the car, he suddenly realized that the longer he couldn’t explain the mystery of Stacy Baxter from Atlanta without resorting to outlandish theories. And he didn’t even know if it was the right Stacy Baxter, which meant that this mental exercise could be utterly pointless. Well, chances were it was pointless. 
 
   The ridiculous thing was that every explanation he had managed to come up with so far involved some sort of conspiracy. Was that the reason he considered them outlandish? Honestly, yes, it was. It was a well-known fact that conspiracy theories had a bad reputation.
 
    
 
   3.
 
   The first thing that caught his attention when he entered the hospital room was the cast on Stacy Baxter’s left leg.
 
   “My name is Peter Anderson,” he said. “I’m with the FBI.” Peter pulled his FBI badge out his jacket inner pocket and showed it to the woman. “I’m sorry to disturb you at such a late hour.”
 
   The woman’s tired eyes shifted to the badge, scanned it for a few seconds, and then moved back to Peter’s face.
 
   It was eleven o’clock at night, way past visiting hours, and they wouldn’t have let him see Stacy if he weren’t an FBI agent. According to the woman’s chart, she had a cracked calf bone in her left leg and multiple bruises on the left side of her body. 
 
   “What’s your name?” Peter asked.
 
   “Stacy.”
 
   “What’s your last name?”
 
   “Baxter.”
 
   “I have a few questions for you. I promise you have nothing to worry about.” He smiled.
 
   Stacy made a humming sound and replied, “Okay. But I don’t know anything that would interest you.”
 
   “I want you to look at this.” Peter reached into his jacket pocket, took out a folded sheet of paper, and handed it to Stacy. There was a note on the sheet, which he had written while he was in the car and which read: “If you are being held against your will, say that you’re feeling dizzy.” 
 
   Stacy scanned the note, shifted her eyes to Peter, studied his face for a few seconds, and then looked at the note again. A moment later, she folded the page and said, “I don’t think anybody’s watching us.”
 
   “How did you end up in this hospital?”
 
   “An ambulance brought me here.”
 
   “How did you get injured?
 
   “I fell from a balcony.”
 
   “Did someone push you?”
 
   “No. It was an accident.” Stacy drew her eyebrows together and asked in a worried voice, “What’s going on? Why are you here? Tell me everything you know. Is someone after me? Who is it?”
 
   Peter peered into Stacy’s face. Only now did he notice that she looked quite different from the Stacy Baxter he’d hit with his car. Although the memory of the victim’s image was a little blurry, he remembered enough details to be certain that this woman was not the right Stacy Baxter.
 
   “Is it Benji?” Stacy asked. “Did he do something to my husband?”
 
   “No, it’s not about your husband. I have no more questions for you, Mrs. Baxter. Have a good night.”
 
   “Are you sure? What are you investigating?”
 
   “It was a mistake. You’re not the person we’re looking for. Good night.”
 
    
 
   4.
 
   “Maybe her family can help us?” Peter said, rubbing his forehead. “Her parents might know where she is.”
 
   “How are we going to find her parents?” Jason asked. “Are you planning to interview every person whose daughter’s name is Stacy Baxter? That must be a lot of people.”
 
   “We know her age.”
 
   “Well, it would be nice to have more than her age. Have you remembered any additional information about Stacy? Something that could lead us to her parents or siblings?”
 
   “I believe I do. I remember her address. A portion of it. She lives in Philadelphia. Or maybe she was born there, I’m not sure.”
 
   “Okay. So we’re looking for the parents of a Stacy Baxter born or living in Philadelphia, who’s thirty one years old. Are you certain about her age?”
 
   “Yes.” After a pause, Peter added, “Well, let’s start with thirty one and see what we find.” 
 
   Peter glanced at his watch. A quarter past midnight. He opened his mouth to suggest that Jason pull an all-nighter but then changed his mind. Jason had already done for him more than he had to or should have.
 
   Then Jason asked Peter the question he’d been expecting his friend to ask since the confession: “Have you thought about reporting this to the police? At some point you’ll have to—” 
 
   “Yes. I understand that. But it’s too early. I need more time. I want to find Stacy first.” 
 
   He had no problem with being punished for his crime, and he would report himself to the police in due course, but he sincerely believed he had to find this woman before making this drastic move. The police wouldn’t be as passionate about locating Stacy Baxter as he was, because they had bigger fish to fry. They would take their sweet time, which was unacceptable when hours counted.
 
   “All right. How much time do you need?”
 
   “A week. If I don’t find her within the next week, I’ll turn myself in.” 
 
    
 
   5.
 
   “Have a seat, please.” Sandra Baxter waved at the dark blue velvet couch in the middle of the room.
 
   “Thank you.” Peter eased onto the couch, relaxed his back, and took a deep breath.
 
   Sandra and her husband, Walter Baxter, lived in a modest one-story house with a well-trimmed lawn in Sugar Land, a small city twenty five miles southwest of Houston. He went to their residence straight from the airport. According to Jason, the Baxters’ daughter fit the profile precisely: her name was Stacy Baxter, she was thirty one years old, and she had been born in Philadelphia. 
 
   “Would you like something to drink?” Sandra offered.
 
   “Yes, thank you.” Peter looked around, noticing how everything was in neat order and every surface was free of dust. Young children must be rare visitors here. 
 
   “Is iced tea okay?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   When Sandra handed him a glass, a frightening thought crawled into Peter’s head. What if she had poisoned the iced tea? 
 
   He didn’t know why he should suspect Stacy’s mother of wanting to kill him. This idea came out of the blue, there was no basis for it at all. However, the realization that it would be very easy for Sandra to slip cyanide or rat poison into his drink was so powerful and penetrating it caused him to become alarmed.
 
   He brought the glass to his mouth and inconspicuously smelled the iced tea, trying to detect any funny odors. 
 
   Calm down, partner. Sometimes a glass of iced tea is simply a polite gesture and not a trick to murder a Federal agent.
 
   Sandra settled in the armchair to the left of the couch and said, “I’m ready to answer your questions, Peter.”
 
   “Okay. Your daughter’s last name is Baxter, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes. She was married once, but she never took her husband’s last name.”
 
   “Is she still married?”
 
   “No, they got divorced after two years.”
 
   “Do you have any recent pictures of Stacy?”  
 
   “Pictures? Yes. Yes, we do.”
 
   “Can I see them?”
 
   “Of course. Just a second.” Sandra smiled, rose from the chair, and left the room. She returned a minute later, holding a framed photograph in her right hand. “Here you go.” She offered the picture to Peter.
 
   His heart pounding heavily, Peter took the photograph, having fought off the urge to snatch it from Sandra’s fingers. “How old is it?” he asked. 
 
   As Peter examined the picture, it became obvious to him that his memory of Stacy Baxter’s face had gotten a bit foggy, which was no surprise, considering he had only seen the woman once. Had this memory ever been clear? 
 
   “It’s about three years old,” Sandra replied. “That’s the most recent photo we have.”
 
   When she finished the phrase, a light flashed in Peter’s mind, and the next moment he knew, he was absolutely convinced that the woman in the picture was his Stacy Baxter. He was certain he recognized her, even though he couldn’t tell which particular facial feature had sealed the deal for him. 
 
   “Was Stacy born in Philadelphia?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “When did you move to Texas?”
 
   “Nine years ago. But Stacy didn’t move with us, she stayed in Philadelphia.”
 
   Should he tell her about the hit and run now? 
 
   When else? Tomorrow? Or never?
 
   “Is Stacy your only child?”
 
   “We have a son, Wesley. He lives in San Diego.”
 
   So should he tell her that he had hit—and possibly killed—Stacy with his car?
 
   “When was the last time you saw Stacy?”  
 
   “Two years and four months ago.”
 
   Peter took note that Sandra Baxter had been precise to the month in her answer; most people would have simply rounded that up to two and a half years. He wanted to ask why Stacy didn’t visit her mother more often, but decided to save this question for later.
 
   “When was the last time you talked to her on the phone?” he asked.
 
   “On the phone? Two years and four months ago.”
 
   “Where does Stacy live now? Do you know her current address?”
 
   The friendly smile that had been glued to Sandra’s face this whole time began to fade. 
 
   “Why are you looking for Stacy?” Sandra asked in a dry voice. The warm curiosity was gone from her grey eyes. 
 
   “I need to ask her a few questions.”
 
   Hadn’t he already explained that to Sandra? Peter could swear that he had.
 
   “Do you really work for the FBI?”
 
   His brain scrambling to figure out why there had been a sudden change in Sandra’s demeanor, Peter replied, “Yes, I do. I showed you my badge, didn’t I?”
 
   “So you’re telling me your Bureau doesn’t know that my daughter is in the hospital?”
 
   Peter immediately felt a chill in the pit of his stomach. There was no doubt now: he had found the right Stacy Baxter.
 
   “What hospital is she in?” he asked. “What happened to her?”
 
   Sandra let out a sigh and cast a pensive look at Stacy’s picture. “I have no idea what hospital she’s in. I haven’t seen or heard from Stacy in over two years.”
 
   “What happened to her? Did she get injured?”
 
   “Injured?” Sandra frowned. “Where do you get your information, Mister Federal Agent? She’s in a mental institution, okay?”
 
   Puzzled and surprised, Peter was silent for a few seconds, then asked, “How long has Stacy been there? Two years and four months? Is that why you haven’t seen her in over two years?”
 
   “You guessed it right. For the first couple of weeks they allowed us to see each other, but then they moved her to another hospital, and we haven’t met since.”
 
   “Where did they move her?”
 
   “Somewhere out of state, I suppose. Maybe to California. Or New York.”
 
   “Have you tried to get in touch with your daughter?”
 
   Sandra hesitated before replying, “What’s the point of talking about it? Hopefully, one day my girl will get better and they’ll give her back to me.” 
 
   “Are you sure she’s still in an institution?” 
 
   “Why wouldn’t she be? They’d let me know if they released her.” Sandra thought for a moment and went on, “Or maybe not. What have you heard? Did you talk to her doctors?”
 
   Peter caught himself wanting to shake the woman violently and ask her how she could be so passive, so indifferent when her only daughter was held in a mysterious nuthouse whose location she didn’t know and probably had no desire to find out.
 
   Who the hell was he to judge Sandra Baxter? He wasn’t in her shoes; he couldn’t understand what she had been going through even if he tried really hard. He only knew the conventional way to behave after your child had been taken from you.
 
   “No, I didn’t. I’m trying to find her, that’s why I came to you.”
 
   Sandra sighed. “I don’t know where she is. I’m sorry, Peter, I can’t help you.”
 
   When Peter was in the entry hall on his way out, Sandra touched his shoulder and said, “If you find Stacy, please call me.”
 
   Peter promised that he would.
 
    
 
   6.
 
   Peter called Jason from his motel room, which he’d rented after leaving the Baxters’ house. 
 
   “What do we do now?” Jason asked when Peter told him that they had found the right parents.
 
   “Her mother told me that she’s in a mental institution. We need to check every mental hospital in the country.”
 
   “It will take a while. Are you coming back to Washington?”
 
   “I’m thinking about it. Maybe tomorrow.”
 
   He had to go back to Washington so he could do the search himself. Finding Stacy Baxter was his problem, not Jason’s. It was time for him to stop asking Jason to do his bidding.
 
   “Okay, buddy. Talk to you later.”
 
   After dinner, which consisted of chicken chow mein, two slices of bread, and a half-liter bottle of soda, Peter went to take a shower. When he stepped out of the bathroom fourteen minutes later, a towel wrapped around his hips, Peter saw a man sitting in a chair next to the desk. 
 
   It was Colonel Steven Walsh.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “How did you get in?” Peter asked.
 
   “I have this.” Walsh showed him a Department of Homeland Security badge. “It can open almost any door, just like yours.”
 
   “How did you find me?”
 
   “Why don’t you get dressed first? I’ll wait outside.” Walsh rose to his feet and left the room.
 
   They must have been tracking the location of his cellphone. And since he’d used his own credit card to check into the motel, finding his room was a cakewalk.
 
   How long had they been monitoring his movements? Probably since the moment he’d been dropped off at the car rental office in Mooresville.
 
   Peter put on his clothes and invited the colonel back in.
 
   “So why were you looking for Stacy Baxter?” Walsh asked.
 
   Peter hesitated, and then replied, “I haven’t been completely honest with you, Colonel. I’ve done something very bad.”
 
   “Are you going to tell me? Just don’t make shit up this time, Peter, okay?”
 
   Peter fixed an unblinking stare on Walsh and finally said, “I think I might have killed a woman.”
 
   There was silence for a few seconds before Walsh responded, “How the hell did it happen? Was she some hooker?”
 
   “No. On the way to the base, I hit a woman that was standing on the side of the road. I must have gotten distracted by something. It all happened so suddenly, I had no time to step on the brakes. I know I hit that woman really hard; I was going around fifty miles per hour when I finally saw her. Her body flew at least twenty feet from where she stood.”
 
   “Did you take that woman to the hospital?”
 
   Peter shook his head. “I panicked. I got out of the car, looked at her, and then left.”
 
   “That’s fucking crazy. What were you thinking?”
 
   “I told you I panicked.” Peter drew a deep breath. “Her name is Stacy Baxter.”
 
   “How do you know her name? Did you talk to her?”
 
   “No. I found her wallet on the ground. I couldn’t help picking it up. There was a Pennsylvania driver’s license. Stacy Baxter. She is thirty one years old. Or was.” Peter dropped his eyes to the floor. “It’s a miracle that she survived. I was going very fast.”
 
   “I thought you weren’t sure if she survived.”
 
   “I have a feeling that I finally found her.” Peter furrowed his forehead. “Have you tapped my cellphone?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Sandra and Walter Baxters. I believe their daughter is the woman I ran over.”
 
   Walsh set his elbow on his knee, propped his chin on his hand, and said, “This is not real, Peter. It’s all just an illusion, a false memory planted by Max Pollack. You did not run over a Stacy Baxter. You didn’t run over anyone on the way to the base.”
 
   Peter couldn’t, and did not intend to, trust Walsh. How did the saying go? Who are you going to believe, me or your lying eyes?
 
   He knew what he’d seen on that road. He had held Stacy Baxter’s bloodied hand; he had looked into her glassy lifeless eyes.
 
   “You wanted the truth, I gave you the truth,” he said.
 
   “I have an idea.” Walsh raised his right index finger. “Let’s go check the car you drove to the base. If you really hit this woman, there should be some damage to the car: a dent, chipped paint, scratches. Am I right?”
 
   “Where is this car now?”
 
   “I had it returned to the car rental office in Mooresville. It might still be there. Would you like to go there and find that car?”
 
   Peter thought for a few seconds and then replied, “Yes, I would. Let’s go there together. Right now.”
 
   He glanced at his watch. It was five minutes past seven. The rental place must be already closed. Fortunately, it was the kind of establishment whose doors could be opened with the help of an FBI or DHS badge.
 
   Walsh laughed softly. “Are you afraid I’m going to send someone to replace or steal that car? Tamper with the evidence?” 
 
   “Did you come here in a chartered plane?”
 
   “Yes. And it’s fueled and ready to go.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   “Is this the car?” Walsh asked, pointing his flashlight at the silver Chevrolet Impala they were standing in front of.  
 
   They were in luck: the rental Peter had driven from Charlotte to the base was sitting in the lot when they had arrived at the agency. It had taken the manager, who was more than happy to assist the FBI, less than fifteen minutes to identify and locate the car. 
 
   Peter nodded. “Yes, it does look like my car.”
 
   The Impala’s body was in excellent condition, showing no damage consistent with a hit and run. There were no signs that the vehicle had been in a collision of any sort.
 
   “I assure you, that’s the right car,” the manager, whose name was Russell Kalinowski, said.
 
    “Did the car have any dents or cracks when it was returned to you?” Peter asked.
 
   “No, according to our records, this vehicle had no body damage when we got it back,” Kalinowski replied.
 
   “Is it possible that your employees forgot to report the damage? Maybe they thought it was too minor.”
 
   “Our employees are required to report all body damage, regardless of its extent. And as you can see, the car is in perfect condition. It wouldn’t have been repaired if a damage report hadn’t been submitted.”
 
   Peter had to admit that Kalinowski’s logic was flawless. 
 
   “Thanks for your help, Russell,” Walsh said to Kalinowski. “You may go now.” Then, as he observed the manager walking across the parking lot, the colonel said, “You still have doubts? Do you think I’m covering up for you?”
 
   Peter opened his mouth to respond, but then closed it without saying anything.
 
   “Why would I do that?” Walsh went on. “You’re not my friend or relative or boss, and I don’t remember you bribing me, either.” He laid his hand on Peter’s shoulder. “It’s time to face the facts, buddy. The car is clean. You did not hit that woman.”
 
   “It’s just…  I remember it so clearly.”
 
   “Human memory is a tricky thing.” Walsh leaned against the car door. “I had an older cousin, his name was Bobby. He died about twenty years ago.” Walsh paused. “Yes, twenty years. It’s hard to believe it’s been that long. We were very close. I was the only child, and Bobby became the brother I never had.” Walsh switched off his flashlight. “Do you have siblings?”
 
   “Yes. I have a sister; she lives in Seattle.”
 
   “I still see Bobby in my dreams. It doesn’t happen very often, maybe every four-five months. The interesting thing is that each time I see him, I don’t remember that he’s dead. I chat with him about this and that, and it never occurs to me that I’m talking to someone who died many years ago. Have you ever had dreams like this?”
 
   “I don’t know. I forget most of my dreams.”
 
   “Me too. But I have no trouble recalling dreams involving Bobby.” Walsh scratched his temple. “Obviously, something changes in the way your memory works when you’re asleep. And it happens on its own, without any external influence, such as drugs, or alcohol, or hypnosis. The mind tricks itself, that’s the point I’m trying to make here.” The colonel cracked a smile. “You’re the first person I’ve ever met who has to be persuaded that he didn’t screw up.”
 
   Could the colonel be lying to him?
 
   Walsh certainly had resources and connections necessary to orchestrate such a cover-up. Most likely, he had either had the car cleaned and fixed while it was at Fairmont or ordered the rental company to delete any mention of damage from its records. Actually, they could have tampered with the records without the rental company’s knowledge.
 
   Walsh had the Defense Department on his side, and there was no one better at cover-ups than the government, was there? The Roswell crash, the John F. Kennedy assassination—after many decades, both remained mysteries to this day. Also, there must have been a bunch of major hush-up jobs the public at large had never heard of because they’d been done competently. 
 
   In the back of his mind, Peter realized that Roswell and the killing of JFK were dubious examples, but they were all he could come up with off the top of his head. Well, at least he left the Moon landings out of it. 
 
   By the way, they might be not as dubious as they seemed. As his father liked to say, where there’s smoke, there’s fire.
 
    
 
   3.
 
   “My guys did some research on Sandra Baxter’s daughter,” Walsh said to Peter when they returned to their car. “It turns out she’s been in the psychiatric ward of a secret medical facility in Kentucky for the last two years.”
 
   “What’s wrong with her? Is she insane?”
 
   “Judging by what I read in her file, it’s a complicated case. I think we’ll have talk to the people handling her at the facility to figure out what exactly is going on there.” 
 
   “Are you planning to go to Kentucky?”  
 
   “Yes. I’m going there tomorrow morning. It’s about an hour away by plane from Charlotte. Would you like to join me?”
 
   “You want to take me with you?”
 
   “Of course. And I bet you’d love to come along, too.”
 
   After a momentary hesitation, Peter nodded. “Okay. By the way, why did they put Stacy in a secret facility?”
 
   “You’re going to like this, Peter. They believe she can read minds.” Walsh flashed a smile. “As you know, the government prefers to study things of this nature in secret.”
 
   “Are they doing tests on her?”
 
   “Maybe. Let’s ask the doctors.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
    
 
   1.
 
   They arrived at the Charlotte Douglas International Airport at twenty minutes to nine in the morning. As the plane—an eight-passenger Learjet 60 that belonged to the Department of Defense—gained altitude, Peter asked the colonel, “What are you planning to do about Stacy Baxter? Are we going to take her with us to the base or leave her at that facility?”
 
   “I’ve been thinking about it, too, and I still can’t come up with a definitive argument for either option. I’m trying to figure out what Pollack’s plan is. He had to realize that we would eventually find out where you were going and that we would get hold of Stacy. And he had to know that we wouldn’t just leave that woman alone. There has to be a certain outcome that Pollack is interested in, and we need to make sure we are not being used by him. Based on what you just said, I suspect that Pollack envisioned two options: we either bring Stacy to the base or leave her at this facility. And since we have no idea which option benefits Pollack, we probably should avoid both of them.”
 
   “What do you have in mind?”
 
   “Well, we could move Stacy to a different secret facility, the one not controlled by the Department of Defense. Or we could put her out of her misery, so to speak.”
 
   “I hope you’re joking, Colonel. You can’t kill civilians just because you feel like it.”
 
   “Relax, Peter, no one is killing that woman. I’m ruling out any action that can’t be reversed. Besides, there is still a possibility that Pollack wants Stacy Baxter dead.”
 
   Peter turned his face to the window and, looking at the landscape below, said, “I’ve been wondering, Colonel: have you already told my bosses that my career is over?”
 
   “Who said it’s over?” 
 
   “Now that I’m potentially a member of the Fifth Column, thanks to Max Pollack, I doubt you’ll allow me to move up the ranks of the Bureau or even stay with it. Don’t tell me you haven’t thought about it.”
 
   “The Fifth Column, huh?” Walsh scratched his chin. “You know, you’re right. It would be too risky to keep you in the FBI.” He waited a few seconds and burst out laughing. “Come on, Peter, you shouldn’t give other people ideas that are detrimental to your employment situation.”
 
   “And I guess it’s okay to flush my career down the toilet because I’m just a lowly agent and not some Deputy Director. Is that why you didn’t pick someone from the upper echelons?”
 
   “Aren’t you a senior agent, Peter?”
 
   “You know what I’m talking about. So am I right? Was that a factor?”
 
   “There were a lot of factors. Plus a hunch.” Walsh paused. “Something tells me you’re not unhappy that you got this gig. We’re making history here, Peter. I’m sure you understand that.”
 
   “What if Pollack can read thoughts? You don’t know what kind of government secrets I have in my head.”
 
   “As a matter of fact, I do. I also spoke to your boss, and he gave me the green light.”
 
    
 
   3.
 
   The official name of the facility that held Stacy Baxter was the Clark Research Institute. It was located on the southern outskirts of Bowling Green, far away from the hustle and bustle of big cities. According to Walsh, all of its funding came from the Federal government, specifically from the Department of Defense. As their car approached the gates, Peter noticed that the brick wall around the institute was topped with barbed wire. Peter wondered grimly if part of its purpose was to keep subjects from running away.
 
   They were greeted in the lobby by one of the administrators, a man by the name of Tobias Petsos. After checking their credentials, Petsos took them to the Director’s office. Thanks to arrangements made by Lieutenant Schmidt yesterday, the Director, whose name was Neil Cooper, was available to meet them.
 
   When Peter and Walsh entered the room, Cooper, a thin middle-aged man with hollow cheeks and a large bald spot on the top of his head, got up from behind his desk and said, “How are you doing, gentlemen?”  
 
   After shaking hands with Peter and the colonel, Cooper invited them to sit down at the small conference table in the corner of the room.
 
   “I’m Neil Cooper,” he said. “I’m in charge of this institute. The Big Kahuna.” He laughed softly. “As I understand, you have some questions about one of our patients.”
 
   “Yes, we do.” Walsh nodded. “Her name is Stacy Baxter.”
 
   “I know. Mister Schmidt has already told me that on the phone. I have her file right here.” Cooper put his hand on the thick grey folder that lay on his desk. “And what do I call you? Or is it a secret?”
 
   “My name’s Steven Walsh, I’m with Homeland Security. And this is Federal Agent Peter Anderson.” The colonel patted the binder he had brought with him and said, “We have a copy of her file.”
 
   “Excellent!” Cooper exclaimed, his bald spot glimmering in the lamplight. “Did you have a chance to read it?” 
 
   “We leafed through it,” Peter replied.
 
   “Then you may have noticed there are a couple of things there that, for the lack of a better word, appear ludicrous.”
 
   “Can you be more specific?”
 
   “Well, there was a speculation that Stacy could read other people’s thoughts.” Cooper cracked a slight smile. “However, we were unable to find definitive proof of that—it became impossible to perform substantive tests after Stacy had lapsed into a deep lethargic sleep a year ago.”
 
   “She’s been asleep for a whole year?” Peter asked.
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “What kind of evidence was there that she was a mind reader?” Walsh asked.
 
   “I asked her treating doctor, Doctor Eugene Harshaw, to come to my office. He should be here any minute now. He can answer all your questions much better I can.” Cooper glanced at his watch.
 
   “By the way, Neil, we’re going to take Stacy with us,” Walsh said. 
 
   “Excuse me?” Cooper tilted his head and gave the colonel an inquisitive look.
 
   “In light of recent developments, your facility is not a safe place for Miss Baxter anymore. I’ve already spoken with your superiors; they don’t object. Can you please start working on this while we talk to Doctor Harshaw?”
 
   “No problem, Mister Walsh.” Cooper paused for a moment. “If you need any help or if you have any questions, please let me know.”
 
   “Please prepare a list of all doctors and nurses that have ever been involved in Stacy Baxter’s case,” Walsh said.
 
   “Consider it done.”
 
   “How long do you store your surveillance footage?”
 
   “Six weeks.”
 
   “We need a copy of all surveillance footage for the last three weeks.”
 
   “Sure, Mister Walsh.” 
 
   “That will be all for now.”
 
    
 
   3.
 
   Doctor Eugene Harshaw wore steel-rimmed glasses and had a well-trimmed beard and moustache. According to his bio, he was fifty three years old. He immediately reminded Peter of a stereotypical college professor. Looking at Harshaw’s glorious facial hair, Peter thought that the man probably smoked a pipe; he could easily picture him with one of those curly briar pipes favored by Sherlock Holmes. Completing the image of an academician were the leather elbow patches on Harshaw’s tweed jacket. 
 
   By the way, if Peter had read his biography past the first couple of lines, he would have learned that the guy had indeed once been a college professor: Harshaw used to teach neurology at Harvard and Columbia. 
 
   They were sitting in a conference room several doors away from Neil Cooper’s office. The Director was not present.
 
    “Doctor Harshaw, apart from the doctors and nurses, has anybody visited Stacy in the last three weeks?” Walsh asked.
 
    “I believe she’s had no visitors since she was admitted to the institute,” Harshaw replied. “But you can confirm with our security just to be sure.”
 
   “Has anyone called her in the last three weeks?”
 
   “No. As far as I know, nobody has called her for at least a year.”
 
   “Mister Cooper told us Stacy had been asleep for the last year. Has she ever come out of this sleep, even for a minute?”
 
   “No, she hasn’t.”
 
   “Have you tried to wake her up?”
 
   “All our attempts to wake Stacy up failed. There’s no established treatment for her condition. All we can do is wait for Stacy to come out of sleep on her own.”
 
   “When she was awake, did she have access to a phone or email?” 
 
   “No, Stacy was not allowed to use a phone or any other means of communication.”
 
   “Did she complain before she fell asleep?” Peter asked. “Did she ask you to let her go?”
 
   “I believe she’d gotten used to her life here. Before she fell into lethargy, she didn’t show a lot of interest in anything happening beyond the walls of this facility. She didn’t even watch TV, although she was allowed to do that.”
 
   “Tell us how she got here,” Walsh said. 
 
   “Stacy was transferred to our institute from the Hospital of the University of Pennsylvania about two and a half years ago. She was brought to HUP with a ruptured appendix. The situation was pretty serious. You see, in many cases of ruptured appendix, pain takes more than twenty four hours to become bad enough for a person to go see the doctor. And sometimes this delay in treatment results in the infection of the abdominal lining, a condition we call peritonitis.” Harshaw paused. “Peritonitis is a nasty business. Hurts like hell. And it can easily kill you if it’s not treated in time.”
 
   “I read about peritonitis,” Walsh said.
 
   Harshaw glanced at the colonel, and continued, “When the surgeon, Doctor Roday, opened Stacy up, he discovered that she had peritonitis. She was in a lot of pain, she was delirious, and that’s when she started saying those—” Harshaw creased his forehead, looking for the right word. “Extraordinary things.”
 
   “Extraordinary things?” Walsh repeated.
 
   After a short silence, Harshaw said, “She was channeling Doctor Roday’s thoughts.”
 
   “Channeling?”  
 
   “That’s what we decided to call it. According to Doctor Roday, Stacy was talking about things that he had thought, or was thinking about.”
 
   “Can you give us an example?” Walsh said.
 
   “For instance, Stacy said, and I’m paraphrasing here, ‘I have to buy that diamond ring Angela keeps asking me for.’ Doctor Roday’s wife’s name is Angela, and at the time she was asking Doctor Roday to buy her a diamond ring. Another example: Stacy said, ‘I’m glad I’m going to this conference in San Francisco in May.’ And at the time Doctor Roday was scheduled to attend a surgery conference in San Francisco in May. Stacy also talked about Doctor Roday’s children; she talked about Remy Martin, his favorite cognac.”
 
   “Okay, I see,” Walsh said.
 
   “When Stacy woke up after the operation, she didn’t remember a word of what she’d said while she was delirious, which was to be expected. Delirium is usually accompanied by memory loss.” 
 
   “Was it Doctor Roday who told you about Stacy?” Peter asked.
 
   “No. Stacy was referred to us by Doctor Rubin from the Penn Medicine Neuroscience Center. He observed her for a couple of weeks, trying to determine if she was actually able to read thoughts, and eventually concluded that our institute was best equipped for this task.”
 
   “What kind of medical tests did you perform on Stacy?” Peter asked.
 
   “We were mainly focused on measuring her brain activity. We didn’t cut her up or drill into her skull, if that’s what you’re wondering about.”
 
   “Did you find anything interesting?” Walsh asked.
 
   “Yes. Her brain activity patterns are very unusual. There’s an area in the parietal lobe of her brain that remains active even in the absence of sensory stimulation. In fact, it appears to show activity twenty four hours a day. This is not supposed to happen.” 
 
   “Did you test her ability to read minds?” Peter asked.
 
   “Yes. We tried hypnosis, among other methods. There were about thirty sessions. All of them were recorded on video. I suppose you can ask Mister Cooper to make you a copy.”
 
   “What did you do during these hypnosis sessions?” 
 
   “We used a number of different tactics. Under one scenario, we’d let Stacy spend some time with one of our staff members prior to putting her under hypnosis, and then during the session a hypnotist would ask her if she knew what that staff member was thinking.”
 
   “Did it work?”
 
   “The results were inconclusive. Under a second scenario, a hypnotist would ask if Stacy knew what he was thinking. We also tried to find out if Stacy could read thoughts of a person in another room.”
 
   “Let me guess—the results were inconclusive.”
 
   Harshaw nodded. “Yes, they were.”
 
   “So, in your opinion, Doctor Harshaw, can Stacy read minds or not?” Walsh asked.
 
   “It appears that she can extract thoughts from other people’s minds. The question is: does she do it consciously or subconsciously?”  
 
   “What do you mean—subconsciously? She can read thoughts but doesn’t know about it?”
 
   “Yes, that’s one way to put it.” Harshaw leaned forward. “You see, during the entire time that we observed her, Stacy was unable to recount anybody’s thoughts while she was conscious. I’m not saying she couldn’t read minds while conscious, because we have evidence that she could; she just was unaware of this information. It’s as if every thought she pulls from other people’s heads goes into a lockbox that only opens when her mind is in the state of disarray, when it’s forced to let its guard down.”
 
   “How do you know she wasn’t pretending? Maybe she didn’t want to admit she was a mind reader? Maybe she just wanted you to leave her alone?” Peter asked.
 
   “It’s absolutely possible, I’m not denying that.” Harshaw stroked his beard musingly. “We even promised to give her significant rewards if she demonstrated her mind-reading ability while being wide-awake. And it appeared that she honestly did her best trying to do it. However, she failed on every occasion.”
 
   “What kind of rewards?”
 
   “Large amounts of money, high-end jewelry, a luxurious trip around the world, a new house for her parents, you name it. I sincerely believe she was not pretending, but of course I may be wrong.”
 
   “Maybe she read your mind and found out that you were going to stiff her.”
 
   “Oh no, we had every intention to keep our promises. It would have been no problem for us; we have a substantial discretionary budget.”
 
   Peter spent half a minute digesting the new information and then said, “If what you say is true, Stacy must be the worst mind-reader in history.”
 
   “Well, considering that there have been precious few confirmed cases of mind reading, we can’t be choosy.”
 
   “What’s the point of being a mind-reader if everything you learn is hidden in the lockbox?” Walsh said.
 
   “Did you attempt to put Stacy into a state of delirium?” Peter asked. 
 
   There was a short silence before Harshaw replied, “Yes, we did.”
 
   “How did you do it?”
 
   “We used tricyclic antidepressants.”
 
   “Is it a dangerous drug? Is it possible that her condition was caused by these antidepressants?”
 
   “Tricyclics are as dangerous as any other psychiatric medication. They’re not experimental drugs. Tricyclics have been around since the 1950s. They can be used in the treatment of anxiety disorders, insomnia, eating disorders, post-traumatic stress disorder. The doses we administered were safe. We were very careful. We monitored her condition twenty-four seven. If you read her file, you’ll see that there was not one incident of overdose. And to answer your second question, no, there’s no reason to believe that the antidepressants had anything to do with Stacy’s lethargy.” 
 
   “How many times did you put her into a delirium?”
 
   Harshaw thought for a few seconds and replied, “There were seven attempts. Five of them were successful.”
 
   “Did she channel anybody’s thoughts?”
 
   Harshaw nodded. “Yes, she did. Three times.”
 
   “Three out of five,” Walsh said. “That’s a respectable success rate. Whose thought did she channel?”
 
   “In one instance, they belonged to the person who administered the antidepressant. In another, she channeled the thoughts of a person she’d met an hour before receiving the drug. And in the third instance, it was a mix of my thoughts and the thoughts of the guy that administered the drug.”  
 
   “A mix?”
 
   “Yes. It was by no means a coherent rendition. Just like during her appendectomy, the thoughts she recounted were random and unconnected. But what else would you expect? After all, she was delirious.”
 
   “Are you sure those weren’t ramblings of a hallucinating mind?” Peter asked.
 
   “Absolutely. Things she said were very specific and intimate. She couldn’t have heard them by accident or otherwise. And it couldn’t have been a coincidence, either. I know that firsthand. She read those people’s minds, there’s no doubt about it. She read my mind.”
 
   Peter nodded understandingly. “Random and unconnected.” He exchanged glances with Walsh. “How long did she talk in each of those three sessions?”
 
   “Forty five minutes to an hour.”
 
   “Do you think she spilled out everything she’d read in other people’s minds?”
 
   Harshaw shook his head. “I believe she only gave away a small fraction of what was locked in her brain. Honestly, I think that what we managed to extract from her was mere crumbs.”
 
   “So the lockbox opens, but barely.” Walsh said.
 
   “I could be wrong, of course. Currently, there’s no way to prove it.”
 
   “Are you sure you didn’t go too far with all those tests?” Peter asked. “I still find it hard to believe that Stacy’s torpor just happened out of the blue.”
 
   Harshaw let out an annoyed sigh. “Mister Anderson, the Clark Research Institute is not Doctor Mengele’s lab of horrors. We don’t abuse our patients.”
 
   “But they’re not free to leave, are they?”
 
   “They’re staying here for their own safety. Imagine that some tin-pot dictator finds out there’s a woman who can read thoughts. I bet he’s going to be very interested in kidnapping her. Do you agree with me?”
 
   To his surprise, Peter found Harshaw’s argument to be somewhat compelling.
 
   Harshaw moved his gaze to Walsh as if asking him to say a few words in his support. The colonel kept silent, seeming to enjoy the spectacle.
 
   “Do you have any other questions?” Harshaw asked.
 
   Walsh looked at his watch and said, “Let’s keep in touch, Doctor. Now, please show Mister Anderson Stacy Baxter’s room.”
 
   “He won’t be able to talk to her. She’s completely unresponsive.”
 
   “We’re taking Stacy to a different facility. Mister Cooper has already started the paperwork.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
    
 
   1.
 
    “So what do you think?” Walsh asked when the plane reached its cruising altitude. “Why did Pollack program you look for this Stacy gal? What’s the connection between them?”
 
   It was half past four in the afternoon when their Learjet took off for Charlotte. Just like on the way to Bowling Green, they were the only passengers on the plane. Stacy Baxter was aboard the air ambulance jet owned by the Clarke Research Institute, which had left Bowling Green ten minutes earlier. The ostensible reason Walsh had given for using this plane was concern for the welfare of the patient, but Peter knew what his real motive was: the ever-cautious colonel feared that Stacy would read his mind.
 
   Peter shrugged. “I have no clue. How do we know there is a connection?”
 
   “He gave you her name. And they both have paranormal abilities. I suppose that’s pretty solid evidence.”
 
   “Maybe Pollack’s playing with us. Perhaps he enjoys sending people on wild-goose chases.”
 
   “But you don’t really think so, do you?”
 
   “I’m keeping an open mind. What’s your take on this?”
 
   “I see two possibilities: Stacy Baxter is either Pollack’s friend or his enemy. If she’s a friend, he probably wants her help. If she’s an enemy, he might be looking to kill her. He might even program you to take her out the next time you see him.”
 
   “What could he have against Stacy?”  
 
   “I can’t tell off the top of my head. One thing is clear: this woman is useless as a mind reader.” 
 
   “Then why don’t we give Stacy back to her parents? They’re missing her.”
 
   “You know very well that we can’t do that. Not yet.”
 
   “Are you going to use her as a chip?”
 
   “We finally found something Pollack is interested in. We can’t let it go to waste.” A wide smile brightened the colonel’s face. “Let me tell you a secret, Peter. When I first saw you, I thought you’d try to help Pollack escape. You struck me as one of those bleeding heart humanitarians who are willing to break the law in order to save the oppressed and the abused. I guess I was wrong. Or you just put duty above personal feelings, which is commendable.”
 
   “In other words, I was your guinea pig.”
 
   “Well, at first you were going to be a stooge. But now you can proudly call yourself a guinea pig.” Walsh laughed quietly. “I hope you’re not mad at me, Peter. After all, we are all pawns in someone’s game.”   
 
   It looked like Colonel Walsh was a philosopher.
 
   “I forgive you.”
 
   Walsh glanced at his notes. “Do you remember telling me about a hospital in Norfolk you had to visit?”
 
   “No, I don’t. What did I say?”
 
   “You said you had to meet the head of their experimental cancer treatment program. When you were about to leave the base, you told me her name. Do you want to hear what it was?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Stacy Baxter.”
 
   “So somewhere along the way I forgot she was a doctor?”
 
   “My guess is Pollack made you change the reason why you had to find that woman. Perhaps he believes that guilt is a stronger driver than a son’s love for his dad.”
 
   “How did he do it? I had no direct contact with him after I told you about the hospital.” Peter paused to process the thought that had just occurred to him. “Or maybe I did and forgot about it.”
 
   “No, you had no contact with Pollack in that period of time. I don’t know exactly how it works, but that’s the best explanation I have.”  
 
   “Maybe it’s like those time release pills that work long after you take them?” 
 
   “Or like a virus.”
 
   Peter paused to think and then asked, “Why did I need to meet the head of a cancer treatment program?”
 
   “You said that your father had cancer and that his condition had gotten worse.”
 
   “I did? When you gave me the permission to leave the base, did you know that my father didn’t have cancer?”
 
   “Of course I did. I always do my homework before making a decision.” 
 
   “Did you think I had lied to you?”
 
   “Yes, unfortunately, that was the only logical conclusion under the circumstances. I was a little disappointed, but I’ve gotten over it, if you were wondering. To me, the important thing was that you asked for permission and didn’t try to sneak out, which would have been very upsetting.”
 
    
 
   “I’m an enforcer of the law. I always go through proper channels.” Peter grinned. Then he ran his hand over his forehead, and said absently, “I don’t remember thinking that my dad had cancer. And I forgot the reason I gave you for having to leave the base. It’s… It’s fascinating.”
 
   Walsh checked his notes again. “Do you remember how you felt right after talking with Pollack? Did you feel unusual in any way? Cold? Hot? Dizzy? Euphoric?”
 
   Peter shrugged his shoulders. “I’d say I felt curious. And happy that this assignment was not going to be boring.”
 
   “When did you realize that you had run over Stacy Baxter? Did it happen right after you left the base?”
 
   “To tell you the truth, to me it still feels as if I’d been aware of the hit and run before I arrived at the base even though I know it never happened.” Peter rubbed his temples. “I just can’t help it. This memory seems as real as any other.”
 
   Peter suddenly got a feeling there were a few more surprises down the road.
 
   Then he remembered telling Walker the other day that they had no use for him at the Fairmont Training Center anymore now that his mind was tainted. Yes, that was the word he’d used—tainted. And no one could tell how permanent this black mark was. 
 
   It appeared he’d been wrong, though. Turned out there was something he could do for the project. In fact, he could be the most useful man at the base.     
 
   “You know, Peter, I’m really glad it happened,” Walsh said. “I’m glad he sent you looking for that woman. He finally showed one of his cards. Now we know for sure that he can program people’s minds. It’s a big step forward.”
 
   “I agree with you.”
 
   “And we learned something important about the way Pollack operates. It looks like Pollack doesn’t turn you into a zombie blindly following orders. Instead, he plants an idea of a certain action into your head and makes your mind come up with the reasoning for this idea on its own so the decision will appear legitimate to you, so you won’t feel manipulated.”
 
   The colonel’s theory sounded plausible.  
 
   Who knows better what makes you tick than you yourself?
 
   As Peter formulated his response, Walsh’s cellphone rang, and the colonel answered the call. There was a puzzled expression on Walsh’s face when he hung up.
 
   “What is it?” Peter asked.
 
   Knitting his eyebrows, the colonel looked at his cellphone. “I’ve just been informed that Stacy Baxter has woken up.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Colonel Walsh elected to be tactful and waited until the next morning to call Doctor Harshaw.
 
   “Doctor, why do you think Stacy Baxter woke up?” Walsh asked. “Could it have something to do with us showing up?”
 
   “As a scientist, I don’t see how these two events can be related to each other,” Harshaw replied. “I’m sure she would have woken up even if you hadn’t come here.”
 
   “Simply a coincidence?”  
 
   “I’ve witnessed plenty of mind-boggling coincidences. Everything is not supposed to be connected to everything.”  
 
   Walsh exchanged glances with Peter and Brian, who were sitting across the desk from him.
 
   “There’s no way to tell for sure,” Peter said.
 
   If it wasn’t a coincidence, what could have caused Stacy to conveniently emerge from her torpor the day he had met her? 
 
   Last night Peter had come up with one possible explanation: Stacy might have been programmed to come to her senses after hearing a certain code word—or a code phrase—which he had accidentally uttered in her presence when he had been in her room in the Clark Research Institute. Peter was willing to bet that the code phrase had been planted into his head by Pollack.
 
   What was the code phrase that had awakened Stacy? Peter wished he’d been recording himself while at the Clark Research Institute as he had trouble recalling the exact words he’d said in Stacy’s presence.
 
   What if it had been some thought in his head that had triggered Stacy’s awakening?
 
   “Maybe it was the change of scenery,” Walker suggested. 
 
   “Okay,” Walsh said to Harshaw. “Thank you, Doctor.”
 
   “You’re welcome, Mister Walsh. Feel free to call me if you need any help.”
 
   Walsh hung up. Then he cracked his knuckles and said, “Here’s a question for you, gentlemen: should we let Pollack know that we found Stacy Baxter?” Walsh said. 
 
   Peter and Brian exchanged glances.
 
   “Why not?” Walker said. “There are two things that could happen: he either makes a move, or does nothing. It will be interesting to see what move he makes.”
 
   “What do you think, Peter?” 
 
   “I agree with Brian,” Peter replied. 
 
   “All right.” Walsh started writing in his notepad. “Peter, would you like to have a chat with Stacy this afternoon?”
 
   “Are you afraid to do it yourself?”
 
   “If she can read thoughts, I’m staying as far away from her as possible. And I don’t care that they couldn’t prove it. I’m going to let you handle her, Peter.”
 
   “Sure, Colonel.” Peter looked at Walker. “Care to join me?”
 
   With a slight smile, Walker shook his head. “I’ll pass, too. Just like Steven, I’d prefer to keep my fantasies private.” He and the colonel burst out laughing. 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   When they walked out of the base commander’s office, leaving Walsh behind, Walker turned to Peter and asked, “What do you think about Stacy Baxter? Why is she so important to Pollack’s masters?”
 
   “Maybe she used to work for them. Perhaps she lost touch with these guys, so they decided to find her and get her back.” 
 
   Peter wondered if Walker believed that Pollack had implanted some secret knowledge into his brain and that he might have the inside information on Stacy. This idea just had to have crossed Brian’s mind. And it could be true, too, by the way.
 
   “I had the same theory,” Walker said. “What, in your opinion, did she do for them?” 
 
   Peter shrugged. “She might have been some sort of spy. A mind reader would make a great spy.”
 
   “That’s true.”
 
   “Did you receive the surveillance tapes from the Clark Research Institute?”
 
   “Yes. We found nothing interesting on them. The only people who entered Stacy’s room were nurses.”
 
   “Have you done background checks on those nurses?”
 
   “We sure have. No red flags. Clean as a whistle.”
 
   As they entered the visitors’ quarters building, Peter said, “I find it very hard to believe that Pollack’s sole mission was to find and spring Stacy Baxter.” 
 
   “I thought about it, too.” Walker nodded. “I’m pretty sure Baxter was just a warm-up job.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   3.
 
   “Are you feeling better?” Peter asked. 
 
   “Yes.” A weak smile touched Stacy’s lips. “I like the room, too.”
 
   Stacy was lying in bed, covered by a light blanket. Her face was still pale, there were grey circles under her eyes. With her muscles wasted away after a year of disuse, it would be many weeks before she was able to walk without assistance. Unlike Pollack’s dour crib, Stacy’s new home looked like a regular hospital room.
 
   “Can you answer a few questions?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Peter opened his notepad. “You were asleep for a year. What made you wake up?”
 
   “I heard noise. It was very noisy in that plane. And then I woke up. I can’t believe I was asleep for a whole year.” She laughed softly.
 
   “Did you have any dreams?”
 
   “I think I did. But I don’t remember what they were about.”
 
   “Do you know Max Pollack?”  
 
   Stacy spent a few seconds processing his question and then shook her head.
 
   “Have you ever heard this name?”
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of Max Pollack.” Stacy paused. “And even if I had, I would have probably forgotten about it. I’ve been forgetting a lot of things lately, you know.” She gave Peter a meaningful look. “Those pills they made me take in the hospital screw up my memory. They think I’m ill.”
 
   “If you had to guess, who would you say Max Pollack is?”
 
   “If I had to guess?” Stacy smiled. “You are funny, Peter. Is this some kind of game?”
 
   “You can call it a game if you’d like.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll play. Who could Max Pollack be? Let’s see.” Stacy rolled her eyes to the ceiling and began to pucker and unpucker her lips. “I would say he is some sort of traveler who sails the seas a lot. For some reason, the Mariana Trench comes to mind. Don’t you like the sound of this name: Mariana Trench? I heard about this place when I was a little girl. Isn’t it funny that I still remember this name? Mariana Trench.” She made a pause. “Trench coat. Have you ever wondered why they call trench coats ‘trench coats’?”
 
   “Have you ever heard of Bradford Island?”
 
   Stacy shook her head. “Can I see my parents?”
 
   “I’ll do my best to arrange that, but I can’t give you any guarantees.”
 
   “I haven’t seen them in a long time. Are they still alive?”
 
   “Yes, they’re still alive. They’re fine.”
 
   “Where are we? I liked that plane. I’ve never flown in a plane like that before.” 
 
   “It’s a research facility. You’ll be back to Bowling Green in a few weeks.”
 
   “Well, I could stay here longer. I don’t like it in the hospital that much, to tell you the truth.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   “Thank you, Peter.”
 
   There was a short silence, after which Peter said, “You must have heard this question a hundred times before, but I’m going to ask it again. Can you read other people’s minds?”
 
   Stacy nodded. “Yes, they’ve asked me about that before. They kept saying I was a telepath. Honestly, I don’t think I can read thoughts. For example, I have no clue what’s on your mind right now. I don’t know the first thing about how to read another person’s thoughts.”
 
   “All right.” Peter began rubbing his chin with his forefinger and thumb. “If you had to guess, what would you say I’m thinking of right now?”
 
   “Oh, you want to play that game again? Okay. I’d say you’re wondering if I’m lying to you about the telepathy. You probably think I’m hiding something from you. Am I close?”
 
   Unfortunately, Stacy wasn’t close: Peter was recalling his meeting with Stacy’s mother. The lockbox was still in place.
 
   Peter stood up and patted Stacy lightly on the shoulder. “Well, that’s enough for today. Good night, Stacy.”
 
   Forty minutes later he was in Colonel Walsh’s office.
 
    
 
   4.
 
   “Did you watch the interview?” Peter asked.
 
   “Yes.” Walsh waved at his laptop.
 
   “Are you disappointed?”  
 
   “Why would I be disappointed?”
 
   “Stacy’s still useless as a mind reader.”
 
   “That’s okay. I don’t care. All I wanted to find out was whether or not she’d heard of Max Pollack.” Walsh began rocking in his chair. “Do you think Stacy Baxter was all they wanted or there’s more to come?”  
 
   “I believe that she was just one item on Pollack’s agenda. And probably not the most important one.”
 
   “I agree with you. There’s no way all this hoopla was only about breaking this woman from the nuthouse.”
 
   “You know, Colonel, you have to give Pollack’s masters credit; they don’t leave people behind.”
 
   Walsh buried his chin in his hand, and said, “They’re no saints. Don’t forget that they made Pollack stop giving a damn about his wife. You talked to him. Did it seem like his heart was bleeding for Linda?”
 
   “Perhaps he decided to make a sacrifice for the cause.”
 
   “That’s a big sacrifice.”
 
   Peter chose not to tell Walsh that he found it morally troubling that Pollack’s masters had ignored the matter of Linda Pollack’s safety when they’d turned Max into a mindbender. Did the masters believe jeopardizing Linda’s life was acceptable? If yes, what was their rationale? Although it was a tangential issue, Peter still wanted it to be settled.
 
   He caught himself hoping, even wishing, that Walsh had lied to him when he said that they had Pollack’s wife in custody. You see, that would have been a great resolution to this moral discrepancy. 
 
   It would have been a discrepancy only if those who had given Pollack the mind control ability were benevolent and valued human life. Did Peter believe these people were benevolent? He probably did; otherwise he’d have no reason to be concerned about this inconsistency issue.
 
   Why did he think that Pollack’s masters were goodhearted folks? Peter didn’t know. Maybe it was the effect of Pollack’s mind spell. Peter wondered whether this explanation was contemplated by Walsh, too. 
 
   Peter considered asking the colonel if he was sure the woman they believed to be Pollack’s wife was really Pollack’s wife and not an impersonator, but in the end decided against it.
 
   “I’m not praising them or anything like that,” Peter said.
 
   “I didn’t say you were.” Walsh glanced at his laptop screen. “Do you feel like talking to Pollack? I scheduled a video conference with him three hours from now.”
 
   “Video conference?”
 
   “Would you like to meet Pollack in his cell?”
 
   “No, Colonel, video conference is fine.”
 
    
 
   5.
 
   Judging by the number of perspectives presented on the monitors in the viewing room, there were at least four cameras in Max Pollack’s cell, which appeared to be located in the four ceiling corners. His eyes moving from one screen to another, Peter tried to recall if he’d seen any type of TV display in the mindbender’s cell. He thought it would be nice if Pollack could see the face of his interrogator.  
 
   “What happened, Peter? You don’t want to sit face-to-face with me anymore?” Pollack was sitting on the bed, his back leaning against the wall.
 
   “It doesn’t matter. I can see and hear you just fine from here.”
 
   Peter finally decided to simply ask Walsh if Pollack had a monitor in his cell.
 
   “You’re just like Colonel Walsh. Does it mean we’ll never meet again?” Pollack flashed a mocking smile.
 
   “I might drop by someday.” 
 
   “I’m getting lonely, Peter. I feel like I’m on the Moon.”
 
   “Are you saying you don’t like staying here, at the base?”
 
   “I don’t dislike it, if that’s what you want to know.”
 
   “Wouldn’t you prefer to be somewhere else? Me, I can’t wait to get out of this place.”
 
   “I think you’re forgetting why I am here.”
 
   “So where would you rather be? I’m just wondering.”
 
   “Bahamas.” 
 
   “Why don’t you go there?”
 
   “Because of this.” Pollack lifted his feet and shook the chains.
 
   “We both know you’d have no trouble getting out of here if you wanted to.”
 
   “Really? You think I can walk through walls?” Pollack laughed.
 
   “I know why you’re not telling us the whole truth. You must be afraid that you’ll become a lab rat, which is understandable.”
 
   “A lab rat? You’re speaking in riddles, Peter.” Pollack looked at the camera mounted above the shower cubicle.
 
   “What would you do if you could read minds?”  
 
   “That’s an interesting question. I used to fantasize about it when I was a child. I was dying to know what the girls I liked thought about me.”
 
   “What would you do now?”
 
   “Play a lot of poker, I guess.”
 
   “Why? To get rich?”
 
   “No, just for fun.”
 
   “I think it will stop being fun after a while. How can you enjoy a game if you always win?” 
 
   “I won’t know until I try.”
 
   “What about telekinesis? Did you fantasize about it when you were a child?”
 
   “Sure. I also dreamed of being able to fly. And teleportation. I thought it would be nice if I could get to London, or Paris, or Hong Kong in an instant. Actually, I still think so.”
 
   “Do you think there are people who can read thoughts or have telekinetic powers?”
 
   “What’s the practical purpose of this discussion?” Pollack deliberately scratched his chin. “Are you trying to bore me to death?”
 
   “You know what the purpose is.”
 
   “Can you at least give me a hint? What could be so important about my childhood fantasies?”
 
   “I’m giving you an opportunity to confess.”
 
   “Confess? You think I’m some kind of psychic? Or do you suspect I can bend spoons?” Max laughed softly. 
 
   “Tell me what they did to you on Bradford Island. In exchange, I’ll tell you a secret.”
 
   “A secret? What kind of secret?” Pollack stood up and started slowly pacing the cell.
 
   “The kind you’d really like to hear.”
 
   “Who are ‘they’ in your question?”
 
   “People who killed your unit mates.”
 
   “Oh, I see. You’re talking about my masters, right?” 
 
   “Yes. What did they do to you?”
 
   “Nothing. Nobody did anything to me.”
 
   “What do they want? Money? Political power? They must want something.”
 
   “Political power. Money.” Pollack stopped by the sink, tilted his head to the right and then to the left, and continued, “Masters never tell their helpers what the big plan is. And messengers don’t necessarily understand the message they’re delivering.”
 
   Peter waited until it became clear Pollack had nothing else to add, and said, “Remember you told me that it wasn’t about money or blackmail? That I shouldn’t be narrow-minded.”
 
   “When did I say that?”
 
   “The first time we met.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes. Would you like me to play the recording?”
 
   “As the matter of fact, I would.”
 
   “Why are you denying saying that?”
 
   “All right. I did say it wasn’t about money. But I was playing with you, Peter, when I said that. You can’t take seriously every word that comes out of my mouth.”  
 
   “So it is about money? Did they pay you? Promise you to pay?”
 
   “No, I didn’t receive any money.”
 
   “Is it a joke, or are you telling me the truth?”
 
   “It’s the truth, Peter.” Pollack sat down on the bed. 
 
   Peter looked at his notes and said, “I have good news for you, Max. I found Stacy Baxter.”
 
   There was no change in Pollack’s facial expression, which didn’t surprise Peter at all. The mindbender continued to maintain an air of bored nonchalance. 
 
   You had to give him kudos for a great poker face. Peter was willing to bet that Pollack’s heart rate remained unchanged, too.
 
   “Congratulations,” Pollack replied in a casual tone.
 
   “Are you glad I found her?”
 
   “If you’re happy, I’m happy, Peter.”
 
   Frankly, Pollack’s evasiveness began to annoy Peter. Had he always had a penchant for equivocation, or had he acquired it in that cave? Either way, the man was long overdue for a bitch slap.
 
   “Would you like to meet her? She’s here at the base.”
 
   “No. Why would I want to meet this woman?”
 
   “Because it was your idea to find her.”
 
   “It was?”
 
   “How do you know Stacy Baxter?”  
 
   Pollack thought over his question for a few seconds, then replied, “I’ve never heard this name before. Someone misinformed you, Peter.”
 
   “That’s not true. You know Stacy. And I suggest we skip the back and forth and talk about her role in the plan.”
 
   “What plan?”
 
   “The people you’re working for have a plan. That’s the plan I’m talking about.”
 
   “People I’m working for. My masters.” Pollack lowered his eyes and shook his head slightly. Apparently, he just couldn’t quit being melodramatic. “If I were in the masters’ shoes, I would have no big plan at all. If there’s no big plan, no one can uncover it.”
 
   “What do your masters want from Stacy Baxter?”
 
   “Do you have her picture?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Colonel Walsh, who had been intently listening to their conversation, pressed the mute button and said to Peter, “Show him the photo. I’ll switch on the monitor in his cell.” Then he put a wireless web camera on the desk in front of Peter. 
 
   When the colonel removed his finger from the mute button, Peter said to Pollack, “Would you like to see it?” 
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Peter took Stacy’s picture out of the folder and brought it before the web camera. “Can you see it okay?” He looked at the monitor that showed the video feed transmitted to Pollack’s cell, and adjusted the position of the photo so Pollack had a good view of it. 
 
   “Yes, I can see it very well.” Pollack was examining Stacy’s picture with visible interest, which Peter considered to be a positive sign. 
 
   At least Pollack wasn’t indifferent.
 
   “Do you want a copy?” Peter asked. 
 
   “No, I’ve seen what I needed to see.”
 
   “Do you recognize her?”
 
   Pollack shook his head. “I’ve never seen this woman in my life.”
 
   Peter exchanged glances with Walsh. The colonel kept silent.
 
   “You’re a good liar, Max,” Peter said. “Has anyone told you that before?”
 
   “That’s how I beat the lie detector, Peter.”
 
   “So you have no idea who Stacy Baxter is? You’ve never seen her and you’ve never heard her name?”
 
   “That’s exactly what I’m saying. Who told you that I know her?”
 
   “I see.” Peter paused. “Why don’t you sleep on this, Max? We’ll continue tomorrow.”
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
   “Here’s what I want to know: why are your masters looking for Stacy Baxter?”
 
   “Got it, boss.”
 
   “If you don’t give me the answer, it will be very hard for me to stop Colonel Walsh from doing something bad to this woman. It would be sad if she suddenly died of a heart attack, wouldn’t it?”
 
   Pollack shrugged. “Maybe that’s what they want you to do.”
 
   “Talk to you tomorrow, Max.” Peter motioned Walsh to end the video conference.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Thanks to the Stacy Baxter affair, there could no longer be any doubt that Max Pollack was capable of controlling minds. It was time to revisit the question of why Max Pollack was allowing the U.S. government to keep him locked up in a dungeon. On the second morning after his return to the Fairmont Training Center from Bowling Green, as he stood in the shower, Peter came up with what he believed to be a promising theory. Admittedly, it was nothing major; it didn’t explain how Pollack benefited from being imprisoned. This theory concerned the risks Pollack was taking by staying at Fairmont. 
 
   What was the worst that could happen to Pollack here? Well, for any living creature, the worst possible outcome was death, wasn’t it?
 
   It was hazardous to life to be a prisoner at a place full of unfriendly people with loaded guns. But what if Max knew that his life was not in any danger, that he was going to be protected by some powerful person—or persons—whose mind he had tampered with before getting detained? Someone was watching Pollack’s back, that was why he was so calm, that was why he could afford to be in no hurry to leave this base. The question was: who was this mysterious protector? 
 
   The more Peter thought about this theory the more sense it made to him.
 
   Let’s look at the facts. 
 
   Fact number one: one of the first things they had done when he arrived at Fairmont was take away his gun. Fact number two: before entering the block where Pollack’s cell was located, he’d had to go through a metal detector and a guard, who had patted him down for weapons. 
 
   Who had ordered to make Block D a weapon-free zone? Colonel Walsh? The Secretary of Defense? The President?
 
   As he ate his breakfast, Peter came to the conclusion that he ought to investigate his suspicions, and the sooner the better. He had a sense that he was on the verge of a major discovery.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Peter decided to start with the guards at the entrance to Block D. Holding his FBI badge up, he asked them if he, as a Federal agent, was permitted to bring a pistol into Block D.   
 
   “No, you’re not, sir,” replied the guard whose last name, according to the nametape, was Linehan. “You’ll have to leave your gun with us. No weapons past this point, that’s the rule.”
 
   “Who should I call to get an exemption from this rule? Colonel Walsh?” 
 
   “You can try the colonel.”  
 
   Peter thanked Linehan for his help and headed for the headquarters building. Fortunately, Walsh was in the office and had a clear schedule for the next hour. As Peter lowered himself onto the chair, he wondered if Linehan had reported his visit to the colonel or Lieutenant Schmidt.
 
   “The guards have just told me that no one, including Federal agents, is allowed to bring a gun into Block D.”
 
   “Yes, that’s correct.” Walsh nodded. “I thought you already knew that.”
 
   “Could you make an exception for me?”
 
   Walsh shook his head. “No, Peter, I can’t. No weapons are allowed in that block. What were you doing there, by the way? Those guys at the checkpoint can’t let you in because they don’t know the passcode.”
 
   “I just wanted to talk to the guards. For educational purposes.” 
 
   “Okay.” Walsh seemed slightly puzzled.
 
   “What about the guards at Pollack’s cell door? Don’t they have guns?”
 
   “They carry stun guns and pepper sprays.”
 
   “Was it your idea to forbid guns in Block D?”
 
   “No, it was Deputy Secretary Strickland’s idea. He’s big on precautions.”
 
   “Is Strickland afraid that Pollack will grab the gun and try to escape?”
 
   “That, too. But mainly he’s concerned about Pollack’s safety. And I agree with him. We don’t want Pollack getting shot—deliberately or by accident. You do realize how valuable he is to the American government.” 
 
   Was Walsh telling the truth?
 
   Why would Walsh have lied about talking to the Deputy Secretary? Because he wanted to justify the order to protect Pollack’s life at all costs? Invoking a higher-up’s name was a great way to sanction your actions and shut up the doubters.
 
   As a matter of fact, it didn’t have to be a deliberate lie. Pollack might have made Walsh believe that the Deputy Secretary had instructed him to keep the prisoner alive.  
 
   Could he be onto something here? Had Max Pollack used his mind control power to arrange protection for himself? And if he was right, how far-reaching was the conspiracy? 
 
   If one assumed that Walsh’s conversation with Strickland had actually taken place, this conspiracy could involve officials as high as the Deputy Secretary of Defense.
 
   By the way, was ‘conspiracy’ right word to describe this? The only true conspirator was Max Pollack, the others were just unwitting pawns. Well, it might not be the most accurate term, but it was good enough for Peter.
 
   “Are you saying you don’t trust me, Colonel?” Peter asked.
 
   “I’m not saying anything. There are no exceptions for anyone, even me. And why would you want to bring a gun into his cell in the first place? It’s not like he can jump on you. Are you worried about your safety? I could give you a pepper spray, if you’d like.”
 
   Then there was Brian Walker. Had he been programmed by Pollack, too? 
 
   It began to seem that Brian Walker wasn’t just a humble Homeland Security bureaucrat dispatched here by his boss; he must have volunteered to be assigned to this project because he was interested in the subject matter. And what if the title of DHS coordinator was just a cover? What did Walker really do for a living? Did he work for the CIA? Or the NSA? Or maybe he was from DARPA, the Defense Advanced Research Project Agency, whose mission was to maintain the technological superiority of the American military? With an army of mad scientists under its wing, DARPA had hundreds of projects running in any given year, and no concept was too far out for it, even something as exotic as teleportation. Peter was willing to bet that at least one of their projects dealt with the powers of the human mind.  
 
   What was Walker hiding? Was he hiding anything at all? 
 
   Colonel Walsh, with his penchant for the paranormal, had found a like-minded person in Walker.
 
   How close was their relationship? Was Walker in cahoots with Colonel Walsh? 
 
   Peter couldn’t help breaking into a smile when the word ‘cahoots’ popped in his head.
 
   Did they talk about him behind his back? Did they exchange ideas on how to use him against Max Pollack? Did they rub their hands as they waited to find out what else Pollack had programmed him to do?”
 
   Cahoots. Come on, Peter Anderson, you’re heading into delusional territory. What would the purpose of their secret alliance be, for Pete’s sake? To conquer the world?
 
   Here’s some food for thought: maybe, if he had arrived at the base before Walker, it would have been him who was in cahoots with Walsh.
 
   “I’m just a little puzzled about this policy. Are you sure it was actually Strickland who gave you this order?”
 
   There was a long silence before Walsh replied, “What are you getting at, Mister Anderson? Are you telling me that I’m imagining all this? I spoke with the Deputy Secretary on the phone the day Pollack arrived at the base and I remember that conversation very vividly. Moreover, this policy makes a lot of sense. I’m not going to be the idiot that lost the only mindbender in the world, okay?” 
 
   “Did you write down the thought process that led you to this decision?”
 
   With visible curiosity, Walsh scanned Peter’s face, probably trying to figure out if he was joking, then said, “No. I saw no need to do it because I talked to the Deputy Secretary before I met Pollack. And to put this matter to rest, why don’t you call Strickland and ask him personally about the orders he gave me? It’s not going to be easy to get a hold of him, though. He’s a very busy man.”
 
   By the way, what if Walsh and Walker were not unwitting pawns? What if they had made a pact with Pollack? 
 
   How about this wild hypothesis: Walsh had succeeded in turning Pollack into his servant and now was in the process of devising a way to use Max’s abilities to his benefit?
 
   As he mulled over the notion of the colonel being Pollack’s puppeteer, it dawn upon Peter that Walsh and Walker could be keeping him at the base for a reason. He might be valuable to them in some way. Maybe he had important information that was crucial to their plan. What kind of plan could it be? That was a sixty-four-thousand dollar question. 
 
   Or maybe he was able to do something very few people could do. 
 
   Could the whole base have been affected by Pollack? It was an extreme scenario, for sure, but he couldn’t rule it out. Consider this: assuming Pollack needed one minute to cast a spell on a person, it would have taken him about five hours to go through the entire population of the base.  
 
   Now that he was exploring the extremes, it was the perfect moment to ask this: had they shown him the real Max Pollack? For all he knew, the guy in the cell could be just an impersonator Walsh and Walker were using to dupe the outsiders. Where was the real Pollack? Probably chilling in his room somewhere at the base, free and unrestrained. He might also be at a luxurious hotel in Vegas. Or maybe Walsh and Walker were hiding him in some secret cellar. 
 
   Or they had sold him to the Russians for a billion dollars.
 
   If the man he had met in the holding cell wasn’t a mindbender, did it mean he hadn’t been affected? Well, somebody had programmed him to search for Stacy Baxter, so he could safely assume that at some point in time he had crossed paths with the real Max Pollack. 
 
    
 
   “I think I’ll do just that. I hope you don’t mind, Colonel.”
 
   “Do you disagree with this policy? What’s wrong with it? Max Pollack is the most valuable soldier in America, he needs to be protected. It’s a no-brainer to me.”
 
   Going back to Strickland. Question: How could Max Pollack have programmed the Deputy Secretary, if there had been no contact between them? Well, until he had proof to the contrary, Peter was going to assume that the meeting might have actually taken place. When? How? For all Peter knew, Deputy Secretary Strickland could have been in the chopper that had picked Max up from Bradford Island. They might have secretly met at the base: the Deputy Secretary of Defense surely possessed the authority to arrange such a rendezvous. 
 
   Was there a way to confirm that Deputy Secretary Strickland had met Pollack face-to-face? Of course there could be some records left, but chances were he wouldn’t be able to lay his hands on them. Even Walsh would probably have trouble getting that information. 
 
   “You interrogated Pollack twice, didn’t you, Colonel? How do you know he hasn’t gotten into your head, too?”
 
   “In both instances, I had a video conference with Pollack instead of meeting him personally. Unless he can do his thing via a camera, I’m willing to bet I have not been affected.” 
 
   “But you’re not completely sure about that, right?”
 
   “The stakes are too high, so I have to question everyone, including myself. But as I said, it’s just plan common sense to protect a high value asset, and you must agree Max Pollack is extremely valuable. Let me remind you, Peter, that out of the two of us, you’re the only one who spoke to Pollack face-to-face.”
 
   “I realize that. And that’s why you must have dissected every decision of mine, which I don’t mind at all.” Peter paused to think. “What do you know about Walker? Has he met Pollack?”
 
   “No, he hasn’t.”
 
   “How can you be sure?”
 
   “Because I advised him against that, and Brian is one of those people who follow good advice.”
 
   “You assume that he listened to you, Colonel. You know what happens when you assume, right?” 
 
   “I assure you, Mister Walker is a very serious man. He doesn’t play games.”
 
   “He doesn’t really work for the Department of Homeland Security, does he?”
 
   “Maybe he does, maybe he doesn’t. I go by what Secretary Lautner told me.”
 
   “He told you Brian is a DHS coordinator?”
 
   “Yes, he did. And as long as Brian has proper security clearance, I don’t mind him being here.”
 
   “It sounds like a fake title to me.”
 
   “I don’t care what it sounds like. If Lautner says I can trust Walker, then I’m going to trust him.”
 
   “But what if Secretary Lautner has indeed been compromised? Did you talk to the Secretary of Homeland Security?”  
 
   “As a matter of fact, I did. He said that Brian is his right-hand man and asked me to play ball with him.”
 
   What was the goal of the conspiracy, by the way?
 
   Evidently, Pollack’s masters were not after money. 
 
   Let’s suppose he’d been sent here to influence the policies of the American government. It was a reasonable guess, considering that the mind control ability would be a perfect tool to achieve this goal. Besides, they wouldn’t need to worry about Pollack if his objective was anything less than interference in the U.S. government’s affairs.
 
   “Are you sure you spoke to the Secretary himself and not some impersonator?” Peter asked.
 
   “I’m positive.” Walsh creased his forehead. “What are you trying to prove, Peter? Do you have some beef with Brian? I appreciate you going the extra mile and giving this matter so much thought, but please allow me to be the paranoid-in-chief here, okay?”  
 
   If Peter were in Pollack’s shoes, he would go directly to the President and make him an agent of influence. Washington, DC, the center of power—that was where Pollack should be hanging out right now, not a military base in the backwoods of North Carolina. Getting to the President would be a cakewalk for a man capable of mind control, wouldn’t it? All he’d have to do was enter the White House and order the security personnel to take him to the Oval Office. That was the beauty of mind control: every security system, no matter how elaborate and extensive, relied on human beings to function and thus was inherently vulnerable against a mind manipulator.     
 
   But what if Pollack had already done that? What if he had met with President Moore and placed all the necessary commands in his mind? He wouldn’t have needed much time for that, you know. Once Pollack found himself at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, he could be done in an hour or two, assuming Moore was in town. 
 
   What was the absolute minimum of time Pollack would have required to complete this task from start to finish?
 
   There were two likely possibilities: he had gone to Washington, DC either from Thule Air Base or from some place in the contiguous United States. Thule Air Base was about two and a half thousand miles from Washington. A regular fighter jet could cover this distance in three hours. The fact that Pollack was not a military pilot shouldn’t be a problem as he could have ordered an air base pilot to fly the plane. Peter knew of at least one military aerodrome near Washington where Pollack could have landed: Andrews Air Force Base. It was located less than fifteen miles away from the capital and was undoubtedly able to handle any type of military aircraft. If you added three hours for local travel and various contingencies and three hours for the flight back to Thule Air Base, the total required time would be eleven hours—barely half a day, for God’s sake! 
 
   “I have a question, Colonel. Did you verify that we’re dealing with the real Max Pollack?” Peter asked.
 
   “Real Max Pollack?” 
 
   “Did you check if the Max Pollack you brought from the island is the same Max Pollack that enlisted six years ago and not an impostor?”
 
   “Of course, we did. The DNA, fingerprints, dental records—everything matched. Why did you ask?” 
 
   Suppose Pollack had gone to Washington from a city in the contiguous States. The longest distance he’d have had to travel was about two thousand eight hundred miles. This trip would have taken Pollack a little more than six hours if he’d used a commercial airline (that was how long Peter had spent in the air the last time he’d flown to Washington from San Francisco). If he’d managed to get hold of a business jet, he would have cut the time by half. 
 
   Pollack wouldn’t even have had to buy a plane ticket, by the way. He could have simply manipulated airline gate agents to let him onboard. 
 
   So, let’s review. Twelve hours to get to Washington and back, three hours for transit and contingencies, and two hours to find and meet the President. The total came to fifteen hours, which was quite a modest figure, too. 
 
   Well, one thing had become clear to Peter: the possibility of Pollack having met the President, or someone from his Cabinet, was not remote anymore. The harsh fact was that even if Max’s starting point had been seven hundred miles north of the Arctic Circle, he could have pulled off this feat in only eleven hours.    
 
   “I have certain suspicions, Colonel. And I’m trying to resolve these suspicions.” 
 
   “What kind of suspicions? You do like speaking in riddles, Peter.”
 
   “How much time passed between Pollack returning to Virginia Beach and you taking him in?” Peter asked.
 
   “One day. He arrived at the naval base on the fifteenth, and on the sixteenth he was here with us. Why are you asking all this?”
 
   “I suspect that Pollack traveled to Washington before he was detained. While in Washington, he met with Strickland and God knows who else.”
 
   “Do you have any evidence of that?” 
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “In other words, you pulled this theory out of your ass.”
 
   “Every theory about Max Pollack was pulled out of someone’s ass.”
 
   “Well, you’re somewhat right about that.” Walsh settled back in his chair and gave Peter a curious look.
 
   “Washington is only a hundred and fifty miles from Virginia Beach. It’s less than an hour by helicopter.”
 
   “That’s true. He could have taken a commercial flight, too. The Norfolk International Airport is only a few miles from the base.”
 
   “He sure could. I can’t imagine a non-stop flight from there to DC to be longer than an hour.”
 
   “He wouldn’t even have had to buy a ticket.” Walsh frowned. “Which means there would be no record of him flying to or from Norfolk.”
 
   “Let’s do some calculations. If Pollack had started from Virginia Beach, it would have taken him about three hours to get to Washington and back. Then he’d have needed two-three hours to find Strickland. The total is around six hours. Did he have six hours?”
 
   “Yes, he did.”
 
   “Did he have eleven hours?”
 
   Walsh nodded. “He was off the radar for at least twelve hours.” 
 
   “Okay. The question is, can we find any evidence of Pollack’s visit to Washington?”
 
   “They have security cameras in the barracks. We could try and recreate his movements on that day. Hopefully, they still have the footage.”
 
   “What about security cameras at the airports? Chances are he took a flight from the Norfolk International to the Reagan National. We could run their surveillance footage through the face recognition software. Maybe his mug will pop up.” 
 
   “Yes, we could try that.”
 
   “Can you get access to the surveillance footage at the White House?”
 
   “I suppose I could arrange that.”
 
   “Why not examine it, too?”
 
   Walsh opened his notepad and began scribbling in it. “Sure.”
 
   “I think it would be a good idea to interview the base’s helicopter pilots. They might remember something.”
 
   “I doubt Pollack is so dumb as to let them keep these memories. But if time permits, we can certainly do that.”
 
   Peter drew his eyebrows together and gave Walsh a scrutinizing look. “You don’t seem very enthusiastic about this investigation, Colonel. Or am I just imagining things?” 
 
   Walsh slowly scratched behind his ear. “I’d rather not put too much focus on this at the moment. You see, even if we don’t find Pollack on those security tapes and the pilots remember nothing, I’m not going to change my mind. I’ll still suspect that Pollack met someone important in Washington. How about you, Peter? Will the absence of evidence make you drop your theory?”  
 
   Peter half-shrugged. “That’s a good point.”
 
   Perhaps the colonel was afraid that Pollack would pop up on the White House surveillance tapes and that he would then be compelled to do something about it. Walsh must reckon he’d be better off not opening a can of worms that involved the President and members of his Cabinet.
 
   “If you had evidence that Pollack got into Defense Secretary’s head, would you confront him and tell him he has to go?” Peter asked.
 
   “Sure. I wouldn’t think twice about it.”
 
   “We’re talking about a national figure here, a very powerful man.”
 
   “So what? If the guy represents a danger to our country, I don’t care what he does.”
 
   “What if it was the President? Would you be willing to tell the Commander-in-Chief that you believe he’s not fit for the job anymore?”
 
   “Yes, I would. A president who doesn’t control his own thoughts is a disaster waiting to happen.”
 
   Peter laughed quietly. “You’re saying this because you know you’ll never be in such a position. I’ll believe it when I see it.”
 
   “Well, although I don’t care for Moore, I hope it doesn’t happen.” Walsh glanced at his watch. “Well, Peter, I have a meeting in fifteen minutes. Let me think about this and see what needs to be done, okay?” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   3.
 
   On the way to his room, Peter mulled over the issue that he’d been reluctant to touch up until now. You see, he himself was one of those affected by Pollack. Did it mean he was in on the conspiracy, too? If he was, he probably would have no clue about it. An unwitting pawn, by definition, doesn’t realize it’s being manipulated. 
 
   Was it even possible to detect that he was following Pollack’s orders and not acting on his own will? Could he figure it out on his own, without external help or a thorough investigation? 
 
   Interesting question. Can insane people figure out they are crazy without someone else tipping them off?
 
   How do you determine if a particular idea has been planted in your mind by someone else? 
 
   It appeared that writing down the rationale behind an action, as Walsh had suggested, wasn’t going to work. 
 
   What about analyzing the consequences of the idea? If you were manipulated to do something, chances were this action was not in your best interests, otherwise the mind controller would have simply asked you to do it, right? If a bank teller suddenly felt the urge to hand ten thousand dollars to a stranger with an empty account, all one had to do to figure out that something was up was to consider the consequences of this action: the bank teller would be fired and go to jail, which clearly was against the teller’s best interests.
 
   Important note: one didn’t have to be mind-controlled—or intoxicated, or greedy, or horny—to do weird and/or dangerous things; sometimes stupidity was the reason.
 
   What if all these suspicions about the colonel and the Deputy Secretary were a result of overcompensation for his own dubious status? What if he was subconsciously trying to redeem himself for possibly being Pollack’s puppet? Projection was one of the easiest psychological traps to fall into, and very rarely were you aware that you had succumbed to it.
 
   We’ll just have to wait and see how it all shakes out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
    
 
   1.
 
   The truth was he had been expecting this to happen from the very beginning. This sense of inevitability might have been purely subconscious, but it had always lurked out there, so when Walsh gave him the news, Peter was neither shocked, nor disconcerted. His attitude was similar to the resignation one feels about an old clunker car: when it finally breaks down, one simply shrugs and calls the tow truck. 
 
   “Pollack’s gone,” Walsh announced in a flat voice when Peter took a seat.
 
   “What do you mean ‘gone’?” Peter asked. “Is he dead?” 
 
   “He has escaped.” Frowning, Walsh issued a heavy sigh. “It happened about an hour and a half ago.”
 
   “How did he do it?” Peter sat bolt upright and gave the colonel an inquisitive look. “You have all those measures in place: the guards, the chains, the alarms.”
 
   “It was an inside job, I have no doubt about it.”
 
   “Did the guards help him?”
 
   How do you store an acid that eats through everything it touches? This thought popped up in Peter’s head as he pondered the ways Pollack could have escaped. Max Pollack, with his mind control ability, was like the acid that ate through everything, wasn’t he? You couldn’t constrain him as long as you had to rely on humans with a brain to keep him locked up.  
 
   “Right now I don’t know who helped him or how many people are involved.”
 
   “Do you have a contingency plan?”
 
   “You don’t look surprised.” Walsh fixed his eyes on Peter. “Did you know Pollack was going to bust out? Did he tip you off?”
 
   “What? Tip me off?”
 
   “When was the last time you saw Pollack?”  
 
   “Two days ago, on the monitor in the viewing room. You were there, too.”
 
   “Come on, Peter, you know what I mean. When was the last time you saw him in person?”
 
   “Colonel, you know that I only saw him once, and you know when it happened.”
 
   “So you’ve had no direct contact with Pollack since then?”
 
   “No, I haven’t.” Peter drew his eyebrows together. “Do you seriously think that I could help Pollack escape?”
 
   “At this point, we’re not ruling anyone in or out. We’re trying to establish what happened, that’s all.”
 
    
 
   As Peter formulated the rest of his response, Walsh said, “I’m just messing with you. But I do applaud your composure.”
 
   The colonel put his hand on the mouse and shifted his eyes to his laptop.
 
   “I warned you, Steven,” Peter said. “I told you that there could be people here and in the government helping Pollack.”
 
   On some level, Peter was glad that Pollack had managed to run away. And he had no intention of telling Walsh about it.
 
   “Seems like Pollack didn’t want to stay here, after all,” Walsh said.
 
   “It certainly seems so.”
 
   Or maybe he had just gotten whatever he had wanted and hightailed it, seeing no point in being here any longer, thought Peter. He wished he knew what it was that Pollack had coveted. There was also another possibility.
 
   “Could Pollack have been kidnapped?” Peter said.
 
   “Who would want to kidnap him?”
 
   Peter shrugged. “Russians? Chinese? Iranians? I’m sure they all would love to have their own mindbender.”
 
   “Especially the Chinese—to ensure that we pay back all the money we’ve borrowed from them.” Walsh laughed. “I like your attitude, Peter. You’re very good at brainstorming.”
 
   “So what do you think?”
 
   “I suppose you might be right. But don’t you think the kidnappers would have trouble taking Pollack anywhere against his will, assuming he actually can manipulate other people’s minds?”
 
   “They could have pumped him full of drugs. Max is susceptible to sedative-hypnotics, isn’t he?”
 
   “Well, your guess is as good as any. You’ve suggested an interesting theory, Peter, and I’ll keep it in mind as I conduct the investigation.”
 
   How had Pollack’s helpers opened the cell door? One of the locks was controlled by a button in Walsh’s office. What conclusion followed from this fact?
 
   “By the way, how do you know it’s not a hallucination?” Peter asked. “Maybe Pollack made you think that he’s escaped.”
 
   “He made me think his cell is empty—is that what you’re saying?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And in reality he’s still in the cell?”
 
   Peter silently nodded.
 
   “You’re forgetting that I’ve never met Pollack. He couldn’t have made me think anything.”
 
   “We don’t know for sure you’ve never met him. It’s very hard to prove a negative, Colonel.”
 
   “What about Lieutenant Schmidt? What about a dozen other people who were there? They saw the empty cell. Were they hallucinating, too?”
 
   “Maybe they were. Or maybe you imagined them being there.” Peter paused. “This conversation between us could very well be a hallucination, too.”
 
   “Is it?”
 
   “You can’t take my word for it. Especially if I’m just a figment of your imagination.”
 
   Walsh bobbed his head reflectively and said, “Maybe Pollack was never in the cell in the first place. Maybe you’re sleeping in your apartment in Washington, D.C. and this whole adventure is only a dream.” He burst out laughing. “You have a deep sense of humor, Peter.”
 
   “How are you going to look for him? What’s your plan?”
 
   “We’ve already taken certain steps. We’re monitoring every security camera within two hundred miles, we’ve sent out half a dozen drones, we’re wiretapping the phones of his relatives and friends. The usual stuff.”
 
   “Did you put out an APB on him yet?”
 
   Walsh shook his head. “I’d rather not involve the police or the FBI at this point. The fewer people know about Pollack, the better.”
 
   “Let’s put ourselves in Pollack’s mind. What would you do if you were him?”   
 
   “I’d hop on the first plane out of the country.”  
 
   “And I bet you’re monitoring every airport within a thousand miles.”
 
   “Yes, we are.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Mark had already opened Max Pollack’s cell door by the time Tom showed up.
 
   “Let’s move!” Mark urged. “We don’t have much time.”
 
   Tom looked at the guard, who was slumped on the concrete floor a few feet from the door, unconscious, or possibly even dead, and bobbed his head enthusiastically. They grabbed the guard, whose name tape read ‘MASOTTA’, by the arms and legs, lifted him from the floor, and then carried him into the cell. 
 
   “We’re here to help you,” Tom said to Pollack, who at the moment was sitting on the bed. “We’re your friends.”
 
   Tom took the shackle key out of his pants pocket, squatted near Pollack’s feet, and started unlocking the shackles, while Mark was undressing Masotta.
 
   “Help me how?” Pollack asked.
 
   “We’re breaking you out of this place,” Mark said.
 
   Tom removed the shackles and then, using a different key, unlocked the GPS ankle bracelet. 
 
   “Where are we going?” Pollack asked.
 
   “We’re going to the extraction point,” Tom whispered to his ear. There could be recording devices in the cell, so it was better not to reveal their destination.
 
   “We’re your friends, Max,” Mark said, standing up. “Everything will be fine.” He handed Pollack Masotta’s uniform. “Put this on.”
 
   Tom checked his watch. It was seven minutes since Mark had knocked out Masotta (who would be extremely surprised to find out he’d been coldcocked by his fellow guard) and perhaps about six minutes since he had opened Max Pollack’s cell door. Tom’s handler had told him that he and Pollack had to get out of the base within forty five minutes of the start of the operation—that was the amount of time for which the agency’s hackers were able to keep Fairmont’s surveillance system under their control. 
 
   Tom shifted his eyes to Masotta. The soldier was still unconscious. Or asleep—Mark may have injected the guard with a sedative-hypnotic after laying him out.
 
   Pollack was putting on Masotta’s jacket when Tom turned his face to him.
 
   “Hurry up,” Tom said. 
 
   He gave Pollack a fake military ID that had Pollack’s picture on it. The ID was in the name of Specialist Matthew Lang. After Pollack buttoned his new jacket, Tom replaced the original name tape with one that read ‘LANG.’ 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   The sun still hung low in the cloudless sky. The weather was mild, with a cool breeze stirring the air; however, Tom’s forehead and temples felt as though they were on fire. 
 
   “So far, so good.” He patted Pollack on the shoulder. 
 
   Just a couple of buddies walking from point A to point B, that was what they looked like to an observer. Nothing suspicious about them.
 
   Pollack did not respond. He must have been overwhelmed by the suddenness of his rescue.
 
   As Tom approached their first getaway car, a silver Toyota Camry that belonged to one of Fairmont’s staff researchers, he instructed Pollack to take the backseat and pressed the remote button on the key fob, unlocking the doors. He glanced at his watch. It was thirty one minutes since the operation had begun. They got in the car simultaneously. Tom shut the door and started the engine.
 
   As soon as he drove past the entrance gate, Tom withdrew his cellphone from his pants pocket and scanned the inbox. He had no new messages, which meant that there had been no changes in the plan. 
 
   Well, on the other hand, it could indicate that their crew had been busted, but, in Tom’s opinion, the chances of such a mishap were low (he didn’t think they were nonexistent, though, as he knew that overconfidence could kill you in the spy business).    
 
   He mentally recited the location of the second getaway car: the intersection of Hunting Creek Road and Smokey Mountain Trail. This place was about six miles from the Fairmont Training Center, and Tom, who had rehearsed the entire trip from the base to the extraction point two days earlier, expected to arrive there in less than ten minutes. The car, a two-year-old silver Chevrolet Suburban, was supposed to have been dropped off half an hour ago unless his accomplices had screwed up. They had picked a Suburban because it was spacious, performed well off-road, and didn’t attract attention. Besides, it was powerful and tough enough to ram most passenger vehicles out of the way, if it ever came to that.
 
   Tom was hoping he wouldn’t have to kill anyone today, but he wasn’t going to hesitate to pull the trigger if there was no other choice.
 
   He removed his patrol cap and threw it on the front passenger seat. Holding the steering wheel with his left hand, Tom took a pair of dark sunglasses out of his breast pocket and put them on.
 
   “What’s your name?” Pollack asked.
 
   “Tim Atkins. But that’s my cover name. My real name is Tom Jenkins.”
 
    
 
   3.
 
   It was five minutes to eight when they arrived at the intersection of Hunting Creek Road and Smokey Mountain Trail. A smile appeared on Tom’s lips as soon as he saw that the Suburban was in place, waiting for them. They switched cars without incident.
 
   As the Suburban sped up, Tom breathed a faint sigh of relief, happy that another step of the plan had been successfully completed.
 
   When he entered the freeway, Tom noticed that his palms were sweaty and his head was hot even though the air conditioning kept the temperature inside the car at sixty degrees. His stomach was tied in a knot and his temples were throbbing with excitement and agitation. He didn’t feel fear, though; at least not for his life. It would be a different story if he were, say, an Iranian spy, but fortunately he worked for the Mossad and the worst that could happen to him was a life sentence.
 
   “How are you doing back there?” Tom asked, looking at Pollack in the rear-view mirror.
 
   “I’m fine. How about you?”
 
   “I’m good.”
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “You’ll see very soon. It’s not that far.”
 
   There were two duffel bags on the backseat floor; one was blue and the other was black. Tom pointed at the bags and said, “You see that black bag? Your new clothes are in it. Put them on.”
 
   “Do you want me to change right here in the car?”
 
   What a silly question. Did Pollack seriously expect him to waste time searching for a restroom? Besides, time was not the only factor to consider here; there was also a risk of getting caught on a security camera. Nowadays, virtually every public place had cameras.
 
   “Yes,” Tom replied.
 
   It was Tom’s Mossad handler who had suggested that they get rid of all government-issued garb as soon as practically possible. The handler believed the clothing might have been fitted with a hidden GPS tracking device, and Tom agreed with him.
 
   “Don’t forget the undies,” Tom added.
 
   “You got it, boss.”
 
   His fear of surveillance cameras was not irrational. It was a widely known fact that the government had access not only to public security cameras, but also to most—if not all—of those owned by private entities. And he had read that the newest facial recognition system could process over thirty million face images per second; even if this system had to handle data from five million cameras, each of which sent six snapshots every second, it would still be able to provide real-time detection. 
 
    
 
   4.
 
   “Are you done?” Tom glanced at Pollack’s reflection in the rear-view mirror. He saw that the uniform jacket was gone, replaced with a grey Adidas long-sleeve sweatshirt.
 
   “Yes, I am.”
 
   Tom squinted at the dashboard clock; it had taken Pollack less than two minutes to change into the Mossad-supplied attire. Then he said, “There’s a trash sack in the bag. Put all of your old clothes in it, please.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Two minutes later, Tom pulled to the side of the highway and said, “Max, open the right door.”
 
   Then he checked the left side mirror and, seeing no highway patrol cruisers behind, continued, “Toss the trash sack into the ditch now. Stay inside the car.”
 
   His request to stay inside must have sounded paranoid, but the scary truth was that this area could be monitored by a spy drone, and Tom was not going to underestimate the capabilities of the drones the Defense Department had sent after them, which it undoubtedly had.
 
   Silently, Pollack flung the sack with government clothing over the guardrail and shut the door. A moment later, Tom pressed the gas pedal and eased the Suburban back onto the road.
 
   It would be funny if some law-abiding busybody driver reported them for littering, Tom thought.
 
   He was in a fairly good mood; they were about twenty miles away from the Fairmont Training Center already, and there was no one on their tail. 
 
   Speaking of spy drones, how many of these eyes in the sky had been deployed? If Tom were in charge of the Max Pollack manhunt, he would have definitely checked I-77 and US Route 421, the two major freeways closest to the Fairmont Training Center, which could be reached via state or county roads in under twenty minutes at this time of day. If he had some extra drones, he would also search the southwest quadrant of the I-77/US Route 421 intersection. Ultimately, it all depended on how badly the base commander wanted to catch Pollack and how many drones were available to him. 
 
   Tom made another stop six miles later. When the Suburban came to a halt, he shifted the gear into park, but left the motor running. After scanning the highway for law enforcement vehicles, he exited the car and immediately got in the backseat. Wasting no time, he quickly stripped to his underpants, then grabbed the blue duffel bag, unzipped it, and started changing into his civilian outfit, which consisted of a pair of sneakers, grey athletic shorts, a white T-shirt, and a North Carolina Tar Heels baseball cap.
 
    
 
   4.
 
   Tom switched off the engine, pulled the car key from the ignition, and turned his head back to have a look at Pollack. There could be security cameras in the parking lot, so Tom had to make sure Max was wearing the heavily tinted sunglasses and the Chevy Truck baseball cap that had been packed in the black bag along with the clothing. He was satisfied with the inspection results. Perhaps Pollack instinctively recognized the importance of disguise while on the lam.
 
   “Are you ready?” Tom asked.
 
   “I was born ready.”
 
   It was nice that Max maintained his sense of humor despite their precarious circumstances.
 
   “Keep the sunglasses on until we’re in our room, okay?”  
 
   “Are you worried they’re showing our pictures on TV?” 
 
   “I’m worried about security cameras.”
 
   “I see you thought of everything.”
 
   As they walked to the staircase, Tom stuck his hand in his shorts pocket and felt for the room key. 
 
   Two seventeen—that was the number of the room his handler had rented for them two days ago. Tom expected the room to be empty right now. 
 
   Tom checked his inbox again before unlocking the door. Still no new text messages. As they say, no news is good news.
 
   He was on the homestretch. All he had to do now was wait for the extraction team to pick up Pollack. 
 
   Upon entering, Tom scanned the room for obvious signs of a CIA trap; Pollack followed after him and shut the door. The room was empty and very quiet. Tom noticed nothing odd or suspicious.
 
   “What’s your name again?” Pollack sat down on the bed.
 
   “Tom Jenkins.”
 
   “Tom Jenkins. Okay. What’s the deal with that cover name—Tim Atkins? Why do you need it?”
 
   “I work for the Mossad. I guess you can call me a spy.”
 
   “You work for Israel? What were you doing at Fairmont?”
 
   “My job was to gather information.”
 
   “Isn’t Israel an American ally?”
 
   “Yes, it is.” Then, sensing what Pollack’s next question would be, Tom added, “I bet there are American spies in Israel, too. Everyone’s spying on everyone.”
 
   “Have you done this before?”
 
   “Done what before?”
 
   “Break someone out of prison.”
 
   “This is my first time.”
 
   “Did the Mossad tell you who I am?”
 
   “Yes. You’re a Navy SEAL.”
 
   “Do you know why I was locked up?”
 
   Tom shook his head. “Why?”
 
   Pollack hesitated for a moment and replied, “It’s a long story.”
 
   Tom gave him a sympathetic look, and said, “The way they treated you—this is wrong, completely wrong. No civilized country can be so cruel to its citizens.”
 
   “What are your friends planning to do with me?”
 
   “They will help you, that’s what I was told. I think they’ll get you out of the States, give you a new identity... I don’t know the details, to be honest with you.”
 
   “Did they mention scientific tests?”
 
   Tom shook his head. “I didn’t hear anything about tests.”
 
   “Did they mention any islands? Or caves?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Tom was curious about what islands, caves, and scientific tests could have to do with Pollack. What kind of scientific tests was he talking about? 
 
   Maybe Pollack was involved in some secret super soldier program. Like Hulk, or Jason Bourne, or Wolverine.
 
   As Tom pictured Pollack getting injected with experimental performance-enhancing drugs, two words surfaced on the periphery of his mind: Bikini Atoll. This small group of islands in the Pacific Ocean had become famous in 1946, when the U.S. government had begun conducting nuclear tests there. 
 
   Did Bikini Atoll have any caves?   
 
   “Okay. Are they taking me to Israel?” 
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Are you from Israel?”
 
   “No, I was born and raised in California.”
 
   “Why are your friends helping me?”
 
   “They said it was in the interests of Israel’s security to get you out of the States.”
 
   “What do I have to do with Israel’s security?”
 
   “I guess I’m not supposed to know that. Maybe someone in the Mossad really likes you.” Tom cracked a smile. “Or maybe you work for the Mossad and are just messing with me.”
 
   “Did they tell you I work for the Mossad?”
 
   “No, it’s just my guess. Come on, don’t be so uptight.”
 
   “Are you sure they never used the word ‘test’?”
 
   “Yes, I am. Relax, Max, they’re good people, they’re not going to hurt you, I promise.”
 
   “But you have doubts, don’t you?”
 
   “No. I have no reason not to trust them. If they say they’re trying to help you, then that’s what they’re doing.”
 
   There was a pause, and then Pollack said, “I think that, if they were going to kill me when they were done with me, they wouldn’t tell you about it. Am I right?”
 
   Sadly, Tom had to agree with Pollack. He was just a lowly operative, an errand boy; they only told him what he needed to know to carry out his assignment.
 
   But what would motivate the Mossad to dispatch Pollack? He wasn’t a terrorist or an Iranian nuclear scientist and was too young to have been involved in the Holocaust (not that there couldn’t be other, less legitimate reasons; Tom was sure the Mossad, just like any other intelligence agency, including the CIA and MI6, deviated from the law, to put it mildly, every now and then).
 
   “That’s true,” Tom replied. “Do you think the Mossad has anything to gain from your death?”
 
   It flashed in his mind that he probably should have spent a little more time defending the good name of his employer.
 
   Well, it would have been a waste of his breath anyway.
 
   “They could do it purely out of precaution,” Pollack said.
 
   Tom lowered his eyes to the cellphone. Suddenly, he wasn’t so eager to hear from his Mossad associates anymore. 
 
   “Do you know any sort of secrets?” he asked. “Do you have any dirt on the government of Israel?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter what I know. They might suspect I know something.”
 
   Tom chewed on his lip for a few seconds and said, “Would you like to leave? Do you want me to tell my boss I lost you?”
 
   “No.” Pollack shook his head. “I’d like to meet your friends. I’m curious about what they have to say.”
 
    
 
   5.
 
   “So where are your friends?” Pollack asked.
 
   It was ten minutes past two, and Tom still hadn’t heard from his handler. He looked at his cellphone nervously, angry with its silence, and then glanced at Pollack, making an effort to avoid direct eye contact with the soldier for fear that his eyes would give away his anxiety. “I don’t know. They promised to call at half past one. I’m a little worried, too.”
 
   Tom realized he ought to refrain from creating panic, but at the same time he hated the idea of misleading Max Pollack. Misleading was the same as lying in his book, and Pollack deserved the whole truth.
 
   “I’m not worried. I’m just curious. Are you afraid that they lied to you? Are you afraid that they’re not coming to pick us up?”
 
   Tom shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe there was a delay. Maybe something unexpected happened. We shouldn’t rush to judgment.”
 
   “But it’s also possible that they bailed on you, right?”
 
   Tom nodded. “That’s true.” 
 
   “Let’s hope it’s just a delay.”
 
   Pollack still seemed to doubt his credibility, and Tom was frustrated that he had no idea how to prove to the guy he was not lying. He would have sworn on his mother’s life if he knew for sure it would help. His anxiety was aggravated by the fact that he’d been telling Pollack nothing but the truth at least since they had entered the motel. 
 
   Pollack’s disbelief was certainly understandable: spies were professional liars.
 
   “Do you have any idea why Israel would be interested in you?” Tom asked.
 
   “No.” Pollack cast a meditative gaze at the light fixture above the night table. “They call Israel the cradle of civilization, don’t they?” 
 
   “I read about it, too.”
 
   “Can I borrow your cellphone?” Pollack held his palm out to Tom.
 
   Pollack was probably going to check whether text messages and emails contradicted what Tom had told him so far. Tom was fine with that.  
 
   “Sure.” Tom handed his cellphone to Pollack. “Do you have friends living nearby?” 
 
   “No.”
 
   “Who are you going to call?”
 
   “I haven’t decided yet.” Pollack got up. “I’ll go take a walk in the hallway. I’ll be back in five minutes.”
 
   “Do you want me to come with you?” Tom began to rise to his feet.
 
   “No, stay here.”
 
   “Don’t forget the sunglasses and the cap. There are cameras out there.”
 
   “You got it, boss.” Pollack put on the sunglasses and the baseball cap and left the room.
 
   Was Pollack going to run away? Maybe Max was too polite to tell him to his face that he didn’t trust him—or the Mossad? 
 
   Well, that was all right. Tom wouldn’t be upset if Pollack had indeed hightailed it. After all, he had offered Max this option, and the guy had the right to take advantage of it whenever he pleased without checking with Tom. 
 
   This whole operation was a long shot anyway. 
 
   Could the Mossad give him the boot for losing Pollack? They surely could, but it wasn’t like the Mossad was the only game in town. He could become a lawyer or start his own business. The sky was the limit. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
    
 
   1.
 
   During the six years he’d been in charge of the Fairmont Training Center, Walsh had had the opportunity to work under three Secretaries of Defense, and every single one of them had been mainly concerned with making sure that the shit hit the fan after they moved on to another job. Since most problems they’d had to handle were too difficult to be resolved painlessly and without making enemies, they’d focused on delaying a crisis rather than settling it. Actually, kicking the can down the road seemed to be the favorite sport of the entire top brass of the Defense Department. 
 
   There was one thing about Secretary Lautner that Walsh liked a lot: he would let people slide unless the screw-up threatened to get in the papers. This leniency was a welcome gift to everyone who hated micromanaging bosses. Walsh had a hunch that Lautner had taken the job of Secretary of Defense only because the Secretary of State spot had already been promised to someone else.
 
   Although Pollack’s escape was not going to make headlines, Steven realized that Simon Lautner would not be forgiving about it. The phone call came one and a half hours after the mindbender’s disappearance had been discovered.
 
   “This is not insignificant, Steven.” Lautner sounded pissed off. “It’s a disaster. If you don’t find him, heads will roll, I guarantee you that.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Maybe I should drop by and see how you run things down there.”
 
   “I’ll be waiting for you with outstretched arms, Mister Secretary.” 
 
   “Don’t be a smartass. Give me updates every hour.”
 
   When the Secretary hung up, Walsh looked at Walker, who was sitting across the desk from him, and said, “It wasn’t as bad as I’d expected.”
 
   “How did he find out about the escape?” Walker asked.
 
   Walsh took a noisy breath. “Perhaps some well-wisher here at the base decided that my life was too easy.”
 
   “I thought people like you here.”
 
   “Apparently, not all of them.”
 
   Could it be Peter Anderson who had sold him out to Lautner? Steven doubted it. Peter might be many things, but a backstabber wasn’t one of them. Besides, Peter had nothing to gain from this.
 
   “Are you going to look for the snitch?”
 
   “No. I don’t waste my time on silly things like this.” Walsh paused to make sure he picked the right time to say what he was about to say. “There’s one thing I’ve been meaning to discuss with you, Brian. Our friend Peter suspects that Pollack may have visited the President before he was detained.”  
 
   “The President?”
 
   “Or the Secretary of Defense, or the CIA Director. Someone powerful.”
 
   “Could he have done it?”
 
   Walsh shrugged. “He had time to do it, that’s all I know for sure.”
 
   “Do you have any evidence that he did it?”
 
   “No. But for the sake of argument, suppose Pollack did meet a member of the Cabinet. Let’s say it was Secretary of State Burke. How would one go about removing him from his job?”
 
   Walker raised his brows. “Did you just say you want to get the Secretary of State fired?”
 
   “If his mind’s been compromised, it would be too risky to keep him in such a high position, wouldn’t it?”
 
   Walker narrowed his eyes. “Are you sure it’s not about some grudge you hold against Burke?”
 
   Walsh laughed and said, “So what would I have to do? Meet the President and explain it all directly to him?”
 
   “From what I heard, the best way to make President Moore take your advice is to convince his Chief of Staff Ben Condren first. He listens to Ben. And the good news is I know Ben personally.”
 
   “And you’d be willing to help?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   After a short hesitation, Walsh said, “You see, Brian, the President gave me a lot of authority, but when it comes to the members of the Cabinet, things are always a bit tricky. Cliques, factions, power struggles, and all that crap, you know.”
 
   “I understand. And let me tell you, Steven, taking out a Secretary of State is not as hard as one might think.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   “Of course, you’ll need to collect some evidence first. I’m not talking about building an ironclad case here. Just the basics.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “Any news on Pollack?” Peter asked. “Any leads?”
 
   It was five hours since Pollack’s escape. Judging by the grave look on the colonel’s face, the search for the fugitive had not been going well.
 
   “We have a picture of the guy who led Pollack out of the building.”
 
   “Do you know his name?”
 
   “Tim Atkins. I’m sure it’s a fake name.”
 
   “Do you know which direction they went?”
 
   “No. Things are not looking good, to be honest with you.”
 
   “What if we never find him?”  
 
   “Then I’ll have to retire much sooner than I hope.”
 
   It suddenly dawned upon Peter that he had no reason to worry whether Pollack was caught or not. If you looked into the heart of the matter, it was Colonel Walsh’s problem, not his. At the end of the day the worst that could happen to him was that he’d have to go back to Washington, DC.
 
   Somebody pressed that button.
 
   Walsh cast an examining look at Peter and said, “Something is bothering you, Peter, I can clearly see that. Go ahead, tell me what’s on your mind.”
 
   Have you ever gotten this strange urge to jump when you looked down from a high place such as a top floor balcony, or a bridge, or a cliff? Odds are you’ve experienced it at least once in your life.
 
   Peter was overcome by a similar feeling as he stared at Walsh, who was patiently waiting for his reply. For some reason, he was itching to share his theory with the colonel even though he didn’t expect him to be pleased by it. In fact, it was safe to assume that his suspicions could cause Walsh to blow a gasket, especially if they were right on the money.  
 
   The expression on the colonel’s face was temptingly sympathetic and placid. 
 
   What was the worst that could happen, assuming Walsh had been affected by Pollack and helped him escape? The colonel would punch him in the face? Put him in solitary confinement for a few days? 
 
   The most important question obviously was: could Walsh kill him?    
 
   No, he couldn’t, a calm voice in Peter’s head said. If Pollack’s mind tentacles had indeed slithered into Walsh’s brain, then he was Peter’s brother-in-arms, so to speak. Why would the colonel murder him if they were members of the same fraternity?  
 
   “Well, since you asked,” Peter said. “There’s a lock in Pollack’s cell door that only you can open. Remember you said you have a special button in your office? I’ve been asking myself how they managed to open this lock. I came to the following conclusion: it was you who pressed that button.”
 
   “Are you saying I helped Pollack escape?”
 
   “Yes. It’s possible that you met Pollack face-to-face some time ago and then simply forgot about it.”
 
   Walsh was silent for a few seconds and then said, “That’s an intriguing idea. But let me ask you: how did I forget meeting Pollack? I believe my memory is at least average.”
 
   “Pollack made you forget it. Does this explanation sound plausible enough to you?”
 
   “What the hell does it mean? Are you out of your mind?”
 
   “Steven, I’m just saying that no one is above suspicion here, even you.”
 
   “You know what, Peter? You could be right.” Walsh folded his arms on his chest. “Everyone at this post could be under Pollack’s spell without even realizing it.”  
 
   “Exactly.” 
 
   Had Walsh been sincere when he’d admitted that Peter’s suspicions could be correct? Or was it some devious reverse psychology trick?
 
   One thing was clear: there was a chance that Pollack had gotten to Walsh. That Walsh belonged to the venerable fraternity of the mind-fucked. 
 
   Maybe that was why the colonel allowed Peter to freely roam the base and listen in to important conversations. 
 
   “What’s your solution to this problem, Peter?” Walsh cocked his head to the side.
 
   “We could replace everyone on this base.”
 
   “This is not a practical solution, is it? It’s been a neat mental exercise, though. I suppose that’s what they call thinking outside the box.” Walsh scratched his chin. “As far as the button in my office is concerned, I believe our security system was hacked.”   
 
   “Speaking of thinking outside the box. Here’s some food for thought: how do we know that you are what you claim you are? How do we know you are the real Colonel Walsh? Maybe you are one of Pollack’s accomplices? Hell, you could be Max Pollack himself. This could be one big case of patients taking over the asylum.”
 
   “You want me to prove that I’m the real Steven Walsh?”  
 
   “I wouldn’t mind that. No one is above suspicion, Colonel.”
 
   “Let me assure you, I’m not Max Pollack, and I’m not one of his accomplices. If I were, you’d be in your room now, doing crosswords.” The phone on the colonel’s desk rang; Walsh checked its display and said, “Excuse me, Peter, I have to take this in private. I’ll come by after dinner, okay?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
    
 
   1.
 
   To Tom’s relief, Pollack returned to the room thirteen minutes later. He gave the cellphone back to Tom and settled in a chair. They watched TV for a while before Tom asked, “Where were you stationed?” 
 
   “Virginia Beach.”
 
   “Did you like this job?”
 
   “Yes, I did.”
 
   “Did they send you to Afghanistan or Iraq?”
 
   “Why are you asking?”
 
   “Don’t get me wrong. I’m not trying to pry secrets out of you. I simply want to know more about you, that’s all.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “Are you going to miss the Navy?”
 
   “I doubt it. I’m not sentimental.”
 
   Tom looked into Pollack’s eyes and said, “I want you to know that I’m telling you the truth.”
 
   “I believe you.”
 
   Tom shifted his stare to Pollack’s left forearm. “What happened to your arm? Did they torture you?”
 
   “No. I broke it during my last mission.”
 
   “Where did they send you?”
 
   “To a cold place. Cold places are our team’s specialty.” Pollack yawned and covered his mouth. “Why do you think your handler is not answering?” He rubbed his eyes with his hand and, after two long blinks, rubbed them again. It seemed as though he had difficulty opening his eyelids.
 
   “Maybe he’s driving.”
 
   His eyes half-closed, Pollack dropped his head to his chest. All of a sudden, he looked exhausted and listless.
 
   “Are you okay?” Tom asked.
 
   “I’m…” Struggling to keep his eyes from shutting, Pollack lifted his face and turned it toward Tom. “Did you put something in my drink?” 
 
   It took Tom several seconds to process Pollack’s question. “No,” he finally replied. “Are you feeling sick?”  
 
   Frankly, Tom was a bit upset that Pollack believed him to be capable of tampering with his drink. In essence, he accused him of betrayal.
 
   “I’m a little sleepy.” Pollack yawned again. Then he crossed his arms on his chest, lowered his head, and shut his eyes.
 
   “Would you like to lie down?” Tom asked.
 
   Pollack was silent. Apparently, he was asleep.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   When the cellphone rang, Tom almost jumped up with excitement. The call was from an unknown number. He pressed the answer button and breathed out, “Hello.”
 
   “This is Ben. I’m in the motel parking lot. Are you in two seventeen?”
 
   Tom let out a sigh of relief: it was the voice of Daniel Nickels, one of his handler’s associates. Ben Harper was an alias Daniel had picked for the Max Pollack mission.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’ll be there in a minute. Be ready.” 
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   “Everything’s fine?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Nickels hung up.
 
   After two and a half minutes, which felt like an hour, Nickels knocked on the door, and Tom let him in. Nickels quickly scanned the room and then walked over to Pollack.
 
   “What’s wrong with him?” Nickels raised Pollack’s chin with his hand and began studying his face. 
 
   “He fell asleep about ten minutes ago.”
 
   Nickels nodded and said, “John, we’re coming.” 
 
   Tom reckoned he was speaking to a Mossad agent waiting for them in the car in the parking lot.
 
   “By the way, why are you late?” Tom asked. “And why did no one answer the phone? I called you four times.”
 
   “Sorry, Tom. We got delayed. It happens.” Nickels grabbed Pollack by the left arm. “Let’s get him out of here.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
    
 
   1.
 
   The colonel kept his word and dropped by Peter’s room at half past six.
 
   “I have something to tell you, Peter. We found Pollack.” A triumphant smile lit up Walsh’s face. “Remember you said we might never catch him?”
 
   “Congratulations.” Peter exchanged glances with Walker. “Where was he hiding?”
 
   “In a motel sixty miles west of here.”
 
   “How did you find him?”
 
   “He was caught on a surveillance camera.”
 
   “Do you know who helped him escape?”
 
   Walsh nodded. “We captured the guy who drove Pollack to the motel. His name’s Tom Jenkins, a.k.a. Tim Atkins. The Feds are interrogating him in an hour. Would you like to watch?”
 
   “Is he here at the base?”
 
   “No. He’s at an undisclosed location. We’re going to watch the interrogation on a TV monitor.”
 
   “Okay, sign me up.”
 
   “Do you want to say hello to Pollack? He’s back in his cell.”
 
   After a short hesitation, Peter shook his head. “Maybe tomorrow.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   While waiting for Tom Jenkins’ interrogation to start, Peter pondered a very interesting question: Why hadn’t Walsh sent him home yet? 
 
   Why did they let him stay with the project, knowing that he might still be under Pollack’s spell and, therefore, presented a risk? Peter had thought of asking the colonel this question point-blank, but didn’t want to give him any ideas. Deep in his heart, he hoped that it was out of sympathy—or camaraderie, if you will—that Walsh wasn’t willing to give him the boot. He was afraid that, by asking the question, he would create an impression that he had mentally accepted the inevitability of getting kicked out, which would allow Walsh to pull the trigger without major qualms. It was also possible that Walsh had concluded that he had accomplished the mission assigned to him by Pollack and had no more commands in his head waiting to be carried out. 
 
   Or maybe they thought he was incapable of doing any significant damage; after all, he was just a minor cog in the FBI machine.
 
   Now let’s try another approach.
 
   What if Walsh believed that he was still Max Pollack’s puppet? And what if the colonel had been feeding him disinformation, hoping he would pass it to Pollack later? Peter was cynical enough to consider this motive highly plausible.
 
   There was one more theory: they might think that he was possessed by Pollack and that, by analyzing his words, actions, and facial expressions, they could figure out what was on Pollack’s mind. Peter had a feeling that this explanation was closer to the truth than the sympathetic Walsh theory, but he wished it wasn’t.
 
   Who were ‘they’, by the way?   
 
   Walsh and his colleagues, of course.
 
   Just checking your paranoia level, partner.
 
    
 
   3.
 
   Peter was surprised to see that Tom Jenkins’s interrogation was being conducted in what appeared to be a living room of a house or an apartment. 
 
   The interrogator entered the room three minutes after the viewing monitors were switched on. He shook hands with Jenkins, who’d been waiting for him in a plush armchair next to a coffee table, and said, “Is everything okay?” Then the interrogator eased into the armchair on the other side of the table.
 
   “Yes, I’m fine,” Jenkins replied. 
 
   “My name is David Levy. I’m with the Mossad. First, I’d like to thank you for all you’ve done for us.”
 
   “I was just doing my job.”
 
   “I’m going to ask you several questions relating to your current mission. Some of them might seem pointless to you, but you still need to answer them as truthfully and completely as possible.”
 
   “Sure, Mister Levy.”
 
   “Call me David. Okay, first question: Why did you help Max Pollack escape from Fairmont?”
 
   There was a short pause, after which Jenkins said, “You ordered me to do it, remember?”
 
   “Yes, that’s correct.” A slight smile touched Levy’s lips. “It’s one of those pointless questions I warned you about. Who gave you this order?” 
 
   “Zachary Gould. Why are you asking? You’re supposed to know that.” There was a tinge of distrust in his voice.
 
   “Of course I know that.” Levy took a folded sheet of paper out of his inside jacket pocket, unfolded it, and then showed it to Jenkins. “Read here: Zachary Gould. As you can see, I’m not trying to trick you into divulging any secrets.”
 
   “I’m sorry, David. I didn’t mean to—”
 
   “It’s all right. Let’s continue. Do you consider Max Pollack to be your friend?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “When did you give Pollack your cellphone?”
 
   “When we were in the motel room.”
 
   “Why did you give it to him?”
 
   “He asked for it.”
 
   “Would you do anything he asked you to do?”
 
   “No. I just thought it was okay to give him a cellphone. ”
 
   “Did Pollack ask you why you rescued him?”
 
   “Yes, he did.”
 
   “What did you tell him?”
 
   “I said that it was in the interests of Israel to bail him out. I said it was possible he was a Mossad agent.”
 
   “Why did you decide to tell him that? You were explicitly instructed not to discuss this matter with Pollack.”
 
   “I thought I owed him an explanation. I wanted him to trust me.”
 
   “You were supposed to tell him that you were helping him out of compassion, that you couldn’t tolerate the way the Americans treated him. Why did you deviate from the script?”
 
   “I told him that, too. But I figured that telling him the truth wouldn’t jeopardize the mission. Did I do something wrong here?”
 
   “No, Tom, don’t worry, you did nothing wrong. I had to ask you this question because it’s on the list.” Levy cleared his throat. “Did you tell Pollack that your worked for the Mossad?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why did you tell him that? You were instructed to keep this information secret.”
 
   “I wanted to earn his trust.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Jenkins shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe because I felt sorry for him.”
 
   “Would you disobey your superior’s orders if Pollack asked you to?”
 
   “No, I wouldn’t.”
 
   “Did Max ever mention the name Stacy Baxter?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are you sure? Take your time. Think.”
 
   After a twenty-second silence, Jenkins replied, “No, he never mentioned this name.”
 
   “Did he ask you to help him get anyone else out of Fairmont?”
 
   “No, he didn’t.”
 
   “Do you think he trusted you?”
 
   “I don’t know. I didn’t do anything to make him distrust me.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “You look intrigued, Peter,” Walsh said. “A penny for your thoughts.”
 
   Peter took his eyes off the monitor and turned his face to the colonel. “Honestly, that’s one of the oddest interrogations I’ve ever seen. What was the point of all those questions? How did you know that he works for the Mossad?”
 
   From the corner of his eye, Peter saw Walker cover his mouth with a hand. Call him paranoid, but Peter sensed that Brian was laughing at him inside.
 
   “How did you know the name of his boss?” he added.
 
   “Okay, I’ll tell you the truth.” Walsh laid his palm on Peter’s wrist.
 
   The truth? Peter had a hunch he knew what Walsh had lied to him about: Max Pollack was still at large. 
 
   “You see, Pollack’s escape was a setup. We allowed Jenkins to infiltrate the base and then we allowed him to take Pollack to the motel. Pollack thought he had run away from us, but in reality we kept track of him the whole time.”
 
   Admittedly, Peter was stunned by this revelation. However, he managed to maintain a casual air. “So none of that was real?” he said. 
 
   “Yes. Except for Jenkins. He’s a genuine Mossad agent, and he actually believed he was stealing Pollack from us.” 
 
   “Since when do you let foreign spies work in secret military facilities?”  
 
   “He didn’t work here. I called my buddies in the Mossad and they let me borrow him for a couple of weeks.”
 
   “They compromised one of their agents just because you asked?”
 
   “They owed me a favor. And I’m sure they have a bunch more left.” Walsh shifted his eyes to the monitor screen. “By the way, that David Levy guy is a Special Forces sergeant from Fort Carson, and, as you must have guessed, his real name is not David Levy.”
 
   Peter was about to ask why they’d kept Tom Jenkins in the dark about what had really been going on and why they’d considered it necessary to utilize a real Mossad agent and not some Spec Ops guy when it dawned upon him: yes, Pollack wasn’t a mind reader, but he could compel Jenkins to spill the beans, using his mind control ability (which, by the way, was exactly what he had done).
 
   “Why did you start a manhunt if you knew where Pollack was?” Peter asked.  
 
   “I wanted to make sure that the whole thing looked genuine. Just to be on the safe side, I have to assume Pollack’s bosses have ears everywhere, including my base.”
 
   Ears everywhere? He’s talking about me, isn’t he? Peter thought.
 
   Peter and Walsh headed for the colonel’s office without Walker, who had to make a few phone calls. As they walked out of the viewing room, Peter said to Walsh, “Has anyone told you that you’re a very good actor? It’s the second time you fooled me.”
 
   Actually, he wasn’t sure it was only the second time Colonel Walsh deceived him. 
 
   “No, you’re the first one to notice that.” Walsh clapped him on the shoulder. “And I’ll take it as a compliment.”
 
   Should he be ashamed he’d fallen victim to Walsh’s trickery? Was he too gullible?
 
   To be fair, he’d had no reason to think Pollack’s escape had been staged by Colonel Walsh.
 
   Once they were in Walsh’s office, Peter said, “Here’s what I’m curious about: what was the purpose of this fake escape?” 
 
   “Basically, we wanted to stir shit up. You see, Pollack’s been apathetic so far. I figured that if we got him going, we might learn a thing or two about him and his masters.” 
 
   “Stir shit up, huh?”
 
   “I want Pollack to make a mistake, and it’s not going to happen if he sits around with his thumb up his ass.”
 
   “So did your plan work?”
 
   Walsh scratched his forehead. “It’s hard to tell at the moment. But you know what scientists say? Negative results are still results.”
 
   “Judging by how risky your plan was, it seems as though you got this idea from Pollack himself.” 
 
   “First of all, it wasn’t risky. We had the situation under control.”
 
   The latter claim seemed to be debatable, but Peter chose not to argue this point. 
 
   “And second,” Walsh continued, “even if this idea was planted by Pollack, we still win because we’re able to derive new information about his plans. For instance, the fact that Pollack didn’t try to get as far away from here as possible as fast as possible tells me that he wants to stay at the base for the time being. I may be wrong, but that’s how I see it.” Walsh picked up the pen and clicked it. “It’s like poker: you have to call or raise the bet to gain more information about your opponent’s hand. Do you play poker, Peter?” 
 
   “Yes. Once a month or so.”
 
   “Then you know what I mean.”
 
   “There were a couple of things that could go wrong, though.”
 
   “There are a couple of things that can go wrong every time you cross the street. Nothing ventured, nothing gained, my friend.” Walsh clicked the pen again. “Do you have any more thoughts on this?”
 
   “I have a question: if Pollack doesn’t want to leave the base, why did he follow Jenkins?”  
 
   Walsh shrugged. “Perhaps he thought Jenkins had been sent by his bosses. Those guys seem to work in very mysterious ways, so it was an easy mistake to make.”
 
   It was a plausible explanation. Peter doubted he could come up with a better one.
 
   “I have another question. Why did you tell me all this? Aren’t you afraid that I’ll blab your secrets to Pollack?”
 
   Walsh leaned back and folded his arms on his chest. “Are you going to blab our secrets to Pollack?”
 
   “No. I have no intention to do it. But what if he makes me?”
 
   “Then stay away from him. Problem solved.” After a pause, Walsh added, “Can you stay away from Pollack?”
 
   “Of course I can.”
 
   Why had Walsh decided to tell him about the Mossad agent? Why would he risk Pollack finding out that he had been duped?
 
   Well, considering the colonel’s penchant for disinformation, the whole story could be a lie. That was one explanation. What was Walsh trying to achieve by making this story up? Peter wouldn’t be surprised if Walsh was simply muddying the waters.  
 
   Or maybe Walsh had concluded that there was no harm in letting Pollack know that the escape had been a setup. After all, it wasn’t as if Pollack could turn back the clock and undo whatever mistakes he had made while outside the base.
 
   “You don’t have an urge to see Pollack again, do you?” Walsh asked.
 
   Peter shook his head. “No, I don’t.”
 
   It was also possible that Walsh was not playing him, and he should take the colonel’s words at their face value.
 
   “Great. I believe you.” 
 
   “So did Pollack use the cellphone Jenkins gave him?”  
 
   Walsh nodded. “Yes, he did.”
 
   “Who did he call?”
 
   “Let’s discuss it later. We’re still analyzing the information we gathered.”
 
   Peter narrowed his eyes and cracked a smile. “You don’t trust me, Colonel, do you? I hope your people have already told you that Pollack didn’t call me.”
 
   “I know that he didn’t call you. And I never said I don’t trust you.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “I don’t quite understand why you told Peter about Jenkins,” Brian Walker said when Peter Anderson disappeared into the reception room and shut the door behind him. “Isn’t it a little too early to let him know it was a setup?”
 
   Had it finally happened? Was Mister Walker questioning his strategy? Was he turning into an armchair quarterback?  
 
   Steven Walsh was disappointed to realize he might have misjudged Brian Walker, who had so far kept out of the way and been nothing but useful: for example, it was Brian who had arranged for the Mossad to let them use Tom Jenkins and Larry Friedman, who had been the rogue guard that had helped Jenkins break Pollack out of his cell. The colonel didn’t dispute Walker’s right to voice his concerns since he was aware that Brian had a lot more authority than his title suggested. He wouldn’t be surprised if Walker turned out to be the President’s personal emissary (that would explain why the Secretaries of Defense and Homeland Security had bothered to personally instruct him to play ball with Walker). However, if Walker was smart, he’d stay back and let the professionals make the decisions. 
 
   “Do you think he might tell Pollack about it?” Walsh asked.
 
   “I didn’t say that. But apparently you considered this possibility.”
 
   “Of course I did.”
 
   “And you don’t mind if Pollack finds out the truth?”
 
   “If Peter does tell him that we set him up, we’ll have evidence that Pollack still has some control over Peter.”
 
   “And if he tells Pollack nothing, you’ll deduce that the spell is gone.”
 
   “It will be a sign that it’s gone, but certainly not proof.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “Besides, I have a feeling Pollack’s already put two and two together and figured out he’s been duped.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “As a matter of fact, one of my objectives here was to mess with Pollack’s mind. The next time someone tries to help him, Max will have trouble trusting them.” 
 
   “That’s crafty.” Walker bobbed his head approvingly. “When is Peter talking to Pollack?”
 
   “Tomorrow morning. Let them both sleep on this.”
 
   “By the way, you were right. Pollack did make Jenkins tell him everything he knew.”
 
   “And he didn’t wait long to do it, either.”
 
   “That’s true.” Walker glanced at his notes. “I was wondering, Steven, could Pollack have guessed from the start that he was being set up? Maybe that’s why he was so passive?”
 
   In Walsh’s opinion, the chances of Pollack suspecting a hoax from the beginning were slim. They’d done a great job of keeping things clean and authentic: the tail vehicle had stayed a mile behind Jenkins’ car at all times; there was not one government agent in the motel or its immediate vicinity; and the eavesdropping devices installed in the motel room and the cars were practically impossible to detect without special equipment.
 
   “I can’t rule that out,” Walsh replied. “However, it’s too early to say that he was passive. We’re still digging. There’s a lot of information to go through.” He set his palm on the thick manila folder to his left. This folder contained the list of all phone numbers belonging to Travelers Motel, the log of calls made from these numbers during Pollack’s stay at Travelers Motel, and the preliminary background information on people who had received these calls.
 
   “Fair enough.” 
 
   “Did you have a chance to listen to the tapes?”
 
   “Yes, I’ve listened to about two hours. Are the transcripts ready yet?”
 
   “I’ll give them to you by the end of the day.”
 
   “Feel free to highlight the important parts.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “How was your little adventure?” Peter asked. “Did you have fun?”
 
   “It was all right,” Pollack replied.
 
   “Why did you follow this man? Did you know him?”
 
   Steven Walsh apparently did trust him; otherwise, the colonel wouldn’t have asked him to interview Pollack again.
 
   Pollack shook his head. “No, I had no idea who he was.”
 
   “How could you be sure that he wasn’t going to kill you?”
 
   “He seemed rather harmless.”
 
   “I see. What’s his name?”
 
   “He said his name was Tom. Tom Jenkins, if my memory serves me right.”
 
   Peter settled back in the chair and said, “You know what I think? You followed this guy because you thought that he worked for the same people you do. Is that what happened?”  
 
   A sudden expression of embarrassment crossed Pollack’s face for a moment, or so it seemed to Peter. Having gotten used to Pollack wearing a poker face at all times, Peter began to doubt if he had correctly interpreted the look he’d just seen on Max’s face.
 
   Pollack threw his hands up in the air. “All right, you caught me. I admit I really thought Tom Jenkins was sent to help me.” 
 
   Although there was a distinct sarcastic tone in Pollack’s voice, Peter had a feeling that his admission was not a joke. 
 
   “Why didn’t you run away, Max? You had such a good opportunity to disappear, but you didn’t use it. There has to be a reason.”
 
   “Why does it matter?”
 
   “I’m just curious. Honestly, I’m starting to think you like it here.” Peter chuckled.
 
   “Maybe I do. Does it surprise you?”
 
   “Of course it does. No one in his right mind would willingly stay in a cell in an underground bunker.”
 
   “If you believe that I don’t want to leave the base, then why all the shackles and the guards?”
 
   Peter thought for a second and replied, “We’re afraid that you might change your mind.”
 
   “Oh, I see. Now it makes sense.”
 
   “By the way, did it ever occur to you that the guards could be there to protect you?”
 
   “Protect me from whom?”
 
   “I’ll let you figure this out on your own.”
 
   “I think you pulled that out of your ass, Peter.”
 
   “You don’t have to believe me, but you should realize that you’re a very valuable target for a lot of people.”
 
   “Is it because they are under the impression that I’m some kind of wizard?” Seeing that Peter wasn’t going to respond, Pollack said, “All right.”   
 
   Peter squinted at the webcam that sat by the control console and asked himself if he should ask Walsh to turn on the monitor in Pollack’s cell.
 
   “Let’s move on,” he said. “Where did you go while you were outside? Who did you meet?”
 
   “My friend Tom Jenkins and I went to a motel.”
 
   “Is that the motel where we found you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Was it Tom’s idea to go to this motel?”
 
   Pollack nodded. “Have you talked to him yet? Have you arrested him?”
 
   “Who did you meet after leaving the base?”
 
   “I saw a few people at the motel, but I don’t know their names.”
 
   “What did you talk to them about?”
 
   “I didn’t talk to them. I wasn’t in the mood to socialize at that time.”
 
   “Were your handlers waiting for you at the motel?”
 
   “I don’t have handlers, Peter.”
 
   “How long have you known Jenkins?”
 
   “I’ve known him since yesterday.”
 
   “Tom Jenkins is your handler.”
 
   “If you say so. What happened to him? Did you arrest him? Did you start torturing him yet?”
 
   “It shouldn’t concern you, Max. What did Tom Jenkins tell you?”
 
   A small smile touched Pollack’s lips. “He told me I had beautiful skin.”
 
   “Who did you call?”
 
   “I didn’t call anyone.”
 
   “So you didn’t try to contact your family or friends?”
 
   “Now that you brought it up, I realize that I should have done it.”
 
   “Who called you?”
 
   “Nobody called me.”
 
   “Did you email or text anyone?”
 
   “No, I didn’t.”
 
   “You didn’t communicate with anyone by any means?”
 
   “That’s correct.”
 
   “How long did it take you to get to the motel?”
 
   “I don’t have a watch, and I didn’t ask Jenkins for time, so I don’t know exactly how long it took. If I had to guess, I’d say it was about an hour and a half.”
 
   “Who are the people that helped you escape?”
 
   “Jenkins told me he worked for the Mossad. You see, I’m being completely honest with you, Peter.” Pollack rubbed his hands together. “Is Colonel Walsh watching us? Can you say hello to him for me?”
 
   “Max, are you able to control other people by the power of your mind?”
 
   “No. I’m starting to like your questions, by the way.” Pollack looked into the camera and winked.
 
   “Are there others like you?”
 
   “Like me? What do you mean?”
 
   “People who can manipulate human minds.”
 
   “How many times do I have to tell you that I’m not what you think I am? I can’t walk through walls, or read thoughts, or manipulate human minds.”
 
   “Just answer the question, please. Are there other people with mind control powers?"
 
   Pollack breathed a sigh and shook his head. “Okay, I’ll humor you, Peter. The answer is: I have no idea. But you, of course, don’t believe me.”
 
   After a long silence, Peter said, “Would you like to hear something interesting? It’s about your friend Tom Jenkins.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Jenkins was getting his orders from us.”
 
   There was a pause before Pollack responded, “He told me he worked for the Mossad.”
 
   “It was a joint operation. And guess who was in charge—Colonel Walsh.” 
 
   Contrary to Peter’s expectations, Pollack’s facial expression did not change one bit.
 
   “You’ve been had, Max. The whole thing was a sham.” 
 
   Peter silently clasped his hands and began to twirl his thumbs.
 
   “Are you upset?” Peter asked.
 
   “Why would I be upset?”
 
   “Okay. Did you remember Stacy Baxter yet?”
 
   “No. I tried really hard.”
 
   “We know why your masters wanted to find her.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I’ll tell you next time.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “Why did you tell Pollack the truth about his escape?” Walsh asked when the video conference was over.
 
   “Look, Colonel, Pollack’s a smart guy,” Peter replied. “It was only a matter of time before he figured it out on his own.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “And I believe we can benefit from Pollack knowing the truth. If someone tries to spring him out of here for real, he’s going to have doubts, he’s going to wonder if it’s just another trick, which plays into our hands.” 
 
   “I see.” Walsh started drumming his fingers on the control console. “It is a shrewd observation, Peter.”
 
   Great minds think alike, Walsh thought.
 
   Or maybe Peter had gotten this idea from Walker? 
 
   “I’m glad you liked it.”
 
   Walsh issued a dramatic sigh and said, “All right, I’ll let this one slide.”
 
   “Thank you, Colonel. I appreciate it.” Peter shifted in his seat. “Can I ask you a question?”
 
   “Go ahead.” 
 
   “How did you keep track of Pollack when he was with Jenkins?”  
 
   Walsh hesitated for a few seconds, deciding if he should tell Peter about the GPS tracking unit hidden inside the cast on Pollack’s forearm, which had been activated when Jenkins had entered Pollack’s cell, and then said, “There was a tracking device in Jenkins’ cellphone.”
 
   “I thought you implanted a GPS chip under Pollack’s skin.”
 
   “You’ve watched too many spy movies, Peter. Those subdermal trackers have a very short battery life, which makes them completely impractical.”
 
   He wasn’t bullshitting Peter; they had never considered implanting Pollack with a GPS tracking device. What was the use of a tracker that you had to recharge every two hours? On the other hand, the unit in Pollack’s cast could run for three days on one charge (fortunately, you didn’t need to remove the unit from the cast in order to recharge it).
 
   “Looks like your toys are not much more advanced than ours.” Peter stood up. “I was wondering, Colonel, what would have happened if we hadn’t picked up Pollack yesterday? What if we had just sat and waited? Would Pollack have eventually surrendered himself to us?”
 
   “It’s an interesting question. I guess we’ll never find out the answer.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   As soon as Steven Walsh returned to his office, he called Deputy Secretary Strickland to report the latest on the White Arrow project, which encompassed all the activities associated with Max Pollack. 
 
   “We believe you acted a bit reckless, Steven,” Strickland commented near the end of the call. “The operation was very risky. You could have easily lost Pollack.”
 
   “Sir, it’s an unconventional challenge, so we have to use unconventional methods to handle it. The risk was minimal. I hope you read the part where I mention the GPS tracking device Pollack had on him. Besides, the night before we released Pollack, while he was asleep, we injected him with a delayed-action sedative, which knocked him out eight and a half hours after he left the cell.”
 
   “Drugs are very unpredictable. Anyway, next time you have an unconventional idea, run it by me first. Good bye, Steven.” Strickland hung up. 
 
   Walsh put down the receiver and fixed his eyes on the wall clock.
 
   Could he be wrong about this operation? 
 
   Wrong? Was he questioning himself?
 
   Well, they could have lost Pollack, couldn’t they? He had actually let that man walk out of his base.
 
   The colonel sighed.
 
   No, the operation had not been a mistake. It had been a trick. He’d had the situation under control.
 
   Could Pollack be manipulating him?—that was what he’d like to know. Was Pollack pulling the strings? 
 
   How could he manipulate him, if he’d never met him face-to-face?
 
   That was a good question. Steven was sure Pollack was not controlling him. He knew he was not controlling him. Yet he still had doubts. That was how insidious Pollack was. Even when he didn’t get into your mind, he still won.
 
   Only if you allow him, Walsh thought.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “My guys found something interesting.” Steven Walsh shook the sheet of paper he was holding in his hand, his eyes bright with excitement.
 
   “I’m all ears,” Brian Walker replied.
 
   It was day two after they had pulled a release and catch trick on Pollack, and Steven was in a good mood. After interviewing fifty two guests of Travelers Motel—which had been a grueling experience for his three operatives—they had stumbled upon a woman who’d run into Max Pollack in the motel parking lot while he was taking a walk. According to the gal, whose name was Jennifer Ebersole, Pollack asked her to let him use her cellphone for a minute, which she gladly obliged (Max may not even have had to manipulate her mind for this). This encounter had not been caught on a surveillance camera, but Pollack’s fingerprints on the woman’s cell were sufficient to confirm her story. The best part was, Max Pollack had made a call. Ms Ebersole had said Pollack had looked calm and never raised his voice during that call. The sheet of paper Walsh was clutching in his hand was a printout of call details for Jennifer’s cellphone number that covered the last three weeks.
 
   Would it have been nice if Pollack had made this call from the room phone and saved them the effort? It sure would, but, as they say, all is well that ends well.
 
   Walsh briefly recounted how they had come across Jennifer Ebersole and then said, “My guys have checked the call records. Guess who Pollack called from her cellphone?”
 
   “I give up.”
 
   “Secretary of Defense Lautner. Pollack called his personal cell. They spoke for two minutes and forty three seconds.” Walsh gave the call log printout to Walker. “I had a hunch we’d find something useful, and I turned out to be right.”
 
   “Why do you think Max didn’t use Jenkins’ cellphone?” Walker scanned the printout from top to bottom and then fixed his eyes on the number that was highlighted with a yellow marker.  
 
   “I don’t know. Perhaps he didn’t want the Mossad to listen in.”
 
   That was the best explanation Steven had been able to come up with for the fact that Pollack had never used Jenkins’ cell and the phone in the motel room. It was absolutely plausible that Pollack would have assumed the Mossad had tapped both lines; and there was no doubt Pollack, just like everyone else, didn’t like to be eavesdropped on, especially while having an important conversation. 
 
   Walker nodded. “That makes sense. Did Pollack call anyone else besides Lautner?”  
 
   “No, that was the only call.”
 
   “Did you check Lautner’s call records?”
 
   “Yes, we did. They confirm the call.” Walsh pulled a sheet of paper from the folder in front of him and handed it to Walker. “Here’s the printout.”
 
   You had to give Walker credit for seeing value in reconfirming and redundant checks. 
 
   “Your guys work fast.” Walker started studying the call log for Lautner’s number. “Did this woman hear what Pollack told the Secretary?” 
 
   “Unfortunately, she didn’t.”
 
   “This is so bizarre, to tell you the truth.” Walker pointed at the call record printouts. “Can I keep this?”
 
   “Sure. I’ll make you a copy of the full report, too.” 
 
   Walker wrinkled his forehead in thought. “I would really like to know what they spoke about.”
 
   “I guess I could ask Lautner himself. However, given that he’s my boss, it might get a bit tricky.”
 
   “Hopefully, he’ll cooperate.” Walker gave Walsh a long look. “What does your intuition tell you, Steven? Is there something fishy going on?”
 
   “Pollack called Lautner for a reason. He took steps to hide the fact that he called him. I’m afraid the Secretary will have a hard time explaining all this. What about you? What are your thoughts on this?”
 
   “I’d like to take a deeper look into this. I’m going to find out where Lautner was that day. If it turns out he tried to meet Pollack at that motel, he’ll have to answer a lot of questions.”
 
   “Can I be honest with you, Brian? And let’s keep it between us for the time being.” Walsh leaned forward toward Walker. “If it were up to me, I’d fire Lautner regardless of whether he could wiggle his way out of this. He’s tainted now. He can’t be allowed to stay in the Department of Defense. He can’t be trusted with any top level position. That’s how I see it.”
 
   “It was… Brutally honest, Colonel.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Brian Walker went to Peter’s room shortly after his conversation with Colonel Walsh. He believed that Peter, who struck him as an open-minded man, was the right person to discuss his theory with. Brian didn’t intend to tell Peter about Pollack’s phone call to Simon Lautner.
 
   “Pollack mentioned that Israel is the cradle of civilization. Why did he do that?” Brian gave Peter an inquiring look. “What could it mean?”
 
   “I think he was just making small talk.”
 
   “He chose to talk about it. And if it came from the subconscious, it’s even more significant.”   
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because the biggest secrets are stored in the subconscious.”
 
   “So what do you think it means?”
 
   “It might help us figure out who Pollack’s masters are.”
 
   “Colonel says that it could be aliens. And I bet he’s not joking.”
 
   “It’s his job to consider every idea, including even those that are preposterous. I personally would be quite excited if it were aliens. However, I doubt that’s the case.”
 
   “Who do you think he works for?”
 
   Brian gave him a long evaluating look and said, “Have you ever heard about Shambhala?”
 
   Peter shook his head. “I don’t think I have. Sounds like the name of a musical instrument.”
 
   Brian pondered his words and nodded. “I guess it does.” 
 
   “So what is it?”
 
   “Do you have any interest in the occult?”
 
   “Frankly, not much.”
 
   “Shambhala is a mythical kingdom. A mysterious land. A magical land, if you will. In 1938, Hitler sent an expedition to Tibet whose main objective was to find Shambhala. The Russians have been searching for it since the 1920s.”
 
   “Were they after diamonds and gold?”
 
   “No. They say there are secret caves in Shambhala that hold the genomes of the human race and all the ancient civilizations that preceded us. Think of it as some sort of insurance policy in case things go very wrong and the mankind is wiped out. They believe that the genetic material from those caves is used to recreate the destroyed civilizations.”
 
   “And who’s going to do it?”  
 
   “The guardians who live in those caves. I heard them called ‘Prahumans.’ In Sanskrit, the prefix ‘pra’ means before or forward, so you can interpret this term as ‘those who were before humans.’”
 
   “What do these Prahumans look like?”
 
   “I don’t know how reliable this information is, but it is believed that they look like regular humans, only much taller. In the 1930s, there were reports of nine-foot-tall bodies found frozen in Tibetan caves. Those bodies were thought to belong to Prahumans.”
 
   “Nine feet tall? These guys are big.” Peter bobbed his head respectfully. “So this Shambhala is in Tibet?”
 
   Brian shrugged. “No one knows where it is. That’s why they can’t find it. They say this magical kingdom will only reveal itself to those who are pure in heart. My theory is that there are multiple gateways to Shambhala scattered all over the world. And I believe these gateways don’t stay in one place for too long.”
 
   “I can see why they’d choose Tibet to store the genomes. I bet it’s cold there all year around.”
 
   “Yes, there are plenty of cold places there.”
 
   “Have you been to Tibet?”
 
   “Yes. I spent a week there a few years ago.” Then Brian added, “I love to travel, what can I say?”
 
   “And what do the Prahumans have to do with Pollack?”
 
   “It’s possible that it was the Prahumans who gave Pollack his powers.”
 
   “It’s an interesting theory.”
 
   “It’s my favorite theory. Keep in mind that the Arctic is a very cold place.” 
 
   “So are you suggesting that Pollack’s team found a gateway to Shambhala?”
 
   “No. I’m just throwing ideas out there.”
 
   “You said that Shambhala shows itself only to people who are pure in heart. With all due respect, I doubt those SEALs were pure; at least not in the strict meaning of the word.”
 
   “You’re raising an interesting question. Pure in heart. What does it mean to you, Peter?”
 
   After pondering for a few seconds, Peter replied, “Kind, not greedy, selfless, honest. Nonviolent.”
 
   Brian bobbed his head silently as if agreeing with Peter. “Do you think you are kind, not greedy, honest, and selfless?”
 
   “I’d rather not answer because I’m biased.”
 
   “Do you personally know anyone who fits this description?”
 
   “I’d say most kids under the age of five are pure in heart. A couple of my friends have toddlers.”
 
   “I’m sure you’re right, but it’s not a conscious choice on the children’s part to be selfless and not to crave money, is it? They haven’t been exposed to the temptations of adult life yet, they haven’t been tested.”
 
   Peter spent some time thinking over Brian’s words, and then said, “You know, I’m surprised that Hitler believed in Shambhala.”
 
   “Actually, Nazis were big on paranormal and occult things. Have you heard about the Holy Lance? It’s also known as the Spear of Destiny.”
 
   “No, I haven’t.”
 
   “How about Lance of Longinus? Or Spear of Christ?”
 
   “Still doesn’t ring a bell.”
 
   “It’s a spear that pierced Jesus Christ' side while he hung on the cross. They said that whoever possessed the Holy Lance held in his hand the destiny of the world for good or evil. Some people believe that Hitler started World War II in order to capture the Spear of Destiny.”
 
   “Did he capture it?”
 
   “He sure did. After Hitler’s death, the lance ended up in the Imperial Treasure museum in Vienna, but it’s just an official story. Knowing the Nazis, my bet is that the spear in Vienna is a fake. Actually, we can’t even be sure that the lance Hitler had was the real deal. Right now, there are half a dozen spears that are claimed to be the Holy Lance.”
 
   “Do you believe the Holy Lance actually gives its owner the power to rule the world?”  
 
   “I have no idea. But I’ll tell you this: symbolism is a very powerful thing. It’s the oldest and one of the most effective mind control tools in the history of mankind. Oftentimes it works where money or tanks don’t.”
 
   “Are you saying you’re willing to take advantage of people’s misbeliefs?”
 
   “Who am I to tell millions of people they’re wrong? And what if the Lance is actually magical?” A faint smile appeared on Brian’s face. “By the way, the Russians have been doing paranormal research since the thirties. Let me tell you a story. In November 1941, when it appeared that the Nazis were about to take Moscow, Stalin went to the Blessed Matrona, a blind sixty year old woman who was believed to be able to see the future. She told him that the Nazis would fail and that he should stay in Moscow, which Stalin did. She turned out right: the Soviet capital did not fall.”
 
   “Stalin believed in psychics? Honestly, I’m shocked.”
 
   “The current Russian president uses psychics, too.”
 
   “Does the American government have a paranormal research program?”
 
   “You’re asking if our government scouts for people with paranormal abilities, locks them up, and runs experiments on them?” Walker shook his head. “No, I am not aware of a program like this.”
 
   “Then what are we doing here?”
 
   “It’s just a one-time event, Peter. An ad hoc project. As far as I know, there is no bunker full of freaks of nature studied by the Department of Defense or any other department of the federal government.”
 
   Peter mulled Walker’s words for a few seconds and then asked, “Do you think these stories about Prahumans are more than just fairy tales?”  
 
   “I suspect they are true to a certain degree. I sure hope there’s someone keeping a backup copy of us.” Walker leaned back in the chair. “Did you know that human species was on the verge of extinction seventy thousand years ago?”
 
   “And you believe that the Prahumans helped us pull through?”
 
   “I know that there are seven billion people on this planet now and we’re as far from extinction as the sun is from Pluto.” 
 
   “Did they find Prahumans’ bodies in Israel?”
 
   “No.”
 
   When Walker was about to leave, Peter said, “Do you remember Pollack telling me that his masters might be the good guys?”  
 
   Walker shook his head. “I must have missed it.”
 
   “What if that was a hint? Maybe he’s trying to let us know that his masters are Prahumans. The Prahumans are the good guys, right?”
 
   “You could be right.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27
 
    
 
   1.
 
   When Walker asked Steven Walsh if he felt like going to Washington, D.C. to have a chat with Secretary Lautner about Pollack’s phone call, the colonel didn’t hesitate and agreed to join him. Early next morning they climbed into a helicopter and one and a half hours later landed in the U.S. capital. To Walsh’s surprise, Simon Lautner had chosen a Capital Suite at the Four Seasons hotel instead of his office at the Pentagon as their rendezvous spot. Why the Secretary had given up home field advantage was a mystery to Walsh.
 
   They had been in the suite less than five minutes when the colonel heard a confident knock on the door.
 
   “Come in,” Walker said. 
 
   The door swung open, and the Secretary of Defense marched into the room, his chin held high, his chest out, his shoulders back. He came alone. After greetings and brief small talk, they settled in the living room, and Lautner asked Walker what the purpose of the meeting was. Walker waved at Walsh and said, “Colonel, would you like to explain the situation to Simon?” 
 
   Walsh gave Walker a nod.
 
   Having rehearsed his part in his head the night before and then once more on the way to Washington earlier this morning, Steven Walsh suddenly realized that it would be very hard to say what he was about to tell Lautner without sounding like a lunatic on LSD. His inner voice again reminded him quietly that Simon Lautner was his boss. The colonel really hoped Walker knew what he was doing. 
 
   “Sir, are you familiar with the White Arrow project?” Walsh asked in a calm voice.
 
   “The mind control project? Yes, I am. Joe and I talked about it the other day.”
 
   Walsh figured Lautner was talking about Deputy Secretary Joe Strickland.
 
   “The subject of this project is a man by the name of Max Pollack.”
 
   “Okay.” Lautner leaned back in his armchair and crossed his legs.
 
   “We have reason to believe that you’ve been influenced by Pollack.” 
 
   When Steven finished the sentence, it occurred to him that it was probably not the last time he was bringing charges like these.
 
   “What do you mean—influenced?” Lautner cast a tentative glance at Walker, who was sitting next to the colonel on the couch.
 
   “We suspect that Max Pollack has taken control of your mind.”
 
   There was a short silence. Then Lautner replied, “Are you fucking serious? What makes you think that he took control of my mind? Are you insane?” He shifted his eyes to Walker. Walker made no comment.
 
   “Max Pollack called your personal cellphone five days ago,” Walsh said. “What did you talk to him about? What did you do after speaking to him?”  
 
   Lautner frowned. “I think you’re forgetting your place, Colonel Walsh. You’re not in a position to question me.”
 
   “Sir, I suggest you cooperate. Please answer the questions. We also need to know if there have been other phone calls.” 
 
   “And what are you going to do if I tell you to go fuck yourself? Do you understand who you’re talking to?”
 
   “Simon, please answer the questions,” Walker said in a tone a teacher would use with a young student. “What did Pollack tell you on the phone?” 
 
   Lautner drew a deep breath and responded, “I don’t remember. Actually, I don’t remember speaking to him on the phone in the first place. Max Pollack never called me.”
 
   “There’s a record of his phone call to you,” Walsh said.
 
   “Simon, I’d much appreciate it if you tried really hard and recalled the details of that conversation,” Walker said.
 
   “I’m sorry, Brian, I can’t help you here. Are you sure he called me?”
 
   “Yes, I am. I saw the phone company records myself. You talked for almost three minutes.”
 
   “Could it be a typo? Some sort of system glitch?”
 
   “Let’s not waste our time on this nonsense, Simon. The phone call took place. It’s a fact. There was no glitch. So... What did Pollack tell you?”
 
   As Walsh looked at Walker’s face and listened to his voice, he became more and more convinced that the calmness and fearlessness Brian exhibited while talking to the Secretary of Defense were genuine. He was either naturally rebellious or out of his mind. Walsh couldn’t deny he kind of respected the fact that Walker didn’t care if he ended up on Lautner’s enemy list. 
 
   “I have an idea. Check with the NSA. They might be tapping my cell. They may have a tape of that conversation. I’m serious.”
 
   “We’ve already done it,” Walsh said. “They have nothing.” 
 
   The National Security Agency was not the only organization they had contacted in their search for the audio of the call. Using his connections, Brian Walker had inquired with every law enforcement, intelligence, and counterintelligence agency capable of wiretapping Simon Lautner’s cellphone, in the hopes of finding a recording of the Secretary’s conversation with Max Pollack. The search had been unsuccessful. Honestly, Walsh was surprised that no one had been monitoring Lautner’s cell phone calls.  
 
   “That sucks. I wish they had tapped it.” Lautner snickered. He waited for Brian to start laughing, but Walker remained aloof. “You must understand that I get dozens of calls a day. It’s impossible to remember every one of them. I suppose it was a meaningless conversation, otherwise I wouldn’t have forgotten it.”
 
   Walker gave Lautner a long studying look and said, “You must have a really shitty memory, my friend. Do you remember what you had for breakfast this morning?”
 
   “Come on, Brian. It’s not as if I’m doing it on purpose. I’ve got nothing to hide from you. How did he get my number to begin with? That’s what I’d like to know.”
 
   “He got it from you, sir,” Walsh said. “When you met.”
 
   “I’ve never met him. I’ve never met that man.” Lautner’s face began to grow somber. He must have recalled how, according to Walsh’s reports, Pollack programmed people’s minds. “This is bullshit.” The Secretary looked protestingly at Walker.
 
   “Tell us the truth, sir.”
 
   “I’m telling you the truth.”
 
   “Did he visit you at the Pentagon? Did he contact you by means other than phone?”
 
   “I think he’s controlling your mind, Colonel,” Lautner snarled, pointing his index finger at Walsh. “You falsified those phone records. You’re setting me up!” He was almost yelling. Then Lautner addressed Walker, “Brian, this guy is capable of all sorts of weird shit. His shop has equipment the CIA doesn’t have. They can falsify anything.”
 
   “We’re already past that, Simon,” Walker said. “I suggest you start digging in your memory right now. We need to know what you and Pollack talked about.”
 
   Lautner heaved a heavy sigh, his shoulders dropped. “All right, Mister Walker. I’m going to do my best to help you.”
 
   By calling Brian ‘Mister Walker,’ the Secretary must be attempting to convey that he had begun taking things seriously.
 
   “Very well.” Walker flashed a smile, letting Lautner know the grilling was over. Then he rose to his feet. Walsh and Lautner followed suit. “Colonel, please go without me,” Walker said. “I have some business to attend to in D.C.”  
 
   “Sure.” 
 
   A long time ago, Steven had made the following observation: when dealing with a boss, it was easy to cross the line between being professionally courteous and kissing ass. The colonel had never had a desire to kiss ass. He perfectly understood those who engaged in sucking up to their superiors, he just refused to participate himself, and odds were that this unwillingness had had an adverse effect on his career. Heading for the door, Steven thought to himself that no amount of ass-kissing would get him back in good graces with Simon Lautner.
 
   How long did Lautner hold a grudge?
 
   When the colonel stepped out of the room, another question popped in his head: did Brian Walker have sufficient pull with the President to get Lautner fired?
 
   Someone was definitely going to lose his job after this.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “How do you like the job so far, Simon?” Brian Walker asked, pouring brandy into a snifter. “Are the Congresscritters treating you well?”
 
   “Congresscritters?” The corner of Lautner’s mouth lifted in a slight smile. “I like that.” He accepted the snifter from Walker and took a small sip of brandy. The Secretary was back in the chair he had sat before Colonel Walsh left the suite. “Well, I can’t complain. We get pretty much everything we ask for.”
 
   “When was the last time you held an elected office?” Brian eased into a chair across from Lautner, with a glass of brandy in his hand.
 
   Lautner creased his forehead for a moment and replied, “Almost twenty years ago.”
 
   “Have you thought of running again?”
 
   “What office? Are you looking for a candidate?”
 
   “How about Moore’s job?”
 
   “Are you talking about the upcoming election? I’m afraid you’re too late to the game.”
 
   Brian took note of the fact that Lautner seemed to see no problem with challenging his boss in the primaries. He was not surprised at all; as a wise man said, there’s no loyalty in politics.
 
   “I mean the election after that.”
 
   “Is this off the record?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “I’m open to all opportunities. I’d be honored to serve this country in an elected position.” Lautner sipped from his glass. “Is it an interview?”
 
   “Sort of.”
 
   “If you could give me some time to prepare, that would be great.”
 
   “There’s no need for that. I’m more interested in answers off the top of your head.”
 
   “Okay, sure. I can do that.”
 
   “What would you do differently if you became President?” 
 
   “Well, I certainly wouldn’t economize on defense. I’m not saying that John’s defense policy is wrong. I’m simply saying we can do more.”
 
   “Is that all?”
 
   “I’m open to suggestions. I’m very flexible. I understand that Moore is not a perfect president and certain constituencies are being overlooked. I can fix that.”
 
   Brian lowered his eyes to the tips of his shoes and pondered his next move. He had prepared a page-long list of questions he was going to ask Simon Lautner, but now he was beginning to think that the interview would be a waste of time. First, it was unlikely that Lautner would give honest responses after they’d put him through the wringer. Second, Brian couldn’t imagine that Lautner was the most important target on Pollack’s list; he couldn’t even be in the top three, for that matter. He decided to pull the plug, both on this conversation and Simon Lautner’s career.
 
   “By the way, I see you and Colonel Walsh became good friends.” Lautner’s voice broke the silence. 
 
   “I guess we did.” 
 
   “I was a bit too harsh on him. I hope I didn’t give you the wrong impression.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Simon. Everything’s cool.” Walker drank a little brandy from his glass. “What do you think about taking a vacation? I believe you deserve it.”
 
   “A vacation?” Lautner’s eyes flickered as he rapidly regrouped and recalculated his strategy. In politics, it was rarely a good thing when someone said that you deserved a vacation.
 
   “A long vacation. Joe Strickland will hold the fort for you in the meantime.”
 
   “How long?”
 
   “About two years.”
 
   “I see.” There was an intense pause before Lautner asked, “Why? Why are you trying to get rid of me?”
 
   “Colonel Walsh explained it to you earlier. Your judgment has been compromised. You’re tainted. There’s some kind of relationship between you and Max Pollack. Max Pollack may have programmed your mind. Yes, we don’t know what he wants you to do, but we have to err on the side of caution. We can’t take any chances here, Simon.”
 
   “Brian, you must be taking me for one of your assistants. I don’t really appreciate your tone, to be honest with you. I am tainted?”  
 
   “Simon, we both know who I am and there’s no point in keeping up pretenses when no one’s looking. You’re going to do exactly as I tell you, without asking questions or suggesting your opinions, okay? I could start threatening you with a call to President, but that’s simply not my style. I know you’re aware of my status and I believe that should be enough to end any and all discussions.”
 
   Lautner stared at Walker silently for a few seconds, slowly grinding his jaw back and forth, before replying, “Very well, Mister Walker. I have no interest in dick measuring contests. The only thing I care about is the security of this country.”
 
   “Thank you. And please don’t take it personally. I love this country as much as you do and will never do anything that will jeopardize its security. And you can go back to calling me Brian.” 
 
   “All right. A vacation. Okay.”
 
   “Or you can resign. Don’t be too upset. We’ll take care of you. Would you like to be an Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations? It’s one of the cushiest jobs I’ve ever heard of. We can arrange that.”
 
   “Well… I’ve always wanted to try myself in the banking business. Can you arrange something on Wall Street? Something in the high seven-figure range?”
 
   “Sure, no problem.”
 
   “Thank you, Brian. I appreciate that.” 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Later that day, Brian met with Vladimir Lazarev, the most powerful man in Russia. Lazarev’s official net worth was eleven billion dollars. However, Brian’s colleagues believed that his real net worth could be as high as forty billion. He had the last two Russian presidents on his payroll. No major political decision in Russia was made without Lazarev’s approval. He was one of the three people who controlled Russia’s financial spigots. He could make a secondary school dropout a billionaire overnight, and he also had the power to strip billionaires of all their wealth. Lazarev was a ruthless, no-nonsense man; his enemies ended up in exile, or broke, or in prison, or prematurely dead, or a combination of these.
 
   The meeting took place at Lazarev’s sprawling estate in Millbrook, New York.
 
   “How much do you know about the Chinese mind control program?” Walker asked. 
 
   “Oh, this is going to be fun.” Lazarev smiled. “And by ‘you,’ I suppose, you mean the Russian government.”
 
   “Your connections are legendary, Vladimir.”
 
   “I guess you’re interested in the top secret stuff, right?”
 
   “Well, knowing the Russian government, I’d be surprised if any of that information is not classified.” 
 
   “You realize that our government is not particularly fond of American intelligence, don’t you?”
 
   “I don’t work for American intelligence. And you don’t work for the Russian government.”
 
   Lazarev nodded and stretched his arms over the back of the sofa. “You Americans don’t love the government. You want it to be small and weak; you’re worried about your precious rights. The Russians are a different story.” He crossed his legs. “Well, what’s a favor between friends? What do you want to know?”
 
   “Have the Chinese made any breakthroughs in mind control research lately?”
 
   “Apparently nothing major, otherwise I would have heard about it. Can you be more specific about what you’re looking for?”
 
   “Touch-free mind control, no drugs, no psychological conditioning. A very high success rate.”
 
   “The Chinese are certainly good at brainwashing, but I doubt they are anywhere close to what you’re describing. Have you received information that they have this type of technology?”
 
   “There have been developments suggesting that someone may have such a technology.”
 
   “Did your president do something he wasn’t supposed to do?”
 
   “No. We’re still investigating the situation.” Brian took a sip of water from his glass. “Maybe you could help me with information on those secret Soviet expeditions to the Himalayas.”
 
   “Are you talking about Tibet and all those magical mountains? You don’t seriously believe in this baloney, do you?”
 
   “It’s my hobby. I find these legends inspirational.”
 
   “All right, Brian. I’ll make inquiries.”
 
   “Thank you, Vladimir. By the way, have you heard any news about the American mind control program?” 
 
   “I didn’t know you had one.”
 
   “Should I take it as a ‘no’?”
 
   “If you’re wondering if KGB is spying on your scientific research,” Lazarev made air quotes around the last two words, “the answer is ‘no.’ Our guys have more important things to do than chase your X-men.”
 
   “Are your guys still conducting their own research?”
 
   “I’m sure they are. Someone has to protect Russian leaders from enemies, you know. Have I told you about Yeltsin’s trip to Japan in 1992 that was canceled when we found out that the Japanese were going to try and program our president to give the Kuril Islands back to them? That was serious shit.”
 
   “Yes, I’ve heard this story.”
 
   “And I swear it’s true.”
 
   “Do your guys have the technology I mentioned earlier?”
 
   “No, unfortunately, they don’t.” Lazarev furrowed his eyebrows. “If you want my honest opinion, the technology you described doesn’t exist and won’t exist in the foreseeable future.” Lazarev leaned forward toward Brian. “To be honest with you, I think this mind control business is a scam.” 
 
   “You think so? Let me tell you a story. Have you heard about what happened to Prince of Nepal Dipendra in 2001?”
 
   “I’m afraid I haven’t.”
 
   “In 2001, the heir to the throne, Prince of Nepal Dipendra killed his parents and seven more of his relatives during a party at the Royal Palace. The government blamed his fit of insanity on the alcohol, but some people suspected the prince had been programmed to go postal on his folks. Unfortunately, no one had a chance to ask this guy any questions because he shot himself after killing his brother.”
 
   “Who could have programmed him?”
 
   “We can only guess. All I’ll say is that, after the dust settled, somebody had to become king.”
 
    
 
   3.
 
   Gerry Kilgore, who wouldn’t be caught dead in a hotel room that cost less than two thousand dollars a night, was staying at the Presidential Suite at the Mandarin Oriental. Brian Walker saw nothing wrong with people living a lavish lifestyle as long as they could afford it. With a net worth in excess of nine billion dollars, Kilgore could stay at the Presidential Suite, which ran a cool ten grand a night, while using one-thousand-dollar bills as toilet paper, every day of every year for the rest of his life without ever having to touch the principal. And he certainly could afford the one-hundred-fifty-thousand-dollar Last Tsar Tourbillon Chronograph from Zenith he was wearing today.
 
   Unlike many self-indulgent men with money, Kilgore was not vain when it came to his looks. He was fifty seven, and he looked it as he was making no attempt to smooth the many wrinkles on his lean, tanned face or restore his deeply receding hairline. In Brian’s view, it took certain courage for a billionaire in his fifties to voluntarily give in to the aging process. 
 
   Brian arrived at Kilgore’s hotel suite two hours after meeting with Lazarev.
 
   “You still hang out with mad scientists?” Kilgore asked with a toothy grin. “I hear you’ve been staying in some military bunker in the South. No offence, but you’re wasting too much time on this voodoo stuff.”
 
   “I wish they were mad scientists,” Brian replied. “I’m afraid it’s a dying breed.”
 
   Most of Brian’s friends did not understand his interest in the occult and paranormal. Some of them thought it was his way of fighting boredom. He had never discussed this matter with a shrink. His attempts at self-psychoanalysis had yielded a theory that the root of his curiosity about the supernatural lay in his fear of death and his desire to find proof of the afterlife. Death must be the only thing he couldn’t beat, and it would have been natural if there was a subconscious undercurrent in his mind associated with it. Although a hereafter had not been the focus of Brian’s attention, he felt that this subject had the potential to compel him. 
 
   Brian kept an open mind because he was not a conformist and never hesitated to question conventional beliefs whenever he deemed appropriate. Occasionally he was willing to be receptive towards fantastical concepts for the simple and naïve reason that ten—or a hundred—million people couldn’t be all wrong. The last time he invoked this argument was two years ago as he toured Holy Mount Kailash, a peak in Tibet considered to be the center of the Earth in four religions. Hindus believed that Lord Shiva, the destroyer of the universe, resided at the summit of Kailash; to Buddhists, this mountain was the home of the Buddha Demchok, who symbolized supreme bliss; in Jainism, Kailash was the place where Rishabha, the founder of the Jain faith, attained Nirvana; and according to the adherents of Bon, who called Kailash Nine-Stacked Swastika Mountain, the peak and its surrounding region were the seat of all spiritual power.  
 
   Brian had felt a profound sense of wonderment when he saw for himself that Mount Kailash indeed looked like a pyramid, just as described. Interestingly, the mystical mountain, which had an altitude of about twenty two thousand feet, had never been climbed and would most likely remain unconquered since the Chinese government had banned all mountaineering activities on it in 2001.     
 
   “How was your meeting with Lautner?” Kilgore asked. “Was he pissed off?”
 
   “You bet.”
 
   “They’re always pissed off. These guys seem to think they’re entitled to power.”
 
   “Lautner kept it cool, more or less. I’m sure he’ll get over it soon enough. He’s a reasonable man.”
 
   “Did he confess? Did he tell you what Pollack had programmed him to do?”
 
   “No.” Walker shook his head. “I suspect he doesn’t remember. At least not consciously.”
 
   Brian cast his mind back to his conversation with Lautner. Could the Secretary have been onto something when he’d said he was being set up? Maybe not by Walsh, but by Pollack himself. But why in the world would Max Pollack’s masters frame Lautner? There was nothing special about him or his political views. He was as banal as they come. Besides, in the orchestra of power, the Secretary of Defense played second, or even third fiddle. If Pollack’s masters played a global game, Lautner should be of little concern to them.
 
   At any rate, Colonel Walsh was absolutely correct: Simon Lautner was tainted and, therefore, couldn’t be allowed to remain in the top echelon of political power. 
 
   “Have you figured out who sent Pollack yet?” Kilgore asked.
 
   “Did you ask the Chinese? They’re big on this mind power crap.”
 
   “I talked to a couple of guys in their Politburo. They’re denying that they have a mind control program. And they don’t know of anyone with mind control powers.”
 
   “I wouldn’t believe a word they say. What about the Russians?”
 
   “I don’t think Pollack works for them.”
 
   “Do they know about Pollack?” 
 
   “They’re playing ignorant, but I don’t put too much stock in it. The Russians are a nosey bunch, they want to know everything about everything.”
 
   “The mysterious Russian soul.” Kilgore cracked a smile. “They’re ruled by emotions, they’re stubborn, and they hate to lose.”
 
   “I noticed they’re not big on self-hatred, unlike many here. I have yet to see a Russian on a guilt trip.”
 
   “Be careful, they might steal Pollack from us.”
 
   “Honestly, I don’t think that any country has a technology that enables a human being to control minds.”
 
   “Then who gave Pollack this power?”
 
   “It could be aliens, it could be Prahumans. Remember I told you about Shambhala?” 
 
   “Oh yeah, Prahumans, Shambhala, Tibet. I remember that. Looks like you were serious.” Kilgore’s lips stretched in a thin smile.
 
   “As I told you before, Gerry, you don’t have to believe it. You can call these guys whatever you want.”
 
   “No, no, I like this name.” Kilgore began tapping his foot on the floor. “Could there be more people like Pollack?”
 
   “There certainly could be others like him. And it won’t surprise me if they’ve already tried this in the past. Maybe even multiple times.”
 
   “And Pollack is the only one who succeeded?”  
 
   “Succeeded? It all depends on what his objective is.” Brian took a sip of brandy from his glass and said, “I’m beginning to believe that Pollack wants to meet the President.”
 
   “Are you talking about Moore?”
 
   Brian nodded. “You know how space aliens used to say in old movies, ‘Take me to your leader.’” Brian pronounced the last five words in a drone-like voice.   
 
   “Yeah, it’s a classic line.” Kilgore crossed his legs. “Why would they be interested in Moore? Are they trying to pull a Manchurian candidate on America?”  
 
   “I’m just assuming they’re playing big. If they’re not, we have nothing to worry about.”
 
   “I agree.”
 
   Brian sipped more brandy and said, “I think we should give Pollack what he wants.”
 
   “Are you suggesting that we let him meet Moore? Why? What’s the upside?”
 
   “That’s the only practical way I see to find out what his masters’ plans are.”
 
   “Masters.” Kilgore smiled. “It’s such a loaded, hysterical word. It made me think of that conspiracy theory nut. Alex something. Forget his last name.” He took a swig of beer from his glass. “I doubt Moore will agree to meet Pollack.”
 
   “We’ll figure something out.”
 
   “Plans.” Kilgore drew his brows together. “I sure hope they’re not planning to wipe humanity off the face of the earth.”   
 
   When Kilgore left, Brian called Colonel Walsh.
 
   “You handled Lautner very well,” Brian said. “Not many people have the balls to confront their bosses.”
 
   “I’m one of those guys who say what they mean and mean what they say.” Then Walsh added. “I think I pissed him off.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. If Lautner gives you a hard time, let me know.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Colonel Walsh had returned to the base from Washington the same day he had left. Brian Walker came back six days later. Upon arrival, Brian went to the base commander’s office, where he was awaited by Peter and Walsh. The first question they discussed was how they could use Stacy Baxter. 
 
   “Why don’t we let her talk to Pollack and see what happens?” Walker suggested. 
 
   “Are you sure it’s a good idea?” Walsh asked.
 
   Walker wished he could give an affirmative answer, but the truth was that they had no way of knowing if his proposal was a mistake.
 
   “It didn’t come from me,” Peter said, “so it’s not a set up by Pollack.”
 
   “I’m worried she might tell Pollack something we don’t want him to know,” Walsh said.
 
   “What could she tell him?” Walker said. “She doesn’t know anything. She had virtually no contact with the outside world for two years.”
 
   “What’s the worst case scenario?” Peter asked. “Can she break Pollack out of here? I highly doubt it. She couldn’t break herself out of the asylum.”
 
   “Don’t call it an asylum. It’s a research institute.” Walsh grinned.
 
   “Maybe he doesn’t believe we have Stacy?” Peter said. “By letting him see we’re going to prove to him that we do have her.” 
 
   “If we do it through a video conference, we’ll prevent them from pulling any mind tricks,” Walker said.
 
   “I guess so.” Walsh nodded.
 
   “If Pollack is really working for Prahumans, we have nothing to worry about,” Peter said.
 
   “Prahumans?” Walsh gave Peter an inquiring look.
 
   Peter turned to Brian and asked, “Brian, have you told Colonel about Shambhala?” Then he said to Walsh, “It’s a fascinating story. Ask Brian to tell it to you.”
 
   “He already did.” Walsh took a sip of water from the glass. “I’m extremely skeptical about it.”
 
   “I believe it’s a polite way of saying that it’s a fairy tale,” Walker commented.
 
   “For all we know, Max could be one of those Prahumans,” Peter said.
 
   “He is not nine feet tall, though,” Walker said.
 
   “Well, maybe they can reincarnate in regular sized people. When it comes to all that metaphysical shit, anything is possible.”
 
   “Why would a superior being with supernatural abilities waste twenty years in a backwater town in the flyover country and then six years in the military?” Walker said. “I’m sure he could have found a more productive use for his time.”
 
   “It might have been some sort of character building exercise. A rite of passage type of deal. Or it could be a case of stolen identity.” Peter furrowed his eyebrows. His interest in this new theory appeared to grow as he gave it more thought. “Or Pollack’s whole life story could have been manufactured by his minions within the government.”
 
   “His minions within the government?” Walker said. “Come on, Peter, this seems to be a little too far out there.”
 
   “No, it doesn’t. In this day and age, when everything is paperless, it doesn’t take much to create a fake soldier. All you need is access to a dozen databases, which is absolutely doable if you have powerful friends.”  
 
   “Are you saying that someone hacked into the databases of the Department of Defense and set up a bogus file for Pollack?” Walker asked.
 
   “This would have affected not only the Department of Defense, but also the Missouri Departments of Motor Vehicles, Education, and Health, and a bunch of other places. Ever heard of the witness protection program? They do things like that on a daily basis, minus the hacking part.” Peter paused to think. “Can we even be sure the entire mission was real? You were not on that chopper with Pollack’s unit, you didn’t see them land on Bradford Island or enter that cave.”  
 
   Walsh made a hemming sound, knitted his eyebrows, and slowly leaned back into his chair. “That’s a valid point. To be honest with you, this thought has never occurred to me.”  
 
   “In order to verify that the mission actually took place, we’d need to talk to the helicopter pilots,” Peter said. “In person, of course. And we’d have to confirm they are who they claim to be. We’d also need to test the authenticity of all the tracking data for the helicopters and every unit member. We’d have to look at the fuel records for each helicopter, too.”
 
   “Wow, you’re good,” Walker commented.
 
   “I’d talk to the people who authorized this mission and to those who did the research, training, and logistics for it. I’d request a copy of every document these guys have produced since the mission’s inception, from office supplies requests and employee timesheets to maps and contingency plans.”  
 
   “Let me make your job a bit easier and save you some time, Peter,” Walker said. “The mission is real and those guys actually went to Bradford Island. There’s no need for you to waste your mental energy worrying about this matter. No one is trying to pull a hoax here, trust me.”
 
   “How can you be so sure?” Peter asked.
 
   “I was helping those who conceived and authorized the mission. The masterminds, if you will. And I know that these people made damn sure the SEALs didn’t screw them over and stage the entire thing.”
 
   Walsh and Walker exchanged glances. 
 
   A wild thought occurred to Peter that Brian Walker could be the mastermind behind the Bradford Island mission.  
 
   “You know why I chose you for this project, Peter?” Walsh said. “When you were in college, you doubted that the Moon landings had actually taken place.”
 
   “Did you read that in my file?”
 
   “Yes, in your file. You’re a skeptic, and I like that in people. As Edgar Allan Poe said, ‘Believe only half of what you see and nothing that you hear.’ It’s not easy to pull the wool over a skeptic’s eyes.”
 
   “Just so you know, I don’t have those doubts anymore.”
 
   “You don’t have to backpedal, my friend. If you’re afraid I’m going to mock your beliefs or think of you as a conspiracy nut, please don’t. I’ve witnessed and participated in enough cover-ups to realize there isn’t a lie the government won’t tell to promote or protect itself. And it’s fine by me. At the end of the day, I’m just a soldier following orders. If they want to congratulate themselves on the one giant leap for mankind, be my guest, I don’t give a shit.”
 
   “What about you, Steven?” Walker said. “Do you believe the man walked on the Moon?”
 
   “It’s irrelevant what I think. Whether or not the Moon landing was a hoax has no impact on anything I care about. I won’t love my country any less if it turns out the whole thing was staged.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



   Chapter 30
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “I need your help, Stacy,” Peter said.
 
   “With what?” Stacy asked. It was two weeks since she had awakened. She was getting six hours of physical therapy a day, and strength was slowly returning to her muscles. Stacy now was able to sit up and eat without assistance, but she still couldn’t stand on her own, let alone walk. 
 
   Stacy was not allowed to leave the block she was staying in. Also, she was prohibited from using any means of communication. She didn’t seem to be distressed by these restrictions, though.
 
   “Do you remember I asked you about Max Pollack about ten days ago?”
 
   Stacy nodded. “Yes, I do. You asked me if I knew him.” 
 
   “Does his name still not ring a bell to you?”  
 
   “No, sorry. I’ve been trying to remember it on the way here, but no luck.”
 
   “We need you to talk to him. We’re trying to find out how he knows you, what he wants from you. This is the kind of information we’re looking for. I’ll give you the list of topics we’d like you to cover.”
 
   “This man knows me?”
 
   “I believe so. However, he’s denying it.”
 
   “Why doesn’t he want to tell you the truth?”
 
   “I don’t know.” 
 
   Peter hoped he wouldn’t have to remind Stacy that they had pulled her out of the mental asylum and that she owed them. Unlike at the Clark Research Institute, here she didn’t have to undergo tests and no one was making her take tranquilizers.
 
   “Does he think I can read minds?”
 
   “We don’t know for sure. Most likely he does.”
 
   “Is Max Pollack a soldier?”
 
   “Yes. He’s a Navy SEAL.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll do it. When do you want me to talk to him?”
 
   “Today.”
 
   “All right.” Stacy nodded. “Can I call to my parents? Just once?”
 
   “Not at this time. I understand that you miss them, but this is for your and your family’s protection.”
 
   “Can you at least tell them that I’m fine?”
 
   Peter considered saying that he’d already spoken to Stacy’s mother—technically it wouldn’t be a lie—but decided not to play word games.
 
   “Sure. I’ll try to call them today.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Peter was lying on the bed, his hands interlocked behind his head. He was awake.
 
   Stacy took her eyes off the monitor and looked at Peter. “He’s in chains. Is he a criminal?”
 
   Peter shook his head. “No. He’s just being detained for questioning.”
 
   “Is he dangerous?”
 
   “You have nothing to worry about. You’re not meeting him face-to-face. You’re going to have a video conference.”
 
   “I see.” Stacy bit her lower lip. “Are you sure it’s safe for me to show him my face?”
 
   “Completely safe.”
 
   They gazed at each other for a couple of seconds, and Peter wondered if Stacy was scanning his mind to confirm that she really didn’t need to fear Max Pollack. Fortunately, Peter honestly believed that Pollack didn’t intend to harm Stacy.
 
   “If you don’t want to do it, just let me know,” Peter said.
 
   Stacy shifted in her wheelchair, looked at the list of topics on the desk in front of her, and replied, “I’m ready, let’s start.”
 
   Peter motioned the operator to switch on Stacy’s microphone and the monitor in Max Pollack’s cell.
 
   “Hello, can you hear me?” Stacy said.
 
   Pollack put his feet down on the floor and sat up. He gazed at the monitor for a few seconds before saying, “You’re new. Who are you?”
 
   “My name is Stacy Baxter. And your name is Max, right?”
 
   A silence followed, which was fairly long, mainly due to the fact that both video feeds were delayed by six seconds so Colonel Walsh could censor sensitive information. Not wanting to expose his mind to Stacy Baxter, Walsh was watching the conversation from his office.
 
   “Yes, it’s Max,” Pollack replied. “Are you here to talk to me?”
 
   “Yes. I’ve been told you know my name.”
 
   “What do you do for a living, Stacy?
 
   “Nothing at the moment. I was sick for a while, but I’m much better now.”
 
   “Have you ever worked for the government?”
 
   “No. I used to be a bank teller.”
 
   “What do you want to talk about?”
 
   “Why are you here?”
 
   “They didn’t tell you? You should ask them. They can explain it better than me.”
 
   “Why does it take you so long to answer?”  
 
   “Me? I was going to ask you the same question. I was starting to think you were slow.”
 
   “Slow?”
 
   “Mentally challenged. But I guess that’s not the case.” Pollack looked at the surveillance camera in the ceiling corner to the left of the door. “It seems like they’re delaying the signal. They’re very cautious.”
 
   “I was told that you might be looking for me. Why were you looking for me?”
 
   “No, they’re wrong. I wasn’t looking for you.”
 
   As Peter stared at the monitor, it occurred to him that Pollack must be wondering if the woman he was speaking with was a government agent posing as Stacy Baxter. Even if Max knew what Stacy looked like, he was probably prudent enough to suspect that they had found a double. 
 
   “Have we met before?”
 
   “I don’t think so. Where are you from?”
 
   “I lived in Rockford, Illinois, before I got in the hospital.”
 
   “I’ve never been in Illinois.”
 
   Could there be a code word or a code phrase Max and Stacy were supposed to use to confirm each other’s identities? Well, how would Stacy, who’d been in a catatonic trance this whole time, have known what it was? 
 
   “Why don’t you tell them what they want to know? They are good people.”
 
   “I’m sure they are. As for your suggestion… The thing is, they don’t believe a word I say. I answered all their questions to the best of my ability, but they think I’m lying.”
 
   “Did they have a reason not to trust you?”
 
   “You should ask them.”
 
   “I think you should tell them the truth. Honesty is the best policy.”
 
   “Are they keeping you in a cell, too?”
 
   “No. Actually, they’re treating me very well.” 
 
   “You said you were sick. What was wrong with you?”
 
   “I fell asleep. I was asleep for a very long time.”
 
   “How long were you asleep?”
 
   “One year.”
 
   “That’s long. What hospital did they put you?”
 
   “I don’t remember its name. It’s somewhere in Kentucky. They did tests on me before I fell asleep. Maybe they did tests after I fell asleep, too.”
 
   “Why did they do tests on you?”
 
   “They thought I could read minds.”
 
   Peter wasn’t sure Walsh would let Pollack hear this statement. Judging by Pollack’s reply, the colonel allowed Stacy’s words to go uncensored.  
 
   “Can you read minds?”
 
   “I don’t know. I doubt it.”
 
   “So what’s going to happen to you next, Stacy? Are they letting you go home?”
 
   “We haven’t talked about it yet.”
 
   “Are they doing tests on you here?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   “What if they decide to start doing them?”
 
   “I don’t think they will.” Stacy looked at Peter.
 
   “I hope you’re right.”
 
   “Do you know who Prahumans are?”
 
   “Prahumans? No, I’ve never heard of them.” 
 
   Stacy glanced at the list of topics and then said, “It was nice talking to you, Max. I wish you good luck.”
 
    “Have a nice day, Stacy Baxter.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 31
 
    
 
   1.
 
   They convened in Colonel Walsh’s office immediately after Stacy Baxter’s conversation with Pollack.
 
   “I was wondering,” Walker said, “what if we found the wrong Stacy Baxter? Could that be the reason why Pollack didn’t recognize her?”
 
   Peter shook his head. “I’m sure that this Stacy is the one Pollack wanted me to find. When I saw her, something clicked in my head, you know. He’s just playing with us.”
 
   Walsh rocked in his chair for a few seconds and asked, “When you left the base to search for Stacy, what was your objective? Do you remember what you were planning to do?”
 
   “Find her and check if she was okay.”
 
   “What were you going to do after you found her? He must have given you some instructions, right? Otherwise the whole thing would be pointless.”
 
   Peter spent half a minute thinking and then replied, “I have a feeling that telling Pollack I found Stacy was one of those instructions.” He creased his forehead. “Perhaps my mission is accomplished.” Peter turned to Walsh. “Are you going to move Stacy Baxter to another location?”
 
   “Maybe I am. Are you worried about Pollack’s buddies?”
 
   “Yes. They might come and break her out of here.” 
 
   “Try to break her out of here,” Walsh corrected him.
 
   Peter looked at Walker and said, “You know, I’m starting to believe Pollack’s telling the truth. I suspect he really has no clue what he was sent to do and what the ultimate goal of this whole charade is. Whoever gave Pollack these abilities is simply using him as an intermediary, as a pawn that is not in on the big plan.”
 
   “Is he telling the truth about his mind control powers?” Walsh asked. “Can he or can he not manipulate people’s minds?”
 
   “It appears that he does possess this ability, but I think he can’t use it for his own benefit, which explains why he hasn’t gotten himself a billion dollars.”
 
   “Why can’t he do that?” Walker asked.
 
   “It must be some kind of internal check. A safety mechanism to prevent abuse of the mind control power. Max is like a missile. A missile doesn’t know where it’s going; it just follows commands. Perhaps they chose Pollack specifically because he, as a Navy SEAL, is good at following orders.”
 
   “A safety mechanism?” Walker paused to think. “It’s an interesting theory.”
 
   Walsh nodded pensively. “It does make a lot of sense. You don’t want to let your employees run around unrestrained, especially those who can screw with your head.”
 
   “Maybe that’s why Pollack’s done nothing to get his wife out of here: he’s just not allowed to do it,” Walker said.
 
   “And it’s probably the same deal with Stacy Baxter, assuming she got her mind-reading power from Pollack’s masters,” Peter said. “I think the conscious part of her brain is blocked from the information she pulls from other people’s minds so she can’t use it for her own gain.” 
 
   The same principle had to apply to Stacy Baxter, too. She probably was able to read minds, but since she wasn’t allowed to use this power for her own benefit, she didn’t have access to the thoughts she had picked up. Where did that information go? How did she deliver it to her masters? 
 
   There were a number of possibilities. The thoughts Stacy had read could be transmitted through some telepathic channel between her brain and her masters. Or they could be stored in her head like computer files on a hard drive, waiting to be opened at a later point in time. How did they extract this information from her head? Maybe they used some elaborate brain plug-in device, or maybe there were people—freaks of nature—that were trained, or granted the ability, to do it.     
 
   “I wonder if they can take the mind control ability away from Max if he stops dancing to their tune,” Walker said.
 
   “I wouldn’t be surprised if they can,” Walsh said.
 
   “I guess, at a minimum, they can put him in a stupor,” Peter said. “That’s what they did to Stacy Baxter.”
 
   “Maybe they’ll take it away once Pollack finishes his job.” Walsh scratched his jaw. “I wonder if they can make him self-destruct, like a missile.”
 
    “Yeah, working for those guys is no fun at all,” Walker said. “I hope they offer a pension plan.” He emitted a guffaw. 
 
   “On the bright side, now we don’t have to worry that the Chinese or the Arabs would use him against us,” Walsh said.
 
   “What the hell are his bosses up to?” Walker muttered thoughtfully.
 
   “I guess we’ll find out when it happens,” Peter said.
 
   Walker let out a sigh. “I wish he were a run-of-the-mill Svengali looking to make a quick buck. It’s so much easier to deal with people who just want to live a life of luxury.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “You can pay them off. My concern is that Pollack’s new bosses may not be interested in material things.”
 
   “Let’s say Pollack’s telling the truth and he really can’t use this power however and whenever he pleases,” Walsh said. “I can think of one situation where he could be allowed to use mind control for his own good. Remember those three laws of robotics? One of the laws says that a robot can defend itself as long as it doesn’t hurt a human being. I have a hunch Pollack is in a similar position.”
 
   “You could be right,” Walker said. “It’s common sense to keep your agents from dying too soon.”
 
   “Speaking of Pollack’s masters’ plans.” The colonel rose from his chair and began pacing the room. “When is Pollack going to make his next move? What is he waiting for? A full moon? Or a planet parade—whatever it is?” Walsh pondered for a few moments, and said, “Let me look up the timeline on these, just in case.” He shifted his eyes to Peter and half-smiled. “That’s what they call brainstorming, Peter. Check every wacky idea that comes to your mind.” 
 
   The colonel switched on his laptop and went online. Two minutes later, he announced, “The next full moon is in thirteen days and the next planet parade in about two years.”
 
   “Two years?” Peter arched his eyebrow. “Can you please remind me what exactly a planet parade is? I heard about it on the news last year but didn’t pay a lot of attention.”
 
   “A planet parade is when you can see Mercury, Jupiter, Venus, Saturn, and Mars in one night,” Walker said. 
 
   “Well, obviously that’s not what Pollack is waiting for. Two years is too long.” The colonel paused to formulate his thoughts. “I’m going to ask Danny to make me a list of all astronomical events within the next four weeks. I want to see every eclipse, star alignment, and what have you. Who knows, we might stumble upon something useful.” He looked at Walker. “I personally don’t believe in all that horoscope voodoo crap, but Pollack and his buddies might, and that’s what matters here.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 32
 
    
 
   1.
 
   As soon as Peter saw the preoccupied look on Walsh’s face, he wondered whether the colonel was acting again. At first glance the concern appeared authentic, but Peter decided to reserve judgment until the end of the meeting. They shook hands, and Walsh asked him to take a seat.
 
   “How good is your memory for faces?” Walsh closed the manila folder that lay in front of him and set it aside.
 
   “I’d say it’s adequate.”
 
   “Do you recall how many people you talked to in your first four days here? I need you to remember everyone who said more than two words to you.”
 
   “More than two words? That’s a tough one. I don’t think I can give you the exact number.” Peter searched his memory for a few seconds and then said, “It must be at least fifteen people.”
 
   “Fifteen. Okay.” Walsh scribbled a note in his pad. “I assume you don’t remember all their names.”
 
   “I wish I were that good.”
 
   “Do you remember their faces?” 
 
   When Peter opened his mouth to respond, there was a knock on the door, and a moment later Walker entered the office.
 
   “Let’s finish this later,” Walsh said to Peter.
 
   “Did you start without me?” Walker asked, easing onto the chair.
 
   “No, we were just shooting the breeze.” Walsh adjusted the screen of his laptop. “There’s been a very interesting development, gentlemen.” He looked at Peter and then shifted his eyes to Walker. “Two weeks ago Peter suggested that Pollack might have visited Washington right after they brought him back from Bradford Island. I thought about it for a while and in the end decided to send two of my guys to the Thule Airbase to talk to the pilots. Just in case.” Walsh pulled a tan folder labeled ‘Classified’ out of the desk drawer and opened it, revealing a large photograph of a fair haired man in Air Force uniform. “Among the pilots they interviewed was Lieutenant Jake Woodburn.” The colonel put the photograph on the desk, allowing Peter and Brian to have a better view of it. 
 
   “Did he fly Pollack to Washington?” Walker asked.
 
   “No. Woodburn is a helicopter pilot. He and Lieutenant Clemens flew the chopper that was sent to Bradford Island while the chopper that picked up Pollack was on its way back to Thule.”
 
   “Are you saying they sent two extraction helicopters to Bradford Island?” Walker asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “This is the first time I hear about it. The reports I’ve seen say nothing about a second helicopter.”
 
   “Who did they send it for?” Peter asked. “Wasn’t Pollack the only survivor?”
 
   “That’s the most interesting part.” Walsh looked at Walker. “Did you know that Pollack’s team was accompanied to the island by a civilian?”
 
   Walker shook his head. 
 
   “And here’s the thing: he survived.” The colonel looked solemnly at Brian and then at Peter.
 
   “They sent the second chopper to get this guy off the island?” said Walker, whose facial expression remained unchanged after he’d heard the surprise news.  
 
   “That’s right.” Walsh nodded.
 
   “So Pollack was not the only survivor?” Peter said.
 
   “Evidently not.”
 
   “What’s this civilian’s name?” Walker asked.
 
   “I don’t have it yet. It appears that the mission command lost all the paperwork, if there was any to begin with. He must have been added at the last minute, and, according to Danny, nobody seems to remember him. Nobody except Lieutenant Woodburn.”
 
   “Is Danny in Thule?” Walker asked.
 
   “He’s in Little Creek. He’s been there since last night.”
 
   “Are they sure this civilian is a man or is it just a speculation?” Peter asked.
 
   “Yes, they’re certain it’s a man.”   
 
   “Where is this fellow now?” Walker asked.
 
   “He disappeared. They lost the guy soon after they brought him back to the airbase.”
 
   “Who authorized sending this guy to the island?” Walker asked, frowning. “And what was he going to do there?”
 
   “Danny is meeting the mission commander in a few hours. Hopefully, he’s not going to play games with us and we’ll have our answers by the end of the day.”
 
   “Are you talking about Colonel Fenske?” Walker asked. 
 
   “Yes. Do you know the guy?”
 
   “I saw his name in the reports.” Walker knitted his eyebrows. “Maybe we should ask Fenske to come to Fairmont?”
 
   “Let’s see what he says to Danny. If he goes into cover-your-ass mode and starts stonewalling, then we’ll invite him here.” Walsh put Woodburn’s photo back into the folder. “One more thing: there’s a high chance that this man, the civilian, is capable of mind control.” 
 
   There was a short silence before Peter asked, “Did he enter the cave?”
 
   “I don’t know, and we may never find that out.”
 
   “Then what makes you think he could be a mindbender?”    
 
   “First, this guy wouldn’t have run way if he had nothing to hide. And second—” Walsh looked at Walker. “You know why the reports don’t mention the second extraction helicopter? I’m inclined to believe that this civilian used mind control to cover up his participation in the Bradford Island mission.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Walker asked.
 
   “He programmed everyone to forget that he was at the Thule Airbase, that he went to the island with Pollack’s team, and that he was picked up from the island after Pollack. As I said, Lieutenant Woodburn is the only person we know of who remembers that there was a second chopper.”
 
   “What about his copilot?” Peter asked. “Did he forget flying to the island?”
 
   Walsh nodded. “Yes.” 
 
   They’ll have a hell of a hard time finding this fellow, Peter thought.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   “Who do you think this civilian is? My guess is he’s some kind of scientist,” Peter said as he sat down on the edge of his bed. 
 
   “What would Pollack’s team need a scientist for?” Walker asked.
 
   “Maybe they thought there were nuclear weapons on that island. Or an alien spaceship. Walsh said aliens could be involved here, remember?” Peter flashed a grin. “Ask the colonel. I bet he knows what they were looking for there.”
 
   After a short pause, Walker said, “Actually, I know what Pollack’s unit was looking for on Bradford Island.”
 
   “What was it?”
 
   “It might sound a bit out there, but... Remember I told you about Shambhala?”
 
   “The magic kingdom?”
 
   “There are two caves on Bradford Island. We had reason to believe that in one of these caves was a gateway to Shambhala. Pollack’s unit’s mission was to find it.”
 
   “What made you think there was a gateway to Shambhala on that island?”
 
   “There was a famous Russian painter by the name of Nikolai Rerikh. He died about seventy years ago. He was a big Shambhala enthusiast. Last year we bought two dozen of his journals from a library in Moscow. In one of these journals, Rerikh mentioned Bradford Island as a possible location of an entrance to Shambhala.”
 
   “So the President sent Navy SEALs to find a door to Wonderland. Well, I’ve seen much worse uses of taxpayers’ dollars.”
 
   “I hear you.”
 
   Peter took a sip from his glass. “So did they bring any scientists with them to Thule?”
 
   “What kind of scientists would that be?”
 
   “Archaeologists. Historians. Some expert on Shambhala, I suppose.”   
 
   Walker shook his head. “They didn’t take any scientists to Thule. I know that for sure.”
 
   “Okay.” Peter had a gut feeling Walker was telling the truth. “Why are you so interested in this? You don’t strike me as a man who believes in mystic legends.”
 
   “Mostly, it’s curiosity. There’s so much we don’t know or understand about the universe. It fascinates me. I might not believe in legends, but I keep an open mind because there’s a chance that they contain bits of truth.”
 
   “Do you think this Rerikh guy was wrong? Whatever Pollack’s unit found there sure wasn’t magical.”
 
   “He may have been right. On the wall outside the cave where Pollack’s unit vanished, there were hieroglyphics that were identical to some of those found in Tibet.”
 
   “Well… That’s an amusing piece of evidence, to say the least.”
 
   “Speaking of fascinating things, have you ever heard of quantum tunneling?”
 
   Peter shook his head.
 
   “Quantum tunneling is a phenomenon where a particle penetrates a barrier that it wouldn’t be able to pass through under the laws of classical physics. It might sound complicated, so I’ll give you an illustration. Let’s say you throw a tennis ball against a brick wall. In your opinion, is it possible for this ball to go through the wall and land on the other side?”
 
   “I’m going to say no.”
 
   “And that’s incorrect. Under the laws of quantum physics, the ball can penetrate the wall. However, the probability of this happening is astronomically low, you may have to try for a hundred billion years before the ball flies through the wall, but it’s not zero. On the subatomic level, though, tunneling occurs on a regular basis.”
 
   “You’re not pulling my leg, are you?”
 
   “No. It’s a real phenomenon. Look it up.”
 
   Just before he left Peter’s room, Walker said, “You know what’s bugging me? This whole Pollack deal might have been one big diversion, a sham to distract us from the real mindbender. And it seems like the trick worked; look how much time and effort we’ve wasted on Pollack.” After a pause, he added, “Maybe Max never set foot inside that cave.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 33
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “My name is Peter Anderson,” Peter said as he shook Jake Woodburn’s hand. “I’m here to ask you a few questions. It won’t take too long.”
 
   Peter believed that the main reason Colonel Walsh had asked him to interview Woodburn was the fact that he and the pilot were soul mates of sorts: both of them had been molested by the mindbender. 
 
   “No problem, Peter.” Woodburn had a focused look on his face. “You’re not a military man, are you?”
 
   Their looks met, and Peter detected a tiredness in Woodburn’s eyes. He must have begun to think that he should have kept his mouth shut, considering that all the attention he’d been getting lately had no upside for him. 
 
   “No, I’m with the FBI. As you might have guessed, we’re going to talk about the person your helicopter picked up from Bradford Island. Have you recalled this man’s name yet?”
 
   Woodburn shook his head. “I’ve been trying to remember it ever since your guys spoke to me in Thule. It feels as though his name was erased from my memory. Sometimes I doubt that I ever knew it.”
 
   “Do you remember him telling his name to you?”
 
   “Yes, I do. Well, I think remember that. And Captain Leachman must have told me this fellow’s name, too. I knew it, for sure. I did.”
 
   According to Woodburn’s background sheet, Captain David Leachman was his commanding officer.
 
   “What about his face? Did you remember any distinctive features? Birthmarks? Moles? Scars?”
 
   “Even if he had scars or moles, I wouldn’t have been able to see them. He had camo paint all over on his face. At least, that’s how I remember it.” Woodburn rubbed the back of his head. “I told this to your guys that came to Thule. They must have it somewhere on their tapes.”
 
   “We were hoping your memory began to clear up.”
 
   “I see. No, it’s still the same.”
 
   “What about his age? What would your best guess be?”
 
   Woodburn shrugged. “From eighteen to… I’d say fifty. No older than fifty. There was a lot of camo paint on his face. I wish I could be more specific.”
 
   “You’re doing fine, Jack. This is valuable information, too.”
 
   “Well… I guess.” Woodburn drew his hands apart, his palms up, with an apologetic expression on his face.
 
   “What can you say about his race?”
 
   “He’s not black. That’s for sure.”
 
   “So he could be white or Asian or Latino?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did he have an accent?”
 
   “Well, he didn’t sound like a foreigner, if that’s what you’re driving at. He didn’t talk much, but that’s how I feel. He spoke good English, I’m pretty sure of it.”
 
   “How about his voice? Will you be able to recognize his voice?”
 
   Woodburn hesitated for a moment before replying, “I don’t know. I could try.”
 
   “Was there anything special about his voice?”
 
   “No, he had a regular voice.”
 
   Peter flipped a page in his notepad. “What was the first thing you did when you came back from Bradford Island?”
 
   Woodburn shrugged. “Took a shower, I guess. Went to bed.”
 
   “Did you feel different than usual? Did you have any headaches? Nausea?”
 
   “No, I felt fine. I was a bit tired, but no more than usual.”
 
   “Did you have any strange thoughts? Weird dreams? Maybe nightmares?”
 
   “No.” Woodburn shook his head. “I don’t recall having those.” 
 
   “I see. Have you done anything out of the ordinary since that day?”
 
   “No, I haven’t. I kept doing what I’d been doing before we flew to that island.” 
 
   Peter closed his notepad and said, “All right, Mister Woodburn. Thanks for answering my questions.”
 
    
 
    Chapter 34
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “Steven, how do you know Woodburn is not making it all up?” Fenske asked. “How do you know he’s not confused?”
 
   “There’s more than just Woodburn’s word,” Steven Walsh said. “We’ve recovered this man’s GPS tracklog.” He took a page out of the folder and placed it in front of Fenske. “Here’s a printout, have a look if you’d like. Someone deleted this tracklog—or should I say, tried to delete—but our brilliant technicians managed to restore it. Well, most of it, anyway.” 
 
   Fenske scanned the printout, glanced at Walker, and replied, “As I said, I don’t recall sending a civilian to Bradford Island. We didn’t need a civilian on this mission.”
 
   “Is it theoretically possible that this man sneaked in without you noticing?” Walker asked.
 
   “Theoretically, anything’s possible. If he’d worn the same camouflage as the SEALs and kept a low profile, it would have been hard to spot him. There isn’t a whole lot of difference in terms of size between a group of twelve and a group of thirteen, you know.” 
 
   “That’s true.” Walsh drew a deep breath and started tapping his fingers on the desk. 
 
   They were not in an enviable position as far as Number Thirteen was concerned. The civilian had done a great job of covering his tracks. It looked like every electronic and physical record that could identify the mysterious civilian had been deleted or lost or destroyed. They had no name, no picture, and no fingerprints. And the Bradford Island mission commander didn’t know anything of use to them.
 
   They considered using hypnosis to help Woodburn recall the civilian’s name, but the colonel rejected the idea: chances were Number Thirteen’s name was fake. When it came to secret missions like this, real names were disclosed on a need-to-know basis.
 
   Finally, the colonel said, “Okay, Mike, I won’t take any more of your time. Thanks for coming.”
 
   “No problem, buddy. I’m always happy to help.” Fenske shook Walsh’s hand.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   “I don’t think he’s bullshitting us,” Walsh said. “Everyone I spoke to says that Fenske is a man of integrity. He wouldn’t lie to us.”
 
   “Are you saying Fenske knows nothing about the civilian survivor?” Walker asked.
 
   “I believe he did authorize this guy to go to Thule and then to Bradford Island; he just doesn’t remember it.”
 
   “Number Thirteen got to him, too?”
 
   Walsh nodded. “That’s the only explanation.”
 
   After a short pause, Walker asked, “What do you think Pollack’s role is in this?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I suspect that Number Thirteen used Pollack as a distraction. He wanted to stay under the radar, so he decided to make us focus all our attention on Max Pollack.”
 
   “Distraction? You think Pollack doesn’t have any supernatural powers?”
 
   Walker nodded. “Pollack is just a patsy. Part of the cover-up.”
 
   That was the thought that frightened Steven the most: this whole time they had been working some useless Joe Blow while the real mindbender was roaming free.
 
   “Seems like Max was telling the truth,” Walsh said with a wry smile. “He really has no powers.”
 
   “It’s not your fault, Steven. No one could have foreseen that things would turn out this way.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter it’s not my fault. The question is: what do we do now? How do we find this guy?” Walsh grabbed the pen and opened the notepad. “I believe that he was, and still might be, here at the base.”
 
   “Why do you think he was here?”  
 
   “Someone planted the Stacy Baxter idea into Peter’s head. It didn’t come to him on its own, that’s for sure. Fairmont is the only place it could have happened. To screw with Peter’s mind, this guy had to be here because Peter stayed on the premises up until he took off to look for that gal, I personally checked it. And most likely Peter met him face-to-face.”
 
   “How many people do you think Peter met in his first three days at the base?”
 
   “During that period, there were about a hundred and thirty people here who had the ability to access him. I don’t know how close and how long the contact has to be for that fellow to plant an idea, so we’ll have to keep all of them on the suspect list for now.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “All of them need to be detained. We can’t let them out of here until we find the mindbender.” Walsh gave Walker an inquisitive look. “Do you agree?”
 
   “I guess we have no choice.”
 
   “I wish we didn’t have to do it.” Walsh breathed a weary sigh.
 
   “What about those who have left the base since Peter first came here?”
 
   “We need to find them and bring them back.”
 
    
 
   3.
 
   The next morning, Steven Walsh had a phone conversation with Deputy Secretary Joe Strickland, who, according to Walker, was one of the primary candidates to replace Simon Lautner. The Deputy Secretary was not keen on the idea of indefinitely detaining one hundred and thirty American soldiers, which was exactly what one would expect from a civilian politician, a paper pusher only worried about covering his ass. 
 
   “Sir, I remember we detained one hundred and fifty people during the Camp Chapman bombing investigation in 2009,” Walsh told Strickland.
 
   “First of all, most of them were Afghans,” Strickland said. “Second, they were released in a matter of days, not months.”
 
   “I’m pointing out that there’s been a precedent, sir.”
 
   “We have to resolve this in a timely manner. We can’t keep over a hundred American soldiers detained for months, or years, or whatever period of time you have in mind, Steven. It’s just not done in this country.”
 
    “Sir, we’re talking about the national security here. We can’t let emotions cloud our judgment.”
 
   “Come on, Steven, spare me this crap. One man is okay, two, three, four, or even five men is okay, but one hundred and thirty people is not okay. You’re suggesting we essentially open another Leavenworth just because there is a chance that one of those people is a mind-controlling warlock. Only a chance, Steven, am I right?”
 
   “At any given moment there are over two thousand American citizens in our military prisons. Adding a hundred more to this population will barely move the needle.”
 
   “So what do you propose? That we hold them for six months? A year?”
 
   “I’d prefer to avoid setting any timetables, sir. But if it’s part of your political kabuki, let’s make it half a year for now, with the possibility of extension.”
 
   “Let me think about it. Maybe you’ll crack this thing before anyone starts noticing. And I beg of you, Steven, be as gentle with them as you can, okay?”
 
   Walsh promised Strickland that he would his best. He kept his word.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 35
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Lieutenant Dane Hodgkinson, of 10th Special Forces Group, was thoroughly enjoying his new assignment. He’d been instructed to be as rude, brutal, and intimidating as possible, and he was proud to report that he was exceeding Colonel Walsh’s expectations. Standing at six foot eight inches, with a torso the size of a small car, Hodgkinson looked like a guy no one would want to meet in a dark alley. He was a skilled interrogator; his success rate was over ninety percent, which must have been the reason Steven Walsh had chosen him for this job. For the next week or so, Hodgkinson was the king of Block H, which had been designated as an interrogation station.
 
   “Christopher Barbosa,” Hodgkinson read off the sheet he was holding in his hand. “Is that your name?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” the soldier replied. His young clean-shaven face was expressionless.
 
   “You’re here because you are suspected of a crime against the United States of America,” Hodgkinson said. “Specifically, we believe you’ve been providing secret information to a foreign government, which resulted in the deaths of American soldiers. I want to warn you that since your actions created a grave risk of substantial damage to the national security and there are no extenuating or mitigating circumstances, you’ll be sentenced to death if convicted of this crime. Do you understand everything I just told you, soldier?”
 
   Barbosa licked his lips and muttered, “Yes, sir.”
 
   Hodgkinson leaned forward to bring his face closer to Barbosa and said in a lower voice, “And one more thing. If you don’t confess and give us information we need, you’re not leaving this room alive, okay? You can count on it, motherfucker.”
 
   “What do you think I did?”
 
   “You passed secret information to the Iranians, and dozens of American soldiers died because of that.”
 
   “It’s not true, sir. I didn’t pass any secrets to anyone. I’m just a specialist, sir. I have no access to secret information.” 
 
   “I’m smelling bullshit. Why are you lying to me, Barbosa?” 
 
   “Am I going to have a lawyer?”
 
   “No, bud, sorry, you’re not getting a lawyer.”
 
   “I… I’d like to have a lawyer, sir. Don’t I have a right to a lawyer?”
 
   “I don’t give a fuck about your rights, Barbosa. You only have two options here: you either confess or die. I’m giving you ten minutes to decide.” Hodgkinson dropped his eyes to his watch.
 
   “I didn’t do anything! What do you want me to confess to?”
 
   “Should I execute him?” Hodgkinson’s unblinking eyes were fixed on the soldier.
 
   Out of the speakers came Walsh’s voice: “It’s your call, Lieutenant. You have the full authority. The camera and the mike are off.”
 
   “My call. Excellent.” Hodgkinson wrapped his large hand around the handle of the gun and straightened his back. “As I said before, if you don’t confess, you’ll get a bullet in your head. And I wasn’t joking back then.” 
 
   “Please, Jeff, I swear I’m not a spy!” Barbosa’s eyes filled with tears. “Please don’t kill me! You can’t kill me. This is wrong.”
 
   “Oh yes, I can kill you. I have the full authority. Have you heard of Directive 1730-09?” Hodgkinson picked up the pistol from the desk and pointed it at the soldier. “And we’ll tell your folks you shot yourself while cleaning your weapon.”
 
   “Please don’t do it! I’m innocent! I’m not a spy!”
 
   “You’re going to die, motherfucker!” Hodgkinson growled as he rose from the chair. “You fucking traitor! My friends were killed because of you, do you hear me? And now I’m going to blow your fucking brains out.”
 
   He aimed his gun at Barbosa’s forehead and narrowed his eyes. “Any last words before you die?”
 
   “Please don’t kill me!” Barbosa cried.
 
   A moment later Hodgkinson pulled the trigger. A shot thundered. Before Barbosa realized that the lieutenant must have missed, Hodgkinson swiftly pressed a chloroform-soaked cloth over his nose and mouth. The soldier fell asleep in eight seconds. 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   They had needed a quick and more or less reliable way of testing the suspects, which allowed them to spend no more than twenty minutes per person. This translated into fifty hours of non-stop inquiry, or six and a half working days (believing that an overworked brain was prone to errors, Steven Walsh was not big on overtime). 
 
   “You want our guys to work as fast as NKVD troikas,” Walker commented to Walsh during their first brainstorming session.
 
   The colonel glanced at his face, saw a grin, and, pleased that Brian was only kidding, replied, “Troikas? I bet those folks worked much faster than that.”  
 
   Walsh was right. The infamous NKVD troikas, panels of three people (most of whom had no legal education and many no education at all) that meted out Bolshevik justice under Joseph Stalin in the 1930s, had been known to convict over a thousand people in one session. One November day in 1938, a hardworking troika had pronounced over six hundred death sentences. Yes, those guys weren’t fooling around.   
 
   They had decided to exclude Peter from their discussions on the investigation, fearing he might still be under the mindbender’s influence, which made him a sabotage risk. When Peter volunteered to get locked up in his room for the next several days, Walsh patted him on the shoulder and said, “You just read my mind. I’m glad you’re such a good sport about this whole thing.”
 
   Conventional interrogations were out of the question because Walsh and Walker were the only people that could be trusted to conduct them and forty minutes wasn’t nearly enough to collect persuasive evidence through interviewing. Torture was also deemed ineffective under these circumstances.
 
   After many hours of intense brainstorming, they came up with the idea of a fake execution, which had originated in Walsh’s fertile mind.   
 
   “Let’s have Danny stick a gun to their heads and tell them he’s going to pull the trigger,” Walsh said. “Whoever manages to make Danny change his mind is our guy.”
 
   “We could throw in a real dead body with a hole in its skull to make things more authentic,” Walker suggested. “I know a few places where we can get a fresh corpse pretty quickly.”
 
   Walsh realized that the plan was one hell of a long shot, but it was better than doing nothing. 
 
   The colonel ended up changing his mind about using Danny in the executions (he valued Lieutenant Schmidt too much as an assistant to compromise him) and decided to employ operators from the 10th Special Forces Group in Fort Carson, Colorado. He chose to avoid the Special Forces groups headquartered in the South to minimize (or, hopefully, even eliminate completely) the risk of a suspect personally knowing the interrogator.
 
   In order to avoid having to deal with the decline in morale among his subordinates, Walsh decided to reassign all low-skilled personnel cleared of suspicion to other military installations and put new people in their places. Even though this move was going to affect almost half of the population of the base, the colonel was unconcerned. 
 
   “Most jobs here could be done by a trained monkey,” he said to Walker. “Replacing these guys will have no negative impact whatsoever.”
 
   This statement sounded impolite, but it didn’t mean that the colonel didn’t appreciate the work of the men and women of his base.
 
   To avoid leaks about the nature of activities that went on at Block H, everyone who had undergone interrogation was immediately placed in a holding area within the block. Two holding areas had been set up: one for those who had failed to stop Hodgkinson from shooting and the other for those who had succeeded in doing so. At one o’clock at night, all detainees from the first holding area were put on a Chinook helicopter to be taken to Fort Rucker in Alabama, where they were supposed to stay until being reassigned to another installation.   
 
   Walsh made one major change to the suspect list: he added those who had arrived after Peter had left the base to look for Stacy Baxter. Why? He realized he didn’t trust the personnel files. 
 
   “Those arrival dates could be bogus,” he said. “If I were this guy, that’s what I would have done—fix the records.”
 
   This decision had caused the suspect list to grow to one hundred and fifty eight names.
 
    
 
   3.
 
   As Dane Hodgkinson and First Sergeant Alex Janovitch, who had also been loaned by 10th Special Forces Group, laid Barbosa on the gurney, Walker turned to Walsh and asked, “Are you sure you want to keep this going? I still think it’s a great idea, I’m just concerned about the morale of your subordinates. A lot of them will be pissed off at you after going through this test.”
 
   “Contrary to what some might think, I don’t enjoy running roughshod over my soldiers. I understand the dangers of pissing off the people working under me very well. Are you familiar with the term ‘fragging’?”
 
   Walker shook his head.
 
   The colonel continued, “During the Nam War, some commanding officers were so unpopular with their units that they ended up getting killed by their soldiers, which typically happened during a battle, when people died left and right. They called it fragging because a lot of those killings were done by means of a fragmentation grenade.” 
 
   “That’s rough.”
 
   “If there were a better way to solve the problem, we wouldn’t be doing this. Since there’s no alternative, we’ll have to see our little experiment through.”
 
   “You’re the boss, Steven.”
 
   Walsh looked at the interrogation list that lay on the desk in front of him and scratched a checkmark next to Christopher Barbosa’s name. Thirty five people had undergone evaluation (Walsh loved this bureaucratic euphemism) so far. They had one hundred and twenty three more to test. The colonel was satisfied with the pace of interrogations; however, he was unhappy with the fact that the effort had yielded no positive results. No one of those who’d been processed had been able to prevent Lieutenant Hodgkinson from pulling the trigger. Walsh was far from losing hope, though: they had only gone through twenty percent of the list. 
 
   What was he going to do if all of these men failed to manipulate Hodgkinson’s mind? He would cross this bridge when he came to it.
 
   Walsh shifted in his chair to assume a more comfortable position. 
 
   Private Roger Morrissey, 25, born in Medford, Oregon, was next on the list after Barbosa.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 36
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “I have a couple of questions for you, Lieutenant,” Steven Walsh said.
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “When you finished interrogating Private Roger Morrissey—” Steven picked up Morrissey’s photo from the desk and showed it to Hodgkinson. “Here he is. So, when you were done interrogating this man, you didn’t shoot him. Why?”
 
   Hodgkinson took about ten seconds to think over his answer and then replied, “The gun misfired, sir.”
 
   “Misfired? I see.” Walsh leaned back in his chair. “Did you feel any sympathy for Private Morrissey?”
 
   “No, not at all.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I don’t know this guy. Besides, he’s a suspect.”
 
   “You don’t feel sympathy for suspects?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “You are my kind of soldier, Lieutenant.” Walsh smiled.
 
   “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “I have good news. I’m giving you two days off. Go to your room, relax, recharge your batteries. Lieutenant Dillard will substitute for you.” 
 
   “I’m not feeling tired, sir. I’ve only been here two days.”
 
   “Consider this a reward for a job well done. And I do want to commend you for your great attitude.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “Can you do me a favor?” Walsh opened the drawer on the right and stuck his hand into it. “Put this on and don’t take it off until I tell you to, okay?” He produced a black plastic wrist watch and handed it to Hodgkinson. “And I suppose we both understand that it’s not a request but an order.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Hodgkinson quickly examined Walsh’s gift and said, “Timex.”
 
   “It’s a GPS tracking device, but it tells time, too.” A moment later Walsh added, “In case there’s an emergency and we need your help.”
 
   Watching Hodgkinson put the tracker on his right wrist, Walsh said, “That will be all, Lieutenant. You may go.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   “What are you going to do with Pollack?” Peter asked.
 
   After a momentary hesitation, Walsh replied, “We’ll think about it when we find the mindbender.”
 
   “And what if we never find him? Do you plan to keep Pollack locked up for the rest of his life?”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe.”
 
   What was he concerned about? 
 
   Steven was going to be honest with himself here. One thing bothered him the most at the moment: he didn’t know if he was absolutely sure that the idea of searching for Number Thirteen hadn’t been planted in his mind. 
 
   How had he come to this decision? His motive had obviously been simple: the civilian that had gone to Bradford Island with Pollack’s team was a mindbender and therefore had to be captured. 
 
   But he had no solid proof that the civilian was a mindbender, did he? It was theoretically possible that someone had planted this thought in his head, and Walsh commended himself for realizing that. Forewarned is forearmed, and all that.  
 
   Granted, this notion sounded irrational and illogical. If he had never come into direct contact with Pollack, how had he been made to believe that Number Thirteen was a mindbender? This idea could have infiltrated his mind only if Pollack was able to transmit his commands without a face-to-face meeting.
 
   “This is not the right thing to do, Colonel. If Pollack is just a regular guy without any paranormal abilities, you can’t keep him imprisoned.”
 
   “Yes, we can.”
 
   He didn’t intend to let Pollack go, did he? Did it mean that he hadn’t been under Pollack’s influence when he had decided to start looking for Number Thirteen?
 
   Yes, it did. Steven was certain he had not been affected by Pollack. But he had a feeling he knew who could have been.
 
   “You did your best, Colonel, there’s nothing to be ashamed of.”
 
   “Who said I was ashamed of anything?”  
 
   What if Woodburn’s memory of his trip to Bradford Island was false? What if that memory had been planted by Max Pollack? 
 
   Why would he have done it? 
 
   Maybe Pollack was trying to trick them into letting him go. This ploy could have worked, too, if someone less vigilant was in charge of the White Arrow project.
 
   Pollack must have met Woodburn back at the Thule Air Force Base shortly after being rescued from Bradford Island. 
 
   “You’ve done your part. You don’t have to pursue this matter further.”
 
   “What matter? You want me to stop looking for the mindbender?”
 
   “It seems to be one big waste of time.”
 
   “Actually, we already have a suspect. Would you like to talk to him?”  
 
   “Who is he?”  
 
   “Private Roger Morrissey.” Walsh placed the folder with information on Morrissey in front of Peter.
 
   Peter opened the folder. “You believe that he could be the real mindbender?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “When do you want me to meet him?”
 
   “In an hour.”
 
   “All right. Let’s do it.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 37
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Looking at the polygraph, Peter suddenly felt like he was in an interrogation room at one of FBI field offices. This had a calming effect on him. 
 
   Was this man a mindbender? Was this man the only mindbender?
 
   Peter’s intuition was still silent on this subject. 
 
   “Mister Morrissey, I’m going to ask you a few questions,” Peter said. “Please answer them honestly and completely.”
 
   After studying the list of questions he received from Walsh, Peter had realized that the polygraph might be nothing but a prop, a means of psychological pressure. You see, there were very few questions on the list that could be used as a benchmark to determine if Morrissey was lying. Besides, less than half of the questions were of ‘yes’ or ‘no’ type.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Morrissey replied. He had a tense look on his face.
 
   “Do you know why you are here?” 
 
   “I was interrogated this morning. For some reason, they suspect I’m a spy.”
 
   “Are you a spy?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “When is your birthday?”
 
   “April tenth.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “I’m twenty five.”
 
   “Where were you born?”
 
   “Medford, Oregon.”
 
   “Do you know Stacy Baxter?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “Have you ever heard this name before?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “Have you ever been on Bradford Island?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “Do you know where this island is located?”
 
   “No, sir, I don’t.”
 
   “Do you know why I’m asking you about Bradford Island?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   It occurred to Peter that he was not the best guinea pig to test Morrissey since he was on the alert for mind-control tricks. He was forewarned. 
 
   “What do you think about your interrogation by Sergeant King? Did you understand the questions presented to you?”
 
   “You mean that big guy with a moustache? The guy who tried to shoot me? Is he Sergeant King?”
 
   “Yes, he’s Sergeant King. As for the shooting, he lost his temper, I suppose.”
 
   Peter wished he could ask Morrissey if he had really feared for his life when Hodgkinson pulled the trigger. However, he realized he had to be more subtle than that. 
 
   “With all due respect, I think what Sergeant King did was illegal. He could have killed me back there.”
 
   “And if that had happened, your family would have received a death gratuity of one hundred thousand dollars from the U.S. government.”
 
   Morrissey gave him an incredulous stare, probably hoping that Peter would laugh and say that it had been a joke. But Peter didn’t laugh; he didn’t even crack a smile. He had intended to provoke Morrissey with this remark, and it seemed that he succeeded.  
 
   “What?” he muttered.
 
   “We’re investigating a very serious crime, Mister Morrissey. This is a national security matter, which means that certain constitutional protections might be unavailable to you.”
 
   It was possible that the gun had simply misfired, just like Hodgkinson said. Misfires happen all the time, you know.
 
   Was he thinking this because he wanted Pollack to be the mindbender? Had he developed some kind of weird attachment to Max?
 
   “Are you going to put me back in the cell after this interrogation?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How long am I going to stay there?”
 
   “Indefinitely. Maybe for the rest of your life.”
 
   “For the rest of my life?” Morrissey’s eyes widened with shock.
 
   “Are your parents still alive, Roger?”  
 
   “Yes, they are. Sir, they can’t keep me in a cell for the rest of my life. It’s against the law.”
 
   “Do you have any siblings?”
 
   “I have an older brother. Sir, I’d like to see a lawyer.” Morrissey wiped the sweat off his forehead with his hand.
 
   “Your family may suffer if you’re not honest with us.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “They may be indefinitely detained. Just like you.”
 
   “But they have nothing to do with this.” Morrissey’s face began to turn red.
 
   “How did you stop Sergeant King from shooting you?”
 
   “I didn’t stop him. What are you talking about?”
 
   “You know what I’m talking about. He tried to execute you, and you stopped him from doing it.”
 
   “I think his gun misfired. I didn’t do anything.”
 
   “Yes, you did. You made him stop. How did you do it?”
 
   “I’m telling you, his gun misfired. That’s the truth, sir.”
 
   “I don’t believe you.”
 
   When Peter opened his mouth to continue, he heard Walsh’s voice in his earpiece telling him to end the interrogation and come to the conference room in the headquarters building in one hour.
 
   “Think about what I said, Roger.” Peter stood up and headed for the door.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   “Is that him? Do you recognize the voice?” Walsh asked.
 
   Woodburn pressed his lips together and thought for a few seconds while intently watching the recording of Morrissey’s interrogation by Peter, which had been edited to exclude everything the colonel had deemed to be confidential information. “I don’t know,” he finally said. “I can’t tell for sure. I only heard him say a few words, so I’m not a very reliable witness here, to tell you the truth.”
 
   Walsh exchanged glances with Peter.
 
   “Could it be him?” Peter asked.
 
   “I suppose so,” Woodburn replied. “You see, that guy didn’t have a distinctive voice like Barry White or… well, you know what I mean.”
 
   “So his voice wasn’t very low?” Peter asked.
 
   “No, I don’t think so.”
 
   “Was it similar to the voice of the guy in the video?” Walsh asked.
 
   “Kind of. I’m not a hundred percent sure.”
 
   Walsh breathed a weary sigh. 
 
   “Are you going to put this guy in jail?” Woodburn asked.
 
   “Maybe,” Walsh said.
 
   “When can I go back to Thule?”
 
   Walsh gave Woodburn a long look and said, “Are you in a hurry?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “You’ll return to your base in due time, Mister Woodburn.”
 
   “How much longer will I have to stay here?”
 
   “Are you dissatisfied with your accommodations?”
 
   “No. But you could give me an estimate, please?”
 
   “A few weeks.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.”
 
   Walsh glanced at his watch. “Jake, have you ever been under hypnosis?”
 
   “Hypnosis? No. Why?”
 
   There was a knock on the door, and a slim man in his fifties dressed in a beige suit entered the conference room. Peter saw that he had a briefcase in his hand. 
 
   “Am I on time?” the man asked.
 
   “Yes, you are, Doctor.” Walsh motioned the man to take a seat at the table. “This is Doctor Marcus. He’s our hypnotist.”
 
   “Are you going to put me under hypnosis?” A slight smile appeared on Woodburn’s face.
 
   “Yes. I believe it could help you remember the name of the man you picked up on that island.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Marcus placed his briefcase on the table and opened it. Inside the briefcase were several vials with clear liquid, syringes, and two scientific-looking devices the size of a book.
 
   Staring at the contents of the briefcase, Woodburn said, “What if I can’t be hypnotized? I read that hypnosis doesn’t work on everyone.”
 
   “Don’t worry. Doctor Marcus is one of the best hypnotists in the country. He can hypnotize anyone. He’s been doing this for over thirty years. He does a lot of work for the CIA.”
 
   “CIA?”
 
   With a businesslike air, Marcus took a syringe and a vial out of the briefcase and put them on the table.
 
   “I don’t think I even heard his name,” Woodburn said. “What’s in that vial?”
 
   “It will help you relax,” Marcus replied.  
 
   “Do you need him to lie down?” Walsh asked. “There’s a room with a couch down the hall.”
 
   “No. I can do it here.” Marcus removed the syringe from its packaging.
 
   “Am I going to fall asleep?” Woodburn shifted in his chair, his eyes fixed on the syringe.
 
   “You’ll be in a trance,” Marcus pulled the cap off the vial. “Half-awake, half-asleep.”
 
   “It will be over before you know it, Jake.” Walsh opened his notepad.
 
   Woodburn scratched the back of his head and sighed. “Colonel, to be honest, I feel a little uncomfortable about this.”
 
   “Why?” Walsh asked. “Doctor Marcus is a world-class expert. You’ll be fine.”
 
   Woodburn clamped his hands together and sighed again. “Sir, I don’t know that man’s name.”
 
   “Doctor Marcus is very good at extracting forgotten memories,” Walsh said.
 
   “I didn’t forget the name.” Woodburn hesitated for a few seconds and then continued, “I made all of it up. I didn’t fly to Bradford Island.”
 
   Frowning, Walsh turned his face to Marcus and said, “Doctor, can you please leave us alone for a minute? I’ll have someone bring your stuff back to you later.”
 
   “Sure.” Marcus got up and left the room.
 
   Walsh folded his arms on his chest and said, looking at Woodburn, “You made it all up. So you didn’t pick up a civilian from Bradford Island?”
 
   “No, we didn’t.”
 
   “What about the GPS tracklog? Did you create it, too?”
 
   “No, someone else did.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Okay. Why did you lie to us, Jake? Do you realize that you’ve jeopardized the national security of the United States by lying to us?”
 
   “Sir, Agent Rasche told me that I was part of a secret mission to expose a traitor.” Woodburn’s shoulders dropped and his face grew sullen. “I thought I was doing my duty, sir, I swear.” 
 
   “Who the hell is Agent Rasche and why did you follow his orders?”
 
   “He works for the CIA. He told me there was a spy ring within our Armed Forces and the CIA was working on identifying its members.”
 
   Walsh made a grimace. “So some guy tells you he’s from the CIA and you believe him?”
 
   “Sir, he showed me the proper ID.” Woodburn nervously licked his lips.
 
   “Do you know what a proper CIA ID looks like? Are you an expert on CIA IDs?”
 
   “He showed me a copy of my personnel file. He knew every little detail about my family. He definitely works for the government.” Woodburn’s voice became raspy. “I had no reason to believe he was lying to me, sir.” 
 
   “Was it Agent Rasche who created the GPS tracklog?”
 
   “Yes, I think it was him.”
 
   “The story he asked you to tell us—it seems very strange, doesn’t it? What does a civilian on Bradford Island have to do with a spy ring? Did you ask him to explain that to you?”
 
   “He said it was a matter of national security. Under circumstances like these, you don’t ask questions. You just follow orders.”
 
   “Where can I find Agent Rasche? Do you know what office he is with?”
 
   “He’s from Washington, D.C. I have his cell phone number.”
 
   “What’s his first name?”
 
   “Terrence.”
 
   “So it’s Agent Terrence Rasche from Washington, D.C.?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 38
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “Your name is Linda Pollack, you’re twenty six years old, you currently reside in Chesapeake, Virginia—is that correct?” the interviewer asked.
 
   The interviewer was Second Lieutenant Alexander Dobell. Peter remembered seeing him a few times in the mess hall. This recording had been made two days after Max Pollack had been detained. When Walsh had asked Peter about his sudden interest in the tape of Linda Pollack’s interview, Peter had offered boredom as an explanation. It had been the truth. 
 
   “Yes, that’s correct,” Linda replied.  
 
   “Max Pollack is your husband?”
 
   “Yes, he is.”
 
   “Have you had any contact with Max in the last four days?”
 
   “No, I haven’t.”
 
   Peter fast-forwarded the video four minutes, and then one minute more.
 
   “Can you describe your relationship with Max? Does he love you?”
 
   “Yes, he does.”
 
   It occurred to Peter that Dobell should have used past tense and asked, ‘Did he love you?’ Max Pollack was gone for good as far as his marriage—or any other relationship—to Linda was concerned. 
 
   “Has he ever cheated on you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I guess if he did, he would keep it secret from you, wouldn’t he?”
 
   “I told you Max loves me. He would never cheat on me.”
 
   It appeared that one of Dobell’s objectives was to find out if Max cared about his wife enough to be upset by her death or indefinite imprisonment. The Pollacks had been married for three years now and were well past the honeymoon stage. Three years was more than enough for things to go very sour, Peter knew that from his own experience.
 
   “Okay. I’ll take your word for it.”  
 
   After he finished watching the video, Peter asked himself if he agreed with Walsh’s decision to detain Linda Pollack indefinitely. During the interview, Dobell had explained to Linda that she’d have to remain in the custody of the Department of Defense because she was in danger of being abducted by a foreign government or a terrorist group. Peter found the reason cited by Dobell plausible and sensible. 
 
   Harsh as it may seem, for now, Linda Pollack’s safest option was to remain confined in a government facility.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   “Did you manipulate Jake Woodburn’s mind?” Peter asked. “Was it all your idea?”
 
   “Who is Jake Woodburn?” Pollack replied. “I don’t know this name.”
 
   “Max, why can’t you for once skip your charades and simply tell me the truth? I’m not asking for much. We know that Woodburn was lying. I just want you to tell me if it was you who brainwashed him.”
 
   Was he still angry at Pollack for messing with his head? Was that the real reason for his testy attitude? 
 
   I’m not trying to impress the colonel, am I? Peter asked himself.
 
   “I’m not lying to you, Peter. I’ve got nothing to do with Woodburn’s shenanigans. What’s his crime, by the way? Did he give away state secrets to the enemy?”
 
   “You know very well what he’s done. Too bad it didn’t work.”
 
   “I’m happy for you.”
 
   “We’re onto you, Max. Remember it.”
 
   “I have a request for you, Peter. You must let Stacy Baxter go.”  
 
   “Why?” Peter asked..
 
   “That’s what they want.” Pollack was looking directly into the camera above the shower cubicle.
 
   “Who are you talking about? Your masters?”
 
   There was an irritated pause, after which Pollack said, “Yes, my masters.” He was probably itching to ask Peter to stop treating him like a spy or a mercenary. However, he kept his mouth shut, realizing that his request would be ignored.
 
   “Have you received a message from them?”
 
   “No. I just know they want Stacy Baxter released.”
 
   Peter exchanged glances with Walsh. The colonel pressed the mute button and said, “Ask him why they’re so worried about Baxter. Ask him how they know her.” Then he let go of the mute button.
 
   Peter turned to the monitor and said, “What’s so special about this woman? Why do these people care about her?”
 
   “I have no clue. They didn’t give me any details.”  
 
   “Would you tell me if you had the details?”
 
   “I probably would.” A slight smile appeared on Pollack’s lips. 
 
   “What’s going to happen if we don’t comply?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “How do they communicate with you?” Peter asked.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Would you tell me if you did?”
 
   “Honestly, I’m not even sure they communicate with me at all.”
 
   “So you’ve never heard any voices since you left that island? Had any visions? Experienced anything strange?”
 
   “What makes you think they keep in touch with me?”
 
   “If they didn’t, you wouldn’t know what they want you to do, right?”
 
   When had Pollack first heard of Stacy Baxter? It must have happened before they first met, assuming it was during that encounter that Pollack had programmed him to find Stacy. 
 
   Had Pollack known of Stacy Baxter the first day of his stay at Fairmont? 
 
   Had he known of her when he’d left the cave on Bradford Island? Peter didn’t rule it out; Pollack could have received the order to find and liberate Stacy Baxter back at the cave. 
 
   “How long have you known that your masters want Stacy Baxter released?” Peter asked. “Have you known that since you were detained?” 
 
   “No, I haven’t.”
 
   “When did this idea come to you?”
 
   “Yesterday.”
 
   “So it just came out of the blue?”  
 
   Pollack immersed himself in thought for a few seconds, and then replied, “It felt as if I remembered it.”
 
   “I see.” Peter paused to digest Pollack’s words. “When did they tell you to find Stacy Baxter?”
 
   “They’ve never told me to find her. I didn’t know this woman existed until you told me about her a week ago.”
 
   “That’s bullshit. You programmed me to look for Stacy when we met in your cell. Did you forget that?”
 
   Pollack lowered his eyes and rubbed the back of his head. “There you go again, Mister Anderson. I tell you the truth, and then you accuse me of lying.”
 
   “Are you saying that you didn’t program me to look for Stacy Baxter?”
 
   “I have no idea whether I did or didn’t. All I’m telling you is that the first time I heard this woman’s name was four weeks ago—from you.” He let out a sigh. “I realize you don’t believe me, but that’s the truth.”
 
   Clenching his teeth in exasperation, Peter asked himself if he should give Pollack the reasons why his story made no sense to him and in the end figured that it would be pointless.
 
   “What else have you remembered?” he asked. “Have you remembered what Stacy Baxter’s role is in your plan?’
 
   “Even if you repeat this question a dozen more times, the answer will remain the same. I don’t know why she is so important to them and what they want from her.”  
 
   “Have you remembered what your masters are after? Is it money?”
 
   “I can assure you it’s not about money. They couldn’t care less about it.”
 
   “Is it about world domination?”
 
   Pollack laughed. “Even if I knew the plan, it would probably be part of a much bigger, much more complicated scheme that was hard as hell to figure out.” He cracked his knuckles. “My personal opinion is that there’s no master plan.”
 
   “By the way, we’ve finally figured out how it works. You do have the power of mind control, but there’s a catch: they don’t let you use it however you please. You’re following their orders, that’s all they allow you to do. And you seem to have no clue you’re being used. You’re just a puppet, Max. Do you enjoy being a puppet?”
 
   “Who’s pulling the strings, Peter? The aliens? Or some Sasquatch tribe? Can you enlighten me, please?”
 
   “If you value your free will, you’ll help us find that out. Look what you’ve become: your wife’s life is in danger and you haven’t lifted a finger to rescue her. Do you like what you’ve turned into, Max?”
 
   “I didn’t imprison Linda, you did. Illegally, by the way. If I could get my wife out of your clutches, I sure as hell would. But, unfortunately, I can’t do that.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 39
 
    
 
   1.
 
   One hour after Peter’s video chat with Pollack, Steven Walsh dropped by Brian Walker’s room.
 
   “So what did he say?” Walker asked after the colonel handed to him the flash drive with the recording of Peter’s conversation with Pollack.
 
   “He’s denying it.”
 
   “Do you believe him?”
 
   “My gut is telling me that Pollack had his hand in this.” Walsh crossed his legs. “Anyway, I don’t have time to investigate this right now. Let’s put the matter on the backburner.” 
 
   “I’ll ask my contact at the CIA to look into it.”
 
   “Thank you, Brian.” Walsh let out a laugh. “I can’t believe how dumb this Woodburn fellow is. Gullible beyond words. That’s what happens when you lower recruitment standards. You get a bunch of idiots who can’t tell their ass from a hole in the ground.”
 
   It was over twenty four hours since they had discovered that Woodburn’s story was a lie. The colonel was pleased that Brian was not crying over the time and effort they had wasted on interrogations. There was nothing tragic about an occasional setback. It was all part of the normal course of business. When it came to national defense, no resource was spared and no expense was unnecessary. Case in point: remember those six-hundred-dollar toilet seats and nine-hundred-dollar hammers?
 
   “To be fair, it was a very elaborate scheme,” Walker said. “Most people would have thought it was legit.”
 
   “I guess you’re right.” Steven sighed. “Pollack said something interesting today. He’s asking us to let Stacy Baxter go.”
 
   “He is?”
 
   “We need to figure out a way to use that.”
 
   Walker nodded. “I agree.”
 
   “Before I forget. As I understand, Pollack’s trip to Washington is going to happen.”
 
   “Yes, it is.”
 
   “I still think it’s too risky to move him from the base. Are you sure he absolutely has to be in Washington?” 
 
   “Everything’s going to be fine, Steven,” Walker said. “If Pollack wanted to run away, he would have done it a long time ago. You agree with that, don’t you?”
 
   Walsh nodded.
 
   “Besides, remember you said that Pollack must have a reason to stay at Fairmont?” Walker went on. “That he could be waiting for something to happen here?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, this is an opportunity to test this theory. If there really is something special about your base to him, Pollack will try to get back there as soon as possible, right?” Walker glanced at his watch. “It was going to happen sooner or later. We won’t be able to use Pollack in a meaningful manner if we don’t figure out a secure and efficient way to move him around. Consider this a dry run.”
 
   After pondering Walker’s words for a moment, Walsh replied, “I guess it’s not a bad idea, after all.”
 
   “And if the shit hits the fan, you can blame me. I’ll take full responsibility.”
 
   “Can you tell me what you’re taking Pollack to Washington for?”
 
   “President Moore wants to meet him,” Walker gave Walsh a few seconds to process the news. “Don’t tell that to anyone but Peter.”  
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Let Peter know he’s going to meet Moore and ask him not to get overexcited.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 40
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Brian Walker came to Peter’s room at a quarter to six in the morning, two hours before Pollack was scheduled to depart for Washington. 
 
   “Do you have fifteen minutes?” he asked. 
 
   “Yes,” Peter replied. “Did Walsh make you get up early, too?”
 
   “Yes, he did. Today is a big day. We’re taking the show on the road.”
 
   Five minutes later, they were in Walker’s room.  
 
   After sitting Peter in a swivel chair, Brian asked, with a look of intense concentration on his face, “Can I trust you, Peter?”  
 
   “When you asked this question in the past, how many people have told you that you couldn’t trust them? I’m betting none.”
 
   A slight smile touched Walker’s lips. “You’re right, you can’t expect people to always be honest with you. But eventually you learn to extract useful information from lies, too.” He cast a tired glance at Peter and ran his hand through his hair. “Have you heard of Potemkin villages?”
 
   “You mean those fake Russian villages they built to impress the tsar two hundred years ago? Yes, I’ve read about them.”
 
   “Don’t you just love the lengths those guys went to in order to score with the Empress? The scale of this hoax is overwhelming, isn’t it?”
 
   “It sure is. Is there a point to this?”
 
   “That’s one of my fears, Peter—being duped. Falling victim to a vast conspiracy designed to make me believe something that’s not true, do things that go against my best interests.”
 
   “A vast conspiracy intended for you alone?”
 
   Walker nodded. “Don’t be surprised. I wish I could tell you what kind of people and what kind of challenges I deal with on a regular basis. Many of those people have virtually unlimited resources and can weave extremely intricate webs of deceit.”
 
   Peter thought that he’d be very interested to hear about it.
 
   “I’m going to be straightforward with you, Peter. I assure you it is not a trap. And there are no microphones in this room, I checked that myself. What I want to know is: is this whole thing for real? Does the White Arrow project do what they say it does?”
 
   “What do you mean? Of course it’s real. You’ve been here from the beginning, haven’t you?”
 
   “The Woodburn ordeal gave me pause. I don’t want to sound paranoid, but… Remember what Walsh said? Believe only half of what you see and nothing that you hear.”
 
   “I do remember that.” 
 
   “Has anyone given you any instructions outside the normal course of business? Has anyone coached you how to act while you are on this assignment?”
 
   “When I arrived at the base, Walsh warned me to keep my mouth shut about the White Arrow project—is that what you mean?”
 
   Walker shook his head. “I want to be sure that Max Pollack, that this whole project is not a hoax someone invented to manipulate me. If they offered you money, I can pay you more, just tell me the truth.”
 
   “No one offered me anything. You may not believe me, but I’m telling you the truth.” Peter paused to collect his thoughts. “Who could those people be?”
 
   “The worst thing is you can trust nobody in this business. Even your partners. You see, in any organization, no matter how close-knit it is, sooner or later factions form and people begin to have their own agendas, their own secrets even though it could be detrimental to the common goals.”
 
   Peter kept silent, having nothing to say. Honestly, he had trouble understanding what Walker was talking about.
 
   “And one last thing, Peter,” Walker continued. “If there still is sensitive information you haven’t told me, please remember that the money offer remains on the table. I’m not going to put pressure on you, I’d rather you made this decision on your own. And I’m not accusing you of dishonesty, please don’t misunderstand.”
 
   Peter spent a few seconds looking for the right response but was unable to find one. After realizing he was not getting a reply, Walker said, “I would also like you to consider working for me. You’ll be in a very good company, I promise, and the sky will be your limit.”
 
   “I’ll consider that.” 
 
   Walker glanced at the wall clock. “What time do you have to be at Walsh’s office?”
 
   “He asked me to be there by 6.30.”
 
   “Well, I’ll let you go then. I don’t want you to be late.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   “What if he’s pretending to be asleep?” Peter took his eyes off the surveillance monitor and looked at Colonel Walsh.
 
   “And what’s he going to do? Tear off the shackles? He’s a mindbender, not the Hulk.” Walsh punched in the pass code and then announced into the intercom microphone, speaking to the three guards he’d sent to move Pollack from the cell to the helicopter, “Gentlemen, it’s unlocked.”
 
   On the monitor screen, one of the guards—his name was Gustavo Pineda and he was going to accompany Pollack to the White House along with Peter—opened the door and entered the cell, while the other two remained in the hallway. After briefly scanning the room, Pineda walked to the bed, turned Pollack over on his back, and placed handcuffs on his wrists. Then he stuck his right hand into his pants pocket and produced a thin package the size of a cigarette case. As Peter was trying to guess what he was going to do next, Pineda tore open the package, pulled out what looked like an extra large adhesive bandage, and applied it to the side of Pollack’s neck. Judging by the fact that it didn’t fall off, it could very well be a bandage.
 
   “What’s that thing on Pollack’s neck?” Peter asked.
 
   “A sedative patch. It should keep him asleep for approximately four hours.” 
 
   Peter checked his watch. If everything went according to plan, Pollack would wake up about forty minutes after their arrival at the White House.
 
   Pineda took a black cloth bag out of his jacket pocket and put it on Pollack’s head. If the bag was made of the same material as those used by the FBI, Pollack didn’t need to worry about suffocating. Peter had tried a bag like this on a while back, when he worked in the Counterintelligence Division, and found that he could breathe just fine in it.
 
   Peter barely kept from smiling as he pictured himself wearing a cloth bag on his head.  
 
   When Pineda stepped back from the bed, another guard fastened a GPS anklet to Pollack’s right leg. According to Walsh, this device was as indestructible as steel. (For security reasons, the colonel didn’t mention to Peter that the tracking unit was equipped with a micro-syringe containing a powerful soporific. The micro-syringe was controlled remotely and served as an insurance policy in case Pollack attempted to disappear: one push of the button, and Max would be fast asleep within fifteen seconds.) The guard did not remove the GPS bracelet that Pollack had on his left ankle. 
 
   “Your move, partner.” Walsh handed Peter a small remote control—at least that was what Peter took this device for. 
 
   “What do you want me to do?” 
 
   After taking a closer look, Peter saw a half-inch long pin, which was slightly thinner than a pencil, sticking out of the top end of the remote (or whatever it actually was).
 
   “I’m allowing you the honor of taking the wall chain off Pollack. That’s the key to the padlock.” Walsh pointed at the device he had given to Peter. “It’s electronic. Just plug it into the keyhole and press this button.” Walsh touched the big rectangular button at the top of the device with his index finger. “I’ve already entered the code, so it’s good to go.”  
 
   “Are you leaving the shackles on?” 
 
   “Yes. Brian said we didn’t have to remove them.”
 
   Peter slipped the key into his pocket. “You said you didn’t know who had the keys to his shackles.”
 
   “Well, I know now. And don’t lose the key, please.”
 
   After a short silence, Peter asked, “Do you think it’s a good idea to let Pollack meet the President?”  
 
   “Moore wants to see Pollack. There’s nothing wrong with that.” 
 
   “What if Pollack turns him into a Manchurian candidate? Don’t tell me this thought didn’t cross your mind.”
 
   “I suppose Moore’s people took that into account. Let me tell you what I think. The president is not a king. If he tries to do something stupid, he’ll be stopped. His every move is watched under a magnifying glass, so he can’t slip under the radar, you know.”
 
   Walsh sounded quite persuasive. Pollack’s bosses would probably get more bang for their buck in terms of flexibility if they took control of the mind of some African dictator or whoever was in charge of North Korea. The amount of red tape that would be avoided would be immense. 
 
   “Besides, Moore’s term is up in a year and a half,” Walsh continued. “How much damage can he do?”
 
   “He could start a nuclear war.”
 
   “They’re not going to let Moore drop a nuclear bomb for no reason. If he doesn’t budge, they’ll declare him unable to discharge the duties of the office, and send him on a long vacation.”   
 
   Although Peter couldn’t get rid of the feeling that Walsh wasn’t being completely honest with him, he decided not to dwell on this matter.
 
   “What’s the point of this meeting, anyway?” Peter asked.
 
   Walsh shrugged. “Maybe Moore is curious, who knows.” 
 
   “So the meeting wasn’t your idea?”
 
   “No. If it were up to me, they would do this thing over video conference.”
 
   As Peter started for the door, the colonel said, “I’m sure you understand that you can’t tell anyone about this meeting. Ever.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   3.
 
   “How was the trip, Max?” Peter cracked a smile.
 
   Pollack eyed him from head to foot and replied, “Laugh all you want. I’d be laughing too if it were you who was drugged and carried around like a piece of luggage.”
 
   “It wasn’t that bad. I assure you they handled you with utmost care.”
 
   “I guess I ought to be flattered that I’m not allowed to travel like a regular person. There wouldn’t be so much fuss about me if you weren’t scared of my powers. Alleged powers, of course.”
 
   “People fear the unknown, Max. There’s a lot unknown about you.”
 
   “What if I promise you to behave? What if I give you my word that I won’t run away? Will Colonel Walsh consider removing these chains?”  
 
   “I doubt it.”
 
   “Where would I run? I’m not keen to spend the rest of my life hiding from the government. To tell you the truth, I don’t want to run away. I’ve realized that Fairmont is not the worst place to be.” 
 
   Looking at Pollack’s sincere face, Peter caught himself thinking that he believed him. Or wanted to believe—badly.   
 
   Pollack was good at making other people trust him. In fact, he must be the best at it. 
 
   Peter was relieved to find that his skeptical attitude toward Pollack was still alive. All was not lost; he could still control his own thoughts.
 
   “I don’t have the key to your shackles, Max,” Peter said. “And they’re not going to listen to me if I ask them to take those shackles off.”
 
   “Besides, if your suspicions are correct, I’d have little trouble running away from you, right? If your suspicions are correct, these chains only delay the inevitable.”
 
   “I guess they’re okay with that.” 
 
   Pollack let out a sigh and shook his head. “All right, you win. When we head back to Fairmont, can we please skip the part where you put me to sleep? The hypnotic you’re using makes me groggy.”
 
   “We’ll look into it.”
 
   “But you’re not promising me anything, are you?”
 
   “That’s correct.”
 
   Pollack rubbed his hands pensively, then scratched behind his ear. “Very well. Just ask your guys to be gentle with my body.” 
 
   “You got it, bud.”
 
   “Now I see why everyone is trying to figure out a way to control the human mind. Negotiation is hard. Very hard.” Pollack picked up a glass from the coffee table in front of him and took a sip of water from it. “Where are we? They’ve got really nice furniture here.”  
 
   “We’re in the White House. You’re going to meet the President in forty minutes.”
 
   Pollack grasped the chain that was attached to the manacles on his wrists and jiggled it. “Will he see this?”
 
   “We’ll cover it with a jacket.”
 
   “Are you afraid I’m going to strangle the President?”
 
   “Now that you mentioned it, yes.”
 
   “I promise not to touch him.” Pollack put the glass back on the table.
 
   “Now let’s talk about what you can and can’t say to the President. First, you should not complain to him. Don’t try to gain his sympathy. He’s not going to set you free, I promise you, so don’t waste your time on sob stories. Second, you can’t discuss with Moore anything that took place at the Fairmont Training Center.”
 
   “Oh, I almost forgot that you call that place a training center.” Pollack flashed a grin.
 
   “Stick to ‘Yes, sir’ and ‘No, sir.’ Can you do that?”
 
   “Sure.” 
 
   “Don’t waste your breath explaining that you don’t have any supernatural abilities, he won’t believe you anyway. When he starts talking about your powers, just humor him, okay?” 
 
   “What supernatural abilities does he think I have?”
 
   “He doesn’t know the specifics. He’s been told you’re some sort of mutant superhero helping the American government.”
 
   “How long is this meeting going to be?”
 
   “Fifteen minutes.”
 
   “Sounds good.” Pollack nodded. “To be honest with you, Peter, I’m very excited. Up until this moment, I’ve only seen Moore on TV, and now I get a chance to meet him in person.”
 
   Peter had a hunch that Pollack was trying to be sarcastic, but chose not to comment on it.
 
   “If Moore likes you, Colonel Walsh may give you a better room.”
 
    
 
   4.
 
   President Moore entered the room at 10.55 am. He was accompanied by four men dressed in dark suits.
 
   “I asked my advisors to arrange this meeting because I want to discuss a few very interesting ideas with you, Max,” Moore said after shaking Pollack’s hand.
 
   “I’d be happy to hear them, Mister President.”
 
   “Call me John, please. You’re paying my salary, after all. Did you vote for me, by the way?” Moore chuckled.
 
   “I missed the last election.”
 
   “That’s okay. Maybe next time.” Moore smiled. “I have high hopes for you, Max. I’m convinced that you with your remarkable abilities could be extremely helpful in our international affairs.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Just think of all those tyrants around the world who brutalize their people and harbor terrorists trying to harm America. You could assist us in removing them from power altogether or at least improving their attitude towards our country and their own citizens as well. With your help, things that would normally take decades could be accomplished within weeks or even days. This is your chance to make the world a better place, Max.”
 
   “It sounds like a great proposition, Mister President. Unfortunately, your advisors have overrated my abilities. But I can certainly try.”
 
   “That’s the spirit. Even if you’re able to do just one tenth of what I’ve been told you can do, you’ll be a tremendous success, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    
 
   5.
 
   When the meeting with President Moore was over, Gustavo Pineda put a black bag over Pollack’s head and then, with the help of another guard, whose name was Paul Haylor, strapped the mindbender to a gurney. Pollack kept silent throughout this procedure and offered no resistance.
 
   “Looks good,” Peter said. “Are you okay there, Max?”
 
   “I’m fine.” Pollack made a thumb-up sign.
 
   Pineda covered Pollack with a white sheet from head to toe and, accompanied by Peter and Haylor, wheeled the gurney to the elevator, which was less than fifty away from the room. The hallway was empty (it must have been another precautionary measure taken by Walsh and Walker).
 
   After the guards rolled the gurney with Pollack into an ambulance car, Peter called Walsh and informed him that they were about to take off. 
 
   “Excellent,” the colonel replied. Then he told Peter that there had been a change of plans: instead of immediately returning to the Fairmont Training Center, they were going to spend a couple of days at a hotel in a Washington suburb. Peter had a feeling that the hotel stopover had been part of the plan all along. He was okay with Walsh keeping the details of the operation secret from him; the fewer people knew the itinerary the smaller the probability of a leak or sabotage.
 
   “Are you going to stay at that hotel, too?” Peter asked.
 
   “I’ll be at an undisclosed location.”
 
   The name of the hotel was Ridgewood Inn and Suites. It was located about ten miles north of the White House, in the city of Silver Spring, Maryland. According to Walsh, the Department of Defense had rented the entire place for the duration of Pollack’s stay in order to keep civilians out of the way. The hotel was five stories high; Pollack and Peter were given a suite at the top floor, which removed jumping through a window from the mindbender’s list of escape options. There were two guards in the elevator hall and two more by the door to the suite. All of these guards were dressed in dark suits. 
 
   The elegantly furnished suite had two bedrooms, a living room, and a kitchen. As soon as the mindbender got off the gurney, Pineda put a shackle on his right ankle, which was attached to a long half-inch thick chain. The other end of the chain was bolted to the floor in the hallway. Who held the key to the shackle? Walsh? Walker? One of their trusted subordinates? It would have been too risky to give it to Pineda or Haylor.
 
   There were probably a dozen hidden video cameras installed throughout the suite—even in the bathroom. 
 
   At ten past one, while getting familiar with his new temporary home, Peter received a call from Walsh.
 
   “Tell Pollack not to try anything funny,” Walsh instructed him. “Tell him we have people inside and outside the building twenty four hours a day.”  
 
   The colonel asked Peter to refrain from leaving the suite. “I need you to keep an eye on Pollack,” he said. Then the colonel told Peter that Pineda and Haylor were going to stay in the suite across the hall. Peter was itching to ask Walsh if he considered Pineda’s and Haylor’s minds to be tainted now, but elected to say nothing about it.  
 
   At a quarter to two, Pollack fell asleep, knocked out by the delayed-action sedative he’d been injected with in the White House elevator after his meeting with Moore.   
 
    
 
   6.
 
   What was the real reason they had allowed the President to meet Pollack? Peter had a hard time believing that it was mere curiosity. 
 
   Had Pollack somehow gotten to Moore’s handlers? Had he met with the White House Chief of Staff the day before he’d been detained? 
 
   There could be another explanation. Walker and Walsh might have convinced Pollack to make Moore do something he refused to do. Lobbying taken to the next level, so to speak. Admittedly, this scenario was unlikely but not impossible. 
 
   Either way, the situation Moore was in was not pretty. 
 
   As Peter unwrapped a chocolate bar, it occurred to him that, after twenty years in politics, Moore must have gotten used to betrayal, so the situation was probably within the norm.
 
   ‘To betray on time is not to betray, it’s to foresee.’ Peter had heard this piece of wisdom from a Russian spy he had interrogated five years ago.
 
   Would the CIA—or whoever the President used to make people disappear—take him out if he began blabbing about Moore’s chat with Pollack? There was little doubt that a kill order would be issued, considering that Moore wouldn’t want the nation to find out that his mind had been tampered with.  
 
   All hope was not lost, though. If things got hairy, there was one person who Peter guessed would be glad to help him expose Moore—Vice President Hamilton. 
 
   Another question that was bugging Peter was: Why had they placed Pollack in this hotel? 
 
   He came up with several theories. 
 
   The government might have finally decided to make use of Pollack’s mind control powers, perhaps against one of those tyrants mentioned by President Moore. There were almost two hundred diplomatic missions within fifteen miles of Ridgewood Inn. Considering that minimizing the risk of losing Pollack was a priority to the government, they were probably going to bring the target to the hotel.
 
   Another possible explanation was that the bigwigs were hoping that Pollack would be more cooperative if they treated him nicer.
 
   This could also be a practice run to see if they were capable of keeping Pollack under control while he was on an assignment. The Federal government loved drills and exercises. 
 
   Was it possible that Pollack had been moved to the hotel because he’d programmed President Moore to get him out of the detention cell? Peter doubted that. There was no way they could have set the hotel up for Pollack in the hour that had passed between the end of the meeting and their arrival at Ridgewood.  
 
   Was this move permanent? Was the government ever going to return Pollack back to Fairmont? 
 
   It probably depended on the extent of Pollack’s cooperation with the government.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 41
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “The resemblance is uncanny,” Kilgore commented, his eyes fixed on Joel Fisher’s face. “I really thought you were John, and I’ve personally known him for eight years. Are you sure you’re not John’s long lost twin brother?” 
 
   “Absolutely. We’re not even the same age,” Fisher replied. “I’m two years younger.”
 
   “Well, birth records are not that hard to tamper with. You’ve done a great job back there, by the way.”
 
   They were in the living room of a well air-conditioned suite at the Willard hotel, which was located just two blocks from the White House.
 
   It had been Brian’s idea to have Pollack meet Joel Fisher, President Moore’s double. Brian had run into Joel Fisher at a party in the White House a year ago and been impressed by his resemblance to Moore; he could hardly tell these two apart. The reason they had used the double wasn’t because the President would have never agreed to meet with the mindbender: they could have easily found a way to put Moore in the same room with Pollack without his knowledge. They’d chosen this route because there was no need to compromise the real John Moore when they had a perfectly good substitute. 
 
   In the interest of secrecy, Colonel Walsh had not been informed that they were using Fisher instead of Moore. The President was kept in the dark about the entire affair.
 
   “Yes, great job, thanks a lot, Joel,” Brian said.
 
   “You’re welcome, gentlemen.” Fisher blushed with pride.
 
   “I’m going to ask you a few questions.” Brian opened the folder in front of him. “Please answer them to the best of your ability. It’s not a quiz, there are no right answers. Just tell me the first thing that comes to your mind, okay?”
 
   “You got it.” Fisher took a sip of iced tea from the glass.
 
   “Well, let’s start. Do you think America deserves to be punished?”
 
   “No, of course I don’t.”
 
   “Does the West deserve to be punished?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you believe that China is our friend?”
 
   “I don’t trust the Chinese. They’re still ruled by Communists. And we owe them too much money.”
 
   “What about the Russians? Do you trust them?”
 
   “They’re okay, I guess.”
 
   “Is Russia America’s friend?”
 
   “I don’t think so. It’s still too early to tell. But you can’t really call them an enemy, either.”
 
   “Are you in favor of America reducing its nuclear weapons arsenal?”
 
   “I don’t know. Nuclear weapons are so expensive. Maybe we could make some small cuts to save some money, but we shouldn’t get rid of them completely.”
 
   “Are you in favor of withdrawing American troops from the Middle East?”
 
   “If keeping the troops there costs too much, maybe, but not all of them. We have to be careful. We have to think it through.”
 
   “Do you think America needs more military bases in other countries?”
 
   “I believe we’re fine as we are.”
 
   “Does America have enemies?”
 
   “Yes, it does.”
 
   “Can you name some of them?”
 
   “Iran, North Korea.” Fisher creased his forehead. “Islamic jihadists.”
 
   “What about Cuba?”
 
   “They’re not friendly to America, but they don’t have the means to attack us.” 
 
   “Who are America’s friends?”
 
   “Great Britain, France, Germany.” After a momentary pause, Fisher added, “Australia.”
 
   “All right.” Brian exchanged glances with Kilgore, who’d been intently listening to the interview. “Now I’d like you to tell me every idea, every thought—no matter how trivial or stupid it is—that’s come to your mind since you met Mister Woods,” Walker said. “Don’t hold back anything. Have you heard about a stream of consciousness? That’s what I want to hear.”
 
   “Well, I’m thinking about that guy I met in the White House. I’m kind of curious about what’s so special about him. By the way, who is he? He’s really young.”
 
   “He’s a friend of a friend,” Brian replied.
 
   Fisher, who knew when to stop asking questions, nodded and said, “Okay.” He looked around. “I’m thinking that I like this suite. I wonder how much it costs per night. I’m thinking about dinner. My wife’s going to make a meatloaf.”
 
   “Is there something that you feel you have to do no matter what?” Brian asked.
 
   “I need to meet some important person. I have to call him as soon as possible and set up a meeting.”
 
   “What’s that person’s name?” Brian asked.
 
   “I’m supposed to know it, but I can’t remember it right now.”
 
   “Does the President’s secretary know that person’s name? Are you sure it’s a man?” 
 
   “I think it’s a man. I doubt the secretary has his name.”
 
   “What’s his phone number?”
 
   “I can’t remember it right now.”
 
   “Why do you need to meet him?” Kilgore asked.
 
   “I want him to read the briefing I’ve recently received.”
 
   “What is this briefing about?” Brian asked.
 
   “It’s about some guy. Some military guy. I think his first name is Max.” Fisher rubbed his temple. “Maybe it’s that guy I met in the White House.”
 
   Brian and Kilgore exchanged glances. 
 
   “I believe we’re onto something here,” Kilgore said. 
 
   Kilgore shifted his eyes back to the double and asked, “What does that man do? Does he work for the Department of Defense?” 
 
   “I don’t remember.”
 
   “Does he work for the federal government?”
 
   “I don’t know. All I remember is that he’s someone very important.”
 
   “Is he a political donor?” Brian asked. “Is he rich? Does he live on the East Coast? Is he married? Can you tell us anything specific about him?”
 
   “I’m sorry, gentlemen, I just can’t remember any specific details at the moment.”
 
   Kilgore rose from his chair, walked over to Fisher, and laid his hand on the double’s shoulder. “I hope you wouldn’t mind if we put you under hypnosis.” 
 
   “What for?”
 
   “It will help you remember. I’m sure you’ve seen that in the movies.”
 
   “Is it about this very important person?”
 
   “Yes. Don’t worry, Joel, we’re not interested in your private life,” Brian said.
 
   Fisher looked at Brian and said, “Okay, no problem.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Unfortunately, even under hypnosis Fisher was unable to recall the name of the mysterious VIP. It occurred to Brian that maybe Pollack hadn’t provided Fisher with the VIP’s name. The good news was, Fisher gave the same answers to their questionnaire under hypnosis as he had when he’d been awake.  
 
   “Honestly, he sounds like a regular Joe Shmoe to me as far as his political views are concerned,” Kilgore said after Fisher left the suite. “Maybe Pollack didn’t have time to do serious damage.”
 
   Or maybe they’re not as radical and extreme as we feared, Walker thought. Then he said, “We can’t tell for sure until we find out what his views were before he met Pollack.”
 
   It had just dawned upon Brian: they should have asked Fisher all those geopolitical questions before they unleashed Pollack on him so they could have a base against which to compare his current opinions. There still could be a way to reconstruct Fisher’s original belief system, but the comparison wouldn’t be as precise and clean as it could have been. Judging by the wistful look on Kilgore’s face, he’d been hit by the same realization as Brian.
 
   “There’s one thing that puzzles me the most,” Kilgore said. “Pollack had a chance to plant all sorts of ideas into the President’s head, yet all he did was program him to give some guy a briefing on the White Arrow project. Why didn’t Pollack go for something more substantive?”
 
   What was the deal with this very important person?
 
   Was Pollack trying to get the leaders of the opposition to find out about the horrors of the White Arrow program so they would shut it down? Did he hope these guys would care about his plight? Did he believe this was the only sure way to escape the clutches of the government and keep the likes of Colonel Walsh off his back for good?   
 
   “It seems to me that Pollack doesn’t know the name of that important guy he programmed Fisher to call,” Brian said. “He would have given it to the double if he did.”
 
   It was also possible that Pollack hadn’t had enough time to fully transmit the name to Fisher’s brain. For some reason, Brian liked the theory he’d just presented to Kilgore better.  
 
   Kilgore nodded. “I agree with you. There was no reason for him to be so vague. Unless he somehow figured out that he was dealing with a fake President, which I find unlikely.”
 
   “Well, at least we know it’s a guy.” Kilgore laughed quietly. 
 
   “Yeah, it certainly narrows it down.” Brian chuckled.
 
   A long silence followed, during which Brian pondered their options.
 
   Perhaps Joel Fisher wasn’t a perfectly good substitute after all. He had no power; he didn’t know how it felt to make decisions that affected millions of people; his mindset was completely different from John Moore’s.
 
   Besides, a questionnaire was a dubious tool. Actions speak louder than words, don’t they?
 
   There was only one reliable way to find out Pollack’s masters’ plans. They would have to give Max Pollack the real deal.
 
   “What are you thinking?” Kilgore asked.
 
   “We should let Pollack meet Moore. The real Moore.”
 
   Then Brian explained to Kilgore his rationale.
 
   “Are you sure about it?” Kilgore asked.
 
   “It’s the most effective way to find out what Pollack’s bosses are up to. And I believe this information is more important than Moore serving out the rest of his term. Any idiot can be President. Besides, it’s not like Moore is a gift from God.”
 
   “How are we going to sell this idea to the Council?”
 
   “We’ll tell the guys after the fact. Guys like Moore are dime a dozen. No one on the Council is going to feel sorry for him.”
 
   Kilgore thought for a few seconds and then asked, “What’s the time frame? How long do you suggest we wait before we replace Moore with Hamilton?”
 
   “I believe two weeks will be enough.”
 
   “Two weeks? Sounds reasonable.” Kilgore rested his arms on the back of the sofa. “What if he decides to drop an atom bomb on Moscow?”
 
   “As soon as he tries anything extreme, we’ll kick him out.”
 
   “Are you going to tell Moore all the details, including the fact that he’ll have to step down?”
 
   Brian shook his head. “Of course not. John loves his title more than his own mother, I don’t want him to fall into depression.” He laughed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 42
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Half an hour after he finished his breakfast, Peter received a call from Walsh. The colonel announced that Peter and Pollack were going to meet President Moore again.
 
   “He’s scheduled to be in your suite in one hour,” Walsh said. “Get Pollack dressed in a suit and instruct him to speak as little as possible. Tell him this meeting has nothing to do with him or his powers. In twenty minutes, eleven people will come to your suite. They are campaign workers Moore wants to thank for the work they did in the midterm elections last year. You and Pollack will join those eleven people and stay with them until Moore leaves. All you and Pollack need to do is watch and listen. Am I clear so far?”
 
   “Yes, Colonel.”
 
   “If Moore decides to shake Pollack’s hand, you let him. If Moore wants to hug Pollack, it’s okay, too. If they do small talk—fine.” 
 
   When Peter delivered the news of Moore’s upcoming visit to Pollack, the mindbender showed no excitement. It was as if he’d been expecting this. Shortly after Walsh’s phone call, a man in a black suit brought Peter the key to Pollack’s shackle. 
 
    “I promise not to run,” Pollack said, smiling, as Peter removed the fetter from his ankle. 
 
   Everything went as planned. The campaign workers entered the suite at ten o’clock. Moore arrived at a quarter to eleven. First, the President gave a fifteen-minute speech, in which he praised the hard work of all campaign workers, described the results of the midterm elections (with which he was quite pleased), and listed the accomplishments of his administration to date. As Peter observed Max staring at Moore, he wondered if the mindbender was busy planting ideas in the President’s head. Then Moore spent twenty minutes shaking hands, chatting, and posing for pictures. 
 
   “I’m glad I got this chance to personally thank you,” Moore said to Pollack as he shook his hand. 
 
   Pollack behaved himself well, having said no more than fifteen words during the entire event. Walsh, who was apparently watching the proceedings through hidden cameras, maintained constant radio contact with Peter and the guards from the beginning to the end. 
 
   Neither Moore, nor Pollack brought up the topic of supernatural abilities. The President and his entourage departed at half past eleven. The campaign workers left fifteen minutes later. As soon as the suite was clear of visitors, Pineda put the shackle back on Pollack’s leg.
 
   While he ate his lunch, Peter recalled what Moore had said to Pollack during the mingling part of the meeting. It appeared that the President had taken Max for a campaign worker or someone from the Congressional Campaign Committee.
 
   Had President Moore forgotten who Pollack was? It was only two days since he’d spoken to him.
 
   Well, it wasn’t strange at all. Moore must have had at least a dozen more very important meetings since seeing Pollack. Besides, Pollack’s face had no particularly memorable features.
 
   It was also possible that Pollack had simply made Moore forget about their first meeting.
 
   Why had Walsh and Walker exposed President Moore to Pollack’s influence a second time? 
 
   For some reason, Peter had little interest in this question. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 43
 
   1.
 
   Contrary to Peter’s expectations, Pollack was not dispatched back to Fairmont after the puzzling campaign workers’ gathering. At 10.25 am the next morning, Colonel Walsh called Peter and told him that he was going to have a video chat with Pollack.
 
   “One of my guys is on his way to your suite with a laptop,” Walsh said. “He should be there any second now. I need you to turn this laptop on and sit Pollack in front of it. Make sure there’s no one in the suite but you and Pollack.”
 
   The laptop arrived before the colonel’s call ended. Pollack set it on the coffee table in the living room and asked Pollack to come out of the bedroom.
 
   “It’s been a while since I last spoke to the colonel,” Pollack said, lowering himself on the couch. 
 
   “It must be important,” Peter commented.
 
   When the webcam window appeared on the screen, Peter saw that Walsh was already online. 
 
   “Hello, Max, how are you doing?” Walsh said.
 
   “I’m doing fine,” Pollack replied. “I missed you, Colonel.”
 
   “I’m sure you did. How do you like the hotel?”
 
   “It’s very nice. When are you going to drop by?”
 
   “I have great news for you, Max. I talked to my bosses about Stacy Baxter. We decided to grant your request and let Stacy go.”
 
   Pollack processed Walsh’s words for a couple of seconds and then said, “Thank you, Colonel.”
 
   “There’s a condition, though. We’d like to ask you for a small favor.”
 
   “How small is it?”
 
   “Have you ever heard of Richard Collins?”
 
   “No. Is he famous?”
 
   “Collins is the current governor of Iowa. He’s in his second term.”
 
   “Good for him.”
 
   “We’re asking you to get Collins to resign. We can arrange your meeting with the governor as soon as tonight. If he resigns within ten days, Stacy Baxter will go free.” Walsh smiled. “Tell me what you think, Max.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter what I think. I’m not the one calling the shots.”
 
   “I assure you that we’re not benefitting from Collins’ resignation in any way, shape, or form.”
 
   “They why do you want him gone?”
 
   It must be another test, Peter thought.
 
   “For fun.” Walsh rubbed his chin. “So you heard the deal, Max. Get Collins to resign, and Stacy Baxter goes free.”
 
   There was a long silence, and then Pollack replied, “I could try, but I’m not giving you any guarantees.”
 
   “Sounds good. Yes, just do your best, and let’s see what happens. Can you meet the governor tonight?”
 
   “Let me sleep on it.”
 
   “Okay. We’ll get the governor to your suite tomorrow around noon.”
 
   “I don’t really trust you, Colonel. I have a feeling that you’ll never let Stacy go.”
 
   “I wish you could read my mind. Then you’d know I’m not bullshitting you.”
 
   “Steven, let me talk to him.” Peter recognized Walker’s voice. The colonel turned to his left and responded, but Peter and Pollack couldn’t hear him, probably because he’d hit the mute button. Twenty seconds later, Walker took the colonel’s place in front of the webcam.
 
   “My name is Brian Walker,” Walker said. “I’m a representative of the Federal government. I’d like to assure you that the government will abide by the terms of the agreement that Colonel Walsh has just presented to you.”
 
   Pollack exchanged glances with Peter and said, “I suppose I have no choice but to take your word for it, Mister Walker. But keep in mind I give you no guarantees.”
 
   “Thank you, Max.” 
 
   The webcam window went black.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



 Chapter 44
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Soon after bringing Pollack back to the Fairmont Training Center, Steven Walsh found that he couldn’t stop thinking about the Collins deal. 
 
   Why had Pollack agreed to program the governor to resign? What was his real motive?
 
   Steven’s curiosity turned into concern when Richard Collins resigned and it became clear that Pollack’s masters had given him the green light to use his mind control ability on the governor.
 
   Steven thought it was suspicious that Pollack’s masters had allowed him to use his powers while being fully aware that this deal could be a ploy to get Max to help an evil cause and that the government could renege on its promise to release Stacy Baxter. 
 
   Pollack’s masters were not in the business of trading favors, that was for certain. You don’t need to negotiate when you have the power of mind control.  
 
   Maybe it was a one-time thing. An exception. 
 
   Or maybe these guys somehow profited from Collins quitting his job.
 
   It was Walker who had picked Collins. The only reason he’d chosen Collins was the governor’s high approval rating, at least that was what Brian had told Steven. Richard Collins wasn’t a national politician and showed no promise of becoming one any time soon. Neither Brian, nor Steven had anything to gain from his resignation; the Collins proposition was just a test to see if Pollack’s masters were open to making deals (to the colonel, it was also another opportunity to confirm that Pollack had mind control powers). 
 
   What benefit could Pollack’s puppeteers reap from Collins’ departure?
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Walsh called Brian Walker to share his concerns over the Collins deal three days after Governor Collins announced his resignation.
 
   “Are you sure there’s nothing special about this Collins guy?” Walsh asked. 
 
   “He’s not a future Lincoln, if that’s what you’re wondering,” Walker replied.  
 
   “But what if he is? What if he’s destined to change the course of history?”
 
   “I don’t think the course of history depends on the actions of a single politician. All politicians are opportunists, weathercocks. They only do what circumstances allow them to do.”
 
   “What about Lincoln? He changed the course of history. He freed the slaves.”
 
   “I respect Lincoln, but I’m sure that if slavery hadn’t ended under him, it would have ended under the next President. It was doomed.”
 
   “I just can’t shake the feeling that we’re being played here.”
 
   “Let’s not overthink it, Steven. Collins is a third-tier politician. He wasn’t going to change history, believe me.” Walker paused. “As long as the situation is under control, as long as things go our way, there’s no need to waste our time worrying.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



   Chapter 45
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “How are you doing, gentlemen? I’m glad you dropped by.” John Moore shook their hands and then invited them to sit down on a sofa. “What brings you to our neck of the woods?” He eased onto the sofa across the coffee table from them.
 
   “We’re here to discuss a couple of things,” Kilgore said.
 
   “Good.” Moore crossed his legs, revealing black socks.
 
   “Two weeks ago you met Max Pollack, the subject of the White Arrow project,” Walker said. “As far as I know, Lautner briefed you on this project last month.”
 
   “Yes, he did. I didn’t know you brought that guy to see me.” Moore looked at Kilgore and asked, “By the way, Gerry, did you have a chance to visit Fairmont?”
 
   Kilgore silently shook his head.
 
   “Two days after meeting Pollack, you instructed Strickland to cancel our plans to upgrade Taiwan’s fighter jets,” Brian said. “Why did you do that, John? You were a big supporter of the deal this whole time. What made you change your mind?”
 
   “Both of you guys were in the loop on this from the beginning. You didn’t object two weeks ago. What happened? Did the Taiwanese complain to you?”
 
   “The Taiwanese didn’t complain,” Kilgore said. “Can you please answer the question? What specifically caused you to reverse your position on the Taiwan deal?”
 
   “Gerry, you must understand that there are pros and cons to every proposition. To answer Simon’s question: I had a chat with the Chinese Prime Minister and came to a conclusion that in case of the Taiwan deal the cons outweigh the pros. By the way, the Secretary of State agrees with me.” He shifted his eyes to Walker and then back to Kilgore. “Why is it so important to you, Gerry? I didn’t know you were keeping an eye on the Taiwan upgrade. You should have told me something earlier.”
 
   “We believe you’ve been influenced by Pollack,” Kilgore said. 
 
   “What do you mean by ‘influenced’?”
 
   “Pollack programmed you to cancel the Taiwan deal,” Brian said.
 
   “He did what?” Moore looked at Kilgore. “Gerry, please tell me it’s a joke. If you want, I’ll ask Jennifer to prepare a memo explaining why the Taiwan deal is a bad idea at this particular point in time.”
 
   “I don’t care about the memo,” Brian said. “What we want to know is: why Pollack made you cancel the Taiwan deal.”
 
   “Do you support Chinese reunification, John?” Kilgore asked. 
 
   “No, of course not,” Moore replied.
 
   “Then why are you hanging the Taiwanese out to dry? You know very well what can happen if the ChiComs smell weakness.”
 
   “If you want the upgrade—fine by me, let’s do it.” Moore began to gesticulate nervously. “Let me call Joe and tell him that the deal is back on.”
 
   “We’ve already told Joe that you’d changed your mind,” Brian said.
 
   “You have?” The frustration on the President’s face gave way to astonishment. Although he must have been insulted, he refrained from throwing a tantrum, fully aware that Kilgore and Walker couldn’t care less about his feelings. “Can I ask you a question? How did I meet Pollack? Did you bring him to the White House?”
 
   “You met him at an event for Grassroots USA at Ridgewood Inn.”
 
   “I remember it. It seemed kind of odd to me at the time that they picked that location. And the crowd was pretty small.” Moore chewed on his lip. “I see.”
 
   Moore evidently realized that he’d been set up, and his powerlessness against the perpetrators must be driving him nuts.
 
   “Are you sure this Pollack guy can do what you say he can?” Moore asked. “Simon said it was too early to tell.”
 
   “Have you heard of Governor Collins’ resignation?” Brian asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “It’s Pollack who made him do it.”
 
   “Really? You used Pollack on Collins? Why?” Moore sighed. “This is ridiculous.”
 
   “One more thing, John.” Kilgore leaned forward, propping his elbows on his knees. “We need to discuss your ability to perform the duties of the office.”
 
   “What about it?” Moore narrowed his eyes.
 
   “Pollack may have planted a lot of dangerous ideas in your head. We can’t take any chances. The stakes are too high. You have to go.”
 
   “What?” Moore’s jaw dropped. “Ideas planted in my head? Jesus, I can’t believe we’re even talking about this.” Moore straightened his back and went on, “Here’s what I’m going to do, gentlemen. I’m shutting the White Arrow project down, effective immediately. And I’m sealing all its records for the next eighty years in the interests of national security. Starting this minute, Max Pollack does not exist anymore. I’ll send the signed order to Strickland by the end of this hour. Can we move on now?”
 
   “You can’t shut down the project, John,” Brian said. “You’re not competent to do that. You’re under the influence of a foreign entity. And we’ve advised every Cabinet member to ignore your orders unless they are approved by Greg.”
 
   Brian’s cellphone rang. After checking the caller’s name, he pressed the answer button and said into the phone, “You can come in.” Then he hung up. 
 
   The door opened, and Vice President Greg Hamilton entered the Oval Office.
 
   “Come in, Greg.” Kilgore waved to Hamilton.
 
   Smiling, the Vice President marched to the sitting area and began shaking hands.
 
   “Good morning, John,” Hamilton said to Moore.
 
   “Greg, I didn’t know you were coming,” the President said in a flat voice. Then he gave Brian an inquiring look.
 
   “John, Gerry wasn’t joking when I said that you’ll have to resign,” Brian said. “We invited Greg here to let him know that he’ll be taking over soon.”
 
   “Taking over?” Moore scowled. “I don’t understand. This is absolutely unnecessary.” 
 
   “You can’t be trusted anymore, John,” Kilgore said. “The Taiwan deal was only the tip of the iceberg.”
 
   “But I did nothing wrong,” Moore said. “You exposed me to that Pollack guy without my consent, with no warning. It’s unfair.” 
 
   “Life’s unfair,” Kilgore said. “You’ve had a good, John. You got to the top of the world. You have nothing to be ashamed of.”
 
   “How much time do I have left?” Moore asked.
 
   “About a week,” Brian said. “Here’s the plan. Today you go to Camp David, where you’ll stay until the process is completed. A week from now Greg officially becomes President.”
 
   “What am I going to do at Camp David?” Moore asked.
 
   “Relax. Read books, watch movies, play golf, that sort of thing.” 
 
   “I see. Can I think about it?”
 
   “There’s nothing to think about,” Kilgore said. “Your schedule has been cleared for the rest of the month. Have fun at Camp David.” 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Why did they focus on the Taiwan deal? First, the cancellation of the fighter jet sale had been the only significant decision Moore had made in the two weeks after meeting Pollack. Second, this decision had major geopolitical implications: if its defense capabilities were undermined, Taiwan could eventually fall into the hands of China. Third, this move was a reversal of Moore’s previous position.  
 
   There was another interesting wrinkle: Moore got in touch with the Chinese Prime Minister the day after he’d met Max Pollack. 
 
   It was possible that Fisher had gotten confused and the important person Pollack wanted the President to contact had nothing to do with the White Arrow project. Maybe that important person was the Chinese Prime Minister.
 
   The whole affair smelled fishy. 
 
   By the way, the cons versus the pros excuse invoked by Moore was bogus: Moore had had no problem ignoring the Chinese Prime Minister’s objections a year ago, when the United States had sold Taiwan a bunch of new tanks.
 
   It was clear that the cancellation of the Taiwan deal benefitted China. Did it mean that Pollack was controlled by the Chinese? No. 
 
   Why would the Prahumans (or whoever it really was) help Red China? Brian suspected that Pollack’s masters were not big fans of a monopolar world.
 
   “They probably want to turn China into a counterweight to America,” Brian had said to Kilgore when they were discussing this matter. “Letting the Chinese grab Taiwan would be a great start. Half a trillion in GDP is a nice chunk of change.”
 
   “I wonder if they’re planning to help the Russians, too,” Kilgore said. 
 
   “They might.”
 
   “USSR 2.0.” 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   Brian got on his jet and headed for Charlotte right after the meeting with Moore. When he was halfway to his destination, Brian received a call from his assistant Vince Fisher, who informed him that Governor Richard Collins was about to meet Chicago real estate investor Kieran Moran at the Hilton Manhattan East hotel. Brian turned on his laptop and opened the video streaming program that was currently set up to receive the video feed from four hidden cameras installed in the hotel suite where the rendezvous was going to take place. Moran, who was Collins’ confidant and one of his biggest donors, had agreed to meet with the governor as a favor for Brian and didn’t mind being watched. Moran’s task was to ask Collins about the reason behind his resignation. At the press conference, the governor had explained that he was stepping down due to poor health, but everyone in the political establishment realized it was just an excuse.
 
   Collins entered the suite at 1.13 pm. After greeting the governor, Moran poured him a glass of Scotch and asked, “Dick, what happened? Why did you resign? Is your health really that bad?”  
 
   Collins waved his hand dismissively. “I’m fucking tired of my wife. I just can’t take that bitch anymore. I’m getting a divorce, that’s what happened.”
 
   “I fail to see the connection here. Could you at least finish this term?”
 
   “She’s got a boatload of dirt on me, and she would have given it to the media if I’d stayed.”
 
   “How bad is the dirt?”
 
   “Bad enough to get me kicked out of office within a week.” Collins took a sip from his glass. “Frankly, I’m feeling relieved. That’s the best thing that’s happened to me this year. First, I’m finally a free man and don’t have to see that cunt’s face anymore. Second, I can start making decent money. I’ve got a whole lot of chips to cash in, Kieran.” Collins paused. “I’m thinking of starting an alternative energy hedge fund. That alternative energy thing is still the rage, right?”
 
   “If you need any help, just let me know, okay?”
 
   Brian muted the sound and moved the laptop aside.
 
   Did Collins’ wife really have explosive dirt on her husband or had the governor simply imagined that she did? Had Collins thought of divorcing his wife before he met Pollack?
 
   Brian reckoned none of that mattered. The only thing that mattered was that a popular governor, whose approval rating was in the low 70s in every poll and who was going to win a third term without breaking a sweat, resigned shortly after a tete-a-tete with Max Pollack. 
 
   Looking out the window, Brian made a mental note to help Collins set up the hedge fund he was dreaming about. 
 
   Let it be his consolation prize, Brian thought.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 46
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “Why did you do it?” Steven Walsh asked. 
 
   “What do you mean?” Pollack replied.
 
   “Why did you agree to get Governor Collins to resign?”
 
   “I think it’s pretty obvious. You asked me to do it, remember?”
 
   “You know what I’m talking about. There’s another reason. The real reason you wanted Collins gone. What is it?”
 
   “Not everything is a ploy to hoodwink you, Colonel Walsh. Not everything has a double meaning.”
 
   “I’m not surprised you said that.”
 
   “Don’t overthink it. There’s no conspiracy here, believe me.”
 
   Don’t overthink it.
 
   Steven found it amusing that Pollack had used the same words as Brian Walker. After thinking for a moment, he wondered if it could be more than just a coincidence. They made the same remark while talking about the same topic; it was only prudent for him to be suspicious. 
 
   Just a coincidence... A wise man had once said there was no such thing as coincidence. 
 
   How did Pollack know what Brian had said to him? Had Pollack made Brian tell him not to overthink it?
 
   “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Walsh said.
 
   “I don’t really care what you do with your time. The Collins deal is in the past. What’s the point of rehashing it?”
 
   “Curiosity. That’s as good a reason as any.”
 
   “If you believe that something is up, just give Collins his old job back. That should solve the problem.”
 
   “I suppose it should.”
 
   Don’t overthink it.
 
   It could be—and most likely was—a reverse psychology maneuver. Perhaps Pollack figured that the best way to make the base commander dwell on something was to tell him not to overthink it. It had worked for Brer Rabbit, who was pleading with Brer Fox not to throw him into the briar patch.
 
   Or was it a double reverse psychology tactic? Pollack could be hoping that he would suspect he was being tricked into overthinking the Collins matter and, as a result, would do the opposite and get it out of his head completely.  
 
   When Pollack had suggested that they put Collins back in office, what had his intent been? Was he creating an impression that he didn’t care if they let Collins withdraw his resignation? And if he was, did it mean that he’d actually prefer the governor stay out of power?
 
   Pollack gave a short laugh. “It will be funny if it turns out that I had nothing to do with the governor’s resignation. That he did it all on his own volition.”  
 
   “Would you like to hear the reason he gave for his resignation?”
 
   “No, I don’t care. By the way, have you let Stacy go yet?”
 
   “We’re in the process of releasing her.”
 
   Pollack made a humming sound and said, “I guess I should have foreseen that.”
 
   “What are you talking about? We are letting her go. But you must understand it’s a process.”
 
   “Whatever you say, Colonel.”
 
   “Whose minds was Stacy Baxter supposed to read?”
 
   “I have no idea.”  
 
   “What does she know? What kind of information was she looking for?”
 
   “Maybe she knows something, maybe she knows nothing. The whole thing might have been a misfire, Colonel.”
 
   “Tell me what your masters gain from Collins’ resignation.”
 
   “Colonel, you have a wild imagination.” 
 
   “You can fool others, but you can’t fool me, Max. If you lied to me, you’re not going to get away with this.”
 
   Walsh pressed the Stop button, ending the video conference. Then he rose to his feet and gestured Walker to follow him. “Let’s go. I want to show you something.”
 
   “Did it settle your worries?” Walker asked as they walked down the hallway.
 
   “I wasn’t worried. This matter’s not worth spending my mental energy on. I just wanted to show him that I’m vigilant.”
 
   “Is Pollack upset that we put him back in a cell?”
 
   “He doesn’t seem to be upset.” The colonel ran his hand through his hair. “I still don’t understand why he didn’t try to run away when he was at the hotel.”
 
   “That’s the sixty four thousand dollar question, partner. Are we going to your office?”
 
   “Yes. I was thinking about Lautner and Pollack the other day. And I came up with an interesting theory regarding the phone call Pollack made to Lautner from that motel.”
 
   “I thought we had moved on. Lautner is gone, isn’t he?”
 
   “Well, I was just curious to see if I was right.”
 
   “So what’s your theory?”
 
   “Let me show you the video first.”
 
   “Oh, I’m intrigued.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   “We recorded it last week.” Steven placed his laptop right in front of Walker and clicked the Play button. 
 
   On the screen, Tom Jenkins and Joshua Wilson, who was known to Tom Jenkins as David Levy of Mossad, were sitting opposite each other at a small round table in what looked like an apartment living room.
 
   “Look at these numbers and tell me if you recognize any of them.” Wilson gently pushed the sheet an inch closer to Jenkins. 
 
   “What are they? Some kind of code?” Jenkins asked while scanning the sheet.  
 
   “That’s not important. Just search your memory and tell me if any of those numbers seem familiar to you. And please try to explain why.”
 
   “I know this number.” Jenkins put his finger under a line in the middle of the list. Wilson leaned forward and saw that Jenkins was pointing at Lautner’s cellphone number.
 
   “Line Five?” Wilson asked.
 
   “Yes, line Five.”
 
   “How do you know this number?”
 
   “I obtained it from a source in the Department of Defense.”
 
   “What does it represent?”
 
   “It’s a private phone number of a high-ranking DoD official.”
 
   “Do you know his name?”
 
   “Defense Secretary Simon Lautner.”
 
   “When was the last time you called this number?”
 
   “I’ve never called it.”
 
   “Did you give this number to Max Pollack?”
 
   “I don’t remember. Why?”
 
   “Someone called the Secretary from your motel room. If it wasn’t you, it had to be Pollack.”
 
   “Then I guess I did give him the number.”
 
   “So you simply forgot about it when you prepared your report?”
 
   Jenkins furrowed his brows, and a spark of alarm flashed in his eyes.  “It slipped my mind, I suppose. I’m sorry.”
 
   “That’s okay, Tom. You were under a lot of stress back then. Do you remember Pollack specifically asking you for Lautner’s number?”
 
   Jenkins shook his head. “No. I must have thought Pollack could use the Secretary’s contact information.”
 
   “Why would you have thought so?”
 
   “Because Lautner is an important person.”
 
   Steven clicked the Pause button, freezing the video, and turned his face to Walker. He noted a curious fact: he was showing this recording to Brian Walker the day Simon Lautner had resigned as Secretary of Defense. Was it a coincidence? Yes, it was.
 
   “So what does it mean?” Brian asked. “Pollack didn’t get Lautner’s number from Lautner?”
 
   “Yes, I think Jenkins gave it to him.”
 
   “Does it mean Lautner is clean?”
 
   Walsh shrugged. “Hard to tell for sure.”
 
   “Well, that phone call was the main piece of evidence, wasn’t it?”
 
   Walsh nodded.
 
   “To hell with Lautner,” Walker said. “Even if we were wrong about him, it’s not the end of the world. When you remove a tumor, you cut out some healthy tissue, too. This way you make sure that you get rid of every cancer cell there is. Besides, Lautner is happy where he is now.”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “We got him a job at an investment bank in New York. He’s starting in a couple of months. He’s going to make three million dollars a year. I don’t think it counts as suffering.” Walker let out a laugh.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 47
 
    
 
   1.
 
   One question kept running through Brian Walker’s mind on the way home: What if Pollack’s masters weren’t after Moore? 
 
   Let’s rephrase it: what if Moore was not the most important target on their list?
 
   Just think about this: why would someone playing a long-term game that spanned decades put much emphasis on a person who was going to lose his power in six years at the most? Besides, the title of the most powerful man in the Western Hemisphere was nothing but journalistic hyperbole as far as the U.S. President was concerned.
 
   It had been their assumption that the important person Fisher had been programmed to show the White Arrow project briefing to was someone with a lot of power. Brian believed it was a correct assumption: when people say ‘important person,’ nine times out of ten they mean ‘powerful person.’ What kind of power did this powerful person have? Was it political? Financial? How big a player was this guy (or gal)?
 
   Did this important person have as much power as the U.S. President? Was this VIP more powerful than the U.S. President?
 
   Who was more powerful than the U.S. President?
 
   Did Pollack’s masters know about the Council? Brian doubted that. They might suspect that there was a Council-like entity, but so did the millions of amateur conspiracy theorists all over the world. Odds were Pollack’s masters had no specific evidence of the Council’s existence.
 
   Suddenly, a memory surfaced in Brian’s head that he felt was significant. It was something President Moore had said to Gerry Kilgore when they talked about Pollack.
 
   Did you have a chance to visit Fairmont?
 
   These were his exact words.
 
   Why had John Moore asked Kilgore about Fairmont? Had the President and Kilgore talked about the White Arrow project before that meeting?
 
   Could Gerry Kilgore be the important person Max Pollack had programmed the President to speak to about the White Arrow project?
 
    
 
   2.
 
   “I believe it’s possible that it wasn’t about the Taiwan deal,” Brian said.
 
   “You think they were after that Supreme Justice nominee?” Kilgore asked. “That doesn’t sound very exciting. And why would anyone care about a Supreme Justice anyway?”
 
   “No, I highly doubt it was about Judge Kavanagh.”
 
   “Don’t tell me it’s the Farm Bill veto, those guys can’t be that boring.” Kilgore chuckled. 
 
   “What I’m saying is, maybe the Taiwan deal was just an incidental. Maybe the Chinese Prime Minister wasn’t the important person Fisher told us about.”
 
   “Then what is it about?”
 
   “Did Moore mention the White Arrow Project to you after he met Pollack?”  
 
   Kilgore thought for a moment and replied, “Yes, he did, when I ran into him at a fundraiser in Beverly Hills.” 
 
   “Did he suggest you go to the Fairmont Training Center?”
 
   “Yes.” Kilgore knitted his brows. “He said they were working on a lot of interesting stuff there.”
 
   Brian cocked his head to the side and said, “You are an important person, aren’t you?”
 
   After a long pause, Kilgore responded, “You think Fisher was talking about me? What do Pollack’s bosses have to gain from me reading the briefing on the White Arrow project?”
 
   “I doubt they were targeting you specifically. I don’t think they even know your name. I believe they want someone from the Council to read the briefing and then visit Fairmont.” Walker made a dramatic pause. “They’re after us, Gerry. They probably don’t know much about us, but they’re aware of our existence. I believe they’re hoping one of us will meet Pollack and get programmed.”
 
   Kilgore stared at Brian silently with unblinking eyes for a few seconds. Then he asked, “Programmed to do what?”
 
   “I wish I knew.”
 
   “How did they find out about the Council?”
 
   “Come on, Gerry, the tin-foil hat crowd has been talking about us for decades.”
 
   “So Pollack’s bosses just assumed the rumors were true and took a blind shot?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Kilgore furrowed his forehead and said, “You’ve stayed away from Pollack since day one, right?”
 
   “Of course I have.”
 
   “Are you absolutely positive that you’ve never met this guy face-to-face?”
 
   “I’m absolutely positive.”
 
   “Did you have a video conference with him?”  
 
   “Yes. I personally didn’t say much. Walsh did most of the talking.”
 
   “Have you ever wondered if he could program minds through TV?”
 
   “You mean: have I wondered if he got to me during that video chat?” Walker half-smiled. “First of all, I think it’s highly improbable that he can do it through telecommunication. Second, if he does have such a power, then it’s Katy bar the door. We’re screwed.”
 
   “Right.” Kilgore nodded. “Just so we’re clear, I haven’t met him, either.”
 
   “I believe you.”
 
   “Why didn’t John ask you to go to Fairmont?”
 
   “Perhaps he knew that I’ve already been there. Or maybe he thinks I’m less important than you.”
 
   “Well, you are the youngest on the Council.” Kilgore snickered. “I guess we should congratulate ourselves for cracking the case.”
 
   “Good job, my dear Watson.”
 
   “Wait, I thought I was Sherlock.” Kilgore laughed. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 48
 
    
 
   1
 
   “I’ve been thinking about this situation a lot,” Moore said. “Actually, I haven’t stopped thinking about it since our last meeting. I’m not angry with you, Brian. I understand the rationale behind this decision.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear that, John,” Brian replied.
 
   Last night, Moore had asked him if they could meet for an hour to discuss an important subject. Brian had agreed. He had arrived at Camp David fifteen minutes ago.
 
   “I reread Lautner’s briefings on the White Arrow project, I studied the questionnaire you gave me.” Moore squinted at the stapled sheets of paper on the coffee table. “I considered filling it out, but then it occurred to me that no one with a brain would believe that I answered those questions, ninety five percent of which are political, honestly. I’ve been a politician for thirty years. I say things people want to hear. It became a reflex a long time ago. I strategize. I calculate the payoff. And I figured that you’d realize that.”
 
   “This thought did cross my mind.”
 
   “So I didn’t fill out the questionnaire. Sorry.” A guilty smile appeared on Moore’s face. “I also thought about things I had done or wanted to do. And I tried to figure out what kind of things Pollack’s masters would want me to do.”
 
   Brian checked his watch conspicuously, signaling to Moore that he didn’t have all day to listen to him.
 
   “I personally know most members of the Council,” Moore continued. “A little more than two weeks ago I decided that the White Arrow project was something they needed to hear about.”
 
   Brian drew a deep breath. He had a hunch he knew where Moore was going with this.
 
   “You’ve been to the Fairmont Training Center, haven’t you, Brian?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you obviously recognize how important the White Arrow project is.”
 
   Brian nodded silently.
 
   “I told Gerry about this project a few days after that Campaign USA event at Ridgewood Inn,” Moore said. “At the time, I wasn’t aware that he already knew about it.” Moore picked up the glass of water from the table and took a long sip. “As far as I know, Pollack stayed at Ridgewood Inn for six days. Is that correct?”
 
   “Yes, that’s correct.”
 
   “Did Gerry tell you that he and I had talked about the White Arrow project?”
 
   “Yes, he did.”
 
   “Has it ever occurred to you that Gerry may not be the only Council member I spoke to about this project?”  
 
   “Suppose there were more. So what?”
 
   “What if I told you that, unlike Gerry, one of these Council members had actually met Pollack? Would that pique your curiosity?”
 
   “Are you telling me this because you’re in a jocular mood, or because it actually happened?”
 
   “If it really happened, you would like to know his or her name, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Are you going to tell me the name?”
 
   “What’s it worth to you, Brian?” 
 
   “Can you prove that this meeting actually took place?” Walker asked.
 
   “I’ll provide you with proof when I give you the name.” Moore smiled.
 
   “Okay. I’m all ears.”
 
   “Here’s my proposition. I’ll give you the name if you allow me to stay in office until my term runs out. I’m willing to let Greg run the show, just as you planned.” Moore licked his lips. “If you don’t want me to have power—fine. I have no problem with that. But I would like to keep the title until the end of this term.” 
 
   “This is childish, John.”
 
   “I also happen to know that most Council members haven’t voted yet.”
 
   “It’s only a matter of time.” Brian leaned back in his chair. “Remember, John, this is not the Roman Empire or Zimbabwe, you’re not President for life. How much are you worth now? About three million, right? You can’t afford to burn bridges, John. You will leave the White House one day and, judging by your good health, you’ll have at least twenty five years in you when it happens. Imagine being paid shit for speeches, imagine getting no book deals, imagine being forgotten by the media. You don’t strike me as a man who’d enjoy living frugally.” Brian started drumming his fingers on the armrest. “Tell me the name.”
 
   “Brian, why don’t you discuss my proposition with Gerry first? Let’s see what he says.”
 
   “Can you tell me where they met?”
 
   Moore shook his head. “Please talk to Gerry. Something tells me he’s going to like my proposition.”
 
    
 
    Chapter 49
 
    
 
   1. 
 
   Brian called Colonel Walsh from his helicopter, on the way to Bedford, New York.
 
   “Did anyone ask you for permission to see Pollack after he met Moore?” Brian asked.
 
   “No,” Walsh replied. “I would have told you if someone had.”
 
    “So no one besides the guards has had access to Pollack since he left Washington?”
 
   “That’s correct.”
 
   “Was Pollack asleep while he was transported from the hotel back to Fairmont?”
 
   “Yes, he was.”
 
   Could Moore be bullshitting him? Brian would certainly not put it past this self-centered weasel. However, he was reluctant to take any chances. After all, there was no proof that none of the Council members had come into direct contact with Max Pollack.
 
   Too bad they couldn’t beat this information out of Moore; torture was not on the list of things the Council was able to do to the U.S. President. Coercion—yes, torture—no.
 
   So what did he know so far? 
 
   The time frame. The meeting had obviously taken place within eighteen days after Moore’s visit to Ridgewood Inn.
 
   What about the place? Had the Council member and Pollack met at Ridgewood Inn or at the Fairmont Training Center? Brian’s intuition was telling him that they’d met at the hotel: a visit to a hotel in a Washington suburb was less of a hassle than a trip to a military installation in the middle of nowhere. Another thing to keep in mind was that Moore had mentioned the fact that Pollack had stayed at the hotel for six days. 
 
   If the meeting had taken place at Ridgewood Inn, the time frame shrank to the three days between the Campaign USA event and Pollack’s departure for the Fairmont Training Center. 
 
   “Could anyone have entered Pollack’s cell at Fairmont without your knowledge?” 
 
   “No.” 
 
   That must be true, because the colonel controlled one of the five locks in Pollack’s cell door. Brian couldn’t imagine Walsh letting anyone else touch that special button in his office.
 
   Unfortunately, the door to Pollack’s suite at Ridgewood Inn could have been opened from the inside without a key, which had put Walsh and the people he’d placed in charge of hotel security out of the loop.
 
   “Do we have Ridgewood Inn’s security camera tapes for the days Pollack stayed there?” Brian asked.
 
   “I believe they were erased when we left the hotel.”
 
   Brian took a deep breath and shut his eyes. It had completely slipped his mind that they’d destroyed the hotel’s surveillance footage for the sake of secrecy. “Could there be a backup copy somewhere?”
 
   “There’s no backup copy. We checked before leaving.”
 
   “What about our cameras inside the suite?” Brian asked. “Do you have that footage?”
 
   “We only kept the video of Pollack’s meeting with Collins.”
 
   “Okay.” Brian fixed his eyes on the notes he’d made on the way to the helicopter. “I have a question for you, Steven, and I need an honest answer. Is it possible that your guys let someone meet Pollack at the suite without telling you about it?”
 
   A long silence followed, after which Walsh said, “I suppose it is.”
 
   “Here’s the situation, Steven: I have reason to suspect that a powerful government official secretly met with Pollack at the hotel. We have to look into this immediately. Start with those who guarded the lobby after Pollack met Moore. Do you have their names?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Brian realized that no one who had kept watch on the fifth floor was a trustworthy witness. It was an established fact that Peter Anderson, Gustavo Pineda, and Paul Haylor had been in direct contact with Pollack. The guards by the suite door and in the elevator hall had to be presumed to have been affected by the mindbender because they’d had practically unrestricted access to him (all they’d had to do to enter Pollack’s suite was knock on the door). Chances were all of these guys had been programmed to forget everything that could reveal the identity of the tainted Council member.  
 
   “Please do it very discreetly.”
 
   “All right. When are you going to drop by?”
 
   “Maybe this week. I’ll let you know.”
 
   Complicating things was the fact that most Council members preferred to keep a low profile whenever they could. It was highly likely that the tainted Council member had used a fake name when visiting Ridgewood Inn, which made the paper trail, if there was any at all, useless.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 50
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Two days after his meeting with Moore at Camp David Brian paid a visit to Gerry Kilgore at his estate in Greenwich, Connecticut.
 
   “Suppose Moore gives us the name,” Kilgore said. “How do we know he didn’t just pick it at random and blame an innocent guy?”
 
   “He promised to show proof.”
 
   Kilgore nodded silently.
 
   “So what do you think?” Brian asked. “Should we accept his offer?”
 
   Kilgore ran his hand through his hair and said, “The risk is too high. Who knows what he’s up to? He’s acting irrationally. I don’t like it. Besides, that would set a bad precedent.” 
 
   “I think he’s hoping we won’t get enough votes to remove him.”
 
   “He’s delusional.” Kilgore rose to his feet and marched to the bar cabinet. “You know what? I think we have enough brains to figure this out on our own.” He poured a glass of brandy. “Did you talk to that buddy of yours at Fairmont?”
 
   “Colonel Walsh? Yes, I’ve already set the wheels in motion.”
 
   Kilgore returned to his chair. “Did the colonel find out anything useful yet?”
 
   “Yes. According to the guards, Lieutenant General Mark Rhodes brought some civilian to see Pollack the day after Moore’s visit.”
 
   “Who’s Mark Rhodes?”
 
   “He’s the Deputy Commander of the Joint Special Operations Command.”
 
   “What the hell was he doing there?”
 
   “I think Moore asked him to accompany that civilian to ensure smooth sailing.”
 
   “Did they use special ops guys to guard the hotel?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I see.” Kilgore took a sip from the glass. “So they let Rhodes and his buddy in without checking with Walsh?”
 
   “You know how these military guys are. They can’t say no to a three star general.” 
 
   “Why didn’t Moore go through Strickland? Do you think he was trying to be sneaky?”
 
   “Maybe. Perhaps Pollack programmed him to keep it on the down low. Just in case.”
 
   “I bet that’s exactly what he did. Have you talked to Rhodes?”
 
   “I had Strickland call him last night. Rhodes says he doesn’t remember anything.”
 
   “Do you think he’s lying?”
 
   Brian shook his head. “I’m sure Pollack made him forget everything. That’s a smart thing to do.”
 
   “What about the guards? Did they see the civilian’s face? Will they be able to recognize him?”
 
   “They say they didn’t get a good look at him because he was waiting in the car outside. And he was wearing dark sunglasses.”
 
   “Well, at least we know it’s a man.”
 
   It wasn’t much help—there was only one woman on the Council—but it was better than nothing, it was a step forward.
 
   “I guess Pollack is the only person who got a good look at that guy’s face.”
 
   “What car did Rhodes come in? Does he have a driver?”
 
   “All we know right now is that he didn’t use his government car.”
 
   “Okay.” Kilgore glanced at his watch. “By the way, do you trust Walsh? Are you sure he couldn’t let someone from the Council meet Pollack at Fairmont without telling you?”
 
   “No, he’d never do that. I’m certain of it.” 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   When Brian left Kilgore’s house, they still had no clear plan.
 
   Moreover, the situation got worse. Walsh called Brian and told him that he’d just learned that Liam Cheetham, the guy in charge of security at the hotel, had escorted General Rhodes and his guest to Pollack’s suite. They had no choice but to presume Cheetham to have been affected by Pollack, which meant that the mindbender could have had other unauthorized guests at his suite. There could have been other tainted Council members.
 
   Now virtually everyone on the Council was under suspicion. 
 
   Work schedules were going to be of little help in establishing an alibi. Cessna Citation X, one of the fastest business jets in the world, could get you from Berlin to Washington, D.C. in about six hours, so the fact that you’d had a dozen meetings in Europe during the time frame in question didn’t get you off the hook since even a very busy person could make a twelve-hour window if necessary.  
 
   What if they simply replaced every Council member?
 
   It sounded like a sure-fire solution except for two problems. First, there was a chance this was what Pollack’s masters wanted to happen. Such a drastic measure would significantly weaken the Council, there could be no doubt about it. Second, years or even decades of strife were guaranteed to ensue since none of the current members were going to happily agree to play second fiddle. 
 
   Their power didn’t come from elections or edicts or royal blood, their power was real, and they loved using it. It wouldn’t be a problem to replace one of them because the rest of the Council would be seeing to it that the decision was enforced, but the whole gang? It was not going to be pretty, to put it mildly.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 51
 
    
 
   1.
 
    “By the way, Colonel, when are you going to release Stacy Baxter?” Peter asked. “It’s been more than three weeks since Collins resigned. Don’t you think it’s time to keep your promise?”
 
   Brian Walker arrived at the Fairmont Training Center at twenty past ten in the morning. The three of them gathered in Colonel Walsh’s office at eleven.
 
   Walsh exchanged glances with Walker and said, “You see, Peter, we need to be very careful here. It will be very hard, maybe even impossible, to reverse this if it turns out that we made a mistake.”
 
   “You made a deal, Colonel. You can’t go back on it.” Peter turned to Walker. “Brian, you gave Pollack your word that we’d let Stacy go if Collins resigned.”
 
   “I know that,” Walker said.
 
   “We still haven’t figured out why this woman is so important to Pollack’s masters,” Walsh said. “I, for one, am very curious about it.”
 
   “Has it ever occurred to you that they could be doing it simply because they feel sorry for her? I bet she’s not happy being locked up. Sooner or later we’ll have to let her go. She didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
   “I see you’re a bit of a softie, but it’s all right,” Walsh said. “As my grandmother liked to say, ‘It takes all kinds to make a world.’”
 
   “My grandmother used to say that, too,” Walker said.
 
   “You’re a romantic at heart, Peter, aren’t you?” Walsh said. “No, I have too much experience to be as naïve as you. When you’re dealing with a mysterious powerful force, the fastest way to get yourself killed is to believe that it’s motivated by benevolence.”
 
   “Admit it, Colonel, she’s useless to us,” Peter said. “We can’t use her as a mind reader, and we can’t use her as bait.”
 
   “Bait?” Walsh gave Peter an inquiring look.
 
   “I don’t think they’re going to storm this place to break Stacy out.”
 
   “Why?” the colonel asked.
 
   “It’s not their style.”
 
   “Who told you that?”
 
   “According to Brian, Prahumans are guardians of the human race.” Peter shifted his eyes to Walker. “Am I right?”
 
   Walker nodded.
 
   “But we don’t know for sure Pollack’s working for Prahumans, do we?” Walsh said. “Whoever these guys are, they are not that benevolent. They don’t care what happens to Pollack. They knew they were putting him in a very risky position, yet they did it anyway. And they didn’t even ask him for permission, did they?”
 
   “That’s an interesting way to look at it, Steven,” Walker said.
 
   “That’s the correct way to look at it, if you ask me,” the colonel replied. “By the way, if these Prahumans are so powerful, why the hell are they hiding in caves? Why don’t they live in mansions in Beverly Hills or Monaco or wherever the rich folks stay nowadays?”
 
   “Maybe they evolved,” Peter said. “Maybe they don’t need all that luxury.”
 
   “Well, in this case, I don’t want to be one of them.” Walsh gave a laugh.
 
   “Listen, Colonel, if we don’t keep our end of the bargain, they’ll never trust us.” Peter said.
 
   “Why do we need their trust?” Walsh asked.
 
   “There may come a time when we need to negotiate with them. It’s hard to negotiate when there’s no trust.”
 
   “If you can’t beat them, join them? Is that what you’re driving at?”
 
   “No, I’m talking about diplomacy.”
 
   “You may be right, Peter,” Walker said. “And no one’s saying that we’ll never release Stacy. I gave Pollack my word, and I’m going to keep it.”
 
   “How long are you planning to wait?” Peter asked. “Six months? A year? Five years?”
 
   “So you suggest we let her go now?” Walsh asked.
 
   “Why not? Photograph her, take the fingerprints, get a DNA sample, tap her phone, and let them have her. If she pops up somewhere later down the road, we’ll be able to identify her and keep an eye on what she’s up to.”
 
   “Everything is so simple with you,” Walsh said. “I wish things were that simple. Unfortunately, they’re not.” Walsh began twirling the cigarette pack with his middle finger and his thumb. “She could do a lot of damage before we catch her again. What if she read your mind? What if she read mine? God knows what kind of classified information this woman has accumulated in her brain.”
 
   “Peter, Stacy will be released sooner than you think,” Walker said.
 
   He’s probably saying this just to placate me, Peter thought.
 
   “Colonel, what do you think Pollack’s masters’ ultimate objective is?” Peter asked.
 
   “If it’s aliens, I’m willing to bet they’re planning to take over the Earth,” Walsh said. Nothing in the colonel’s face or voice suggested that he was jesting.
 
   “What if it’s the good aliens?” Peter said. “Have you seen E.T.?”
 
   Walsh squinted at Walker, whose mouth curled in a restrained smile, and then, keeping a straight face, replied, “How do you know that E.T.’s people weren’t planning to destroy humanity? They didn’t show us what happened after he boarded the spaceship.”
 
   “Why are you so inclined to assume that aliens want to destroy humanity?” Peter asked. 
 
   “I’m assuming the worst. That’s how you survive.”
 
   “They might think that we don’t deserve to be in charge of this planet,” Walker said. “One could make a case that humans are a dead end species. It seems that we’ve reached our evolutionary capacity. There are a lot of flaws in the design of the human body, which probably will never be resolved. It’s hard to find a person over forty who is perfectly healthy. Almost everyone past this age has some sort of problem, be it tooth cavities, allergies, hair loss, bad knees, and so on and so forth.”
 
   “I’m okay with the way we are,” Walsh said. “We’re not perfect, but who is?”
 
   “Here’s a fun fact, Steven,” Walker said. “Turtles don’t have a healthcare system, yet many of them live to be one hundred and fifty. Another fun fact: a quarter of Americans over sixty five have lost all their teeth. If it wasn’t for dentists, they’d have starved to death.”
 
   “I know that rats’ teeth grow throughout their lives.” Peter said. “My dad mentioned this fact every time he went to the dentist.”
 
   “We’re an intelligent species,” Walsh said. “The rats and turtles are not.”
 
   “Some scientists believe that human intelligence peaked two thousand years ago and that it’s been on a decline ever since,” Walker said.  
 
   “Whose side are you on, Brian?” Walsh laughed.
 
   Walker’s cellphone began to ring. He took it out of his jacket pocket, glanced at the screen, and said, “Excuse me, gentlemen. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” Then he got up and walked out of the office.
 
   When the door closed behind Walker, Peter said, “You’re not joking when you say we could be dealing with aliens, are you?”
 
   “I still think it’s a viable explanation.”
 
   “Have you seen evidence of aliens visiting Earth? Do you know something the public at large doesn’t?”
 
   “No comment, my friend.”
 
   “Have you been to Area 51?” 
 
   “Many times.”
 
   “Did you see the spaceship?”
 
   “If I told you what I saw there, I’d have to erase your memory or shoot you.” Walsh laughed.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   When Peter got back to his room after the meeting at Walsh’s office, the word ‘binge’ flashed in his head. That was the best way to describe what had happened in Ridgewood Inn as far as he and Pollack’s mind-control wizardry were concerned. 
 
   He had no odd sensations or weird thoughts as a result of that binge. It didn’t mean that Pollack hadn’t messed with his mind, though. Pollack was very good at being subtle; that was an established fact. Peter was supposed to have no clue that Pollack was pulling his strings.
 
   It was also possible that Pollack had left his head alone. Maybe he had become useless to Pollack. After all, he wasn’t some big shot like a member of the U.S. Cabinet. He had done his part by finding Stacy Baxter. 
 
   Was finding Stacy Baxter the only thing Pollack had programmed him to do? 
 
   Not that Peter was complaining—a sensible person ought to want his mind to be tampered with as little as possible—but he did feel… underappreciated, for lack of a better word. It seemed as though Pollack didn’t see much potential in him. If Peter were touchy enough, he would probably even be offended by Pollack’s disinterest in him.
 
   Indifference is worse than hate, you know.
 
   Why had Pollack chosen him to search for Stacy? Perhaps because he worked for the FBI. Because he was from Washington, D.C. Max must have reckoned he was in a good position to locate a woman in the government’s custody.
 
   He had exhausted his usefulness to Pollack and now could be tossed away like a fast food wrapper. 
 
   He was beginning to sound like a dumped girlfriend, wasn’t he?
 
   You know what? He should count his blessings. Would he be happy if Pollack had programmed him to blow himself up in a suicide strike?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 52
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Half an hour after lunch, Steven Walsh visited Walker in his room. 
 
   “You know what worries me the most about this Woodburn affair?” Steven said, rocking in the chair. 
 
   While waiting for Brian’s reply, the colonel noted that the squeaks produced by the chair were surprisingly quiet.
 
   “What is it?” Walker asked.
 
   “It’s possible that Woodburn’s initial story was true. There may have been a civilian survivor, and this survivor could be a mindbender. It’s possible that we got played.”
 
   “Why would they make things so twisted? What’s their angle?”
 
   “It’s child’s play compared to what the KGB used to do. Or rather, is still doing. I’ve seen operations with layers upon layers upon layers of disinformation, diversion, and double-crossing.”
 
   “Steven, at some point you’ll just have to let go and move on. Otherwise, this paranoia will drive you insane.”
 
   “If it hasn’t already.” Walsh simpered.
 
   “Do you still think it was Pollack who made Woodburn lie to us?”
 
   “I believe it’s highly probable.”
 
   “He said he had nothing to do with it.”
 
   “I don’t care what he says. I don’t believe one word that comes out of his mouth. Who else could have done it?” Walsh looked intently at Walker. “Who else?”
 
   “What about the GPS tracklog? Woodburn couldn’t have created it.”
 
   “Maybe Pollack programmed some technician at the Little Creek base before he got arrested.”
 
   “Why do you think he did it? Did he expect us to let him go?”
 
   Walsh shrugged. “He might. Or maybe he’s just mudding the waters. Have you heard this Chinese proverb: muddy waters make it easy to catch fish?” 
 
   “It’s one of my favorite Chinese proverbs.”
 
   Walsh rose from the chair and started pacing the room. “I wonder how Pollack communicates with his masters. Do you have any ideas on that?”
 
   “I’ve given this some thought. Have you heard about quantum entanglement?” 
 
   “No.”
 
   “Quantum entanglement occurs when two particles develop such a strong connection that they remain correlated no matter how far you separate them from each other. An action performed on one particle instantly affects the other, even if it’s a hundred thousand miles away. Instantly, as in literally no time. We’re talking about communication that is faster than light.” 
 
   “Do you think Pollack talks to his masters by means of quantum entanglement?”
 
   “I believe it’s possible that quantum entanglement plays some role here.”
 
   “It’s an interesting phenomenon.”
 
   “And it affects not just particles and molecules. A while ago they managed to link two diamonds, each the size of a birdshot.”   
 
   “Fascinating.” Walsh paused to think. “Brian, I know it’s not my business, but what’s the deal with that guy General Rhodes brought to Pollack? Why are we looking for him?” 
 
   Walker gave him an examining look and said, “This is between you and me, okay? You see, there’s no doubt that Pollack’s masters are trying to get to our leaders, but the thing is, they might think that the President is not the biggest honcho in town.”
 
   “Who’s more powerful than the American President?”
 
   “I know a few guys who you could say are more powerful than the U.S. President. And unlike the President, they are not under term limits, which I believe is a big deal to Pollack’s masters. How can they take seriously a man who turns into a pleb overnight just because eight years have passed? These guys must be playing long term and by ‘long term’ I mean decades, or even centuries, into the future.”
 
   “You learn something new every day.” Walsh cracked a smile. “The guy we’re looking for, is he one of those people who has more power than the President?”
 
   Walker nodded. “I think one of the reasons he doesn’t mind being imprisoned is that he wants to be seen by the by people of power. By people with real power.”
 
   Steven was itching to ask if Walker was one of those people, but chose not to touch this subject for fear of appearing nosy.  
 
   “Like General Rhodes’ friend?” 
 
   “Yes. He seeks their attention, he wants to be on their radar. He’s trying to draw them out of the woodwork.”  
 
   “Is that because he doesn’t know where to find them?”
 
   “Very few know that. These guys prefer to stay behind the scenes.”
 
   “How many of them are there?”
 
   “A couple of dozen.”
 
   “Is Pollack’s goal to program all of them?”
 
   “I bet they’d love for that to happen.”
 
   After a short pause, Steven said, “Well, looks like his plan worked.”
 
   “It’s not too late to fix the situation. We will find the bad apple, I’m sure of it.”
 
   Steven looked at his watch. He had to be in the conference room for a staff meeting in sixteen minutes. “Last night I thought about these Prahumans. Do you agree with Peter? Do you think we have nothing to worry about if it’s Prahumans that Pollack works for?”
 
   “I’d assume they’re friendly toward us.” 
 
   “Why would you assume that?”
 
   “Well, as I understand, their mission is to keep mankind going.”
 
   “The question is: are they happy with the way things are? They might think that mankind needs improvement. What if they’re wacky enough to believe that one must tear down before one rebuilds?” Walsh paused to see Walker’s reaction. “In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised at all if they were willing to start from scratch. And if that’s the case, I bet they wouldn’t let Pollack know about it.”   
 
    
 
   2.
 
   When Steven got back to his office, he called Frank Harlow, his liaison at the CIA, whom he’d asked to look into the Agent Rasche matter two days ago. After Harlow gave him an update on the investigation, the colonel summoned Walker to tell him about the liaison’s findings.
 
   “Just as we thought, there’s no real CIA agent named Terrence Rasche,” Steven said.
 
   “So it was Pollack after all?”
 
   “I’m starting to doubt it. You see, Agent Terrence Rasche does exist, but only on paper. It’s a fake identity. The CIA uses these when it wants to avoid revealing their overt agents’ actual names.”
 
   “Fake identity, huh?”
 
   “They’re pretty thorough with these things, too. They go as far as creating a full-blown personnel file and paying a salary.”
 
   Walker thought for a few seconds, and said, “So does it mean Woodburn didn’t imagine Agent Rasche?”
 
   “I believe so. Someone from the CIA did speak to him. There’s no way he could have guessed this name by accident.”
 
   “Do you know when this identity was created?”
 
   “It was created two weeks before the Bradford Island mission.”
 
   “Did they tell you who used it?”
 
   “I’m waiting for the name.”
 
   “Assuming Pollack had nothing to do with it and someone from the CIA actually spoke to Woodburn, I’m curious about what the point of this ploy was,” Walker said.
 
   “That makes two of us.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 53
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “Have you met this man?” Walsh slid Jake Woodburn’s photograph toward Sam Gallo. 
 
   CIA Agent Gallo was thirty eight years old; he had soft facial features, his brown hair was fashionably disheveled, and his grey eyes were amiable and sincere. He struck you as the kind of guy you would trust to watch your bags at the train station. Gallo’s background data sheet stated that he’d been with the CIA for over eleven years now. He currently worked in the CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia. 
 
   Gallo had been apprehended in his condo in Annandale earlier this morning. It was about an hour since his arrival at the Fairmont Training Center.
 
   His cuffed hands in his lap, Gallo scrutinized the picture with an interested expression on his face for half a minute and then said, “I don’t think I have.”
 
   Walsh heaved a sigh, interlocked his hands on the table in front of him, and said, “I guess this conversation is going to take longer than I thought.”
 
   “Can you tell me what this is all about?”
 
   “Have you ever used the alias Terrence Rasche?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “According to your agency’s records, you’re the designated user of this alias.”
 
   “If you have this information, why are you asking?”
 
   “Have you ever been to the Thule Air Force Base?”
 
   “Where is it?”
 
   “Have you ever met Jake Woodburn?”
 
   “I don’t know who that is.”
 
   “It’s the guy in the photo. That’s Jake Woodburn. He’s a helicopter pilot at the Thule Air Force Base.”
 
   “Sorry, I’ve never met him.”
 
   “That’s odd, because he recognized you.”
 
   “He did? So what?”
 
   “Mister Woodburn says that he met you three times at the Thule Airbase. He also says that you called his cellphone at least ten times.” 
 
   “He must be confused. I’ve never met or called this man.”
 
   “Would you agree to take a polygraph test?”
 
   “Sure. When?”
 
   Walsh smiled. “I bet they taught you how to beat the lie detector in the CIA academy, or whatever it’s called.” 
 
   “I’m ready to take the polygraph right now.”
 
   “What was the objective? Why did you want us to think there was another survivor?”
 
   “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   “I figure you didn’t do it for yourself. There’s nothing for you to gain here. You were following somebody’s order, weren’t you?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Who was it?”
 
   “Look, Mister Walsh, I work for the CIA, I don’t have to tell you shit.”
 
   “Was it someone in the CIA?”
 
   Gallo shook his head.
 
   “Listen, Sam. I don’t have time to play twenty questions with you. Here’s the deal: the President has authorized me to detain indefinitely anyone whom I deem to be a threat to national security. I’m inclined to add your name to the list of threats to our national security. You see where I’m going with this?”
 
   “That’s bullshit.”
 
   “Sam, does your family know where you are right now?”
 
   “I don’t talk to my family about my work.”
 
   “Does your boss know where you are?”
 
   A slight smirk formed on Gallo’s lips. “What are you getting at, Mister Walsh?”
 
   “No one knows you’re here, Sam. Not your family, not your boss, not your coworkers. Officially, you’re on vacation as of last night. I can throw you in a cell and keep you there for the rest of your life. No one will ever find you, I promise. I could stage your death today. Nobody’s going to look for you after you’re legally pronounced dead. What do you think about this scenario, bud?”
 
   Gallo drew his eyebrows together and ran his hand over his mouth. “I need to get certain guarantees before I start talking.” 
 
   “Okay. Tell me what they are.”
 
   “You will not reveal my name as your source to anyone anyhow. Anyone anyhow. No one should know who gave you this information. This guy is very powerful, and I have no desire to end up on his enemy list. That’s number one. Number two: I want complete immunity from any charges that may arise.”
 
   “Is that all?”
 
   “Job security. That’s number three. A promotion would be nice, too.”
 
   “All right. We’ll give you what you want. Now tell me the name.”
 
   “Are you in a position to give me those guarantees?”
 
   “Yes, I am.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   “If I didn’t know better, I’d say that someone’s trying to discredit Pollack just because he’s getting too much limelight,” Peter Anderson said to Brian Walker as they walked to the mess hall.
 
   “Why would anybody do that?” Walker asked. “It’s not like we’re giving Pollack star treatment.”
 
   “People are envious about all sorts of things. And they do the weirdest things to be center of attention.”
 
   “That’s true.”
 
   “Or maybe someone here wants this project to be over so he can go home and play some golf.”  
 
   “Are you talking about me?” Walker laughed.
 
   “Not necessarily.” Peter joined his laughter. “It could be Colonel, for all we know.”
 
   A smile still lingering on his lips, Walker froze. He suddenly realized who would be happy if Pollack was discredited as a mindbender and the White Arrow project came to a halt. 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   Gallo stared at Walsh for about ten seconds and then said, “I hope you know what you’re doing, man. It was Simon Lautner, the Secretary, well, the former Secretary of Defense.”
 
   Walsh spent a few moments processing the new information. “Why did you agree to help him? Why didn’t you tell him to go through proper channels?”
 
   “Simon’s an old friend of mine. He used to be my boss.”
 
   Walsh nodded. “Oh yes, I almost forgot that Lautner was the CIA Director for three years. What was the objective of this hoax?”
 
   “Simon wanted to stir some shit up. He has a beef with you, buddy. Did you know that?”
 
   Stir some shit up. Did Lautner hope that he could get himself cleared by throwing a monkey wrench into the White Arrow project? Was he trying to advance the idea that all of them, including Brian Walker, could have been affected by the civilian mindbender, that all of them could be tainted, and therefore he was no worse than the rest? Or had he done this simply out of spite? 
 
   “Who came up with this idea of a second survivor?”
 
   “Simon. I was just an intermediary, that’s all.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Are you happy now? Can I go?”
 
   “We’ll let you go if your story checks out.”
 
   “How are you going to verify my story?”
 
   “We’ll ask Simon.”
 
   Gallo smirked. “I hope you have the balls to be as tough with Simon as you are with me.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Sam. We got this.”  
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 54
 
    
 
   1.
 
   The morning after Sam Gallo spilled the beans on Simon Lautner, Peter Anderson remembered that he had forgotten to listen to the tapes of Walsh’s first two interrogations of Pollack. He decided it would be a good idea to compare what they knew now to the information initially provided by Max Pollack. Colonel Walsh didn’t mind giving him the recordings.
 
   As he prepared to listen to the tapes, Peter asked himself if he was doing this because he’d gotten bored doing nothing. 
 
   Frankly, that could be one of the reasons. He liked being useful, you know.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   The first tape was recorded the day Pollack was delivered to the Fairmont Training Center.
 
   “Are you a patriot of your country, Max?” Colonel Walsh asked.
 
   “Yes, I am, sir,” Pollack replied.
 
   “Are you going to be honest with me?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Great. I will ask you several questions, and I’d like you to answer them as completely as possible, okay?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Very good, Max. You can call me Steven, by the way. I’m not a stickler for all that ceremony. We’re just two buddies talking to each other, okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “So what happened there on the island? How did your unit mates die?”
 
   “I don’t remember much from that day. I remember we entered a cave. It was really dark in there even with our flashlights on.”
 
   “Did the whole unit go into the cave?”
 
   “No, we left Aroussi and Jimenez outside to guard the entrance.”
 
   “How big was the cave?”
 
   “The entryway was small, about twenty by twenty feet, but the inside of the cave was massive. I’d say it was at least a hundred feet high and a few hundred feet wide.”
 
   “What happened to your unit mates?”
 
   “I don’t know. A few minutes after we went inside the cave, there was a huge bright flash of light, and I passed out. I came round on the extraction helicopter, on the way back to the base.”   
 
   “Max, are you sure you’re telling me the whole truth? You didn’t see what killed your teammates?”
 
   “No, I didn’t. I had no idea they were all dead until you told me.”
 
   “Okay. That bright flash of light—was it an explosion?”
 
   “No. I heard no sound at all. The light just instantly filled the cave. It was as if a giant camera flash went off.”
 
   A pause followed.
 
   “Apart from this flash, did you witness any other unusual things on Bradford Island? Anything you hadn’t expected to see there?”
 
   “No, I didn’t. There was nothing but rocks, snow, and seagulls. A truly desolate place.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   There was a long pause, which was broken by Walsh: “Tell me what you saw in that cave, Max. Tell me what those people did to you.”
 
   “Who are you talking about, sir?”
 
   “There was somebody else on that island. Somebody besides your unit. Who are they? Where are they from? How many of them were there?”
 
   “As I said, I was unconscious until the extraction team picked me up. I didn’t see anybody in that cave.”
 
   “Did you meet anybody outside the cave?”
 
   “Sir, I’m not playing word games with you. I did not meet anyone else on that island. There might very well have been other people there, but I didn’t hear, see, or contact them.”
 
   There was a short silence before Walsh responded, “How about animals? Or let’s put it this way—any living beings other than humans? Did you encounter any of these?”
 
   “Do you mean bears?”
 
   “Bears, penguins, Bigfoot, aliens, Godzilla, and so on and so forth. Don’t be shy. I’ll take every word you say very seriously as long as you’re telling the truth.”
 
   “No, sir, I didn’t see any of these guys, although it would have been a lot of fun to meet Godzilla.”
 
   “But that’s not true, Max. You came into contact with someone or something there. That flash of light in the cave—it didn’t happen on its own, did it? Someone had to flick the damn switch, okay?”
 
   “You’re probably right, someone flicked the switch, but I didn’t see those who did it. They might have even probed me, but I have no memory of that because I was out cold the whole time.”  
 
   “Why did they choose you? Why did they spare your life?”
 
   “Maybe luck?”
 
   “I doubt it. What did they see in you that the rest of the unit didn’t have? Did you beg them for mercy? Did they get in touch with you before your unit left the base for the island? You see, I’m considering all sorts of possibilities here.”
 
   “No, sir, you’re digging in the wrong direction. No alien contacted me either before we left the base or after.”
 
   “But you admit that your body may have been affected in a significant way while you were on Bradford Island?”
 
   “Whatever happened to me on the island, I have no clue what it was. Hopefully, it’s not going to give me cancer.” 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   Tape number two was recorded on the third day of Pollack’s stay at the Fairmont Training Center. During this interrogation, judging by the questions asked in the second half, Pollack was probably hooked up to a polygraph.  
 
   “I’d like to tell you what will happen if you don’t cooperate with us,” Walsh said. “I don’t enjoy making threats, but I have to do it because the information you’re withholding is crucial to the national security of our nation.”
 
   “I’m not withholding any information, sir,” Pollack replied. “I’ve told you all I know.”
 
   “Okay. So here’s some food for thought for you, Max. If you don’t spill the beans, you’ll spend the rest of your life in a cell similar to the one you’re in right now. You’ll have no contact with your family or friends till the day you die. And no one, except for me and my colleagues, will know what happened to you and where you are.”
 
   “Is it legal?”
 
   “It sure is. I have complete authority to do whatever I deem necessary to make you talk.” Walsh paused. “In a few months you’ll be declared dead, and they’ll put a nice headstone on your grave, courtesy of the U.S. Government. Nobody’s going to look for you, Max.”
 
   “Sad to hear that, sir. What happened to us being just two buddies talking to each other?”
 
   “If you don’t give a shit about what happens to you, please think about your family. I may decide to detain your wife Linda, and there will be no one to stop me.” 
 
   “She has nothing to do with this.”
 
   “Of course she does. And your mother. She’s still alive, isn’t she? It would be a shame if she were thrown into some government dungeon in the middle of nowhere, right?” 
 
   After a short silence, Pollack responded, “I have nothing to add to what I’ve already told you, sir.”
 
   There was a pause before Walsh said, “I want you to answer the following questions with yes or no.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Are you now sitting down?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Before joining the military, did you attend High School?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Is this the month of May?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “Do you currently have any association with any foreign government?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “In your latest mission, were you the only survivor from your unit?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “In your latest mission, did you do anything illegal?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you currently work for any foreign government?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “In your latest mission, did you break your oath of enlistment?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you currently work for the Russian government?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are you able to move objects by the power of your mind?”
 
   “No. I’m beginning to like your questions.” 
 
   “Have you ever had any association with any foreign government?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Have you ever disobeyed your superior officer’s orders?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are you able to read other people’s thoughts?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Have you ever worked for any foreign government?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you currently work for the Chinese government?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Have you ever been contacted by foreign intelligence agents?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you possess any supernatural abilities?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Did you disobey your superior officer’s orders in your latest mission?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “In your latest mission, did you do anything bordering on treason?”
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   4.
 
   ‘Why did they choose you? Why did they spare your life?’
 
   It was an interesting question. In Peter’s opinion, it was also a very important question.
 
   Why had they spared Max Pollack’s life? What had they seen in him? Was he the smartest one in the unit? The dumbest? Was he stronger than the rest of the team? Weaker? 
 
   Or maybe it was about Pollack’s future. What if they somehow knew that he was going to discover the cure for cancer or to cause the destruction of the world decades from now? Colonel Walsh would certainly not rule out that these aliens—or whatever Pollack’s masters actually were—could predict the future. Or maybe Pollack was an Antichrist; now that we’re stretching the limits of the plausible, this speculation wasn’t ridiculous at all.
 
   It might have been a completely random pick, too. They needed an agent, and Pollack was as good as any other SEAL in that cave. According to Occam’s razor, if you have two theories that both explain the observed facts, then you should use the simplest one until more evidence comes along. It couldn’t get simpler than random choice, so this hypothesis obviously ought to be the favorite.
 
   By the way, who said Pollack was the only one whose life had been spared? They hadn’t found the bodies of the other SEALs, had they? Theoretically, those soldiers could still be alive. The chance was infinitesimally small, but it existed. 
 
    
 
   5.
 
   “Do you think any one of Pollack’s teammates could still be alive?” Peter asked Steven Walsh later that day.
 
   “How? Where could they be?” Walsh replied. “We searched every square foot of that island and found nothing. And they couldn’t have swum very far, because the water temperature was barely above thirty degrees. They’d have been dead in an hour.”
 
   “Maybe they were abducted. That’s what aliens do—they abduct.”
 
   A small smile appeared on Walsh’s face. “I’d be happy if you proved to be right.”
 
   “Let me ask you this: if they’re dead, where are their bodies?”
 
   “Probably on the bottom of the ocean. Or they might have been incinerated into dust.” 
 
   Peter propped his elbows on his knees and spent half a minute thinking, his gaze fixed on the floor. “You said there was no blood in the cave,” he finally said. “You found nothing suggesting that anybody had been killed there. Doesn’t that make you wonder?”
 
   “No, it doesn’t. Why is it so hard for you to believe that those SEALs are dead?”
 
   Peter shrugged. “I don’t understand why they would kill the SEALs and why they would take the bodies. If they’re so advanced as to able to give Pollack the power of mind control, why would they act so brutally? Like savages.”
 
   “I see no contradiction here. We are an advanced species, but there are a whole lot of savages among us. I remember reading about a college professor who shot several of her colleagues because she didn’t get tenure.”
 
   Peter had to admit that the colonel had a point.
 
   “By the way, I have a theory on why they chose Pollack,” he said.  
 
   “Let’s hear it.”  
 
   “Did you know that Pollack took a bullet for his teammate during a mission in Afghanistan two years ago?”
 
   “Yes. I read his commanding officer’s report about it. I forgot the teammate’s name.”
 
   “His name was Charlie Rollins. I believe the fact that Max proved himself to be selfless was one of the main reasons they picked him.”
 
   Walsh thought for half a minute and then said, “It’s a cute theory. But how did they find out about his heroic act?”
 
   “They must have scanned his memory.”
 
   After a short pause, the colonel nodded. “You may be right.” 
 
   Peter was going to say that Pollack’s masters’ appreciation for selflessness gave an idea of their values and principles, but changed his mind. The colonel was too much of a skeptic to accept this point of view.
 
   “I’ve been wondering,” Peter said, “how did you come to suspect that Pollack has supernatural abilities?”   
 
   “It was a combination of reasons. And I’d say that intuition played a major role. Brian has told you why Pollack and his team were on Bradford Island, hasn’t he?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “Then you must understand why it made sense to assume that Pollack became... different, for lack of a better word, after what had happened in that cave. The way the mission ended was just so bizarre.”
 
   “So, basically, you acted on a hunch?”
 
   “Half the things people do are done on a hunch. There’s nothing with it. But we also had another reason—Josh Krause. He was one of the SEALs who went to rescue Pollack from the island. He started acting a bit odd when he came back. During his first debriefing, Krause said that Pollack was a hero and deserved a Medal of Honor.”
 
   “What was odd about that?”
 
   “He said that Pollack had saved his teammates’ lives when in fact every one of them had vanished without a trace.”
 
   “Did he think the whole team had been rescued?”
 
   “Apparently, he did. And when I pointed out to Krause that Pollack was the only survivor, he said that someone must have messed with his head. Later he was diagnosed with PTSD, which was a polite way of saying that he’d lost his marbles. And last time I checked he was still off his rocker.”   
 
   “Why did Pollack screw up Krause’s head?”
 
   “My theory is that Krause was the first person Pollack used his mind-controlling ability on. And I suppose he went a little overboard. You know how a power surge fries computers and TVs? The same thing must have happened to Krause: Pollack accidentally burned a few circuits in his brain.” Walsh paused to think. “You could say that Krause served as a calibration tool for Pollack.”
 
   “I’m really glad Pollack learned from his mistake.” 
 
   Could Pollack be some kind of Trojan horse? That did explain why he’d allowed them to detain him and why he wasn’t eager to run away. The question was: what sort of trap was Pollack setting up? 
 
   He could be carrying a deadly virus that would wipe out the entire population of the Earth within months. He could be an elaborate biological eavesdropping device.
 
   What if inside Pollack was one of those creatures that grew inside you and then burst out of your stomach at the end of the gestation period?              
 
   The skin on Peter’s back broke out in gooseflesh. 
 
   When Peter told Walsh about his newly minted theory, the colonel shook his head and said, “Don’t worry, Peter. As soon as Pollack arrived here, we X-rayed him from head to toe and ran a dozen tests on him. He’s clean. No bugs, no superviruses, no alien organisms.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 55
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Simon Lautner showed up on time. After they greeted each other, Lautner thanked Brian for getting Imperial Bank to hire him as vice president.
 
   “We’ve already started house-hunting in New York,” he said. Then he complimented Brian on the décor of his office. 
 
   When Lautner finished talking, Brian said, “Simon, I’m going to ask you a question and I’d like you to give me an honest answer. No beating around the bush, okay? It’s very important that you tell me truth.”
 
   How had Lautner managed to keep his communications with Sam Gallo under their radar? Every term that could be associated with the White Arrow project and Max Pollack was on the list of keywords for which Simon Lautner’s phones and email were monitored. The system should have red-flagged and recorded at least some of their conversations. 
 
   Perhaps Simon had realized that they would put him under surveillance, and used somebody else’s phone or computer to contact Sam Gallo.
 
   “Sure, Brian.” 
 
   “Was Jake Woodburn your idea?”
 
   “Jake who?” Lautner brought his eyebrows closer together.
 
   “Jake Woodburn, the guy who told us that there was a second survivor in the Bradford Island mission. Was it your idea to sabotage the White Arrow project?”
 
   “I don’t really know what—”
 
   “Remember, Simon, you promised not to bullshit me.” Brian paused. “So was it you who sent Woodburn?”
 
   Lautner heaved a quiet sigh and replied, “What was I supposed to do? Did you expect me to just grab my ankles and take it up my ass with a big smile? I’m sorry, but that’s not how I am, Brian.” 
 
   “I guess you don’t fully understand who you’re dealing with.” Brian gave Lautner a stern look. “What the hell did you expect to gain from this?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Brian, I’m really sorry. I’m an idiot.”
 
   You’re lucky no one died, Brian thought.
 
   “Honestly, I expected more maturity from you, Simon. More humility. And here you are, acting like a child. I’m deeply disappointed in you.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m very sorry.” Lautner’s voice was trembling. “I don’t know what possessed me to do such a stupid thing.”
 
   “Why do you feel so entitled? Do you think you’re General Patton or something? Let me open your eyes: you’re no Patton.”
 
   Lautner hesitated, and then asked, “Am I still getting that job at Imperial Bank?”
 
   After a long silence, Brian replied, “Okay. I’ll let you have it.”
 
   There were two reasons for his mercy towards Lautner. First, in his experience, people he gave a second chance often became his loyal allies. And second, Brian believed in the old adage, “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.” 
 
   At half past two in the afternoon, Gerry Kilgore picked Brian up at the Downtown Manhattan heliport. They arrived in Camp David at a quarter to four.  
 
    
 
   2.
 
   “Listen, John, I understand how bad you’re feeling right now,” Kilgore said. “You’re an ambitious guy, you fight to the end, and you do still have a year and a half left in your term. So we are willing to offer you a deal: twenty million dollars in cash in exchange for the name of the Council member that met with Pollack.” 
 
   “Has Brian told you my proposition?” Moore squinted at Walker, who was sitting in the chair next to Kilgore.
 
   “Yes, he has. We discussed it and came up with our own. You give us the name plus proof that you’re not making shit up, and we pay you twenty million dollars.”
 
   “Just let me keep the title till the end of this term. I’ll sit back and play golf, as you suggested. And you get to keep the twenty million.”
 
   “You’re grasping at straws, John,” Brian said. “Why don’t you simply accept the reality? Your judgment has been compromised, you cannot stay in the office. You need to go for the food of the country.”
 
   “I’ll be as quiet as a mouse, I promise. I will not get in Greg’s way in any shape, manner, or form. I don’t care about power, Brian. Just please let me have a decent legacy.” 
 
   Brian issued a sigh, moved his head slowly from side to side, stretching his neck muscles, and said, “You heard our offer. We hope to hear your decision in two days.” 
 
   Seven minutes later Brian and Gerry were on their way to the helipad.
 
   When they boarded Kilgore’s helicopter, Gerry said, “I was wondering, what if Pollack’s bosses’ wanted to get rid of Moore? What if we got played?”
 
   “There’s absolutely no difference between Moore and Hamilton. They both have spent the last three years kissing up to everyone who could make a substantial donation. I can’t imagine anything changing after Greg replaces John.” A moment later Brian added, “Greg is the only one who gains here. I guess it’s safe to assume that Pollack doesn’t work for him.”
 
   “All right. I’m going to trust your judgment on this.” Kilgore twisted the cap off the bottle of Veen water (it was one of those high-end brands that sold for twenty five dollars per bottle) and started filling his glass. “Do you think Moore will take the deal?”    
 
   “Sooner or later he’ll run out of money. I’ll see to it that he doesn’t make a dime on the side.”
 
   “I hope we find that guy on our own so I can spit Moore in the face and tell him to go fuck himself. Did you and Walsh come up with any new ideas?”
 
   “Walsh thinks we should try and get the information we need directly from Pollack. He’s working on it right now.”
 
   “Well, wish him good luck from me.”
 
    
 
   3.
 
   Brian was dropped off at his house in Bedford at half past six in the afternoon. As he watched Kilgore’s helicopter lift off, his mind went back to the comment made by Walsh the other day.
 
   Suppose Walsh was right and Pollack’s masters were actually out to destroy mankind. How would they go about it?
 
   They could provoke a full-on nuclear war that would kill half of humanity. To accomplish this, all they’d have to do was gain access to the Russian President and make him think that today was a good day to drop an atom bomb on a major American city. Whoever survived the explosions, the blast waves, and the radiation would starve to death during the nuclear winter following the war. 
 
   Or how about the people working in the labs that stored smallpox, plague, Ebola, and typhus specimens? Even with all the security measures and segregation of duties, it would probably take no more than half a dozen employees cooperating with each other to smuggle the virus out. Then they could send their agents to spread the disease in the international airports of Los Angeles, Amsterdam, Hong Kong, Dubai, and London, and next thing you knew, a billion people were infected. 
 
   Another key question was: who else, besides evil aliens, could be interested in the annihilation of mankind?
 
   A mysterious competing species? 
 
   Dolphins? Neanderthals?  
 
   Let’s hope I’m right and we’re dealing with Prahumans, not with insidious extraterrestrials, Brian thought, climbing the stairs.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 56
 
    
 
   1.
 
   On the screen, a swarthy bearded man in an orange prison jumpsuit was sitting on the bed, his shoulders hunched, his eyes shut, his hands laced in his lap. His black hair was long and unkempt. If Peter had to guess, he’d say that this guy was a Middle Easterner. 
 
   What was his connection to Max Pollack? He didn’t look like a SEAL. Odds were he didn’t serve in any branch of the American Armed Forces, because no man could grow a two-inch beard in under a month.
 
   “What is he doing?” Walsh asked.
 
   “Probably praying,” Walker said.
 
   “Isn’t he supposed to do it on the floor?”
 
   “Maybe he’s meditating,” Peter suggested. 
 
   “I bet he’s thinking up ways to get his revenge on us,” Walsh said.
 
   Walker laughed quietly.
 
   “Who is this guy?” Peter asked. He caught himself looking for traces of enhanced interrogation on the man’s face; there were none as far as he could see.
 
   “Let me give you some background information first.” Walsh placed his hand on the back of Peter’s chair. “Somewhere in New York, there’s a bomb. A nuclear device. They have no idea where it is or when it’s going to detonate. But what they do know is that the bomb will kill thousands of innocent people if it’s not disarmed in time. The FBI has identified and arrested one of the plotters. His name’s Abdullah Masood.”
 
   “Is that him?” Peter pointed at the monitor.
 
   “Yes. They brought him here this morning. The Bureau would like Max Pollack to make this man tell us everything he knows about the bomb.”
 
   It was not a bad idea, Peter thought.
 
   “We believe you can help us arrange that,” Walsh went on.
 
   “What do you want me to do?”  
 
   “We’d like you to explain the situation to Pollack and convince him to help us get information from Masood.”
 
   “You think he’ll listen to me?”
 
   “We know for sure he’s not going to listen to me or Colonel Walsh.”
 
   “All right. I’ll give it a try.”
 
   It ought to be a cakewalk, right? What kind of person would refuse to help prevent a nuclear explosion in the middle of a city?
 
   What about Pollack’s masters? Would they let Pollack use his mind control ability to find the bomb? 
 
   If his masters were guardians of the human race, they should have no problem with it. 
 
   “Does Abdullah speak English?” Peter asked.
 
   “No, he doesn’t,” Walsh replied. “He may know a few words, but that’s it.”
 
   “Does Pollack speak Arabic?” 
 
   “No. Why do you ask?”
 
   “I’m wondering how they’re going to talk to each other. Are you providing them with an interpreter?”
 
   “Yes, we are.”
 
   As they left the monitoring room, Peter said, “I’d like to talk to Max in his cell.”  
 
   “Are you sure?” Walsh asked.
 
   “It’s harder to say no in person.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   When Peter entered the cell, he suddenly realized that, in all honesty, his hopes for Pollack’s cooperation were nothing but wishful thinking. And the dreadful thing was, he knew he’d have to justify to himself why Pollack—or his masters—refused to help. Peter wanted them to prove to be good guys and was willing to make excuses for them and give them the benefit of the doubt as long as he possibly could. 
 
   Did he have a rational, logical reason for being so lenient? No.
 
   “You came to me in person,” Pollack said. “It must be important.”
 
   “Are you glad to see me?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “There are a couple of things I want to talk to you about.” 
 
   “I’m all ears.”
 
   After Peter told him about the bomb, Pollack was silent for a while and then asked, “What do you want from me?”
 
   “They have a man in custody who knows where the bomb is, but he refuses to talk.”
 
   “And?”
 
   Peter was sure Max had already figured out what the purpose of this visit was. Obviously, the guy was in the mood to play games today. If he thought it was going to fluster Peter in any way, he was wrong.
 
   “You could save thousands of innocent lives if you got this man to tell the Feds where the bomb is,” Peter said.
 
   “Oh, I see.” Pollack chewed on his lower lip. “Why does he refuse to talk?”
 
   “He’s a terrorist. He hates America.”
 
   “Is he from Middle East?”
 
   “Yes. He’s from Jordan.”
 
   “I suppose he’s a jihadist.”
 
   “Most likely, yes, he is.”
 
   Pollack bobbed his head. “What’s his name?”
 
   “Abdullah Masood.”
 
   “Did you try torturing him?”
 
   “They tried everything they could. It didn’t work. You’re our only hope.”
 
   “That’s a lot of pressure, isn’t it? And it sounds so melodramatic.”
 
   “Will you help us?”
 
   “It’s not up to me, you know that, Peter.”
 
   “You could try.”
 
   Pollack sighed. “I don’t think it will work. I doubt they’ll let me use the power on your bomber.”
 
   “Why? Whose side are they on? The terrorists’? Murderers’? Barbarians’? Do they consider these scumbags freedom fighters?”
 
   Pollack shook his head. “I doubt they’re on anybody’s side. I think they take a global view of the human race.”
 
   “Global view? What the hell does it mean?” Peter snarled.
 
   “It means that they’d like to stay above the fray. They don’t get involved in the conflicts between nations. They keep neutral and let the sides resolve their issues on their own.”
 
   “Stay above the fray? They sent you on a mission, didn’t they? That doesn’t sound like staying above the fray to me.”
 
   “They don’t care about politics, religion, or morals. It’s not about rainforests or child labor or jihad to them. Their only concern is the survival of humans as a biological species. If something stands in its way, they’ll do all they can to remove it. They look at the results, not the process.”
 
   “They must have read a lot of Nietzsche.”
 
   “Nietzsche?”
 
   “Friedrich Nietzsche. The German guy who said that God is dead.”
 
   “I realize terrorism is an emotional issue to you; that’s why you’re so agitated about it. However, you must know that the number of people killed by terrorists is just a small fraction of those killed by drunk drivers.”
 
   “I can’t believe you’re saying this.”
 
   “I’m not a superhero, Peter. I’m just a… an instrument. You don’t have to like me. You don’t have to root for me. I would love to help you, but I can’t, which means that you’ll have to take care of this one on your own. There isn’t much more to say here.”
 
   “Can you contact them and ask for permission to use the power?”
 
   “And how do you suggest I do that? Did you see a transmitter in my head?”
 
   “There has to be a way for you to communicate with them. Otherwise you would have been unable to receive your orders.”
 
   “How do you know they send me orders?”
 
   Pollack was right. They didn’t have to give him new instructions. They could have uploaded all their directives along with the employee manual into Pollack’s mind when he had been in that cave on Bradford Island. 
 
   Why was Pollack unaware of all this information in his head? They must have seized and isolated the portion of his brain where all their commands and regulations were stored. Think of it as a brain within a brain. A sophisticated, self-adaptive and self-organizing system that could generate marching orders autonomously for long periods of time.
 
   Peter breathed an impatient sigh. “Can you please try? Thousands will die if we don’t find that bomb.”
 
   “I’ve already told you that I don’t control this power,” Pollack said in a testy voice. “You know I can’t use it as I please.”
 
   Peter narrowed his eyes and gave Pollack a studying look. “That might be true,” he said after a pause. “But I also know that when your life is at stake, you can do pretty much whatever you want with it.”
 
   “How can you be so sure about that? Even I still don’t understand how it works.” 
 
   “I figured it out.”
 
   Pollack smiled with the side of his mouth. “Okay, if you say so.”
 
   How were they going to put Pollack’s life in danger?
 
   Leave him alone with Abdullah? Knowing that Pollack is an American soldier, Abdullah shouldn’t take too long to try and murder him. 
 
   Bring Pollack to New York and tell him that the bomb was about to explode and he’d be either evaporated or exposed to a fatal dose of radiation? Would he believe it? Well, he didn’t have to buy this story completely; all they needed to do was get him to accept that it was possible. Pollack wasn’t so reckless as to take a gamble like this; he would want to find the bomb.
 
    Could they use his wife? Would the masters let Pollack use the power of mind control to save his wife from being killed by a nuclear bomb? Peter had a hunch that the answer was no. His masters had yet to let him break Linda Pollack free from the tight grip of the Federal government.
 
    
 
   4.
 
   His hands on his hips, Abdullah fixed his eyes on Pollack and spent a minute or so looking appraisingly at his new cellmate, the way a school bully looked at a new kid. 
 
    “Suppose they are the good guys,” Walsh said. “Suppose they fight the dark, so to speak. If that’s the case, they should be champing at the bit to help us find that bomb, shouldn’t they?”
 
   Peter suspected that the colonel’s comment was intended for him. He was Pollack’s sympathizer (or at least was perceived as one).
 
   “Let’s see what happens,” he replied in a flat voice.
 
   There were four of them in Walsh’s office: Peter Anderson, Steven Walsh, Brian Walker, and Ali Habbal, the Arabic interpreter sent by the FBI. 
 
   On the monitor screen, Abdullah curled his hands into fists and made a step toward Pollack, who was regarding him with mild curiosity. Both of them must be wondering if a second bed was going to be brought into the cell. The Arab was at least six feet tall and appeared to be rather slender, although one couldn’t be too sure as his prison uniform was roomy enough to conceal a small potbelly. It was also possible that Abdullah was ripped as hell.
 
   In a hand-to-hand fight the odds, in Peter’s opinion, were even. Yes, Abdullah didn’t have SEAL training, but it was reasonable to expect his hatred of infidels and the prospect of receiving seventy two virgins in heaven to make him as resilient, relentless, and ruthless as Pollack, if not more so. Enthusiasm beat skill more often than one would think. 
 
   Their contingency plan in case Abdullah attacked Pollack was fairly simple. There were five soldiers right behind the door, ready to burst into the cell the second Abdullah made his move. In addition, a remotely controlled electric shock bracelet had been placed on the terrorist’s right ankle; Walsh had appointed himself the holder of the remote.
 
   They doubted they’d have to put this contingency plan in action; their expectation was that Pollack would program Abdullah to keep away from him. 
 
   “What’s your name?” Pollack asked.
 
   Abdullah didn’t respond. Chances were that he had heard this particular set of words before and knew its meaning, so the language barrier was probably not the reason behind his silence. Most likely, Abdullah was just trying to show his disdain for the infidel. 
 
   His eyes fixed on the Arab’s face, Pollack sat up on the bed. Moments later, Abdullah took a seat a foot away from him, on the end of the bed, and said something in Arabic. 
 
   “What did he say?” Walsh turned to Ali Habbal. 
 
   “He said that his name is Abdullah Masood, and that he is from Jordan. He said that he’d been arrested in New York three months ago,” Ali replied. “That he hates Americans and the American government.”
 
   “Pollack must be checking if Abdullah works for us,” Peter said. 
 
   Walsh nodded silently.
 
   It occurred to Peter that Pollack looked as if he had understood every word Abdullah had told him. This thought made his arms crawl with gooseflesh. The idea that Pollack had learned Arabic in the space of days without touching a textbook was certainly mind-boggling. 
 
   “I wonder if they gave Pollack the ability to speak every language in the world.” Walsh folded his arms on his chest.
 
   “I was wondering the same thing,” Peter said. 
 
   “Great minds think alike.” Walsh let out a short laugh.
 
   “I may be wrong, but Pollack seems to have no idea what Abdullah is telling him,” Walker said. 
 
   “Do you speak English?” Pollack asked Abdullah.
 
   Abdullah responded in Arabic.
 
   “He’s asking what Pollack is here for,” Ali translated. “He’s asking whether Pollack is a criminal or a CIA agent.”
 
   On the screen, Pollack looked at the camera above the shower cubicle and said, “Hey, guys, I don’t understand a word he’s saying. Is he that terrorist you told me about yesterday?”
 
   Walsh exchanged glances with Walker.
 
   “Maybe we should turn on the microphone so he can hear the translation?” Peter suggested.
 
   “He doesn’t need the translation,” Walsh said. “He knows what we want him to do.”
 
   “You can take him away,” Pollack said. “I already told Peter it’s not going to work.”
 
   Peter let out a sigh. Apparently, Pollack hadn’t changed his mind even after sleeping on it. 
 
   Abdullah began speaking again.
 
   “He’s saying that he can sleep on the floor,” Ali translated.
 
   Walsh looked at his watch. “Let’s wait five more minutes and then pull Abdullah out.”
 
   “You’re wasting your time, guys,” Pollack said to the camera. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 57
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   Abdullah was taken back to Washington one hour after his meeting with Pollack. The next morning, he was subjected to another interrogation.
 
   “He still doesn’t want to tell where the bomb is,” Walsh said. “I suppose his masters don’t give a shit if five thousand innocent people are murdered.”
 
   Staring at Peter, the colonel pressed his lips together and leaned forward. After a short silence, he opened a drawer to his right, produced a folded newspaper, and said, “Read this, please.” He handed the newspaper to Peter.
 
   It was today’s issue of The New York Times. The main headline read: “Terror in Staten Island. Hundreds dead in nuclear explosion.” 
 
   As Peter scanned the story under the headline, he felt the hair stand up on his neck. 
 
   A nuclear device had gone off in a residential neighborhood in Staten Island around eleven o’clock last night. The number of fatalities was currently estimated to be between eighty and one hundred, and at least two hundred people had been injured, half of them critically.  
 
   Peter’s mouth turned dry. 
 
   “Do you have any relatives or friends living in Staten Island or anywhere else in New York?” Walsh asked.
 
   “No.” Peter shook his head. “So the bomb exploded last night?”
 
   Tapping his index finger on the cigarette pack, Walsh said, “I’m not going to mislead you, Peter. What I want you to do is give this paper to Pollack and ask him to read the story about the explosion.”
 
   “Is there another bomb?”
 
   Walsh shook his head. “This is a fake story. We asked The New York Times to print a few copies just for us. You see, Pollack has no access to news. He’ll be unable to find out that it’s a fake.”
 
   “What are you trying to achieve by this?”
 
   “I want to show Pollack that this threat is real and very dangerous. You’ll tell him that there is another bomb, and then you’ll ask him to reconsider his position on this matter.”
 
   “It’s not going to work. You heard what he said. They stay above the fray. They don’t care how dangerous a threat is.”
 
   “Well, maybe you’re right.” Walsh settled back in the chair and laced his hands behind his head. “Besides, it might look too obvious.”
 
   While Peter gazed at the newspaper, an intriguing thought occurred to him. He shifted his eyes to Walsh’s face and asked, “Colonel, is this bomb plot real? Did you trick me again? Tell me the truth, please.”  
 
   Walsh gave him a long look and then smiled. “That was quick. But I hope you understand why we had to keep you in the dark about this.”
 
   “So all of it was bullshit? There’s no terror plot, no bomb. And that Abdullah guy—is he an actor? Or a CIA agent?”
 
   “You’re right about the bomb. There’s no nuclear device in New York. As for the terror plot... Abdullah is not an actor. He’s a member of an actual terrorist organization. And he was involved in a plot to set off a nuclear bomb in New York. The thing is that wasn’t a real plot.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “It was one of those FBI sting operations.”
 
   “I see. You wanted a terrorist who genuinely believed he was about to blow up a bunch of Westerners.”
 
   “Exactly. You know how obsessed I am with authenticity.” Walsh smiled.
 
   “I sure do.” 
 
   “Look, Peter. We have a guy with a proven ability to control minds. This is a once-in-a-millennium opportunity. We have to find a way to take advantage of it. I doubt Pollack’s going to be disappointed in you for deceiving him. He expects you to lie, okay? He knows that it’s your job to exploit him in the interests of the government.” 
 
   “I don’t like being used.” Peter frowned.
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that you feel this way, Peter. I realize that you may not approve of all my methods. But that’s okay. It doesn’t matter whether you agree with me or not. I’m in charge, and what I say goes. Besides, it’s not like we made you beat Pollack up with a phonebook.” A smile touched Walsh’s lips. “And yes, I’m aware that you’ve developed some sort of relationship with Pollack. I wouldn’t call it friendship—I doubt Max will ever trust anyone working for the government. It’s more of a bond, a spiritual bond.” 
 
   “I’m just telling you how I feel about this.”
 
   “Whose side are you on anyway? Just think about it: these guys knew that thousands of lives were at stake, but they still refused to help. These assholes have no hearts, that’s what it tells me. They are not our friends.”
 
   “You’re forgetting that there was no bomb. They were right not to trust us.”
 
   “But they didn’t know for sure there was no bomb, did they?” Walsh stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Pollack used you big time, and I don’t hear you complaining about that. Honestly, I thought you’d be proud that you got to play a very important role in this...test. Let’s call it a test.”
 
   “What were you testing?”
 
   “Mainly, we wanted to see if Pollack could be tricked. Duped. We were curious if he was an all-knowing, shrewd, perceptive genius who could spot a lie a mile away.” Walsh took a sip of water from the glass. “There was also a more practical reason. We wanted to see if Pollack can manipulate the minds of people who don’t speak English.”
 
   Peter agreed with Walsh: that was an interesting matter to explore. He was surprised he hadn’t given this aspect of mind control more thought himself. 
 
   How did it work? 
 
   It wasn’t similar to programming a robot; you had to know the robot’s operating system language in order to program it. It was something much more advanced and sophisticated.  
 
   By the way, Pollack would be shit out of luck if he were powerless against people who didn’t understand English. 
 
   “I guess you got your answer.”
 
   “Yes, we did.”
 
   “Do you have any idea how he does it?”  
 
   “All we can say for sure is that Pollack doesn’t use words when he gives his commands.”
 
   “Is it a good thing that there are no language barriers for Pollack?”
 
   “It depends on whether or not he’ll cooperate with us.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Peter took a deep breath and counted to ten.
 
   Why had he gotten so upset about Walsh’s bogus terror plot story? Had this indignation been all his own, or had it been a gift from Pollack?
 
   Was it time to remember Walsh’s advice and do the decision path analysis?
 
   “Remember you said that Pollack’s masters were too advanced to kill people for no reason?” Walsh said. “You thought they were noble. Do you still think they’re noble and benevolent?”
 
   Although Walsh was slightly exaggerating what Peter had said—he had never called Pollack’s new bosses noble or benevolent—he couldn’t deny that the colonel had given him food for thought. 
 
   Peter wondered if Walsh enjoyed rubbing it in.
 
   “I believe this is not a black-and-white matter,” he replied.
 
   “Damn right it’s not. Look, I don’t care if you respect those people, that’s not my business. I just don’t want you to jump to conclusions.”  
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 58
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Peter was awakened at 7.14 am by the ringing intercom phone. He picked up and heard Steven Walsh’s voice. The colonel asked Peter to come to his office as soon as possible. 
 
   “What happened?” Peter asked, rubbing his eyes with his hand. 
 
   “There’s been a security breach in Block D,” Walsh said.
 
   When Peter entered the base commander’s office, the colonel motioned him to take a seat and said, frowning, “This morning, at 5.40 am, traces of a toxic substance were detected in Pollack’s cell’s air ventilation system. Our lab guys took samples from the vents and, hopefully, we’ll know what it is in an hour.”
 
   Peter didn’t know that Pollack’s cell had its own air ventilation system. He recalled that the cigar room in his brother-in-law’s house had its own ventilation system, too.
 
   “Is Pollack okay?”
 
   Walsh nodded. “Yes, he’s fine. The people who designed this building were prudent enough to put in place a safety mechanism against a chemical attack. As soon as the detectors went off, the system closed the vents, shut the blower fan down, and purged the contaminated air from the cell.” The colonel rocked in his chair and said, “Now you see why I trust no one. The enemy is sitting and waiting for you to relax your vigilance.”
 
   “Where is Pollack now?”
 
   “We moved him to a spare cell.”
 
   “Did you check the spare cell for poisons?”
 
   “Good thinking, Peter.” Walsh cracked a smile. “Yes, we did check it for poisons, explosives, and what have you. It’s come up clean.” 
 
   “How did this toxic substance got in the cell?”
 
   “Taking into account that the cell door is guarded twenty-four seven, I believe it was placed somewhere in the air handler unit or near the start of the supply duct.”
 
   “Are you saying someone tried to poison Pollack?”
 
   “Assuming it wasn’t a false alarm, that’s a logical conclusion to draw.” Walsh sighed. “I really hope it was a false alarm.”
 
   “Who could have done it?”
 
   “Well, off the top of my head, I’d say it could be the Russians or the Chinese. They might have decided that, if they can’t have Pollack, no one will.”
 
   The Russians or the Chinese… Walsh evidently didn’t think that the White Arrow project could be kept secret from foreign intelligence agencies for long. 
 
   “We also can’t rule out that the hit was ordered by Pollack’s masters,” Walsh went on. “Maybe they’ve lost control of Max or stopped trusting him. Agents turn rogue all the time.”
 
   “Maybe it was Pollack himself? Maybe he’s trying to make us move him from this base?”
 
   “That would be a really roundabout way of doing it, wouldn’t it? But I’m going to keep this theory in mind anyway.” 
 
   “I’m always happy to contribute.”
 
   “One more thing. I came to the conclusion that we need to take additional precautions. I’m appointing you a guardian to Pollack. Your job is to help me ensure his safety.”
 
   “Why me? Have I finally earned your trust?” Peter cracked a grin.
 
   “Yes. I believe you’ll take a good care of him.”
 
   Peter wondered if Walsh believed that he’d been programmed not to harm Pollack. He thought of asking the colonel about it, but in the end chose not to.
 
   “What exactly do you want me to do?”
 
   “You’ll be in charge of feeding Pollack. You’ll personally pick up and deliver his food to him. Luckily, you won’t have to do it every day. For the next two-three weeks, he’s going to eat MREs. Do you know what it is?”
 
   “Are you talking about meals ready to eat?”
 
   “That’s right. I must say I’m impressed. Not many civilians can tell what MRE stands for.” 
 
   “I know a guy who has a whole basement full of this stuff. I tried it. It’s not too bad.”
 
   “I see. Well, I think that’s the most practical way to ensure that Pollack’s food doesn’t get poisoned. And since MREs don’t require a refrigerator, you can give him a week’s worth of meals at once and save a few trips.”  
 
   “Is there anything else I can help with?”
 
   “I’ll let you know. I’m sure something will come up.” He paused to think. “Let me walk you to the storage room. I need to stretch my legs.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   “There are twelve meals in a case,” Walsh said. “Let’s take two cases. That should last Pollack about a week.” He pushed the dolly to the shelves, grabbed a box with MREs, and placed it on the platform. Peter followed his example and put another box next to the first one. As he straightened up, he asked himself if the MREs could have been poisoned. After all, it was possible that the people behind the attempt on Pollack’s life had figured that Walsh might decide to put Pollack on MREs. And even though it might not be easy to tamper with prepackaged food, there probably was a way to do it.
 
   He definitely needed a rest. Or a drink. 
 
   He had to stop seeing danger at every turn. 
 
   “What about water?” Peter waved towards the shelves with bottled water in the corner of the storage room.
 
   “You read my mind, Peter. Yes, he’ll need it, too.” 
 
   They loaded the dolly with two cases of bottled water and headed for the exit.
 
   “You must think I’m overreacting,” Walsh said when they were in the hallway. “But I’d rather look paranoid than lose someone in my care. You’ve got to do what you’ve got to do, no matter how ridiculous it seems.”
 
   “It doesn’t seem ridiculous at all.”
 
   “You’re going to need this.” Walsh rummaged in his pants pocket and produced a key. “Don’t forget to bring it back to me.”
 
    
 
   3.
 
   “Oh, it’s you, Peter,” Pollack said. “I’m glad to see you.”   
 
   Peter parked the dolly by the wall opposite the bed, took the case of bottled water that was on the top of the stack, and put it on the concrete floor.
 
   He had considered simply dumping the load from the cart (which would have saved effort and time), but then decided against it. How much time was he going to save anyway? Besides, he was curious to hear what Pollack would say to him.
 
   “Why don’t you come more often?” Pollack asked.
 
   Peter unloaded the remaining case of bottled water and grabbed the box of MREs that was under it. When he set the box down on the floor, Pollack asked, “What was that commotion all about? Why did you move me to another cell?” 
 
   Peter lifted the second box of MREs from the cart and placed it on top of the first one while pondering if he should tell Pollack what had happened. “Someone tried to kill you,” he finally said.
 
   “What’s up with those boxes?”
 
   “That’s your food.” Peter realized he had been deliberately avoiding looking into Pollack’s eyes. Was he afraid that his mind would be manipulated again? Had Pollack noticed that?
 
   “Did the kitchen blow up?”
 
   From the corner of his eye, Peter saw that Pollack was observing him. The mindbender must be very proud that Peter didn’t dare to face him. 
 
   “It’s for your own safety,” Peter replied.  
 
   As if trying to prove that he was no wuss—or maybe it was exactly what he was doing—Peter looked at Pollack. Their eyes met and locked for a few seconds, then Peter pushed the last box of MREs off the dolly; the box landed by the wall with a dry thud.
 
   “Is it some sort of trick?” Pollack asked. “Tell the colonel that you’re spending too much time on psy-ops.” 
 
   As Peter wrapped his hand around the cart handle, he examined his sensations to check whether there were any signs of Pollack programming him. It was a pointless exercise, though: he still had no clue how the programming process would manifest itself.  
 
   “It’s not a trick. Someone tried to poison the air in your cell. Your old cell.”
 
   “Oh, I see. That’s why they took my blood sample.” Pollack sighed. “That’s not good. That’s not good at all, Peter. I thought this place was impenetrable.”
 
   “It still is. Would you like to share your thoughts on who might want you dead? Do you have any theories?”
 
   Pollack shook his head. “I wish I did.”
 
   An alarming thought flashed in Peter’s mind: would Pollack’s masters retaliate if Pollack died here, at a government facility? How drastic their retaliation would be?
 
   On the way to the cell, he had been planning to tell Pollack that he was deeply bothered by the fact that Pollack’s masters hadn’t allowed him to use mind control to find the bomb want even though they had known that thousands of people would die. The thought of possible retaliation on the part of Pollack’s masters drove away the desire to talk about this subject.
 
   “Max, it’s in your own best interests to help us find out who is after you. These guys might have a better luck next time.” Peter paused, letting Pollack digest his words. “Do you want to die?”
 
   “No, I don’t. I honestly have no idea who’s trying to kill me. You’ll have to figure this one out on your own.”
 
   “Could it be the people that gave you your powers?”
 
   “Why would they want me dead? Besides, if it were them, I’d be already dead.”
 
   Peter let go of the cart handle, stepped over to the bed, and sat next to Pollack. “Listen, Max. Now that we got to know each other better, maybe you can finally tell me what they are up to?”   
 
   Pollack smiled sarcastically. “There you go again, Peter. You’re so persistent. The answer is: I don’t know.”
 
   “Can you at least tell me if they’re planning to destroy humanity?”
 
   Pollack chuckled. “You’re an intelligent man, Peter. You know better than to succumb to knee jerk reactions.”
 
   “They may believe it’s time to start anew.”
 
   “Well, maybe it is.”
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   It wasn’t the first time he had an order to kill a U.S. citizen on American soil. During his twelve-year career as a Black Ops operative Bill had liquidated eight Americans, and every one of these hits had taken place within the borders of the United States. He wasn’t particularly proud of this fact, but he saw nothing controversial or questionable about it, either. That was what Black Ops operatives did: from time to time they extinguished human lives, some of which happened to belong to their compatriots. Besides, all of his targets had been very bad guys, they had deserved to die, at least according to his superiors. Was it possible that he’d been used on occasion to murder some innocent whistleblower? Bill had never given this idea much thought. First, he wasn’t paid to analyze his bosses’ motives; and second, he had no desire to end up on a kill list himself. Bill liked to think of himself as a scalpel, which went wherever the surgeon’s hand directed it, without any pangs of conscience or curiosity. 
 
   There was a fresh element in this assignment, by the way. For the first time in his life Bill was going to bump off a soldier at a military installation in the American heartland. Infiltrating the place had been the easy part; his employer, who had a shitload of valuable connections, had pulled some strings and gotten him in. He’d also made sure that Bill had a solid cover that was virtually impossible to break (on the Fairmont Training Center’s roster he was listed as Chief Warrant Officer 4 Edward Gardener).  
 
   The job was pretty straightforward and seemed to be in the middle of the spectrum as far as difficulty was concerned: on the one hand, Bill knew where the target was and didn’t have to worry about losing sight of it since the guy was locked up twenty four hours a day, but on the other, the cell Max Pollack was held in had a bullet-proof door with at least three locks. 
 
   As usual, Bill didn’t give a damn why the boss really wanted Max Pollack dead. However, he was a bit curious why the government treated this guy as if he were a reincarnation of Osama bin Laden.
 
   Bill’s preferred weapon was a sniper rifle, chiefly because it allowed him to kill his targets from a long distance. Bill wasn’t one of those men who loved doing things the hard way, who welcomed challenges, seeing them as an opportunity to build their character and show off their skills and physical strength. When he had a choice between slitting the guy’s throat and shooting him from afar, he always picked the gun. He didn’t romanticize hand-to-hand combat, although he was very good at it. Bill felt no need to prove his manliness to anyone, and least of all to the person he was about to kill. 
 
   He also had a soft spot for poisons. Some people say that poison is a woman’s weapon. This statement did ring true to Bill: being the weaker sex, women must prefer a method that required as little physical effort as possible. He had read about a woman in Brazil who had laced her vagina with poison in an attempt to kill her husband. The papers had called this murder plot ‘cunning cunnilingus,’ which was pretty clever and funny, in Bill’s opinion. But, you see, the fact that women favored it over other instruments of death didn’t make poison an effeminate weapon. Bill had used toxic substances, some of them very exotic and sophisticated, on a regular basis. 
 
   Cunning cunnilingus. For some stupid reason, Bill couldn’t get these two words out of his head as he placed the box with a toxic compound into the vent duct. He liked this compound; it was colorless and odorless, it could be easily liquefied, it was fifteen times more toxic than phosgene, a poison gas that had killed eighty five thousand people during World War I. It caused death by destroying red blood cells, whose primary function was to deliver oxygen to the cells of the body. According to Bill’s estimates, Pollack was going to die after twenty-thirty minutes of exposure.
 
   Unfortunately, the plan didn’t work. The boss had somehow missed that Pollack’s cell’s ventilation system was equipped with a contamination prevention mechanism. It was sloppy work on the boss’s part, but who’s perfect? 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Bill called the boss seven hours after his attempt to poison Pollack failed.
 
   “Is it done?” the boss asked.
 
   “I’m still working on it,” Bill replied.
 
   “I heard there was a disturbance there this morning. Plan A didn’t work?”
 
   “Just a bump in the road.”
 
   “For your information, he’s been moved to another cell.”
 
   “I’m aware of that. Can you assist in getting the cell door unlocked?”
 
   That was the tricky part of this assignment. Max Pollack was confined twenty four hours a day. He never left the detention block, and he never left his cell. When his cell door was opened, which happened no more often than once a week, at least four guards kept watch outside the cell. The boss was able to get Bill into the section where Pollack was held, but the problem was that Pollack’s cell door was solid metal, which made it impossible to shoot him from the hallway. Poisoning Pollack’s food was not a viable option because his food was protected as if it were intended for the President. The long and the short of it was, killing Pollack without getting inside the cell—or at least opening the cell door—was going to be tough. However, the boss had been insisting that Bill find a way to do just that.  
 
   Since the boss seemed to have no trouble obtaining entry passcodes, Bill was hoping that none of the locks in the door of Pollack’s new cell was controlled directly by the base commander. 
 
   “I’ll see what I can do, but don’t count on it.”
 
   “It would really help.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Last question. Have you reconsidered the acceptable amount of collateral damage?”
 
   “No. It has to be very clean.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll give you a call when I develop a new plan.”
 
   “Don’t take too long.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 60
 
    
 
   1. 
 
   It had taken Bill an hour to complete his disguise. Targeting major facial recognition points, he had put on a fake nose, fake eyebrows, a false military regulation moustache, and had applied quarter-inch layers of makeup putty to his cheekbone areas. The end result of his efforts was somewhat grotesque, but that was okay since most guys at the Fairmont Training Center were barely prettier than an ape. A uniform cap covered most of his hair. He was also wearing glasses. The glasses weren’t just an appearance-altering item: while looking like regular prescription horn-rimmed spectacles, they could hide the wearer’s face from surveillance cameras in low light conditions thanks to two built-in infrared LEDs, which created a masking glare visible only to cameras.
 
   His uniform carried the insignia of a second lieutenant, a rank two grades higher than the one his cover identity had.  
 
   Here was the moment of truth, Bill thought. 
 
   You know how some people like to debate who would win if Superman fought Thor, or if a vampire wrestled a zombie? Bill didn’t go in for this childish game; however, he saw nothing wrong with other people playing it; silly fun helped you refresh your mind and body. 
 
   Now he was about to settle the question: Who would win in the match between the CIA and the Defense Department? Bill kind of knew how this contest would end, but didn’t want to count his chickens before they hatched.
 
   Bill waved to the two guards standing on either side of Pollack’s cell door and said, “Hey, how is it going, guys?” He spoke an octave lower out of caution.  
 
   While planning the hit, Bill had decided to try and keep the guards alive. The ostensible reason for his merciful attitude was to comply with the boss’s directive to keep the collateral damage to the absolute minimum. However, Bill also had another motive for avoiding a mess, which he’d rather not advertise: the higher the body count, the greater the chance of a massive investigation, and he knew in the back of his mind that the boss would not hesitate to throw him to the wolves if the shit hit the fan. 
 
   There was a syringe in both of his front pockets. The syringes contained large doses of etorphine, a powerful sedative often used to immobilize elephants, mixed with scopolamine, a drug notorious for causing short-term memory loss.
 
   “Okay, guy, keep up the good work.” Bill slipped his hands in his pants pockets. Seconds later, in one quick motion, he stabbed both soldiers in the necks with the syringes and pushed the plungers all the way down. When the soldier on his left reached for his gun, which seemed to be a reflex rather than a deliberate action, Bill punched him hard in the temple and then kicked him in the right forearm. The guard on his right made no attempt to pull his weapon from the holster; he just stood there like a mannequin, about to drop into the arms of Morpheus. Bill started counting seconds in his head as he waited for the etorphine to take effect. The soldiers’ knees buckled almost simultaneously. His finger on the trigger of his pistol, Bill watched the guards collapse. Both men were asleep when they landed on the floor. 
 
   The soldiers’ fates were in the hands of God now. The amount of the sedative he’d given them was dangerously close to the lethal dose, which was by design because Bill had wanted the guards to pass out as soon as possible. 
 
   Bill looked at his watch to note the time. If the guys in the surveillance room were paying attention, the alarm was going to be set off right about now. Based on the architecture of the building and the location of the guards on duty, he estimated that it would be at least fifty seconds before the first G.I. Joes arrived at the scene. 
 
   He pulled what he called a hole puncher out of his right pants pocket and attached it to the cell door. Then he armed the device, ran fifteen feet away, and pressed himself against the wall. As soon as the hole puncher exploded, Bill dashed back to the door. He had no doubt now that the alarm had gone off. There was a smell of burnt metal in the air. He lowered his mouth to the hole, which was about four inches in diameter, and said, “Max, are you okay there?” There was no answer, and he asked again, “Max, are you okay? We had a little accident here. Are you hurt?”
 
   He placed his hand on the fragmentation grenade that was sitting in his left pants pocket.
 
   “I’m all right. What happened?” Pollack finally replied.
 
   Bill took the grenade out of his pocket and pulled the safety pin out. “Just a moment, buddy.” 
 
   He threw the grenade through the hole into the cell. Max Pollack didn’t have a prayer of surviving the explosion: the grenade, which had been manufactured in China for the Chinese army, had a lethal range of fifty feet. 
 
   Why had he opted for a foreign grenade? Although Bill couldn’t be certain that the investigators would put the blame for Pollack’s murder on the ChiComs, he was keen to use every opportunity to muddy the water. By the way, the device that had blown the hole in the cell door had been made in China as well, to be employed by the Chinese Special Operations forces. Admittedly, there were very few, if any, identifiable pieces left, but Bill had faith in the FBI and the U.S. Army Criminal Investigation Command and expected them to correctly determine the country of origin of the bomb.
 
   He glanced at his watch. Twenty eight seconds had passed since he had knocked out the guards. Bill now wished he hadn’t wasted any time checking if Pollack was in the cell. 
 
   Well, what’s done is done.
 
   Before the grenade hit the floor, Bill sprinted for the exit. The fuse delay was three seconds, which gave him enough time to reach and turn the corner. As he ran, he pictured Pollack staring at the grenade, scrambling to decide if he should grab it and try to shove it or toss it through the hole. Unfortunately for Pollack, there was no way he could accomplish this task in three seconds. Tough and strong as Navy SEALs were, they did not possess superhuman speed. On the bright side, years of spec-ops training must have taught Pollack to keep the presence of mind in the hairiest situations, and it was safe to assume he hadn’t freaked out when he saw the grenade. Moreover, the Navy might have brainwashed the guy to such an extent that he didn’t fear death, especially if he got to go out with a bang. 
 
   Bill was about sixty feet away from the exit when the grenade detonated. Judging by the subdued sound of the explosion and the absence of an air shock wave, the blast had taken place inside the cell. 
 
   RIP Max Pollack, Bill thought. 
 
   It was thirty five seconds after the guards had fallen asleep that Bill reached the exit door and began to enter the passcode. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 61
 
   1.
 
   “Take a seat.” Walsh lifted his face and looked at Peter, the whites of his eyes noticeably red, his eyelids dark with exhaustion. There was a faint smell of alcohol around the colonel.
 
   “Are you okay?” Peter asked. “You look like you could use a nap.”
 
   “I’m not drunk, there’s no need to worry. I’m in total control of my actions and emotions, so I’m not going on a rampage, if that’s what you’re afraid of. By the way, if I ever seem drunk to you, you should know that I’m doing it on purpose.” Walsh cracked a grin. “You can say almost anything with impunity when people think you’re drunk.”
 
   “You look sober to me.”
 
   “Good. I had a shot of gin half an hour ago. Gin calms my nerves, relaxes me.” 
 
   “So everything is fine?”
 
   “No, not everything,” Walsh said in a listless voice. “Pollack is dead. It’s over.”
 
   “Dead?”
 
   Peter noted how underwhelming and prosaic the moment felt to him. This blockbuster news ought to have electrified the air, filled him with awe and solemnity, but none of that had happened.
 
   It was as though he’d been expecting Pollack to die by the hand of an assassin any day. But that wasn’t the case, was it?
 
   Could he be hallucinating? Could this conversation with Walsh be just a dream placed in his head by Pollack?
 
   “How did it happen?”              
 
   “He died in a grenade explosion.”
 
   “A grenade blew up in his cell? Where were the guards?”
 
   “It’s still unclear how it all transpired. The investigation has just started.”
 
   “What are we going to do now?” 
 
   “First, I’d like to find out who killed him.”
 
   Perhaps it was for the better. Unconditional remote mind control was too dangerous a power for any organization or any country to have. Even for America. 
 
   “Do you have any leads? It must be the same people that tried to poison him.”
 
   “I agree.” Walsh nodded. “The grenade that killed him was made in China. It doesn’t necessarily mean the Chinese are behind this hit, but that’s all we have at the moment.”
 
   “What about the poison? Did you find out where it was made?”
 
   “We were unable to pinpoint a specific country. The compound used to poison the air in Pollack’s cell could be manufactured by any developed or moderately developed nation.”
 
   “Is your boss going to fire you for losing Pollack?”
 
   “I don’t know. He might. It’s not the end of the world if he does give me the boot, though.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 62
 
    
 
   1.
 
   As he waited for the boss to pick up the phone, Bill thought to himself that the first thing he would do when he returned to Ashburn was have a lot of sex with Angela Martin, a twenty-five-year-old middle school teacher, who he’d met seven months ago. It was nine days since he had arrived at the Fairmont Training Center, and he’d been celibate this whole time. You see, he had a job to do; his assignment had been the only thing on his mind. He had no desire to waste time chasing local pussy, and he intended to abstain from sex until he achieved his objective. 
 
   “Give me an update,” the boss said.
 
   “It’s done,” Bill replied cheerfully.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I completed the job.”
 
   “No, you didn’t. The target is still alive.”
 
   “That’s not possible, sir. I saw his body. He had more holes in him than a colander. No one could have survived that.”
 
   “You saw the body of his double. It was a decoy.”
 
   “You said nothing about a decoy.”
 
   That was why security had been so lax there, Bill thought. No metal detector, no patting down. This should have tipped him off. He was lucky they hadn’t set up a sting.
 
   “Unfortunately, we didn’t know about it.”
 
   “What’s the world coming to? You guys are supposed to know everything.”
 
   “Well, apparently we don’t.”
 
   “Do they suspect that the shop has a hand in this?”
 
   “It’s very unlikely at this point. You’ve done a good job of covering the tracks.”
 
   “So what’s the plan? Can you get me to the client?”
 
   “Yes. But we need you to get a hard ID on the target before you terminate it.”
 
   “A hard ID? What exactly do you have in mind? 
 
   “Visual ID is not enough. You’ll have to check his fingerprints. You still have the fingerprint reader we gave you, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, I do.” Bill had a hunch that the boss would sooner or later mention the biometric reader, which he had received along with the rest of his equipment and whose database contained only Max Pollack’s fingerprints.
 
   “Be sure to use it, okay?”
 
   “I thought you didn’t want me to get up close to him.”
 
   “Do it when he’s asleep. Take him out as soon as the match is confirmed. Don’t waste a second.”
 
   “Sure, boss. Let me point out that obtaining a hard ID carries an additional risk. If things go wrong, will you intervene?”
 
   “Of course we will. We’re not going to hang you out to dry. But don’t see it as an excuse to get lax, please.”
 
   Bill was itching to ask why the Fairmont people had gone to such great lengths to protect Max Pollack, but since this information provided him with no benefit other than satisfying his curiosity, he didn’t broach the subject. As they say, the less you know, the better you sleep.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Bill entered Block F, Max Pollack’s new home, at a quarter to eight in the morning. According to the boss, Pollack usually woke up after nine, which meant that Bill had about an hour to do the job.
 
   “I’m here to see number 4206.” Bill handed the guard his fake military ID, which stated that he was Second Lieutenant Mel Webber. The guard shifted his eyes to the monitor and started pressing buttons on the keyboard.
 
   What was he going to do if the boss had failed to follow through on his promise and Mel Webber’s appointment was not in the system? 
 
   He would retreat. What else could he do? There were four guards at the checkpoint, each of whom was armed with a handgun. The only weapon Bill had with him was a syringe with potassium cyanide, a fast-acting poison, but it was intended for killing Pollack. Could he take them down? Yes, there was a chance he would prevail, but it was too small for his taste.
 
   When the guard asked him if he was carrying any weapons, it became clear that the boss’s people had managed to hack into Fairmont’s security system.
 
   “No weapons,” Bill replied. 
 
   “Thank you, sir.” The guard gave the ID back to Bill. 
 
   Another guard scanned Bill with a metal detector and then patted him down.  
 
   “This way, sir.” The first guard motioned Bill toward the door to the inner hallway. 
 
   Bill walked over to the door, entered the passcode, saw the green light go on, and smiled. He was halfway to his target.
 
   He had no trouble finding Max Pollack’s cell. Showing his military ID to the guards at the door, he said, “I’m Lieutenant Webber. I’m here to see number 4206.” 
 
   He inserted the key into the keyhole, turned it, and then punched in the code on the keypad. There was one more lock to open. Bill pushed the intercom button and said, “Your move, sir.”
 
   Normally, it would be Colonel Walsh answering the call. This time it was supposed to be one of the boss’s operatives.
 
   When Bill was about to push the intercom button again, five guards appeared in the hallway, their handguns drawn.
 
   “Don’t move, Webber!” yelled one of the guards. “Don’t you fucking move!”
 
   Bill drew a deep breath, gritted his teeth, and clenched his hands into fists. It looked like Lady Luck had turned her back on him. Now it was time for the boss to keep his promise to pull Bill’s ass out of the fire.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 63
 
    
 
   1.
 
   As expected, the hitman didn’t have his real ID on him or in his room. Fortunately, the fingerprint search produced a match. The guy’s name was William Axelrod. He was a former CIA agent and currently worked as an independent security consultant out of Ashburn, Virginia. 
 
   “There’s no such thing as a former CIA agent,” Walsh said to Peter Anderson and Brian Walker. “I bet you dollars to donuts the guy who sent Axelrod is some CIA honcho.”
 
   “So you’ve cleared the Chinese?” Peter asked.
 
   “Not yet. They could be the ones who paid that CIA honcho.”
 
   As soon as they found out the location of Axelrod’s residence, which was also his business address, Brian Walker ordered to send a team to seize every document and electronic device in the hitman’s house. Even though they didn’t expect there to be much of a paper trail, it was worth a shot to examine his records. They were also going to sift through Axelrod’s emails and text messages.  
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Steven Walsh came to the interrogation room at seven o’clock in the afternoon, eleven hours after Bill Axelrod was captured.  
 
   “How is your day going?” Walsh asked. “Having fun yet?”
 
   “I’m fine. How about yourself?” Axelrod’s voice was calm and confident. 
 
   The hitman was still dressed in uniform. There were handcuffs on his wrists and shackles on his ankles.
 
   “Honestly, I’m not in a good mood today.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that.”
 
   “My name is Steven Walsh. I’m the guy in charge of this place. And you are?”
 
   “Lieutenant Mel Webber.”
 
   “That’s not true. You’re not Mel Webber. And you’re not a second lieutenant.”
 
   “Let’s agree to disagree.”
 
   “I also know that you’re listed on our roster as Chief Warrant Officer Edward Gardener.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “But you’re not Edward Gardener, either. Your real name is William Axelrod. You used to work for the CIA.”
 
   “The CIA? Just to clarify: you’re not talking about the Culinary Institute of America, are you?”
 
   “What brought you here to Fairmont? What’s your mission?”
 
   “It’s classified.”
 
   “I have a very high security clearance, you can tell me.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll let you in on the secret.” Axelrod leaned toward the colonel. “We’re looking for a spy. You have a spy at your facility, Mister Walsh.” 
 
   Scrutinizing Axelrod’s face, the colonel said, “You’re a good liar, Bill. They taught you well at the Agency.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Who gave you the order to kill Pollack? Was it someone at the CIA?”
 
   Axelrod was silent.
 
   “There are only two organizations capable of hacking our security system: the CIA and the Department of Defense. Was it Lautner who gave you the order?”
 
   Walsh doubted it was Simon Lautner. Two hours ago, the former Defense Secretary, who claimed he wasn’t involved in the attempts on Pollack’s life, had passed a polygraph test with flying colors.  
 
   “Who’s Lautner?”
 
   Walsh sighed wearily and asked, “Who ordered you to kill Max Pollack?” 
 
   Half a minute passed before it became clear that Axelrod wasn’t going to respond. Walsh frowned and leaned back in his chair.
 
   “Listen, Bill,” he said. “You need to understand that this is not your average military installation. Regular laws don’t apply here, okay? We can torture you to death and then cremate your body, and no one will ever find out what happened to you. I don’t care whether you believe me or not. You’ll see that I’m not lying soon enough.”
 
   After a short pause, Axelrod said, “You have to surrender me to the military police immediately.”
 
   “Oh, now I got your attention, huh?” Walsh smiled. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I don’t have to give you to the MPs. We have our own police here. And I’m its chief, in case you’re wondering.”
 
   “You don’t know what you’re messing with, Mister Walsh. This thing is above your pay grade. Let me go or surrender me to the military police.”
 
   “And if I don’t, I’ll get an angry phone call from your boss, right? Sounds great to me. I’ll be very happy to talk to him.”
 
   “You’re playing with fire.”
 
   “By the way, I have an idea. I’m going to tell your boss that you’ve been shot dead and that he should stop worrying about you.” 
 
   Axelrod was silent.
 
   “Why did you bring potassium cyanide? Were you going to poison Pollack?”
 
   “No, I was not. The cyanide is not mine. You planted it.” Picking his front teeth with a fingernail, Axelrod continued, “Look, Mister Walsh, you have nothing on me. All I see is baseless allegations.”
 
   “Why did you try to enter Pollack’s cell then?”
 
   “I intended to ask him a few questions, that’s all.”
 
   Walsh looked at his notepad for a few seconds and then said, “As a matter of fact, I do have something on you. You murdered two of our guys. It’s a guaranteed death sentence.”  
 
   “Two?”
 
   “One of the guards never woke up. And the soldier you thought was Max Pollack is dead, too.” 
 
   “Oh, what a shame.”
 
   “Do you know why the people who hired you want Pollack dead?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I’m willing to believe you. They keep you in the dark because they don’t trust you. You’re just a tool to them.”
 
   “I don’t give a shit why they want him dead.” Axelrod sighed and flexed his shoulders. “When are you bringing in the good cop?”
 
   Walsh drew his brows together and said, “You want me to let you go, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, that would be nice.”
 
   “You do understand that if you leave this place, you’ll be dead by the end of the week?”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “You think they’re going to let you live after what you’ve done here? You’re a loose end, and you know what happens to loose ends.”
 
   “Are you trying to bond with me or something? All of a sudden you’re concerned about my well-being.”
 
   “I’m the only person who can save your life. Give me the name of the guy who ordered the hit, and I’ll take him down for you.”
 
   “I suppose this is your good cop routine. You need better material, my friend. I’m not telling you anything, amigo. Call the FBI, call the CID, let them handle me.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 64
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “I have good news, Max,” Peter said. “We caught the guy who tried to kill you.”
 
   He had already forgiven Steven Walsh for lying to him about Pollack’s death. Although he had been a little stung by the fact that the colonel didn’t trust him to keep a secret, Peter understood that the base commander had lied to protect Max Pollack. After learning that Pollack was alive, Peter had again complimented Walsh on his acting skills.
 
   “Congratulations. Who is it?”
 
   “His name’s William Axelrod. He’s a former CIA agent.”
 
   “Why does the CIA want to kill me?”
 
   “It’s not the CIA. We don’t know who gave him the order. He refuses to talk.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “Can you help us?”
 
   “Why would I help you?”
 
   “The people who ordered the hit on you will send someone else unless we stop them.” 
 
   “I guess you’re right.”
 
   “We need you to make him tell us everything he knows about this plot. Will you do that?”
 
   There was a short silence before Pollack replied, “I’ll try.”
 
   “Thank you. One more question. Your teammates that were with you on Bradford Island—are they still alive?”  
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Is there a chance they are alive?”
 
   Pollack’s mouth bent in a half-smile. “You’re hoping for a happy ending, Peter. But you must realize that happy endings are not the rule. My teammates were soldiers. Soldiers often die. They knew the risks very well when they enlisted.”
 
   “You don’t care if they’re dead or not?”
 
   “I care. I wish they were alive. They were my friends, you know. However, I have to consider intent. What happened in that cave was an accident.”
 
   “An accident?”
 
   “Ever heard of friendly fire? It happens in virtually every major military conflict. Accidents are part of life, Peter.” 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Three hours after he was interrogated by Steven Walsh, Bill Axelrod finally got his wish to enter Max Pollack’s cell. To the hitman’s surprise, the handcuffs and the shackles had been removed before he went inside. They had also given him a pistol, a nine-millimeter Beretta M9. The gun wasn’t loaded, but they didn’t tell Axelrod about it. 
 
   Axelrod looked warily around the cell, and asked, “What’s your name, soldier?” 
 
   “Max Pollack.”
 
   Axelrod lowered his eyes to the pistol. He was probably confused about why he’d been brought here. Silently, he walked to the wall opposite the bed, leaned against it, and asked, “How do you like it here, Max?”
 
   “It’s not that bad.”
 
   They spent the next fifteen seconds staring at each other, saying nothing.
 
   “Why are you here?” Pollack asked calmly at last.
 
   “I came to kill you.” 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I received an order.” Axelrod put the pistol in his pants pocket. “I received an order to take you out, Max Pollack.”
 
   “From Colonel Walsh?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I see.” Pollack stretched himself on the bed and locked his hands behind his head, his eyes fixed on the hitman. “What are you going to do now?”
 
   “Go back to my cell.” 
 
   “Have you changed your mind?”
 
   “Yes. I think I’ll get going.”
 
   “Good idea.”
 
   An hour later, Axelrod was in the interrogation room again.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 65
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “His name is Harry McClennen,” Axelrod said. “He’s a deputy director.”
 
   The cocky look the hitman had had before was gone now.
 
   “Deputy Director of the CIA?”
 
   Axelrod nodded. “I’ve been getting half of my assignments through Harry in the last few years.”
 
   Walsh turned to his laptop, opened his email, and began typing a message to Walker. “Why does he want Pollack dead?”
 
   “I doubt Harry personally has anything against Pollack. He’s just a middleman.”
 
   “Did he tell you who ordered the hit?”
 
   “No. The less I know the better. For me.”
 
   Walsh finished typing and clicked the Send button. “So you have no clue why they want to get rid of Pollack?”
 
   “My guess would be he’s an enemy of the state. That’s what all of my targets have been so far.”
 
   Walsh hemmed, then glanced at his notepad. “Is it possible that McClennen acted on behalf of a foreign government?”
 
   “You mean, could Harry have been bought off?”
 
   “Bought off, blackmailed, brainwashed.”
 
   “I don’t know the guy well enough to vouch for him, so I suppose you can’t rule that out.”
 
   “Can you prove it was McClennen who ordered the hit?” 
 
   “Why? You wanted me to give you the name—I’ve given you the name.”
 
   “Your word is not enough. I need proof.”
 
   “If you expect me to have a video tape, you’re going to be disappointed. It’s not my style to leave incriminating evidence. This job requires extreme discretion.”
 
   “You’ll have to figure it out, Bill. I know you can do it.”
 
   Axelrod was silent for a while, then closed his eyes and said, “Let me think.”
 
   Three minutes passed before he spoke again: “I believe I found a way to prove that I’m not making shit up.” 
 
   “I’m glad to hear that.”
 
   “Let me call and talk to Harry. We’ll discuss the hit on Pollack, and I’ll try to make it as obvious as possible that he’s in on it.”
 
   Walsh looked at his watch. It was ten to one in the morning. 
 
   “We’ll do it tomorrow,” the colonel said.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Walsh put Axelrod’s cellphone down on the table and said, “Let me warn you, Bill. Don’t try anything funny, okay? No code words, no hints, no screams—none of that.”
 
   “I understand.” Axelrod nodded. Then he picked up the cell and dialed the boss’s number.
 
   “Can you talk?” Axelrod asked when the boss answered the phone.
 
   “Yes,” McClennen replied. 
 
   “I’m calling to give you an update on the Max Pollack project.”
 
   “Is it done?”
 
   “I’m still working on it. He’ll be dead by the end of the week.”
 
   “I was informed that my guys had failed to open the cell door for you. I’m sorry about that. Did it cause you any trouble?”
 
   “No. Everything’s fine.”
 
   “Do you require any additional information or equipment?”
 
   “As soon as I’m done working on a new plan, I’ll let you know if I need anything.”
 
   “Okay. I’m counting on you, buddy. You’ve got to deliver on this one no matter what it takes.”
 
   “Sure, boss. Goodbye.” Axelrod touched the End Call button and looked at the colonel patiently. “Do you believe me now?”
 
   “Yes. Can you tell me why you changed your mind? Why did you confess?”
 
   Axelrod gave the cellphone back to the colonel, cracked his knuckles on both hands, and said, “I finally remembered you, Mister Walsh. You and your men saved my life ten years ago.”  
 
   “Ten years ago?”
 
   “Yes. Remember the trip to Pana Kala village in Afghanistan? You rescued three CIA agents that were held by the Taliban. I was one of them.”
 
   It took Walsh half a second to assess the situation and figure out the best course of action. Having concluded that digging further would do little good, he silently nodded and said, “I see.”
 
   “I never got to thank you for what you’ve done, Colonel. This is my thanks to you.”
 
   “You’re welcome, Bill.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 66
 
    
 
   1.
 
   The day after they apprehended Bill Axelrod, Steven Walsh had come up with a way to identify the mogul General Rhodes had brought to Pollack’s suite at Ridgewood Inn. He suggested that they show Max Pollack pictures of the two dozen people that were more powerful than the U.S. President while measuring the activity of the brain area responsible for facial recognition.
 
   “I’ve done a little research,” he told Walker on the phone. “There is an area in the human brain which processes faces, bodies, numbers, words, and a few other things. It’s called Fusiform gyrus; it’s located about an inch behind the eye sockets.” He touched his right temple with his index finger. “Every time a person recognizes a face there is a change in the amount of energy used by brain cells. All we have to do is detect that change and check which picture caused it.”
 
   “Very clever.” Brian nodded approvingly. “So we’re going to stick some electrodes into his head?”
 
   “No, we can use a functional MRI scanner for that. We have one at the base.”
 
   “Oh, it’s that brain scanning machine. My sister went through this thing once a few years ago.”  
 
   “They are remarkably precise machines. They can detect the slightest change in brain activity.”
 
   “One last question. You came up with this idea yourself, right? You didn’t hear it from somebody else? I just want to make sure we’re not being played here.”
 
   “It’s my own idea, Brian, I promise.” 
 
   Later that day, Walker told Kilgore about Colonel Walsh’s idea.
 
   “Isn’t it a bit risky?” Kilgore asked. “What if Pollack figures out those were the pictures of the Council members?”
 
   “We can throw in a few senators to make things more random. And even if he does figure it out, how much damage could he do with this information? He’s going to forget the faces long before he has a chance to make his move.”
 
   “Assuming he doesn’t have an extremely good memory.”
 
   “I’ll ask Walsh to test Pollack’s memory. If he scores below the eighty fifth percentile, we’ll go ahead with this plan.” 
 
   “By the way, have you seen Wallington’s message?”  
 
   Kilgore was referring to Council member Donald Wallington’s email, in which he informed them that he agreed to Moore’s removal from office.
 
   “Yes, I have. We have the votes.”
 
   “I’m surprised he didn’t ask for a two-hour-long Powerpoint presentation on Pollack. When did he stop caring about details and facts?” Kilgore laughed. “Did he do his shoot first and aim later routine when you spoke to him?”
 
   “I must say he was less anal than usual. I guess he realized it was better to err on the side of caution.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   The memory test was conducted the next morning and took a little over two hours. They asked Pollack to play twenty one brain games. One third of the games required the player to remember random sequences of letters, numbers, and playing cards, which increased in length with every correct answer. Among the three categories, Pollack did best with letters: he managed to commit to memory a string of seven letters in the timed test and nine in the untimed version, which put him in the eighty second percentile. Another third was focused on memorizing the frequency of letters and playing cards presented to the player. Pollack was able to achieve a streak of five consecutive correct answers in both categories, which was the eightieth percentile result. In the remaining seven games, the player had to match letters to their corresponding images according to a list shown at the beginning of the test. Pollack placed in the seventy eighth percentile in these tests. 
 
   Brian was pleased with Pollack’s results. As soon as he finished reading the memory test report, he put the envelope with photographs in his briefcase and headed for the Fairmont Training Center. Besides the pictures of the Council members, the envelope contained photographs of twenty random men, which Brian had found on the Internet. He had decided to refrain from using pictures of US Congressmen in order to avoid tipping Pollack off that he was looking at the images of people with power. Brian’s own photo was not included in the mix because Pollack had seen his face during the video conference at Ridgewood Inn. 
 
   Was Pollack going to see Kilgore’s photo? Yes, he was. Admittedly, the thought had crossed Walker’s mind that Gerry could be the Council member Moore had been talking about. He hoped it was not the case. However, if Kilgore turned out to be the guy he was looking for, Brian had no intention of hiding this information from the Council, despite the fact that he and Gerry were close. Walker considered it a good sign that Kilgore hadn’t asked him not to show his picture to Pollack, but he also realized he shouldn’t read too much into this since Max might have made Gerry forget their meeting in Ridgewood Inn, and as a result Kilgore could be unaware of what a precarious position he was in right now.
 
   Walker had elected not to reveal to Colonel Walsh the names of the people whose photos they were going to show to Pollack. As expected, Walsh didn’t ask questions about the guys in the pictures. 
 
   At twenty minutes past five in the afternoon, Pollack was placed in the fMRI scanner and shown the pictures. Half an hour after the procedure, Brian called Kilgore and told him the name of the Council member whose face had been recognized by the mindbender. Then he got in his helicopter and took off for Washington. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



 Chapter 67
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “How are you doing, Harry?” Greg Hamilton said.
 
   “I’m fine, Mister Vice President. How are you?” McClennen’s glanced at Brian Walker, who was sitting on a chair next to the couch, and then shifted his eyes back to the Vice President. 
 
   “Take a seat, please.” Hamilton waited for McClennen to sit down on the chair opposite Walker and continued, “I want you to meet Mister Smith.” He waved at Brian. “This gentleman has a few questions for you. I’m instructing you to answer all of his questions truthfully. He has the same security clearance as I do. Do not withhold any information from him.”
 
   “Sure, Mister Vice President. I’ll do exactly as you say.”
 
   “To put it briefly, treat his questions as if they’re coming from me, okay?”
 
   “Yes, Mister Vice President.” McClennen gave Brian an obsequious look, his brain probably generating guesses about this mysterious Mister Smith’s identity and status.
 
   Hamilton turned to Walker and said, “Well, Brian. He’s all yours.”
 
   “I’m not going to take up more of your time, Greg,” Brian replied. “Harry and I will talk at my office.” Then he said to McClennen, “I hope it’s okay with you, Harry.”
 
   “Oh, all right.” Hamilton exchanged glances with McClennen. “I hope Harry’s able to help you.”
 
   When they got in Brian’s limousine, McClennen asked, “How far is your office?”
 
   “It’s close. Just around the block from here.”
 
   Walker hadn’t been completely honest back in Hamilton’s office. First, the real reason why they had left the White House had nothing to do with his unwillingness to impose himself. Brian simply didn’t want Hamilton to record his conversation with McClennen and learn about something he wasn’t supposed to know. That the Vice President would dare to eavesdrop on them Brian had no doubt. 
 
   Second, they weren’t headed for Walker’s office; the interrogation of McClennen was going to take place in a room at the luxurious Hotel Sofitel, which was located one block north of the White House.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   The cell phone rang in McClennen’s jacket pocket. The CIA Deputy Director reached into his pocket and, as he was about to pull the cell out, looked at Brian. “Is it okay if I answer?”  
 
   “Not now.” Brian held out his palm toward McClennen. “Give me the phone, please. You’ll get it back when we’re done, okay?”
 
   McClennen put his cellphone in Brian’s hand, and asked, “So how can I help you?”
 
   “Just a moment.” Brian switched off the Deputy Director’s cell, placed it on the coffee table, and continued, “I want you to listen to this.” He took an mp3 player out of his inner jacket pocket and pressed the Play button. 
 
   The player had only one file stored in its memory at the moment—the recording of the last phone conversation between Axelrod and McClennen. When the recording ended, Brian asked, “Do you recognize this voice?”
 
   “Yes.” McClennen remained as calm as he’d been before the playback had started.
 
   “Can you explain why you ordered this man to kill Max Pollack?”
 
   McClennen hesitated, and then said, “It wasn’t my idea. I have nothing against this Pollack guy. I was just doing a favor for a friend.”
 
   “What’s the friend’s name?”
 
   After a short pause, McClennen replied, “I can’t tell you that.”
 
   “Of course you can. Do you remember what Greg said? You have to tell me everything you know.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mister Smith. It’s an extremely sensitive matter.”
 
   Brian frowned. “I suppose there’s been a misunderstanding, Harry. If you don’t give me the name, you’re going to lose your job. But that’s not the worst thing that will happen to you. You’ll go to prison for conspiring to murder an American citizen. Your buddy Bill Axelrod is willing to testify against you.”
 
   McClennen’s blue eyes began to shift about nervously. “What?”  
 
   “And let me tell you one more thing.” Brian pressed the fingertips of his hands together in front of his chest. “You’re not leaving this place until you tell me all I want to know. Is it clear?”
 
   There was a short silence before McClennen replied, “It was Moore.”
 
   “John Moore?”
 
   “Yes, the President.”
 
   “Former President. He’s resigning in a few days.”
 
   “He is?” McClennen gave Brian a curious look. “Who’s your source?”
 
   “Moore himself.”
 
   “Now I see why he’s been holed up in Camp David this whole time.”
 
   “You must be happy he can’t get back at you.”
 
   A faint smile touched McClennen’s lips. Brian interpreted it as confirmation of his guess.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 68
 
    
 
   1.
 
   When Brian told him that the Council had voted to kick him out of the White House, John Moore spent ten seconds staring at the wall, and then said, “Let’s make Greg acting President. I’ll announce my incapacity and stay out of your way until the term runs out. I could say that I have cancer or heart disease, I’m fine with that. It’s a great solution, Brian: you get me out of the picture while avoiding a political crisis.” 
 
   “What’s wrong with a political crisis? Don’t you like to say that every crisis is an opportunity?”
 
   “This is a special situation. There’s nothing to gain from a crisis like that.”
 
   “It’s a special situation because you’re the one getting screwed, John. The answer is no.”
 
   “I’ll be as quiet as a mouse, I give you my word. I’ll keep away from the press as long as you want.”
 
   “Can we trust you?”
 
   “Of course you can.” Moore smiled.
 
   “And you’re not going to do stupid shit behind our backs—like, for example, trying to kill Max Pollack?”
 
   As soon as Moore heard Pollack’s name, his face froze.
 
   “John, why did you order McClennen to murder Pollack?” Brian said when it became clear that Moore wasn’t going to reply. “What the hell were you thinking?”
 
   Moore heaved a heavy sigh, and replied, looking away from Brian, “Joseph Stalin used to say, ‘No person, no problem.’ It’s hard to disagree with him on this one.”
 
   “You’ve never struck me as a bloodthirsty type, John.”
 
   “That’s what happens when people get cornered. You would have done the same thing if you were me.”
 
   “No, I wouldn’t. I’d never kill a man to save my job.”
 
   “I apologize, Brian. It was a mistake on my part. 
 
   “You must realize that your order to kill Pollack was reckless, to say the least. If you try to do it again, you won’t live past this Christmas, John. This is not a joke.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m terribly sorry. It will never happen again, I swear.”
 
   “We’ll see. Now let’s move on. I want you to know that the schedule has been finalized. You’re resigning tomorrow morning.”
 
   Moore licked his lips. “Don’t you want to know who Pollack met with in Ridgewood Inn?”
 
   “We’ve already figured that out.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.” Brian stood up. “It’s over, John. The decision is final. You should be happy you’re not going to jail for attempting to kill Pollack.” 
 
   “I understand.” Moore’s voice became raspy. He suddenly looked ten years older.
 
   “The Council has also decided to arrange a donation of fifty million dollars to your future Presidential library.” 
 
   “Thank you, Brian. I really appreciate that.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   “After discussing this matter with my doctors, I have reached the conclusion that the state of my health will not allow me to fully and adequately perform my duties as the President of the United States. 
 
   “Therefore, I shall resign the Presidency effective nine o’clock tonight. Vice President Hamilton will be sworn in as President in this office immediately upon my resignation.”
 
   Brian muted the television and turned to Kilgore.
 
   “Frankly, I didn’t expect John to be such a pain in the ass,” he said.
 
   Because they considered Moore a loose cannon, they hadn’t allowed him to do his resignation speech live; there was no point in taking a chance. Moore hadn’t objected.
 
   “They show their true colors when you take something away from them. It’s jerks like Moore that make me lose faith in humanity.” Kilgore started tapping his fingers on the armrest. “So what’s your recommendation on Pollack? Do we keep this man alive or what?”
 
   “Of course we keep him alive,” Brian replied.
 
   “Why? I’m not suggesting that we dispatch him, I just want to know what the upside is in letting him live.”
 
   “We can always kill Pollack, it’s an easy thing to do. The problem with this action is that it’s irreversible. We won’t be able to bring Pollack back to life if it turns out we’ve made a mistake.”
 
   “Are you concerned about repercussions?”
 
   “Yes. We still don’t know who Pollack’s working for. We have no idea what they are capable of. The last thing we want is end up with our asses handed to us.”  
 
   “Are you telling me you’re afraid of them?”
 
   “I’m just saying we might have found our match. And it looks like we can’t pay them off because they’re not after money.”
 
   “I guess we can’t bomb them, either.”
 
   “I suggest we treat him as a foreign envoy. As an ambassador. You don’t kill an ambassador, even if he’s from Nazi Germany.”
 
   “It kind of makes sense. In a way, Pollack is an ambassador.”
 
   “Speaking of Max Pollack’s future, I have an idea to run by you.”
 
   “I’m all ears.” Kilgore leaned back in his chair.
 
   “I came to the conclusion that we’re not going to be able to utilize Pollack in a meaningful way. He’s not in control of his power, so even if he decides to cooperate with us, there’s little he can do. Do you agree with that?”
 
   “Are you talking about the restrictions those guys put in his brain? I guess you’re right.”
 
   “We gain nothing by holding him. But we could achieve a certain political advantage if we dumped him on the Chinese.”
 
   “Dump him? You want to give Max Pollack to the Chinese? What’s the upside here for us?”
 
   “We’ve had him for a month and look what happened. Lautner is gone, Moore is gone, and Spangler is about to be gone. I’ve got a hunch Pollack will have the same effect on the Chinese. A big shakeup in the Politburo—you’ve been wishing for that for a while, haven’t you?”
 
   Kilgore hemmed, drew his eyebrows together, and finally said, “A big shakeup. That’s a crafty plan, brother. You know, it’s kind of like fishing with dynamite. You throw it in the lake and see what floats up.”
 
   “We’ve always wanted them to stop acting like they know better and get with the program. This could push them in the right direction. Besides, there’s no downside. They won’t be able to use Pollack’s power in their interests.”
 
   “They might torture him to death, though.”
 
   “Pollack won’t let them do it. It appears he’s allowed to use the power to defend himself.”
 
   “You know what, Brian?” Kilgore lifted his eyes to the ceiling. “A crazy thought just occurred to me. What if somebody has done to us what you’re proposing to do to the Chinese? What if somebody dumped Pollack on us after they realized he was useless to them?” He squinted at Walker. “Do you think that’s possible?”
 
   “Who could it be?”
 
   “It would be ironic if it was the Chinese, wouldn’t it?” Kilgore laughed. “This thing begins to look like a fucking onion. You take off one layer, there’s another. You take off the second layer, you see a third one, and underneath it, there could be a dozen more.”
 
   “You’re right about that.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 69
 
    
 
   1.
 
   When John Moore finished his resignation speech, Peter turned to Colonel Walsh and said, “I remember you said that they’d let the President keep his job. Seems like they decided to play it safe.”
 
   “Perhaps they know something we don’t,” Walsh said. “Honestly, I don’t give a damn. Moore or Hamilton—I’m okay with either of them. The king is dead, long live the king, right?”
 
   “Were you surprised?”
 
   “A little. I thought Moore would work out some kind of deal. These guys always do. I suppose he didn’t have enough dirt to stay in power.”
 
   “I admire your cynicism, Colonel. But what about the will of the people, the rule of law, and all that?” 
 
   “The will of the people, huh?” Walsh let out a sigh. “Americans didn’t vote for a Manchurian candidate, did they? Moore stopped representing the will of the people the minute Max Pollack found his way into his mind.”
 
   “What would the harm be in letting him stay, though? I remember you saying that politicians only do what circumstances allow them to do.”
 
   “Harm? Well, what if one day he puts on a suicide vest and blows himself up in a room full of world leaders?”
 
   “Do you think Vice President Hamilton is fit for the job?”
 
   “Don’t worry about Hamilton. He may seem inept, unworthy of the office of the President, but let me tell you this: when it comes to the government, the trick is not to find the right person for the job every single time, but to create a system in which even the wrong person is compelled to do the right thing. I assure you that, as far as the Presidency is concerned, it’s virtually impossible for the office holder to screw up things beyond repair.”
 
   “I hope you’re right.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   On the way back to his room, Peter thought about the Prahumans’ refusal to help them find the bomb.
 
   Could he support the Prahumans in good faith? How could he be an advocate for people who didn’t unconditionally reject terrorism and who didn’t give a damn about ethics or morality? 
 
   Maybe the Prahumans were right. In the eyes of the Universe, the limitless space filled with an infinite number of galaxies, we are all absolutely equal, no matter how good or how bad we are. The Universe doesn’t care if you’re a Nazi or a pacifist or a vegetarian or an ambitionless couch potato. Pol Pot, a guy responsible for millions of deaths, was no less of a miracle of intelligent life than Mother Teresa. If you were stranded alone on an uninhabited planet a billion light years away from the Sun, you’d be as happy to see the ruthless Genghis Khan as you would your mom. And if you had to repopulate the Earth after some doomsday disaster, you wouldn’t discard a woman just because she was a member of Al-Qaeda or a serial killer.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 70
 
    
 
   1.
 
   When they were five minutes into the video conference, Peter realized that he no longer had the urge to tell Pollack how immoral and dangerous the Prahumans’ leniency towards terrorists was. He still disagreed with their above-the-fray position. He couldn’t explain to himself why he didn’t want to start a debate on this subject right now. 
 
   After informing Pollack that there were plans to send him to China, Peter said, “Let me ask you this: do you and Stacy work for the same people?”
 
   Pollack hesitated for a moment and then replied, “Yes.”
 
   “Was it your masters who put her to sleep for a year?”
 
   Pollack shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it was a glitch. No one is perfect, and the Prahumans are no exception.”
 
   “You called them Prahumans. Is that what they are?”
 
   “I heard this term from you. And I have a feeling that if they were looking for a word to describe themselves, that’s what they would use.”
 
   “Prahumans, the guardians of the human race?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So they are on our side?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Let’s say, for the sake of argument, that they are guardians of the human race. And let’s assume they are not planning to wipe us all out and start from scratch. What could they be up to? Did you have any epiphanies about that?”
 
   Pollack hesitated before replying, “I believe they want to keep mankind strong and competitive.” 
 
   “Is this coming from them or you’re just guessing?”
 
   “I wish I knew.”
 
   “Competitive against whom? Super-smart apes? Dolphins? Or maybe robots?” 
 
   “You may be on to something, Peter.”
 
   “Oh, really? But I could also be wrong, I suppose.” 
 
   “That’s true.”
 
   Peter thought for a few seconds and then said, “So they want to keep us strong? Is it about our gene pool? I heard these guys are sitting on stockpiles of human genetic material. They’re not pleased with what we’ve evolved into?”  
 
   “Your guess is as good as mine. By the way, I read that an average caveman was faster than any Olympic runner.”
 
   “Where did you read that?”
 
   “Somewhere on the Internet.”
 
   “Do you remember when?”
 
   “A while ago. A few years ago. Why is it so important?”
 
   “I’m just trying to gather as much information as possible.”
 
   “Well, that’s all I have right now.”
 
   “Did they want President Moore gone? Was that part of their plan?”
 
   “He’s gone? When did it happen?”
 
   “A couple of weeks ago.”
 
   “Did he resign?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He had cancer.”
 
   “Cancer?” Pollack gave a sarcastic laugh. “Okay.”
 
   “So was it part of the Prahumans’ plan?”
 
   Pollack shook his head. “It’s very unlikely.” 
 
   “You can tell me the truth now. Moore has already resigned. He’s not coming back.”
 
   “I doubt they care who is President. They play a bigger game.” Pollack folded his arms on his chest and asked, “Peter, has the idea of joining our cause ever crossed your mind?” 
 
   Peter froze for a moment and then said, “I didn’t know you were looking for additional members.”
 
   “Well, there isn’t a standardized process for this. From time to time, they come across someone who attracts their attention. And sometimes that person gets an invitation.”
 
   “What will I have to do?”
 
   “Keep an open mind.” Pollack chewed on his lip. “As I said before, no one knows the master plan. Maybe there is no master plan. You just do what you think is the right thing to do.”
 
   “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “I know you will.”
 
   Colonel Walsh, who was sitting just two feet away, was probably pissed off at him for being a collaborationist, but Peter didn’t care.
 
   “Have you ever tried to take control of this ability?” Peter asked. “To make it fully your own and stop being just an instrument in Prahumans’ hands? Imagine how much good you could do with it.”
 
   Pollack shook his head. “It never occurred to me to do that. I doubt it’s even theoretically possible. Besides, I cannot be trusted with a power like this.”
 
   “Why do you think so? You’re one of the most selfless people I know. You risked your life to save your fellow soldiers, didn’t you?”
 
   “No one is pure enough to be trusted with mind control, Peter. Such a person has never existed in the history of mankind, and it’s not an exaggeration.”
 
   “You seem to have no faith in humanity.”
 
   “People throw away decency when they face no consequences for their actions. It sounds harsh, but that’s reality. Incorruptible characters live only in comic books and movies.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 71
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “His comment about a caveman—could it be some sort of hint?” Brian Walker asked.
 
   “He says he read about it on the Internet,” Peter replied.
 
   Brian brought Peter Anderson to his room four hours after the end of Peter’s conversation with Pollack. Brian was quite excited about the fact that the mindbender had become more talkative. It appeared that Peter had finally earned Pollack’s trust. You had to give Steven Walsh credit; it was the colonel who had suggested they keep Peter close to the mindbender so the two would develop a bond.
 
    “So what?”
 
   “I guess it means that this idea was not planted in his mind by the Prahumans.” 
 
   “It doesn’t matter where Pollack got it from. What matters is, he chose to make that comment at that particular time. I believe he did it for a reason.”
 
   “So you think he’s giving us a hint? Why would he help us?”
 
   “Maybe he was teasing us. And who said Pollack was rational, anyway?”
 
   “Or maybe he was just thinking out loud. He probably wants to figure out the Prahumans’ plans, too.”
 
   Brian nodded. “And he’s got plenty of time to rack his brain over this.” He scribbled something on his notepad. “By the way, do you remember why you started talking about the gene pool?”
 
   “I thought of the Shambhala caves you’d told me about.” Peter gave Walker a studying look. “You’re wondering if I was compelled to speak about the gene pool, aren’t you?”
 
   “Compelled… If I say no, you probably won’t believe me, will you?”
 
   Peter smiled, crossed his legs, and said, “Let me ask you this: what made you tell me about Shambhala? Did you feel a tingle in your head while doing that?”
 
   Brian let out a short laugh and replied, “Touché, Peter.” 
 
   “Do you think the Prahumans believe that we’ve gotten weaker as a species?”  
 
   “Maybe. And if we have actually become weaker, that’s a big problem. You can’t cancel the law of the survival of the fittest,” Brian said. “Natural selection never stops. It cuts through anything you can throw at it. And if you think that evolution takes forever, you’re wrong.” He sipped from his glass. “I read about an experiment with a small ocean fish called American silverside. They took a bunch of these guys and divided them into three groups. Six months after the fish spawned, they removed the largest ninety percent from the first tank and the smallest ninety percent from the second one. From the third tank, they removed fish at random in order to have an unbiased comparison sample. After that they let the remaining fish spawn and then repeated the cycle.” Walker glanced at Peter, checking if he was still listening. 
 
   Peter was patiently waiting for the conclusion of the story. 
 
   “Four generations later,” Brian continued, “the fish in the second tank were on average six times heavier than the fish in the first tank and two times than the fish in the unbiased sample.” He made a pause. “They wanted to survive, so they adjusted to their new circumstances. They became a less attractive prey. As you can see, Mother Nature’s reaction was pretty swift. There was a significant genetic change within just a few generations. Swift and amazingly precise: each group got its own custom-fitted mutation.”
 
   “If I were those fish, I’d grow huge jaws and eat the damn scientists.”
 
   “I guess they’d need a lot more than four generations to accomplish that.”
 
   “But it’s not entirely out of the question, is it?” Peter laughed. 
 
   Brian shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “I understand what you’re saying, however… We’re humans, not fish,” Peter said. “Genetically, we’re still the same as we were a hundred thousand years ago.”
 
   “And, to tell you the truth, I’m not sure it’s a good thing.” Brian propped his chin on his fist. “Natural selection is also unforgiving. If you can’t make it, you’re gone. Dinosaurs were as dumb as chickens, but they managed to last for a hundred and sixty million years. Are you willing to bet that mankind will be able to do the same?”
 
   There was a silence before Peter said, “You know what I think, Brian? If the Prahumans are not out to destroy us, maybe we shouldn’t be afraid of being manipulated by them? If they are not an enemy, why keep being paranoid and waste time and energy hiding from their messengers?”
 
   After a long pause, during which he studied Peter’s face, Brian replied, “Are you sure you came up with this on your own? Are you sure Max didn’t put this idea into your head?”
 
   “Consider it food for thought. We probably shouldn’t run away from our friends.”
 
   “Not being an enemy doesn’t make them our friends. They’ll have to earn our trust.”
 
   The truth was, Brian was willing to agree with Peter. He said what he said because he wanted to demonstrate to Peter—as well as himself—that he still was a meticulous and cautious person who didn’t rush to judgment.
 
   They’d been doing their best to avoid whatever traps Max Pollack had set up for them, yet Brian had a feeling that they had somehow ended up dancing to Pollack’s piping anyway. The funny thing was, he didn’t know which specific action—or actions—of theirs had been brought about by Pollack’s sorcery. 
 
   It was like quicksand. Every movement you make causes you to sink deeper. No matter how hard you try to stay above the surface, your body is steadily going down into the bowels of the earth.
 
   Spellbound was another fitting word to use here.
 
   Could he trust his own thoughts? A mogul who had always had his way, he was in a position to dig a very big hole, a hole so deep he would never be able to get out of it. 
 
   Oddly, the prospect of falling into Pollack’s next trap didn’t bother Brian much anymore. 
 
   “There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you, Brian,” Peter said. “Remember you asked me to think about working for you?”
 
   “Yes, I remember that. Have you made a decision?”
 
   “You weren’t talking about Homeland Security, were you?”
 
   Brian cracked a smile, and said, “No, I was not.”
 
   “So what business are you in?”
 
   “Are you familiar with the concept of world government?”  
 
   “Could you be a little more specific?”
 
   “I am talking about those outlandish conspiracy theories about a small group of people secretly controlling the world, pulling the strings from behind the scenes, unelected and unaccountable.”
 
   Peter nodded slightly. “I heard something about it on TV.”
 
   “Do you believe in those theories?”
 
   “World government? Honestly, I’ve never given this matter much thought. What do you think?”
 
   “What if I told you that those theories are not completely untrue? What if I told you that I personally know some of the people pulling the strings?”
 
   Peter knitted his eyebrows. “I would say, ‘Good for you.’ But I guess I’m not supposed to be privy to this information. Are you breaking some sort of code of silence?”
 
   Brian shook his head. “No, Peter. You can’t break the rules if you are the one who sets them. And who’s going to believe you anyway if you decide to blab about this?”
 
   “Are you saying you’re a member of the world government?”
 
   “Yes. We call it the Council. And, in case you were wondering, we’re not shapeshifting reptilians or aliens from another planet.” Brian grinned. “Here, touch me.” He outstretched his right hand to Peter. “One hundred percent human.” He laughed softly. 
 
   “I’ll take your word for it,” Peter replied, without joining Walker’s laughter.  
 
   “Have you seen the movie They Live? Couldn’t be further from the truth.”
 
   “Yes, I remember that movie.”
 
   “My colleagues are not evil. Yes, they have their biases and agendas, but they are not out to pillage and plunder the weak and the voiceless. There are so many challenges, so many dangers in the world that we need a global coordinating entity with real power that is able to get results, unlike this bureaucratic circle jerk called the United Nations. It’s just common sense.” 
 
   “What do you guys do?”
 
   “We keep the world from falling into chaos. You see, any community wishing to survive and prosper needs a guiding force that doesn’t govern based on public opinion polls, that has the guts to do the right thing even if it’s overwhelmingly unpopular. If you allow the polls to shape every government policy, sooner or later the masses will vote themselves a bunch of unsustainable freebies at the expense of those who end up in the minority, and the society will eventually enter the death spiral. We want the world to avoid the death spiral, we want it to thrive.”
 
   The words ‘chaos’ and ‘death spiral’ were not exaggerations. Considering modern technological advances, one bad decision could be all it takes to kill a billion people or collapse the global economy.
 
   The world government was also a tool to identify and eliminate inefficiencies and waste in the global economy. Early on, when Brian was doing an internship at his father’s holding company, Brian had learned that sometimes reducing costs by just a penny per dollar was all it took for a company to bury its competitors.
 
   “You know what your Council needs? A better PR manager.”
 
   “We get a bad rap because incompetent leaders all over the world would rather hang their failures on the Illuminati, or the Trilateral Commission, or the Bilderberg Group, than admit that they fucked up.”
 
   “Why don’t you remove those incompetent leaders?”
 
   “It’s not that simple. Although the Council has a lot of power, we don’t win every fight. We’re lucky if we accomplish half of our agenda in any given year.”
 
   “Have long have you been in the Council?”
 
   “Five years.”
 
   “When was the Council created?”
 
   “Soon after Hitler was defeated. People realized that the fate of the civilization shouldn’t be left to chance, that we needed a check against the tyranny of the majority.” 
 
   “They like to say that democracy is messy.” Peter took a sip of water from the bottle. “So it was you who ordered to send SEALs to Bradford Island?”
 
   “Yes, it was me.”
 
   “And then you came here to check on the progress.” Peter smiled. “It’s like that TV show, ‘Undercover Boss.’”
 
   “’Undercover Boss’? Never heard of it. Let me guess, a boss goes undercover to spy on his employees, am I right?”
 
   “That’s correct.”
 
   “Sounds like an interesting concept. I’ll take a look at it when I have a chance.”
 
   “How does one get a gig like yours? Did you inherit it or something?”
 
   “First, you need to have an interest in world affairs. Second, your net worth must be high enough to make you incorruptible. These are basic requirements. Once you meet them, you wait for someone on the Council to give you a nomination. And no, I didn’t inherit my spot. My dad was apolitical and only cared about his business.”
 
   “How much does it take to be deemed incorruptible?”
 
   “I’d say at least ten figures. However, I personally know people who burned through a billion dollars in a matter of years.” 
 
   “So folks without money have no chance of joining your club?”
 
   “We have nothing against folks without money. But you see, Peter, if you give a politician of modest means virtually unlimited power, nine times out of ten he’ll abuse that power to enrich himself. These are not good odds, Peter. Logic dictates that, instead of looking for another Abraham Lincoln or Ghandi, we should go the tried and proven route. Did you know that, after adjusting for inflation, George Washington was worth over half a billion dollars and Thomas Jefferson over two hundred million? The Kennedy family estate was worth a billion dollars, and we both know that JFK is one of the most popular presidents in American history. So the rich people are not evil, as some might think.”
 
   “You are very persuasive.”
 
   “I know it’s hard for me not to sound like a snob, but that’s the way things are. That’s the way things have always been.”
 
   Peter nodded. “Where are your bodyguards?”
 
   “I don’t think I need bodyguards here at Fairmont.” 
 
   “What about President Moore? Was it the Council who made him resign?”
 
   Brian nodded. “Yes.”
 
   “But he was the President. What if he’d ordered to arrest you? Or kill you?”
 
   “First, all Council members have diplomatic immunity. I believe I’ve never told you that I’m an Ambassador-at-Large of Andorra.”
 
   “Ambassador-at-Large? It sounds like a great no-show job.”
 
   “That’s because it is a great no-show job.” Brian smiled. “And second, no one would have followed Moore’s orders.”
 
   “What would you have done if Moore had refused to resign?”
 
   “His party would have lost at least two thirds of its income. And as you may know, you need three things to win in politics: money, money, and money. It sounds cynical, but it’s true. His party bosses would have turned on him the minute they found out their cash flow was going to be cut off. They would have pounced on him like a pack of wolves and brought us his head by the end of the day. It might seem incredible to you, Peter, but that’s reality.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   “So it is the Prahumans we’re dealing with here,” Kilgore said pensively. “What could their endgame be?”   
 
   “Perhaps there’s no endgame,” Brian replied. “Keeping the human race competitive is a continuous, never-ending process.”  
 
   “They’re not trying to destroy the Council, are they?”
 
   How did the Prahumans feel about the Council? It was possible that the Prahumans didn’t object to the idea of the world government as embodied by the Council.
 
   “What do they have to gain from that? We’re not competing with them,” Brian said. “There’s no bone of contention between us.”
 
   It was also possible that the Prahumans would try to use the Council to advance their own agenda, which was a smart move: why destroy a tank when you could get into its driver’s head and direct it against your enemies? 
 
   “I hope you’re right.” Kilgore poured brandy into the glass and took a sip. “They sure sound like tough motherfuckers. If we joined forces with them, it would be an unbeatable alliance.”
 
   “I guess it would.”
 
   “I’d really love to know if there are other mindbenders out there. I just have a hard time believing they didn’t send out more than one.” 
 
   “That’s a good point. By the way, did it ever occur to you that Jesus Christ could have been one of them?” Even though Walker sounded as if he’d come up with this half-joke a while ago, this thought had come to him a moment before he had opened his mouth to respond.  
 
   Kilgore gave him a curious look, smiled, and then said, “Come to think of it, he very well could.” 
 
   There was a long silence, after which Brian asked, “Are you serious about partnering with those guys?”
 
   “It just makes sense from a strategic point of view. But I have no warm feelings for them, if that’s what worries you.” 
 
   “If you can’t beat them, join them, huh?” Brian paused to think. “What if we have to adjust our plans to fit their vision?”
 
   Brian caught himself thinking that Peter might be right: maybe they shouldn’t hide from the Prahumans’ messengers.
 
    “Let’s wait and see. There’s no point in worrying about that now.” Kilgore looked out the helicopter window, and said, “We’re almost there. I can see Ed’s house.”
 
    
 
   3.
 
   “Do you recognize him?” Brian asked.
 
   Spangler scrutinized the picture for half a minute, then put it back on the table and looked at Walker. “It’s hard to tell. Am I supposed to know this guy?”
 
   It was classic Edgar Spangler: being vague and equivocal until he figured out which answer would yield him the most benefit. Unfortunately, they couldn’t shove Spangler, who had been a Council member for over seven years now, in an fMRI machine and scan his brain. Ed Spangler was fifty nine years old and had a net worth of ten billion dollars. His diverse portfolio included investments in chemicals companies, banks, and real estate. Spangler was famous among his fellow Council members for his proposal to make insects a mainstream food all over the world, which he believed would alleviate the hunger problem. This proposal had been adopted by unanimous vote and was currently in the implementation phase.
 
   “Moore says you talked to him in Washington a couple of weeks ago,” Kilgore said. “Did you talk to this man? His name’s Max.”
 
   “John said that?” Spangler raised his eyebrow. “What is it all about, guys? Who is this Max? What’s his deal? I’m a little confused here, honestly.”
 
   “Did John tell you about the White Arrow project?” Brian asked.
 
   Spangler shook his head. “With a cryptic name like that, it sounds like something you’d be interested in, Brian.”
 
   “We’re hoping for an honest answer, Edgar,” Kilgore said. “Have you met Max Pollack? Yes or no?”
 
   “I’d be happy to give you an honest answer, Gerry, if you were honest with me.” Spangler peered into Kilgore’s face. “John didn’t tell you I’d talked to that guy, did he? He actually warned me that you might bring this subject up at some point in time. He asked me to be cautious.”
 
   “So have you met Max?” Brian asked.
 
   “Maybe. Why does it matter?”
 
   “Did John try to cut some type of deal with you, by the way?” Kilgore asked. “With regard to Max and all that?”
 
   “I didn’t say I’d met Max.” Spangler moved his head from side to side, flexing his neck. “I said maybe. Can you please explain to me why it bothers you so much?”
 
   “Max has programmed your mind, Ed,” Brian said. “He is what we call a mindbender.”
 
   “Mindbender. Okay.” Spangler creased his forehead. Then a slight smile crept onto his lips. “Very funny, guys. You have a wild sense of humor.”
 
   “John wouldn’t have given you that warning if you hadn’t met Max,” Kilgore said. “And I bet he tried to make a deal.”
 
   “And what specifically did Max program my mind to do?” Spangler smirked. “Transfer a billion dollars to his offshore account? Thanks for the heads up, Brian. When I get home, I’ll have to check if I’m missing any money.”
 
   “Have you made any decisions that were out of character since your meeting with Pollack?” Brian asked.
 
   “You know that I hate being predictable. Thus many of my decisions are, as you put it, out of character.”
 
   “Was there anything especially unusual or unorthodox?” Kilgore asked.
 
   “I went on a diet.” Spangler chuckled.
 
   “Did you think of getting the Council disbanded?” Brian asked. “Did it occur to you that the Council might have become ineffective, or useless, or even dangerous?”
 
   Spangler shook his head. “Why would I think that? I’m a Council member, for God’s sake—or was rather. Did you have such thoughts, Brian? Do you believe the Council has become dangerous?”
 
   “Have you changed your position on any major issues?” Kilgore asked.
 
   “I can’t remember off the top of my head. Let me get back to you on this one, Gerry.”
 
   “What about the upcoming elections in Spain?” Walker said. “Didn’t you just have a change of heart about the Socialist Party?”
 
   “And you consider that unusual and unorthodox?” Spangler heaved an irritated sigh. “My position on Spain has never been firm to begin with. I don’t have a dog in that fight, okay? If they decide to tighten their belts, good for them. They’ve been broke for decades; they don’t have much choice anyway. Aren’t you happy that I agreed with you in the end, Brian?”
 
   “I think he’s right.” Kilgore exchanged glances with Brian. “I doubt Pollack’s masters care about the elections in Spain.”
 
   “Okay, Ed, here’s the deal,” Brian said. “Max Pollack was sent to sabotage the Council. The ideas he planted in your head are detrimental to our goals. You’ve become his agent. You’re part of the conspiracy now.”
 
   “Conspiracy to do what?” Spangler asked.
 
   “A conspiracy to prevent the Council from implementing its agenda.”
 
   “Or maybe they’re trying to manipulate the Council into doing their bidding,” Kilgore said.
 
   “Who are they?” Spangler asked.
 
   “It doesn’t matter. What matters is that they’re hostile to us,” Kilgore said.
 
   “How do you know they’re hostile?” 
 
   “Ed, the bottom line is, you have to go,” Brian said. 
 
   Brian had thought of asking Spangler if he wanted to repeat the fate of Sean Quinn, who, with his net worth of six billion dollars, had been the richest man in Ireland in 2008 and who had lost it all three years later. In the end, he had figured that threats would just antagonize Edgar even more. 
 
    “You’re a wealthy man,” Kilgore said. “You won’t be any less happy if you and the Council part ways.”
 
    
 
   4.
 
   Brian Walker spent the whole trip back to his estate thinking about the possibility of there being other mindbenders. 
 
   If you stepped back and looked at the big picture, it became obvious that Max Pollack couldn’t be the only person who had received the power of mind control from Prahumans. You see, Pollack had turned into a mindbender by pure accident. The Prahumans had had no reason to expect—and couldn’t have predicted—that American soldiers would visit that cave on Bradford Island. Why they had decided to enlist one of the SEALs was a different matter, but it was clear to Brian that a large rock in the Arctic three hundred miles away from civilization couldn’t have been the only place where the Prahumans had recruited their agents. 
 
   How many other mindbenders were out there at the present moment Brian could only guess, of course. It was possible that not every transformation had been successful or that the ability itself was hazardous to the life of the one who had it. For all he knew, Pollack might have just months to live.
 
   Brian was also very curious about how long the Prahumans had had this mind control know-how. Could he be onto something with his Jesus Christ remark?  
 
   As he lay in bed later that night, Brian caught himself thinking that maybe he should have a face-to-face meeting with Max Pollack.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 72
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Why had he decided to meet with Stacy Baxter? Why had he chosen to ignore Colonel Walsh’s warnings?
 
   Brian Walker knew exactly what motivated him to see Stacy two hours before her release from government custody. Not only did he not mind Stacy reading his thoughts, he wanted her to read them. A great way for the Council to earn the Prahumans’ trust was to show them that they were dealing with levelheaded people who were neither belligerent warmongers, nor spineless pushovers; who considered every side of the issue; and who were willing to adjust if circumstances required.
 
   The meeting took place in Brian’s room, which he had made sure was free of any eavesdropping devices. While waiting for Stacy Baxter to be brought in, Brian asked himself: what if the Prahumans were assembling a team? As a mind reader, Stacy Baxter would be a very useful addition. They’d have to fix her up first, of course, since her physical condition was still far from normal. But, taking into account that they were able to endow humans with supernatural abilities, they’d have little trouble fixing Stacy.
 
   A team? Did it mean they shouldn’t let her go?
 
   No. If they didn’t give Stacy back to them, they would simply make themselves another mind reader.
 
   What could they need that team for?
 
   Brian had no clue. Whatever it was, it had to be something big.
 
   “You’re going home today, Stacy,” Brian said after the soldiers that escorted Stacy Baxter left the room. “We called your mother last night and let her know that you’re coming.”
 
   “Thank you.” Stacy smiled. “I haven’t seen you here before. Are you a doctor?”
 
   “No.” Brian gave Stacy a long look. “Could you pass them a message from me?”
 
   Her forearms on the wheelchair armrests, Stacy closed her eyes and kept them for half a minute, remaining silent all the while.
 
   “You know who I’m talking about, don’t you?” Brian asked when Stacy opened her eyes.
 
   “Prahumans?”
 
   Brian felt goosebumps rise on his arms.
 
   “Yes. Please tell the Prahumans that we will cooperate with them.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   Brian took out a two-by-four card from his jacket pocket and handed it to Stacy. “Here’s my email address. If you get a response from them, please contact me.”
 
   “Okay.” Stacy put the card in her breast pocket.
 
   After a pause, Brian asked, “What was your mission? You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”
 
   Wrinkling her forehead, Stacy narrowed her eyes, then shut them. “I don’t know for sure. I believe there was a very important man. I was supposed to find him and look into his mind.” Stacy lowered her face and began to rub it with her palms. “They thought he might be up to something bad. Something very bad. They had to find out what he was planning to do.” She opened her eyes.
 
   “Did you find this man?”
 
   “Yes, I found him a few months before I fell asleep.”
 
   “Who was he?”
 
   “I don’t remember his name. I don’t remember how I found him. Somehow they lost connection with this man, and then they must have decided that he’d taken full control of his ability.” 
 
   “The ability that they gave him?”
 
   Stacy nodded. 
 
   “What kind of power was it? Mind control?”
 
   “Maybe. They never told me. But I know he was important to them.”
 
   “What did you learn? Did this man really turn evil?”
 
   “I don’t remember. I have a feeling that they took his ability away.”
 
   “Is he still alive?”
 
   “He probably is.”
 
   “But it’s also possible that they killed him, isn’t it?”
 
   Stacy shook her head. “No, they don’t kill. They have other ways.”
 
   “Can you still read thoughts?  
 
   Stacy half-shrugged and then nodded. “I believe I’m still able to pull them from people’s minds.”
 
   “But you don’t know what they are?”
 
   Stacy shook her head. “No, I don’t.”
 
   “I’ve been wondering how it works. Can you explain that to me?”
 
   Stacy thought for a few seconds and replied, “It’s like a scrambled radio signal—I can receive it but not decode it.”
 
   “Where do the Prahumans live? Is it Shambhala? Can you take me there? I’d like to talk to them in person.”
 
   “I don’t know where they live. Why do you want to talk to them about?”
 
   “Everything. History, science, politics. I’m a curious person. I value knowledge for its own sake. I’d also like to know what they think about us.”
 
   “You sound like a romantic, Brian. To answer your question, they’ll contact you whenever they deem it necessary. You’re on their radar now, so it might be just a matter of time.”
 
   “Can I become one of them?”
 
   “You can’t become a Prahuman; you have to be born one.”
 
   “Are they immortal?”
 
   “No, they’re not, although none of them has died yet.”
 
   “Then they must be a hundred thousand years old.”
 
   Stacy shrugged. “I guess that’s why they’re so smart.”
 
   “Do they have a favorite country? A favorite political system?”
 
   Stacy thought for a few seconds and replied, “They’re neutral as far as international relations are concerned. They’re not on anybody’s side. They prefer a balanced world because, more often than not, when things get lopsided, they begin to stagnate.”
 
   “So they don’t like the idea of a monopolar world?”
 
   “I don’t think they do.”
 
   “Are they going to do something about it?”
 
   “Maybe they don’t have to do anything. No superpower has been able to hold on to its advantage for very long.” 
 
   “What else can you tell me?”
 
   Stacy gave Brian a scrutinizing look and said, “There’s a storm coming, Brian. The mankind needs to toughen up. It’s been coasting for too long. It’s gotten flabby, complacent, and weak.”
 
   “What kind of storm is it? A natural disaster? A global depression?”
 
   “I don’t know. All I know is that it’s like nothing you’ve seen before.”
 
   “How much time do we have?”
 
   “Twenty, thirty years. There’s no time to waste.”
 
   “Why don’t they talk to us? Why don’t they tell us what we’re doing wrong? We’re not suicidal; we will understand.”
 
   “They don’t want to waste time on explanations. They know you’re not going to listen, and that’s fine, because they can fix things without your cooperation.” 
 
   “They play rough.”
 
   “They’re like parents. They want the best for us, they are, and will always be, on our side, but sometimes they have to practice tough love, sometimes they have to give us bitter medicine. We must remember they do it for our own good.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   There’s a storm coming, Mister Walker.
 
   A storm.
 
   Brian’s father, who was one of the most brilliant financiers and entrepreneurs of all time, had taught him to seek a hedge whenever high stakes were involved. Over the years, Brian had become as good, if not better, at hedging as his dad. Getting a positive payoff no matter the outcome sometimes bordered on an art form, especially in situations outside financial markets. 
 
   Was it about nuclear weapons? Transfer of power from the West to the Third World countries? Preparing mankind for the impending arrival of colonists from another planet?
 
   Each scenario carried its own risks, its own positive and negative consequences, and therefore required a custom-designed hedge. Brian feared they’d be unable to figure out a way to offset the adverse effects of the storm predicted by Stacy Baxter.
 
   Could it be about drug-resistant diseases? Brian had read that the overuse of antibiotics had led to the emergence of many bacteria that were immune to standard treatment. It was a classic case of the survival of the fittest: after you killed the weakest organisms, only the strongest remained to multiply. It was a vicious cycle; the more you fought the disease, the harder it became to beat. Penicillin, a wonder drug seventy years ago, had long been a shadow of its former self as germs had developed genes allowing them to destroy the drug. There had been outbreaks of a virtually incurable strain of tuberculosis in India and South Africa, which was some scary shit, considering that tuberculosis spread by air. The multi-drug resistant Staph bacteria now killed more people than AIDS in America. 
 
   Could that be the storm Stacy was talking about? 
 
   How do you hedge against drug-resistant diseases? No one wins when flu becomes incurable. 
 
   “I heard that tetracycline now only works in twenty percent of gonorrhea cases,” Peter had said when he and Brian had talked about Stacy Baxter’s prophecy. “It used to work in all of them back in the seventies.” 
 
   As his helicopter approached Kilgore’s compound, an interesting thought occurred to Brian: what if the mindbender Stacy Baxter had been instructed to find was a member of the Council?
 
   This idea had come out of the blue and had no basis in evidence, but it was so intriguing and dramatic Brian couldn’t resist considering it.
 
   A person with an unrestricted mind-control ability would have no trouble getting into the Council.
 
   On the other hand, who said that Stacy Baxter’s story about the other mindbender was accurate? She had admitted it was only a speculation, hadn’t she? 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   “I think it’s time to let the other members know about the Spangler situation,” Kilgore said. “This thing isn’t going to be easy. Ed won’t give up without a fight. The sooner we start the process the better. What do you think?” 
 
   Brian took a sip of brandy from the glass and replied, “Wouldn’t it be hilarious if it turned out that half of the Council had been affected by Pollack?” He gave a laugh.
 
   “Please, tell me you’re just teasing me.” Kilgore chuckled.
 
   “You know what I think?” Brian rocked the glass in his hand. “Maybe we should let Edgar stay.”
 
   Kilgore lifted his eyes and gazed at Brian for a while, processing his statement. “Stay in the Council?” he said finally. “Why should we do that? Did you change your mind?”
 
   Brian hesitated for a moment before replying, “Plato believed that enlightened monarchy was the ideal form of government. He talked about philosopher-kings, kings that love wisdom. He also called them Guardians. And in an ideal world this concept makes sense: if the king rules in an efficient way, why change him? The problem with Plato’s theory is that in the history of mankind there has never been a person pure enough and smart enough to be a philosopher-king.”
 
   “What are you getting at?”      
 
   “I believe that we’re dealing with people fit to be philosopher-kings. It’s hard to overestimate how significant this is. They can’t be bought, intimidated, cajoled. I think they could make very effective Guardians.”
 
   “Guardians? Are you pulling my leg?”
 
   “I’m just trying to say that we shouldn’t run away from them. Their goals are aligned with ours, they’re smart, they know what they’re doing. They’re not interested in micromanaging, so they’re not going to meddle in our affairs.”
 
   “What do we need them for? You know what they say? If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”
 
   “They’ll show us the direction. They’ll unite us in a unique, profound way. Imagine what a united Council could do.”
 
   “I think we’re going to do just fine without their input. Do you know what they’re up to? Do you know where they want to take us?”
 
   “They are protectors of the human race, that’s what they are up to. I’ve made my choice. I’m asking you to open your mind and join me.”
 
   “That’s… I’m speechless, to be honest with you.”
 
   “We have to think about the world’s future. You know as well as I do how easy it is to take civilization over the cliff. There’s only one law. Survival of the fittest. It trumps all other laws. If you mess with it, sooner or later you’ll pay the price. The Prahumans are good at this game. We could learn a lot from them.”
 
   “Are you talking about the storm that mind reader told you about?”
 
   “Yes. We don’t know how bad it is. What if we are unable to handle it on our own?” 
 
   Kilgore drew his eyebrows together. “I need to think about it.”
 
   “Remember what you said about our alliance with the Prahumans? It would be unbeatable.”
 
   “Yes, it would.” Kilgore fixed his eyes on the tips of his shoes. “It’s a big decision. Let me sleep on it.”
 
   Brian’s cellphone beeped. It was a text message from Steven Walsh. The colonel informed Brian that Stacy Baxter’s plane had landed in Houston twenty minutes ago and that Sandra Baxter had just picked up her daughter. Walsh reported that the trip had gone without incident.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 73
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
    Two days after Stacy Baxter had gotten her freedom back, Brian Walker returned to the Fairmont Training Center to announce that the plan had been finalized to infiltrate Max Pollack into the Chinese government. The transfer was going to take place by the end of the week.
 
   “Do you want the Prahumans to take over China?” Peter asked when he and Brian met in Brian’s room.
 
   “I’d be surprised if they managed to pull that off,” Brian replied.
 
   “Are you planning to track Pollack’s whereabouts?”  
 
   “We haven’t decided yet.” 
 
   It would be practically impossible to keep track of Pollack in China. They were going to lose him as soon as he left the United States, which brought a question: could the trip to China be Pollack’s escape plan? The answer was yes.
 
   Was it possible that he had been programmed by Pollack to suggest they send the mindbender to China? Yes, it was. 
 
   When could he have met Pollack? 
 
   It may have happened when he’d visited the Fairmont Training Center to observe the fMRI scanning procedure.
 
   “Aren’t you worried that the Chinese might harm Pollack?” Peter asked. “Or even kill him? They’re not famous for their respect of human rights, you know.”
 
   How deep had Pollack gotten into his head?
 
   How many ideas had he managed to plant in his mind?
 
   “Max is a big boy. I’m sure he’s going to do fine. He’s a mindbender, remember? He can defend himself better than anyone else on this planet.” 
 
   A curious thought suddenly occurred to Brian: maybe free will was overrated? 
 
   At the risk of sounding arrogant, this might be true for most people but not for him or his colleagues at the Council. You could call him snotty and pretentious and talk about people being equal all day long; however, the fact remained that those who made decisions of global importance and had the power to remove the American President from power were not like just like everyone else.  
 
   Even if his mind had really been manipulated by Pollack, it wouldn’t be the end of the world. He was sure he could handle it. All he’d have to do was vote with the majority and refrain from putting forward major proposals. Just go with the flow, you know. Besides, it was possible that the commands he had received from Pollack concerned low-impact matters and were nothing to worry about. After all, Pollack didn’t know for sure that Brian was part of the world government. 
 
   Could he go with the flow? Could he be a follower? Well, it wouldn’t be easy, but he’d get used to it over time.
 
   He wouldn’t be alone in this misery, by the way. Ed Spangler was in the same boat as he was.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 74
 
    
 
   1.
 
   They were in a double-bedded room on the ninth floor of the Hilton hotel in downtown Baltimore. Today was the day the Chinese were going to pick Max Pollack up. Peter checked his watch. It was five minutes past ten in the morning. According to Walsh, the Chinese were scheduled to show up at 11 am. 
 
   At the moment, Peter Anderson and Max Pollack were the only people in the room. 
 
   “We really only had two options,” Walsh had said earlier this morning when Peter had asked him for his opinion on the China plan. “We either let Pollack rot in a cell, or set him loose. I don’t want him to die while in our custody, because it could have disastrous consequences. Pollack’s masters are able to inflict unacceptable damage on the United States in retaliation.”
 
   The colonel seemed to be as enthusiastic as Brian Walker about sending Pollack to China. Perhaps he was glad he was going to have one less headache to worry about.
 
   They certainly hadn’t told the Chinese the whole story. In fact, they had kept every detail of Pollack’s adventures secret. Max was being sold to the Chinese as a person who possessed highly valuable information about clandestine activities of the American government.
 
   “How do you feel about going to China?” Peter asked. “Are you going to be okay?”  
 
   “The cell will probably be smaller than the one I had at Fairmont, but it’s no big deal.” Pollack smiled. “I’ll survive.”
 
   Max was in high spirits. One of the reasons for his good mood was the fact that his wife had finally been released from detention at the Fairmont Training Center. Linda Pollack and Max Pollack’s mother, Liz Pollack, had been admitted into the Federal Witness Protection Program two days ago. 
 
   “Are you afraid to die?”
 
   Pollack hesitated for a moment before replying, “The way I look at it, I’ve been living on borrowed time since I got out of that cave on Bradford Island. Whatever happens, I’m fine with it.”
 
   “It might take you a while to figure out who’s really in charge there. China has a very complex power structure.”
 
   Pollack nodded. 
 
   “Do you think China is part of their plan?” Peter asked.
 
   “I wouldn’t be surprised if it is. But please don’t read too much into my words. Odds are it’s purely my opinion.” 
 
   “Did they give you any feedback on how you’ve done so far?”
 
   “No, they didn’t. Or maybe they did, but in a very very very subtle way. I’m still new to this, as you must realize.”
 
   “Or maybe you just don’t want to tell me.”
 
   “No comment.” Pollack cracked a smile.
 
   “Do you think you achieved everything that was planned?”
 
   “I hope I did. I’ve been in a good mood lately, you know. Perhaps that’s their way of congratulating me on the job well done. I also believe it’s just the beginning.”
 
   “You know what I think? The Prahumans wouldn’t have let you go to China if your mission here hadn’t been accomplished.” 
 
   Pollack shrugged. “I was wondering, did you think I’d gotten to all of them? Did you suspect that there was this vast conspiracy and everybody was in on it, unwittingly?”
 
   “Are you talking about Walsh and Walker?”
 
   “Yes. And the Defense Secretary, and the President, and the CIA Director—everyone who is of interest to the Prahumans.”
 
   “I didn’t rule such a possibility out.”
 
   “I had a hunch that you didn’t.”
 
   “So is there a vast conspiracy?”
 
   Pollack shook his head. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but no, there isn’t. It would certainly make a better story if there were one. And things would have gone much smoother, too.”
 
   “How can you be sure the Prahumans told you all the details? The truth is, you can’t.”
 
   Pollack stroked his chin meditatively. “Well, you’re right. And frankly, I wish everyone were in on it. However, something tells me that this will have to be done the hard way. There will be no shortcuts.” 
 
   Peter’s cellphone vibrated, indicating that a new text message had been received. The text was from Brian Walker’s assistant Henry Estes. Estes informed him that the Chinese intelligence team sent to pick up Pollack was on its way to the room and that he should leave. 
 
   “I’ve got to go.” Peter rose to his feet. “I hope to see you again.”
 
   He felt the urge to give Pollack a hug but quickly overcame it. He didn’t want to appear sentimental.
 
   “Before you leave, I want to tell you something,” Pollack said. “I think you’re a good man, Peter. You have a good heart. You tried to find Stacy Baxter, you were worried about her, you wanted to help her. You were ready to turn yourself in to the police for the hit and run. Bad guys don’t do that, do they?”
 
   “Hit and run? How do you know about it?”
 
   “You told me about it yourself back in that hotel.”
 
   “I guess I forgot I did that.
 
   “Well, see you later.” 
 
   They shook hands, and Peter headed for the door.
 
   As Peter descended in the elevator, he cast his mind back to his last conversation with Brian Walker. It had long become clear to him that Brian Walker wouldn’t be upset if Pollack brought the Chinese leaders under the Prahumans’ control. Come to think of it, it would probably make Walker happy if the Prahumans had China under their influence. 
 
   Why? 
 
   Peter realized that he didn’t care. The Prahumans were the good guys. He liked to see the good guys win.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Peter went to Walsh’s office as soon as he returned to the Fairmont Training Center. The colonel wasn’t busy, so Peter didn’t have to wait in the reception room.
 
   “I suppose my work here is done,” Peter said after shaking Walsh’s hand. 
 
   “Yes, it is. Thanks for coming to the Fairmont Training Center, Peter. I’m going to tell Mister Fuhrman that you’ve done a tremendous job.”
 
   “Would you want Max to come back here when he’s done with the Chinese?”  
 
   “Want who to come back?” 
 
   “Pollack. He’s not going to stay in China forever.”
 
   “Pollack? Can you please remind me who it is?”
 
   “Max Pollack. We just handed him over to the Chinese.” Peter got a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. 
 
   Walsh drew his eyebrows together and thought for a few seconds, his eyes fixed on Peter’s face. “Was it an FBI operation?”
 
   “No. It was—” Peter suddenly realized that Walsh wasn’t playing games with him, that the colonel actually didn’t know who Max Pollack was.
 
   When had the colonel been programmed by Pollack?
 
   Did it matter?
 
   Peter drew a deep breath. He had a hunch that there was no record left of Max Pollack visiting or staying at the Fairmont Training Center.
 
   “Is Brian here at the base?” he asked. “I’m talking about Brian Walker.”
 
   “No, he’s not. I believe he’s in New York.”
 
   Peter reached into his pants pocket and took out Walker’s business card. He wondered if Brian still wanted him to work for him. 
 
   Of course, Walker could have lied about being a member of the world government, but something told Peter that was not the case. Walker had had no reason to make himself look important: he was neither vying for Peter’s hand nor trying to borrow money from him. It couldn’t have been a con game of any sort, because Peter had nothing of value to steal.  
 
   World government.
 
   The Council.
 
   A decade ago, Peter had had a chance to interview a conspiracy theory nut who believed that a secret plan existed to reduce the planet’s population by half. The plan, according to this guy, had been devised by the leaders of the New World Order. 
 
   Peter had given no credence to this kook’s theory. However, among the claims made by the man, there was one which, to Peter’s amazement, turned out to be mathematically correct. The guy said that if the population kept growing at the rate it had for the previous two centuries, during which it had increased six times, it would reach fifty trillion—that’s with a ‘t’—by the year 3000. That’s a million people per square mile of land, including deserts and mountains.  
 
   By the way, why had he all of a sudden remembered that conspiracy wacko? Could it be one of those fake memories Pollack used to manipulate people? Maybe Pollack was preparing him for the revelation of the Prahumans’ plan? It might be a hint that population control was one of the items on their agenda.     
 
   On the other hand, the conversation with the New World Order conspiracy guy could have been real and all Pollack had done was simply stimulate him to recall it; a mindbender must be capable of that, too.
 
   “I’m going back to Washington today, if that’s okay with you,” Peter said.
 
   Had Brian forgotten about Max Pollack, too? 
 
    “Sure. As you said, you’ve done your part. Would you like me to arrange a ride to the airport for you?”
 
   “Yes, that would be great.” Peter got up and shook Walsh’s outstretched hand. 
 
   Was he the only one who remembered Max Pollack? Was the China trip just an escape ploy? 
 
   “Again, thanks for coming. Let’s keep in touch.”
 
   Was Pollack still in America?
 
   By the time he reached the door, Max Pollack’s name and all events associated with him had vanished from Peter Anderson’s memory.
 
    
 
   3.
 
   Brian Walker was in his office in Lower Manhattan when he received a call from Ed Spangler.
 
   “I thought we were meeting at your place in Bedford,” Spangler said. “I’m here. Are you coming?”
 
   Brian looked at Kilgore, who was sitting across the conference table from him, and whispered to him, “Spangler.” Then he said to Spangler, “I’m sorry, Ed, I must have forgotten about this meeting. I’m at my New York office.” 
 
   Brian turned to his laptop and opened his calendar. There was no meeting planned with Spangler for today, or tomorrow, or the day after tomorrow. 
 
   “What did you want to discuss?” Brian asked. “I think I’ve misplaced my notes.”
 
   “It’s about that Pollack guy. This meeting was your idea, by the way.”
 
   “Am I supposed to know him?”
 
   “Is Gerry with you?” 
 
   “Yes, he’s here.”
 
   “Did he forget about this meeting, too?”
 
   Brian shifted his eyes from the laptop to Kilgore and asked him, “Did you know we have a meeting with Ed today?”
 
   Kilgore shook his head. Then he picked up his cellphone and started checking his calendar.
 
   “Is this urgent?” Brian said into his phone. “I’m really sorry, Ed.”
 
   “No, it’s not.”
 
   “Which Pollack are you talking about?”
 
   “It can wait. Don’t worry about it. I’m going to head home.”
 
   Brian pressed the mute button and asked Kilgore, “Do you remember talking to Ed about a guy named Pollack?”
 
   “No. And I don’t have this meeting on my calendar, either.”
 
   Brian let go of the button and said to Spangler, “Okay, Ed. Let me know when you want to get together. Again, please accept my apologies. Take care.” He hung up.
 
   “You need to fire you assistant,” Kilgore said.
 
   “You, too.”
 
   “I hope he didn’t have to travel too far.”
 
   Neither Ed Spangler, nor Brian Walker, nor Gerry Kilgore mentioned Max Pollack’s name ever again.
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TIM KIZER
 
   Days of Vengeance
 
    
 
   DESCRIPTION
 
   With the last six years of his life wiped out of his memory, Frank suspects he may have murdered his wife Kelly, who vanished three days before the car crash that caused his amnesia. While struggling to remember Kelly, Frank finds out that his wife's family has the same suspicions. Things take a darker turn when Frank realizes that his vindictive in-laws will stop at nothing to make him remember what he has done to their beloved sister and where he buried her body. Frank's search for answers becomes a fight for survival after he rediscovers that his wife's relatives are a clique of ruthless serial kidnappers. Unfortunately, Frank has no idea that he is in for the biggest shock of his life.
 
    
 
   Chapter 1.
 
   DREAM
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
   The note read: “Dear Frank, I know you killed your wife, and I can prove it. You are a reasonable person. I’m sure you don’t want to go to prison. All I need is a $20,000 loan. Please think about my request very carefully.”
 
   But before this, the last six years of his life had been wiped from his memory.
 
   Then there were darkness and dreams... 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Owl. Owl. Owl? This word flickered at the edge of his mind for a few seconds and then vanished. Frank somehow knew that it was not the word he’d been trying to recall. His very life depended upon this important word buried deep inside his memory, and he had to fish it out as soon as possible if he didn’t want the one-legged man and his people to cut his throat. He had no idea who the one-legged man was. Sometimes he doubted this man actually existed.
 
   The word sounded similar to ‘owl.’
 
   He would give it another shot later. Right now, he would like to focus on something else. Those dreams. Yeah, on those amazingly vivid dreams.
 
   Frank had been having bizarre dreams while he was in a coma. When he regained his consciousness, he did not remember their contents. As a matter of fact, he was not even sure he’d had any dreams at all. 
 
   Very hard. Really damn hard! It was so hard to open his eyes. To unglue his eyelids, which, as he had begun to suspect, must have been sewn together, otherwise how could one explain the fact that he had been trying to put them in motion for ten minutes now (or maybe ten days), and they had not budged one bit?
 
   Then two flashes of recollection lit up his mind. First, Frank remembered that there was a steel-plated safe holding a body the one-legged man’s people would love to get back. He had no clue where he’d hidden it. Within seconds, this memory disappeared into the ether.
 
   The second flash was one of those strange dreams. 
 
   Frank remembered seeing a man who stood by the bathroom door, collecting his thoughts. The man clasped a nine-inch long knife in his right hand, but Frank knew he was nursing a hope that he would not have to use it. Strangle... He would prefer to strangle her. 
 
   Frank could also see a woman in the bathroom. She was in the shower cabin, carefully rubbing soap on her shoulders, forearms, and breasts, firm jets of hot water massaging her back, her hands sliding smoothly on the soft lather. The man wrapped his fingers around the knob, turned and pulled it, swore at himself—this door opens inward, idiot!—and then began pushing the door slowly until the gap became wide enough for him to see the woman.
 
   The woman’s progress was easy to observe since the bathroom fans had been doing a great job of venting most of the steam out. The man asked himself if he should wait until she finished showering. The answer was no. 
 
   The woman turned around towards the showerhead and remained in this position for a while as the water rinsed the front of her body. Then she grabbed the shampoo bottle and squeezed some of its contents into her palm. She seemed preoccupied with the task at hand and would have hardly noticed if someone had sneaked into the room, especially with all that mist on the shower door. After gently lathering the top of her hair, the woman poured more shampoo into her palm and applied it to her hair in the back. 
 
   The man gathered his courage and finally stepped over the threshold. He quickly shut the door behind him so as to prevent the draft of cold air from breaking into the bathroom and thus alerting the woman. Frank still couldn’t discern both the man’s and the woman’s faces—they were the only blurry spots in this vivid dream—but at the same time he had a feeling he knew these people very well. The man stood mere feet away from the shower cabin, watching his target massage the shampoo into her scalp. He was excited she didn’t see him enter the room. Lucky for him, the woman usually closed her eyes when lathering up her hair, which meant he had the surprise factor on his side, just like he’d hoped. Now there was a chance he wouldn’t have to hear her ear-piercing scream after all.    
 
   With a pleased smile, the woman breathed in the hot steam, letting it warm up her nasal passage and lungs, as her hands slowly moved from her forehead to the back of her head, her fingers digging into the shampoo foam in circular motions. She obviously enjoyed taking shower. 
 
   Hiding the knife behind his back, the man made the first step towards the cabin. Through the water jet noise, he heard the woman start humming some tune, and he froze for a second to shake off the momentary doubt that he would be unable to yank that bitch out and accomplish what he had planned. She’d better shut up and quit distracting him! He inhaled through his nose and exhaled through his mouth and quickly calmed down.
 
   The tune reproduced by the woman was Dancing Queen by ABBA. Like millions of other people, the woman loved singing in the shower, where there were no critics or gawkers. 
 
   With her eyes still shut, the woman stepped closer to the showerhead, allowing the water to rinse her hair. As the shampoo lather streamed down her naked body, she kept humming Dancing Queen, while running her fingers through her locks. She was enveloped in puffs of steam, the water noise drowned every other sound in the bathroom; oblivious to the world outside the foggy shower door, she didn’t see the man approach the cabin.
 
    
 
   3.
 
   The memory expired as abruptly as it had come to his mind. A few seconds later, he only had a vague idea of what the dream had been about. And the memory of the one-legged man had vanished completely.
 
    So, one, two, three. He was summoning his strength. Summoning his strength. He had to open his eyes. And here was the light. His eyelids finally opened. Focusing, and...
 
   A woman's face. Perhaps he should go to the bathroom and wash his face and brush his teeth. He also did not want to be late for work. By the way, where did he work?
 
   “Mister Fowler,” the woman said in a low voice, putting her warm palm on his hand.
 
   Lying in bed was pleasant. The woman’s palm was very warm, as if it had rested on a hot towel for a while before landing on his hand. He had no desire to get up. It felt as though he had grown into the bed, become part of it. The woman was apparently kind. Kind as a mother.
 
   He moved his lips apart and forgot to register how difficult this action was because all of his attention was drawn to the face of the kind woman clasping his hand. His right hand. Or was it his left hand? Damn, which hand was she holding?
 
   “Mister Fowler, if you can hear me, move your right thumb.” A pause. “Move any finger if you can hear me, Mister Fowler. Hang on a second. I'm going to get the doctor.”
 
   Yes, sure, he could hear her. He moved (or so it seemed to him) his right index finger. Yes, it was the index finger on the hand the woman was squeezing. He wagged it with sufficient amplitude so that the woman would easily notice the movement.
 
   “Hang—” the woman fell silent after seeing his finger twitch, which meant he had actually moved it. “Very good, Mister Fowler. I'll get the doctor.”
 
   As she rose from the chair, she poured a pleasant sweet smell over him—everything coming from this woman was pleasant. Then she left the room, her heels knocking softly on the floor. Or maybe it wasn’t her heels. Now he wasn’t even sure he had heard the knocking. 
 
   Knocking? And what about breakfast? Or was it time for lunch?
 
   Or dinner?
 
   “Hello,” he whispered. He realized it had been a whisper and wanted to believe he had intended to whisper that word, but in reality he had been going to shout it. The sad fact was his vocal folds were not up to the task at the moment. Right now he sounded like a punctured balloon. 
 
   “Hello.” 
 
   You might as well just keep silent, buddy, considering that your voice is so faint. It’s as if you are afraid of waking up a little child. Yeah, keep silent, man, don't make people laugh.
 
   After the last thought had fully formed in his mind, there was another fleeting memory flash—the final half of the dream. 
 
   He opened the shower cabin door. The woman was applying conditioner to her hair and was completely absorbed in this task when he grabbed her by her left arm. To his surprise, she didn't scream. He attempted to step inside the cabin, but the woman managed to push him out. However, it was too early for the woman to celebrate because he pulled her out of the shower as he stumbled back.
 
   He lost his balance, they fell down on the floor, and he began to strangle her, holding her torso tightly with his left arm and crushing her throat with his right forearm. The woman was kicking, wiggling, and scratching his arms as she tried to writhe out of his grip. They rolled over, and the woman found herself on top of him, but it didn’t help her one bit. His grasp remained firm and his arm kept blocking the air from entering the woman’s windpipe.
 
   He throttled her for a minute or two as she wheezed and squirmed like an epileptic. At last, she fell silent and her body went limp. He breathed in the steam coming out of the shower, shook the woman up, checking if she was actually dead, and finally let her out of his hold. 
 
   When he rose, his hands were trembling and his legs were giving way, as if he had just run five miles without a break. Damn, it couldn’t have been more than ten minutes since he had dragged the woman out of the shower cabin, but it felt as though a whole day had passed. Thankfully, everything was fine. Everything was fine! Now he could relax and maybe go to a bar later tonight; he had done the deed and earned a few hours of leisure time.  
 
   He had never thought it would turn out so simple. Not complicated, at any rate. He wiped sweat from his forehead, nearly scratching his nose with the knife, which thankfully hadn’t had a chance to cut human flesh tonight. He didn’t want bloodshed; blood tended to splash every which way, and he would hate to throw away the fairly new shirt he was wearing.
 
   He sat down on the brim of the tub and listened to noises in the room and in the hallway. A chill ran down his spine when he thought that his life would be over if someone caught him here, next to the corpse, with a knife in his hand. But, you see, he had remembered to properly lock the front door, and the privacy of his rendezvous with the dead woman was guaranteed.
 
   He touched the edge of the blade with his left thumb and grinned. Everything was fine, the job had been done; he could get some rest now.
 
   He breathed out sharply as if marking the end of the venture he had just undertaken, poked the woman’s body with the tip of his right foot—she was dead as a rock—and got up. He was happy he hadn’t had to use the knife; this realization came to him as he walked to the shower cabin to turn off the water. We should save water, dear friends; otherwise our planet is doomed. 
 
   Then he left the bathroom. And displayed a remarkable psychic ability by lingering by the open door for a few seconds: the woman moved.
 
   Yes, she moved, turned her face to the door. She looked dazed and upset as if she’d been awakened by a street noise at four o'clock in the morning, right before the culmination of a fabulous dream. She didn't see the man lurking at the entrance as she touched her neck and rose slowly.
 
   The sight of the naked woman struggling to her feet, with a sulky expression on her face, fascinated the man. Somehow this picture seemed a bit surrealistic to him: a hundred and thirty pounds of naked flesh (adorned with beautifully shaped breasts shaking in unison and a neat patch of trimmed pubic hair) standing in the middle of a semi-steamy bathroom. Someone with a perverted mind could come up with a really weird caption for this image. 
 
   The man braced himself and ran back into the bathroom. ‘I'm like a projectile,’ he thought, ramming into the woman and pushing her towards the tub.
 
   One more thought: he would have to use a weapon. With this idea in his mind, he stretched forward his right hand, which was gripping the knife as firmly as a vice. The blade slowed down for a moment as it pierced the skin and then proceeded deeper into the rib cage of the woman, who was sliding into the tub after hitting the wall, her legs spread widely apart, the back of her head cracked and bleeding. When the man yanked the knife out of her body, the woman squirmed and crashed down to the bottom of the tub, twisted in an awkward manner. 
 
   He plunged the knife into the woman’s chest, aiming for the heart, kept the blade inside for a few seconds, afraid that his victim would recover if he withdrew too soon, and then pulled the knife out. He stabbed the woman two more times, each additional cut within inches of the original one. Now the woman was dead, or they would have to rewrite all books on penetrating trauma. A perforated stomach, a gutted (hopefully) heart, and a fractured skull—he had no doubt the woman had kicked the bucket. He had killed her at last.
 
   After examining the face and the hands of the corpse, he pulled a towel from the bar and began wiping the blood off the knife. Of course, he could wash the knife under the faucet, but there was a reason he didn’t want to do it. As he finished cleaning the blade, he noticed that there was blood on his palms. For a second, he was frightened he had inadvertently cut himself. He quickly wiped his hands and was relieved to find that his hands were fine. He dropped the stained towel on the woman’s body and fixed his eyes on a dark brown fleshy stain the size of a quarter on the wall above the tub. A narrow translucent streak of blood was coming down from the stain all the way to the brim of the tub. He had a hunch the stain was a piece of the woman's brain. 
 
   Damn, it had to be her brain! It had splashed out of her skull—like a piece of flesh out of a crushed melon—and was the best gift for the man, who was impatiently twirling the knife now. Yes, she was dead, there could be no doubt about it. She was dead at last.
 
   He caught himself thinking that he didn't feel the specialness of the moment at all, that the situation lacked solemnity, which ought to be present in something very few people had done. 
 
   No, it didn’t feel special. 
 
   He froze and listened to his senses, which, as though by order, started the roll call: he was hot because the air in the room was still far from cooling down; his thigh muscles were aching a little—he had overstrained them when he’d been wrestling this bitch; the smell of the steam, heavy and enveloping, distressed him; his buttocks felt uncomfortable resting upon the brim of the tub; thick beads of sweat were rolling down his forehead, and he probably looked like a marathon runner at the end of the run. He was thirsty. He rubbed his forehead with the palm of his hand. A few moments later, he decided he wasn’t thirsty; however, he could use some fresh air. The smell of the steam was irritating him because it was clouding his brain. 
 
   The woman didn't move, which gave him reassurance as he was still skeptical about the success of his plan. For the final check-up, he felt the woman's carotid artery and was satisfied to find no pulse (it didn’t take an expert in carotid arteries to determine if an artery was dead). He heaved a sigh of relief, having realized that the hardest part was behind him. If he had managed to pull that off, he would be able to handle the remaining hurdles, of which there would be plenty in the next few hours.
 
   He looked ten minutes back into the past, at the moment when he’d been strangling the woman. One thing worried him: had she pretended to be dead or had she genuinely blacked out? Had she tried to fool him? After pondering for a minute or so, he came to a conclusion that the woman had attempted to trick him and had almost succeeded at that. Yes, she was a cunning bitch. He would do the same thing under similar circumstances. Well, she should have played dead a bit longer. 
 
   His nostrils expanded in indignation, the air blowing out of his nose noisily. He turned to the corpse and knitted his brows. She had almost duped him!
 
   Then the dream ended.
 
    
 
   4.
 
   Sh-h-h-h-h-h... He listened to the dead silence that surrounded him and then suddenly realized that he was in somebody else’s house. He was not at home, that was the point. And he couldn't recall who he was visiting. Was it his friend’s place? It was certainly not his house; he had a larger bedroom, which also featured a charming brass chandelier. He didn’t remember what the chandelier looked like but was confident that it was there. How many lamps did his bedroom chandelier have? Six? Five? Seven? Its design was quite elaborate, if memory served him right. It was exquisite. Or was he imagining it? He could be wrong about the nitty-gritty details, but one thing was clear: there was some sort of lighting fixture hanging from the ceiling in his bedroom. The ceiling he was staring at right now sported an austere fluorescent lamp—actually, several of them. It could be a motel room. Do they have fluorescent lamps in motels? Or was it an office building?  
 
   That woman had said she was going to get the doctor, right? It would be safe to guess that he was in the hospital. Why was he in the hospital? There must be something wrong with him. He could be dying. Dying? This idea scared him, but he felt too exhausted to dwell on his fears at the moment. He was too tired to think about anything at all.   
 
   Was it possible to be too tired to think? Obviously, it was. He closed his eyes and quickly fell asleep.
 
    
 
   5.
 
   An hour later—according to his internal clock, it was at least one hour—he heard a man's voice:
 
   “Mister Fowler, can you hear me?”
 
   He opened his eyes to make sure that the man was addressing him. He was right: the man in a white coat—he saw his chest and shoulders and managed to determine that the stranger was wearing a doctor’s coat—was looking at him with obvious curiosity and appeared to be speaking to him. 
 
   “Yes,” he muttered. He could keep silent, of course, since the man had asked a certain Mister Fowler and he had no idea who it was. However, out of politeness, he didn’t want to keep this man in limbo with regard to his ability to hear him. “Yes, I can hear you.”
 
   The man exchanged glances with someone, probably with that woman who had been here an hour ago. Or maybe a day ago? Or had he seen her in one of his dreams? 
 
   And what day was today? Saturday? Monday?
 
   “Mister Fowler, I'm Doctor Raynolds,” said the man, studying his face. “How are you feeling? Do you have trouble talking?”
 
   Dammit, something was wrong! Something was terribly wrong!
 
   He hurried to send signals from his brain to every limb of his body, checking whether any part of him was paralyzed. He received encouraging results, but he didn’t know if he could trust them. He was able to feel his legs, his feet, his arms, and his hands. Evidently, all of his extremities were in their places. What was going on? What should he do now? Something had happened to him, but what was it?
 
   He had to do something. He had already wasted too much time.
 
   “Who are you?” he asked the man in the white coat. Responses began flowing in from all over his body—his thighs, his stomach, his shoulders, his crotch, his chest—providing him with more information about his condition. It seemed that at least ninety percent of his body was more or less intact, which certainly have him comfort. “What happened to me?”
 
   A horrible, horrible thing happened, pal.
 
   A spark of pain burst in the back of his head and started to stretch out its tentacles to his shoulders, chest, and feet, prickling his flesh along the way. Pain. He wanted to pull his head out of the cloud of pain, but was unable to do it.
 
   “I'm Doctor Raynolds. You're in the hospital,” said the man in the white coat, smiling. His face suddenly went out of focus; an unrestrained anxiety overwhelmed Frank and continued to grow and solidify. “You’ve been in a car crash, Mister Fowler. It happened two days ago.”
 
   Yes, finally some light had been shed! Now it all made sense: he had been in an accident and ended up in the hospital. 
 
   Damn, his mind was slipping away through a crack in his head. It was moving fast; he had to catch it. He couldn’t afford to lose it.
 
   He exerted himself to drive away the pain and clutch at his runaway mind. The pain resisted, and all his attempts to get rid of it failed in the end. It stayed inside his head, torso, and arms, but, fortunately, it was less intense than before. But he did succeed in keeping his mind from falling into the abyss, which was a good enough consolation to him.  
 
   “How are you feeling, Mister Fowler?” asked Raynolds. “Is anything bothering you right now?”
 
   It was strange—when the doctor had asked if anything was bothering him, the pain vanished like the flame blown off a candle. Smart pain. It was hiding from the doctor.
 
   “No. I’m feeling... okay,” muttered the man named Fowler. “What accident?”
 
   Accident. Accident... Where had it happened? People die in accidents. And lose arms or legs. And die. Yes, they die.
 
   He didn’t want to die. He had realized with an amazing clarity that he desperately wanted to live. 
 
   “You were in a car accident on Interstate 90 a few days ago,” said Raynolds. “Thankfully, you've sustained no life-threatening injuries. As for the head trauma, we’ve already taken care of it.” He flashed a radiant smile, and this time the man named Fowler saw his smile, which abated his anxiety a bit. “You're in a good shape, Mister Fowler. You are recovering, trust me.” The doctor’s hand lowered on the right hand of the man in bed.
 
   “What exactly happened to me? Is anything broken? Am I paralyzed?”
 
   “You’ve had a brain concussion and a minor skull fracture. Your body has been bruised, but no bones are broken. And from what I’ve observed so far, there are no signs of paralysis. You are on your way to recovery, Mister Fowler. Everything's going to be fine.”
 
   Wife. His wife.
 
   What about his wife? A wife? And what day was it? Monday?
 
   “Are you feeling any pain, Mister Fowler?”
 
   Head. Head... Hurt. No, it didn’t hurt. And his wife? And daughter? What daughter?
 
   Or son? Did he have a son?
 
   “What happened to me?” he muttered, vaguely realizing that he had already asked this question. He was staring at Raynolds' chin since looking in the doctor’s eyes somehow made him uneasy. 
 
   Wife. Daughter. Or son? Car accident? Why now? Why him?  
 
   “You lost control of your car and crashed into a highway wall on Interstate 90. You were the only person in the car. No one else was hurt in that crash.” Raynolds smiled again, providing him with one more dose of confidence that everything would be fine. “You're in the Buffalo city hospital, Mister Fowler. Would you like to see your relatives?”
 
   Relatives. Relatives, relatives, relatives—an echo rolled across his mind. Did he want to see his relatives? What relatives?
 
   “Your sister-in-law was here.” Raynolds looked at the woman standing to the left of Fowler. 
 
   A nurse. It must be a nurse, the man in bed thought. 
 
   “On Monday,” the woman prompted.
 
   “Yes, she was here on Monday.” Raynolds nodded. “And your brother visited you, too.” He glanced at the nurse, perhaps checking if she had anything to add.  
 
   Sister-in-law was here. What sister-in-law? How the hell had he gotten in that damn car crash? Was it the universe’s way of saying ‘fuck you’ to him? Why now? Why him?
 
   “You are going to be fine, Frank.” 
 
   He was going to be fine. Hopefully, it wasn’t just a stock phrase meant to calm him down. He felt almost no pain now. The pain remained cunning and kept hiding whenever the doctor was present.  
 
   People lose arms and legs in car accidents. They become crippled for the rest of their lives. What else could you lose in a car crash? Ears? Teeth? 
 
   He closed his eyes and pondered the fact that thinking could be very hard. He felt as if he were running up a down escalator. Now it was time to stop resisting and fall asleep. He should fall asleep. There was no need for him to keep racking his brain. 
 
   Wife. Daughter.
 
   Wife. Daughter. Sister-in-law. 
 
   What was his name again?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2.
 
   JUDY
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Nine days before Frank Fowler went into a coma, Judy Timmons took the last morning run of her life. Of course, when she left her apartment, she had no idea that she would never have another chance to go jogging and that she would end her day in a stranger’s basement, tied up and drugged.   
 
   Judy was a twenty-five-year old bachelorette with a plan. While all of her female friends were in a rush to get married—and some of them had already managed to do it twice—she had chosen a more judicious approach. Judy was on a mission to find a successful husband with a net worth of at least eight figures, and she had enough fortitude to stick to the plan. You see, she was one of those rare people who were able to learn from others’ mistakes and had no desire to waste her life on some loser with hot physique and forty thousand dollars in credit card debt.  
 
   Judy worked for a medium size advertising agency and routinely met men matching her ideal when she participated in campaign pitches for her employer’s clients. She knew that snatching her dream husband was only a matter of time, and meanwhile, she was doing her best to stay in shape. Morning jogging was major part of her fitness regimen. She religiously ran two miles every weekday and five miles on Saturdays and Sundays, deviating from the schedule only when she was sick. Judy considered running in the open air the real deal and rarely used the treadmill at home (it would be too much of a hassle to run in a hard rain or a snowstorm, you know). 
 
   On the last Saturday of her life, Judy awoke at half past eight in the morning and left her apartment for her regular five-mile run around a quarter past nine. She was unaware she only had fifty five hours to live.  
 
    
 
   2.
 
   There was another benefit to jogging besides a slim sexy figure: it reduced the risk of a heart disease, which was nothing to sneeze at. Judy was a long-term thinker and a healthy heart occupied one of the top positions on her priority list. 
 
   As she ran down the street, in the cool shade of poplars rustling in the wind, she was thinking about her beautiful legs, which could be seen in all their glory since she was wearing short shorts. Every man, woman, and child in close vicinity had an opportunity to observe her spectacular calves and thighs, and some of them might have developed a habit of watching her run through their neighborhood every morning. 
 
   Judy used to envy those fit girls on the cheerleader squad during her high school years, but now she who was the object of envy of countless females and this fact made her proud. She had already noticed four XL sized women shoot jealous looks at her in the last ten minutes. One or two of them might have been lesbians, not that it mattered. There would be a dozen more by the time she finished this run.  
 
   As Judy scanned through her mp3 playlist, searching for a song suiting her mood, she felt a stare from a cute thirtyish guy that was watering his lawn with a hose. Their eyes met, and Judy smiled at the man, feeling her self-esteem swell one notch. She quite enjoyed male attention and was not ashamed to admit that.   
 
   When Coldplay’s Every Teardrop Is a Waterfall began to play in her earphones, Judy slowed down to even out her breathing. Breath in—breath out, breath in—breath out. Her mind was clear and serene. She thought about Ted Wiley, her sex buddy, who was coming over her place tonight. She was looking forward to his visit because Ted made love like no one else she knew; he also had a large penis, an integral part of his charm if you asked Judy. By the way, Ted was a big fan of Coldplay, although he had never listened to them in front of his jock friends.  
 
   Judy glanced around, ascertaining her location. She was about a mile and half from home. As usual, she intended to make a left turn a block from here and run another mile before turning left again. The rest of the route depended on whether she would want to drop by the grocery store.    
 
   Picking up speed, she noticed a grey Nissan Sentra parked on the side of the street a hundred feet ahead. The hood of the car was open; a man in a brown jacket and black jeans was standing by the left front fender, with his arms crossed. As Judy got closer to the Sentra, she had a sudden attack of curiosity and slowed down in order to take a better peek at what had happened to the car. Besides, she felt like giving this unfortunate guy an opportunity to marvel at her athletic body. Let him cheer up a bit.  
 
   Judy had prepared to run past the man with all the grace she could muster when he motioned her to stop. She was in no hurry, so she decided to grant the fellow a minute of her time. Once she pulled the earphones out of her ears, the man said, smiling, “Excuse me, could you please do me a quick favor? I need someone to turn on the ignition. I would much appreciate it if you could do that for me.” 
 
   “Okay,” said Judy. Considering that the man looked clean and sane and had a positive, non-creepy vibe about him, she saw no harm in helping him out. Besides, this good deed was going to net her a few easy Karma points.  
 
   “Thank you so much! I owe you one.” The man opened the door, letting Judy take the driver's seat.  
 
   “Tell me when.” Judy glanced at her watch. She had logged sixteen minutes of running this morning so far. Half an hour from now she would be home, taking a nice long shower. Judy loved the way her skin felt and smelled after the lavender body wash she had been using since February and couldn’t wait to get into the shower cabin. 
 
   “Just a second, Miss,” the man said from behind the hood. Moments later he appeared by the driver’s door. “I’m sorry, I forgot something.” The man clumsily reached towards the glove compartment, causing Judy to jam herself into the back of her seat. “Just one second.” With these words, he pulled a white handkerchief out of his right jacket pocket and quickly pressed it to Judy's nose and mouth. 
 
   Breath in—breath out, breath in—breath out. Just when Judy Timmons had finally realized that she was being kidnapped, she fell asleep, all thanks to the chloroform that soaked the hanky.   
 
    
 
   3.
 
   The girl would wake up a few hours later, but at the moment she was lying in the back seat of the car, with a brown fleece blanket thrown over her. All rear windows of the Nissan were tinted, which made the woman’s presence even more inconspicuous: the man, who turned out to have only been pretending to have a car trouble, had always tried to minimize risk as much as possible.
 
   As the man picked up the syringe filled with a sedative, he thought about the inequality between men and women that had caused him to put up this charade: Kelly would have never had to use chloroform to get a man in her bedroom. Yeah, those guys had followed her like dogs follow a bone. Well, even Josephine, who was far from being a spring chicken, could score a man without breaking a sweat.
 
   The man carefully stuck the needle of the syringe into Judy’s left arm and pushed the plunger. He needed Judy to stay fast asleep for at least two hours so that he could bring her to the end destination without any drama. The car was a rental, and the last thing he wanted was to have its interior damaged by a frightened woman trying to escape. The man strived to be meticulous when it came to leaving no evidence behind. He had rented a clean car from Avis, and he would return a clean car. This was one of the unwritten rules of kidnapping. In case any blood was spilled, the man had put plastic sheets on the back seat and the floor. Fortunately, the chloroform had knocked his target out in seconds, and the sheets had not had to serve their purpose this time around. He figured the chick must have been out of breath and had inhaled a lot of ether very quickly. 
 
   The man tossed the empty syringe into the duffel bag on the front passenger seat and started the car. So far, so good. As usual.
 
   He had rented the Sentra the night before and was going to return it the next morning: he planned to take the car to the carwash later today and have it thoroughly steam cleaned and vacuumed. As he stepped on the gas pedal, he thought about the HIV express testing kit sitting inside his bag. A fun idea had been circulating in his head since the woman had fallen asleep: what if he screwed this hot chick before Tony had his way with her? It wasn’t like one quick fuck would ruin her vagina for Tony, you know. The test was necessary because the man wanted to skip the condom and didn’t feel like contracting AIDS; he could test her while she was asleep to save time. Would he wait for the woman to wake up before having sex with her? He hadn’t decided yet; both options had their own charm.  
 
   As he turned into a major street, the man noted with satisfaction that his trick hadn’t caused any interest with the neighborhood residents, half of whom must still be in their bedrooms, waking up, yawning, scratching themselves, taking a shower, and doing other things people typically do on a lazy Saturday morning. And why would there be any interest? Nothing extraordinary had happened. A young woman stopped to chat to some guy in a Kia—or was it a Toyota?—and then continued to run. People had more important stuff to care about on weekends than some random jogger.  
 
   By his estimate, he was twenty five minutes away from his final destination. He certainly could have gotten there faster, but he intended to drive the limit in order to avoid the risk of being pulled over by a cop. He was in no hurry, so he could take his sweet time  
 
   The man smirked. This chick must be a big fan of healthy lifestyle; he personally preferred to sleep in on weekends as did the absolute majority of people he knew. What he liked about runners was the fact that you were almost guaranteed to meet one if you waited long enough on a quiet residential street. The man was highly pleased to have laid his hands on such a hot piece of ass. Today had to be his lucky day.      
 
   Yeah, this girl shouldn't have talked to a stranger. Had she forgotten what her momma had taught her? If she hadn’t tried to be a good Samaritan, she would have been home now, gulping some tasteless health shake. As they say, no good deed goes unpunished. In this chick’s case the punishment happened to be rape, death, and, possibly, dismemberment.     
 
   Staring dreamily at the road, the man pictured himself carrying the woman from the garage to the basement. The thought of being alone with the girl in a sound-proof location quickly gave him an intense erection. He seemed to have made up his mind: he would fuck her while she was asleep. There was something irresistible to him about having sex with a woman in an unconscious state; he couldn’t put his finger on what it was exactly. 
 
   His cell-phone vibrated twice, informing him that he had received a new text. After checking the message, he looked in the rear view mirror and saw a police cruiser pulling into his lane right behind him. He nodded with satisfaction: his escort had finally arrived.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3.
 
   JOSEPHINE
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Howl. Howl. Was ‘howl’ the important word he had to remember? He believed that word had an ‘h’ in it, but it was not ‘howl.’ He should keep trying; the word might pop up eventually. 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   How were things going? How was he?  
 
   Things were not good. A car crash. Yes, he had been in a car crash. It had happened somehow, even though he’d always been very careful. Had he gotten in the accident because of the safe? That thing weighed nine hundred pounds, you know. Actually, he had indeed wondered what would happen if you hit the brakes when driving sixty miles per hour with a nine-hundred pound safe in the trunk of your pickup truck. 
 
   He could lose a hand. Or a leg. Or half his brain would stop functioning. Yeah, he would hate that. True, he felt okay at the moment, but he was not out of the woods yet, not by a long shot.
 
   A car crash on a highway. Why? Wife. Sister-in-law. Mister Fowler. Where was he going when he got in that accident? 
 
   Mister Fowler. He was on the way to recovery, that was the good news. He had to recover as soon as possible because there was an unfinished business he had to attend to. He also had to remember that damn word; it was a matter of life and death. 
 
   An innocent victim. He was a victim of an accident. He had caused that car crash. And his wife? What about his wife?  
 
    
 
   3.
 
   “Frank. Frank... Wake up, it’s me, Josephine. Frank, wake up. ”
 
   He unglued his eyelids but refrained from opening them wide.
 
   And pain... He was suspended inside a thick layer of it, like a prehistoric insect frozen in a boulder of ice. The pain held him firmly above the bed, straining every single muscle in his body. But he had been learning to cope with it. Those good doctors supplied Frank with enough analgesics for him not to writhe in agony. He was floating in pain and knew he was alive because dead people feel nothing.  
 
   “Frank, wake up.”
 
   Wake up... What for? It was so pleasant to sleep. To see those weird dreams, which he couldn’t remember right now. He was not sure how many dreams he’d had since he’d fallen asleep. He thought he’d seen a one-legged man in one of them, but it might have simply been a false memory. A fraction of a second ago, he had known why the one-legged man was important, but this piece of knowledge had just treacherously slipped out of his brain. If he stayed asleep, he could probably have that dream again and find out why Josephine was so dangerous. Dangerous to whom? And who was Josephine?
 
   “Frank, it's me, Josephine.” The voice was pleasant. It was a pleasant female voice. God, what a pleasant voice! Keep speaking! Don't stop, woman! Such a pleasant voice!
 
   “Doctor Raynolds, are you sure he can hear me?” asked the woman.
 
   ‘Are you sure he can hear me?’ Doctor Raynolds, are you sure he can hear me? Are you sure? Sure? Oh yes, he was sure he could hear her... But he was not Doctor Raynolds, she was not asking him. Who was she asking? Who was Doctor Raynolds?  
 
   “Yes, this morning he came out of a coma. I even talked to him,” a male voice answered.
 
   An alarming thought swiftly glided through his mind that he ought to be afraid of Josephine. Why?
 
   She is insane, buddy, she is batshit crazy.
 
   This thought was absurd because Frank couldn’t reconcile it with Josephine’s lovely voice. The thought vanished and never came back. 
 
   This morning he’d come out of coma. This morning... Morning... What time was it? What day was it? What month? Daughter? What daughter? Or son? Did he have a son? Or wife? This morning Doctor Raynolds had talked to him.
 
   “Mister Fowler, if you can hear me, please move your right index finger,” said the man.
 
   Move a finger? Sure, he could do it. He would move his right index finger for the good doctor. What a pleasant voice that woman had! Frank had heard this voice before. Was she a relative? Who was she? What was her name again?
 
   Frank opened his eyes. A woman. A nurse? Was she a nurse? The woman wasn’t young. She appeared to be in her mid-forties, but her actual age could certainly be as old as fifty five if she’d been able to afford facelifts and Botox shots. Her neatly arranged brown hair was immaculate, which gave him a warm feeling inside: she had bothered to spruce herself up before visiting him.
 
   “Frank, it's me, Josephine,” said the woman, bending over him. She was wearing an ambrosial perfume; probably some expensive fragrance from France. What a wonderful smell it was. And her voice sounded beautiful. Or was it just painkillers talking? “How are you feeling, Frank?”
 
   Her eyes. She was touching them with her handkerchief. She’d been crying, he guessed. Josephine sobbed and gave Doctor Raynolds a hopeful look.
 
   “Who are you?” asked Frank.
 
   The woman startled, froze for a moment, and turned her face to him, taking the handkerchief away from her eyes that were full of tears. There was a mixed expression of sadness and surprise on her face.
 
   “My Lord, he's going to be all right!” she almost wailed, letting her tears loose.
 
   “Mister Fowler,” Doctor Raynolds said. “Your sister-in-law is here. Can you speak now?”
 
   Frank looked at the doctor inquiringly and asked, “Who is she? Who is this woman?”
 
   Raynolds raised his eyebrows in slight amazement. 
 
   Josephine? Sister-in-law? Josephine... Josephine... The name didn’t ring a bell at all.
 
   “Mister Fowler, your sister-in-law has come to visit you. Would you like to speak to her?”
 
   Josephine... Josephine... Josephine... Still nothing.
 
   “Frank, do you recognize me? Do you remember my name?” the woman asked with a tinge of hysteria in her voice. “Do you have a headache? How are you feeling?”
 
   Josephine... Frank... Yes, his name was Frank Fowler. He was sure of it now. The good doctor called him Mister Fowler. And Josephine called him Frank. Frank Fowler. Had he really forgotten his own name a while ago? Nonsense.
 
   So who the hell was Josephine? And what was he doing in the hospital? He must be in the hospital, right?
 
   “I’m okay. I can hear you very well, you don’t have to shout,” Frank murmured. He was mesmerized by these two names spinning in his mind: Frank, Josephine. Josephine, Frank.  
 
   Frank... Josephine... He didn’t know Josephine. And he still needed time to get used to his own name.And  Frank Fowler. Not as cool as, say, Cassius Clay or Chuck Norris of course, but he could live with it.
 
   “We were all so worried about you.” Josephine took his hand, squeezed it, and gave him a significant look as if she was going to tell him a very big secret. Or as if they shared a mind blowing secret and were members of some underground society chartered to protect it.
 
   She kept squeezing his hand. Her grip seemed to have grown tighter, unless he was hallucinating that.
 
   Frank... Josephine... Frank and Josephine.
 
   “You were in a coma for thirty six hours, Frank. We all prayed for you,” the woman named Josephine went on. “How are you feeling, Frank? Please, say something.”
 
   Who was she? She was his sister-in-law, according to Doctor Raynolds. 
 
   “I have no idea who are you, Josephine.” Frank disconnected himself from his surroundings and dove into his memory where this damn name, Josephine, had to be stored. He scanned the name index inside his head as thoroughly as he could and came up empty.  It was as though all memories of his sister-in-law were buried under a skyscraper the size of the Empire State Building, and Frank was unable to budge this monster and look what it was hiding underneath it.
 
   Frank Fowler and Josephine. Josephine was Frank's sister-in-law. She was Frank’s wife’s sister. Frank did not remember he was married either. What was his wife’s name?
 
   “It appears Frank can't recognize you, Missis Buckhaus,” said Doctor Raynolds. “He doesn’t remember you, I’m afraid.”
 
    
 
   4.
 
   Frank really couldn't recognize Josephine. Her face was completely strange to him. He saw that woman for the first time in his life.
 
   “Why?” asked Josephine in a concerned voice. Her eyes shifted from Raynolds to Frank and then back to the doctor. “How could he forget me? We just spoke two days ago.” She sounded indignant now. “What does all this mean, Doctor?”
 
   Raynolds frowned but remained silent. He probably believed that frowning made him look empathetic and cerebral.  
 
   Josephine Buckhaus... Okay, enough memory trawling; this name had vanished into thin air. He would just accept that Josephine Buckhaus, a woman in her mid-forties, was his sister-in-law. He saw this lady for the first time in his life today, but he had talked to her only a couple of days ago, if she was telling the truth. He must have lost his mind. 
 
   “What do you mean he doesn’t remember me?” asked the woman. “He has to remember me, Doctor.”
 
   “Ask him yourself, Josephine,” said Raynolds. “Memory loss is not uncommon in cases like this.”  
 
   ‘Cases like this?’ What kind of case was it?
 
   Had Doctor Raynolds been hiding something from him? Dear Lord, please don’t let it be schizophrenia.
 
   Josephine followed the doctor’s advice and addressed Frank, “Do you really not recognize me, Frank? It's me, Josephine. Kelly’s sister.”  
 
   Josephine, Kelly’s sister. If Missis Buckhaus was his sister-in-law and her sister’s name was Kelly, chances were that Kelly was his wife, right? Kelly. Kelly Fowler. His beloved wife Kelly. No, this name was also securely entombed under the damn skyscraper. He didn’t know any Kelly. No surprise, of course, since he didn’t even recall being married.
 
   He’d done a great job figuring out his wife’s name, by the way.
 
   “No,” Frank said. “I don't recognize you, Josephine.”
 
   He peered into her big, deep-set brown eyes in order to take the last stab at spotting anything familiar in Josephine’s face. The attempt failed. He still could not remember her.
 
   Then whom did he remember? Did he remember anyone at all?
 
   “I'm Kelly's sister, Frank. We talked on the phone this Monday.” Josephine lifted his right hand and pressed it to her chin, as if she was going to kiss his fingers. Frank darted a quizzical glance at the doctor, waiting for his professional opinion that would explain everything. Raynolds was silent, knitting his brows, with his arms crossed on his chest.     
 
   “I'm your wife's sister, Frank. Do you remember your wife?” Josephine said pleadingly. “Do you remember Kelly? I can’t believe you don’t remember Kelly.”
 
   She had a pleasant voice, Frank thought again. He was somewhat sorry that his words had distressed Josephine so badly, that she took them so close to heart, but he had only told the truth. He had forgotten her and her sister Kelly, who was evidently also his wife. He realized he was supposed to know Josephine since she was his sister-in-law and they had hung out on a regular basis, but he couldn’t just force his brain to remember her, it wasn’t how it worked. 
 
   Why was it so important to Josephine that he remember her? And how about that list of people he did remember?
 
   Think, buddy, dig into that beautiful mind of yours. Answer this question: what is your son's name? Why don't you remember it? You forgot your son’s name. Don't laugh, you simply forgot everyone in your family. Damn, you had a really bad luck, Frank Fowler (it has to be your name because they call you that, right?).  
 
   As Frank stared at Josephine’s face, it registered in his mind that she used very little make-up, which explained the absence of running mascara on her cheeks when she had teared up a few minutes earlier. Josephine had probably gotten Botox injections in her forehead as it was enviably smooth. 
 
   Frank heard Josephine’s and Doctor Raynolds' voices, but didn't bother to listen to whatever they were telling each other. The mumble of their conversation enlivened the room and had a soothing effect on him. There were two living souls by his side, who were concerned about his condition. He was glad they were here for him.  
 
   Accident. Blood. Death. 
 
   A pang of fear wrung his heart. 
 
   He didn’t remember Josephine. Hell, he’d even forgotten his own name. He’d forgotten his wife and son. Or daughter. He had wanted a son, but dreams do not always come true, do they?
 
   What date was it?
 
   Don't torment yourself, bud; just ask Josephine. Why torment, if you can simply ask?
 
   What year was it?
 
   Josephine loved him, cared about him. She had taken time out of her busy schedule to come here and check up on him.
 
   What year was it? Ha-ha, he must sound like a guy who had traveled in time. He should ask what year it was and thus complete the picture. Had he ever thought that one day he would ask himself this question? 
 
   He felt all right, his legs and arms were intact, save for a few bruises here and there, and he still had all of his fingers. There were no major problems with his body. However, he might be jumping to conclusions; he’d been in a bad car crash after all.
 
   Frank closed his eyes. He had no desire to think about the car crash. Car crashes were associated with mutilation, broken bones, dismemberment, blood, and death. He didn’t need all this negativity; he craved happy thoughts. He’d forgotten a lot of things, but sooner or later all those memories would come back, wouldn’t they? He would recall his whole family in due course, but now he needed a little rest. He didn't remember what his bedroom looked like or what kind of chandelier hung in the living room, and it was okay. At least he remembered having a house. Yes, he definitely owned a house in a Buffalo suburb.
 
   His name was Frank Fowler. He’d been in a car crash. He had a son. Or a daughter. And he was married... A daughter. Yes, he had a daughter. He was fairly confident he had a daughter, not a son.
 
   “How long is it going to last?” Josephine asked the doctor. “Can you treat it?”
 
   A Buffalo suburb? Why was he so sure about it? 
 
   Wife. Daughter. Why hadn’t they visited him yet? So rude of them. 
 
   He commanded his brain to go into a stand-by mode so as not to be distracted by Josephine and Raynolds' conversation and his own thoughts that kept trickling into his mind. Frank fixed his vacant gaze on the white ceiling right above him. At the bottom of his frame of vision he could see the fluorescent lamp radiating soft light. A lulling wave of carefreeness suddenly overwhelmed Frank, who had gotten tired of feeling weary. The time had come to take a break from suffering and somber thoughts. Thank God, there was no physical pain in the mix; one fewer thing to worry about, you know. 
 
   Frank Fowler... That was his name. Frank Fowler... Yes, yes, without a doubt, his name was Frank Fowler.
 
   Fowler... Frank Fowler.
 
   Mother. Do you have a mother, Frank Fowler? You must have a mother and a father; otherwise you wouldn’t have been born. What are their names?
 
   Names? Yes, they surely had names. 
 
   They have names, buddy, which are stored somewhere in your head.
 
   The house had been ruined. Nothing could have escaped destruction in this fire, nothing. The flames were exceptionally hot, and even metal pipes got twisted in whimsical ways by the blaze. Something might have been preserved in the basement or in a fireproof safe. There could be jewels, important documents, or something else of value in that safe. Cash.
 
   His mother's name was... Mo... Mo... Something beginning with Mo.
 
   Father? Will? Walt! His father’s name was Walt! 
 
   Monica? Was his Mom’s name Monica? No, he was wrong. Her name did not begin with Mo. But he was sure his Dad’s name was Walt. 
 
   There, in the dusty smoke-filled basement, something had been saved from the fire. Old furniture—chairs, tables, sofas... Walt Fowler and... Arlene. His mother's name was Arlene.
 
   He closed his eyes and fell asleep before he knew it.
 
    
 
   5.
 
   He woke up a few days later. No, it must have been only a few minutes because the woman was still talking to the doctor and had the same clothes on. Josephine and Doctor Raynolds were still talking; he could hear their voices.
 
   And then his name emerged to the surface of his consciousness—just  like a corpse of a drowned man floats up from the bottom of the lake—Frank Fowler. His name was Frank Fowler. The doctor had been correct calling him Mister Fowler.
 
   How about his wife? And his daughter?
 
   “Frank, Doctor Raynolds told me there’s nothing to worry about.” Josephine craned over him, her face tense with concern. “I’m so glad you’re going to be fine. We can’t wait to have you back, Frank.” 
 
   Excited... She looked excited now. And cheerful. She seemed to sincerely love him. Sister-in-law. Kelly's sister.
 
   Kelly... Kelly... Kel-l-l-ly. Hi, Kelly! How are you?
 
   His daughter... Where was his daughter? 
 
   “I remember,” said Frank. “My name is Frank Fowler.”
 
   “What?” There was a visible shift in Josephine's facial expression. “What did you say, Frank?”
 
   His hand was in its place. Thank God, his right hand was still in its natural place. Here it was, his remarkable right hand. How about fingers?
 
   He darted an anxious look at his hand. His fingers were still there, all five of them. One, two, three, four, five. Yes, all five of them.
 
   Do it, please! Do everything in your power, dear doctors! Fix this body. Don’t let this man perish.   
 
   Car crash. It’s such a horrible thing. Something must be wrong with his body.
 
   “My daughter,” he said, trying to speak as loud as possible. “Where's my daughter?”
 
   “You remembered your daughter?” the woman said with enthusiasm. “Did you remember me? Please, try a little harder. I know it's difficult for you to focus right now, but, please, try to remember me. Josephine. Josephine Buckhaus. Kelly's sister.” She smiled and gently rubbed his hand. “Kelly's sister, Frank. You’ve got to remember me.” She turned to Raynolds, expecting him to put his two cents in.
 
   “What’s my daughter's name?” asked Frank. “Tell me my daughter's name.”
 
   Josephine shifted her eyes from the doctor to Frank, and a smile appeared on her face again.
 
   “Kathy, Frank.” She squeezed his wrist. “Her name is Kathy. Do you remember her?”
 
   Frank nodded, and a second later—or maybe a minute?—he realized that he had done it without effort. That was great news: he was able to easily move his head, which meant his neck was fine. 
 
   He had done a good job drawing conclusions on the basis of trivial details, by the way.
 
   “Yes, I remember I have a daughter. I seem to remember that. And her name is Kathy.” He fell into trance again.
 
   Kathy, Kathy, Kathy, Kathy, Kathy Kathy Kathy... Nothing. The name did not ring a bell at all. It just bounced through the chambers of his memory, producing the same results as the name of this woman, Josephine Buckhaus. Kathy Fowler. Kathy Fowler, his daughter. Kelly Fowler, his wife. Josephine Buckhaus.
 
   “Josephine?” he muttered, staring at the woman. “I don’t remember you, Josephine.”
 
   “Don't you really remember me, Frank?” the woman exchanged glances with Raynolds for the hundredth time. “I guess it’s not the end of the world. After all, he remembers Kelly.”
 
   “No,” Frank said and began waiting for the others' reaction. It was amazing: they paid attention to every word of his. 
 
   “You don't remember Kelly,” muttered Josephine. “You don't remember your wife?”
 
   He shook his head. It immediately registered in his mind that he could move his head easily, without any pain. Or was it the painkillers doing their magic? 
 
   He-he, buddy. It was a bad car crash, you're not going to get off scot free!
 
   “Maybe I'll remember her later,” he said. “You’re saying Kelly is my wife?”
 
   His neck. What had happened to it?
 
   “Yes, Frank. Kelly is your wife. How could you forget her?”
 
   He turned his head to the left until his nose touched the pillow, and a jolt of pain struck the bases of his neck. The pain subsided when he turned his head to the right in order to digest the latest bit information from Josephine. His neck was obviously not all right.
 
   “What happened to my head?” he asked. “When am I getting out of here?”
 
   “I think we’ll be able to release you in less than a week,” said Raynolds. “Apart from the memory loss, you are in a great shape, Frank.” 
 
   “I—” Frank paused. “Am I paralyzed?”
 
   Raynolds smiled and said, “Please don’t scare yourself, Frank. I assure you that you are not paralyzed.”
 
   “You are going to be fine, Frank. Try to relax,” Josephine said. “Doctor Raynolds will take a good care of you.” 
 
   “You’ll be back home just before you know it, Mister Fowler.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4.
 
   JANE
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Female life expectancy in America is eighty one years; hence, when a woman is sixty one, she has on average twenty years ahead of her. To Jane Frey, twenty years was a heck of lot of time, and she liked thinking about it occasionally, especially while watching a travel show about some exotic country on the Discovery Channel. This cold November evening—seventeen and a half months before Frank crashed into a freeway wall—Jane was leisurely making a list of things she could do in the next ten years. She was sitting in an armchair with knitting needles in her hands, intermittently glancing at the window, behind which the backyard had been growing darker and darker. She noted with a tinge of melancholy that another day had passed. In about three hours it would be midnight, which would mark the beginning of a new day without George. 
 
   She had twenty years at her disposal. Twenty years of living without George. It was quite a long period of time, no doubt about it. Hopefully, she would be dementia free at least until she hit seventy five.   
 
   She was knitting a scarf for Kelly's daughter Kathy. It sounded so trite—knitting at sixty—that she almost laughed at herself. She wished she was able to laugh more often now, a month after George had died. Time heals all wounds, they say, right? She had been with George for thirty six years, so it must take her wounds quite a while to heal. After spending more than half of your half with someone, you get used to always having this person by your side, and when that person dies, you are perplexed about how it could have happened at all. He has always been there, for thirty six years, then all of a sudden he is gone and all that’s left is ashes in a brass urn. 
 
   George Frey had passed away and would never be back. Never. 
 
   In the past month, she had begun getting used to George’s absence. She had forced herself to do it because she couldn’t allow this depression to go on forever. George was dead and nothing could change this fact; that was the harsh reality, that was the new normal. 
 
   “You have so much to do, Jane. People only start living after sixty,” her friends told her. 
 
   And she wanted to believe them because it gave her strength to go on and keep her sanity. The day after George's death she had realized she had had to pull herself together, but she was not sure twenty years would be enough for the pain to go away. 
 
   She hadn’t seen George’s face after he had died. Kelly hadn’t allowed her to look at his body, knowing that this sight—the sight of a man that had burned to death in his truck after crashing into the ditch—could have killed her then and there. They had been right. Jane’s heart would have exploded had she seen his mutilated corpse. Her lovely daughter had prevented her from being haunted by a dead George’s charred face in her dreams for the rest of her life. Jane was impressionable enough to let the monstrous face imprint itself into her memory as the master image of her husband that would have come up first every time she thought about him.      
 
   Yes, Kelly had been very wise not to allow her to see George dead. 
 
   Jane had twenty years ahead. She had already endured one month without George, and there were hundreds of months more to live through. Was she up to this challenge? Did life only begin at sixty? Or was it merely a white lie intended to make old folks feel better about themselves? How many people had the fortitude and imagination to start anew at sixty? Or was she weaker than most older women? 
 
   Well, she had already started something—the scarf. She ought to finish it and then begin to look for another fun activity.  
 
   Jane readjusted her glasses and resumed knitting. By her estimates, the scarf would be finished in two days. She hoped Kathy would love it.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   He was sitting in a Ford Focus, which he had rented last night, gazing at his watch with an air of deep thought. It was 7:08 pm. The car engine was off. In November, daylight was short and kept shrinking all the way to the winter solstice in late December. This time of day in November, you had to strain your eyes to discern the license plate number on a car just thirty feet away. 
 
   He had decided to go to the old woman's place when it was dark enough so that a casual witness would not be able to describe in detail the person who had visited Jane Frey around eight o’clock in the evening. He hoped the prospective witnesses would even be unsure if it had been a man or a woman. To add more confusion, he had put on a fake moustache. He loved his moustached look: the resemblance to a younger Tom Selleck was striking.   
 
   He was waiting for 7:30 pm. He chose this particular point in time because 7:30 was a round number, and he had a certain fondness for round numbers. It was a newly acquired compulsion—a quirk if you will—and he liked it. Of course, 8:00 pm would have been even better, but he didn’t feel like waiting that long.  
 
   He heaved a weary sigh, moved his tongue, pushing the stuck food particles from between his teeth. He spat out a tiny piece of beef—a remnant of the cheeseburger he’d devoured two hours before.  
 
   It was 7:11 pm. 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   Jane glanced at the wall clock. A quarter past seven. The clock was either a few minutes fast or a few minutes slow, she had forgotten which it was. One thing she knew for sure: you couldn’t trust its accuracy. She thought, with a hopeless sadness: the closer you got to seventy, the less the exact time mattered.   
 
   Was it bad? Was it bad that she didn’t have to hurry anywhere? Was it pathetic not to care what time it was? 
 
   When had she entered this carefree zone? 
 
   It was not pathetic or sad; it was marvelous, and young people would be happy to have such a luxury. 
 
   Jane rose and headed for the kitchen. She felt thirsty and was going to pour herself a glass of orange juice.  
 
   How about getting married again? Men in their sixties do it all the time. It was just a wild thought a friend of hers had thrown out a few days ago. This idea seemed unacceptable to her at the moment, but who could predict how she would feel about it two, three, or five years from now? Never say never, right?   
 
   In the kitchen, she opened the refrigerator and quickly found the bottle with juice.  
 
   How old was Elizabeth Taylor when she married her last husband? Around sixty, wasn’t she? And what about those eighty-year-old women marrying ninety-year-old men Jane read about in newspapers almost on a monthly basis? It wasn’t an exotic thing anymore, you know, for an older woman to tie the knot again.
 
    
 
   4.
 
   His watch showed 7:25 pm. He braced himself and ordered his brain to focus on the old woman. He had already prepared a neat list of things he would do to her. Five minutes. He was planning to get out of the car in exactly five minutes. It would take him two minutes to walk to Jane’s house. He had the key to her front door, so he didn’t have to waste time picking the lock. If there were no surprises, he should be inside the house by 7:33 pm. Only God knew how long he would stay there, alone with Jane. It could be fifteen minutes, it could be half an hour; he would play it by ear.   
 
   He giggled at the thought that it would be amusing to fuck the old woman. He could first start with her vagina, then move to her mouth, and finally pound her ass. Hopefully, she wouldn't bite off his dick. He bet it would look hot on video. What did they call this type of movies? Mature porn, right?
 
   He covered his face with his hands and burst out laughing so hard that the tears came to his eyes. How long had it been since Jane had last had a dick in her pussy? Late nineties? Actually, it made for a cool life milestone: ‘Oh, it happened two years after George had fucked me last.’ George was the woman’s husband; he had died recently. 
 
   Who said her husband was the last man to play with her pussy?
 
   He reached for the plastic bag that sat on the front passenger seat. The bag contained a well sharpened knife, which had a lot of work to do tonight. A lot of intensive work: he intended to stab so many holes in the old bitch it would take every finger and toe you have to count them.   
 
   He glanced at his watch again. 7:27 pm. He was glad that Jane was old and feeble and it would only take one good punch to the skull to knock her out. Besides, she must still be depressed about George’s death. Yes, this little adventure promised to be the easiest kill he had ever made.  
 
    
 
   5.
 
   After drinking half a glass of juice, Jane resumed knitting. She kept thinking about George and the twenty years ahead of her. 
 
   How about moving to Florida? True, it was another cliché, but who said that she must avoid clichés? They were familiar and safe.
 
   She slowed down her knitting to consider this idea more thoroughly. She had discussed moving to Florida with George last year, and George was fine with it. What had been stopping them? Perhaps inertia as well as the desire to live closer to their only granddaughter. 
 
   “Yeah, I wouldn’t mind never seeing snow again,” said George. “And I can do a whole lot of fishing down there, too.”   
 
   When she told him that she’d prefer to stay within driving distance from Kathy, George shrugged his shoulders and said that he was okay with any choice she would make.   
 
   “However, it never hurts to change the scenery once in a while,” he remarked.   
 
   Now she was getting more open to the idea of moving down south. Why not? She wasn’t that attached to having all four seasons and Rochester had gotten quite boring as most places would after twenty years. She was only sixty, it was not too late. They had no winter in Florida, and she would never catch cold again, which was a big plus. Selling her house for a good price in the down market would be a challenge, but Kelly’s friend Josephine could give her a hand in this matter: she and her husband Ron were involved in real estate and had done very well for themselves.
 
   Jane returned to her regular knitting speed. She had decided to call Kelly tomorrow and discuss this idea with her. Her daughter might actually convince to make the move. Or talk her out of it. After all, Jane could eventually need Kelly’s help finding a nice place in Florida and packing up her stuff. 
 
    
 
   6.
 
   He slammed the car door and headed for the old woman's house. Eight seconds ago the big hand hit six, and he had gone into action. He had a neat ten-inch-long knife wrapped in a cloth in his jacket pocket.   
 
   He was walking fast, stirring up the dry, writhing leaves on the ground under his feet. He was picturing his future a few minutes from now. Here he is throwing his powerful fist at Jane’s face; she cries ‘ahhhhhh’ and collapses on the floor, her mouth open, her crushed cheek turning red. Here he is ripping off her shirt, yanking off her sweatpants and panties (he wondered what kind of panties sixty-year-old women typically wore), and thrusting his dick into her pussy. Here he is poking Jane’s eyes with his thumbs; here he is plunging the knife into her flabby breasts (which hardly deserve to be called breasts), blood splashing into the air and streaming down Jane’s chest and stomach. Here he is sticking the knife into her vagina; the old bitch is twitching like a caterpillar eaten by a bunch of ants. Here he is ripping up her stomach, blood gushing out on the floor; Jane is wheezing and moaning. Minutes later the old woman is dead. 
 
   Damn, he ought to be careful with blood: it might stain his jacket, which he’d like to avoid. 
 
   Where was he going to have his fun with the old woman? Probably in the living room; there was more space there. Yeah, he would drag Jane to the living room after striking her in the face (or on the back of the head).  
 
   Maybe he should break her spine once he was done raping and stabbing her? Jane’s bones were old and frail; he would snap her like a twig.   
 
    
 
   7.
 
   She heard a noise coming from the front door. It seemed as if something had fallen on the porch. Or somebody had stomped on it. A neighbor? Or was it just kids playing in her yard? Did she even care? 
 
   Jane interrupted her knitting, muted the TV, and strained her ears. Could it be Kelly and Kathy making a surprise visit? Maybe Kelly wanted her to babysit Kathy while she and her husband were on some trip out of town?  
 
   There was no more noise. Jane settled back in the chair, keeping her ears keen for any sounds. Her house was still silent. It might have been a onetime thing after all. She looked at the clock. 7:36. Jane had just remembered that this wall clock was five minutes fast.  
 
   Someday she ought to take the time to adjust all the clocks and watches she owned. Maybe tomorrow.
 
    
 
   8.
 
   At 8:11 pm he turned on the cold water faucet and began to wash his hands. Blood is dumb and random; you can't order it not to splash on your body parts. Fortunately, the sleeves of his jacket were virginally clean. As he watched the water flowing into the drain hole turn from dark pink to clear, it occurred to him that he would have sweated less if he had taken off the jacket. 
 
   He turned off the faucet. Wiping his hands on his jeans, he looked at the knife. Dammit, he had forgotten to clean his trusted weapon. He returned to the sink, carefully washed the knife under a strong stream of water, and then wrapped it in a cloth. He put the knife in his jacket pocket, glanced at the old woman’s corpse lying in the center of the kitchen, and stepped to the stove. 
 
   Gas stoves, ladies and gentlemen, had a wonderful feature: if you needed your own little Hiroshima, all you had to do was turn on the gas without igniting fire, walk to a safe distance, and wait until the damn thing blew up. The only question was: how do you detonate the gas? Where would you get the spark that would set off the explosion? He had already thought about it and found an effective solution. He would use the remarkable Kenmore microwave oven, in front of which he was standing at the moment. He was going to place a Glade air freshener spray can into the microwave and set the cooking start time at one hour from now. Once the oven went to work, it would take the can less than a minute to burst and create the desired spark. He knew exactly how to operate this particular microwave model because he had read its manual and practiced two days earlier. 
 
   He pulled the spray can out of his pocket, put it into the microwave oven, set the timer, and scanned the kitchen windows, checking if there were any gaps through which gas could escape. He was satisfied by the results of the examination: no gaps. He quickly turned on all the knobs on the stove, except for the oven knob since he had no idea how to find and kill the oven pilot light. He nodded with a pleased expression on his face and walked out of the kitchen.
 
   Jane would turn into a charred piece of flesh, and the traces of his prank would be concealed from other people's eyes. Everyone would think that the old woman had either had a senile moment and forgotten how to use a gas range, or decided to kill herself after realizing that life was not worth living without her beloved husband. The latter was a plausible possibility: he had chatted with Jane at George’s funeral and knew how devastated she had been by her husband’s death.  
 
   “George, my love! I'm coming to you!” Jane shouted and struck the match.  
 
   He shut the kitchen door behind him and headed for the front hall. 
 
    
 
   9.
 
   He parked six hundred feet away from Jane’s house in order to see with his own eyes that the microwave did the job he’d assigned to it. Fifty six minutes after the gas had begun to come out of the burners, a deafening explosion shattered the silence of the night. A second later, giant, bright orange paws of fire broke out of the kitchen windows, spraying pieces of glass in every direction. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5.
 
   GOOD NEWS/BAD NEWS
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
   She said her name was Marilyn Hancock, and judging by the familiarity this woman was treating him with, he was supposed to have known for quite a while. Unfortunately, her name was buried under the boulders of amnesia along with the dozens of others.  
 
   Marilyn Hancock.
 
   For a moment, Frank was tempted to ask if she was related to John Hancock, the founding father, but elected not to do it for fear of sounding lame.
 
   “Who are you?” he asked. He couldn’t help noting that she was quite attractive. Her perfume was exquisite.  
 
   Who was Marilyn Hancock?
 
   Another relative?
 
   The woman took his right hand and squeezed it lightly. Josephine had squeezed his hand, too, when she had first visited him. 
 
   It’s the wrong time to waste your mental energy on Josephine, buddy.
 
   “Frank, you... you don’t remember me?” asked the woman. Frank nodded. She appeared genuinely surprised. For some reason, she was convinced that she was too important to be forgotten. Frank couldn’t wait to find out why.
 
   “Are you my sister?” he asked. The woman shook her head. There was no astonishment in her beautiful eyes anymore. She looked content now.  
 
   Could she be another relative of Kelly’s? His wife turned out to have quite a large family, most of whom, it seemed, couldn’t wait to visit him in the hospital: Kelly’s brother Albert and cousin Graham had come to say hello earlier today. Frank was somewhat amused that Graham had showed up in his cop uniform: who was he trying to impress? Honestly, this attention had begun to make him feel like an exotic animal at the zoo.
 
   By the way, none of these guys was missing a leg, which, for some reason, had been one of the first things Frank’s mind had registered when they had entered the room. 
 
   Marilyn Hancock... No, the name still did not ring a bell.  
 
   The woman smiled. She was definitely happy about something.
 
   “I thought that...” She paused. “I thought that it was much more worse. I’m so glad you are okay.”
 
   “Yes, I’m okay. Now tell me who you are, Marilyn Hancock. I’m going to guess that you are my friend, a very close friend.”
 
   The woman nodded, leaned forward, and kissed him on the cheek. As her lips touched his skin, Frank inhaled deeply through his nose to relish the sweetness of her perfume.
 
   “You really don’t remember me, Frank? We’ve known each other for more than a year.”
 
   More than a year. It is a long time. No wonder she’s surprised you can’t remember her, pal.
 
   “Are you my best friend? My neighbor?”
 
   “Frank, we are more than friends. We’re lovers.” 
 
   Marilyn gently touched his right leg, as if making sure that it had not been amputated after the car crash. 
 
   “What do you mean, Marilyn?” Frank cracked a weak smile. “Did we sleep together?” 
 
   “Do you have any trouble moving your legs?” the woman asked, ignoring his question.  
 
   “My legs are fine.” He got off the bed and marched to the wall and back.
 
   Hot damn, what an interesting twist! They were lovers. Unless Marilyn was making it up, which sounded ridiculous: what would her motive be to pretend to be his lover? A fortune that he didn’t have?
 
   “What happened to your memory, Frank? I want to know everything.”  
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Soon after Marilyn Hancock had left, Frank recovered from the astonishment caused by the fact that he had a mistress—he had honestly not expected this from himself—and did a quick review of his situation. According to his estimates, amnesia had swallowed the last six years of his life. He still remembered making a senior manager at Shapiro Bender Winkler, the public accounting firm he had joined about ten years ago. Frank was curious how close he had gotten to making a partner. And he would also have to relearn the intricacies of the office politics at the firm. And refresh his memory on the latest developments in corporate tax.
 
   However, he didn’t remember marrying Kelly, or meeting her for the first time. He had no recollection of anyone in her family either. He could sit next to his father-in-law without realizing it. 
 
   His brother Andrew, who lived in the San Francisco Bay Area, had told him that their father had died five years ago and their mother had passed away a year later. Frank remembered none of these events; the relentless black hole of amnesia had devoured them. He had also found out that Kathy had been born three and half years ago. Frank was wondering how long it would take him to get used to the idea of being a dad.
 
   Frank had been planning to ask Josephine to bring Kelly and Kathy to the hospital, but had forgotten to do it when he had last spoken to her. He simply felt no urgency to meet his wife and daughter, and why would he? He had to learn to care about them first to be able to miss them. 
 
   Or maybe there is another explanation for this apathy towards your family, buddy? You are cheating on your wife, aren’t you? In some circles, it’s a big deal.
 
   Yes, that was true; it looked like he was cheating on Kelly. Frank wanted to ask Marilyn about the details of their romance—how they had met, how often they had sex and where, what plans they were making for the future—but encouraged her to leave, fearing that Josephine would suspect foul play if she caught him chatting with an attractive young woman. 
 
   “See you soon, Frank,” Marilyn said before taking off. He nodded silently, with a smile, in response.
 
   But what about Kelly, pal? You are a shameless bastard, Frank Fowler. How can you cheat on a mother of your child? How could you have broken the vows you’ve made to your wife?    
 
   Well, what kind of wife was Kelly if she hadn’t bothered to visit him in the hospital even once? He could have died in that car crash, you know. What the hell had she been so busy doing? Getting manicures at a spa?
 
    
 
   3.
 
   It turned out to be a smart decision to postpone the walk down memory lane with Marilyn. Josephine showed up two hours after Missis Hancock had left. She had come to tell Frank the terrible news. She hesitated for a while, gathering the courage to pronounce the words that she had probably repeated in her mind many times before entering his room. 
 
   “I know you will find out about it sooner or later. So let me be the one who breaks this news to you.” Josephine breathed a silent sigh, looking fixedly in his eyes. “My heart bleeds every time I think about it.” An intense pause. “Kelly’s gone missing, Frank. We don’t know where she is.” Josephine bit her lower lip, fighting tears. 
 
   His wife had gone missing. And he was embarrassed to admit that he was unable to feel shocked or sad since she had fallen through the cracks in his memory. No, there was no genuine sadness. He might have to fake it for the time being. 
 
   Kelly was missing. As this thought sank in his mind, Frank asked:
 
   “When?” 
 
   Did he appear heartless to Josephine? After all, he had not burst out crying while clinging to Josephine’s chest and shouting hysterically, “How? Why? Why!” 
 
   “She went missing a week ago. That’s the last time we saw her.” Josephine knitted her brows. “It’s horrible, Frank. Just horrible! We hoped she would come back, but it’s been a whole week already and we still haven’t heard from her. We don’t know what to do.” 
 
   She fell silent. As Frank frowned in an attempt to look grim, an involuntary thought rushed through his mind: had Kelly eloped with a neighbor? He hated himself right now for having to fight off the unwanted smile that had started forming on his face. 
 
   Kelly eloped with a lover? And took their daughter with her? Kelly’s boyfriend must be madly in love with her, if he had agreed to adopt Kathy. 
 
   “What about Kathy?” Frank asked. 
 
   Why would Kelly have flushed her vows down the toilet and gone on this ridiculous adventure? Was he bad in bed? Impotent? Too ugly to her? Her relatives seemed to love him, what problem could she possibly have with him? 
 
   “Kathy... She—” Josephine’s voice trembled. “She is missing, too. She disappeared last November.” 
 
   Frank shut his eyes and peered into his heart to find out how he felt about this news. Kathy had gone missing. She was not with Kelly and her hypothetical lover. His little girl had vanished almost half a year ago. 
 
   You should admit, buddy, that this thing is very, very serious. Kathy couldn’t have run away with a neighbor if for no other reason than she was only three years old at the time. Yes, she certainly didn’t elope. And you also have to admit that she is most likely dead. Or you could bury your head in the sand, of course, and convince yourself she is safe and sound somewhere in the Wonderland.
 
   Some psycho had kidnapped Kathy, raped her—you know how many maniac rapists are out there—strangled her, and then tossed the dead body in Lake Erie. 
 
   “Are the police looking for them?” he muttered. “What do they think happened to Kathy?”  
 
   Josephine bitterly pursed her lips for a few seconds and answered, “They say they are looking for them. What else are they going to say? But there have been no results so far. Kathy’s been missing for six months now. Six months!”
 
   “Do they believe Kathy’s still alive?”
 
   Josephine shrugged her shoulders.
 
   It was certainly a dumb question: if the police had lost all hope of finding Kathy alive, a considerate person like Josephine wouldn’t have dared to tell him the truth. On the other hand, she had informed him of his wife and daughter having gone missing, right?
 
   “Right now we have to be focused on finding Kelly,” said Josephine. “It’s been nine days, and we’ve got no idea of what could have happened to her.” Josephine covered her eyes with her palms and uttered a sob. 
 
   Kathy was kidnapped by a pervert, Kelly ran away with a lover, and the question is: why are you, Frank Fowler, so quiet and imperturbable? Actually, for all you know, your wife might have fallen victim to the same maniac rapist that throttled your daughter. Kelly eloping with a neighbor must be the most implausible explanation of her disappearance there is, buddy. It shouldn’t be so hard to admit the truth to yourself, should it, pal? 
 
   And what was the truth?
 
   Seriously, why was he so tranquil as if nothing had happened? He hadn’t even shed a few tears just for the sake of preserving his good reputation with his Josephine. 
 
   What was the truth about Kelly’s vanishing?
 
   He had nothing to do with it, had he?
 
   “This is terrible,” said Frank in a low voice. He cleared his throat. “Do you have any theories about where Kelly could be?”  
 
   “We thought you might have one. We’ve been hoping you’ll give us some clues, Frank.” Josephine stared at Frank with pity. Obviously, she assumed she had staggered him with the harsh news about Kelly and Kathy. “It’s so terrible! So terrible!” She shook her head in anguish. “It must be so painful for you to even think about it. Poor Kathy. Poor Kelly. We believe in you, Frank. I’m sure you can help us find her.” 
 
   Poor Kathy... Poor Kelly... 
 
   They had been hoping he’d give them some clues. Who the hell were ‘they?’
 
   “I’m shocked. I don’t know what to say,” Frank said and shut his eyes. He thanked God for having deprived him of his memories about the last six years of his life. 
 
    
 
   4.
 
   When she was about to leave, Josephine asked, looking at him tensely, “Do you have any idea what happened to Kelly?” 
 
   There was anguish and sincere hope in her eyes, which made Frank feel ashamed that he was unable to help her. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Josephine, I remember very little about the time she went missing,” Frank said. “To be honest, I don’t remember anything about it. I have yet to remember Kelly herself. I’m sorry.”   
 
   Josephine spent half a minute digesting his words, nodded as if agreeing with something her internal voice had told her, and then said, “We would much appreciate it if you could recall something useful in the next couple of weeks. You were very close to Kelly. You have to know something that can help us find her.” Again the undying hope flickered in her eyes. “Something only you could have known. Just do your best to remember it, okay?” 
 
   Frank kept silent for a while to show Josephine that he was pondering her words and replied, “I’ll try, but I can’t promise you anything right now. It might take me a very long time to recover those memories.” He paused, the feeling of guilt still lingering in his heart. “I will certainly do my best; I can promise you that.”  
 
   “What if something terrible happens to her in the meantime? What if it takes you weeks, or even months to get your memory back?”
 
   “Let’s hope everything will be fine. There really isn’t much we can do about it.”
 
   What a heartless cynic you are, pal! Your wife and daughter are missing (or should one say: dead and gone?), and all you do is twiddle your thumbs? Strain your fucking memory, man. Start digging in it and keep digging until you find something useful. 
 
   But it had been a week since she vanished. If they had been unable to find her after a week, chances were they would never find her alive. For all he knew, Kelly could be rotting somewhere at the bottom of Lake Erie.
 
   As Josephine rose from the chair, she said in a calm and at the same time resolute voice, “Frank, we have to find Kelly, do you understand that?” 
 
   “Yes, I do. We’ll find her.” 
 
   “Try to remember as much as possible as soon as possible. She could have told you about her plans for the day she disappeared. We need to find out what she was going to do, where she was going to be, whom she was going to meet that day. Don’t waste your time, please. Think as hard as you can. That information has to be somewhere in your head, Frank.”
 
   “It’s my number one priority now. I want to find her as badly as you do.” 
 
   “I’m glad to hear that. This is a matter of life or death, Frank.” She paused. “Life or death. I mean it. We are all counting on you.”
 
   When Josephine was about to open the door and step out into the hallway, she turned her face to Frank and asked, “Did you and Kelly argue?” 
 
   Frank felt so excited about seeing Josephine finally go away that he decided to ignore any subtext which might have been hidden in this question. With a solemn air, he answered, “I’m sorry, Josephine. I don’t remember. I don’t remember anything.” 
 
   Wow, this looks like a very convenient way to answer the most tricky questions! You remember nothing, and, therefore, they can’t expect a word of substance from you. It’s your personal get out of jail free card, buddy. 
 
   “Yes, that’s right,” muttered Josephine. 
 
    
 
   5.
 
   Frank spent the rest of the day pondering over all the rediscovered details of his life and attempting to remember Kelly and Kathy as well as anything that could help him find his wife. It appeared he had a lot of thinking to do in the coming weeks, or even months.  
 
   He had been told he had a wife, and he believed that in his mind there now was a phantom of a memory of his wife’s name sounding similar to ‘Kelly.’ He had no clue when this phantom would turn into a firm recollection. He also thought that he still remembered, though vaguely, having a daughter. He had begun to gradually get used to the idea of being a husband and a dad. Or was it a former husband and a former dad? Chances were he would never see Kelly or Kathy again, let’s be realistic about it. 
 
   It was so weird: he had a wife and a daughter whom he actually didn’t have anymore.  
 
   By the way, what did Josephine mean when she asked if he and Kelly had argued? What the hell was she getting at? 
 
   Had he and Kelly argued? Even if they had, it was none of Josephine’s business! Every couple in the history of mankind had argued, there was nothing special about that.   
 
   Frank made a wry face, revolted by Josephine’s arrogance. Did she suspect that he had beaten Kelly with a bat or put out cigarettes on her skin? Or did she believe he had killed his wife?  
 
   Was that what she had meant by her question? 
 
   Frank heaved a sigh, realizing he was about to get distressed by his own conjectures about Josephine’s hidden agenda. However, these conjectures seemed to be awfully close to the truth: he’d bet dollars to donuts that Missis Buckhaus had been seriously considering the possibility of him being her beloved sister’s killer. As the older sibling, Josephine must see herself as the wise, all-caring protector of the family—the Godmother, if you will. 
 
   But your charm and wit will surely help you crush all these insinuations against you, right, buddy? 
 
   He hoped so.
 
   Like in a movie. Frank burst out laughing. He had forgotten half of his life just like in a goddamn movie (okay, it was an exaggeration, but still)! Years of memories erased, just like that. He had forgotten his wife’s name; he had forgotten his daughter’s name. Just like in a movie. Or some cheesy soap opera.
 
   So what did he know about Kelly’s plans for the day she disappeared? And now that the question arose: had he argued with Kelly and how often?
 
   He fell asleep close to midnight. He had no idea what a curious surprise was awaiting him in the morning.
 
    
 
   6.
 
   Imagine for a moment that Kelly Fowler was indeed murdered and Frank was the killer. Now picture Frank in kabuki makeup. In case you didn’t know: kabuki is classical Japanese dance-drama, whose actors paint their faces completely white, making themselves look as if they have just survived an explosion at a flour factory. Yes, picture a face white as paper: that was the image Michael Bluth must have had in his mind while trying to predict Frank’s reaction to his letter in a sealed envelope, which Frank found on the nightstand next to a disposable plastic vase with a bouquet of pink roses and lilies when he awoke in the morning. The letter had apparently come as an attachment to the flowers. 
 
   That’s right, after reading Bluth’s message, Frank would have turned extremely pale with fear had he been the psycho that had murdered Kelly Fowler. However, he was not the killer and the color of his face did not change as he read the letter from Bluth.
 
   Michael Bluth wrote:
 
   “Dear Frank, I know you killed your wife, and I can prove it. You are a reasonable person. I’m sure you don’t want to go to prison. All I need is a $20,000 loan. Please think about my request very carefully.”
 
   Mister Bluth had been polite enough to put his name at the end of his message, and it might have been his real name, too, although Frank wouldn’t have bet the farm on it. The letter was typed: the author either had poor handwriting or wanted to leave no evidence behind. Frank read Bluth’s note three more times, digesting its meaning and enjoying its absurdity, and then laughed quietly.
 
   ‘All I need is a $20,000 loan.’ What a smartass.
 
   ‘Please think about my request very carefully.’ Was this idiot trying to play it safe? Why hadn’t he just said point-blank that he would go to the police if Frank didn’t pay him? Was he afraid that he could end up in jail for extortion or something? 
 
   What are you going to do about this letter, buddy? 
 
   Well, it depended on whether he believed these charges were true.
 
   Do you believe they are true?
 
   Did he think he had murdered his wife? Hell no! He shouldn’t even dignify such a preposterous question with an answer. 
 
   Excellent response, buddy! Now rip this letter into a hundred pieces and flush them down the toilet.
 
   Yes, that was exactly what he ought to do. And he wasn’t doing it to keep Bluth’s ridiculous accusations under wraps; he didn’t care if anyone else read the letter. He was doing it to show his contempt for this lying son of a bitch.
 
   Besides, he already had too much on his plate to bother with delusions of someone he didn’t know. And it was not an established fact yet that his wife was dead, okay?
 
   Did he believe that Kelly was dead? Well, he wouldn’t be surprised if she was. He hadn’t really dwelled on this issue since it was hard to be emotionally invested in a woman he barely knew.
 
   By the way, it was a very smart move to ask Marilyn to keep from visiting you in the hospital again in order to avoid any rumors.
 
   “Her sister is here almost every day,” he told Marilyn last night. “I don’t want her to see you.”
 
   It would certainly be a disaster if he was exposed as a cheating husband, taking into account that his wife had gone missing. He would hate to have his reputation compromised: a tarnished reputation could land you behind bars or on the death row when your spouse mysteriously vanished. And there were also Josephine and her clan. As a matter of fact, Frank was unsure who he feared the most: his sister-in-law or the cops.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6.
 
   GEORGE
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “It’s vengeance,” said Albert, waiting for George to drift off and fall into his arms. 
 
   He had uttered those words at a quarter past one in the afternoon, eighteen and a half months before Kelly Fowler went missing. 
 
   Two hours earlier, George Frey had said he had to take a leak and headed for the bathroom. Josephine watched him leave the living room and, once his steps could no longer be heard, turned to Kelly, who was playing with the key to the Ford Expedition she had rented last night for this trip.    
 
   “Is your husband pissed off yet?” Josephine asked with a grin. “I bet George was driving him nuts.”  
 
   Kelly began to chuckle, put the car key in her jeans pocket, and said, “I haven’t heard any complaints from Frank, but I think the old man was getting on his nerves. The old fucker just doesn’t know how to shut up.” 
 
   “Frank is probably too polite to bitch about his in-laws.” Josephine cast an inquiring look at the doorway. “Is he taking a shit?” she wondered aloud. “What’s holding him up? I hope he doesn’t stink up my bathroom.” 
 
   “It must be his giant prostate.”  
 
   “Have you decided what you want to do about your daughter? Little children are such a pain in the ass.”
 
   “I’m seriously thinking about your suggestion, Josephine. It’s very tempting.”
 
   “As I said, we’ll help you every step of the way. You won’t even have to lift a finger. I know it will take some time, but eventually you’ll see how much happier your life will be without this burden.” 
 
   “I’m almost sold. Just give me a few weeks.”
 
   “Sure.” Josephine patted Kelly on the shoulder. “Did you tell Frank where you're going?” She got up and signaled Kelly to follow her.
 
   “No.” Kelly shook her head, rising from the couch. “He doesn't seem to care. He’s very busy with his work.” 
 
   They walked out onto the terrace. 
 
   “Is he going to ask where your father went? Is he a curious type?”  Josephine lit a cigarette. “If Frank asks, tell him George went hiking with a buddy.”    
 
   “All right. But I doubt Frank gives a rat’s ass about the old fart. He’ll be glad to have him out of the house.”  
 
    “He’s definitely taking a shit,” said Josephine. “Or he simply forgot about us.” 
 
   Half a minute later, the door swung open and revealed a smiling George. 
 
   “Lades, I'm ready,” he declared. “Let's go see the mountains.” 
 
   They headed for the car. George wrapped his arm around Kelly’s shoulders and said, “I’m so happy we’re spending this time together, sweetheart. I haven’t hiked in years.” He kissed Kelly on the cheek and then turned his face to Josephine. “You should consider quitting, Josephine. I’m sure you don’t want to die of lung cancer.” 
 
   “I'm doing my best, George,” replied Josephine, getting in the front passenger seat. “I’m in a great shape, and I’m not planning to croak any time soon.” She took a deep puff and put the cigarette out. “You will love those mountains. It will be an unforgettable experience, I promise.” She exchanged glances with Kelly, who was starting the engine. 
 
   When the Expedition pulled away from the curb, George said, “I wonder how Jane is doing without me. I wish she came with me.”  
 
   “I wish so, too, Dad,” said Kelly.
 
   “I hope she’s not missing me too much,” said George.
 
   “She’ll be fine,” Josephine remarked. “I bet she’s enjoying her alone time.” 
 
   “Besides, she's got a hundred friends,” Kelly added. “She's having a good time, Dad. And she’ll tell you all about it tomorrow, when you get back home.”  
 
   “Women do need a break from their husbands every once in a while. And husbands need a break, too. Enjoy your break, George,” said Josephine. 
 
   ‘It's a bat,’ that man said. ‘It’s just a damn bat. Leave it there, George. Let's go.’  
 
   ‘I’m coming.’
 
   Josephine touched Kelly's hand; they exchanged glances again. 
 
   “Where's the food?” asked George. “We're going to get hungry there real soon.” 
 
   “Graham and Albert are waiting for us in Salamanca. They have a lot of food with them,” answered Josephine. “I asked them to take care of this.” 
 
   “I'm already hungry,” said George, rubbing his stomach. Josephine stole a glance at George's face and winced slightly. The old man's wrinkly mug disgusted her. 
 
   “It’s only an hour away, Dad,” said Kelly. “If it gets too bad, we’ll find a diner on a highway, okay?”
 
   “Here.” Josephine opened her purse and fished out a Snickers chocolate bar. “I bought it for myself, but I’ll let you have it if you’d like.” She handed the bar to George. 
 
   “Next time I’ll get Jane to go with us.” The old man ripped open the chocolate bar wrapper and starting eating.  
 
   “Watch those dentures, George.” Josephine giggled. “The nougat in those bars is very sticky.”  
 
   “I sure will.” George nodded with a smile. 
 
   At a quarter past noon, they arrived in Salamanca. As they crossed the bridge over the Allegheny River, George asked how far the motel was where Graham and Albert were waiting. By the way, Ron had volunteered to stay at home with Tony; someone had to mind the store, you know. 
 
   “It’s further down Interstate 86,” Josephine explained. “Just six or seven miles from the mountains.”  
 
   “Very good.” George leaned forward to Josephine's seat, making her smell his rotten breath. “When do you plan to go back to Buffalo?” 
 
   “Early in the morning, Dad,” replied Kelly. 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   They arrived at their final destination around half past three. 
 
   “Is this the hotel?” George sounded surprised. “Is it some sort of bed and breakfast joint?” 
 
   No, it was neither a hotel, nor a bed and breakfast.
 
   The last ten minutes of the drive, Josephine had been stealing glances at the old man’s face and reflecting on the old age. She loathed the changes caused by aging; there was nothing pretty about an old person’s face. A man in his late sixties was a caricature of himself at thirty, and the same was true for women as well. Deep ugly wrinkles covered every square inch of George’s face, his hair was white and scarce, his teeth were crooked and grey. The wrinkles were disgusting; Josephine's heart skipped a beat when she imagined herself at George’s age: her face and body all creased up, her skin blemished with bizarre blotches, her toothless gums hiding behind her pursed colorless lips. She would look pitiful. Plus, don’t forget the frequent body malfunctions that came with age. 
 
   “They wanted to stay close to the mountains,” said Kelly. “It’s a fine place, Dad.” 
 
   Yes, this farmhouse was a great find. Josephine had spent half September looking for a secure venue for their final encounter with George. The ideal place was supposed to meet two requirements: first, it had to offer a spacious garage or a barn, and second, the nearest neighbor had to be at least a mile away.    
 
   “We’re having a family reunion,” she told the prospective lessors on the phone. “And we need a really quiet location.”    
 
   In this farmhouse, which was located five miles west of the gorgeous Allegheny State Park, they could be confident that no one would hear George's screams, which were unavoidable since they were not going to drug the man up. Josephine’s place, on the other hand, didn’t provide such peace of mind. By the way, they hoped the old man would squeal like a stuck pig because that would mean they were not going too easy on him.  
 
   “It’s been a while since I stretched my legs,” said George, getting out of the Blazer. “I’m so glad you dragged me out of the city.” 
 
   Her forehead glistening with sweat, Josephine took George by the elbow, and they headed for the farmhouse. For the hundredth time, she thought about Tony’s brother and that stupid stunt of his. Nico was a real idiot, there could be no denying it. Bats are so damn small; they don't stand a chance against a beast like a three ton Dodge Ram truck moving at seventy miles an hour.  
 
   Dumb show-off. There’s a lesson for you, kids: vanity gets you burned. 
 
   “Do you remember your friend Earl Bayley from Jamestown?” asked Josephine when they were halfway from the house. 
 
   “It doesn’t look like a hotel,” commented George, looking at the building. “Earl Bayley?” He turned his face to Josephine. “How do you know him? Of course I remember Earl. I’m not that senile.” He snickered.
 
   “You saw him a couple of months ago, right?” said Josephine. “Do you remember that?” 
 
   Visibly puzzled, George knitted his brows and nodded. 
 
   “Yeah, I went to Jamestown to visit him in August,” he answered. “He is an old friend of mine. We had a great time. Do you know him?” 
 
   Josephine noted to herself with relish that George had absolutely no idea what a nightmare was awaiting him. There he was, an old gullible fool thinking they were about to go hiking in the mountains, picturing himself eating, telling jokes, and enjoying the fresh air. Expecting to be back in Buffalo tomorrow morning, happy and rejuvenated. The old man was calm and carefree. Dumb fuck. 
 
   ‘It's a bat. It’s just a damn bat. Leave it there, George. Let's go.’  
 
   Josephine shivered, hit by a sudden gust of cold wind. The autumn had been getting a firmer grip of the weather, bringing lower temperatures and cloudy skies.   
 
   “You drove to Jamestown in your Dodge Ram truck, didn’t you?” said Josephine, climbing up the porch.   
 
   “Yes, I did. I love my truck. It goes everywhere.”  
 
   George was old. Josephine heaved a sigh. He was old and fragile. He would die too quickly. Had he been in his forties, they would have had a lot more fun with him. They would have let their imaginations go wild with this fucker.   
 
   “Is it your friend’s place?” George asked, observing Josephine open the front door. “Come on, somebody tell me. I can honestly say I’m intrigued.”   
 
   “Excellent guess, Dad,” said Kelly. “So you remember visiting Earl two months ago? Great!”  
 
   “Is it some kind of surprise party?” said George. “Is Earl here? Come on, girls, tell me already.” 
 
   They went inside the house, and Josephine locked the front door. Albert and Ron had already taken care of the windows: they had shut them all and had also lowered the shades. 
 
   “Do you remember going on joy rides with Earl two months ago?” asked Josephine. “There was at least one joy ride. Do you remember that, George?”    
 
   George nodded. 
 
   “I sure do. As I said, I love my truck. Earl and I drove all over the place last summer. Why are you asking?”
 
   He glanced around in search of Graham and Albert. 
 
   “Do you remember going to Chautauqua Lake with Earl?” asked Josephine.  
 
   “Yeah, we went there fishing. I love that place. It’s got walleye, bass, perch, musky, you name it.” 
 
   “Do you remember taking Route 394 on the way back from the lake?”
 
   “I don’t remember every road we took, but one of them could very well have been Route 394. I hardly use maps anymore. I just go wherever my GPS tells me to go.”
 
   “You have a great memory, Dad,” remarked Kelly. “I almost forgot you went to visit Earl.”   
 
   “So what are we doing here?” asked George. “Where’s everybody?”
 
   Josephine put her hand on his right shoulder and said, “We have a little surprise for you, George. Let's go to the garage.” 
 
   She was looking George in the eye. Those pigment spots scattered all over his face were revolting. He must have a rotten breath, too. Pitiful man. Pathetic murderer. He didn’t seem to be physically fit to last the thirty minutes that they required to do all the things they had planned for him. 
 
   He had taken so easy that collision with a bat. Fucking moron. 
 
   “Graham and Al are waiting for us in the garage, Dad,” said Kelly. “They have a very spacious garage here.” 
 
   “Garage? Okay.” George stared at his daughter with curiosity. “Are we going to grab something to eat before leaving? What’s the plan?”
 
   “Our plan for today is to have fun, George.” Josephine smiled. “I'll explain everything to you in a minute.” 
 
   George shrugged his shoulders and followed Josephine to the garage. 
 
   “What is this for?” he asked with a chuckle when he saw a six-foot long folding utility table that sat in an inflatable kiddie pool in the middle of the garage. “In the mood for swimming today?” He gave Josephine an inquiring look. 
 
   He didn’t ask any questions about the plastic sheet they had thrown on the garage floor in order to keep things clean and leave no evidence that could hang them.
 
   “Calm down, George,” said Albert, stepping behind George and pressing a chloroform-soaked linen napkin to his face. “It's vengeance.” 
 
   He winked at Josephine, grabbed a tight hold of George, and carried him to the table. 
 
   “He should wake up in fifteen minutes,” said Josephine, watching Albert lay the old man on the table. 
 
   Graham rose from the wicker chair and said, “I wonder how much torture he can take before croaking. I hope he doesn’t die in the first ten minutes.”  
 
   “He seems to be in an okay shape,” Albert remarked. “I’d say he’ll last at least fifteen minutes.” 
 
   “A sixty seven year old guy can have a heart attack even from a minor stress,” Josephine said in a disappointed voice. “I'm afraid he won’t last five minutes if we’re too hard on him.” She frowned. 
 
   Kelly picked up a Craftsman electric drill from the counter, switched it on, and poked the table with the whirring drill bit, spraying a pinch of sawdust into the air. Then she rubbed the shallow hole bored by the Craftsman with her finger and said, “I like this drill. I’m going to play with it.”   
 
   “We’ve got three more drills here.” Graham brandished another drill over his shoulder. “Everyone can have a drill.” 
 
   “I’d like to work on him with this.” Albert gently stroked the glass bottle with sulphuric acid he was clutching in his hand. “I’ll do his legs first.”  
 
   “Keep the acid from dripping into the pool. I don’t want any holes in it.” Josephine warned him. “And please don’t burn his eyes. I want George to see what’s happening to him.” 
 
   “You want him to watch his own daughter killing him?” asked Graham. “That’s so sick, Josie.” 
 
   Josephine flashed a broad grin. 
 
   “We have to make sure to keep him alive until he understands why we’re killing him,” said Graham. “I’m afraid it will take him a while to understand that.” 
 
   “Yes, you’re right,” Kelly agreed. “He must be really confused right now.”   
 
   “We'll explain it to him properly.” Josephine cracked a smile. “He remembers his trip to Jamestown, he remembers going to the lake. He’ll remember what he did. He’ll understand.”   
 
   “Josie, I doubt he remembers hitting a bat,” said Albert. “There are tons of roadkill every year; people take it like it’s nothing.” He opened the laptop he had brought from Buffalo and clicked on the Skype icon.
 
   “We’ll see,” Josephine replied with an air of nonchalance. “Maybe it’s not that important after all. We'll have a great time regardless whether he remembers the bat, or not, right?” She exchanged glances with Albert, Kelly, and Graham.  
 
   “Oh yeah.” Albert rubbed his hands together. A moment later he announced, “They are on.” He pointed at the webcam window where they could see Ron and Tony sitting next to each other and patiently waiting for the show to start. “Hi, Tony!”
 
   “Hi, Al.” Tony waved to him and made the okay sign. “Hi, everyone.”
 
   Then George woke up. Eight minutes before he came to consciousness, they had undressed him to his underwear and tied him to the table with nylon ropes so that he wouldn't be able to either push, or kick, or jump off the table. 
 
   “Wakey wakey, Dad,” said Kelly, bringing the buzzing drill to his chest. “How are you doing? Sleep well?” She burst out laughing and turned to the rest of the gang. “Let's cut off his dick. It’s got to be very painful, I reckon.” 
 
   “He’s going to pass out or even die right away,” Graham objected. “Let Al sprinkle some acid on him first. It will hurt him like hell, but he’ll stay conscious. Get to work, Al.” He pointed to George’s legs. 
 
   “All right,” Albert said cheerfully and started pouring the acid on the old man’s hips. George uttered a piercing cry, his arms twitching wildly, his leg muscles tensed. The skin affected by the acid was blistering and growing dark brown.  
 
   “Maybe we should have tied him to a chair,” Kelly said, pushing the drill bit into George’s left heel. “He might choke on his own vomit, you know.”  
 
   “Let’s watch his mouth then.” Albert poured some acid around George's navel. 
 
   “What are you—,” the old man screamed, making an incredible effort to free his arms and legs, thin white smoke wafting up from his acid-burned skin. 
 
   “Damn, it’s working so fast,” said Graham. “It looks awesome. Give him a little more, Al.” He thrust the drill bit into George's right shoulder, narrowing his eyes as blood began to leak out of the wound. He relaxed his eyelids when he realized there was not enough pressure for the blood to splatter on his face. George was wriggling like a caterpillar dropped into a crowd of hungry ants.  
 
   “Don't burn the ropes, please,” Josephine warned Albert, drilling a hole in George's left knee. “That acid is strong shit.”  
 
   “Take a knitting needle, Al. Make a few holes in this fucker,” said Kelly, who had just finished boring through her father’s right foot. 
 
   “Kelly, please—” George failed to finish the phrase, overwhelmed by a coughing fit, after which he resumed bawling. 
 
   “Are you sure we won’t have any unexpected guests here?” Graham asked Josephine. “This fellow’s so fucking loud.” 
 
   Josephine shook her head and said, “It's a really quiet place. The nearest house is two miles away. But just in case, go outside and stand on the lookout, will you?” 
 
   “Sure thing.” Graham put his drill on the counter and left the garage.
 
   “You’re doing an excellent job there, guys,” Tony’s voice came out the laptop speakers. “Keep it up.” 
 
   “Thanks, Tony,” replied Josephine.
 
   She bent over George's face, her lips puckered. The old man's howling had begun to nauseate her. 
 
   “George, do you remember what happened when you and Earl were driving home from the lake?” she asked. When she saw George’s lips move, she raised her right hand, saying, “Guys, let's take a quick break. I want to listen to what George has to say.” 
 
   “You think he finally remembered Nico?” said Albert, pulling the knitting needle out of George's thigh.  
 
   When all the drills had been taken out of the old man’s body, Josephine asked, “Do you remember what happened on Route 394?”
 
   “What is this all about?” George cried out. “Please stop it!”
 
   He resumed shrieking with pain; his attempts to break free from the ties had gotten weaker: he put every bit of energy he had into straining his muscles, but the vigor was gone from his movements. His limbs were shivering, his body was glistening with sweat, whose musky smell was noticeable now.  
 
   “Seems like he's going to croak soon,” remarked Ron. “Hurry up, guys.”  
 
   “George, do you remember that bat on Route 394?” Josephine handed her drill to Albert. “After fishing at the lake, you and Earl took Route 394 to get to the highway. Do you remember it?”
 
   “Please stop, Josephine. Kelly, please ask them to stop,” moaned George.
 
   “Are you fucking deaf?” shouted Josephine. “George, I asked you a question. I don’t want to repeat it again. Do you remember driving on Route 394 two months ago?”  
 
   “Yes,” the old man blared. “Yes, I remember.”  
 
   “I bet he’s got a bad heart,” said Albert. “He could die any minute now, right, Kelly? Has he ever had a heart attack?” He gave Kelly an inquiring look. She shook her head and replied, “No, not yet.”
 
   “Well, he’s definitely going to have one tonight,” commented Albert. 
 
   “Let’s cut off his dick before he dies,” suggested Tony. 
 
   “Do you remember the bat you hit with your truck on the way back from the lake?” Josephine smoothed George's hair, wiped his forehead with her handkerchief. “Do you?” 
 
   “Josephine,” the old man muttered and opened his swollen eyes. “Kelly, please. Josephine.” He was not making sense anymore.
 
   “He can't hear you, Josie,” said Albert. “I think it’s a pain shock.” 
 
   “Josie, I'm going to chop off his dick.” Kelly waved her knife enthusiastically. “I’ll do it now.” She began to cut the elastic band of George's underpants. 
 
   “Kelly, wait a second, I want him to know what he is being killed for,” said Josephine. She wiped the old man's face and blew on his forehead to assuage the heat. “He committed murder and he must know that.” She looked at her hands and legs splashed with blood and grimaced with revulsion. “George, do you remember the bat you killed in August? Do you remember it, you fucking asshole?” 
 
   “Pain shock,” Albert said with a thoughtful air, “Maybe it’s time to cut his dick off.” 
 
   “It's such a pity he is so old,” said Josephine. “He won’t last even fifteen minutes.” 
 
   “He’s already dying.” Kelly opened the old man's ripped underpants to reveal his groin. “Look at this old dick. I’ve never seen my dad’s dick before. I’m not impressed, to tell you the truth.”
 
   “Maybe he’s a grower, not a shower,” said Albert. “He might be nine inches when hard.”
 
   Kelly turned to Josephine. “Should I cut it off?” 
 
   “If he doesn't answer me now, you can cut it off.” Josephine shut George's lower jaw forcefully to lower the noise he was making. “Looks like your father can’t take pain.” 
 
   Once Josephine let go of George’s jaw, he opened his mouth again, continuing to scream at the top of his lungs. Josephine slapped the old man on the cheek as hard as she could, but it did nothing to silence him. She whacked George in the face a few more times, now just for fun; it had become clear to her that the man wasn’t going to keep quiet.    
 
   “He’d about to die,” declared Kelly exclaimed. “Hurry up, Josephine.”  
 
   “George, do you remember the bat?” Josephine shouted. “Do you remember killing a bat? Do you remember, you motherfucker?” 
 
   “No, no, I don’t remember the bat!” George yelled out. “Please let me go!”
 
   “This moron’s going to make me deaf.” Albert thrust his drill into George’s left shin. “Josephine, it seems like he’s not thinking straight anymore.” He turned to the laptop to see if Tony or Ron had anything to say; both men kept silent. 
 
   “Okay.” Josephine nodded and punctured George's eyes with the knitting needle. “Kelly, get ready to cut his dick off. It’s time to wrap things up.” 
 
   “Tell me when,” said Kelly, grabbing the tip of George’s penis.
 
   “Is it going to kill him?” asked Ron.
 
   “Who knows,” said Kelly. “He might survive.” 
 
   Josephine took two linen napkins from the counter and stuffed one of them into the old man's mouth. Then she added another napkin for a tighter gag and said, “Cut it now.”  
 
   “Yeah, cut it,” hollered Tony.
 
   “What if he chokes?” said Albert. “He’s barely alive as it is.” 
 
   Josephine stuck a knitting needle through George’s right biceps and replied, “He might, but I'm sick of his screams.” She stabbed the needle into the old man’s left biceps. “If he chokes, he chokes.”  
 
   “Look!” Kelly yelled, swinging George’s severed penis in front of the web camera. “I cut his dick off! Let's fry it and feed it to this fucker.” 
 
   “That must be the most surreal thing I’ve seen in my life,” said Ron.
 
   “Let me feed it to my neighbors.” Albert burst out laughing. “That would be one hell of a joke, wouldn’t it?” 
 
   “Are we going to fry it or not?” Kelly turned to Josephine. Grinning, Josephine shrugged her shoulders.
 
   “Put it in the bag.” Albert opened a Ziploc plastic bag and brought it in front of Kelly. 
 
   “How does it feel to hold your dad’s dick in your hand?” asked Albert. 
 
   Kelly dropped the penis in the bag, and Kelly zipped the bag up and put it on the counter. 
 
   “I’m serious, guys,” Albert went on. “There’s enough meat in this dick for a burger. I’ll cook it next time my wife has a barbecue.”  
 
   “Please remind me to skip your next barbecue, Al,” said Kelly. 
 
   Nine minutes later George died. But before it happened, they had chopped off his hands, ripped his stomach open, and drilled seven holes in his chest. 
 
   They placed George’s body into an eighty-gallon wooden barrel, which they were going to bring onto Ron’s gorgeous fifty-foot powerboat later tonight: a dead body was the last thing that crossed people’s minds when they saw an innocently looking wooden barrel being loaded on a boat. They had no desire to get involved with acid for their corpse disposal needs—can you imagine how much acid you would need to get rid of four to six stiffs a month?—so they stuck with the basics and simply dumped their victims in Lake Erie several miles offshore. To prevent the bodies from floating up, they tied one-hundred-pound concrete blocks to their legs. It was an easy, reliable, and eco-friendly way of covering their tracks: in a few months, there was nothing left of a person but a skeleton thanks to the fish and crabs. 
 
   Even though George would vanish from the face of the earth, he was not going to go missing in the public’s eyes. Officially, George would die in a car crash. The role of his body double went to Sam Talbott, a man of similar height and build, whom they had kidnapped two days earlier.   
 
   After folding the table, deflating the pool, and packing the drills and knives, they checked the garage for stains of blood. Then they celebrated the successful revenge by devouring half a bottle of Beefeater gin—Kelly and Albert only had a shot each since they were supposed to drive hours later. 
 
   At half past midnight, Graham and Albert tossed the barrel with George’s body in the lake. Four hours later, they pushed the old man’s truck with Sam Talbott’s body in the driver’s seat into the ditch four miles south of Jamestown and set it on fire; the propane tank explosion was beautiful. Their plan worked without a hitch: the fire rendered Talbott’s corpse completely unrecognizable, the police didn’t bother to do any DNA testing, and Jane was too emotionally devastated to question the official story of her husband’s death. After a short but heartfelt funeral service on a cold Thursday morning, George’s remains were cremated, forever sealing the terrible secret of the old man’s death. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7.
 
   COMING HOME
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
   They told him he had gotten off easy, and Frank was fully aware of it: his Guardian angel had done a good job since the car crash; it would have been a great job if the angel had prevented the car crash from happening in the first place.  
 
   “You’re doing incredibly well, Frank,” Doctor Raynolds told Frank on the eighth, and the last, day of his stay at the hospital. “I’ve seen your X-rays, I’ve seen your test results, and I must say that you are way ahead of the typical schedule. A lot of people with a head trauma similar to your require months of physical therapy, so you ought to consider yourself very lucky. However, you should keep in mind that your head is a terribly fragile thing, and from now on you should treat it as if it were made of glass. It contains your brain, and I guess you agree that the brain is an important part of the body.” 
 
   Frank told the doctor that he agreed with him on that.  
 
   “I would recommend avoiding extremely strenuous physical activity for the next several months, which means no racing, no jumping from heights, no boxing—you get the idea. Take it easy, relax on a couch, now you have a perfect excuse for that.” Raynolds laughed softly. “Unless you want to be back in our nurses’ arms.”  
 
   “I’m an expert in relaxing on a couch,” said Frank. “I’ll gladly follow your advice.”  
 
   “And as for your amnesia, you shouldn’t worry if the recovery takes longer than expected. Sooner or later, most of your memories will come back to you. Don’t be upset if the recovery is not complete. Look on the bright side: among those lost memories could be things you wanted to forget but couldn’t. Amnesia might have saved you a lot of stress, Frank.” Raynolds paused. “It’s like you were born again, isn’t it?”  
 
    
 
   2.
 
   So, a thirty-seven-year-old accountant from Shapiro Bender Winkler   was finally going home, where no one was waiting for him with outstretched arms. 
 
   He had a lot of getting used to do ahead of him. Even though he remembered his house—he had bought it eight years before, the point in time outside the black hole chewed out by amnesia—its interior was terra incognita to Frank. Actually, there was a bright side to that: while other people have to buy new furniture to revamp the design, all Frank Fowler had had to do was hit a freeway wall at seventy miles per hour, have his car roll over three times before coming to a halt, and, as a result, drop six years of life from his memory.  
 
   Nothing like a change of scenery, right?
 
   “What are you thinking about? Kelly?” Josephine, who had offered him a ride home in her beautiful Porsche Cayenne, gave him a curious look. Her car could have easily set her back a hundred grand, which confirmed Frank’s hunch that she was loaded. 
 
   Frank nodded, just to humor her. 
 
   His house was empty, he had accepted this unfortunate fact. Three people used to live there, but now two of them were missing, and he was the only one left. 
 
   However, he didn’t feel sad about it. You see, he didn’t remember the time when Kelly and Kathy had lived in that house. You can’t mourn someone you have forgotten, let’s be honest here, okay?
 
   What a coincidence. 
 
   “Are you feeling okay?” asked Josephine. “You need to get a lot of rest the next couple of weeks.” 
 
   “I’m okay,” he muttered. “Thanks for asking.”
 
   “Our family will do our best to help you, Frank,” said Josephine. “If you need anything, just let us know.” 
 
   What a nice coincidence it was. He lost his daughter, a cute five-year-old girl, who must have been raped, dismembered, and thrown in Lake Erie by some perverted psycho. Then he lost his wife, who had most likely been dumped in Lake Erie as well. And just when it was about time for him to have an emotional breakdown, a car accident wiped out his memories about these two people along with all the related pain and suffering he must have gone through. 
 
   What a perfect coincidence! It was like he’d been born again and could start a new life now. 
 
   “Do you still remember how to do your job? They are not going to fire you, are they?” Josephine asked.  
 
   “It might take some brushing up, but I’ll be fine.”   
 
   As a matter of fact he was planning to start checking on the latest developments in partnership taxation tomorrow morning. He wished it were as easy for him to remember his wife and daughter. 
 
   On second thought, he was in no hurry to do it.  
 
   It suddenly occurred to him that if someone were able to look inside his mind right now, this person would be horrified: “This guy doesn’t give a shit about his wife! This guy doesn’t give a shit about what his daughter! Look at this asshole!” 
 
   Remembering nothing from the last six years. 
 
   His head was a bit heavy, but he could easily solve this problem by taking an Aspirin pill at home. 
 
   You don’t give a shit about them because you have to remember who they are to give a shit, buddy. It’s a solid excuse. Kathy and Kelly are missing? Sure, it’s a tragedy, but you can’t just flip the switch and start caring about them any more than about a hundred thousand other people that disappear every year in America. That’s not how it works.   
 
   Yes, all these busybodies ought to leave him alone. There was no point in beating the dead horse; he still remembered virtually nothing about his wife and daughter. Someday Kelly and Kathy would emerge in his memory, but at this point in time these names meant nothing to him. 
 
   “Did you remember anything about Kelly? Anything that could help us find her?” asked Josephine, with her eyes fixed on him. 
 
   Frank shook his head, but Josephine continued to drill him with a look full of hope, risking a collision with a Dodge Charger coming in the opposite direction. Frank pointed to the Dodge and said hastily, “Be careful, Josephine.” 
 
   Yes, she had to be careful because he didn’t need another car crash. From now on, he was going to treat his head as if it were made of glass. 
 
   Josephine turned her face back to the road, sighed, and bit her lower lip. Frank thought he had noticed a grimace of gloom flicker across her face.  
 
   “Are you going to see a psychiatrist?” Josephine asked one minute later in a slightly hoarse voice. “I could arrange a meeting with an excellent specialist if you’d like. And I’d pay all expenses, too.” She glanced at Frank to find out his reaction. 
 
   Oh no, Frank Fowler needed no stinking psychiatrist. All Frank needed was lots of rest. Maybe he should take a vacation and go to Las Vegas for a week? That was an idea worth considering. 
 
   “Why?” asked Frank. 
 
   “He could help you recover your memories faster. They have methods. Hypnosis and stuff like that.” 
 
   Hypnosis and stuff like that. Next thing you know Josephine would want to irradiate his head with x-rays or gamma-rays so that the memories of Kelly could come unstuck from the bottom of the amnesia deep and rush back to the surface. Or drill a hole in the frontal bone and insert electrodes into his brain. 
 
   “I doubt it will help,” he said. 
 
   “I wouldn’t refuse it if I were you.” 
 
   Marilyn Hancock. He was going to call her as soon as he got home. According to Marilyn, they used to meet each other at least twice a week, and there was no reason for them not to resume this schedule. 
 
   She wouldn’t refuse it if she were him? It didn’t sound like a threat, did it?
 
   “What do you mean?” he asked.
 
   “The psychiatrist could help you remember something important about Kelly’s disappearance. Something that could lead us to her. We have to act fast, Frank. You must understand that chances of finding Kelly alive get worse with every passing day. And we can’t rely on the police; they are too dumb and lazy.” 
 
   “I’m afraid you’re overestimating what I might know about Kelly’s disappearance.” 
 
   “Kelly and you live together. You might have heard or seen something we can use. You could know where she was going the day she disappeared. Or maybe you know someone who has the information that could help us find her.” 
 
   Okay, Josephine Buckhaus, you win. Now please shut up.
 
   “I’m sorry, Josephine. I’m having a headache. Let’s discuss it later, okay?” Frank winced to make his pain more obvious to Josephine. “I could use some quiet time right now if you don’t mind.” 
 
   “Very well, Frank. I’ll give you a call tomorrow morning,” said Josephine. 
 
   “Sounds good.” 
 
   Frank heaved a sigh of relief, pleased that Josephine had left him alone at last. He was slightly surprised that the conversation with his sister-in-law irked him so badly. 
 
   “I hope you make the right choice.” Josephine smiled. 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   He had little trouble recognizing his house because he had bought it eight years ago, well before the period affected by amnesia. While in the hospital, Frank had this hazy mental snapshot of his house, which turned out to be a surprisingly accurate match to the real thing. The few discrepancies that Frank’s mind was able to register stemmed from the shape and the size of the trees and shrubs around his residence. The elusive feeling of déjà vu immediately came over Frank as he stepped out of the car and fixed his eyes on the house.    
 
   While he was walking up the path leading to the porch, he noticed an interesting detail: his lawn appeared freshly mowed and was free of leaves.  
 
   “I had your lawn prettied up yesterday,” said Josephine, seeing what had caught his attention. “I was also worried about burglary. It’s always risky to leave a house unattended for more than two days, even in a nice neighborhood.” 
 
   “Thank you, Josephine.” Frank stepped onto the porch. Yes, she was right, these days robbers could target your house even if it had home security stickers plastered on every window. “Were there any break-ins while I was in the hospital?” he asked in an anxious voice. 
 
   “Thankfully, nothing bad happened. I’ve been coming here every other day to check windows and doors. I even put one of those lamps with a timer in the living room to make it look like somebody was in the house. Graham gave me this idea.”  
 
   Frank was a little surprised to find that he felt genuinely grateful to Josephine for watching over his place while he had been away. Muttering ‘thank you, Josephine,’ he pulled out the keys. At this moment he felt a lump in his throat, and although he was not a sentimental person, nostalgia suddenly overcame him. He was home again! 
 
   Once he stepped over the front door threshold and breathed in the air of the foyer, a vague recollection of that weird dream about a woman murdered in the bathroom flashed in his mind again. This time, the memory stayed with Frank long enough for him to be certain that he had been the one who had stabbed that woman to death. Thank God, it had only been a dream.
 
   He walked inside. The nostalgia dominated his feelings for a while and began to diminish as he inhaled the smell given off by the walls, the floor, and the furniture and soon turned into curiosity. 
 
   “Do you need any help?” asked Josephine, who had shut the door and now was observing Frank. 
 
   Frank was pleasantly impressed by the interior design of the house. Whoever had been in charge of picking furniture had made a great choice. It had most likely been Kelly; those trips to furniture showrooms would have definitely bored him to death.
 
   “Josephine, if you’re in a hurry, you are free to leave. I’ll be fine on my own. Thanks a lot for the ride,” he said, sitting down on the sofa. “As long as I know where the kitchen and restroom are, I’m okay.” Frank smiled.
 
   He stretched his legs and looked at Josephine, who was standing in the middle of the room with an expression of hesitation on her face.  
 
   “Did you notice how clean the house is?” she asked. 
 
   Frank quickly scanned around and nodded. Only now did he realize that the living room appeared to have been freshly vacuumed and dusted.   
 
   “The housemaid was here yesterday to clean the house up. I hate dirt. Kelly hates dirt, too.” 
 
   “How did she open the door?” 
 
   Oh, Marilyn Hancock! Only she could make Frank Fowler feel better! Why was he so damn bored?   
 
   “Kelly gave me a key a while ago. Just in case.” 
 
   Frank asked himself if Josephine was the reason of his boredom. His suspicion seemed to be correct. As minutes passed by, he grew more and more comfortable with the idea that he had the right to tell Josephine to go pound sand since she had probably stopped being his relative. She couldn’t be his sister-in-law if he wasn’t married. Till death do us part, you know. 
 
   A spark of righteous indignation ran along his body: what the hell was Mrs. Buckhaus doing here? Why was he wasting his time on her?
 
   “Well, I’m going to hit the road and let you get to know your house without my nagging,” said Josephine. “If you need any help, call me.” She turned around and headed for the front door. Frank stood up and went after Josephine to walk her to her car. 
 
   “Please, think about the therapist,” Josephine said as they descended the porch steps. “Kelly means so much to us. We must find her no matter what it takes.” 
 
   “She means a lot to me, too. I’ll think about the therapist, Josephine.” 
 
   Josephine gave him a long piercing look and replied, “Thank you, Frank.” A few moments later she was on her way home.
 
    
 
   4.
 
   The next morning Frank made his first significant discovery inside his house. He was lying on the bathroom floor with a bottle of Aspirin in his left hand and was about to burst out giggling when he thought that he must be quite a spectacle at this moment: a grown man stretched on his stomach, delving into the tight space under the beautiful clawfoot bathtub.
 
   Where the hell was that damn cap?
 
   He slightly winced as he realized that he might have to go look for the flashlight in case the bottle cap had run away further than he’d thought. He would have really hated to waste so much time on this stupid cap.
 
   Where was it? Where was that little sucker hiding? 
 
   There. There it was. 
 
   He saw the cap the same moment he noticed the blood stains.
 
   The three blood stains under the tub, a few inches away from its right front leg. The stains were small, each roughly the size of a nickel. 
 
   And why did you decide that it is...
 
   Because the stains are dark red. You can clearly see their color against the beige floor tile—three dark red splatter stains, and if it's not blood, then what is it?
 
   It wasn’t paint because he didn’t remember painting anything in the last several months. Well, that was a weak argument. A better argument was the fact that the stains were easy to scrape off: he had just scratched one of them with his nail and managed to get some blood on the tip of his finger. He brought the stained finger close to his eyes and carefully examined it. The blood had obviously dried up a long time ago, and now he was staring at a bunch of tiny brownish particles, which resembled scales of a microscopic fish. 
 
   Frank wiped the blood off his finger with his thumb and peered at the stains.
 
   Yes, it was blood. Well, for the sake of argument, he would assume that it was blood. 
 
   He picked up the cap and screwed it back on the bottle. Then he put Aspirin aside and rolled on his right side to take a more comfortable position, all the while gazing at the stains. A few seconds later, he started chuckling: look at this thirty-seven-year-old accountant lazing around on the bathroom floor and studying brown spots under the tub. He is looking at them and thinking...
 
   About Kelly. Frank Fowler was thinking about Kelly, because he believed it was her blood. Could he even prove it was blood in the first place? Yes, if those CSI television shows weren’t lying, detecting the presence of blood was fairly simple. Was he going to do the testing? 
 
   Fat chance. People had gotten death sentences with less material evidence. Hell, they’d gotten death sentences with no material evidence at all!
 
   Okay, let’s recap. Three blood stains. Under the bathtub. Long dried up. They had to be at least nine days old as it had been nine days since the car crash. Except for the housemaid, no one had been inside the house during his stay in the hospital, and he hadn’t spilt anything dark red (blood, my dear friend, blood) here after his return home. 
 
   Could the housemaid have left those stains? 
 
   It’s possible, but let’s not drag the cleaning lady into this, okay? Not everything is the maid’s fault, partner.
 
   What had he been doing in the bathroom in the first place? 
 
   He had come here to get an Aspirin pill for his headache. He opened the bottle, put the tablet in his mouth, washed it down with half a glass of water, and dropped the cap. And eventually stumbled upon the blood stains.
 
   The stains had to be two weeks old. Why? Kelly had been killed about two weeks ago, that was why. She was murdered, there could be no doubts about it anymore. The psycho stabbed her to death while she was taking a shower two weeks ago in this bathroom. Yes, the killer must have used a knife at some point; otherwise, there would have been no stains.  
 
   Well, buddy, you’re beginning to make progress!
 
   Kelly was taking a shower, the psycho entered the steam filled room—just like in those slasher movies—and a terrible tragedy occurred—yes, just like in the movies. The killer thrust his knife into her smooth naked body a dozen times, and Kelly died.
 
   Frank took a deep breath. 
 
   What imagination you have, pal! With the help of a mere three stains you managed to reconstruct the whole crime scenario. Bravo, Sherlock!
 
   What else but blood could it be? Brown, easy to scrape off. It wasn’t watercolor because they didn’t have watercolors in the house. Kathy might have had them, but Kelly had probably given them away when she had lost hope that their daughter would be found alive. Frank had no doubt that whoever had left these stains had not been Kathy. Could Kelly have spilled watercolor in the bathroom a few weeks ago? He didn’t think so. What would have caused it to happen? Why would she have run around the house with watercolors? 
 
   Okay, he would assume for now that the stains had appeared here this year and they were not watercolor. 
 
   What did he have so far? He had concluded that Kelly was dead and that she had been murdered by a psycho. On the twenty fourth of April she filled the tub with hot water and eased into it, anticipating an hour of serene bliss, unaware that the killer had already slunk into the house, cold sweat rolling down his degenerate face. She was humming a Lady Gaga song while the maniac hid behind the door, his erection rock hard. It was a sexual maniac who had gotten bored with sex and was itching to murder a woman, just for the thrills. Kelly was lying in the tub, with her eyes shut, having no idea that her death was near. The psycho rushed into the bathroom, repeatedly stabbed Kelly with a knife, and then... Then he took her away. Why? Why did he not leave the body in the bathroom and go home?
 
   Frank remembered he was going to wash his face and stepped to the sink.
 
   So why did the maniac take Kelly’s body? And how did he get it out of the house? 
 
   The latter worried Frank the most. How did the killer manage to sneak the corpse out of here in broad daylight without being noticed by anybody? He had to have known the neighborhood well in order to pull it off, hadn’t he? How long had he cased the house before striking?
 
   The cold water freshened up Frank’s face, making him feel reinvigorated. Frank put an Aspirin pill in his palm and left the bathroom.
 
   How did the psycho take the corpse out of the house? He must have killed her between eight in the morning, when Frank had gone to work, and half past five in the afternoon, when he returned home. The killer left the house while the sun was still up, so why did the neighbors not see him? It has to be hard to miss a man carrying a human-sized bag, right? Why nobody asked him, “Hey mister, do you need help with that suspicious looking sack on your shoulder?” Why nobody reported seeing that man to the police, when it became known that Kelly had gone missing?
 
   How and why. Why do you care how the killer moved the body to his car, buddy? He did it somehow, and you need not sweat over it. Why don't you just enjoy having this burden off your shoulders? Look on the bright side. Kelly's gone! She’s never coming back, you are free. She’s not going to take your house in the divorce, which was probably a matter of time, if you are realistic about it. You saved yourself a lot of money in alimony you won’t have to pay. Kelly is dead, and the stains prove that irrefutably. Enjoy your freedom, Frank!
 
   But how the hell did that bastard take the body out of the house?
 
   Frank took another Aspirin pill and walked out onto the terrace. It was breakfast time, and he felt like having some chow mein. He was entertaining the idea of walking the three miles that separated his house from the nearest Chinese restaurant.
 
   Are you hungry, pal? 
 
   Yes, he was hungry. He should leave now.
 
   So, the maniac took the corpse out of the house. He didn't want to leave a mess behind; he washed the blood off the walls, wrapped the body in a plastic sheet (he had to wrap it really tight to prevent blood from spilling on the floor), and sneaked it out of the house. He took the corpse out in order to avoid rumors about a psycho killer prowling the streets of Buffalo, which would have led people to panic and install additional locks on their doors. He had gotten used to careless women, and rumors could have made them more vigilant.
 
   How did this guy move the body out of the house?
 
   When Frank’s eyes fell on the mailbox, he realized he had forgotten to check his mail yesterday. As he walked to the mailbox, he came up with a great theory of how the killer had taken the corpse out of the house. In principle, it wasn’t that difficult: the psycho could have carried the body into the garage through the inside garage door, put it in the trunk of Kelly’s car, and then driven the car to the dumping location. A simple and plausible solution, right? No miracles required. The whole ordeal would have taken about an hour: thirty minutes to clean the bathroom and thirty minutes to wrap the body in plastic and bring it to the garage. Absolutely doable. Plus fifteen minutes to murder Kelly. The killer had come here at nine in the evening and left at a quarter past ten. Was it possible that Kelly had taken a shower at nine? Sure. 
 
   Frank nodded to himself and opened the mailbox.
 
   That psycho was smart. Very smart.
 
    
 
   5.
 
   The interesting thing about memory is the fact that you can’t really force yourself to remember something you’ve forgotten; you have to wait for it to pop up naturally in the course of time. Similarly, you can’t shut an unwanted recollection out at will; memory is a disobedient bitch, and if it wants to torture you with one of the items stored in it, there is no way out for you: all you can do is endure humbly whatever it throws at you. 
 
   Frank had been in no hurry to remember Kelly, but his memory ignored his commands and, as he stuck his hand inside the mailbox, took him four and half years back, to that day in late August when he had met Kelly.   
 
   They were both on vacation in Saint Pete Beach, a lovely tourist destination on the west coast of Florida, which, according to the brochure, was the home to award-winning beaches. The air was humid and smelt of salt there. 
 
   The hotel that they stayed at—what was its name? They stayed at the same hotel, right? 
 
   Four Seasons... Its name was Four Seasons. His room was on the third floor, and Kelly’s on the fourth. They met at the pool two days after Kelly had arrived. It turned out that Kelly lived in Rochester, less than ninety minutes away from Buffalo. One thing led to another, they exchanged phone numbers, and for the next week they were inseparable like conjoined twins. They had sex like there was no tomorrow; they couldn’t get enough of each other. Those were the most romantic ten days of his life.
 
   A week after coming back home from Florida, he had his first conversation with Kelly’s father George. The old man happened to hold his daughter’s cell-phone when Frank called and was sufficiently curious to answer it. He must have been one of those overprotective fathers who monitor their daughters’ friends to make sure they don’t pal around with drunks or junkies.
 
   Was George missing a leg? And why the hell was that important anyway?
 
   “George speaking,” Frank heard a pleasant baritone. 
 
   “How are you doing, George?” Frank replied. He wondered if Kelly had changed her number. “Can I talk to Kelly?”
 
   Thankfully, the number was still good, and Frank spent the next five minutes chatting to George Frey, who probed him in a soft and subtle manner about his relationship with Kelly. Frank didn’t mind the interrogation: George deserved to have an idea what kind of people his daughter’s potential suitors were. 
 
   Four months later Frank proposed to Kelly. 
 
   He remembered asking her about the second of February. It was easy for him to remember this date because the day and the month were the same number.
 
   “What about the second of February?” asked Kelly.
 
   “I think it’s a good day for the wedding.” He smiled. “I’d like to make it official before you change your mind.”  
 
   “It’s only two months away. I guess we’re out of the running for the wedding of the year.”  
 
   “I hope you didn’t have anything planned for that day.”   
 
   No, Kelly was absolutely free on the second of February. 
 
   A few minutes later, she dialed her parents’ number and told them the exciting news. George and Jane Frey were ecstatic.   
 
   He wasn’t imagining it, was he? Could he swear he wasn’t mistaking a scene from some romantic comedy for an episode from his life? 
 
   If his memory served him correctly (which was a big ‘if’), it all had happened exactly like this. He suggested a date for their wedding and it was the second of February, the nice-looking 02.02. And Kelly agreed with his idea.   
 
   They had gotten married on the second of February, a little more than four years ago. 
 
   Why did he marry Kelly after knowing her for less than five months? Was it smart of him to make such an important decision in a hurry? Shouldn’t he have waited for, say, a year? 
 
   Who said it had to be a year? Why should he have waited? If a woman is good in bed, if she is hot, why not marry her? Kelly was definitely hot, at least in Frank’s eyes, which was all that mattered. And he knew she didn’t marry him for money because he wasn’t a millionaire (and still isn’t, unfortunately). 
 
   For the record, in order to avoid appearing shallow, he must note that he also appreciated Kelly being an interesting person to talk to.
 
   So you have remembered the date of your wedding, buddy? Good job! You have managed to have dug all the way to that fateful date. Or did Josephine mention the second of February when she visited you in the hospital? Did you recall it on your own or with the help of your sister-in-law? Strain your memory, bud; you should have learned how to do it by now. 
 
   His parents must have asked him, “Aren’t things moving too fast? Have you thought this through?” 
 
   Did they ask that? 
 
   Yes, his father asked if he had thought it all through. Walt Fowler explained to him how much damage marrying the wrong woman could cause a man. He cited examples of men who had turned into bitter penniless wrecks just because they had tied the knot with brides from hell. 
 
   “Think long and hard so you won’t have to pull your hair out later,” said Walt.  
 
   And Frank replied, “I feel as if I've known her for years.” 
 
   Yes, that's what he told his father, a corny cliché. He felt as if he’d known Kelly for years—it probably was the truth, however. 
 
   “Are you sure she’s not lazy?” asked his mother. Undoubtedly, she asked him this question. 
 
   “She’s not lazy at all,” he answered. “She loves to vacuum, too.”  
 
   “I hope she doesn’t make more money than you,” remarked his father. “Otherwise she’ll boss you around.”  
 
   His dad did say it. He loved to underscore that a man was to maintain his independence from a woman, especially in financial matters. He was pleased to hear that Frank would be independent from his wife in this regard. 
 
   What was Andrew's opinion about Kelly? 
 
   By the way, Andrew’s twin sons will turn fourteen this July. Don’t forget to buy presents, buddy.  
 
   Proud of his straightforwardness that bordered on tactlessness, Andrew commented on Kelly’s breasts and buttocks and asked him to share all the juicy sex details.  
 
   “Go for one child,” Andrew also said. “Two kids will drive you insane, just look at me.” 
 
   Did his mom and dad meet Kelly's parents? Most likely they did. And what did his father say about Kelly's parents? 
 
   Have you dug that deep into your memory, pal? Do you recall it? 
 
   The second of February. They had tied the knot that day... or some other day. Okay, it didn’t really matter; he could look his wedding day up on his Marriage Certificate when he had spare time. He had no desire to rummage through his files for the Certificate right now, and it was the right choice. His marriage to Kelly was a thing of the past. That era of his life had gone up in flames and was of no interest to him at the present moment. Let historians bother with it. He knew for sure that he had gotten married to Kelly on an autumn day four years ago—and that was enough for him.   
 
   Some day in August they had met at Four Seasons; some day in August they had gone to bed buzzed and horny; and some day in September he had dialed her number and talked to George Frey. 
 
   Did Mom and Dad like George Frey? How about Kelly's mother? What was her name? How old was she now, assuming she was still alive? 
 
   Kelly's mother's name was... She had a simple name—Jane. Seven years ago she was... No, he didn’t remember her age. Women are often silent about the date of their birth, especially after they hit thirty, and Jane Frey had probably never been specific about hers.  
 
   So what was his Mom and Dad’s opinion about George and Jane Frey? Quite possibly, they had had no opinion at all. Or he hadn’t cared to find it out: in the end, it was him getting married, not his parents. At age thirty three he’d been able to make decisions independently. He remembered now that his Mom and Dad had displayed little interest in Kelly's folks. 
 
   Did his parents like Kelly? Sure. Why wouldn’t they? He married her, therefore she had to be a decent person.
 
   George Frey. Whatever happened to him? Was this man still alive? 
 
   Is George Frey alive? Interesting question. Whether you remember it or not, the end result will be the same—a headache. If he died, he did this trick during the six years which had fallen into that black hole in your memory. This hole is still very dark and empty. You have no recollection of any of the Transformers movies being in theaters and you’ve just rediscovered that O.J. Simpson had gone to prison, so it should be no surprise you forgot the death of George Frey, the father of the woman you’ve been cheating on. 
 
   Anyway, if George is alive, he will call you, okay, buddy? 
 
   Why hadn’t he called, if he was alive? Maybe he was not interested in Frank Fowler anymore? Well, it was a possibility. How old would George be now (provided he had not assumed the room temperature yet)? Let's see... Frank’s best guess was seventy six, which seemed to be the average male life expectancy in America. George could very well be still alive and kicking, and a quick online search on the white pages might be all it would take to find his phone number. 
 
   What for? 
 
   Well, if you think about it, he is not your relative anymore and hasn't been since the day Kelly vanished. The day she was raped; the day her body was thrown in Lake Erie. Once Kelly died, George Frey ceased being your father-in-law and became just a lovable grampa in his late sixties. A mere acquaintance. 
 
   Okay, he would refrain from searching for George Frey's phone number. Instead, he would have his breakfast and kill a couple of bottles of cold Heineken.  
 
   Right after he checked his mail.
 
    
 
   6.
 
   Letter. He had received another letter from Michael Bluth. 
 
   The sender’s address? 5151 Maple Avenue, Buffalo, NY 14019. Chances were the address either was made up, or had nothing to do with Michael Bluth.
 
   Michael Bluth had struck again, ladies and gentlemen.
 
   By the way, Frank had heard this name before, years ago. He wished he knew where.
 
   One thing was for sure: this Bluth guy lacked creativity. The message remained the same:
 
   “Dear Frank, I know you killed your wife, and I can prove it. You are a reasonable person. I’m sure you don’t want to go to prison. All I need is a $20,000 loan. Please think about my request very carefully.”
 
   The letter was typed in the same no-frills Times New Roman font as the note Bluth had sent him earlier and met the same fate: Frank tore it to pieces and flushed it down the toilet. As he crossed the living room, he glanced at the clock on the wall. It was 9:36. Time to go to that Chinese place—what was its name? The Great Wall?—and get some teriyaki chicken.  
 
   And don’t forget to wipe off the stains in the bathroom.
 
   While dressing for the outing, Frank realized that, even though he hated himself for it, he was dying to know who had sent him this stupid letter. What idiot was trying to blackmail him? 
 
   However ridiculous it sounded, he was being blackmailed and the guy didn’t seem to let up. 
 
   Wipe off the stains in the bathroom, Frank.
 
   Why should he do it?
 
   Frank entered the garage, opened the driver’s door of his new ride, BMW X5, which he had bought last night: he had needed to clear his mind and car shopping was as good an idea as any. 
 
   Wipe off the damn stains, Frank. Wipe them off now because you will forget to do that later.
 
   It’s okay. They’d been there for a month, let them be there for another months, he didn’t give a damn.
 
   Frank eased into the driver’s seat, hesitantly looking at the door to the house. The new car smell was seductive and soothing.
 
   The clock is ticking, Frank. You've already wasted fifty five seconds bumming around. Wipe off the stains now. Important things often fall through the cracks. You will delay getting rid of them over and over again and eventually forget to do it. And then someone else will find them. You don’t want that to happen, do you, partner?
 
   Frank put his feet back on the garage floor, steering himself towards the right decision. 
 
   Tick-tock, Frank. Are you planning to spend the night here?
 
   Why wipe them off at all? Was it somehow connected with Bluth's letter?
 
   Maybe it is, maybe not. Does it matter? Wipe them off now, buddy. By the way, do you know Kelly's blood type? Is it different from yours?  
 
   He didn’t give a shit about Bluth and his fucking letter. If he had to eliminate the stains only because some moron has attempted to blackmail him, he won’t do it.
 
   Don't be nervous, buddy. It is imperative for you not to be nervous.
 
   He was not nervous. He was absolutely calm.
 
   Then why do your temples feel so heavy? Why all this perspiration on your forehead? Get rid of the stains. Go to the bathroom and destroy the evidence. How much is Bluth asking for?
 
   Frank got out of the car, with his eyes fixed on the door to the house, as if his instructions were about to appear on it. He smiled.
 
   Bluth wants twenty thousand dollars. You’ve got the cash. Just give him the damn money.
 
   He chortled. Bluth sincerely hoped that Frank Fowler would crap his pants and bring him twenty grand. There was a major disappointment in store for him.
 
   Wipe off the stains. You've been debating this longer than it would have taken you to simply go and do it. Go to the bathroom and eliminate them. Do it not because of the letter but for the sake of cleanliness.
 
   Frank stepped back into the house and headed for the bathroom.
 
   Bluth was clearly insane. Otherwise how would you explain his absurd accusations? 
 
   ‘I know you killed her.’ 
 
   Besides, Bluth claimed he could prove it. He was crazy, and this letter should be regarded as a fantasy of a lunatic. He must have read about Kelly in the newspapers and decided to have some fun. He had found the Fowler residence address in the white pages; it wouldn’t have been very hard to do. And the neighbors had probably told him that Frank had wound up in the hospital after the car crash. Or he could have bumped into a newspaper report about the accident. 
 
   Frank turned on the light in the bathroom and went inside. He tore off two squares of toilet paper from the roll, grabbed a window cleaner spray from the cabinet, and stepped to the tub. After staring pensively at the stains for half a minute, he squatted, sprayed the stains with the cleaner, and began to wipe them off with the toilet paper. Once the spots were gone, he flushed the paper and quickly left the room.
 
   But what about the twenty grand?
 
   He was not going to engage in charity, no siree! Forget about the twenty grand. 
 
   Maybe Bluth was one of his neighbors? Some idiot neighbor who considered this to be a hilarious practical joke?
 
   By the way, another wacky memory had surfaced in his mind yesterday, when he dropped by the office on his way to the car dealership. He remembered buying a large safe a couple of months ago. The memory was triggered by the elegant Sentry executive safe in the office of the managing partner, who had invited Frank to talk about his recovery progress and the date of his return to work. The details bubbled up in the hours following his conversation with his boss: he and a man named Alex had bought that massive six-foot tall, steel-plated sucker on Craigslist at a very attractive price. When Frank came back home, he examined every square foot of his house, looking for the safe, but found nothing resembling the image that had popped up in his head. All he had was a small Quarter Master safe with a digital keypad in the study. 
 
   Who was Alex? Frank hadn’t remembered that yet. Was he missing a leg? Frank had no clue. Did the safe have anything to do with Kelly? Most likely not. 
 
   Frank entered the garage, climbed in behind the wheel, and started the engine.
 
   What if Bluth had actually seen something suspicious? He might have seen the killer: there was a high probability that the psycho had borrowed Kelly’s car to move the body out of here. Bluth had seen the killer handle the corpse, mistaken him for the owner of the house—and the happy thoughts of a big payday had begun to spin in his head. Mister Fowler had put his wife's body in the car! It must have been a body, that large human size sack had contained a dead body! And the dates matched, too: Kelly Fowler had disappeared the same day Frank Fowler had been carrying that huge tote around the house, hence Frank had murdered his wife. Let's write him a letter, scare the shit out of him, and score twenty grand.
 
   Bluth says he can prove that you killed her, buddy. What if he really can do it? He may be insane, but what if he does have proof? It is possible, isn't it? You must take that into account.
 
   He had just ripped that stupid letter to pieces and sent it down the sewer where it belonged. He might do exactly the same thing to Bluth when he came for the money. He would pulverize that moron, he would find a way.    
 
   Admit for one second that it’s you who killed Kelly, buddy. Just admit to yourself, nobody can read your thoughts.
 
   He had not killed Kelly, and he was not going to admit it. He was not even going to think if he should admit. Screw Bluth and screw the stains. And you know what? He had changed his mind and now was heading to Olive Garden; he had forgotten when he had last dined there.  
 
   Once he pulled out of the garage, Frank stepped on the brake pedal and waited for the garage door to descend all the way down. He wasn’t paranoid about someone sneaking in; it was just a sudden whim, okay?
 
   Someone knows you murdered your wife, pal. It doesn't matter whether it’s true or not. If Bluth has proof, you are in trouble.
 
   But he hadn’t killed Kelly! He hadn’t killed her and therefore nobody could have seen him do it or have proof that he’d done it. 
 
   Bluth will call after this letter, and you ought to be ready for his call, partner. What are you going to do when you meet him?
 
   This scammer wouldn’t dare to call and there would be no meeting. Bluth was just playing a stupid practical joke on him—for shits and giggles as they say. The day Kelly had disappeared, he had come home around six o’clock, waited for Kelly till morning, then called Josephine and a couple of Kelly’s friends. No one had had anything useful to tell about Kelly’s whereabouts.  
 
   How do you know what you did that day? Josephine told you, right?
 
   Yes, she had told him. And he had no reason to doubt her account of events. 
 
   It's bullshit! You lied to Josephine, pal. You didn't wait for Kelly till morning; you murdered her and buried the body in the landfill. You killed your wife at six and were back on the couch by nine. 
 
   He had called Josephine and Kelly's friends, but none of them had known where she had been. Two days later he and Josephine went to the police. His wife was murdered by a psycho; he used Kelly’s car to take the corpse out of the house. Later he buried the body, or burned it, or tossed it in the lake, or dumped it in the landfill. 
 
   Bottom line: he didn’t care what the killer had done with the body; he hated jail; he respected the law; he did not kill his wife.
 
   Look, twenty grand is not that high a price for freedom, pal. You don’t have to provide for a spouse or a child now, so you surely can afford it.
 
   Arrested Development, a sitcom on Fox, that’s where he had heard the name ‘Michael Bluth.’ Seemed like the blackmailer was a fan of quirky comedy shows.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8.
 
   LAURA
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Laura Hutchinson had always suspected that Albert was not the sharpest tool in the shed. For example, would a smart man steal inventory from his employer, especially if it was not some pop-and-mom shop with no internal controls, but a fairly sophisticated enterprise? If she hadn’t been Albert’s boss, he would have been exposed and fired a long time ago. Hell, he probably wouldn’t have gotten this job in the first place, had she not been the boss. Why had she married him? Love is blind, as they say. It’s not very often that a man you fall in love with turns out an Einstein. Actually, it’s quite rare. Besides, Al obviously had good genes: he looked at least ten years younger than his age.
 
   However, no matter how great a lover Albert was, his latest peccadillo would be hard for her to ignore. Yes, if he thought that she would keep her mouth shut while he fucked around, he’d got another thing coming. 
 
   Fire was burning in Laura’s heart as she drove to Amherst, the fire of resentment against her husband, who seemed to be having an affair. Why else would Al have taken two weeks off if not to hang out with some young babe with fake boobs? He wasn’t spending his time off with his family, that was the fact. Moreover, Albert had spent the last two nights away from home under the pretence of working on some project for his brother-in-law. Okay, Laura admitted that she was not twenty anymore, that her butt was not as tight and athletic as ten years ago when they had gotten married. However, everybody said she didn’t look a day over thirty five, which was a compliment for a forty-two-year old woman. And all her male friends told her she was hot.
 
   Today she was going to take a peek at the whore her husband might have been banging and to see who had a sexier ass and bigger breasts. Yesterday she had managed to sneak into Albert’s car and to write down the last three addresses he had entered into the GPS. Right now she was on her way to the address in Amherst, which was about half an hour away from her house in light traffic. 
 
   And what did all that talk about moving out of state mean? A week ago, Albert had announced that he’d been thinking about leaving Buffalo. 
 
   “My brother-in-law asked me if I want to run one of his businesses,” he said. “He’s got a dozen of them all over the East coast. I promised him to think about it.”
 
   She sat there motionless, stunned, her eyes fixed on his content face. She hoped he was joking. 
 
   “Are you talking about leaving Buffalo?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah. But you don’t have to move if you don’t want to, that’s fine by me. I know how much you love your job, and it’s a great job. I’d hate for you to lose it because of me.”
 
   Her jaw dropped then and there. Did he just say he was going to take a break from their marriage, or in other words—to dump her? 
 
   “I do love my job. And I can’t say I feel like leaving Buffalo,” she said. She adored her job: an executive position at a medium-sized hospital was not something you would easily throw away.  
 
   “As I said, you don’t have to come with me. That job may not even last. I just want to try something new, to see what I’m capable of.” 
 
   She had decided to refrain from making a scene. She had quickly regained calmness and continued leafing through the In Touch Weekly magazine that sat in her lap. It was her way of handling tough situations: pull yourself together, never lose self-control, pretend as if you don’t care. Turning hysterical rarely worked, if at all; it took restraint and patience to cope with men. She also kept in mind that men were obstinate and that their obstinacy was often irrational and senseless.   
 
   Anyway, she would deal with this wacky idea of his later. Right now she was focused on tracking down his mistress.
 
   Speaking of work, she’d been tempted to discuss the issue of the inventory theft with Albert since she had found out about it two years ago, but for some reason she’d never acted on this desire. Well... Honestly, she knew the reason: Albert’s family seemed somewhat intimidating to her. Whenever Laura saw his sister Josephine, which had happened at least every other month in the past eight years, she had in her mind this image of a young girl growing up on a farm somewhere in upstate New York, who would help her parents prepare the product for the market by skinning the rabbits and beheading the chickens without batting an eye.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Laura sat in her car, staring at the street in front of her. She had parked two blocks away from her final destination just in case Albert was at his lover’s place at the moment or was about to arrive there. She had begun to wish she had rented a car for this covert visit instead of driving her own. 
 
   Laura wanted to let herself cry. She felt as if she was the unhappiest person in the world. Her husband was a real dick, and she didn’t have the resolve to say it to his face. She wasn’t afraid of getting beaten up; she was worried that Albert would simply shrug it off and go on with his day with not a care in his heart. 
 
   Lord, why are you torturing Laura? 
 
   Moron! Jerk! Imbecile! Oh what an idiot you are, Albert Hutchinson! 
 
   Laura heaved a loud groan. She should have probably left Albert a year ago, when she had bumped into Roy Kirsch, a guy that had had a crush on her in college and become a successful owner of three restaurants in downtown Buffalo. Roy had been single and still had feelings for her after all these years.  
 
   Laura sobbed and then looked in her purse mirror, concerned that the tears could ruin her makeup. Thankfully, her makeup was fine. 
 
   Yes, she should consider divorcing Al. Their son was old enough to understand her reasons and would easily survive without seeing his father every day. He would probably be glad to have one fewer adult to give him hard time. 
 
   Divorce. Only divorce would suit her. Why should she suffer from Albert's stupidity and unfaithfulness? She was an independent twenty-first century woman. He said he wanted to move out of state and didn’t give a damn if she followed him? Okay, let him go, but first she would divorce him. She had a great six-figure job here in Buffalo, she had no plans to relocate anywhere in the near future, and she didn’t appreciate being treated as a fall back woman.   
 
    
 
   3.
 
   Laura grabbed the sun hat, which was part of her disguise along with the large sunglasses she had on, and got out of the car. She put on the hat, straightened up, and stood for a while, with her right elbow on the top of the car door, waiting for her leg muscles to wake up. Hot wind blew at her face, and she cringed slightly. Heat causes heavy sweating; you could begin to stink like a pig in an hour. Damned heat. 
 
   Laura shut the door and headed towards the address from Albert’s GPS, scanning the curb for house numbers. When she was about five hundred feet away from her car, she noticed a man in the driveway, whose face seemed very familiar to her. To Laura’s excitement, the man was standing by the house she had been searching for. She started rummaging through her memory, hoping at least to recall where she had seen this man before. The man was gazing at the street, with a bottle of Pepsi in his hand, and Laura couldn’t tell whether he was about to leave or go inside.   
 
   Where had she met him? 
 
   Was he a friend of Al’s? Al’s relative? Was it even his house?
 
   Laura stepped onto the driveway and waved to the man, who had just taken another sip from his bottle. 
 
   He seemed to be Albert's relative. Yes, now she was sure she had seen him at Al's older sister Josephine’s place last year. Josephine lived in a gorgeous house, by the way, thanks to her millionaire husband.  
 
   When the man waved back to her, Laura finally remembered that this man was Albert's younger sister's husband—or his lookalike. What was Al’s younger sister’s name? Laura had forgotten it. She did remember that Al had only known his little sis for a couple of years.   
 
   Laura hesitated for a few seconds, deciding if she should talk to the man. He might know why Al really wanted to move. And he might inadvertently blurt out some useful information if she probed him gently.
 
   “Hello,” Laura said with a charming smile. “How are you doing?”
 
   “I am fine,” the man replied. “How can I help you?”
 
   “I think I know you. You look like my husband’s brother-in-law. Are you in a hurry?”
 
   “No, I’m not. I was about to go inside. What’s your husband’s name?”
 
   “Albert Hutchinson. And I’m Laura.”
 
   “My name is Frank. Does it ring a bell to you?”
 
   Could she safely conclude now that Al had come to Amherst to visit his brother-in-law and not some homewrecker slut? He still could have a mistress though, just not at this address. And Frank might have heard something about her: men could be surprisingly reckless when it came to bragging about women they had slept with.
 
   Laura examined Frank's face and found that the mention of her husband’s name had erased all signs of joy and radiance it had previously had.    
 
   What was Al’s younger sister name? Laura knew it had to be somewhere in the recesses of her memory.   
 
   “Frank,” Laura repeated the name contemplatively. “I think I’m beginning to remember you.”
 
   Actually, it was a lie, but who cared? 
 
   What did Frank do for a living? Laura had a hunch that Al had mentioned Frank’s occupation to her in the past, and if she put enough effort, she could probably recall it. But why waste time and effort, when you can simply ask? Besides, it wasn’t that important at the moment.   
 
   “My husband has two sisters,” said Laura. “You look like the younger sister's husband. I must be boring you, I’m sorry.” 
 
   “Yes, I know Albert.” Frank frowned. “You're right, I’m his brother-in-law.” 
 
   If memory served her correctly, Al’s younger sister had gone missing a couple of weeks ago, and the police had been unable to find her yet. Poor woman, what were the chances that she was still alive? Probably slim to none. 
 
   “And you are married to Al's younger sister, right?” asked Laura. “I’ve never been in this neighborhood before, and I’m happy to see a familiar face.” 
 
   Laura could sense that Frank was quickly losing interest in this conversation. She had been looking for a smooth way to ask him what he knew about Al’s dealings in Amherst, but her mind had been coming up blank. She couldn’t just start interrogating Frank out of the blue, you know. 
 
   How close was Frank to Al’s older sister and her husband? Was he in the loop? Did he have any pull with Al’s family? Would he be able to change Al’s mind about moving?
 
   Laura hurried to formulate the thought she was going to articulate next as it began to seem that Frank was itching to split.  
 
   “So you live here?” she waved at the house. “You have a nice house.”  
 
   “Thank you, Laura. Yes, that’s my place.”
 
   How long was it going to take him to invite her inside?
 
   “Honestly, I don't remember that much about my wife’s family after I lost my memory,” said Frank. 
 
   “How did you lose your memory if I may ask?”
 
   “I was in a bad car crash about two weeks ago. So please don’t be surprised that I didn’t recognize you. There are a million things that I still have to remember.” Frank smiled. 
 
   “I’m so sorry to hear that. I hope you’re feeling fine. And it’s okay if you don't remember me. We haven’t been particularly close in the past. We might be after today.” Laura laughed softly. Then she quickly put on a serious air. “Al mentioned that your wife has been missing for a while. How have you been holding up?”   
 
   “Yes, Kelly’s been missing for two weeks. I’m trying to deal with it one day at a time.”  
 
   Kelly. Yes, Al’s younger stepsister’s name was Kelly. 
 
   “I don’t know her very well, but I’m sure she is a great person,” Laura said with ostensible conviction in her voice. “I'm awfully sorry that it happened.” 
 
   “Yes, it’s terrible. But we all hope she’ll be back.” 
 
   “I agree. You should never lose.” Laura ran her handkerchief under her eyes, as if wiping tears away. “After all, it’s only been two weeks.” 
 
   Laura had never taken acting lessons; nevertheless, her grief turned out quite convincing. It was a performance worthy of a Golden Globes nomination for sure. 
 
   “Sometimes it’s hard to keep the hope alive,” Frank said. “I read that if they don’t find a missing person in the first forty eight hours, the chances of finding that person alive are cut in half. It’s been a tough two weeks for me to tell you the truth.”   
 
   “Hope is an immense source of strength. We all must hope that Kelly’s alive and that you’ll find her soon.” 
 
   “Is that what your husband is telling you?” 
 
   “Al?” Laura found it amusing that Frank cared what Albert was saying. “We don’t really talk about it, but I’m sure he agrees with me. Al wants to have his sister back.” 
 
   Frank gave her a drilling look, the wrinkles deepening on his forehead. Laura could almost physically feel the irritation filling him, but she was positive she was not the cause of it. Something else was exasperating Frank. Or somebody else. And the irritation was palpable. 
 
   “What brings you here?” asked Frank. “I’ve never seen you in this neighborhood before.”
 
   Apparently, Frank was not in the mood to tell her what had just ticked him off. Perhaps he was dying to wrap their conversation up. But she had a different plan.
 
   “I brought some documents to my husband. Al is working on a project several blocks from here.” Laura had to use Albert’s lie since she didn’t have a better explanation. “Did he drop by your place yet?”
 
   “No, he didn’t.” Frank shook his head. “Do you live somewhere in Amherst?”
 
   “No. We have a house in Wanakah. It’s about twenty five miles south of here.”
 
   “And Al is working on a project in Amherst? What kind of project is it?” 
 
   “I don’t know exactly what it is. He doesn’t like to discuss business matters with me. But I do know that this project is taking all his spare time.” 
 
   Frank nodded, having nothing to say.
 
   “He told me he was going to spend the night at his buddy’s place here in Amherst, and I thought it might be you. I guess it’s not.”
 
   “No, not me.” 
 
   Laura heard Frank breathe a heavy sigh.
 
   “So Al has never talked to you about this project?” she said.
 
   “To tell you the truth, I don’t speak to Al very often. I don’t know him that well. Is he almost finished with it?”
 
   Laura shrugged her shoulders.
 
   “I have no idea. He’s never told me, and I keep forgetting to ask.”
 
   She was dying to go blunt and just ask Frank straightforwardly if he knew whether Al was having an affair with some whore in Amherst, or anywhere else. Unfortunately, she did not feel it was the right moment yet.
 
   “Is Al an independent contractor?” asked Frank.
 
   “Not really. He’s got a full time job at a hospital in Buffalo. I work there, too. As a matter of fact, I’m his boss.” Laura laughed quietly.
 
   “He must take very long lunches.” Frank smiled.
 
   “You are so funny, Frank. We should hang out more. I like people with a sense of humor.” Laura paused, giving Frank another opportunity to invite her inside the house. Then she went on, “Do you think Al likes it here, in Buffalo?” asked Laura. She realized there was no segue leading to this question, but she didn’t care. She was determined to glean as much information from Frank as possible.
 
   “I don’t see why he wouldn’t like it here. There are a thousand places worse than Buffalo.” 
 
   “I just have this feeling that he’s looking for a change of scenery, so to speak. You see, Al never complains because he doesn’t want to upset me.”
 
   Laura carefully observed Frank to ascertain if he had bought her fabrications. It appeared that he had, or he simply had so little interest in her confessions that he didn’t bother to analyze if they were true. By now, Laura had almost lost all hope that Frank was able to influence Albert to her benefit. 
 
   Was it possible that Frank could influence Al’s millionaire brother-in-law? It was a great option to explore.
 
   “I’d be the last person to know that. You should ask his sister Josephine. They’re pretty close, aren’t they?”
 
   “Yes, they are. I’ll try asking her for sure. By the way, is there a reason you don’t hang out with my husband more often? Does he owe you money?” 
 
   Frank shook his head. “No, he doesn’t owe me money. I just don't have time.”  
 
   Laura elected to refrain from investigating why he had strained relations with Al as she recognized that only very few people existed were fans of her husband. It appeared she had to use another option. How about Josephine’s husband Ron, the millionaire? Frank could be friends with him. 
 
   “Do you know Al's older sister? Her name is Josephine if I’m not mistaken.”
 
   “Yes, I know Josephine.”
 
   “Do you remember her husband's name? I forgot.” 
 
   “His name’s Ron.” 
 
   “Yes, you’re right. It’s Ron. Albert’s really lucky that Josephine found him, don’t you think? Usually rich people try to keep their relatives at a distance because they eventually start asking for money.” She giggled. “I’m not saying that Al hits Ron for money because I have no idea if he does. Al never tells me anything.”
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever talked to Albert about Josephine or Ron. I do know that Ron is loaded.” Frank glanced at his watch. “Would you like to come inside?
 
   Finally. Frank did have manners after all.
 
   “Sure. Thank you, Frank.” As they climbed the porch, Laura continued, “Josephine is so big on family, unlike most of my relatives. Did your wife tell you how Josephine had found her?”
 
   “If she did, it must be one of the million things I forgot.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry. It was so stupid of me!”  
 
   “Do you know when Josephine found her?”
 
   “About two years ago—that’s when Al first told me that he had another stepsister.”  
 
   Frank took Laura to the living room, offered her to take a seat on the couch, and headed to the kitchen to put the beer into the refrigerator and get some cold soda. While he was in the kitchen, Laura tried to figure out how she could use Frank. He had to be good for something, even with amnesia! She had already broken the ice and made certain progress in engaging Frank in the conversation about Al and his family. All she had to do was find a smooth segue to the issue of Al moving out of state. 
 
   “Getting bored?” Frank appeared with a glass and two cans of Coke. “So what has Albert been saying about me?” He gave Laura the glass and started filling it with the soda. “Something nice, I hope.”
 
   “About you? He doesn’t talk a lot about you. I remember he was going to hang out with you this week.” The latter was another little lie, another shot in the dark.
 
   “He said that?”
 
   “Yes. Did you hang out?”  
 
   “No, we didn’t. I guess he changed his mind at the last minute.”
 
   Well, now it was pretty obvious that Frank was not involved in Al’s shenanigans. Or he just didn’t want to inadvertently say too much about his dealings with Al. What a considerate guy! The more Laura talked to Frank, the more she trusted him. Hopefully, he was on good terms with Ron.
 
   “By the way, did Al ever tell you about his new job?” asked Laura.
 
   “I didn’t know he’d gotten a new job. Honestly, I don’t remember what his old job was.”
 
   “He didn’t take it yet. He said he’s thinking about moving out of state to run one of Ron’s businesses. He never mentioned that to you?”
 
   Frank shook his head and asked, “When is he moving?”
 
   “He hasn’t told me yet. He probably doesn’t know the exact date himself.”
 
   “Buying a new business can be a very long process.” Frank leaned back in his armchair. “Do you talk to his older sister?”
 
   “Josephine? Occasionally. Maybe once a month or so.”  
 
   Actually, it was more like every other month.
 
   “What do you think about her?”
 
   “She is okay. I know that she likes to take care of her family, which is commendable. I think she even lets one of her cousins live at her place rent free. Do you speak to her often?”
 
   “As a matter of fact, I do. We’ve been talking on a regular basis in the last few weeks.”
 
   “Did you talk about Al?”    
 
   “No, we didn’t. I don’t think his name has ever come up.”
 
   “The reason I am asking all this is that Al didn’t tell me much about the job Ron had offered him and I thought you might have heard something from Josephine. Al can be so secretive at times.” Laura smiled. “I personally don’t want to move. All my friends are here, and I have a great job. It seems like Al doesn't care about my opinion. He’d rather listen to Josephine’s husband than me.” 
 
   “I can see how it can piss you off.”
 
   “It pisses me off a little. And there’s not much I can do about it.”
 
   “Honestly, I don’t have time to talk about my wife’s family right now. There are a couple of things I need to be working on. I hope you understand.”   
 
   “Did they do something to upset you? You can tell me anything, Frank. I’m not a blabbermouth.”   
 
   “I just don’t have time right now, that’s all.” Frank got up from the chair. “You can give me a call later if you’d like.”  
 
    
 
   4.
 
   As Laura walked back to her car after chatting with Frank, she had no idea that Albert was sitting on a toilet a mere half mile away, in the house Josephine had rented so that they could be within a minute’s reach from their target’s residence; it was a wise investment from a tactical point of view. If Laura had been less preoccupied with thoughts about her next step, she could have even noticed Albert’s car parked in the driveway when she drove by it on her way home.
 
   Albert had begun to struggle with the unrest in his stomach back at Josephine’s place, soon after getting out of the table. His sister had made a truck load of pork chops and he had kept chowing them until he was about to burst. Those had been mighty good pork chops. Albert had devoured so much food that he had literally had to resist the inertia of his belly, which felt very heavy and appeared visibly larger than it had been before lunch.
 
   “Don’t forget to give your wife more dick, Al,” said Josephine, hugging Albert goodbye. “If you don’t fuck these bitches at least once a week, they start looking for someone on the side.” She let him out of her embrace, giving Ron an opportunity to wrap his arms around Albert, which he promptly used. 
 
   “I think we’ll be able to get you the same job if we decide to move,” said Ron. “Money talks, and all that shit.” 
 
   “Yeah. I guess Laura could put in a good word for me, too, if I ask her nicely.” Albert rubbed his stomach gently, drew a deep breath, and belched. “Damn, I’ve got to stop eating like a pig. Thank God, I have a good metabolism.” 
 
   “Nothing is set in stone, Al, so we may stay in Buffalo after all,” said Josephine. 
 
   “The only problem is, I hate packing stuff,” said Albert. “Besides that, I don’t give a shit whether we move or not. You’re the boss, Josephine.”
 
   “If Laura starts nagging at you, let me know,” said Josephine. “And drive safely, okay?”
 
   “When you talk to your wife about our plans, try not to overwhelm her. Float a trial balloon, ease her in. She may turn out useful in the future,” said Ron.
 
   Albert nodded and emitted another juicy belch.  
 
   “I know how to work her,” he said. “Besides, I’m sure she‘s still in love with me.” 
 
   “By the way, you forgot to remind me about this.” Ron pulled a roll of fifty dollar bills held together by a rubber band out of his pants pocket and handed them to Albert. “Don’t spend it all on hookers and cocaine, okay?” He giggled.
 
   “I just love your sense of humor, buddy.” Albert shoved the money in his jeans pocket and headed for the front door.   
 
   “Drive safely, Al,” said Ron. “We don’t want you to end up like that idiot.” 
 
   “You mean Kelly's husband?” asked Albert as he stepped out on the porch.
 
   Ron nodded. 
 
   At half past one, Albert was in the bathroom of the rented house, with iPod earphones stuck in his ears, voiding feces from his bowels and listening to Frank’s conversation with some whore named Marilyn, which had been recorded yesterday: they had installed surveillance wall microphones in that moron’s living room and bedroom while he had been in the hospital. The devices worked as advertised: the quality of the sound was good and Albert didn’t have to go through hours of silence since the recorder was voice activated. Right now, his stomach bothered him more than Kelly’s disappearance.
 
   Albert had been somewhat enjoying the assignment Josephine had given to him. He was glad to have a break from his regular routine, even though most of the surveillance recordings were boring as hell—try listening to hours of cable channel talk show babble droning from Frank’s TV—and had nothing to do with Kelly. Tonight, he was going to tell Laura that he would be spending most, if not all, nights away from home for the next two weeks. He didn’t know for sure if his wife had bought his explanation for his extended absences, but what else could he do to make her believe him? If Laura suspected that he had been partying with hookers the last few nights, then so be it. He would deal with it later.   
 
    
 
   5.
 
   As Albert washed his hands after getting off the toilet, he thought about Frank’s new car. This pompous moron must think he was too good for a Camry, or a Focus, or a Civic, cars regular folks drive. No, he had had to get this expensive German import. How much had it cost him? Fifty grand? Sixty? 
 
   You see, Albert most likely had the same income as Frank—courtesy of the generous Ron Buckhaus—but you don’t see him driving a luxurious vehicle. Maybe that was because his dick was bigger than Frank’s. And can you believe the nerve if this asshole: instead of frantically looking for his wife, Frank was boning another woman!
 
   Enjoying the restored peace in his stomach, Albert wiped his hands on the towel and headed to the living room. 
 
   By the way, he had seen a couple of cute female joggers in the neighborhood yesterday. He still got a hardon every time he thought about that hot chick he had snatched three weeks ago in Gardenville, when he had pretended to have a car trouble. Too bad, they were currently on a hiatus from kidnapping. 
 
   What had caused them to take a break? Albert put the blame squarely on Kelly’s bad judgment.  
 
   To be honest, Kelly was a real dumbass! A bitch if you will. She’d been holing up God knows where for almost two weeks now and had never bothered to call and let them know what she was up to. In Al’s book, her behavior was absolutely self-centered and irresponsible, especially taking into account the fact that she knew that they needed her badly now that the boss was gone. Well, Tony could actually be dead if Kelly’s last text message to Josephine hadn’t been an idiotic prank, which it could have very well been, you know.  
 
   Was it possible that Kelly and Tony had simply gone on a spur of the moment vacation to some tropical paradise? It sure was.
 
   Could Kelly and the boss have skipped town for good? That was possible, too, in his opinion. In fact, it would have been one of the better case scenarios, which was why Josephine, who preferred to expect the worst while hoping for the best, didn’t have high hopes for it. 
 
   Most of them believed that the boss was dead and had forced themselves to accept this sad fact. Now they were focused on bringing Kelly’s ass back to Buffalo. Did he believe Tony was dead? You could say he was hiding his head in the sand, but he intended to remain an optimist until he saw Tony’s remains.
 
   Back to Kelly. Back to this selfish bitch. With all due respect, she was a selfish bitch. Albert had previously considered her a decent person. It turned out he’d been wrong. Was he supposed to overstrain himself in their search for Kelly? To stress and develop more grey hair? Hell no! She didn’t deserve it. First, she was a grown woman, not a helpless baby. If she had even one shred of a brain in her head, she wouldn’t be chopped to pieces by some psycho, or drown in a lake, or get decapitated in a car crash, or end up in some other type of extreme trouble.
 
   Second, Albert was not her nanny and had a hundred personal matters to worry about. Tony was the only reason he’d been putting forth an effort to look for Kelly. If he hadn’t thought that she knew where Tony was—or what had happened to him—he would have been less enthusiastic about all this. Josephine also had hinted that Tony might have made Kelly his successor of some sort, but he had big doubts about it, even though he had noticed that Kelly had been Tony’s favorite. Well, of course she was his favorite: why wouldn’t a guy with a healthy sex appetite be biased towards a young hot woman?
 
   Stupid broad. How the hell had she managed to vanish without a trace in a place where it took very little effort to survive. It isn’t a war-ridden Somalia we’re talking about here. Millions—dozens of millions—of women in America had enough brains not to go missing and thus not to make other people nervous about it. Was Kelly dumber than these women? If she was, then Albert had no words. If you are an idiot, that's forever, Madam. There’s no cure for it. 
 
   That was what he had told Ron, Josephine, and Graham a week ago when they had discussed Kelly's disappearance for an umpteenth time. 
 
   “I think you're panicking too soon,” he said. “She could be working on her tan somewhere in Cabo San Lucas right now, for all we know.”  
 
   “Al, it’s been four days. She and Tony would have never left for four days without telling us,” objected Ron. “When someone is missing for that long, it’s time to worry.” 
 
   “Time to worry? I know her very well,” Albert said. “She loves having a good time. And Tony likes to hang out with her, you know that. If you want to find Kelly, let’s check Cancun first.”  
 
   “Why didn't she tell us she was leaving?” asked Graham. “Why didn't she tell her husband?” 
 
   “She doesn't give a shit about Frank. And it seems like she doesn’t give a shit about us, either. Maybe she’s bipolar. Who knows?” 
 
   They didn’t listen to him. They wanted to worry and began doing just that with gusto. Josephine, with her penchant for voodoo crap, claimed she had actually sensed Kelly getting murdered the day she had gone missing. 
 
   “I still have a headache when I think of her. It has to mean something,” she said. “Her life must be in danger.”  
 
   “Come on, people!” Albert said. “I’m sure she'll be back pretty soon, stop being such worrywarts.” 
 
   “I’m very worried,” said Josephine. And then Graham suggested a theory that caused Albert to laugh. Graham thought that Kelly could have been murdered by Frank. Yes, that Frank, her husband. 
 
   After hearing Graham blame Frank—a chickenshit who was afraid of his own shadow—for Kelly’s disappearance, Albert almost fell from the chair. 
 
   “You’ve watched too much Law and Order,” he told Graham. “Guys like Frank don’t run around killing women. You, of all people, should know that.”      
 
   “Men kill their wives all the time,” remarked Josephine. “Jealousy, life insurance, stuff like that.”   
 
   “I’ve met this moron,” Albert said. “He’s a coward. He won't hurt a fly.” 
 
   “How do you know this?” asked Graham. “When a woman goes missing, the first person the police suspect is usually her husband. I don’t see how this case is different.” 
 
   “Call it a hunch.”   
 
   No, they didn't listen to him. And he couldn’t help laughing: Frank had murdered Kelly? This mild-mannered paper pusher who wouldn’t dare stand up to a pair of twelve-year-old muggers had taken a human life? You’ve got to be kidding.
 
   No, Frank wouldn’t have run the risk of going to jail; this guy was too used to comfort to have committed murder. Frank would piss his pants at the mere idea of killing a human being. He probably wouldn’t even have the balls to skin a rabbit.   
 
   However, if it turned out Frank had indeed murdered Kelly—such a possibility still existed after all—he’d have to pray that he was dead by the time they laid their hands on him.   
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9.
 
   CATALYST
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Frank stood in front of the misted mirror over the sink and started wiping it lazily with his right hand until he was able to see the reflection of his face. 
 
   Last night he had called Josephine and asked her to come over his house the next morning. 
 
   “Sure, Frank,” Josephine replied in an enthusiastic voice. “What are we going to do?”  
 
   Frank thought of saying, ‘Let’s get naked and party,’ but quickly discarded this idea. 
 
   “I need your help, Josephine,” he said instead. “I want you to help me remember Kelly.” 
 
   He was lying, of course. His real intention was to try and get in the good graces with Josephine, who had to be pissed off by his reluctance to see a psychiatrist: Frank had told her that he needed more time to make up his mind. This little tête-à-tête was an attempt to humor his sister-in-law.  
 
   He had to stun her with his dedication to the cause. Psychiatrist was out of the question; Frank didn’t feel like having mind tricks played on him. No psychiatrists. But in order to please Josephine, he was going to suggest the next best thing. Only, he had a very vague idea what it would be. 
 
   What could substitute him going into therapy? What was persuasive and didn't take too much time? He had decided to invite Josephine to his place and give her a chance to become instrumental in his memory recovery. She was supposed to see he cared about her sister, right? It meant he’d have to waste a whole hour or two, but he was fine with that. Josephine would get ecstatic; she would apologize for harassing him; she would see that he loved Kelly more than life and was doing his best to find her. Frank was going to make her an active participant in his quest for lost memories. No doubt it would please her a lot. 
 
   “I'll do whatever I can,” replied Josephine.  
 
   “It looks like I started remembering.” He gave her another reason to be proud of him.
 
   “What did you remember? Did you remember Kelly?” 
 
   “I remembered meeting Kelly for the first time. It happened in Saint Pete Beach four and a half years ago.” 
 
   “I’m so glad your memories are coming back to you! Yes, you did meet in Saint Pete Beach. Did you remember anything else?” 
 
   “We were both on vacation when we met. It was late August.” 
 
   “Excellent! What else?” 
 
   “I remembered your father. George Frey.” 
 
   “Anything else?” Frank could hear satisfaction in Josephine’s voice. 
 
   “Our wedding.” 
 
   “Wonderful! Is that all?” 
 
   Damn, Josephine was insatiable! Did she even realize what a breakthrough he’d had in his battle with amnesia?
 
   “Yes, that’s all so far.” 
 
   “I’m so proud of you, Frank. You’re doing a great job.”
 
   They had agreed to meet at noon, an hour from now. 
 
   Frank winked to his reflection. He had recently admitted to himself that his situation did have a bright side. On the one hand, amnesia wasn’t something he enjoyed, but on the other hand, it helped him delete six years worth of bad and useless memories from his mind. For instance, he had forgotten his wife, whom he had evidently stopped loving a while ago; otherwise, he wouldn’t have started seeing Marilyn, right? Frank was not surprised that the love had died; judging by her family, he had made a mistake when he had married her. 
 
   Yes, it was perfectly fine that he’d forgotten Kelly and liberated himself from the dead weight that she was. Millions of men and women would pay big bucks to undergo the same memory purging as he had, so he could consider himself lucky in this regard. 
 
   Leaving the bathroom, Frank thought about Marilyn, who had visited him last night to check how he was doing. They didn’t have sex since Frank felt mentally exhausted so they just watched TV, drank wine, and chatted.  He asked her if they had discussed Kelly before he’d lost his memory. 
 
   “You didn’t really like talking about her,” replied Marilyn.
 
   “Did I say I hated her?”
 
   Marilyn shook her head.
 
   “I don’t think you ever used the word “hate.” You were tired of her. You also said that her relatives were out of their minds.”
 
   Frank nodded and said, “Yeah, her older sister seems wacky. What else did I say about Kelly?” 
 
   “Well, you said that she sickened you.” 
 
   “Sickened me? What else?” 
 
   Frank was somewhat surprised that Marilyn didn’t use this opportunity to paint a more dismal picture of his marriage and exaggerate a few details here and there. She could have said virtually anything she pleased, and he would have had to take her word for it.
 
   Marilyn shrugged her shoulders.
 
   “Honestly, I don't remember much of what you told me about her. I didn’t try to memorize it all back then. All I know is that you weren’t very fond of her and that you didn’t trust her relatives.” 
 
   “Did I say I was going to divorce her?” 
 
   “You mentioned divorce a couple of times, but we never dwelled on it.”  
 
   “Was I happy that she had gone missing?”
 
   “You felt relieved. That’s what you told me.”
 
   Yep, he had learned a few more important bits of information about his forgotten life last night. And he had been grateful to Marilyn for not attempting to manipulate him.
 
   As he walked upstairs, Frank realized how profound his disgust with Josephine and her gang was at this moment.    
 
   Who the hell gave them the right to intrude into his life? 
 
   These morons. They must be insane if they had actually made Albert move to his neighborhood to spy on him. Now every time he went grocery shopping or took a relaxing walk around the block, he would risk bumping into Albert, who would nod at him and smile enigmatically. And it wasn’t an empty worry: he had actually seen him and Graham last night, when they had stopped by his place to ask if he had had any plans for the evening. Graham was driving his police Ford Crown Victoria, and Albert sat in the front passenger seat, with a stupid smile on his face. They probably thought it was so cool to show up in a police car at the house of their dead sister’s husband. They had invited him to hang out with them whenever he wanted, and he had promised to think about it. Then, to his joy, they had zoomed away. The whole encounter appeared a bit weird; it was as if they had wanted to show him that they were watching him.
 
   By the way, Josephine still had the keys to his house. He had been planning to change the locks since the day he had returned home from the hospital but for some reason kept forgetting to do it. Perhaps he hadn’t perceived it as something urgent. So dumb of him: this whole time he had been exposed to the danger of being killed by Josephine and her gang in his own house. He would change the locks today; no delays anymore. 
 
   Frank took his cell-phone and went to the living room, where he had left his laptop, to search for local locksmiths’ phone numbers. As he stared at the notebook screen, with his hands frozen on the keyboard, he asked himself another question that had been lingering in the background the last couple of days: what the hell had he bought that large safe for? What had he put in it? And how significant was the fact the safe was big enough to fit a person?
 
   A person? He’d rather not go there, okay?
 
   The mystery of the human-seized safe had caused him to come dangerously close to making a fool out of himself this morning. He had dropped by the office to sign a couple of documents and spent an hour going through the files on his desk computer and sending emails. That was when he stumbled upon the name ‘Alex Hernandez,’ which turned out to belong to a senior associate working in the same department as Frank did. He got lucky: Alex Hernandez was in the office at the moment and had a few minutes to chat.
 
    “I wanted to ask you a question that could seem a bit strange to you,” Frank told Alex in a low voice, bending slightly towards him to add more intimacy to their conversation. “It has to do with something I am trying to remember.”
 
   Alex, who was familiar with Frank’s situation, said that he could ask any questions he wanted. 
 
   Making sure to look as serious as possible, Frank asked, “Have you bought a safe in the last couple of months? A big used safe?” 
 
   Alex shook his head and replied, “No, Frank, I haven’t. I can’t imagine what I would need one for.” He looked neither puzzled nor disturbed by the question, which was good news because Frank would have hated to gain a reputation of an oddball among his coworkers.
 
   “Did you help me get one? Do you remember hearing from me that I bought a safe?”   
 
   Alex shook his head again and said that he had never heard Frank talk about safes before.
 
   On his way home, Frank had asked himself if Hernandez could have lied to him. And if he had, what could the reason be? There was no law against buying a safe, was there?  
 
    
 
   2.
 
   “So, how can I help you, Frank?” asked Josephine. She was wearing a colorless outfit—black skirt, grey blouse, and black jacket—and reminded of a stereotypical schoolmarm who’d had no sex in a decade. 
 
   Why the hell had she dressed as if it were a funeral?  
 
   “I'm going to record everything you’ll tell me,” Frank said, switching on the digital voice recorder. 
 
   “What do you want me to tell you?” Josephine did not sound snarky or antagonistic, which, for some reason, made Frank feel relieved. “I’m not sure if I know anything useful.”
 
   “You know much more than you think,” replied Frank, shaking his head. He stretched himself on the sofa and glanced at Josephine to check whether she was fine with his lying in her presence. Josephine did not look offended; she was observing him with calm curiosity and a glimmer of hope that she hadn’t wasted her time coming here. 
 
   When Frank pushed the record button, he suddenly realized there was this weird urge in his mind to tell Josephine about the stains in the bathroom. It was similar to that inexplicable desire to jump which many people feel while standing on a cliff, or the roof of a tall building, or anywhere high above the ground.
 
   Well, you’ll just have to fight this urge, my friend, won’t you?
 
   “I spoke to my friend recently.” Frank made a pause. “He is a psychiatrist. I asked him what I could do to speed up the memory recovery, and he said that I need a mental push, that everything I’ve forgotten hasn’t disappeared and is still in my head, very deep in subconsciousness.” 
 
   He was silent for a short while, formulating his next phrase.  
 
   The subconsciousness and the mental push were good stuff that would undoubtedly impress Josephine. And the imaginary psychiatrist friend should convince her that he was not blowing smoke up her ass, that there was a scientific basis under his words. 
 
   “He said those memories are buried very deep in my subconsciousness,” Frank said finally. “And it may take a mental push to get them flowing back up. That’s where you can help me.” 
 
   What if you did tell her about those blood stains? What do you think would happen?
 
   She would rip him to shreds, that’s what would happen. And she’d be able to do it all by herself, too, without her crazy family’s help. This bitch had to be working out. She looked strong, you know.
 
   “How?” asked Josephine, sincerely puzzled. “How does this push thing work?” 
 
   Frank nodded, showing he’d expected this question. 
 
   “We’re going to talk about Kelly. You’ll tell me everything you know about her disappearance. Even a tiny detail, something you think is unimportant could be that push. A catalyst.” He paused after the word “catalyst” so that Josephine could notice that Frank had used a scientific term, which would prove that he’d really spoken to a specialist. 
 
   “Do you know what a catalyst is?” asked Frank. 
 
   Without wasting a second on racking her brain, Josephine shook her head. 
 
   “A catalyst is a substance that accelerates a chemical reaction,” explained Frank. “Certain reactions can't even begin without it. And my memories need a catalyst, too.” 
 
   So far so good. Josephine might not give a rat’s ass about what you’ve been saying to her, but at least she’s pretending to eat it up.
 
   “I’d like to hear everything you remember about the events shortly before and after Kelly went missing. Tell me all you know about her as a person. Tell me whatever comes to your mind when you think about Kelly.” 
 
   “Okay, Frank. I’ll do my best, if it can really help you with your amnesia.” Josephine fell to thinking. 
 
   What if she consults with a real psychiatrist and he tells her there is no such thing as a mental push method? Have you considered this possibility, buddy?
 
   Let her consult all she wanted. No matter what the real psychiatrist told her, yours truly would claim that there were several schools of thought in psychiatry and that his friend believed that the push method was one of the most effective in his situation. As a matter of fact, there could very well exist a mental push method. He was too busy—or too lazy—to look it up on the internet. 
 
   “Unfortunately, I don’t know a whole lot about Kelly’s disappearance,” said Josephine, gazing at the recorder with an emotionless face. 
 
   Wait a minute. It looked like another bunch of memories had broken out of the cage.
 
   His daughter Kathy. Kathy was born eleven months after their wedding. Frank recalled that his brother Andrew had said to him, “You finally made me an uncle! You’re paying for the drinks.” 
 
   What do you do when you become an uncle? Well, there's nothing complicated about it. You visit your nephews, try to keep them away from fragile objects when they are at your place, go fishing with them, or take them to amusement parks and whatnot. 
 
   Kathy was lucky to have a whole bunch of people to go fishing with. Besides Uncle Andrew, there was Uncle Albert. And the unforgettable Aunt Josephine. And Kelly's cousin Graham, whose last name was still languishing under the tectonic plate of amnesia. What was Graham's relation to Kathy? A cousin once removed? Then there was Uncle Ron, Josephine's hubby. Two more aunties: Albert's and Graham's wives. And finally Aunt Tina, Andrew's wife. A wonderful crowd. Well, not entirely. 
 
    “Do you mind if I lie down on the couch?” asked Frank in a slightly weary voice. “It helps me concentrate.” 
 
   “Not at all. I want you to feel as comfortable as possible.” She fell to thinking for a few seconds and then continued, “I’ve already told you that she had gone missing on the twenty fourth of April.” 
 
   “Is it okay if I close my eyes? It will help me focus on your voice.”
 
   “Sure. Close them if you need to.” Josephine was absorbed in her thoughts. “I know that the police found Kelly’s car abandoned in Lackawanna. It was full of empty beer cans and alcohol bottles, cigarette butts, and other garbage. They said that some kids must have stolen it for a joyride.” 
 
   When did he first meet Kelly’s relatives? And he had the same question about Marilyn: he still hadn’t recalled how they had gotten introduced to each other. Moreover, the memories of sex with her remained missing as well, which was sad.  
 
   Josephine. She was Kelly's stepsister, which meant they had either different fathers or different mothers. Most likely, different mothers because Jane Frey, as far as he remembered, looked a bit too young to be Josephine's biological mother, unless she had given birth to her at the age of fifteen. 
 
   So Jane was Kelly's mother but not Josephine’s. George Frey might have incidentally mentioned Josephine’s biological mother’s name. For example, he could have said, “I married Jane ten years after such-and-such had died.” 
 
   He had probably said that name, but it didn’t interest Frank at the moment. 
 
   By the way, he could make a fine detective, judging by the dexterity with which he had reconstructed the relationships within Kelly's family.  
 
   “Lackawanna,” Frank said with a nod. “Was there Kelly’s blood in the car?” 
 
   “No. They didn’t find any useful clues in her car.”
 
   “Where is it now?”
 
   “Probably in some police impound lot.” Josephine paused. “I’m afraid that’s all I know about her disappearance.” She sighed. She seemed upset that she knew nothing more. 
 
   Frank knitted his brows. It looked like their rendezvous would be over sooner that he had expected. He had anticipated a rough flow of information from Josephine but got a pathetic trickle. 
 
   “What do you think happened to Kelly?” he asked, his eyes still shut. “Do you have any theories?” 
 
   “I can only speculate. There are so many possibilities. She could have been kidnapped. Or maybe she got into an accident, lost her memory just like you, and can’t find her way home.” 
 
   So when did he first meet Kelly's sister, cousin, and brother? Did it happen before or after the wedding? By the way, he had yet to remember the wedding itself. 
 
   Were they a close family? If you looked at Josephine, who had gone insane without Kelly, you would conclude they were pretty close to each other. When Kelly was born, Josephine was in her early teens. She must have been heavily involved in raising her baby sister. After years of changing Kelly’s diapers, wiping her butt, and rocking her to sleep, Josephine had become strongly attached to the little sis and now treated her like a daughter. 
 
   This theory definitely explained Josephine’s hysteria over Kelly’s disappearance. You could see why she didn’t care how much time had passed since her sister had gone missing, why she didn’t give a damn about psycho killers, why she wouldn’t stop the search until Kelly returned home, dead or alive. Josephine was a great sister. Frank almost envied Kelly. 
 
   Frank roused himself from his lethargy. Had she just said “lost her memory just like you?” Just like him? Perfect, it meant that she believed he’d actually lost his memory. 
 
   “What do police think?” he asked. 
 
   “Kidnapped, killed in an accident, killed by a psycho, stuff like that. Also, one of them told me she could have run away with her lover, but I'm absolutely sure Kelly has no lover.”
 
   “Do you think it could have been a psycho?” Frank opened his eyes a crack and looked at the watch. 6:22. They could be done by half past six if Josephine had nothing else to add. “Or robbery gone wrong?” 
 
   “It's certainly possible. However, I doubt it. Kelly is very cautious and vigilant. She stays away from bad neighborhoods. Besides, she can protect herself. And she’s a fast runner, too. She runs faster than you, Frank, as a matter of fact.” 
 
   “I see.” Frank paused. “What else do you know about her disappearance?” 
 
   Josephine plunged into her memories again, hoping she had missed something before. 
 
   Frank was still unable to remember how he had first met Josephine, Albert, and Graham. 
 
   You don’t seem upset about it, do you, buddy? Of course, you don’t! You’re glad about it! You shouldn't waste your time recalling all those unimportant events. Who are these people to you, Frank? 
 
   Nobody. 
 
   You’ve got to stop filling your head with useless information, Frank. Can Josephine and her clan affect your career in any manner? Can they give you a million dollars? Are they fun people to hang out with?   
 
   Forget them, Frank. They can neither help you nor get in your way. 
 
   Enjoy life, to hell with Kelly and her whole family. Start remembering the time you spent with your nephews. Remember when and where you went fishing with them. 
 
   Yeah, to hell with Kelly! She was nothing more than a distant echo in a deep dark cave to him now.
 
   “I have very limited information about it, Frank,” she finally said. “You are her husband; you’re supposed to know more about her life than anyone else.” 
 
   “What did I tell you about Kelly's disappearance? Did I say anything useful?” 
 
   “Anything useful?” Josephine pulled a white handkerchief out of her jacket pocket and blotted her forehead. “You said you had no idea where she could have gone.” 
 
   Maybe he should ask her about Albert? Ask her why they had garrisoned Al so close to his house? Al hadn’t abandoned his place just for the fun of it.  
 
   “You called me the morning after Kelly had gone missing and asked if she was at our place,” Josephine continued. “I told you she wasn't. You said that you hadn’t seen her since the evening before.”
 
   “So the last time I saw her was the night of April twenty fourth?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did I tell you what time I came home that day?”
 
   “You said you had come home around six in the afternoon.”
 
   “Was Kelly home?”
 
   “Yes, she was. You said she had left the house around nine in the evening. It was a Friday night, so you thought she was going out with her friends.”
 
   “What else did I tell you?” 
 
   “You told me that you’d had no marriage troubles, that you’d never argued with Kelly, that you were sure she wasn’t going to leave you.”
 
   “Did I talk to Kelly’s friends?”
 
   “Yes, you did, but none of them knew where Kelly was.”
 
   “When did I report her missing?”
 
   “On the morning of April twenty seventh. It was Monday. I drove you to the police station.” 
 
   “Can you tell me what kind of person she is?” Frank almost said ‘was’ instead of ‘is’ but managed to avoid this treacherous slip of the tongue just in time. 
 
   “Kelly’s a smart and caring person. Everyone loves her. And we miss her very much.”
 
   “I miss her, too.” Frank tried to sound as sincere as he could.
 
   Too bad, Kelly wasn’t smart enough to avoid getting murdered by a psycho.
 
   “You might know something that will lead us to her, and I want you to remember it. I know you can do it. I believe in you, Frank. We still have plenty of time; she’s only been missing for a couple of weeks. She is alive, and we'll find her.” 
 
   Poor Kathy. Were seven months a long enough time to abandon all hope that she was still alive? Kathy wasn’t as strong and smart as Kelly; she was a little helpless three-year-old girl. Thank God, he had forgotten her. Thank God. 
 
   “She loves you very much, Frank,” Josephine went on. “She didn't run away with some guy if that’s what you suspect. Something bad happened to her.” 
 
   “I’ve never thought she was cheating on me.” 
 
   “I want to make sure that you have no doubts about her honesty. She’s not playing games here, Frank. Her life is in danger.”
 
   Frank nodded and replied, “I realize that.”
 
   “Try to remember the week, or even two, before Kelly went missing. There must be some clues there.”
 
   Josephine began to sound like a broken record. How many more times was she going to ask him to get his memory back?
 
   Frank glanced at the clock on the wall. It was 6:34. He had fulfilled the purpose of inviting Josephine, so it was time to wrap things up. Josephine didn’t consider him an evil bastard, judging by her facial expression and tone. 
 
   “I’m sure we’ll find her,” Frank said. “By the way, it looks like Albert has moved into my neighborhood.” 
 
   He lowered his feet to the floor and sat up. 
 
   Time to scram, Josephine. 
 
   “I think he has. But it’s temporary,” Josephine replied. “Have you met him in the area?” 
 
   There had been a miscalculation on Frank’s part since he had expected to see Josephine get a bit nervous after he’d hinted to her that he was onto their little plan. Her eyes didn’t become restless, and her face didn’t turn pale; Josephine remained calm as though he’d asked her if it had been raining yesterday. 
 
   “Yes, he dropped by my house the other day.” Frank peered at Josephine's face. No changes whatsoever; zero reaction. 
 
   “He told me he’s working on some project here in Amherst. Al hates long commutes. Don’t we all?” Josephine flashed an optimistic smile. “So did our meeting help you? Did I give you a push?”  
 
   Frank took the voice recorder and switched it off. 
 
   “You gave me food for thought that could be the catalyst I’d mentioned before,” he said. “We might see some results in a few days. But you must know that it’s impossible to predict when memories will start coming back. It’s not an exact science. We’ll have to be patient.”
 
   Josephine rose, readjusted her nondescript teacher's skirt. She was beaming with satisfaction: she had performed her sibling duty and thus might have saved Kelly’s life today. She would sleep like a baby tonight, Frank thought. 
 
   “Are you sure that’s the catalyst?” asked Josephine. 
 
   “I'm sure.” Frank got up. “I will listen to this recording every day and eventually begin to remember things, bit by bit. That’s the basic idea. Thank you, Josephine, for coming here.” 
 
   They stood in the middle of the room, in complete silence, staring at each other, for half a minute until Frank, in order to prompt Josephine to leave, said, “I'll call you when I remember anything new. You've been a great help to me, Josephine.” 
 
   “You said it could take a few days, right?”  
 
   “Hopefully, a few days. I can’t promise you anything.”
 
   Josephine’s face grew dim instantly; her resemblance of an old uptight teacher hit its peak. 
 
   “We can't wait much longer, Frank. We have no time left. You must remember everything in a week. Two weeks at most. The end of May is our deadline.” 
 
   The sharp sting of irritation pierced Frank's heart. If he hadn't been reluctant to destroy all the goodwill generated by his meeting with Josephine today, he would have definitely jabbed her in the jaw. 
 
   “I will talk to my friend. He might come up with some ideas to speed things up,” he said. “I just want to tell you that we have to be realistic. You can’t fix amnesia overnight. There’s no quick solution, Josephine.” 
 
   You sound like a professor, Frank. Good boy. 
 
   “I understand that you can’t fix it overnight. But you have to try harder, Frank. Kelly could be dying as we speak, and we're just sitting here doing nothing.” 
 
   “I’m going to listen to this recording twenty-four-seven. I’ll do my best, I promise you.” 
 
   Josephine bent her left eyebrow and darted a curious glance at the recorder, which Frank was holding in front of her for a greater effect. 
 
   “If you recall anything that can give my memory a push, please let me know immediately,” Frank said. “The more information, the better.” 
 
   “Okay, I’ll do just that.” 
 
   While maintaining a feeble smile, Frank walked Josephine to the front door and let her out of the house. Several seconds later, as soon as he saw Josephine's car pull away from the curb, he heaved a sigh of relief. 
 
   He wondered if she was going to look up the definition of “catalyst” just to check whether he hadn’t made this word up. 
 
   What if Josephine only pretended not to know what “catalyst” meant? It’s often an advantage to have your enemy underestimate you, and Josephine clearly didn’t view him as a comrade-in-arms. 
 
   Frank eased into the armchair, settled back, and shut his eyes.  
 
   Hopefully, this little exercise proved to Josephine that he was a good boy and she would get off his back. He couldn’t wait to cross Josephine and her family out of his life.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 10.
 
   RELAXING
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Relax. Relax, Frank kept telling himself. 
 
   Relax, buddy, nothing tragic has happened so far. Everything is fine.
 
   His landline phone had rung half an hour ago.
 
   “Hello, Frank,” said the man.
 
   Frank didn't like that voice. It sounded creepy. However, he was not very nervous after hearing those two words on the phone. He wondered if it was Albert. 
 
   The caller was not Albert. It was another enemy of his. 
 
   “Did you guess who’s calling?” asked the man. 
 
   “No.” Frank decided to proceed with caution. 
 
   How good your life would have been if you had always exercised caution, pal! Take the day you transported Kelly's body, for example. 
 
   Say what? That’s bullshit. Kelly’s body? Nonsense! 
 
   “No? Did you receive my—” 
 
   Once he uttered the word ‘receive,’ it dawned upon Frank that it was the mysterious Bluth, whom he was beginning to forget. Four days of silence after he’d gotten the letter in the mail had made him think Bluth had moved on to more entertaining things. 
 
   “—letters?” 
 
   “What letters?” he asked, playing dumb.   
 
   “My letters. The letters with my request.” 
 
   “What letters?” He kept pretending to be obtuse. “What request?” 
 
   “I know you have read them both. Cut this crap out, okay, bro?”     
 
   Frank’s forehead perspired with anger. He could hardly resist the desire to toss the phone on the floor. He asked himself if he should keep mocking this clown, and the answer was: “Yes, of course.” He hadn't killed Kelly, so he didn’t give a damn about Bluth’s feelings or threats. 
 
   “Who is it?” he asked in a calm voice. “What’s your name?” 
 
   “Do you think it’s funny? Can you read? My name was in that letter.” 
 
   “Go to hell,” he said and three seconds later hung up. 
 
   He lay down on the sofa, chuckling. He regretted he hadn’t informed Bluth what he had done to his letter: that moron would have blown a gasket for sure! 
 
   But his date with the sofa was quickly interrupted. The phone rang again, and he picked it up. 
 
   “We got disconnected,” said Bluth. “Or did you hang up? You don't want to talk to me?” 
 
   He had not killed Kelly. He was innocent. Bluth was harmless as far as his accusations were concerned. On the day of her disappearance, he had come home around six o’clock in the afternoon and twelve hours later started calling Kelly's relatives and friends. He was not a wife slayer.
 
   “You need me more than I need you, Frank. I know it and you know it, too,” said Bluth. “I have information about you and your wife.” After a pause, he added, “Your dead wife.” 
 
   Frank cracked a smile, leisurely scratched his chest, and said, “Who are you? Do you want me to call the police? If I’m not mistaken, you're trying to blackmail me, correct?” 
 
   “Actually, it’s me who should call the cops. I saw you taking your wife's body out of the house. You should thank me for not ratting you out, bro.”
 
   Bluth couldn’t have seen him murder Kelly, assuming that Kelly had been killed in the bathroom: there was opaque glass in the bathroom window. If Bluth had had supernatural hearing, he could have heard Kelly scream, but screams might mean a lot of things besides murder: a horror movie played loudly on TV or a dumbbell dropped on a foot, for example.    The only activity a casual witness would have been able to observe was the body being moved out of the house.    
 
   So, Bluth saw a car (Kelly’s car) leave your garage with a human-sized sack in the back. You believe that the psycho was behind the wheel. Sounds plausible, buddy. 
 
   “I’m not going to thank you,” Frank said. “You're wasting my time, dude. Stop bugging me, okay?” 
 
   “I'll take my story to the police,” Bluth said hurriedly. “I'll tell them you killed your wife. I’ll tell them I saw you take your wife's body out of the house. Both of us know what happened that day. We need to come to a mutually beneficial agreement, Frank.” 
 
   “What do you want from me?” Frank asked himself if he should call Bluth an asshole. Funny idea. 
 
   “I want you to lend me twenty thousand dollars. I’ll pay it back, I promise.” Bluth chuckled.  
 
   Frank was not afraid of him. Who would listen to a degenerate who had no physical evidence to back up his claims? Talk is worthless.
 
   “Are you going to declare that money on your tax return?” Frank smiled. “Why should I give you twenty thousand?” 
 
   “Are you deaf? If you don’t pay, I’ll report you to the police. Listen, I feel like we’re going in circles here. Let’s do business already.” 
 
   “I don't want to do business with you, Mister Bluth.” 
 
   “Let's meet. I understand it's not something we should be discussing on the phone. Come to the Starbucks on Arbor in two hours. You know which Starbucks I’m talking about?”
 
   Frank had said he knew where it was. Then he had put the handset down gently. He hadn’t been irritated, he had been in control of himself. 
 
   And now he was sitting on the couch, calm and collected, his legs crossed. He was thinking of going to Chili’s later tonight with Marilyn.  
 
   Relax, buddy. What are you afraid of? What the hell are you afraid of? 
 
   One and a half hours. 
 
   What about one and a half hours? Are you really thinking about meeting Bluth? It’s crazy talk, buddy. You're not going anywhere! Bluth is insane, and if you are seriously considering seeing him, you're insane, too. 
 
   How about the blood? Those stains in the bathroom—they must be blood, right? 
 
   Frank opened a can of Coke and took several deep sips. 
 
   The stains in the bathroom were Kelly's blood. That is a good reason to meet Bluth. 
 
   No. The stains only proved that Kelly had been killed by some maniac. A psycho had snuck into the house—Kelly must have forgotten to lock the door—stabbed her to death, and taken the body to another place, probably to subject it to various perversions.  
 
   And who was that maniac? Was it you, Frank? 
 
   Frank shook the Coke can, letting the last drops of soda fall into his mouth, and slowly lowered the empty can on the armrest.
 
   He did not kill his wife. 
 
   How can you be so sure if you don't remember anything from the last six years? The harsh fact is you can’t. After reading the letter, you didn’t turn pale with fear and shock, but how would you have looked at that moment if you had known the truth—if you had remembered this past April? Imagine it was you who killed your wife a month ago. Just imagine, it won't hurt you. The police have no proof, and they will never find it because you left no traces. 
 
   But what if it was not blood? What if it was watercolor paint? Kelly had felt a creative urge, borrowed Kathy's watercolors, and accidentally dropped some paint on the bathroom floor. Let’s think it was merely red watercolor. The whole debate is pointless now anyway since you have eliminated the stains. And let’s agree that Kelly ran away with a lover. The police think so too. Josephine assured you that Kelly is an honest woman, but you don't believe it, do you? 
 
   Wait a second, buddy. Have you just remembered your father’s death? 
 
   Yes, it had finally come back to him: his dad had died from a heart attack five years ago. He was sixty six at that time.    
 
   And his mom. She died at sixty from a stroke while hiking in Yosemite a year after his dad had passed away. His parents had always loved the great outdoors. 
 
   But he digressed. He ought to concentrate on his wife.
 
   Kelly could have run away to California to relax and work on her tan. Her lover could be giving her board surfing lessons right now. Kathy, on the other hand, was a little girl too young to have lovers. Kathy had been kidnapped and raped by a psycho. 
 
   He had been wrong about the stains. There had been no maniac. There had been no dead body in his house last month. Bluth had witnessed nothing and his entire story was a bluff. A great way to punish him would be to call that bluff.  
 
   By the way, do you recall catching your wife with a lover? It happened not very long ago, buddy. With any luck, you’ll remember that day before it’s too late.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Who was this guy? 
 
   This question flashed in Marilyn's mind in the first few seconds of their meeting, and cold doubts seized her heart. 
 
   Who was he? And why had Frank never mentioned his name before? 
 
   “I'm Peter Warner. I'm a friend of Frank’s,” this man had told her on the phone. “Frank is asking you to go to Residence Inn on Anderson and Walden as soon as possible and wait for him there. He can't talk to you at the moment.” 
 
   Warner had called her one and a half hours ago, when she was sifting through her brother’s notepads. The fact that Warner had asked her to come to Residence Inn, the hotel Frank and she had last met, made her trust him. She would have probably trusted Warner anyway: why would a guy call himself Frank’s friend if was not Frank’s friend? 
 
   “What happened to him?” she asked, alarmed. 
 
   “I don’t want to discuss it on the phone,” said Peter. “Please go to Residence Inn, and I'll explain everything there. I'll be waiting for you at the entrance. Please hurry.” 
 
   She said “okay,” and Warner hung up. As she walked to the car, Marilyn dialed Frank’s cell phone number, but he didn't answer. He didn’t pick up his landline phone either. Marilyn concluded that either Frank was very busy, or all his phones were switched off or broken. It was possible that he was on his way to the hotel. 
 
   She got in her car and rushed to Residence Inn. 
 
   ‘I'm Peter Warner. I 'm a friend of Frank's.’ He had to be Frank’s friend. He had her cell phone number; he was somehow connected with Frank. She ought to trust him. 
 
   And here he was. Peter Warner, a tall beefy man with short hair and large ears. He appeared to be about forty five years old. 
 
   Who the hell is he? By the way
 
   Someone had to tell this guy he’d chosen the wrong hairstyle for those apelike ears of his.
 
   “Hi, Marilyn,” said Warner with a smile that seemed completely fake to her, which prompted a new wave of doubts. 
 
   “Are you Peter Warner?” asked Marilyn. 
 
   “Yes, I’m Peter. Frank is waiting for us in another location. I'll drive you there.” He pointed at a Ford Explorer parked nearby. “Frank wants to see you. He asked me to give you a ride and I agreed. What else are friends for?” He laughed quietly.
 
   “Where is he?” she asked as they approached Warner’s car. “Is he okay? Why didn't he call himself?” 
 
   “Don’t worry, he’s fine. It’s our buddy’s son’s birthday today, so we are having a little picnic at the beach. It was a last minute plan, you know. You’re going to have a good time, I promise.” Warner opened the front passenger door for Marilyn. “Have you been at Bennett Beach before? It’s a great place; you’ll love it.”
 
   Marilyn loved picnics at the beach, especially in this gorgeous weather. Her doubts began to dissipate. 
 
   “Is Frank there already?” Marilyn climbed into the Explorer. 
 
   “Yes, he’s helping to set things up.”
 
   Warner got behind the steering wheel and started the car. 
 
   “I love going to the beach,” he said. “Walking on the sand, swimming in the lake, eating sandwiches—the best way to relax, isn’t it?”       
 
   “Frank’s never taken me to these picnics before. He’s never even told me about them.” 
 
   “He used to bring his wife when she was around. But she’s gone now, I’m sure you know that.” He looked inquisitively at Marilyn. “You do know that his wife went missing a few weeks ago, right?” 
 
   “Yes, I do.” 
 
   Marilyn felt a bit uneasy. Frank shouldn't have paraded their relationship among his buddies. Hadn’t they agreed to be careful? 
 
   “What do you think happened to her?” asked Warner with a genuine interest in his voice. “Do you think she’s dead? Could she still be alive?” 
 
   Marilyn shrugged her shoulders. 
 
   No, Frank shouldn't have told his friends about her. Pretty soon the whole town would know he had been cheating on Kelly, and the police would be more than happy to encumber him with endless interrogations and searches. And her as well. 
 
   “So what do you think?” said Warner. “I think she’s dead. Some sex psycho must have killed her.”  
 
   Marilyn shrugged her shoulders again. She should remind Frank to be more careful. Had he ever heard about loose lips sinking ships? You can’t be a blabbermouth when your wife vanished under suspicious circumstances. 
 
   “I wish she were dead,” continued Warner. “She was quite a bitch; you know what I mean. Pretentious and selfish. Nobody liked her. Frank is lucky she’s gone.” 
 
   “How many people will be at the picnic?” asked Marilyn, trying to change the topic.
 
   “Six. Frank, me, you, Charlie, and Steve with his wife.” Warner paused. “If Kelly were my wife, I’d pop her myself. Yes, I would, and I’d consider it a favor for humanity.” 
 
   Marilyn glanced at her watch. 1:26 pm. What would she talk to Frank’s friends about? She had never met Charlie or Steve; she had never even heard about them before from Frank.  
 
   “How long are we going to be there?”  
 
   “We plan to leave around nine.” Warner gave her an annoyed look. He was probably upset that she was ignoring his thoughts on Kelly.  
 
   “This bitch nagged at Frank every day, and I won't be surprised if it turns out that he killed her,” Warner said. “She deserved that.” 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   Frank had a hunch it was Bluth when their eyes met and the guy headed in his direction. White male, probably in his late twenties, about 5’10”, wearing an Ed Hurdy T-shirt and plaid shorts. 
 
   Bluth had healthy strong legs, which meant he was not the one-legged man Frank had seen in that ancient dream while in a coma.
 
   “Hi, Frank,” said the guy, reaching for a handshake. 
 
   “Hi,” said Frank, ignoring his outstretched hand. “Are you Michael Bluth?”
 
   “Yeah.” Bluth pulled away his hand. “Okay. We're not friends anyway. You didn’t hurt my feelings, bro, just to let you know.” He was most likely referring to Frank having refused to shake his hand.
 
   “Well, Mister Bluth, tell me what you want from me. I don't have much time.” Frank pointed at the empty chair on the opposite side of the table; Bluth, in turn, waived towards the parking lot and said, “I’d like to discuss our business privately. Let's talk in my car.” 
 
   “I don’t feel like talking in the car. Trust me, nobody’s going to eavesdrop on us.” 
 
   Bluth puckered his lips and fell to thinking for a few seconds.  
 
   “It's better to do it in the car,” he said at last. “What difference does it make? I invited you, I decide where we talk.” 
 
   Frank shook his head. 
 
   “No one’s going to hear us unless we shout, okay?” he said. “Besides, I've ordered ice cream and I’m not leaving until I finish it.” 
 
   Bluth glared at him peevishly and gave Frank a reluctant nod. 
 
   “Okay, eat your ice cream.” He eased into the chair. “We'll talk here, but I have to tell you I'm not happy with it.” 
 
   “Thank you, Michael.” Frank sucked some soda through the straw from his cup. 
 
   “Did you bring the money?” Bluth asked in a low voice. 
 
   “No, I didn't.” Frank smiled. 
 
   Bluth scowled, his forehead glistening with sweat. 
 
   “Why?” he asked. He sounded puzzled, which amused Frank.  
 
   It must have been quite a shock for him.  
 
   “Was I supposed to bring it? Why?” 
 
   “What do you mean ‘why’?” Bluth narrowed his eyes and smirked. “Oh, I see. You like to joke, Frank. This is the wrong time for joking, bro.”  
 
   “What did I have to bring the money for?” Frank scooped a little ice cream with the spoon and put it in his mouth.
 
   “You are playing an idiot, aren’t you? Okay, I’m a pretty patient person, you know.”  
 
   “So are you going to tell me what the money is for?”  
 
   “We had an agreement, bro. What do you think you're doing? Aren’t you a little too old for these stupid games?” 
 
   “I came here to discuss your letter,” said Frank. “Let's discuss it.” 
 
   Bluth looked around, set his elbows on the table to lean forward and bring his face closer to Frank’s eyes, and said in a low voice: 
 
   “I don't get it, bro. You didn't bring the money. Are you playing games with me? You’d better not play any games with me, man.” 
 
   Bluth wasn’t really an evil guy. He was just a little slow. Most importantly, Bluth posed no danger to him. Kelly was alive, nobody killed her, and nobody could have seen her body being taken out of the house. 
 
   Now that you recalled how your mother had died, it is time for you to remember catching Kelly with a lover. How and when did it happen, bro? 
 
   “Let's talk. I did come to meet you, didn’t I? What did you want to tell me? We’ve got nowhere to hurry,” said Frank.”And this is a really nice place to chat, isn’t it?”
 
   Kelly had a lover, and Frank was absolutely certain about it because he had found the proof of his existence last year. The memory was fairly recent and couldn’t be buried too deep. 
 
   Relax, take a sip of soda, man.  
 
   “I guess you don't get it, Frank.” 
 
   “What don’t I get?” 
 
   By the way, it looked like he just remembered that George Frey was dead. The old man had really died. When had it happened? One and a half years ago, in the fall. October? Yes, in October. He was in his late sixties when he had kicked the bucket. 
 
   “You killed your wife. I saw it with my own eyes, and if you're not an idiot, you’ll understand what I 'm talking about.” 
 
   It's a pity that George died. How did he die? Do you remember that? 
 
   “I did what?” asked Frank in a fake surprised voice. 
 
   No, you don't remember. It might have been a heart attack. Men his age often die of heart attacks. And you were really sorry when he died. George was a good man. Maybe a little senile, but who cares?
 
   “You killed your wife. You killed Kelly. I saw you take her body out of the house. I saw that with my own eyes.” 
 
   “I didn't kill her, bro,” Frank said softly. “I didn’t take her body out of the house. You mixed me with someone else. Do I look like a killer?” He cracked an innocent smile. 
 
   Hmm, there is another hole in your amnesia—Kelly's mother’s death. She died right after George Frey had passed away. What happened to her? Did she die of sadness? 
 
   “Frank, you...” Bluth interrupted himself for several seconds. “You're fucking with me, aren't you? You’d better stop this shit.” 
 
   Kelly's mother died in October; there were few people at her funeral. What was the cause of death? Another heart attack? Cancer? A fire?
 
   “You invited me here, so let's discuss what you want,” said Frank. 
 
   What happened to Kelly's mother? A fire? Is it another small crack in your amnesia? Did Jane Frey burn to death? 
 
   Yes, she was killed in a fire, now he remembers it. Her house burned down about a month after George’s death. The old woman had been probably asleep and had died from carbon monoxide poisoning before the fire spread into her bedroom. 
 
   And a few months ago, you almost caught Kelly with a lover. Remember when and how you did it, Frank! It's very important; it will be one more piece of evidence that she’s alive and is having fun with her man somewhere on the beach. 
 
   “You love joking. I see.” Bluth's face turned grey. “Let's quit joking and talk business.” 
 
   Yes, Jane Frey was burned in her house. It was not a heart attack or cancer. 
 
   “I've already told you everything I was going to say,” continued Bluth. “I'm going to inform the police that you killed your wife if you don't cut this crap.” 
 
   “What crap? The only one who’s full of crap here is you, Mr. Bluth.” 
 
   Last year, you began to suspect that Kelly was hiding something from you, but you had no idea what it was all about. Then you saw something and decided that Kelly had found herself another man. 
 
   “I didn't kill anybody,” said Frank. “You’re confusing me with someone else.” 
 
   “I’m not confusing you with anybody, man. I saw you put her body in the car. It happened right before she went missing. I know you killed her. If police hear it, you’re toast. If you want me to keep my mouth shut, you just have to lend me twenty grand.” 
 
   Bluth appeared as if he actually believed what he was saying. Yeah, this moron was insane all right. Only insane people sincerely believe their fantasies. 
 
   You should focus of Kelly’s lover. Ignore this idiot and try to recall catching Kelly with a lover.
 
   “Lend? You mean you’re going to pay this money back? What’s the term? What’s the interest rate? I could consider your request if you had collateral. Do you have collateral?”   
 
   Bluth bared his teeth in a sneering grin.
 
   “You want to keep joking, huh?” he said. “That’s okay. Even though I don’t see anyone laughing. I have plenty of time. I'm not in a hurry.” He glanced at his watch. “It’s only twelve. I’ve got all day, bro. You'll get tired of joking soon enough, man.” 
 
   “I'm not in a hurry either, bro.” 
 
   So, let’s concentrate on Kelly's lover. He had made a lot of progress in the several hours since this morning. With any luck, he could claw back a few more months of memories by the end of the day. He needed to crack the past year—that was where the juiciest secrets lay, according to his intuition. And something told him he was on the verge of a big discovery.   
 
   “Okay.” Frank scooped a spoonful of ice cream and put it in his mouth.   
 
   Kelly's lover. Frank had a hunch he had found out about Kelly’s cheating early last year. The hunch was tenuous, he felt unsure about the timeline, but the concept itself seemed genuine. The lover did exist.
 
   Quick review. His father died five years ago, in August. His mother passed away four years ago, in September. He bought his Land Cruiser soon after his daughter was born. Kelly’s parents died two and a half years ago, within one month of each other. 
 
   Kathy would have been three and a half years old now if she were alive.    
 
   Don't think about Kathy, buddy. Stop reopening the old wounds; she is in the past, she is dead, she is just a phantom now. 
 
   Last year he had begun to suspect that Kelly had been hiding something from him. He had believed she’d found a lover. 
 
   Her cheating doesn’t prove that she wasn’t murdered in that bathroom back in April, buddy. The fact that she had a lover is irrelevant to her death. Psychos kill cheaters all the time.
 
   “Well,” Bluth said. “Do you still want to keep acting like a fool? Have you changed your mind about the twenty grand yet?” 
 
   “I don't have that kind of cash, Mister Bluth. I can offer you ten dollars. How does ten bucks sound to you?” 
 
   Bluth cracked a crooked smile and said, “Okay, let’s eat ice-cream until you come to your senses. I'm very patient.” 
 
   Let’s focus on Kelly's lover. 
 
   What did that man do for a living? Was he married? Was he younger than Kelly? Did she give him money? Where did they meet to have sex? At this guy’s place? In hotels? How often did they see each other? Did Kelly have a personal bank account? Kelly must have been using her own savings since there had been no large withdrawals from their joint account this whole year and her bank card associated with the joint account had been disabled. How much money did Kelly have the day she disappeared and how long could it last her? Or was Kelly using Josephine’s credit card? Well, apparently not; otherwise, Josephine wouldn't be so damn frustrated about her vanishing. 
 
   How did Kelly and her lover support themselves? It was an important question because the less money they had, the sooner Kelly would come back. One could only hope that she would be back before that vindictive bitch Josephine had him killed. Josephine didn’t seem to be big on patience, which put him in a precarious position. What was the deadline? It looked like Josephine didn’t want to wait beyond the end of the month, so there you go. Kelly had better go on a spending spree pronto!  
 
   So, back to Kelly's lover. Was he wealthy? If he was rich, Kelly could stay on the loose for the rest of her life, which guaranteed that Josephine and the gang would finish him off. And don’t forget the police: there was still a real possibility that they would try to have him convicted for Kelly’s murder. Sure, the absence of the body would make it more difficult to put him in jail, but it would hardly prevent the prosecutors from taking a shot. One could easily imagine the newspaper headlines: “Husband person of interest in murder of wife,” “Frank Fowler charged with slaying wife,” “Bail denied in Kelly Fowler murder case.” He would be vilified, he would lose his job, and he would waste hundreds of thousands of dollars on lawyers. Then Kelly would emerge, rested and tanned, but it would be too late, of course.   
 
   Well, the police ought to be the least of your concerns right now, buddy. It’s Kelly’s relatives that you should be worried about.
 
   “Well, Frank,” said Bluth, staring at his watch. “We've been sitting here for almost an hour. Did it finally sink into your brain how much trouble you could be in if I tell the police what I know?”   
 
   “I’m still thinking it over. Relax. I’ll pay for the ice-cream, okay?”    
 
   “I have to use the restroom.” Bluth got up. “Don’t go anywhere, bro. I'll be back soon.” 
 
   Frank watched Bluth disappear inside the store, thinking that the guy could be going to call his accomplice to report the latest developments and decide what to do next.  
 
   You think he may have a partner? Well, it’s not out of the realm of possibility.  
 
   Let him call whomever he wanted, let him feel desperate. He might have just realized he’d chosen the wrong guy to play this trick on. 
 
   Now, let’s get back to remembering Kelly's lover. 
 
    
 
   4.
 
   After an eight minute silence, Warner asked, “How long have you known Frank?” 
 
   “About six months,” answered Marilyn. 
 
   Warner frowned. 
 
   “Six months?” He pensively scratched his chin, which was dark-grey with a five o’clock shadow. “Does he love you?” 
 
   “I hope he does.” 
 
   “And do you love him?”  
 
   There was a certain deliberateness in his voice, which signaled to Marilyn that Warner wasn’t just trying to make a small talk. He seemed to be fishing for information. She shifted her look from the road to the man’s face. 
 
   “Yes, I love him.” 
 
   Warner narrowed his eyes.  
 
   “Half a year,” he muttered with slight amazement. “Are you going to marry him?” 
 
   He was staring at the road, and Marilyn was unable to see the expression on his face. Marilyn suspected he was doing it on purpose. 
 
   “I don't know.” She budged a couple of inches closer to the passenger door. Sitting next to Warner had begun to worry her. “We haven't discussed that yet.” 
 
   “Yet,” Warner repeated after her. He wiped his palms on his shirt—first right, then left—and clutched the steering wheel very tight, as if it was trying to get out of his control. 
 
   Was it time for Marilyn to start panicking? This man was definitely growing more agitated by the minute. 
 
   “Are you married?” asked Warner.   
 
   And the questions had become weirder, too. Especially, taking into account the fact that Warner was Frank's friend. 
 
   Or was he? 
 
   “No, I’m not married.”
 
   Marilyn thought about informing Warner that her personal was none of his business, but the sight of his big strong hands squeezing the wheel dampened that impulse. Of course, it would have been a different story, if she had carried a gun.
 
   “Did Kelly know about you? How often do you see Frank? More than once a week?” 
 
   Marilyn felt her heart slowly sinking into her stomach. Now Warner had officially crossed the creepiness line. And was Warner even his real name?
 
   It wouldn’t be very hard for him to kill her. But first he would rape her, cut her with a razor blade, and put out a dozen cigarettes on her beautiful skin. 
 
   “About once a week.” She decided to lie. “I don’t think Kelly knows about me.” 
 
   Warner giggled. 
 
   “You're smart,” he remarked. “You’ve been fucking for six months, and Kelly never knew.”  
 
   Stop being scared, Marilyn. You are too impressionable. 
 
   Could it be a practical joke? What if Frank had asked this son of Frankenstein to strike a little terror into her just to see how she reacted?
 
   “It took me only two weeks to figure out that my wife was cheating on me. I’m very good at seeing through lies, you know. But I’m not angry at her. I didn’t make a scene or anything like that. I’m actually letting her fuck around.” 
 
   He breathed in deeply, cleared his throat. Marilyn’s eyes were fixed on his hands. 
 
   “Why are you asking all these questions?” Marilyn tried to speak in a confident voice. She had a lump in her throat. 
 
   Warner relaxed his left hand and then put it into his pants pocket. 
 
   “Just out of curiosity.” Warner forced a smile, which made him look as if he had just taken a bite of a lemon. “Seems like he’s mad about you.”  
 
   His right hand’s grip on the wheel tightened. He turned his face to Marilyn; his eyes were lifeless. 
 
   They would crash into another car if he kept distracting himself from the road, thought Marilyn. Oddly, this idea didn’t scare her. She actually somewhat hoped that they ended up in an accident. Marilyn was not aware that she had turned pale. 
 
   What did he have in his pocket? Why did he put his hand in that pocket? Was it a knife? A blade?
 
   “Did you kill Kelly?” he asked. “Did Frank and you kill her?” 
 
   Did it surprise her that he had asked such an inappropriate question? Not really.
 
   Could he be one of those wacky people her brother had told her about a while ago? Warner knew Frank so anything was possible.
 
   “No, we didn't,” replied Marilyn. “We didn't kill her, Peter.” 
 
   Peter Warner? Peter Warner her ass! She had no doubt by now that he had made this name up.  
 
   Warner's Adam's apple jerked. He smirked.
 
   “Do you love him very much?” Warner tapped on the brakes. 
 
   He was probably slowing down to exit the highway. He would find an empty alley and murder her in cold blood. 
 
   Why would he do it? Who was he? 
 
   “I have feelings for him. But it doesn’t mean I want his wife to die.” 
 
   She was about to freak out. She was in a car with a psycho, and there was no way out! 
 
   Open the door and jump out. Open the door and jump out, Marilyn. 
 
   “And he loves you, too,” said Warner. “You love each other.” 
 
   Open the door. Now.
 
   “Look here, Marilyn,” Warner said in a low voice. His left hand suddenly popped up in front of Marilyn, revealing a pair of shining handcuffs. He threw one handcuff on Marilyn's left wrist and the other on the steering wheel as the Ford Explorer came to a halt on the side of the road. 
 
   Realistically speaking, no one in the passing cars would hear her if she cried for help. She had to face a maniac, and with that shackle on her arm her chances of survival had just gotten slimmer. 
 
   “Peter,” muttered Marilyn, gazing at the handcuffs in bewilderment. She opened her mouth to say, ‘What are you doing?’ but her tongue froze. 
 
   “Now we can talk.” Warner carefully wiped sweat off his neck with a handkerchief. “Don't be scared. I won't hurt you, Marilyn.” 
 
   She watched Warner put the handkerchief back in the pocket of his shirt. Sweat was rolling down her temples and cheeks; Marilyn ignored it, focusing on the sensation of the weight of the handcuff on her wrist. 
 
   Cuffed, with no hope of help. It was the perfect time for panic.  
 
   “I’ll ask you a few questions, you’ll answer them, and I'll take you back to your car—simple as that,” Warner went on. “You shouldn’t be afraid of me, Marilyn. I used these handcuffs only to make sure that we could talk without an interruption. I don’t want you to run away before hearing what I have to tell you. I’m not some wacko. I don't have to kill you. You seem to be a nice person, Marilyn. I don’t kill nice people.” He cracked a wide smile. 
 
   Marilyn felt she wanted to trust Warner. He smelled of fine cologne, she just noticed that. 
 
   “What questions?” Now her anxiety was mixed with fatigue and an urge to return home as soon as possible. She would come home, he had promised. 
 
   “A couple of questions, Marilyn. And remember I will keep my word and take you back to your car. I’m not going to touch a hair on your head if you answer my questions honestly. I haven’t hurt you so far, have I?” 
 
   Marilyn nodded. Yes, he had only handcuffed her to the steering wheel, which was pretty benign on the scale of things a psycho could do. 
 
   “Have you calmed down? I won't start you until you calm down because stressed out people often can’t think straight, you understand? I want you to think your answers over carefully, okay?” He took a six pack of Coca-Cola from the back seat, separated one bottle, and thrust it into Marilyn’s right hand. “I must have scared you, and I'm sorry I have. I didn't want to scare you, Marilyn. I know that people lie a lot when they are frightened. You shouldn’t be afraid of me, Marilyn. I only want you to be truthful with me, that’s all.” 
 
   Warner was looking at her with conspicuous empathy. 
 
   “Take a sip.” He pointed at the bottle. “I want you to cast away your fear. I want you to trust me. Are you afraid that I'll kill you?” 
 
   Trust him, Marilyn. If you think about it, he really has no reason to kill you. He just wants to ask you a few questions. 
 
   “Yes, Peter, I'm afraid of that,” she said.
 
   You should demand guarantees from him, Marilyn! 
 
   “I’m not going to kill you. You probably don’t believe me, but you’ll see soon enough that I’m not bullshitting you.” He produced a voice recorder out of his pants pocket and switched it on. “I’ll record our conversation.” Warner smiled. “Come on, have some soda. You’ll feel better right away.”   
 
   He had ordered her to drink. She should drink. It wasn’t like he had asked for a blowjob.   
 
   Marilyn twisted off the cap and took a sip from the bottle. 
 
   “Relax. I'm your friend, I won't hurt you.” 
 
   Well, Mister Warner, Marilyn Hancock was relaxing. 
 
   She settled back, laid her head on the headrest. 
 
   “I'm glad we've come to terms with each other,” said Warner. “Are you glad, too?”
 
   “I'm glad you won't kill me, Peter. I hope you’re not going to deceive me.” 
 
   Warner nodded. 
 
   “I don't kill hot women.” He grinned. Then he tapped on the voice recorder. “Let’s cut to the chase. We've wasted enough time already on chit-chat.”  
 
   “Okay, Peter.” 
 
   “I know you are sleeping with Frank. And we both know that Frank’s wife went missing last month. I want you to tell me if Frank killed Kelly. I want to hear your thoughts on this. Do you think he killed her?” He paused. “You can trust me, Marilyn. I'm not a murderer, I respect the law. And even if you're involved in Kelly's death, I won't hurt you. You are Frank’s victim, too, if he made you help him. I understand it's not your fault; I’m not judging you. Frank is a dangerous man. I know very well how he manipulates people. He made you take part in this murder. In my book, you're innocent. Did he trick you into helping him?” He knitted his eyebrows. “Tell me the truth, Marilyn. Did he promise to marry you after you kill Kelly? He is a very good psychologist. What did he tell you?” 
 
   No, it was certainly not a practical joke. Why the hell did this guy want so badly to find out what had happened to Frank's wife? Was he a private investigator? 
 
   Private investigator? Handcuffs... Well, this was the best guess she could come up with at the moment. She doubted he worked for the police: a cop wouldn’t have had to kidnap her to ask a few questions. 
 
   Okay, she would assume that Warner was a PI. He had somehow found out that Frank had a mistress and decided that Frank and the mistress had killed Kelly. A very solid theory.   
 
   “Yes, he is a good psychologist,” said Marilyn. 
 
   “Did he tell you that Kelly got on his nerves? Did he tell you he was tired of her?” 
 
   Should she lie and say yes? No, it would jeopardize Frank. 
 
   But that’s what Warner wants to hear, honey. He’s not interested in the truth; he’s not going to leave you alone until you confirm his suspicions.  
 
   “Listen, Marilyn. I understand it's difficult for you to admit to a crime, and I'm not trying to push you. Calm down, relax, and tell me the truth. If you helped Frank kill Kelly, don't be afraid to tell me about it. I’m not going to hurt you. I’d like to know where you put Kelly's body.” He stroked her left hand gently and went on, “You have nothing to fear. I'm not a cop, and I won't rat you out to the police. After this conversation, you’ll go back home and get on with your life. Pretty soon you’ll forget this whole ordeal as a bad dream. But if you are not honest with me, there will be problems. As God is my witness, I hate to threaten you, Marilyn, but I have to do it because I need the answers.” 
 
   He needed the answers. He needed a certain type of answers, the one that would justify breaking Frank’s neck. 
 
   You have no choice, Marilyn. He’ll terrorize Frank whether you’ll give him the excuse to do so or not. Right now, it’s about your life. Your neck is on the line, Marilyn.  
 
   “I don’t think I know anything about it,” she replied.  
 
   “Come on, Marilyn, what are you afraid of? I’m not here for you. I’m here for Frank. It’s between Frank and me; you've got nothing to do with it. You are a victim just like Kelly. Both of you are Frank's victims, that's what I'm trying to explain to you.” Warner heaved a sigh. “I'll turn off the recorder if it makes you uncomfortable.” He pushed the stop button on the recorder. “See, it’s off. No one will hear what you’re going to tell me. You don’t have to worry about the police now. Please tell me the truth about Kelly’s death. Did Frank kill her?”  
 
   “Can you keep secrets?”  
 
   “I sure can. Believe me, Marilyn, no one will ever know what you did. I need certainty. I don’t want to have false hopes. We’ve wasted so much time looking for Kelly. This search would be over if you told us what you did with her body. Where did you bury it? Or did you toss it in the lake?” 
 
   He seems to be sincere. He’ll let you go, Marilyn, if you tell him that Frank killed Kelly. This small lie will save your life. Your main objective is to survive. You’ll be able to warn Frank once you are free. 
 
   “Why do you think Frank killed Kelly?” asked Marilyn. 
 
   You are playing with fire, Marilyn. Why do you have to be so dumb? 
 
   “Who else could do it?” Warner smiled. “Tell me the truth, don't be scared. I'm not bullshitting you, I'll let you go as soon as you tell me what Frank did to Kelly, you hear me?” 
 
   “I didn't kill Kelly, Peter. I swear.” 
 
   “Very well. Tell me who did. Was it Frank?” Warner waved the blank screen of the voice recorder in front of Marilyn’s eyes. “It’s off. You are not going to incriminate yourself, if that’s what you’re afraid of. Now please tell me where you buried the body. That's all I need to know.” 
 
   “Why do you need to know this? You can’t bring her back to life if she’s dead.” 
 
   Marilyn, tell him what he wants already and go home, warn Frank. Save yourself and you will save Frank. You don't have a choice. 
 
   “I believe Kelly deserves a proper burial.” 
 
   “Are you going to kill Frank?” 
 
   “Kill Frank? No, why would I kill him? Do I look like a killer? I’m a family man. I have a wife and a son. I'm not some violent psycho. I'm just trying to find out the truth about Kelly’s death. You want to protect Frank? You shouldn't. I’m sure you’re not the only chick he’s cheated with. If I were you, I wouldn’t believe any of his promises.”   
 
   Tell him what he wants, Marilyn! What are you waiting for? 
 
   Marilyn began to rub the area around the handcuff on her left wrist and said, “Could you remove the handcuff please, Peter? It hurts. I can’t think straight with it.” 
 
   Warner frowned. Squinting at her left hand, he extracted the key out of his pocket. Marilyn gave him the most pleading look she could muster.  
 
   “I shouldn't have scared you,” said Warner, squeezing the key in his fist. “You still don’t trust me. I should have simply asked you for a meeting and skipped this stupid charade. I’m still a bit surprised that you believed that story about the picnic.” He unclenched his fist and showed Marilyn the key. “You see, I have no doubt that Frank killed Kelly. The only thing that concerns me is what he did with the body. I'll remove the handcuffs, Marilyn, and I’ll let you go, but—” 
 
   But first she must confirm that Frank killed Kelly, right?  
 
   Speak, Marilyn! What's the matter with you, dummy? Calm down and speak! 
 
   Marilyn emitted a faint moan, breathed in deeply, and said, “I'll tell you everything.” 
 
   Relax, Marilyn. Relax and speak. 
 
    
 
   5.
 
   Warner kept silent for a couple of minutes, scrutinizing the key as if it were an expensive diamond ring he was about to buy, then, in a dramatic gesture, he brought the key within an inch of the handcuff on Marilyn's left hand. He looked at Marilyn from under his brows and asked, “How did he kill Kelly?”
 
   The key touched the handcuff keyhole for a second and retreated; a burst of adrenaline rushed into Marilyn's bloodstream. 
 
   “He strangled her,” she said in a hoarse voice. She swallowed the hard lump stuck in her throat. 
 
   “Strangled?” Warner winced. “Did he tell you where he’d buried the body? Did he bury it?” He teasingly scratched the handcuff with the key. 
 
   Marilyn shrugged her shoulders. 
 
   What the hell was he waiting for? She had told him everything he wanted to hear, he had gotten all the answers. Had he caught her in a lie? Well, her defense would go like this: it was not her fault that Frank might have misled her about the circumstances of his wife’s death. Come on, Warner! Keep your word! Let this poor girl go!   
 
   Are you sure he will let you go, honey? Maybe he lied to you just to extract information? Ha-ha, Marilyn, you fell for a psycho’s promise. It was only words, you see! 
 
   “I don't know, I’ve never asked.” She emitted a weak moan. “Please take off the handcuffs, Peter. They make me very nervous.” 
 
   Warner nodded but made no effort to finally insert the key into the keyhole. Instead, he took the key a few inches further away from the cuffs. 
 
   “You don't know what he did with the body? You’ve never wondered about it?” He was looking straight into her eyes. “Maybe you just forgot?” 
 
   “No, I just don't care what he did with the body. I was shocked that he killed her. If I had known he was planning to kill her, I would have stopped him from doing it.” 
 
   “Really?” Warner raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Okay, I believe you. In this case, could you ask him now where he hid the body? I'll let you go so you can meet Frank and ask him where he buried Kelly. You must make sure that he doesn’t suspect anything fishy. Then we’ll meet again and you'll report everything to me. Sounds good?” 
 
   “Okay,” Marilyn heaved a sigh of relief.”I will do that.” 
 
   “I hope you’ll keep our conversation secret. There are a few reasons why you should keep your mouth shut. First, my goal is not to get revenge on Frank if that’s what you thought. I know that it won't bring Kelly back. Besides, killing Frank would be a crime, and I’m not a criminal. Do you believe that I won't harm Frank?” 
 
   Marilyn nodded. 
 
   Freedom was near! This ordeal was about to end! 
 
   “The police won’t bother helping you with this,” went on Warner. “What are you going to tell them? I didn't beat you, I didn’t steal from you, I didn't threaten you. You won’t even be able to prove we met. There are no witnesses, are there? In any case, the police can only harm Frank. As you just told me, he killed Kelly, am I right? I'm going to release you, and I hope you’ll justify my trust. Don’t tell anything to Frank, or police, or friends, or anybody else, do you understand?” 
 
   “Yes, I’ll keep my mouth shut. I won’t tell anything to anyone. You are a reasonable man, Peter.” 
 
   “Yes, I am a very reasonable man. All I want is find Kelly’s body and bury it. It’s the least I can do for her. I consider it my duty to give Kelly a proper burial. I think you’ll agree it’s not a crazy idea.  I'm not planning revenge on anybody. Revenge is childish.” 
 
   “Yes, Peter. Revenge is childish. I trust you. I’ll keep everything secret.” 
 
   Warner smiled and silently removed the handcuffs from Marilyn’s wrist and the steering wheel. 
 
   “Here is the plan,” he said as he shoved the handcuffs in his pants pocket. “You will ask Frank where he hid Kelly’s body. I'll call you in a couple of days. Be very careful when you ask him about the body; don’t push it, don’t pressure him. Frank is a shrewd guy. If you sound phony, he’s going to catch it.” Warner started the car. “Do you want me to give you a ride to the hotel or to drop you off here?” 
 
   He had said she had four days to get the information from Frank, so it would be dumb of him to kill her today, right? He should be harmless for at least four days. And he had removed the handcuffs, hadn’t he? 
 
   “I’ll ride with you,” answered Marilyn.
 
   “Good. I'm glad you trust me. Don't worry, I’m not going to change my mind halfway to the hotel. I won't strangle you like Frank did Kelly.” 
 
   The Explorer rolled onto the road and started accelerating. 
 
   “If I were you I wouldn't try to find out who I am,” said Warner. “It's absolutely useless for you to know that.” 
 
   “I won’t. I don't care who you are.” 
 
   “Wonderful. How do you plan to get the information from Frank? Have you learned how to work him?”  
 
   Marilyn, what are you going to tell Mister Warner in a couple of days when he calls you? Will your make him angry? Or do you hope that Frank can protect you? 
 
   “I'll figure it out. He won’t suspect a thing. He trusts me blindly.” 
 
   “Okay.” Warner grinned. “Just so you know, I’m not judging Frank. He’s not the first and not the last guy to kill his wife. And looking at you, I understand why he got tired of Kelly. If you were my mistress, I would have probably whacked my wife, too.”    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11.
 
   TRAINS
 
    
 
   1.
 
   On the way home from his meeting with Bluth, Frank thought about Josephine’s latest phone call. Last night she had asked him if he had recalled anything else since they had last spoken. Frank had discerned faint undertones of desperation in her voice, which, however, might have just been the fruit of his imagination. He did not want to overanalyze that conversation since it had been a call from an unrelated person in whom he had absolutely no interest. That’s right, Josephine wasn’t his relative any longer now that Kelly had gotten out of the picture, and he had no desire to think about her or the undertones in her voice. 
 
   What did she tell him on the phone? 
 
   No, he didn’t forget their little chat because it had taken place last night, not in one of the years devoured by amnesia. In fact, every major detail of it was still fresh in his mind.
 
   She said, “Frank, you have to remember everything Kelly told you before she went missing.” 
 
   And before that she asked, “Did you think about seeing a psychiatrist? I will pay for it if money is the issue.” 
 
   “Josephine, it's not about money,” he replied wearily. “There's just no point in it.” 
 
   “The psychiatrist will help you restore your memories. They have special methods for that.” 
 
   There was something strange about her voice. What was it? 
 
   “Josephine, let's talk about it later. I’m not feeling well, and I have no idea how long it will last.” He was lying, but he saw no other way to stop her from mentioning a psychiatrist again. Didn’t she understand she was imposing on him? Why the hell did she keep nagging an unfortunate accountant who had just begun recovering after a horrible car crash? 
 
   “Did you remember anything?” she asked. “Anything at all?” 
 
   What was strange about her voice? 
 
   He breathed a heavy sigh and pondered if he should simply hang up and end the suffering. 
 
   “No,” he answered. He rejected the idea of hanging up. He decided to do it later when he concluded that the conversation had dragged for too long. “I’ve been having headaches this whole time.” 
 
   Then she said something about psychiatrists and their special methods, said he was the only one who could help them find Kelly. And at last she asked, “Frank, do you want to find Kelly?” Frank sensed Josephine had a more strongly worded version of this question, which she was probably saving for later.
 
   Naturally, he assured her that he did, that it was the only thing he dreamt about. He also added, “I am afraid I’ll be unable to remember anything useful in the next several weeks because my skull was cracked just a month ago and the recovery will take a while. That was a bad car crash, Josephine. You’ve seen the pictures, haven’t you?” 
 
   “That’s why you need the help of a specialist, Frank. If it's about money, Ron and I will pay. It's not too late to find her. I know she is still alive. I want you to remember everything you heard or saw in the last two weeks of April. Even if it has nothing to do with Kelly—we need to know it.” 
 
   “Did you talk to her friends? Friends sometimes are better informed than husbands.” 
 
   “We already spoke to them. She didn’t have a lot of friends in the first place. They know nothing we can use. How bad are your headaches, Frank?” 
 
   Frank was amazed at Josephine’s unabashedness with which she steered the conversation back to where she wanted it to go. He wanted to scream with rage. This bitch was going to give him a heart attack if she didn’t shut up. 
 
   “It’s not just headaches,” he said. “I got bruises all over my body in the crash. You may not see them anymore, but the pain still comes back.” 
 
   It was definitely time to hang up. He had decided to do it in three minutes. And he had followed this plan.
 
   So what was that strange thing that he had noticed in her voice last night? 
 
   You ought to be recalling your fishing trips with your nephews Jake and Tommy, Frank! You are not a masochist, are you? Stop thinking about Kelly and her stupid family. Remember Marilyn Hancock, remember how you first met her, okay? Where did you first meet her? 
 
   No, he hadn’t remembered that yet, probably because he hadn’t tried hard enough.   
 
   What was strange about Josephine's voice? 
 
   Are you starting this crap again, pal? Can you please cut it out already? Nobody cares about the strangeness in Josephine’s voice. You are so good at forgetting things; why the hell can’t you forget that damn conversation?
 
   “Frank, if I were you I would see a psychiatrist,” Josephine said in the end. “You will remember Kelly much quicker.” 
 
   Frank, concentrate on your fishing trips with your nephews! Remember Marilyn! Throw Josephine out of your mind, dump this garbage now! 
 
   Her last words were: ‘You must remember Kelly, Frank.’ 
 
   What was strange about her voice? 
 
   You just love torturing yourself, don’t you?  
 
   No, she used different words. She said, “You'd better remember Kelly.” 
 
   ‘You'd better remember Kelly,’ that was the exact phrase. And the strange thing about her voice was mistrust. He sensed icy mistrust in Josephine’s tone, and he didn't like it. Josephine didn't believe a single word he had said, a damn single word! Either he had sounded too unconvincing, or she had been predisposed to be skeptical of anything he told her. 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   The first thing Frank did when he arrived home was drink half a can of cold beer. His mood immediately improved one notch. 
 
   He still couldn’t stop thinking about Josephine’s latest call.  
 
   You see, she did not believe him. And now Frank wouldn’t be surprised if Josephine even doubted his amnesia. Actually, he would be surprised if she didn’t. Should it worry him? Should he be concerned that Josephine didn't believe he had forgotten Kelly and couldn't remember Kelly’s plans on the day of her disappearance? Come to think of it, this was a chilling idea since it implied that he remembered Kelly and the circumstances of her vanishing. Josephine must believe that he knew the place where Kelly had planned to be and the names of people she had been supposed to see on the day of her disappearance. He knew it all but wouldn’t share the information for some sinister reason.
 
   Maybe this bitch imagined that he was faking the amnesia not for fun but because he’d killed Kelly. He’d had similar suspicions earlier but attached no importance to them, hadn’t he? Now was the time to discuss them. 
 
   Josephine had gotten so crazy as to consider him Kelly’s killer? Was it possible? Was she reasonable enough to understand he hadn’t murdered her stepsister? 
 
   Frank sighed wearily. He should focus on remembering Marilyn Hancock. 
 
   Remember Marilyn, Frank! Don't fall under Josephine’s influence! 
 
   He didn't care about Josephine. Let her wallow in her paranoia and consider him the killer, let her think he was a crossdresser or whatever else her twisted mind could come up with, he didn’t give a damn. She was harmless; let her lie on a couch, gnash her teeth, and pierce his eyes with a toothpick on his photos, it wouldn’t ruin his sleep. Her wailing wouldn’t make him go bald or cause impotence. 
 
   How about her friends? Or her relatives? You do remember she has a brother, right? And a husband? And a cousin? And probably a bunch of other relatives you’ve never heard of? 
 
   Okay, she might have a big family, good for her. But who said she could instigate them to go vigilante on him? 
 
   You don’t think she is capable of it? 
 
   Well, should he be afraid of that? Was he afraid of that? Was it possible that fear had been the reason why his amnesia had relaxed its clutch and released some of the lost memories? 
 
   Have you had these thoughts in the back of your mind this whole time, buddy? Are you afraid of Josephine Buckhaus and her clan? That’s a doozy. 
 
   No, that was bullshit. Frank Fowler wasn’t going to be afraid of these morons. He knew one thing: he hadn't killed Kelly, he was innocent. If Josephine started to hassle him with these ludicrous accusations, he’d simply tell her, “I'm innocent, bitch!” Frank Fowler was not scared of her. Frank hadn’t survived a terrible car crash to tremble with fear. And now, if you’d excuse him, he would drink another can of beer. Then another one. And then probably one more. Later tonight, he might go to the bar or play poker with his friends. 
 
   Frank lazily scratched his chest, smiled, and then opened a new can of Heineken. He liked his current way of thinking. 
 
   Josephine must be taking him for an idiot and a coward she could intimidate by merely showing him a knife. 
 
   She underestimated him. When they barged in here with guns, he would demonstrate them his shooting skills. He would shoot them all dead, and law would be on his side! 
 
   Josephine would definitely bring her whole band of idiots: her brother, her husband, and her cousin—and he would have to dispatch them all. 
 
   Oh, Josie. You're provoking a mellow accountant to wreak havoc on you and your family. And all because of your irrepressible love for your stepsister. 
 
   Toledo, Ohio. Kelly traveled to Toledo early last year. She went there to see her lover, right? 
 
   Hey, buddy, you just recalled Toledo. Was she really meeting her lover there? Is it possible that she had a relative in Toledo? 
 
   Frank dialed Marilyn's number once more, listened to the phone ringing for half a minute, hung up, and headed for the bathroom. His face felt sweaty and hot. 
 
   Toledo. Try a little harder, pal; forget Michael Bluth for a while and dive into the depths of your memory, towards the beginning of last year, where Kelly's lover is hidden. Somewhere there's a clue that will lead you to your missing wife. 
 
   Toledo, Ohio. It was rather far from here, at least three hundred miles. Good thing more memories had begun to ooze out. Toledo. The ticket. She had bought a ticket to Toledo. A train ticket. Damn, he remembered this, too! She bought a train ticket to Toledo, where she was planning to meet her lover, right? Did her lover live in Toledo? It was possible, sure; long distance relationships do exist. So her lover lived in Toledo. 
 
   No, buddy, it's bullshit. Why would Kelly have a lover living three hundred miles away? Three hundred miles is not a distance conducive for regular dates. 
 
   But it was a fact—she bought a train ticket to Toledo in February of last year. Well, now he remembered the approximate date of that journey—February of last year. Three hundred miles is a roughly six-hour trip by train. Why didn't she fly by plane? Or it was actually a plane ticket and you simply got confused. It must be damn easy for you to get confused in your current condition. So far you can be sure about one thing—she went to Toledo. You have recalled Toledo and April of last year. In April of last year you found out that Kelly had been hiding something from you; you suspected something was wrong. 
 
   What the hell was she doing in Toledo? 
 
   She bought a return ticket—a train ticket. From Toledo to Buffalo she traveled by train; and how about her trip from Buffalo to Toledo? Did she take a train? Or did she fly there by plane? 
 
   Kelly claimed she was going to Syracuse to see her college friend Cindy, but the truth was she had bought the return ticket from Toledo to Buffalo, which meant she had lied to him. Typically, when a woman lies about her out-of-town outings, chances are she is cheating on her husband. She did say she wanted to meet her college friend in Syracuse, he had remembered that. She did bother to explain her absence—a female friend from her college days, whom she hadn’t seen in years. Actually, there were more than one trip. She had left Buffalo for a couple of days at least five times by April of last year. Was it twice a month? Yes, something like that. Every other week she would go to Syracuse to hang out with her friend, but now it is clear what kind of friends she was meeting. 
 
   When did she first hook up with this guy? Well, let’s see... When was the first time she announced she was going to Syracuse? February of last year? Prior to that, Kelly had not been big on traveling alone out of Buffalo: she visited her parents every once in a while or occasionally went to New York to do some shopping (at least that was how he remembered it now). She was very busy with Kathy and had little time for extracurricular activities that excluded her daughter.
 
   What if she had more than one lover—have you thought about that possibility, buddy? What if she was so deviant that she looked for sex partners on trains? She would sleep with those men in her or their compartments, give them her phone number, and then meet them again and again. Or she could prefer one night stands. A new man every two weeks. Blowjob galore on steel wheels. Sperm splashed everywhere. Did it make your hair stand on end yet, pal? Do you realize whom you slept with this whole time? 
 
   Frank shivered. Every two weeks Kelly had sex with a new guy. It was hard to imagine, but it was still in the realm of the possible. Kelly probably bought all seats in a compartment in order to have her own personal sex lair. She could have been in bed with a man within half an hour after boarding the train—it wouldn’t take a hot young woman very long to seduce a typical straight guy. What a surreal idea, right? And kind of funny, too. Kelly must have had dozens of dicks in her mouth by the time she disappeared. Dozens of them. 
 
   Toledo. Train tickets. Visits to the friend in Syracuse. 
 
   Once he was done washing his face, Frank returned to the living room. He sent Marilyn a text message to call him when she had a chance. 
 
   The train tickets fell out of Kelly’s bag when he accidentally knocked it from the table. That's how he found those tickets—the bag landed on the floor, opened, and spilled some of its contents. He didn’t deliberately rummage through the bag in search of something incriminating, he wasn’t that distrustful back then. But he was watching out for Kelly as he examined the tickets. And he might have taken a good long look at the inside of the bag just in case there were other curious things in it. 
 
   You saw two train tickets: one to Toledo and one back from Toledo. 
 
   Or was it four tickets? 
 
   Four? Why four? Something went wrong in your head, pal. It only takes two tickets for a person to get to and back from Toledo, unless it is one of those scenic train vacations your mother loved. That day, you saw two train tickets in Kelly’s bag. Kelly went to Toledo to see her lover. 
 
   What if her lover didn’t live in Toledo? What if they had sex on the train? Maybe he traveled to Toledo for business and Kelly decided to accompany him for the ride. Perhaps that’s what they call combining business with pleasure. Dates on a train. Romantic and somewhat kinky. 
 
   Frank looked at the wall clock. Half past two. He checked his text message inbox; Marilyn hadn’t replied yet. Had she left her cell-phone at home? 
 
   What did he do after finding out that Kelly went to Toledo instead of Syracuse? Did he begin to spy on her? Hired a private investigator? Made a scene? 
 
   “Honey, I demand to know what these tickets mean. I thought your friend lives in Syracuse. What the hell were you doing in Toledo? Why would anyone voluntarily go to Toledo?” 
 
   No, there was no scene. He acted in a more sophisticated way. He elected to collect more information. Collect proof. 
 
   Yeah, it's time for you to recall how you gathered the proof, buddy. How did you go about it?  
 
   The doorbell rang. Frank tiptoed to the window, peered through the blinds, and made a wry face: it was Josephine. 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   “I'm so glad you are home,” said Josephine after declining Frank’s offer of something to drink. “I thought you might be feeling lonely.” 
 
   Frank knitted his eyebrows in order to suppress the smile. 
 
   Did she really think her visit brought people happiness and joy?
 
   “We should talk about Kelly,” Josephine went on as Frank led her into the living room. “I believe that the more we talk about Kelly, the quicker you’ll remember what happened to her.” 
 
   ‘What happened to her?’ That’s new. 
 
   “I don’t want to get your hopes too high, Josephine. There is no guarantee I knew what had happened to Kelly,” said Frank, easing onto the sofa. He cast an inquiring look at Josephine, who had taken a seat in the armchair next to the sofa. “I can’t remember what I never knew in the first place.” 
 
   “It’s okay, I’ll take whatever pops up in your memory. But I have a hunch you knew more than you think.” 
 
   Okay, where were we? The bag had fallen down on the floor, two train tickets had shown up. Tickets for Kelly and her lover? She must have told him: “Honey, leave the tickets to me. You know how disorganized you are.”
 
   Or was it four tickets?
 
   Kelly saw her lover twice a month. After Toledo, they traveled to Cincinnati. 
 
   A-ha, you have remembered Cincinnati! Keep it up, mister!
 
   She went to Cincinnati in March. By train.  
 
   “I am glad to see you, Josephine, but I’m afraid I have to leave pretty soon,” Frank said finally. “I’m meeting my friends in an hour.” 
 
   What the hell did she mean by ‘the quicker you’ll remember what happened to her?’ How the hell was he supposed to know that? Did she mean to say, “The quicker you’ll remember killing your wife?” 
 
   “It won't take too much time, Frank. I just wanted to keep you company. You’ve lost Kelly, you’ve lost your daughter.” Josephine paused. “You must be missing them badly.” 
 
   Kelly and her lover went to Cincinnati in March. When did he begin spying on her? Did he get on the train that they were on? It sounds like a good idea; most likely he did just that. 
 
   “Yes, I am.” Frank nodded hurriedly. “I’m missing them very much. I’m glad you know it, Josephine.” 
 
   Toledo, Cincinnati... Schenectady? Yes, Kelly also went to Schenectady. When? Did you see her lover's face? 
 
   “I called you an hour ago. Where were you?” 
 
   Frank, you should remind her you have to leave soon. Start getting dressed immediately! 
 
   “I was taking a shower. I’m sorry, Josephine, but I was about to leave when you came. Can we talk some other time? Maybe tomorrow morning?” 
 
   He rose and headed for the stairs. 
 
   “You seem to be in a good mood,” remarked Josephine, observing him with cold equanimity. 
 
   When did you begin spying on Kelly? In the summer? In the fall? How did you do it? 
 
   She traveled to Toledo in February and to Cincinnati in March. And Schenectady? You tracked them down in Schenectady. It happened in the summer, the weather was hot and you sweated like a pig. You saw Kelly and didn't recognize her because she wore a wig. Was it her lover’s idea? The wig was very dark and long while Kelly's own hair was light auburn and short. Did her lover prefer long hair? She looked spectacularly in that wig, he had to give her that. 
 
   Are you sure about the wig, buddy? Are you sure it didn’t filter into your memories from one of those Angelina Jolie fantasies? 
 
   “Did you remember anything new about Kelly?” Frank heard from the hallway when he was in the bedroom. He froze with jeans in his hands for a moment and then continued getting dressed. 
 
   Damn, he had to do this dog and pony show just to get rid of this bitch. How pathetic!
 
   Why would Kelly need a wig if she was hot even without it? Did you see any wigs in her closet? 
 
   The Schenectady trip took place in June, she went there by train. 
 
   Then there was Utica. You saw them in Utica, you tracked them down twice. First in Schenectady, then in Utica. 
 
   “No, I didn't,” Frank shouted. He walked out of the room and found Josephine standing by the stairs and waiting for him patiently. 
 
   Think, Frank. You saw the train ticket to Schenectady. You rummaged in Kelly’s bag and discovered those tickets to Schenectady. It happened last June. 
 
   “I’m sad to hear that,” said Josephine. 
 
   “I remembered that Kelly’s parents were dead. They about two years ago.” 
 
   “Yes, that’s correct.” Josephine frowned solemnly. “George and Jane died a year and a half ago.”
 
   “I’m really sorry I have to leave,” said Frank. “I would love to talk to you tomorrow, or the day after tomorrow. How does that sound?” 
 
   “Frank, I understand that you might have lost all hope that she’s alive; nevertheless, we should do our best to find her. All of us love Kelly very much, and we won’t rest until we find her.” 
 
   Should he tell her that Kelly had a lover? Stun her? 
 
   Frank cracked half a smile as he imagined the grimace on Josephine’s face after she learned about her stepsister’s promiscuous ways. He didn’t hide his smile from Josephine; he was not afraid of this wacky woman. 
 
   “Even if she’s dead,” Josephine went on, “we'll find her body. We’d like to bury her properly.” 
 
   Bury her properly? Did Josephine just change her tune? 
 
   Honestly, Frank was taken aback by the latest wrinkle in Josephine’s mantra. Where had her confidence and optimism gone? Now she would like to properly bury Kelly? Had Josephine Buckhaus actually said these words? 
 
   It was great news anyway. He began feeling better about the chances that Josephine would leave him alone someday soon. 
 
   Frank opened the entrance door and let Josephine out. 
 
   “I haven’t lost the hope,” he said as convincingly as possible. “It’s probably my exhaustion showing. And let’s not talk about burying Kelly so soon. We don’t know that she’s dead.”  
 
   Toledo. Cincinnati. Schenectady. And Pittsburgh. And Utica. And that was probably just the tip of the iceberg. Trains, lover, wigs. Just keep thinking about it non-stop, buddy, and maybe more new details will emerge. Toledo, Cincinnati, Schenectady. Visits to a college friend. 
 
   “I’m only trying to consider all possibilities,” said Josephine. “If she’s dead, we have to find the body. I can't let Kelly’s body rot in some garbage dump.” 
 
   “Let’s think positive, Josephine. I’m sure you don’t seriously believe that Kelly’s dead.”  
 
   “I’m a realist. It is possible that she’s dead, we can’t deny that.  It may seem strange to you, but I'm not angry with her killer, whoever it was. What's done is done. If Kelly is dead, nothing will bring her back. I’m not looking for vengeance, Frank. All I want is give Kelly a proper burial.” 
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   Toledo, Schenectady, Utica. Kelly wearing a wig and sunglasses. 
 
   And there’s also this tricky question, buddy: if they believe you murdered Kelly, why are they so hell-bent on finding her body? What is so special about it? And please don’t mention that crap about a proper burial.
 
   “Peter Warner,” Frank said with a thoughtful expression on his face. “Short hair and apelike ears.”    
 
   Marilyn rose from the chair and sat down on the bed next to Frank. They were in a Holiday Inn hotel room, which Frank had rented at Marilyn’s request: for the sake of the peace of mind, she had decided to stay away from her apartment and from Frank’s house for the next few days. And she planned to call in sick at the office while she was in hiding just in case Peter Warner—or whatever his real name was—knew where she worked.    
 
   “He is very strong. He could have easily broken my neck if he’d wanted to,” Marilyn said. “I’m sure Peter Warner is not his real name.”  
 
   Frank nodded. 
 
   “I think it's one of my wife's relatives,” he said. “Her cousin Graham has apelike ears. And he’s a big guy, too.” 
 
   Yes, Kelly had put on the wig and sunglasses to change her appearance, but if you had known a woman for five years, chances were you would be able to recognize her in this unsophisticated disguise. 
 
   “Her cousin? Yeah, it makes sense. That explains why he was so worked up about your wife.” 
 
   Kelly had gone to Schenectady in June. Two months later, to Utica. He’d tracked her down to Schenectady and Utica. Actually, she’d gone to Utica twice. She had traveled on weekends. She’d met several men. That’s how he remembered it.
 
   “Her relatives are crazy,” said Frank. He wrapped his right arm around Marilyn’s shoulders. “They think I killed Kelly. How insane is that?” 
 
   “Did they actually say it to your face?”  
 
   Frank shook his head. 
 
   “Not yet. But it’s just a matter of time, I guess. They are not very shy as you can see.” 
 
   “They are definitely something else.” Marilyn breathed a sigh. “This cousin of hers scared the living hell out of me.” 
 
   “Now these idiots believe they have proof I killed her, not that they needed any.”  
 
   “How did they find out about me?”
 
   “They must have been watching my house. I think her brother is renting a place in my neighborhood to spy on me.”
 
   “He is? It sounds creepy.”
 
   “Funny thing is, Kelly’s probably having fun with her lover somewhere in the Caribbean right now.”
 
   “Kelly has a lover? How do you know that?”
 
   “I remembered that she’s been cheating on me for a while. Actually, she could be cheating with more than one guy.” 
 
   “What makes you think that she’s with her lover?” Marilyn gave Frank an inquiring look. “Do you find it hard to believe that she was killed by some psycho?” 
 
   “I think it’s possible that she’s with her lover, that’s all. Honestly, I just want her family to leave me alone. Did I tell you about her lovers before the car crash?”
 
   Marilyn fell to thinking for several seconds, then shook her head, and said, “No, you didn’t. I would have remembered something like that. And how did you find out she cheated on you? Did you catch her in bed with another guy?”     
 
   “I’m still not sure how it happened. I know it will come to me sooner or later.”
 
   Marilyn knitted her brows and said, “Well, I guess it’s possible.” She got up and walked to the window. “So what are we going to do about Warner? I mean Kelly’s cousin? What should I tell him when he calls?” 
 
   Schenectady, Utica. The train tickets to Schenectady and Utica.   
 
   “Tell him that you couldn’t make me talk. That I keep silent, that I avoid this topic; something along these lines.” 
 
   “And what if he doesn't leave me alone? He looks like a beast, Frank. He’ll break my neck without a second thought! Have you ever seen his hands?” 
 
   Up until this moment, Frank had seriously considered telling Marilyn that Graham was a cop. Now he had decided to postpone this revelation for a couple more days so as not to throw her in a tizzy.
 
   “Come on, Marilyn, you are exaggerating. He’s not going to kill you. He’d go to jail if he did. He knows that I'll report him to the police if he touches you, and I’m sure he’d hate to go to jail because of his cousin.” 
 
   “Easy for you to say. It's not your neck on the line.” Marilyn poured herself a glass of water. “Besides, he could kill you, too, just to shut you up.” 
 
   “We can protect ourselves, Marilyn. I'm sick and tired of these people, to tell you the truth. I wouldn’t shed a tear if all of them died in a plane crash one fine day.” 
 
   He had tracked Kelly down more than twice. He might have photographed her. Where could those photos be now? Lost? Locked in a safe? In a bank deposit box? 
 
   Did he have a camera? He would have needed an expensive camera to take good quality pictures from distance. He did own a camera, by the way. He’d seen it in one of the drawers in the study. There was a high probability that he had actually photographed Kelly and her lovers. 
 
   “Damn, these morons are even more insane than I thought,” said Frank.
 
   “They are dangerous. I probably should get a gun, just in case.” 
 
   “They actually spied on me. These idiots had nothing better to do but to spy on me.” 
 
   “What other relatives does your wife have? That sister who keeps nagging at you and wants you to see a psychiatrist, what’s her name?” 
 
   “Josephine.” Frank lay down on the bed and closed his eyes. “To hell with all of them. Do you have any relatives or friends that don’t live in Buffalo?” 
 
   “My cousin lives in Penn Hills. It's about two hundred miles south of here.” 
 
   “If you're afraid of Graham, you could stay with your sister for a while. Where do your parents live?” 
 
   “In Philadelphia.” 
 
   “Well, you have at least two places to hide.” 
 
   “How can you be so calm?” Marilyn lightly shoved him in the shoulder. Frank chortled and shrugged.
 
   “You know, some moron tried to blackmail me,” he said. “I met with him this morning.” 
 
   Schenectady, Utica. Kelly wearing a long wig and sunglasses. They had gotten in some ordinary car whose model Frank didn’t recall. 
 
   “Blackmail you?” 
 
   Schenectady. She and her lover got in a dark car and zoomed away. And what did you do? Shadow them? 
 
   “To hell with him.” Frank breathed a sigh. 
 
   “That’s why you turned off your phone this morning? How did he blackmail you?” 
 
   Kelly and her lover drove for a long time, keeping their speed just a couple of miles above the posted limit. They seemed to be headed west. They reached Pattersonville and still kept moving. They went very far away from Pattersonville.   
 
   The whole thing began to look very odd.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” said Frank. He glanced at his watch. 5:03. In only two and a half hours he had managed to dig out eight months worth of memories. Quite an achievement!  
 
   “If you hadn't met that guy, you would have taken my call and there would have been no kidnapping. Tell me about this jerk. What did he want from you?” 
 
   “Money of course.” 
 
   As they crossed the Amsterdam city limits, the cab driver pointed at the meter and remarked that the ride was getting expensive. Frank showed him a bunch of twenty dollar bills, offering him some peace of mind.    
 
   Schenectady. Pattersonville. Amsterdam. Kelly with the lover in the dark car. What was their end destination? 
 
   These memories. They were oozing out. 
 
   “What did he blackmail you about?” 
 
   “He said he’d seen me carry Kelly’s body out of the house. He said he would rat me out to the police if I didn’t pay.” 
 
   “How much did he ask for?” 
 
   Ten miles later, when they had passed Fultonville, the cab driver suggested that Kelly and her lover were probably headed for Utica or Syracuse. His guess sounded reasonable to Frank.
 
   “Twenty grand. He thought I was easy to scare. But he only amused me.” 
 
   Kelly traveled to Schenectady by train; Frank saw her get off the car with some guy wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and sunglasses. He was able to observe his wife because he was hiding in the passenger car next to hers. Kelly and that guy were holding hands as they crossed the platform; they headed for the parking lot where a dark sedan was waiting for them. Frank got in the cab and ordered the driver to follow that car, just like they do in movies. 
 
   “How he did know about you? From the newspapers? I saw your wife's picture in The Buffalo News missing persons section a week ago.” 
 
   “I have no clue, and I don’t really care.” Frank shrugged his shoulders. 
 
   He followed them to Monroe, realized that their end destination could be hundreds of miles away, asked the cabdriver to turn around, and went to Schenectady, where he rented a car. Six hours later he arrived in Buffalo. Kelly came home the next evening. 
 
   Where are their photos? Or you didn't take photos? 
 
   He tracked them down more than twice. The first attempt was a bust, Kelly and her lover traveled too far, and it would have been stupid to follow them in a cab: sooner or later they would have noticed the tail. It could have cost a fortune, too. Her lover appeared to be in his late twenties and didn’t create the impression of a wealthy person. 
 
   “I think this blackmailer is an idiot,” said Marilyn. “He’s not playing his cards right. He shouldn’t have said he’d seen you carry the body out of the house. What if you cut the body into pieces and put them in duffel bags?” 
 
   “You make a good point, Marilyn.” 
 
   That’s right, buddy. You could have cut Kelly into a dozen chunks. She weighed about one hundred and forty pounds, so each piece would have scaled roughly twelve pounds. If you had smuggled four pieces a day, you would have taken the whole body out of the house in just three days.   
 
   But you’ve digressed, Frank. Or is it one of those lunatic theory breaks you’ve been enjoying so much lately? 
 
   The killer could have tossed Kelly’s body parts in the lake. But he would have had to chop off the fingers first so that the police couldn’t identify the victim by fingerprints. And extract all teeth. And disfigure the face. 
 
   It makes sense, pal. You need to cover all bases when you deal with a murder. Teeth stay in the skull for centuries; therefore, they should be removed, with pliers, for example. Then you should throw them as far away from your house as possible. How about the Niagara River? You could drop the fingers in it, too.    
 
   Bluth was just fishing in the hope of accidentally stumbling upon some dark secret. There was no corpse; therefore, there could be no basis for successful blackmail. Kelly was alive, and he would find her sooner or later. Once he remembered her lover, he would track them down and put an end to this charade. 
 
   And still: what the hell was so special about Kelly’s corpse?
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   When they were about to leave the hotel for a restaurant, Frank had another small breakthrough. As Marilyn checked her text messages, she suddenly remembered that she had taken a picture of Peter Warner with her phone and offered to show it to Frank. The photo albums on Marilyn’s cell turned out to be disorganized, and they had to go through a dozen of her personal pictures before bumping into the kidnapper’s snapshot, which, honestly, was of little use: all you could see was a blurry image of a Ford Explorer moving through a parking lot. 
 
   “I had to wait till after he dropped me off,” Marilyn explained. “I didn’t want him to see me taking his picture.”
 
   As Frank examined Warner’s photo, he realized he had seen a familiar face on two of the pictures that he had just flipped through. The excitement over the new discovery was so intense that Frank couldn’t wait to have a closer look at the face that had caught his eye. 
 
   “Let me find Graham’s picture and show it to you,” Frank suggested when it had become clear that he couldn’t positively identify the driver of the Ford Explorer. Then he went back to the photos of the mysterious Alex: he had finally remembered who that familiar face belonged to. “Who is this guy?” Frank asked, pointing at the snapshot, which showed Alex standing alone in front of some fountain.
 
   “Do you remember him?” 
 
   “I think I’ve seen him before.”
 
   “It’s a friend of mine.” A look of curiosity came over Marilyn’s face. “How well did you know him?”
 
   “I don’t remember. But I’m sure I met him a few times before the car crash. What’s his name?”
 
   “Alex. Do you remember how you met him?”
 
   Frank shook his head and said, “I think I asked him to help me with something important. Do you have his phone number?”
 
   “Yes, I do, but he hasn’t been answering his phone in the last couple of weeks.”
 
   Frank entered Alex’s number into his cell’s phonebook and then had Marilyn email him both of Alex’s pictures.
 
   “Do you know where he lives?”
 
   After hesitating for several seconds, Marilyn replied, “I’m afraid you can’t talk to Alex right now. He went missing two weeks ago.”
 
   He went missing almost at the same time Kelly did. Could it be just a coincidence, buddy?
 
   Of course it was a coincidence. How in the world could these two events be connected?
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that,” Frank said, wrinkling his forehead. He was ashamed to realize that he was unsure what had upset him the most: the disappearance of a human being, or the fact that his only promising lead had gone cold.
 
   As they walked to the elevator, Frank asked, “Was Alex missing a leg?”
 
   “No. Why are you asking?”
 
   “Just wondering.”
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   Frank thought of spending the night at the hotel with Marilyn, but eventually chose to go home. 
 
   Did this decision have anything to do with the fact that Kelly’s relatives were monitoring his house and his absence could somehow give them the wrong impression about him? He would be lying if he said that it didn’t. You see, he had to be cautious. He had to avoid rocking the boat for the time being. 
 
   When Frank was about to fall asleep, Marilyn called him and said that she had just found the key to Alex’s apartment, which had been given to her for safekeeping two years ago.
 
   “I thought I’d lost it, but it turned out I haven’t,” she said. “We can go take a look at his place tomorrow morning if you want.”
 
   They agreed to meet at Alex’s apartment at ten in the morning.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12.
 
   APARTMENT
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
   When Frank crossed the threshold of Alex’s apartment, he froze for a moment, having realized that another bombshell memory was about to emerge. 
 
   There had been women among Kelly’s lovers. It was hard to believe, but he had no doubt he’d seen her meet at least one woman.
 
   By the way, he had taken a cab to get here as his paranoia had reached a new level: he’d begun to suspect that Josephine and her people might have installed a tracking device on his car. He could be wrong, of course, but better safe than sorry. He had asked Marilyn to take a taxi, too.
 
   It was a regular one bedroom apartment with mundane interior. Scanning the prosaic furniture of the living room—a green couch with two matching armchairs, a wooden dining table, a TV stand with a flat-screen TV—Frank asked himself what exactly he had expected to find here. He noted that the place was surprisingly clean for a bachelor pad. 
 
   Okay, discovery number one: there was no safe in the living room.
 
   Yeah, you mean the safe you stuffed your wife’s body into, pal?
 
   Oh, come one, not this nonsense again. He had not killed Kelly. He couldn't have killed her. It was foolish to even think about it.
 
   Why not? You were jealous, you saw Kelly kissing her lover. You tracked them down at least three times, remember? You killed her, and you did it in the bathroom because you believe it's easier to hide traces of a murder there than in the other rooms. You see, the other rooms have wood floors, carpets, velvet drapes, and various furniture, which could easily absorb Kelly's blood that you expected to spill. A typical bathroom, fortunately, has fewer things that soak up liquid—-think towels, toilet rugs, and the like—-and if they get stained, you can quickly replace them. 
 
   “Does Alex live alone?” Frank asked, slowly pacing around the room in search of familiar objects.
 
   “Yes, he does. He used to live with his girlfriend, but they broke up five months ago.”
 
   “Looks like he’s a very tidy guy.”
 
   “I’ve been helping him keep the place clean.”
 
   You should pay more attention to Bluth, buddy. With all those blood stains in your bathroom, his big mouth could do some damage. One drop of blood is all those CSI geniuses need, you know. And what if this guy has already gone to the police? He didn't call you after that meeting at the coffee shop; he might have decided that you were of no commercial interest to him anymore. He reported you to the police, and soon cops will you descend on you with flashing strobe light and cuffs. Most detectives have the guilty-until-proven-innocent mentality; they will believe Bluth and throw handcuffs on you in no time.  
 
   Nonsense. Kelly was alive. He would have never committed murder because of jealousy. Jealousy wasn’t something he would risk a life sentence for. He’d better try and remember those women Kelly had met. Where had he seen them? On trains? And when had he first found out that Kelly was a bisexual?
 
   Frank eased into one of the armchairs, settled back, and tried to recall if he had sat in this armchair in the past. 
 
   You think it was here that you and Alex developed the plot to kill Kelly?
 
   “When was the last time Alex rearranged the furniture?”
 
   “Maybe a year ago. Does anything ring a bell to you here?”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   What did you do with the body, pal? Did you transport it in your car? Bluth says he saw you taking her body out of the house. You wrapped the body in a bed sheet and whisked it away under the shadow of the night? 
 
   Or maybe you cut the body to pieces, cooked, and ate it? 
 
   Or fed her meat to stray dogs? 
 
   Frank frowned. 
 
   No, he wouldn't eat Kelly's meat. He’s not a cannibal. His imagination is out of control today, that’s all. 
 
   Were there any other murders? Is it possible that you are a psycho killer and simply forgot about it after the car crash?  
 
   It must be a joke. Ha-ha, the joke of the year. Now, back to reality.
 
   He should focus on Kelly's lover; it was the clue that would lead him to Kelly, to the living and breathing Kelly. He hadn’t killed her. He was not a maniac; he was a level-headed accountant who had gone through a little shake-up a month ago and lost some memories in the process. 
 
   Speaking of lovers, what is Marilyn going to tell Graham when he calls her? Isn't it time for her to skip town? If she tries hard enough, even Graham, with his access to police resources, will be unable to find her. Graham is not omnipotent, and neither is Josephine. Marilyn can hide at her cousin’s place while you kill them all, one by one, with your trusty gun. Yes, a mini blood bath might solve the problem. Picture this, buddy: Josephine with a bullet hole in her forehead, Graham with a crater the size of a saucer in his chest, Albert with a bloody jumble instead of a face, Ron missing the back of his head. 
 
   As Frank walked into the bedroom, which looked as ordinary as the living room, his smell memory kicked in and he registered the first vague feeling that he had been in Alex’s apartment before the car crash. Then the realization crept into his mind that Alex’s couch and armchairs appeared painfully familiar to him. 
 
   Frank patted one of the pillows that lay on the bed, hoping that it could help him remember if he had touched the pillows before.  
 
   There was no safe in the bedroom either. 
 
   “I checked my cell-phone statements from the last five months and couldn’t find any record of Alex calling or texting me,” said Frank as he scrutinized the clothing inside the closet. “Did he have another phone number?” 
 
   “I don’t know. If he does, he never gave it to me.”
 
   Frank took out his cell-phone, pressed the video camera icon, and began shooting the bedroom. For some bizarre reason, he couldn’t resist wondering if he and Alex had had sex in this room.
 
   “Are you remembering something?” asked Marilyn.
 
   The trip to Utica last August had turned out more successful than his previous attempts to shadow Kelly. Had it involved Alex? No, he met Alex months later. 
 
   “I think I’ve been in this apartment before.” 
 
   Yes, you managed to pull it off all by yourself, buddy. You went through her bag every day, looking for tickets, and one day last June you saw the roundtrip train tickets to Utica... No, there were no return tickets. You opened the bag when Kelly was in the shower and couldn't catch you in the act. With little hesitation, you decided to have another shot at tracking Kelly and her lover down. Kelly was going to Utica on Saturday, four days after you had found the tickets, so you had plenty of time to prepare. On Thursday, you installed a friend finder application on Kelly’s cell; the app, which used the phone’s internal GPS chip, was an excellent way to quickly locate Kelly in case you lost sight of her, which was your biggest headache. And you got lucky, buddy: she took that phone with her to Utica and left it on the whole time. You planned to uninstall this software right after Kelly returned home as you didn’t want to risk your little trick being exposed. On Friday, you drove to Utica, rented a car, and parked it by the train station at the overnight lot; chances were Kelly would go all the way to Utica, and a rental car seemed to be more convenient for tailing her than a cab. You felt well prepared and were eager to dig more dirt on your wife. When Kelly announced that she was going to pay her college friend in Syracuse another visit over the weekend, you smiled and asked her to pass your regards to Cindy. 
 
   “Have you remembered what Alex was helping you with?” asked Marilyn.
 
   Frank shook his head. 
 
   “I also couldn’t find any emails from him.” He stepped over to the small desk standing in the corner of the room. “But I might have forgotten the email address I gave him.”
 
   Yes, buddy, you were smart enough to use a throwaway email address to communicate with your accomplice. Too bad, you forgot the address. 
 
   “Or maybe you deleted them all,” said Marilyn. 
 
   How about Josephine? Could she have deleted Alex’s emails? If you managed to find someone to help you hack the Windows login password on your laptop (after countless attempts to guess it by yourself), it’s reasonable to assume that she had been able to do the same while you were in the hospital.
 
   Then Frank headed for the bathroom. He doubted he would find anything of interest there, but saw no harm in checking it out.
 
   “Last night I remembered that Alex had given me a ride to your place a couple of times. Maybe that’s how you got to know him,” said Marilyn. 
 
   “That’s probably how it happened.” Frank approached the shower cabin and slid its door aside. 
 
   “And I think he actually mentioned to me that you and he were working on something big.”
 
   “He never told you any details about it, did he?” 
 
   Something big. Would you call a murder conspiracy a big thing?
 
   “No. He might have thought I didn’t need to know.” 
 
   “Do you think it’s somehow connected with his disappearance?”   
 
   Marilyn shrugged her shoulders. “That’s possible.”
 
   Look at Alex’s bathtub, buddy. It doesn’t have claw feet like the one in your bathroom. You know, the bathroom where you killed Kelly. Your poor wife had no idea what was waiting for her as she undressed before taking a shower. You tried to strangle Kelly first, but you under-strangled her, so to speak, and she survived. So you had to use a knife. That’s how it happened, pal, don't deny it. 
 
   Frank froze for a moment and then shifted his eyes to the sink.  
 
   You grabbed her by the throat, dragged her out of the shower cabin, and began to throttle her. The bathroom was filled with hot thick steam, and you breathed it in. 
 
   What the hell did all this mean?  
 
   Your amnesia is starting to crumble, buddy. Please receive another message from the bowels of your memory: you tried to strangle Kelly. You rushed into the bathroom, pulled your wife out of the shower, and began choking her from behind. Stop lying to yourself already, buddy. You have just remembered killing Kelly. You can’t remain oblivious to something like this forever; murdering your wife will surely find its way to the forefront of your memory even if you resist.   
 
   “Have you remembered how you met Alex yet?” asked Marilyn.
 
   “No.” Frank shook his head.
 
   Josephine and the gang will come for you for sure, pal. You killed Kelly, now you have to pay the ultimate price. Eye for eye, as they say. 
 
   But Josephine wasn’t angry with the Kelly’s killer, was she? All she wanted now was give Kelly a proper burial. 
 
   She was only kidding, buddy. Josephine is furious, and very soon you'll see that. 
 
   Maybe you should run away? To San Francisco, where your brother lives? 
 
   No, Josephine surely knew about Andrew. Besides, he couldn’t hide forever. Hiding from Kelly’s family was a ridiculous idea. Ridiculous, okay? Why should he run away from the good life he had here and roam the country in fear for decades to come? He was not a criminal, he was a nearly model citizen. 
 
   Don't be nervous, buddy, everything is okay. These are just memories, ephemeral and invisible currents in your brain; don’t let them spoil your mood. Stay cool, man. You were morally prepared for such a possibility, weren't you? Okay, you murdered your wife, so what? You stabbed her, you made a couple of holes in her belly, big whoop. Once you were done killing her, you put the corpse in a 100 gallon trash can liner in order to prevent the blood from dripping on the floor. The bag was large enough to fit the whole body except the head; you slipped another bag on the top of the corpse to cover the head. Then you wiped off the blood that had splashed on the walls and the floor, and you thought you had done a good job of cleaning the crime scene, but you were wrong. Three drops of Kelly’s blood under the tub had gone unnoticed, which was not a catastrophe because you were the only person who had seen them. 
 
   Bullshit, pure bullshit.
 
   “Could we be working on something illegal?” Frank had finally gathered enough courage to go into a darker territory.
 
   “I don’t know. Alex is a rather mild person. The most illegal thing he’s done is smoke weed every once in a while.”
 
   “Do you think he could be helping me kill Marilyn?”
 
   Frank was astonished how easy it was for him to have uttered these words. Alex’s apartment seemed to be having a strange effect on him.
 
   “Did you actually kill her?” Marilyn sounded curious rather than shocked or alarmed. 
 
   “No. I don’t think I did.”
 
   You can claim innocence all you want, buddy, but the fact remains that you killed your wife. You grabbed a knife, went into the bathroom, and stabbed Kelly several times. And you had the good sense to refrain from washing your bloodied hands under the faucet in order to keep the drain pipes free from traces of Kelly’s blood. Then you got rid of her body. You probably buried it somewhere in the woods. Bluth saw you take the body out of the house. Bluth wants twenty grand, and he will get it. Twenty thousand dollars is a low price to pay for freedom. 
 
   What? Throw twenty grand at that buffoon? No way! All his talk was nothing but a giant pile of bluff. If Bluth hadn't blabbered that he had seen the body in the car, there might have been a reason to be nervous because in reality Kelly’s body was in the trunk and Bluth would have needed an X-ray vision to see it. In addition, this imbecile couldn’t have witnessed Mr. Fowler place the corpse in the car because the car was in the garage when it had happened and the garage door had been closed. Had it ever occurred to Bluth that one could carry the body from the house into the garage without leaving the house? Kelly did not weigh four hundred pounds, so her body could easily go through that convenient door connecting the house and the garage. 
 
   Do you remember where exactly you buried her, buddy? There was a river nearby—or rather, a tiny creek—and you also noticed a sign with the name of the town you had passed before burying Kelly. The forest you had chosen for the grave was several miles away from the town. 
 
   Who said he had buried her? He could have cut Kelly up, cooked the meat, and fed it to dogs. Yeah, chop her into twenty pieces, toss them in the oven—it might take two or three batches—and then throw the steaming chunks of baked human flesh to a pack of hungry rottweilers. 
 
   But you didn't cut her up, buddy. You moved her out of the house in one piece.  
 
   “Are you sure there’s nothing missing from his apartment?” Frank turned around and walked out of the bathroom. “Did he keep a journal? I saw a printer on his desk; where is his computer?”
 
   “I put his old laptop and all his notepads in a self-storage room. I couldn’t find his new laptop; he must have taken it with him.”
 
   “Let’s drop by that storage place right after we’re done here.”
 
   Yes, he had put his wife’s remains in the trunk. It was the safest choice given the circumstances. He’d had to use his car to transport the body since he’d left Kelly’s BMW in one of Buffalo’s sketchy neighborhoods a couple of hours earlier, hoping someone would steal it. Once the corpse was in the trunk, he drove out of the garage and headed south-east. He intended to take the body to a low-populated area fifty miles away from Buffalo so that no one would accidentally dig it out. He had extracted all of Kelly’s teeth with pliers in order to make it harder to identify the skeleton in case it was eventually found. 
 
   Yes, buddy, you actually pulled those teeth. You didn’t want to seem like some Nazi torturer, but you were compelled to do it. You fully intended to get away with this murder, which required you to consider every little detail. Your devious mind even thought of Kelly’s cell: shortly before killing your wife, you removed the battery from the phone since you had read somewhere that it was the only way to prevent the triangulation of the phone’s location. You were going to claim that you hadn’t seen Kelly when you had come home at half past five in the afternoon, which meant that you couldn’t allow her cell to be traced to your house. Could you say Kelly had forgotten her cell at home? Yes, you could, but the police would feel suspicious about you anyway. 
 
   He wished he could examine the trunk of his old car, a four-year-old Toyota Land Cruiser, which was nothing but a flattened slab of scrap metal now. The infamous trunk he had shoved the toothless corpse in a month ago. Horrible as it sounded, it had been necessary to get rid of the teeth because they could be preserved in the ground for decades, thus increasing his chances of ending up in jail. He had been unable to bring himself to cut off Kelly’s fingers. In the end, he had figured that Mother Nature would take care of the flesh for him soon enough. 
 
   “Did you read his notepads?” Frank started filming the living room.
 
   “I just skipped through them. I didn’t know what to look for.”
 
   You’ve had four teeth extracted in your lifetime, Frank. And all of them were wisdom teeth. The procedures were painless due to anesthesia. Kelly felt nothing either, but for an entirely different reason, as you know. She was dead. Thirty two odd looking pieces of calcified matter, some with fillings—you threw them out of the car window as you drove on the freeway. It took a while to pull them all out, and thankfully you had plenty of time. You finished preparing the body for burial by nine o’clock in the evening. It was dark when you hit the road. You were headed south-east, where population was relatively sparse, where nobody would notice you, where you could bury the corpse without unnecessary attention. You killed Kelly at half past five, dropped her BMW off in the East Side around seven, and left the house with the corpse in the trunk at half past nine. 
 
   “Is his laptop protected by password?”
 
   “Yes, but I know what the password is.” 
 
   And what about Kathy, who was kidnapped last November? Poor girl, she must miss her daddy if she is still alive. However, chances are she is dead. Did you kill her, too? Maybe you lost your mind last year? First, you killed Kathy, then Kelly. Your wife began to suspect you had murdered her little girl, confronted you sometime in April, and you ruthlessly slaughtered her to shut her up. 
 
   He might have killed Kelly, but he’d had nothing to do with his daughter’s disappearance.
 
   Relax, pal, it was a joke. Okay, you didn’t kill Kathy. At least, you don’t remember doing it.  
 
   And you know what? Kelly might still hypothetically be alive. She might come back some day. To obtain a divorce, for example. She could decide to tie the knot with whoever was banging her nowadays.
 
   Okay, buddy, let’s imagine that Kelly was killed by a maniac. What did he do with the corpse? He could have buried it in a forest fifty miles away from your house. There are plenty of forests within a one hour drive from Buffalo, you know that very well.
 
   “Were you able to check Alex’s email? Did he save the email password on his laptop?”
 
   “No, he didn’t. And I couldn’t figure out the password on my own.”
 
   You buried your wife fifty miles south east of Buffalo, in some god-forsaken boonies. You turned onto the dirt road to the forest, drove a couple of miles into the woods, and buried the body. You believed that you shouldn’t allow the corpse to be discovered, and a well-hidden grave was a great solution under your circumstances. They haven’t found Kelly yet and most likely never will in the next several decades. The corpse will completely decompose soon, if it hasn’t already done so. Can they determine the sex of a skeleton? They probably can, but that’s as far as they will be able to go without teeth. It’s impossible to identify the badly decayed human remains without teeth, and you’ve made sure there were no choppers left in Kelly’s mouth. 
 
   Or had he indeed put her body in that safe Alex had helped him to buy? Where was this safe now? What had he done with it?
 
   No, buddy, a human-sized steel-plated safe is a terribly hard thing to hide. It must weigh at least seven hundred pounds—without the body! Why would you choose such a cumbersome way to get rid of the corpse?
 
   He ought to concentrate on Schenectady and Utica. He had already remembered the Schenectady trip: Kelly was with a man who appeared younger than her, and she wore a wig and sunglasses. She had really been selling her body to sex hungry men. Her depravity was stunning, but did it justify killing her? A month later he caught her again, in Utica.  
 
   Frank stopped filming, opened the notepad application, and typed: ‘Toledo—February, Cincinnati—March, Schenectady —June, Utica—August. Wig, sunglasses.’ 
 
   “What does this mean?” Marilyn pointed at the screen of his phone.
 
   “That’s where my wife went to meet other guys in the past year.”
 
   “Looks like she traveled all over the place.” 
 
   Frank nodded. “She sure did.”
 
   No, Kelly won't come back, bro. Perhaps you need more time to get used to this idea. You killed her. You killed her on the 24th of April, in the bathroom. Those three stains under the tub are her blood, you know that. Stop denying the truth; in the end, it's her fault, she had a lover, she was unfaithful to you and paid for it. You killed her in the state of temporary insanity, the jury will understand you. You couldn't forgive Kelly, and you killed her. Kelly was a corrupted woman; she’d met at least three men for sex and would have inevitably died an awful death. If you hadn't ended her life, she would have been killed by a lover that turned out to be a homicidal maniac. For all you know, she could have been a prostitute looking for easy money, Frank. She sold herself secretly, she craved adventure, and it would have been wrong for you to let her wallow in this filth. You endured it for a long time, you hoped she would change her ways, but she didn't. In March, you tracked her down with another lover, actually two more lovers, and your patience was over. Kelly degraded completely, there was nothing left from the Kelly you had fallen in love with, so you cut this knot. You murdered her, partner. 
 
   Accept it, buddy: Kelly won't rise from her grave in that forest fifty miles away from Buffalo. She is dead, and she will remain dead, even if you catalogue all of her sex escapades in the last year of her life. On April 24th, you came home around five o’clock, insane thoughts swishing in your head. You were on edge, you’d convinced yourself Kelly had to die. 
 
   One more detail, partner: you used four trash bags so as to double the number of wrapping layers. You were pretty thorough about keeping the blood from leaking; you didn't want your house or car to be stained with it. 
 
   Bullshit. Pure bullshit. Let’s get back to the trip to Utica.
 
   “Do you remember talking about your wife with Alex?” asked Marilyn.
 
   “I wouldn’t be surprised if I did.” Frank walked to the credenza that sat next to the couch and opened one of its drawers. The drawer seemed to contain nothing exciting.
 
   On the way to Utica you were excited; you couldn’t stop thinking about Kelly and her lover. They were not going to get away from you in Utica, you told yourself. You were in a good mood; you were well equipped to follow Kelly to the final destination. It was like a spy movie, you thought, and you were its star. 
 
   When Kelly boarded the train in Buffalo, she was accompanied by a man whose face seemed familiar to you. Who was it? You knew he wasn’t Kelly’s lover. That man got on board together with Kelly and stayed on the train until it arrived in Utica. By the way, he was not missing a leg. One odd detail caught your attention: the man kept at a distance from Kelly the whole trip. He alighted the train fifteen-twenty seconds after Kelly and her lover, pretending to be a random stranger. As Kelly walked towards the station building, you glanced back at the train and saw the man step down on the railway platform. Fortunately, he didn't notice you since he was focused on Kelly and her lover. His face seemed painfully familiar to you; you recognized him at once back in Buffalo. Who the hell was that man? Why had he accompanied Kelly to Utica? 
 
   Think harder, buddy. This man appears to be a crucial piece of the puzzle. He’s not Kelly’s lover, he deliberately stayed away from Kelly, making it look as if he had nothing to do with her.    
 
   “Has he ever mentioned my wife’s name to you?” Frank asked, slowly scrutinizing the contents of the second drawer. 
 
   “No. If you think that he was sleeping with her, I promise you he wasn’t.”
 
   Frank shut the drawer and stepped over to the TV stand to take a look at the DVDs stacked neatly on its shelves.
 
   Another detail: on the trip to Utica he wore a wig, which, coupled with a pair of sunglasses, dramatically changed his appearance. Though his disguise was fairly simple, it reduced the chances of him being recognized by Kelly to a more or less acceptable level. The wig and sunglasses must have worked just fine since Kelly had remained unaware of his spy activities till the day she died. He had also dropped by a thrift store and bought a jacket, a shirt, and pants specially for shadowing Kelly. As a matter of fact, he had done the same for that memorable trip to Schenectady; he had tossed the clothes in the dumpster once he had come back to Buffalo.
 
   He had hoped Kelly wouldn't notice him because she would be preoccupied with her lover. He observed them from a hundred feet away, hiding behind people, buildings, and cars. 
 
   And in the end you killed her, buddy, didn’t you? Don't worry about Bluth, he’s a scammer, he saw nothing. If he calls you again, tell him to go fuck himself. You placed the corpse in the trunk; no one could have seen it. 
 
   He had not killed Kelly. She might have been a victim of a murder, but he had not killed her. 
 
   Alex’s DVD collection consisted mostly of comedies and action movies and offered no clues. Frank turned away from the TV stand and fixed his eyes on the table, which he had finally begun to recognize. He had remembered sitting at this table while looking at pictures of pickup trucks on Alex’s laptop. 
 
   “What does Alex do for a living?” Frank sat down on a wooden chair by the table and looked around the room. Yes, he had sat right in this spot as they had gone through the online truck listings. They had bought a truck to haul that big ass safe around. 
 
   Why hadn’t they just rented a truck?
 
   Good question.
 
   “He’s a hairstylist at a beauty salon in North Buffalo.”
 
   “Did you ask people at the salon if they heard from him?”
 
   “They told me he had taken a leave of absence for family reasons.” 
 
   In Utica, Kelly and her lover got in a silver Ford Taurus, which had been waiting for them by the entrance to the station. As soon as you took a look at the car Kelly was going to ride in, you rushed to your rental in the overnight parking lot. The friend finder app in Kelly’s phone did its job as advertised, and you quickly caught up with the Taurus. You drove about a hundred feet behind them, wondering where they were heading and plotting your next step. Kelly and her lover were going west. They entered Interstate 90 and half an hour later were out of Utica, showing no signs of slowing down. The drive promised to be long, which didn’t surprise you, considering what Kelly had done in Schenectady. 
 
   “So he never told you about taking a break from work?” Frank got up from the chair and headed for the kitchen.
 
   “He probably didn’t have time to tell me that.”
 
   What about that man with the familiar face? 
 
   He had stayed at the station. He must have taken the next train back to Buffalo.
 
   Kelly and her lover passed Oneida, zipped through Syracuse, and still kept moving, with no stops along the way. The route seemed a bit odd given the fact that they had just traveled in the opposite direction. He was asking himself where the hell they were going as they drove past another exit. Was it Rochester?  
 
   You had a valid reason to murder Kelly, buddy.  She was a good-for-nothing woman and she had disgusting relatives. She was also a bad mother: the blame for Kathy’s disappearance—Kathy’s death—lay squarely on her. Yes, it was Kelly’s fault you lost your daughter. Kelly had been so busy fucking other men that she had forgotten about Kathy; it was only a matter of time before something terrible happened to the girl. 
 
   No, they were not heading to Rochester. They passed the exit to Interstate 490, the first freeway that would have taken them to Rochester; twenty minutes later, they were still on Interstate 90, having ignored every opportunity to change course. At that point, they had driven about one hundred and forty miles from the Utica train station. There was a slight chance that they were going to one of local state parks—Carlton Hill, for example—but Frank didn’t bet on it since Kelly had never been big on trail hiking or horseback riding. 
 
   “Did you ask his landlord if Alex was going to break the lease?” asked Frank as he scanned the kitchen counter. 
 
   “Why would he want to break the lease?”
 
   For the next forty miles, Kelly and her lover passed every exit ramp. Frank had finally guessed where they were headed, which allowed him to stop worrying that he would lose their car.    
 
   “That’s what I would do if I were going to skip town for good.”
 
   After a short pause, Marilyn nodded and said, “I’ll talk to his landlord tomorrow.”
 
   He had finally guessed where they were going. Buffalo. Odd as it might have seemed, their destination had to be the Buffalo Metro Area! When they passed by the town of Pembroke, Frank’s last doubts vanished. Kelly and her lover were driving back to Buffalo, and on their way there they were having passionate sex. Her lover's friend must have been behind the wheel. Kelly was an eccentric woman, Frank thought then. Having sex in a moving car, wearing a wig, using trains as pick up spots—her act was surely far from routine. 
 
   Have you remembered where Kelly and her lover went after arriving in Buffalo? Did they go to a hotel?
 
   That was still a mystery. 
 
   “Have you ever seen a safe in his apartment?” 
 
   “Alex did have a safe, a big six-foot tall safe, but he kept it in the bed of his truck. He bought that truck about three weeks before he went missing.”
 
   Well, it hadn’t been a false memory after all: he and Alex had indeed been shopping for a truck. 
 
   “What kind of truck was that?”
 
   “A used F-150 with four doors. It was in a good shape, maybe eight-nine years old. I had a hunch that he got the money to buy it from you. I doubt he could afford it on his own.”
 
   He had searched Kelly’s closet for the wig but couldn’t find it. Evidently, she was hiding the wig somewhere or had borrowed it from a friend. By the way, he had taken a couple of photos during his spy outing: Kelly kissing her lover, Kelly getting in the car with him. Now he had to remember where he put them. 
 
   “I’ve never seen him drive that truck after he got that safe,” added Marilyn.
 
   “How did he move around? Did he have another car?” 
 
   “He had a Honda Civic. It’s still in the parking lot here.”
 
   “Is the truck in the parking lot, too?”
 
   Marilyn shook her head. “The truck is gone.”
 
   Now back to Kelly’s trips. The trip to Schenectady had taken place last June, the trip to Utica—last August, and this past March he tracked them down for the third time. He must recall where it had happened. What city did they go to? Did he remember the city?
 
   But what about that bloody massacre in the bathroom? 
 
   He considered it a hallucination; he had been mentally exhausted and confused, that’s all. He didn’t care about Kelly's morals, he didn’t care whether she was a whore or not. All he cared about was his personal freedom and comfort. He had not murdered his wife, that was the bottom line.
 
   After Utica, he had found no more train tickets in her bag. Either Kelly had gotten smarter and stopped buying tickets herself, or she had grown bored with trains and switched to something even more exciting. Did she continue visiting her “friend” in Syracuse? Did she keep telling him impudent lies? 
 
    “Honey, I’m going to stay at Cheryl’s this weekend. I hope you can survive without me for a couple of days.” 
 
   Yes, she did. But since he didn't know where she was going, he couldn't follow her. Besides, he had already tailed her twice before and saw no value in doing it again. 
 
   “Did you ask Alex what he needed that safe for?” Frank returned to the living room and sat down on the couch.
 
   “I did. He said he wanted to put some stuff in it. These are his exact words.”
 
   Of course Alex said that. He was good at keeping secrets.
 
   “Did you ever look inside the safe?”
 
   “No, I never cared what was in it.”
 
   If he remembered correctly, there had been no shadowing Kelly from August to February. For seven months, he had been busy with other things, probably consoling himself with the idea that he was neither the first nor the last husband with a cheating wife.  
 
   Kathy went missing last November, and for the next few months all he could have thought about was finding her. She disappeared while riding her tricycle in Ellicott Creek Park in Tonawanda, where Kelly had taken her to enjoy some fresh air. It was supposed to be just another average weekend; Frank couldn’t have imagined that he would never see his daughter again when he waved her goodbye that morning. He could hardly breath as he listened to Kelly shout through tears that she had looked almost everywhere and that he should come to the park immediately. As he drove to Tonawanda, his mind kept picturing a sleazy middle-aged man offering Kathy a candy and then taking her to his minivan. He was mad at his naïve little girl for trusting someone she shouldn’t have and at his stupid wife for making small talk with some woman she’d just met at the park instead of keeping an eye on their daughter. He was wondering if that woman Kelly had chatted with while Kathy was being shoved into the back of the van could be one of the kidnappers.     
 
   “Do you have enemies?” his brother Andrew asked him. “Some people would stop at nothing for revenge.” 
 
   No, he didn’t think they had enemies, at least not the kind who would kidnap a child. He believed that Kathy had been taken by some unscrupulous childless couple—he had heard about such cases on TV—and didn't want to take the enemy theory into consideration. Yes, she had been kidnapped by a desperate infertile woman, which meant that she was alive. He kept telling himself that Kathy hadn’t been raped and killed by a depraved pervert, he was eager to think that she was still alive. 
 
   But now it's certainly time to get rid of illusions, isn't it? Your daughter has been missing for more than half a year, there is no chance in hell she is alive. Little girls missing for half a year simply can't be alive, buddy. No matter how hard you try, you will not have her back; you’ve lost her forever and it was Kelly's fault. If she had been a better mother, Kathy wouldn’t have gone missing, it’s clear as day. Kathy's disappearance is a good enough reason for you to divorce Kelly. 
 
   “Does Alex have any relatives?” Frank asked. “Maybe they know where he is.”
 
   “I talked to his parents; they have no idea where he could be.”
 
   “Does he have any siblings?”
 
   “No, he’s the only child.”  
 
   Well, even if Alex had siblings, what good would it have done? Kelly had a shitload of relatives, but none of them knew where she was.
 
   Who was that man whose face seemed awfully familiar to him? The man had boarded the train with Kelly and gotten off at the final destination shortly after Kelly, pretending to be a stranger to her. Frank was sure that the man had only pretended not to know Kelly, because she was his relative.  
 
   Ron Buckhaus. 
 
   What about Ron Buckhaus? 
 
   “Does Alex gamble?” Frank asked.
 
   So now you suspect that Alex is hiding from his bookie? Have you ever wondered if you might have killed him as a loose end after he helped you murder Kelly?
 
   “No, I’m sure he doesn’t gamble.”
 
   Ron Buckhaus boarded the train right behind Kelly last August. Kelly was headed for Utica, and Ron traveled there together with her, right? Yes, that would be a reasonable conclusion.
 
   Think harder, pal. You seem to be mixing something up. Why would Ron Buckhaus accompany Kelly on her sex trips? Kelly must have been hiding her man on the side from her relatives; otherwise Josephine would have known that she had a lover. Strain your memory, Frank, that man couldn't have been Ron. 
 
   Yet it was Ron Buckhaus. 
 
   This is strange, buddy. You claim that Ron traveled with Kelly and therefore knew that she’d been cheating on you. Then why does Josephine have no idea about Kelly’s lover? Ron would have surely reported that to Josephine, there’s no doubt about it.  
 
   By the way, Ron was not missing a leg, which meant he couldn’t have been the one-legged man from the dream. Actually, Frank could have guessed it a long time ago because the one-legged man’s name was Tony. 
 
   One more thing, buddy: Tony is the most dangerous of them all. You must fear him more than anyone else, even though he appears harmless.
 
   “So what do you think happened to Alex?” Frank walked up to the window and fixed his look on the courtyard.
 
   “I think he is in trouble.” Marilyn wrapped her arm around his waist.
 
   “I hope he’s alive.” 
 
   Marilyn kept silent.
 
   Ron Buckhaus was the man that had traveled to Utica with Kelly in the same train car. He was the man that had gotten off at the station seconds after her. 
 
   But why didn't Ron tell Josephine about the lover? 
 
   Who said he hadn’t? Ron couldn't have kept this information secret from his wife, so it was reasonable to assume that he had told her about Kelly’s lover. 
 
   Then why is Josephine convinced that Kelly did not have a lover? Isn’t that what she told you a few weeks ago? 
 
   Josephine was lying; she was covering up for her sister. She was smart enough to keep from waving her sister’s dirty laundry around.  
 
   But if she knows about the lover, she must know where Kelly is now, right, pal? You believe that you can find Kelly through her lover, don't you? Why hasn’t Josephine found Kelly yet? 
 
   Josephine probably didn’t know how to use this information. She was no spring chicken anymore, and her brain was not as fast as it used to be. 
 
   She is only forty eight, buddy. She is not some demented grandma, you know.  
 
   Besides, she had brainwashed herself into thinking that Mister Fowler had killed Kelly. Most people hate changing their opinions. If they get some idea into their heads, they’ll make sure to keep it there for as long as possible, no matter how ridiculous it might be. Josephine was dead set on believing that Frank Fowler had murdered her sister, and a week ago her suspicions had been confirmed by Marilyn. She needed no other alternative theories; she didn’t care about no stinking lovers. 
 
   “I think I’m done here,” said Frank. “Let’s go to the storage place.” 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Glancing at the two-terabyte Seagate external drive sitting on the front passenger seat, Frank admitted to himself that his mood had greatly improved since last night. The drive contained all data from Alex’s laptop—a whopping two hundred and fifty gigabytes worth of it—and even though Frank didn’t know what specifically he was supposed to look for, he felt very optimistic: there had to be at least one important clue in this sea of information. He was going to start combing through the files as soon as he arrived home. 
 
   Why hadn’t Frank taken the laptop home with him? Marilyn was afraid that he would lose it or someone would steal it from his house, and he had agreed with her arguments.
 
   What information did he hope to find? Frank was highly interested in learning more about the story behind the safe and the truck, mainly because those were the only specific memories he had of Alex. 
 
   You got distracted, buddy. Answer the question: what was Ron Buckhaus doing in Utica? Why the hell did he go to Schenectady with Kelly? To Cincinnati?   
 
   Before heading home, he had sent up a trial balloon to test Marilyn’s reaction.
 
   “What would you do if someone told you that I killed Kelly?” he asked in a very casual tone.
 
   Marilyn gave him an inquiring look and shrugged.
 
   “I don’t really know,” she replied. “I would have to think about it.”
 
   Frankly, her ambiguous answer didn’t sound particularly reassuring to him.
 
   You are positive Ron went to Utica, right? It might have been a coincidence, you know. He was going to Utica on business, and Kelly was headed for Utica, too, for her own reasons. They bought tickets for the same date, the same car—a mere a coincidence. 
 
   What about those four tickets in Kelly's bag? Had it occurred to him that two of them were intended not for Kelly's lover but for Ron? He realized that Ron had accompanied her on all of her trips; it dawned upon him when he was following Kelly from Utica to Buffalo. Ron Buckhaus had climbed in the same car as Kelly in order to see to it that nothing bad happened to his wife's step-sister. That's what came to his mind then. He was her bodyguard; a thirty-four-year-old woman needs a bodyguard in a car filled with strangers, some of whom definitely have criminal inclinations. Ron couldn't allow his beloved wife's baby sis to go alone hundreds of miles away from home. Kelly was hunting for a lover on a train, and Ron ensured security. 
 
   You are not rushing to conclusions, are you, buddy? There could be a more innocent explanation for all of this.
 
   No, he was not rushing to conclusions. Ron had traveled together with Kelly. And he’d been in Schenectady, too. 
 
   Yes, Ron went to Schenectady along with Kelly—-good catch, pal! You didn’t recognize him right away when you noticed him during the Schenectady trip. You assumed it was just a guy who looked a lot like Ron, and only two weeks later, when Kelly was getting on the train to Utica, did you discover that the guy not only closely resembled Ron but actually was Ron himself. Yes, Josephine's husband escorted Kelly on her trips to Toledo, Cincinnati, Schenectady, and Utica. 
 
   Nobody had killed her, it was nonsense. Kelly was alive. She had a dozen lovers and could stay on the loose for months, playing sex games with them if she wanted to. 
 
   Josephine obviously doesn't think so, buddy. She hasn’t been able to find Kelly yet despite knowing about her lovers. Kelly was taking a shower on the 24th of April, and you killed her. You killed her, bro. 
 
   He had already closed this discussion. Kelly was alive, and as for Josephine’s failed search—she probably thought that Kelly’s lovers were useless to her. By the way, he’d just recalled one more thing: it was Josephine's house where Kelly had taken her lover after the three-hour drive back from Utica. 
 
   Are you sure? They went to Josephine's place? 
 
   Yes, they pulled into Josephine’s driveway, the garage door opened, and their car rolled inside. Then they closed the garage. He had been in Josephine’s house several times before, so he had no problem identifying the building. It was Josephine's house. 
 
   So, Josephine was indeed well-informed about Kelly's sex partners? And she even invited them to her house? Let them have sex there?
 
   Yes, Sir. He wouldn't be surprised if it had been Josephine behind the wheel of that car. Most likely, it was her. She drove the car in which Kelly and some guy in brown pants and a brown short sleeve shirt were having hot steamy sex—what a wild idea. 
 
   Does it mean Josephine is a pervert? Does she find pleasure in watching her sister sucking dicks? 
 
   It was quite possible that she loved it. A kinky passion hiding behind the ascetic, bland façade. It sounded fascinating, didn’t it?  
 
   Boy did you get a rotten luck, pal! Your wife is a whore, your sister-in-law is a pervert. Ron must have some ugly skeleton in his closet, too. And who the hell is Tony? Why don’t you focus on the one legged man, bud?
 
   And you know what? Even if you find every single one of Kelly’s sex partners, it won’t solve your problems because Kelly is dead. 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   Ghoul. The word he had been trying to remember the last three weeks was ‘ghoul.’ Ghouls. Something from fairy tales, right? Demonic creatures of some sort. 
 
   You might be interested to know that they drink blood, buddy. But not human blood. 
 
   Whose blood do ghouls drink then?
 
   Good question.
 
    
 
   4.
 
   Minutes after Frank returned home from the hotel, the door bell rang, causing him to grimace: this time of day, it could only be Josephine. 
 
   “Who is it?” Frank put his eye to the peephole. He immediately recognized Bluth.
 
   “It’s me, Michael. I came to talk. You didn’t let me finish yesterday.”  
 
   To hell with him, buddy. Let him stand there until he gets bored and leaves. Focus on Kelly’s trip to Rochester. This past March, you shadowed her all the way to Rochester. Keep digging, pal. There was a major game-changing revelation there. Rochester, last March, Ron as a bodyguard, Josephine as a spectator. 
 
   “What do you want?” asked Frank. If he hadn’t responded, he might have appeared to be scared, which was the worst impression you would want to make when dealing with a blackmailer. Besides, Bluth might turn out entertaining, and he wouldn’t mind getting amused right now. 
 
   “Can I come in? Or maybe we could talk here on the terrace?” said Bluth. 
 
   So, Rochester. Three perverts, multiple lovers. Actually, one of those lovers was a woman. Yes, that must have been the first time Frank had seen Kelly hook up with a girl. And once again Ron escorted Kelly and provided her and her lovers with a place to fornicate. Breathtaking, right? And if memory served him correctly, Frank had taken pictures of Kelly and her relatives during that trip.
 
   What had he done with those photos? Thrown them out? 
 
   The photos became useless to you, buddy, after you murdered Kelly. 
 
   “Hey, are you there?” asked Bluth. “Can you hear me?” 
 
   “Okay, let’s talk on the terrace.” Frank opened the front door and walked outside. Before taking a seat on a chair, he spent a few seconds scanning Bluth’s t-shirt: it was another Ed Hardy garment, which read ‘Love Kills Slowly’ and depicted an elaborate fusion of a skull and a heart. Bluth was also wearing different shorts this time: they were dark brown and had a drawstring whose ends were peeking from under the t-shirt.  
 
   He should take a closer look at Josephine and her husband. And Graham, too. Why Graham? Because he had accompanied Kelly to Rochester together with Ron. He had gone to Rochester with them, there was no doubt about it. 
 
   Are you sure? Is he a pervert, too? 
 
   “Have you thought my proposal over, Frank?” asked Bluth. “Did I tell you I’d seen you take your wife's body out of the house? Her dead body.” 
 
   Tell this clown that you put Kelly’s body in the trunk. Tell him he could not have seen anything unless he had an X-ray vision. 
 
   He had not put her body in the trunk or any other place. There was no body, period. He ought to focus on Kelly’s trip to Rochester. Josephine had rented a car in Rochester and waited for her sister’s arrival, right? Ron and Graham had provided Kelly with reliable protection. He had searched Kelly’s bag and found round-trip tickets to Rochester. 
 
   “Cat got your tongue, Frank? We're alone here, don't be afraid. I’m not wearing a wire or anything like that. Look.” Bluth lifted his t-shirt, baring his stomach and semi-hairy chest; there was nothing attached to Bluth’s body. Then he turned his shorts pockets inside out, demonstrating that all he had there was his wallet and keys. “No wire or recorder, Frank, see? I’m not playing games here. I just want to know if you will pay.” 
 
   Josephine had rented cars in Schenectady and Utica, but not in Rochester, if he was not mistaken. Last March he hadn’t seen tickets to Rochester in Kelly's bag. They traveled there by car, not by train. Rochester was only seventy five miles from Buffalo, less than one and a half hour drive, so they had taken a car. They had driven a rental car to Rochester and back.  
 
   Deeper, bro, dig deeper. 
 
   “Pay what?” asked Frank with ostensible ignorance. 
 
   Keep nibbling on that amnesia of yours, Frank. How did you spy on them this past March? Push harder, buddy. 
 
   Okay, he would try.
 
   So, they drove there in a rental car, a dark blue Chevrolet Tahoe. They left for Rochester from Josephine's house. The day before, Kelly had told you that she was going to spend a night with her friend, whose husband had gone away on business. You had rushed to Hertz in the morning and rented a car, a white Nissan, you forgot the model. Kelly had said she was taking off around seven in the afternoon. At half to seven, you were sitting in the Nissan a hundred feet from your house, waiting for Kelly to get in her BMW and leave.  
 
   That's a quick and dirty picture of how it happened. 
 
   “Twenty grand. I know you killed your wife Kelly, and if you want me to keep my mouth shut, you’ll have to pay me twenty grand. You committed murder, Frank, and don't think it won’t cost you.” 
 
   Let's review it. On a Thursday night in early March, Kelly put her arms around you and said: 
 
   “Honey, I'm going to stay at Julia's tomorrow night. Her husband is on a business trip in Miami, and she feels so lonely and bored. She’s afraid of robbers, too, you know. Please don’t miss me too much.” 
 
   “You women are such cowards,” you said jokingly. You told Kelly you were fine with her keeping Julia company the next night. You didn't ask for her friend's phone number, even though this idea had crossed your mind. It would have been smart to check Kelly’s story by talking to Julia, but you suddenly realized that there was no need to do it because you sensed that she was lying. You decided to spy on your wife. 
 
   “I didn’t kill anybody,” Frank said softly to Bluth. 
 
   Last September, you began ignoring Kelly’s absences. You decided to spend some time analyzing the valuable information you had obtained so far. There was a lot to mull over: you had found out that Kelly had sex with other men at her sister's place; that Josephine was probably a pervert; and that Ron was a pervert, too. This weird web of deceit and deviance amused you. Two months later, Kathy disappeared, and Kelly's lovers stopped interesting you at all; you forgot about them until last March. 
 
   That Thursday in March, when Kelly lied to you about staying overnight at her friend’s place, you were shocked. You could hardly believe that Kelly would go on another sex trip while her daughter was missing. How the hell could she do it? Did she understand what she was doing? Kathy had been missing for over four months—she could have been being tortured that very moment—and Kelly couldn’t wait to stick another dick in her ass while Josephine and Ron watched! It was absolutely sick.
 
   What was this bitch doing?
 
   He had rented a car to tail Kelly; he had been eager to confirm his suspicions. He had been thinking about finally divorcing this fucking whore.
 
   “Why are you so stubborn, Frank?” said Bluth. “Stop acting like a child. Let's have a serious talk, okay? Are you going to pay?” 
 
   At a quarter past six on the D-day, he said that he needed to breathe some fresh air and went outside. Kelly had previously announced she was going to her friend at half to seven, so he had to leave the house before her in order to get in his rental car. He waited for Kelly to drive her BMW out of the garage and went after her. He wasn’t furious, he wasn’t planning to catch Kelly in the act and make a scene. He just wanted to see for himself he had been right about her. Honestly, he still had doubts, he still couldn’t believe that Kelly continued having fun while their daughter was in the kidnappers’ hands. He needed proof.  
 
   “Frank, are you listening to me?” asked Bluth. “Do you understand how badly this can end for you?”  
 
   All in all, Kelly's unfaithfulness didn’t hurt you. You even felt satisfied in some way because your feelings for her had not been as intense as before. Kelly had begun to change around the time of her father’s death, and even though you had been unable to put your finger on it, the change had not been for the better. You still cared about Kelly, but the passion was definitely gone.    
 
   The guilt had dissipated: your lack of infatuation for Kelly was now justified by her promiscuity. You’d had to reduce the frequency of sex with Kelly for fear of catching some sexually transmitted disease from her. Thankfully, she didn’t complain.
 
   So you followed Kelly's car. You soon guessed she was heading for Josephine's house. 
 
   “You are quite entertaining, Mister Bluth,” said Frank. “That's the only reason I’m talking to you.” 
 
   You parked two hundred feet away from Josephine's house and began waiting. You had a hunch that Kelly was not going to stay at Josephine's for very long, that, like before, they would head out of town for another adventure. You thought they would get on a train and you were prepared for this. You were sure they would take a train, but half an hour later you discovered that they had developed a new tactic. All four of them went to Rochester that time, right? 
 
   “I’m entertaining? Are you serious? You love joking, Frank, I see. But it's not time for jokes, okay?” Bluth snickered. “Be a man, Frank. Stop this bullshit. Both of us know that what I'm saying is true, and if you don't want to go to jail, you’ll have to pay twenty thousand dollars. Just a lousy twenty grand, bro. There’s no way around it.” 
 
   All four of them—Kelly, Ron, Graham, and Josephine. They emerged from the front doors, and Frank braced himself as he started the engine and put his foot on the brake pedal. The foursome got in the dark blue Chevrolet Tahoe parked by the curb in front of the house; seconds later they were rolling down the street. Frank went after them, wondering where the hell Kelly’s lover was. Was the lover waiting for them at the train station? 
 
   No, the lover wasn’t waiting for them at the station. He was meeting them in Rochester. 
 
   “Frank, you are making a big mistake,” Bluth said, alarmed by Frank's silence. “I really want to help you, bro; otherwise why would I be talking to you? You killed your wife, I know that. We need each other. I’m only asking for twenty grand; your car costs three times as much. Don’t you think your freedom is worth at least twenty grand?” 
 
   “I wonder when you’re going to get tired of this nonsense,” Frank said. “You amuse me, Mister Bluth.” 
 
   Ron accompanied Kelly everywhere; he protected her from rapists and muggers. Josephine chauffeured Kelly and her lover around, allowed them to have sex in her house. 
 
   Are you sure about it, buddy? You are not mixing things up, are you? 
 
   Ron and Josephine were perverts. They had probably watched Kelly fuck her lovers when she had brought them in their house. Yes, they were perverts all right. 
 
   “If I amuse you, then pay me for it,” Bluth grinned. “You killed your wife, I know you killed her, so I believe we should come to an agreement of some sort.” 
 
   “What is your real name? It’s certainly not Bluth, right?” 
 
   What happened next, Frank? They left for Rochester; they were going to pick up Kelly’s lover and get back to Buffalo. What if they went there just to see sights? What if there was no lover waiting for them in Rochester?  
 
   By the way, he was wrong: Josephine hadn’t gone to Rochester with the others. She had stayed at home that night.  
 
   “What is my name? Will you pay if I tell you my name?” 
 
   Josephine had walked Ron, Graham, and Kelly to the car, waved them goodbye, and returned inside the house. She hadn’t gotten in the Tahoe. 
 
   It's a pretty insignificant detail, Frank. Remember what happened next. Did Kelly meet with her lover? 
 
   “I am not going to pay you, Bluth,” said Frank. “First, I'm not a millionaire. And second, I did not kill my wife.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13.
 
   AVENGERS
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “But you love freedom?” asked Jerry Cleveland. “You don't want to go to jail, do you?” 
 
   Frank was silent. Five seconds had passed, and he still did not say a word. Josephine began watching the long hand of her watch tick away the seconds. It crossed her mind that the blackmail idea, which was intended to get Frank to incriminate himself in the murder of Kelly, was not going to work after all. 
 
   She, Albert, and Ron were inside an eight seat Chevrolet Express van parked three hundred feet away from Frank’s house, and it was their last attempt at making use of Jerry Cleveland, a.k.a. Michael Bluth, whom they had hired to play the part of the blackmailer. 
 
   Jerry had gotten a sweet gig, for your information. The total pay for his interactions with Frank was going to be two thousand dollars.
 
   Nine seconds. Ten. Eleven. Twelve. 
 
   “He's not answering,” Josephine commented. “Is he scared or what?” 
 
   “He didn't look scared yesterday,” Ron remarked from the backseat.  “I saw him through the binoculars. He seemed calm.” 
 
   “He could have been pretending,” said Albert. “Is this thing even on?” He bent over the radio receiver/transmitter set that sat next to him in the mid row of the van. He reached for volume dial, but Josephine quickly gestured for him not to touch it.
 
   “Yes, it’s on,” she said.
 
   Albert straightened up, took a deep puff of the cigarette, and blew a stream of smoke towards the steering wheel. “I hope the microphone didn’t fall out of Jerry’s ear. That thing is so damn tiny.”
 
   “This asshole can act,” said Ron. “Or maybe he really has nothing to do with it.” 
 
   “Why the hell is he not answering?” Josephine irritatedly shook the ash off her cigarette into the ash-tray. “I wonder if he just up and left.” 
 
   “Frank, I’m waiting,” said Jerry. “I know you don’t want to go to jail for murder.” 
 
   “‘I'm not a millionaire’... What the hell is that?” Albert took another puff. “It’s only twenty grand.” 
 
   “Don’t talk too loud, Al. I’m trying to listen here,” said Josephine. “You can go take a walk around the block if you’re bored.” 
 
   “Take a walk?” Albert wrinkled his forehead, leaned back and folded his arms on his chest. “Looks like Frank doesn't want to talk anyway.”  
 
   Josephine pressed the button on the radio set and said into microphone, “Jerry, tell him once more that he killed Kelly and that you saw him transport the body.” 
 
   Half a minute later Jerry carried out her order. 
 
   “Why the hell is he silent?” Josephine said when it had become clear that Frank was not going to respond to Jerry. “Do you think he’s scared?” 
 
   Albert smirked and shook his head. 
 
   “Why would this son of a bitch be scared?” he said in an exaggerated whisper. “I don’t think anyone would be scared of this Jerry guy.”
 
   Josephine nodded slightly. 
 
   “I'm a little bored now; that's the only reason I'm talking to you,” finally said Frank. “You have an interesting sense of humor, Michael Bluth.” 
 
   “Same old crap,” commented Josephine. “When is he going to confess? Jerry, repeat once again that he killed Kelly.” 
 
   “I think he put her body in the trunk,” said Ron. He flicked the cigarette butt out of the half-open window and lit another cigarette. “Or maybe he never took it out of the house. He could have dissolved it in the acid.” 
 
   “It’s possible,” Josephine agreed. “We may have to use a different strategy.”  
 
   “Frank, you got rid of your wife, you have your freedom back, you are happy. Why don’t you pay me the twenty grand just to celebrate it? It’s a perfect occasion to share your happiness with other people,” Jerry went on. “Twenty grand is a low price for freedom, Frank.” 
 
   “He definitely put her in the trunk,” said Albert. “It’s too risky to have a dead body in the back seat or on the floor, where everyone can see it.” 
 
   “Yes, we'll have to take a different route,” Ron said. “Josephine, I think it’s time to wrap this up. Looks like Frank has figured Jerry out.” 
 
   “Let’s wait a few more minutes,” said Josephine. “Maybe he’s confused and doesn’t know what to say.” 
 
   “Frank, I’m trying to help you here,” Jerry said. “You killed your wife, and that’s okay, I understand you.”
 
   “I think we can rule the acid out,” went on Josephine. “I’m sure he took the body out of the house. He must have buried it somewhere.”
 
   “If you want to go to the police, be my guest,” Frank responded at last. “I don't care what you do, Mister Bluth.” 
 
   “He doesn't care.” Josephine exchanged glances with Albert. “He either cracked Jerry or is trying to get the price down.” 
 
   “How much lower can we go? Twenty grand is a bargain for this type of deal,” said Ron. “How much does Frank make in a year? A hundred and fifty? He must have figured Jerry out, that’s what it looks like to me.” 
 
   “Maybe he thinks Jerry’s got no proof against him?” Albert said. 
 
   Ron shrugged his shoulders. 
 
   “I'll cut the price if you want,” said Jerry. 
 
   “That's right, man,” commented Albert. “Jerry read my thoughts.” 
 
   “Let's make it fifteen,” Jerry continued. “Fifteen grand will do.” 
 
   “I don't think Frank’s cheap,” said Ron. “He would pay twenty grand to stay out of jail if he had to.” 
 
   “He's silent,” Josephine said. “Is he still there?”
 
   “Maybe he’s deciding if he should pay,” said Ron. 
 
   “Or just getting on Jerry’s nerves,” said Albert. 
 
   “Jerry, repeat once again that he killed Kelly,” Josephine instructed. 
 
   “May we should pay Frank a visit and see if he turned pale?” Ron suggested. “What do you think, Josie? Let me go and have a look at his face after they are done talking.” 
 
   “I think this asshole is on to Jerry and is just having fun with him now,” said Albert. 
 
   “Frank could have put the body in the trunk,” said Ron. “Or chopped it up and stuffed the pieces into a suitcase. He could have done all sorts of things with Kelly. We’re just wasting time, Josie. Tell Jerry to wrap it up and leave.”  
 
   “Nobody killed Kelly, Mister Bluth. You're wasting my time,” said Frank. 
 
   “He loves joking, doesn’t he?” Josephine remarked. “I had no idea he was such a comedian. ‘Nobody killed Kelly.’ That’s hilarious.” She smirked. 
 
   “What if we cut the price to ten grand?” said Albert. “Tell Jerry to bring it down to ten.” 
 
   “It's pointless; he figured out that Jerry is bullshitting him,” said Ron. “I'm telling you, guys.” 
 
   “Okay, Frank, how about ten grand?” asked Jerry. “Ten grand, bro. A lousy ten grand for your freedom.” 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   “No, pal, I can't give you the money unless you explain to me why I should do it,” answered Frank. 
 
   Last August. 
 
   What an astonishing discovery: Josephine and Ron are perverts. It's the most sensational news of the year, isn’t it, buddy? A fifty-year-old woman helps her stepsister meet men and watches her having sex with those men in the back of her car. When you married Kelly, you couldn't even have imagined that her family engaged in such kinky stuff, could you? You must have considered Josephine an ordinary woman whose best days were behind. And you didn't notice anything weird about Ron; he seemed to be a smart guy who had made a lot of money in real estate. Let it be a lesson to you, buddy. Don't marry women you have known less than a year.  
 
   So, a quick review: the Utica trip—last August; Kathy's disappearance—last November; the Rochester trip—March of this year. 
 
   Dig deeper, buddy. You finally remembered that Josephine, Ron, and Graham are perverts. Do you recall anything else? Utica, Rochester, and then you killed Kelly, right? 
 
   Frank realized that Bluth had been saying something to him for a while. Without wasting a second, Frank immersed himself back in his thoughts.  
 
   No, Kelly was alive, he knew it for a fact. 
 
   What happened after the Rochester trip? Did you track her down again? Or you decided that spying on Kelly was useless? Or Kathy’s disappearance gave you another bout of depression? 
 
   Ron was Kelly’s bodyguard. Quite amusing. Kelly had had sex with her lovers in Josephine’s house. Very amusing, too. 
 
   Did you find out who her lovers were? You must know who they are; you seem so sure this information will help you find your wife. Who are her lovers? What did you do after Rochester? Why don’t you want to remember that you killed Kelly after the Rochester trip? 
 
   He hadn’t killed anybody. He was incapable of murder. He wouldn’t harm a fly.   
 
   Nevertheless you killed her. You murdered your wife and buried her body somewhere in the forest. 
 
   He was not a murderer. But Kelly was. 
 
   “You said you have proof. Where is it?” Frank decided to give Bluth a piece of his attention.
 
   “I have proof, bro. It’s in a safe place, okay?”
 
   You killed your wife, bro. However, you shouldn’t feel remorseful about it: Kelly was a good-for-nothing bitch. 
 
   Kelly was a murderer. And her stepsister was a murderer, too. And Graham, and Ron, and Albert—the whole damn family had blood on their hands.  
 
   Bullshit, bro. You stabbed your wife to death three weeks ago, and that’s okay; now you can discard this memory without any qualms. You did a good job, pal. It was a perfect crime. Pretty soon you’ll be able to end your marriage to Kelly officially.  
 
   Yes, he had made another hole in his amnesia. He had finally remembered what Kelly and her relatives had been doing in Rochester. That trip had nothing to do with her lover. They went there to kidnap and kill. 
 
   “Show it to me, and then we’ll talk, bro.” Frank got up. “It was nice seeing you, Mister Bluth.” He opened the front door and entered the house.
 
   Yes, that was how it had happened. They had driven to a block of apartment buildings. Kelly got out of the car. She was wearing a wig and fake prescription glasses (they had to be fake because Kelly had a perfect vision). Graham hopped out of the car after her, also in a wig and prescription glasses (probably fake, too). It wasn’t easy to recognize him in his primitive disguise. 
 
   That’s nonsense. You killed your wife, Frank. But don't get nervous, you did the right thing. You are a reasonable person, you always do the right thing. 
 
   It was dark. Well, not completely dark: there were street lamps nearby whose dim light helped him make out the faces of Kelly and Graham when they emerged from the shade. Their car was hidden by the shadow of the five-storey building near which it was parked. They had left it there on purpose; they didn't want local residents to notice them and later describe their Tahoe to the police. They were afraid of exposure since what they were going to do was a horrible crime. 
 
   Bullshit, Frank. They are perverts, not killers. They are benignly insane, and all these weird memories in your head are just mental hallucinations. 
 
   They got out of the car and pretty soon disappeared from his sight. Kelly and Graham, both in wigs and glasses. At that moment he didn't suspect what would happen next. He thought they were going to bring Kelly's lover; he considered wigs another piece of evidence of their perversity. They returned half an hour later. Kelly was first; she was accompanied by a man Frank had never seen before. Then Graham showed up with a female stranger by his side. When Frank saw Kelly with the man, he thought that he had been right, that they had come here to pick up her lover. Kelly and her companion took the back seat of the Tahoe. Graham and his lady came ten minutes later. Frank immediately had a hunch that the woman was a prostitute: who else would have gone on a date with a married middle-aged guy that late at night? Graham and the woman got in the back of the car, too, and Frank wondered how the four of them had managed to fit there. Several minutes later, Graham and Kelly got out of the Tahoe, vanished into the darkness again, and then came back... Yes, there was a third stranger, a woman, and it was Kelly who brought her. They took the back seat, which stunned Frank. He had no doubt they sat in the back of the car: he had distinctly discerned the shape of the doors they had opened. It crossed Frank’s mind that they must be sitting in each other's laps.
 
   Stop tormenting your brain, partner. Relax, enjoy your freedom. You got rid of your perverted wife, you did good. 
 
   When the second woman opened the door of the Tahoe, she was in no hurry to get inside. She actually seemed reluctant to do it. Graham had to push her into the car as if she were one of those arrestees he had delivered to the police station. He appeared suddenly, out of nowhere, and Frank was lost in conjectures for a while, trying to figure out what just had happened. It was Graham, for sure. He must have taken a different path on his way back; he must have been hiding behind the bushes, watching his prey, ready to pounce on any poor sap who attempted to run away. 
 
   Graham climbed into the car after the second woman, and the Tahoe took off. Frank made an effort to count how many people had squeezed themselves into the back seat of Kelly’s ride. The total was five. There were five people in the back of that Tahoe! Frank was perplexed. He asked himself why the hell Kelly and Graham had picked up those people. Frank’s mind was brimming with suspicions, doubts, and echoes of fear on his way to Buffalo. He kept picturing Kelly, Graham, and the three strangers coming out of the dark, opening the doors, getting in the car. He kept thinking about Graham shoving the second woman inside the Tahoe. Yes, all five of them were in the back seat. Yes, Graham had pushed that woman; as a matter of fact, his interaction with her had looked very much like a fight, which it probably had been. 
 
   Relax, pal, forget about them. They are nobody to you. They are not your family anymore.
 
   He thanked God for having prompted him to turn off the headlights and hide behind a multistory building as Kelly and Graham had been about to go on the prowl. He had risked his life back there! He had been as close as two hundred and fifty feet away from the Impala, according to his estimate. He was glad he had night vision binoculars with him; they turned out very handy. 
 
   What was it that made you think they are murderers? They are just a bunch of perverts. They came to Rochester to have an orgy with another group of perverts, end of story.   
 
   No, the people they met were not perverts. That young girl, who couldn’t have been older than eighteen, wasn't a pervert. 
 
   What girl? 
 
   The one they dragged into the car by Genesee Crossroads Park in Rochester. Yes, they kidnapped four people that Friday. 
 
   The girl walked past his Nissan, quickly looked back, and Frank saw her face: she appeared to be Hispanic and had long dark hair. He had pulled over his car ten minutes earlier because Kelly's car had stopped by the curb after circling around the area for a little while, and then this girl showed up. At that moment he wondered what she was doing in this sketchy neighborhood at ten in the evening.   
 
   It took the girl two minutes to stroll the four hundred feet that divided Frank’s and Kelly's cars. As she approached the Tahoe, Graham got out of the car. Frank had no clue what they spoke about; Graham might have asked if she felt like partying that night. They exchanged a few words, and then Graham swiftly grabbed the girl by the shoulders and pulled her into the car. As soon as Graham shut the door, the Tahoe took off, its tires screeching. 
 
   He didn't follow them any longer; he thought that would have been pointless. He had seen enough and was sure they would eventually end up at Josephine's place. Honestly, he was scared. There was a very good reason for him to be scared: they had kidnapped four people that night—ensnared them--and sure as hell they were going to hurt them. Perhaps kill them in the end, if they hadn’t already. He wouldn’t have been surprised to find out that those poor strangers had been murdered on the spot and Kelly had left Rochester with four dead bodies neatly stacked in the back of the Tahoe.    
 
   If all of this is true, you are in an unenviable position, Frank Fowler. You fucked with the wrong people, buddy. 
 
   Two hours later, back in Buffalo, he called Josephine’s landline from a payphone. Ron answered the phone, and Frank immediately hung up. 
 
   But it's still possible that you are hallucinating, partner. Perhaps you find it more convenient to consider them quiet perverts. 
 
   So, let's recap. In early March, Kelly, Ron, and Graham traveled to Rochester. It definitely happened after February because the weather had begun getting warmer. One Friday evening in March, they went to Rochester to kidnap people. And he was so naïve as to believe that Kelly was going to meet a lover. 
 
   They had snatched two men and two women and most likely murdered them days—or hours—later. How hard would it have been for Graham to strangle them, one neck at a time? He would have enjoyed it, too. They certainly killed those people, what else could they have done with them? Their victims were so diverse; the police would never suspect they had been kidnapped by the same people. Some might even say that the teen girl had eloped with an unknown Romeo and that the prostitute had gotten tired of Rochester and scrammed to California. Given the fact that Josephine and the gang had never been caught, it seemed that they had done an excellent job of covering their tracks.
 
   Are you sure they killed them? There could be other—less gruesome—explanations. How about this: they organized orgies with those people. Sounds plausible, doesn’t it? As for your mass murder theory—why would they risk going to prison for the rest of their lives? They may be weird, but they are not reckless.
 
   Kelly must have approached the first suitable man she came across, asked if he wanted to have a good time—what straight man would refuse to spend the night with such a hot chick?—and then taken the unlucky fellow to the car, where Graham had either knocked him out with his fist or injected him with some sort of sedative.    
 
   You have a creative imagination, bro. 
 
   They murdered those four people and tossed the bodies in Lake Eerie. Or dissolved the remains in sulphuric acid: it wasn’t that outlandish to suggest that Josephine had huge vats with sulphuric acid in her basement.  They were insane, they had killed dozens of men and women. Those poor souls in Rochester were just another four notches on their vast list of victims. 
 
   You really believe in this? It’s ridiculous. 
 
   When he returned home from Rochester, he realized that Josephine and the gang had killed those men that Kelly had met during her train trips to Schenectady and Utica, which meant that he would be unable to use those guys to track down his wife. 
 
   And in April you killed your wife, right? 
 
   The landline phone began to ring. After hesitating for a few seconds, Frank picked up the receiver. Even though he had little doubt it was Bluth, he wanted to verify his guess.
 
   “Hey, Frank. Why the hell did you...” Frank hung up before Bluth had time to finish.
 
   They must have murdered all those people. Even if they only killed the four poor souls from Rochester, that would be more than enough. 
 
   Yes, the murder of the Rochester four is more than enough. Now confess that you killed Kelly. It won't hurt. Confess and relax. 
 
   Okay, he will confess to it. He actually killed Kelly. He killed her because she had killed Kathy. 
 
   Kelly killed Kathy? You're out of your mind, Frank. Why would she kill her own daughter? 
 
   She slaughtered her because the girl had been annoying her; she just couldn’t handle being a mother of a very young child. After Kathy's disappearance, Kelly got rid of all her toys and clothes. She donated them all to the Salvation Army, bit by bit, methodically, without hurry, so that he would easier acclimatize to the environment devoid of anything reminding of Kathy. 
 
   There is a simple explanation for this. She just understood that Kathy would never come back—nothing sinister, you know. 
 
   No, she murdered Kathy; she hated their little girl and killed her. It might have been some sick ritual sacrifice—how do you like this theory? 
 
   You think Kelly belonged to a human sacrificing sect? You’ve got to be kidding, pal. It’s ridiculous; it’s nothing but ramblings of a deranged mind. 
 
   Outlandish as it sounded, Kelly did murder Kathy. If this woman was capable of slaying four people in one day, she must have been able to kill Kathy, too. Therefore, he punished her; it was his duty to avenge his daughter. 
 
   You murdered Kelly with a kitchen knife, extracted her teeth, cut off her fingers, and buried her in a forest far away from Buffalo. 
 
   Yes, that's how it went down. He would be surprised if they find her body in this decade. Or ever.
 
   Kelly even threw away Kathy's drawings; she wanted to eliminate everything that reminded her of her dead daughter. She started giving away Kathy’s toys and clothes in January, two months after murdering the girl. He didn't pay a lot of attention to it as he didn’t realize what it really meant. 
 
   She had lost hope, Frank. She was a weak woman, that’s all. 
 
   At that point in time he was sure Kelly had killed their daughter. And if his latest recollections were accurate, this idea shouldn’t seem crazy at all. As a matter of fact, it appeared quite plausible. 
 
   To hell with Kelly and her relatives, bro. Kelly got what she deserved, and it doesn't really matter whether she killed Kathy or not. She took part in those horrible murders and would have ended up in jail sooner or later; you only speeded up the process. 
 
   By the way, Josephine and the gang were not Kelly’s relatives. 
 
   Yeah, it was another bombshell memory.
 
   When Albert’s wife had told him that Josephine had found Kelly a couple of years ago, he hadn’t completely understood the meaning of that tidbit of information, but now it was clear to him what she had been talking about. 
 
   How did Kelly introduce Josephine to him? It was right after George’s funeral that Frank first met Josephine. Kelly told him that Missis Buckhaus was one of the many relatives that had come out of the woodwork to express their condolences. Frank wasn’t particularly interested in learning all the details of their relationship and only bothered to remember that Josephine was George’s estranged daughter, an error of youth if you will.
 
   It had finally dawned upon Frank that Josephine and Kelly were neither sisters, nor half-sisters, nor stepsisters; they were not related at all. This detail had to be important; he remembered discussing that with Alex when they had first met.
 
   The landline phone rang again. Frank walked up to the cabinet bar and poured himself half a glass of gin. The phone stopped ringing when he screwed the cap back on the bottle.
 
   Kelly killed Kathy. This woman was insane, she murdered her own daughter, Frank had no doubt about it. And he slaughtered this bitch to punish her for taking their child’s life. He had every right to do it. 
 
   You might have a point there if she really killed Kathy, pal. 
 
   She did murder their daughter. Kathy had been a burden to Kelly, a nuisance that prevented her from enjoying life in full, so this bitch had decided to get rid of the little girl once and for all. 
 
   Frank had been lucky to have remembered to bring night vision binoculars with him the night Kelly went to Rochester. He had intended to take a glance at Kelly’s lover's face, but what he saw was something he couldn’t have imagined in his worst dreams. On the way from Buffalo to Rochester he had been cracking up at the idea that he was going to spy on them with the binoculars. He had regretted leaving the camera at home, but then he thought it would have been useless in the dark. Those two photos he had taken in Utica were of subpar quality; he deleted them after coming back from Rochester because he didn't need them anymore. He was frightened. He realized what would happen to him if Kelly’s relatives discovered he had spied on them. 
 
   You killed Kelly to avenge your daughter, plain and simple. You did the right thing, bro. Child murderers deserve death. 
 
   Was he going to report Josephine and her gang to the police? Was he going to punish Ron, Josephine, and Graham? 
 
   He didn't remember. He only remembered that he had executed Kelly. He had avenged his little daughter on that perverted bitch. He had done the right thing.
 
   It was righteous vengeance, and God must have forgiven you, buddy. You only did your duty as a father. 
 
   Was Albert involved in this human hunt? Most likely, yes, even though he didn’t look like your typical serial killer. He appeared to be what he was, a smug forty-one-year old man enduring a boring job at a hospital blood bank. On the other hand, none of Kelly’s relatives looked like a killer.    
 
   And do you even know what a typical psycho killer looks like, buddy? By the way, you’ve got to admit that Albert has aged really well; honestly, no one would give him a day over thirty two. 
 
   Speaking of Albert: do you remember the odd ending of your conversation with his wife four days ago?
 
   Yes, the conclusion of his chat with Laura had seemed a bit odd to him back then. Well, he was uncertain if he was able to make more sense of it now. 
 
   “Can I be honest with you, Frank?” Laura said, intently looking into his eyes. 
 
   “I guess so.”  
 
   “I want to tell you something about my husband. And I’d like it to be a secret between you and me.”
 
   “Sure. I can keep secrets.” 
 
   After a short pause, Laura said, “I don’t think I can trust my husband anymore. I suspect that he’s been doing something illegal for the last few years.”
 
   Frank asked her to share the details.
 
   “He’s been stealing blood from work, and I am not sure what he does with it.”
 
   “Did you say he steals blood?” At that moment, it crossed Frank’s mind how grotesque the concept of blood theft sounded to him. 
 
   “Albert works at the hospital blood bank,” Laura explained. “He’s been stealing for at least two years. Nobody knows about it, but me because he has managed to keep under the radar this whole time. Where do you think he could be selling that blood? He must be selling it, right?”
 
   Frank shrugged his shoulders. “How much blood has he stolen?”  
 
   “At least a gallon a month. But I think he’s taken more than that. I’m afraid he’ll end up in jail. He probably should go to jail for this. What do you think, Frank?”
 
   He had had nothing smart to say, so he had just advised Laura not to rush to conclusions and do whatever her heart told her to do.
 
   Was Albert selling the blood to the ghouls? 
 
   No. Once again, buddy: ghouls don’t drink human blood.
 
   With the glass in his hand, Frank headed for the bathroom, having decided to take a hot refreshing bath. He had a feeling he was on the brink of a major discovery. And he had finally accepted the fact that he had killed his wife. 
 
   And Tony—you also murdered Tony, buddy. Of course, you had to use Alex’s help because cousin Tony was one tough son of a bitch.
 
   Oh, one more thing: Marilyn was not what she claimed to be. In fact, little of what she had told him was true.
 
   Marilyn had never been his mistress. And she was lying when she said that Alex had given her a ride to Frank’s place, because she had never been in his house before the car crash. It was also a lie that Alex had no siblings: he had at least one sister, and her name was Marilyn. Yes, Frank had finally remembered how he had gotten to know Marilyn—she was Alex’s big sis.
 
   So what was the point of this whole charade? She sure wasn’t after his money.
 
   His best guess would be, Marilyn was looking for her dear brother. She probably thought that Frank Fowler knew something that could lead her to Alex, which was the right assumption, he must say. In other words, Marilyn employed the same approach as Josephine, only in a more subtle way. You see, that night at Holiday Inn was not the first time Frank had come across a picture of Alex in his post-crash life. Frank was sure now that he had seen a framed photo of Alex in the living room of Marilyn’s house. As a matter of fact, he might have even asked her about that photograph while making small talk. Marilyn was smart, you know. She believed that she could scare him away if she had asked him about her brother directly. Instead, she had been dropping hints in front of him, waiting for one of them to trigger his memories of Alex.
 
   Looks like you’ll have to have a serious talk with this big fat liar, partner.
 
    
 
   3.
 
   You want to know whose blood the ghouls drink? 
 
   Tony’s. They drank Tony’s blood. That blood was very special; too bad they can’t have it anymore because Tony is dead.
 
    
 
   4.
 
   Since he was in no mood to read hundreds of handwritten pages at the present moment, Frank put examining Alex’s notepads on the back burner and focused on the contents of the laptop. He elected to start with pictures as looking at them didn’t require a lot of mental effort. There were over four thousand image files on Alex’s laptop, and Frank planned to check out each and every one of them. He had allotted three seconds to process one picture, which theoretically meant he could be done with all of them in under four hours. 
 
   Frank must have gone through about a quarter of Alex’s image files when he finally stumbled upon the big clue he had been hoping for. It was a color photo of Josephine sitting on a sofa next to another woman that Frank had never seen before. The women stared straight at the camera, smiling. Frank could not help noting that it must have been the first time he observed a sincere smile on Josephine’s face. Judging by its quality, the image was a scan of an old photograph shot on film. According to the file details, the scan had been created seven months ago. The picture, which unfortunately had not been dated, had to be at least thirty years old: even though Frank was no expert in female fashion, it was obvious to him that the women’s hairstyles and outfits were from neither the current nor the previous decade. In fact, both women were dressed as if they were at some 1960s themed party. His mind also registered the fact that Josephine appeared to have been in her forties at the time the picture had been taken, which was pretty bizarre, assuming it had actually happened several decades ago.
 
   It took Frank four more minutes to realize why his brain had picked the sixties as the theme of Josephine’s attire. The camera had captured the left lower corner of the calendar hanging on the wall behind the women, and, if you were attentive enough, you could notice the month and the year printed on the page—April 1962.
 
   So how the hell had Josephine managed to end up on a photo taken a couple of years before her birth? And why did she look virtually the same now as she had in the early sixties?  
 
   From a rational standpoint, there was no explanation for this curiosity.
 
   Was it possible that the picture had been manipulated? Could it be just a stupid hoax?
 
   Well, if the image was a fake, this had to be quite an elaborate scheme because Alex had shown him the original photograph, which looked and felt absolutely authentic. Why would anyone waste their time forging a fake vintage photo of a middle-aged woman who was not a celebrity or a politician?   
 
   Frank settled back in the chair and put his hands behind the back of his head. He had remembered telling Alex that he doubted the authenticity of the picture. 
 
   Why had Alex shown him this photo? 
 
   He was trying to prove to you that there was something terribly wrong about Josephine, buddy. And he wasn’t talking about sexual kinks.
 
   So what did this picture prove? That Josephine was a time traveler? Or that she had aged much much better than any other person in the history of mankind? 
 
   Yeah, Josephine was indeed the luckiest woman in the world: she hadn’t aged a bit in the past fifty years. 
 
    
 
   4.
 
   “I’d like to see my safe deposit box please.” Frank opened his wallet and pulled out his driver’s license. “I’ve lost my key. I hope that’s not a problem.”
 
   He already knew a lost key wouldn’t be a problem: the bank’s customer support center rep had informed him that he could buy a new key for a hundred and fifty dollars, which was the cost of replacing the lock.
 
   “Sure, no problem, Sir.” The banker took Frank’s license and started punching the keys on the keyboard. 
 
   The deposit box—along with the location of the bank branch—had risen to the surface of his memory two hours ago. Frank remembered there was something important in it, something the size of a credit card. Could it be an actual credit card? It sure could. 
 
   He had taken a taxi to get to the bank (a paranoid move, yes, but he didn’t care). While in the cab, Frank recalled the town name on the last sign he had seen before reaching the forest where he had buried Kelly. Fowlerville. He turned into the forest a mile or so after passing that sign. He drove half a mile deep into the woods, gotten out of the car, opened the trunk, shouldered Kelly's body, and grabbed the bag with the shovel. Kelly seemed to be light as a pillow to him at that moment; he was boiling with energy and felt as if he could move mountains. He thought of that woman who had lifted a car to save her child trapped under it and whose story had often been used to illustrate the power of adrenaline. Frank was sure he could dig a mine with his all-steel Fiskars shovel purchased with cash at Home Depot a few days earlier.   
 
   Frank remembered traveling to Fowlerville in the middle of April to familiarize himself with the route and pick a spot to bury Kelly’s body. He was glad to find out that it took only fifty minutes to get from his house to the forest when driving at night.    
 
   Fowlerville. With a population of a few hundred, this place was little more than a dot on the map. You’d probably have to stop blinking in order to spot it as you drove by. His headlights illuminated the sign with the name of the town, and a couple of minutes later he turned towards the forest. How fast was he going? If memory served him correctly, he slowed down to fifteen miles an hour because the dirt roads were too easy to miss in the dark. The dim Moon was the only source of light besides his car headlamps. 
 
   Holding Kelly’s body tight with his right arm and paying no attention to the caustic sweat running down his face, he trotted ahead through the woods. When he was three hundred feet away from his Land Cruiser, Frank looked back to check whether there were any trooper cars behind him. So far, so good: he saw no headlights or flashlights anywhere around him. 
 
   How did he manage not to get lost in the forest? He couldn’t have left the headlights on because they could attract the state troopers’ attention. So what did he do?  
 
   He would try to remember it later.
 
   He had walked five hundred feet more before he dropped Kelly’s body on the ground and began shoveling. According to his watch, it was twenty minutes since he had gotten out of his car. It took him two hours to dig a three-foot deep hole; he was tired as hell and soaking with sweat when he finished it. After a five minute break, Frank spent half an hour filling the hole. As he buried his wife, he was wondering if the grave was deep enough.  
 
    
 
   5.
 
   Frank headed for Marilyn’s place right after leaving the bank with the contents of the deposit box, which consisted of a fake driver’s license in the name of Michael Hogan with Frank’s picture on it and a “TrackIt” GPS tracking unit.
 
   One more memory, guys. 
 
   He made one big mistake back then, when he was spying on Kelly and her relatives during the Rochester trip. Frank was so focused on their car that he failed to notice that he had been being followed, too. That man had shadowed Frank from Josephine’s house to Rochester and then back to Buffalo. 
 
   What happened to this man? What was his name? Was he another relative of Kelly’s?
 
   That man was waiting for him in the car parked next to his driveway. It was past one in the morning, Frank had just dropped off the rented Nissan at Hertz and was feeling on-edge and completely exhausted; he was no in shape to pay attention to strange cars on his street. 
 
   “Frank!” The man got out of the car and called his name as Frank impatiently watched the garage door open. 
 
   That was how he had met Alex.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14.
 
   ALEX
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “I wish I could remember how I met you.” Frank fixed his eyes on Marilyn’s face. “I’ve been trying very hard, but I still get nothing.” 
 
   Marilyn flashed a soft smile and kissed Frank on the cheek.
 
   “I think I told you that we’d met at that bar at Walden Galleria.”
 
   “I just want to remember that day on my own.”
 
   “It will come back to you, sooner or later. You’ve had a lot on your mind lately, haven’t you?”
 
   Frank nodded. 
 
   He felt almost ecstatic right now as his memories poured back into his mind.
 
   He had recalled how scared he had been when Alex had popped up in front of his window. Frank expected the stranger to pull a gun on him or try to grab him by the throat. 
 
   “Frank, please listen to me!” said Alex. “This is very important. I saw what they did, too. I know who they are.”
 
   Alex refused Frank’s invitation to go inside and suggested that they talk in his car. He didn’t explain why he was reluctant to tell his story inside the house, but Frank later guessed that he must have been afraid of listening devices.
 
   At first glance Alex’s theory seemed absolutely ludicrous. He believed that Josephine, Albert, Kelly, Ron, and Graham were ghouls—humans addicted to vampire blood.  
 
   “The vampire blood prevents ghouls from aging and allows them to live forever,” he explained. “They need to drink it on a regular basis to remain immortal, which is why they have to keep their vampire well fed. It’s a symbiotic relationship: they take care of the vampire and in exchange he gives them his blood.”
 
   According to Alex, every person Josephine and the gang had kidnapped was used a source of blood for the vampire. If Frank hadn’t just witnessed Kelly and her relatives abduct four people, he would have probably scrammed once he had heard the word ‘vampire.’ 
 
   When Frank asked him to go on, Alex heaved a sigh of relief and opened his laptop. That was when Frank had first seen that picture of Josephine from 1962.
 
   “Marilyn, you know very well that those memories are not coming back.” Frank picked up the shoulder bag with the contents of the deposit box from the floor and put it on the table.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “They’re not coming back because they don’t exist.”
 
   Alex had first met Josephine last September, soon after getting hired as a hairdresser at a high end beauty salon in Tonawanda. Josephine had been a long time client of the salon and dropped by every other week to primp up her hair and get her nails done. He had an unshakable feeling that he had seen Josephine’s face before. It was his second month on the job that he figured out why her face had seemed so familiar to him: he had finally remembered the 1962 picture from his great-grandmother’s photo album, which he had occasionally leafed through to find inspiration for new hairstyles.
 
   Alex had almost no doubt the woman sitting next to his great-grandma was Josephine Buckhaus, even though the caption on the back of the photo listed her as Helen Mortimer. In order to wipe the last shadows of uncertainty, he secretly filmed Josephine with his phone during one of her visits to the salon and spent the whole night scrutinizing the images. The verdict was unequivocal—the woman in the photo was Josephine. The discovery inevitably led to a mind blowing conclusion. Since there was no obvious age difference between the two women, Josephine had to be about one hundred years old, which she surely didn’t look. He couldn’t stop thinking about it because there was no rational explanation for Josephine’s amazing youthfulness. Yes, she was loaded, but no plastic surgeon in the world could shave fifty years off of a centenarian’s face and body.
 
   When Alex found out that, according to public records, Helen Mortimer had gone missing in 1968 and been declared dead by a court in Virginia seven years later, curiosity got the better of him and he decided to dig further.
 
   “What do you mean, Frank? Do you think you’ve lost those memories forever?”
 
   “You can stop pretending, Marilyn. I know that Alex is your brother. That’s what he told me when I saw you in his apartment. I remember you bringing him something to eat; I forgot what it was.”
 
   Marilyn’s eyes widened for a moment in a short-lived shock. Then she regained control of her facial expression and cracked a smile. 
 
   “It was a chicken pie.” She sighed heavily and gave Frank a pleading look. “I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you the truth earlier.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. You did not hurt my feelings.”
 
   Alex spent the next five months collecting information. After dozens of hours of stakeouts, he tracked down Kelly, Albert, and Graham, by running the license plates of their cars against the New York State DMV database. He also tailed Ron, Graham, and Albert when they went on a human hunting trip to Rochester suburbs last November.    
 
   Had Alex attempted to find scientific proof that Josephine Buckhaus was the Helen Mortimer from the photo? 
 
   Yes, he had. He had looked into the Mortimer family tree and, after determining that Helen Mortimer had no children of her own, gotten lucky to discover John Mortimer, Helen’s forty-nine-year-old grand nephew, who lived in Austin. Being short on cash, Alex postponed the visit to Texas until his financial situation drastically improved or he found someone who could bankroll the mission.   
 
   “So you have finally remembered meeting my brother?”  
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “Have you remembered what you were working on?”
 
   Frank nodded silently.
 
   “Would you like to tell me what it was?”
 
   “Let me think. I’m still wrapping my brain around it.”
 
   Did Alex know who the vampire was? 
 
   Alex had a hunch.
 
   “There’s a one-legged man living at Josephine’s house.” Alex started flipping through pictures on his laptop. “Do you know who I’m talking about?”  
 
   “Yes, I’ve met that man before. His name is Tony. He’s Josephine’s cousin.”
 
   “I don’t have a good picture of him because he never leaves the house during the daytime.” Alex showed Frank a dark photo of two men standing on the porch of Josephine’s house. If Frank had to guess, he would have said it was Tony and Ron.
 
   “You think Tony is the vampire?”  
 
   Alex nodded and said, “In the five months that I’ve been watching Josephine’s place, this guy has never gone outside before sunset.”
 
   “Could there be another explanation why he stays at home during the day?” Frank had begun to dig in his memory, trying to bring back every conversation he had had with Tony since they had been introduced to each other. He had met this man no more than five or six times and never gone beyond empty small talk with him.
 
   “There could be a dozen other explanations, but none of them can tell us why your wife’s relatives have been kidnapping people right and left.”
 
   “Is there a way to verify that Tony is a vampire?”
 
   Alex shrugged his shoulders. “I can’t think of anything that wouldn’t end badly for us.”
 
   They agreed to meet at Alex’s apartment the next day. When Frank was about to get out of the car, Alex gave him a prepaid cell-phone, which he had bought using a fake driver’s license so it couldn’t be traced to him.
 
   “Never call or text me from your own phone,” Alex said. “When the shit hits the fan, I want them to know as little as possible.” 
 
   The phone he was going to use to communicate with Frank had been purchased with the same fake driver’s license.
 
   “You can’t be too careful,” he said.
 
   Frank promised him to keep things as covert as he could.
 
   “Do you know where Alex is now?” asked Marilyn. “Is he okay?”
 
   “I don’t remember what happened to him.” Frank paused. “How did you find me? Did Alex tell you who I was?” 
 
   “Back in March, when Alex was about to meet you for the first time, he gave me your name and contact information in case something happened to him. He didn’t explain what he meant by that, and I never asked because nothing had happened.”
 
   “That day when you brought him the pie, was it the only time we met before I lost my memory?”
 
   “We met one more time after that. We never spent much time talking because Alex asked me not to bother you.”
 
   Did you meet John Mortimer, buddy? Did you check whether he actually was Josephine’s grand nephew?
 
   Yes, they flew to Texas late last March.
 
   According to the DNA testing center, there were a number of different kinds of samples they could use to determine if John Mortimer and Josephine Buckhaus were related. The list included a mouth swab, a Q-tip with ear wax, a toothbrush, a used bandage, a cigarette butt, a hair with a follicle—well, pretty much anything that had bodily cells or fluids on it. 
 
   Getting a sample of Josephine’s DNA was easy: Frank stole her toothbrush while visiting her house with Kelly. They had to get a bit more creative in John Mortimer’s case.
 
   It was obvious that they would be unable to pull a hair from John Mortimer’s head, or take a swab of his mouth, or collect a few drops of his blood without getting into trouble or raising suspicions that could lead to unwanted consequences, so they focused on finding a way into his bathroom, which promised to be a tricky endeavor since the house was protected by ADT Home Security. After casing Mister Mortimer’s house for a day and a half, they came up with a simple yet effective solution that didn’t involve unlawful entry and stemmed from a good old car insurance scam.    
 
   At 6:15 am one Wednesday morning, they pulled their rental car to the curb next to John Mortimer’s driveway and began waiting for the target to show up. One hour later, the garage door lifting system came humming to life and Alex, who was dressed in a tracksuit, sneaked out of the car through the rear left door and crouched by the drivers’ door, ready to make the move. When John Mortimer’s Volkswagen reached the end of the driveway, he quickly straightened himself up and ran forward into the car’s path. Everything went like clockwork: once the left corner of the Volkswagen’s rear bumper grazed his right leg, Alex fell to the ground  with a loud shout and rolled a couple of feet to the left of the car, letting the driver have a better view of him. A moment later, John hit the brakes. It took him a few seconds to shift the gear to parking and jump out of the car.
 
   “Oh my God, are you okay?” Mortimer stretched out his hand to help Alex get up.                 
 
   Alex said he was fine and asked John if he could use his bathroom. Mister Mortimer had no objections whatsoever. In fact, it was the least he could do for Alex. Later that day, they express-mailed John’s and Josephine’s toothbrushes to the DNA testing center.
 
   “When exactly did Alex go missing?” asked Frank.
 
   “The last time I spoke to him was the morning of April 26th, about two days after your wife disappeared.”
 
   “Did Alex tell you what happened to my wife?”
 
   Marilyn shook her head. “No, he didn’t.”
 
   “My wife is dead. Did you help us dump her body?”
 
   “Frank, I told you I don’t know what happened to her.” Marilyn rose to her feet and walked up to Frank. “I’m telling you the truth. I had no idea that your wife is dead, I swear. Do you believe me?” She was staring straight into his eyes, frowning.
 
   “Yes, I believe you.” Frank nodded. “I don’t remember you helping us. And I doubt Alex would have ever told you what we did.”
 
   On the last day of March they had received the DNA test results. As he opened the email from the testing center, Frank caught himself thinking that he would prefer for it to be negative. He had an idea how to deal with the good old serial rapists and murderers, but he was clueless about fighting vampires and their servants. His hopes didn’t come true: according to the test, there was an eighty four percent probability that Josephine was John Mortimer’s grandaunt. 
 
   “Have you remembered how your wife died? What does my brother have to do with all this?”
 
   “Alex helped me hide Kelly’s body.”
 
   “How did she die? Did somebody kill her?”
 
   “I killed her. I had to do it. She murdered my daughter, you know.”
 
   Yes, last November, Kelly had gotten his daughter killed. And Frank was not the only one believing that. Alex thought so, too.
 
   “Did you ever ask yourself if your wife was involved in your daughter’s disappearance?” he asked Frank during one of their first meetings at his place.
 
   This suspicion had been living in the back of Frank’s mind ever since Kelly’s trip to Utica, and he was now surprised how normal—how mundane—this idea sounded to him when uttered out loud. He just had to hear this thought verbalized to finally admit to himself that Kelly had indeed had a motive to get rid of their daughter. Frank was glad to find out that he had not gone insane and there was nothing deranged about suspecting that his wife had had his little girl murdered.
 
   “Do you think she killed our daughter to have more freedom?”  
 
   “That would be my guess. Vampire blood destroyed whatever conscience these people had. Your wife is no longer the person you knew five years ago.”
 
   Had Frank figured out why Josephine had picked Kelly to join her team? No. Unlike Graham, who could resolve all sorts of issues just by flashing his badge, or Albert, who had access to a major source of human blood, or Ron, who paid the bills, Kelly seemed to serve no function. 
 
   “Maybe Tony likes to have someone hot around,” joked Alex.
 
   At least they had an idea when Kelly had first drunk vampire blood: it must have happened sometime around her father’s death one and a half years earlier.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Frank. Why did she kill her own daughter?”
 
   “It’s a long story.”
 
   “Do your wife’s relative know about Alex? Is it possible that they kidnapped him?”
 
   “I don’t think so. If they had your brother, they wouldn’t have waited two weeks to get a hold of you. Do you remember any strangers asking you about Alex right after he went missing?”
 
   Marilyn shook her head. “No. A couple of his friends called me to ask if I knew how to find him, and that was it.” 
 
   Then there was the finger cut. One Tuesday night in early April, Kelly accidentally cut her left index finger while slicing salami for sandwiches. The wound was neither deep nor bloody, and Frank didn’t pay much attention to it until the next evening when he noticed that the cut had healed. Yes, just like that—one day Kelly had a slash on her finger and the next the slash was gone.  
 
   Whatever Kelly was drinking, it worked like magic.
 
   Fortunately, Kelly remained a regular human in many other aspects. In the first week of April, as they racked their brains to come with a plan to kill the vampire, Frank tested if Kelly was still susceptible to sleeping pills. They were thinking of using tranquilizer guns to disable the ghouls in case the showdown happened in Frank’s house since he didn’t want the police to find Kelly’s, or her buddies’, blood splattered all over the place. Frank slipped two crushed Ambien sleeping pills in Kelly’s iced tea one weekday evening and was relieved to see his wife fall asleep half an hour later. Soon thereafter Alex laid his hands on two tranquilizer guns and a box of sedative darts. They never got to shoot them, though. 
 
   For your information, they had regular guns, too—an acquaintance of Alex’s friend provided them with two unregistered Glock 17 pistols. 
 
   “I guess they’d never heard of you until they saw you at my house,” said Frank. “Besides, if they had Alex, they would have searched his place, and you said that there was nothing missing from his apartment.”
 
   “You’re right.” Marilyn nodded. “You know, your wife’s cousin never mentioned Alex. He talked about you the whole time.”
 
   Frank opened the shoulder bag and laid the items from the bank deposit box out on the table. “I had this in my deposit box.”
 
   “What is it?” Marilyn asked, looking over the GPS device.
 
   “It’s the tracking device I used to track my wife’s car.”
 
   Yes, he had recognized the tracking unit as soon as he had seen it back at the bank. He had remembered placing it under the rear bumper of Kelly’s BMW three or four times to find out where his wife had gone on her night outs. On the second Friday night in April the device had helped him track Kelly’s car down to the parking lot of the Mantra Lounge nightclub in downtown Buffalo. It took Frank only five minutes to find his wife on the dance floor next to Tony, whom he didn’t recognize at first.
 
   “Kelly? What are you doing here?” he asked. He didn’t have to give an Oscar-worthy performance as he faked surprise since the room was dim and the music was blaring from the speakers.
 
   “I’m here with my cousin Tony. What are you doing here? I didn’t know you liked clubbing.” Kelly stopped dancing and pulled him away from the dance floor so they could hear each other better.
 
   “A buddy of mine brought me here.” He waved towards Alex, who had come to the club at his request to act as his excuse. “I just got bored sitting at home.” 
 
   Tony joined them a few moments later.
 
   “This is my husband Frank.” Kelly kissed Frank on the cheek.
 
   “I remember him.” Tony shook Frank’s hand. “We’ve met a few times before.” 
 
   Frank’s mind immediately registered that Tony’s hand was as warm as any other human hand, not that he’d expected it to be stone-cold. 
 
   Then Kelly introduced Tony and went back to the dance floor.
 
   “You are staying at Josephine’s place, right?” said Frank as he and Tony walked to the bar counter.
 
   “Yes, I am.” Tony smiled. “I guess you remember me by this.” He pulled the left leg of his jeans up halfway to his knee, revealing the prosthesis. “It’s hard to forget a one-legged guy.”
 
   A short while later, Alex told Frank that he was going to hop to another club with a friend he had just bumped into (which was a lie Alex had made up to disappear) and asked if Frank wanted to join. Frank told him he was staying at Mantra Lounge with his wife.
 
   They left the club at half past one in the morning. On the way to the parking lot, Tony asked Frank if he wanted to join him and Kelly the next Friday night.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind me using Kelly as my chauffeur,” he said. “Josephine doesn’t trust my driving, and neither do I.”
 
   Frank gladly agreed. 
 
   Did he hang out with Tony the next Friday? Yes, he did. They went to the Pyramid club that night, and Frank didn’t even have to drive: Kelly had volunteered to serve as the designated driver for both of them so that her dear husband could drink as much as he wanted. It later turned out that the carpool idea belonged to Tony.   
 
   During that outing at the Pyramid Frank spiked Tony’s drink with a very generous dose of Midazolam, a popular date rape drug, to find out if they could knock the vampire out with a sedative. The result of his experiment was disappointing: when Tony left the nightclub, the drug had been in his system for more than two hours, yet the man was as energetic and alert as ever. Even though this discovery was certainly bad news, there was a bright side to it. Frank and Alex finally had evidence that Tony was no regular human being.
 
   “Where did you get this?” Marilyn waved the fake driver’s license. “Michael Hogan. Did you pick the name?”
 
   “Alex got it for me. Just in case. And I have no idea who picked the name.”  
 
   “I like the sound of it. Michael Hogan.”
 
   A few moments later Marilyn’s cell-phone rang. Marilyn glanced at the phone screen and said, “It’s Graham. Should I answer?”  
 
   Frank nodded.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15.
 
    THE TEAM
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “You love that trick, don’t you, Josephine?” said Nico, Tony’s younger brother, who was a vampire, too. He had arrived from Minneapolis with his two ghouls, Travis and Jake, three days earlier to visit his sibling. Even though the brothers loved each other very much—they had no other blood relatives left alive—they didn’t hang out often and usually never spent more than a week together. They took extended, sometimes decade long, breaks between their gatherings for the same reason President and Vice President flew in different planes: they were afraid of getting killed together, either in some freak accident, or in an assassination plot.
 
   “I can’t get enough of it,” she replied.
 
   “I’ve never seen it before,” said Albert. 
 
   “Oh, it’s magical. You’re going to love it, bud.” Graham patted Albert on the back. 
 
   Nico had always scheduled his visits around full moon days, which was the only time of the month he could show off his amazing ability to turn into a bat. This transformation was a spectacular sight to behold and very few vampires possessed such a talent. Tony used to do this trick occasionally for fun, but had abandoned it after losing his leg. Nico’s tragic death shed the light on his reasoning; Josephine wished Tony had given Nico this tip while his brother was still alive. 
 
   Tonight was a full moon. They had come to the Chautauqua Lake area to spend a few hours away from the city and maybe snatch a cute girl or two for Tony and Nico. There was no particular final destination; they had just been driving around, absorbing the night scenery. Soon after Nico turned into a bat and soared into the sky, cheered by Tony, Albert, Travis, Jake, and Graham, Josephine felt thirsty and went back to their cars—Ron’s Ford Expedition and the rental Toyota RAV4—to have some soda.
 
   Josephine was standing by the Ford, staring down the dark road, when Kelly’s father’s Dodge Ram pickup truck showed up in the distance. By that time, she had stopped trying to follow Nico’s aerobatics and was simply waiting for the gang to come back to the cars. It usually took Nico half an hour to fully enjoy the pleasures of flying, and Josephine estimated that the fun was going to be over in ten minutes. When she heard the piercing screech of the Dodge Ram’s tires, she was a little surprised since she couldn’t figure out why the hell the driver had hit the brakes. Remaining in the lane, the truck stopped about thirty feet away from the Ford Expedition. While leaving the engine and the headlights on, both the driver and the passenger got out of the vehicle and huddled by the radiator grill. It was that moment that Josephine remembered that there had been a distinct bumping noise shortly before the driver had braked. 
 
   Her mind feverishly trying to make sense of the situation, Josephine headed for the Dodge Ram. Once the truck’s license plate became visible, she immediately memorized it. She had a bad premonition.
 
   “It's a bat,” one of the men said. “It’s just a damn bat. Leave it there, George. Let's go.” The man returned to the passenger seat. 
 
   “I’m coming,” replied the driver.
 
   “Is everything okay?” Josephine asked, staring at the driver—that was the first time she saw Kelly’s father.
 
   “Everything’s fine, Ma’am. I seemed to have hit a bat or maybe some ugly bird.” George slowly raised his right foot and kicked the bat’s remains off the grill. Then he proceeded to give the bat another boot to remove it from the road. “Take care, Ma’am.” George turned around and got back to the truck.
 
   It didn’t take Josephine too long to realize that this man had just killed Nico: the thing that had collided with the Dodge Ram was twice the size of a regular bat. Keeping an eye on George’s truck, which was quickly pulling away, she hopped behind the wheel of the Expedition and went after Nico’s killer. As she passed Shermans Bay, she called Graham and told him to run the Dodge Ram’s license plate whenever he had a chance. Then she called Tony and asked him if Nico was with them.
 
   “We can’t find him,” replied Tony. “I hope he didn’t get lost. You don’t see that well when you’re a bat, you know.”
 
   Josephine told him to search for a bat’s body by the rental Chevrolet and then confirm to her if that was actually Nico. Six minutes later, Tony informed her that the roadkill bat was indeed his brother. 
 
   “Don’t worry. I’m following the fucker who did it as we speak,” Josephine said.
 
   At half past midnight, the Dodge Ram pulled up to the curb by a small one-story house at the south-east end of Jamestown, which, as they found out, belonged to George’s buddy Earl Bayley, and both men went inside, carrying the buckets that probably contained their catch. Josephine spent the next twenty minutes observing the house from her car and developing the plan of action. She let all the incoming phone calls go to voicemail in order to keep focused. When she started the engine, ready to join the gang, she had a full-fledged vengeance plan in her head.
 
   George had to pay the ultimate price for murdering Nico, that was a no-brainer. However, there was a brilliant wrinkle: this fucker was going to die by the hand of the person he loved the most. Chances were George had a child, or a wife, or a sibling, or a mistress; after two cups of vampire blood, none of these people would have any trouble taking the old man’s life.
 
   Two days later they had all information they needed to implement the plan. It turned out that George lived with his wife Jane in Rochester and that he had a daughter named Kelly, who resided in Buffalo. 
 
   Josephine vividly remembered the day they had fed George’s daughter her first pint of vampire blood.
 
   “It's vengeance, my dear,” she said in a calm voice as she bent over the half-sedated Kelly, who was lying motionlessly on the gurney in the basement of her and Ron’s house.
 
   Then Graham started carefully pouring Tony’s blood from the six-inch-tall shot glass into Kelly’s mouth. Josephine had to use her both hands to keep that mouth open: one hand was firmly placed on Kelly’s forehead to hold the woman’s head down and the other applied pressure to her chin. Kelly appeared disoriented, but not terrified, and obviously had no damn clue about what was going on, her drowsy eyes fixed on the sparkling glass. A few seconds later, Graham took a short break so that Josephine could close Kelly’s mouth to make her swallow the blood.   
 
   After the last drop of the vampire blood from the glass found its way into Kelly’s throat, they stepped away from the gurney and began to wait for the magic to take place. They left the basement highly satisfied that night: when the sedative wore off and she was able to string words together in a coherent fashion, Kelly asked for another glass of vampire blood and then eagerly drank it. 
 
   Six weeks later they murdered George. Nico had been avenged. 
 
   They slaughtered Jane just for the fun of it. Killing Kelly’s daughter Kathy a year later was not part of the vengeance plan, either; Kelly had finally gotten too tired of having this whiney shit machine around and decided that the drawbacks of having a cute young child far outweighed its benefits.
 
   Yeah, that's how it was. The old man had had his dick chopped off by his own daughter for hitting a bat. The sad thing was, George had left this world without a clue as to why he had been tortured and killed. And even if she had explained to him that he had run into a vampire that August night, he would have probably thought she was deranged. 
 
   Yep. The old moron had gotten twenty five holes drilled in his body just for killing a fucking bat. By accident, mind you. 
 
   Talk about bad luck.
 
   What happened to Nico’s ghouls? Travis volunteered to become a vampire, and Tony gladly granted his wish. Two weeks later, he and Jake went back to Minneapolis. Unfortunately, the pressures of the vampire life turned out unbearable for Travis, who wasn’t an epitome of mental fortitude to begin with: in his last text message to Josephine, just a year after Tony’s teeth had sunk into his jugular, he complained that he had gotten tired of hiding from the sunlight, that his two ghouls had been shot dead while trying to kidnap a young woman two days before, and that he saw no point in continuing to live. Josephine had never heard from him again since that message. 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   A knock on the door took Josephine out of the memory trance. As she collected her thoughts, it crossed her mind that she might have been rinsing the same spot the whole time that she was revisiting the past. The bathroom door opened, and she heard Ron’s voice, “Josie, do you want to listen to Graham talk to Marilyn? He’s here.” 
 
   “Yes. Wait for me.”
 
   “We’re recording the call, so you can listen to it later if you want.”
 
   “No, I’m coming down. Don’t start without me.”
 
   “Okay.” Ron shut the door. 
 
   Josephine turned off the faucets and got out of the shower cabin. Then she threw a towel on her shoulders, quickly wiped her hips with another towel, and put on her panties. 
 
   “Do you think she got the truth out of Frank?” she asked Ron as they walked downstairs. 
 
   “I sure hope so. She fucks him after all,” Ron said. “I was wondering if it’s time for us to talk directly to Frank. What do you think?” 
 
   Josephine shook her head. 
 
   “There's no need to hurry just yet,” she said. “If Kelly’s alive now, she’ll still be alive a week from now.” 
 
   “Maybe you’re right.” Ron breathed a sigh. “Guys are kind of tired of waiting, you know. Besides, this arrogant asshole gets on my nerves.” 
 
   “I know. As I said, there's no need to hurry right now.” Josephine waved to Graham, who was sitting in a Louis XIV style armchair with a cell phone in his hand. “We should be focused on our main goal. We’ll have plenty of time to break his bones after we achieve that goal.” 
 
   They sat down on the sofa, and Graham exchanged glances with both of them, as if asking for permission to dial Marilyn’s number. Josephine gave him a slight nod, and he pressed the green call button at the bottom of the phone and then the speaker button. 
 
   “Wasn’t Al going to come over, too?” Josephine asked in a low voice.
 
   “He did promise to come,” said Ron. “He must have changed his mind.”
 
   Josephine waved her hand and said, “Okay, we won't wait for him.” 
 
   “He doesn’t trust Marilyn,” said Ron. “He thinks that she and Frank will just make up some bullshit story for Graham. Perhaps that’s why he doesn’t want to listen to her. He’s such a pessimist.”
 
   Josephine settled back and crossed her legs, intently listening to the phone ringing. She was irritated that Marilyn was taking an awfully long time to pick up. Ron extracted a cigarette from the Dunhill pack and lit it up.
 
   “Boy do I love smoking,” he said with a smile. “Thank God I don’t have to watch my lungs.” 
 
   “I read that it costs a hundred grand to treat emphysema.”  Josephine cast an inquiring look at Graham and asked, “Are you recording this?”  
 
   Graham nodded. 
 
   “Hello,” Marilyn’s voice interrupted the silence. Graham lifted his right index finger, signaling Ron and Josephine to be quiet, and replied, “Hello. Do you know who’s calling, Marilyn?” 
 
   “I'll go get beer,” Ron whispered to Josephine and left the room. 
 
   “Who is it?” asked Marilyn. 
 
   “She doesn’t recognize you,” Josephine said to Graham. “She’s got to be faking it.” 
 
   “It's Peter,” said Graham. “Peter Warner.” 
 
   “I’m listening, Peter.” 
 
   Ron returned from the kitchen with a six-pack of Heineken in his hand. He put the bottles on the table and opened one of them.
 
   “What a stuck-up bitch. ‘I’m listening, Peter.’” Josephine grimaced in irritation. “As if she has no idea why he’s calling.”   
 
   “She’s so dumb,” said Ron. 
 
   “Have you met Frank?” asked Graham. 
 
   “Maybe Al was right and she had told Frank everything,” Ron said. “That’s what I would do if I were in her shoes.” 
 
   “You think they’re working together?” said Josephine. “Not a problem. We still have enough time.” 
 
   “No, I haven’t seen him yet,” replied Marilyn. 
 
   Josephine exchanged glances with Graham and Ron. “Bullshit. Well, if they are both in on it, we’ll have to talk to Frank.” 
 
   “I knew from the very beginning that this bitch would spill the beans to him,” commented Ron.
 
   “Why, Marilyn?” asked Graham. “You had two days to do it. Do you remember what I told you?” 
 
   “She must have told Frank the same day Graham spoke to her.” Josephine lit up a cigarette. “I hate dealing with women.” 
 
    “Frank was very busy. We just couldn’t find time to meet,” said Marilyn.
 
   “You didn’t even have time to talk to him on the phone?” Graham asked. “Are you lying to me, Marilyn?” 
 
   “Does she really think we’ll buy it?” Ron chuckled. “She's taking us for idiots.” 
 
   “She sure does,” said Josephine. “Maybe we should ask her why she hasn’t been home the last two days.”  
 
   “She should have come up with something more plausible,” commented Ron. 
 
   “I can’t talk to him about his dead wife on the phone. It’s a very sensitive matter, Peter,” said Marilyn. “Besides, Frank’s been having headaches this whole time. You must understand that two days is not enough, Peter.”   
 
   “Do we look gullible to her?” Josephine said. “Or is she too arrogant?”  
 
   “Do you think they guessed that it was Graham?” Ron asked. “Yeah, Frank probably has Graham’s picture somewhere.”  
 
   “I bet they know it was Graham.” Josephine shook the ash off into the ashtray. 
 
   “You promised to meet with Frank,” Graham said. “You gave your word, Marilyn, and you are supposed to keep it. I’m quite disappointed in you, to be honest.”  
 
   “You sound kind of creepy, Graham. Almost like those psycho killers in horror movies.” Ron laughed softly. “Don't scare her too much. When a woman is scared, she can’t think straight.”  
 
   “Yeah, don't push too hard,” said Josephine. “Even though I have no doubt now that she’s lying to us.” 
 
   “What can I do if he’s busy all the time?” exclaimed Marilyn. “I can’t order him to meet me. And he’s still a married man, remember? Maybe he doesn’t want to be seen with me.”  
 
   “We’re screwed if Frank dumped Kelly in the lake,” said Ron. “It will be tough to get her out of there.” 
 
   “We’re screwed if he cut her into pieces,” remarked Josephine. “If she’s in the lake, chances are she’ll float up to the surface sooner or later.”  
 
   “I can give you two more days. Do you promise to meet him within the next two days?” said Graham. 
 
   “Let's hope he didn't cut her up,” went on Josephine. “He doesn’t strike me as a guy capable of doing it.” 
 
   “It’s a definite possibility that he dumped her in the lake,” said Ron. “I’d hate it if he did.”  He opened another can of beer for himself and two more cans for Josephine and Graham. 
 
   “Okay, I’ll meet him in the next two days,” replied Marilyn. “I promise, Peter.” 
 
   “Have you told anybody about our conversation?” asked Graham. “Remember I asked you to keep your mouth shut?” 
 
   “Yes, I remember that. I haven’t told anybody about you.” 
 
   Ron jammed the remains of his cigarette into the ashtray and said, “I’m telling you, Josephine, it’s about time we spoke to Frank directly. There are many ways to make him talk.”    
 
   “The trick here is to make him tell the truth,” said Josephine. “If he’s scared to death, he might just bullshit us to buy more time. Torture doesn’t always work, Ron.”
 
   “You're not playing games with me, are you?” said Graham. “You shouldn't play games with me, Marilyn.” 
 
   “Graham, you’re going to scare the shit out of her,” said Ron. “Keep it gentle for now.” 
 
   “I still don't understand why he decided to kill Kelly,” Josephine said, looking meditatively at her cigarette. “Did he lose his mind? There was no reason for him to do it.” 
 
   “Did you come up with a way to get that information from Frank?” Graham asked. “You’ve got to be very careful.” 
 
   “Okay, guys, you wrap it up here without me. I’m going back to the shower.” Josephine rose to her feet. 
 
   “You just took a shower ten minutes ago,” Ron said. 
 
   “You made me leave before I washed my hair. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.” Josephine headed for the stairs.
 
   “I may join you in the shower in a minute,” said Ron.   
 
   “I'll be very careful,” Marilyn answered. “Don't worry, Peter, I’m not trying to screw you over.” 
 
   “Very well, Marilyn. I believe you,” said Graham. “I'll call you this Wednesday.” He hung up, leaned back in the armchair, and cast an inquisitive look at Ron. “I got a weird vibe from her. Did you feel it, too, Ron?”
 
   Ron wrinkled his forehead as if he was racking his brain and then shook his head. “What do you mean?”  
 
   “She didn’t sound particularly scared. I wonder what she’s up to.” Graham crossed his arms on his chest. “I think I'll take a shower, too. Together with Josephine and you. You okay with that, Ron?” He burst out laughing. 
 
   “Sure.” Ron let out a smoke ring. “Speaking about Frank. I had doubts till the last moment, to tell you the truth. He doesn't look like a killer to me at all.” 
 
   “He’s a good actor, that’s all,” Graham said. “I'm going to the bathroom.” He started walking towards the stairs, unbuttoning his shirt and murmuring ‘I kissed a girl and I liked it.’ As he climbed the first step, he paused and said, “My wife just loves this stupid song. I have no idea why.” 
 
    
 
   3. 
 
   Back and forth, back and forth. Albert squeezed Laura’s breasts as tight as he could and began moving faster. Back and forth, back and forth. He was lying on his left side, naked, his chest and stomach pressed against Laura’s back, his erect penis relentlessly pounding her vagina. He growled as the intense delightful sensations began to spread across his crotch and hips. Laura emitted a moan and dug her right hand nails into Albert's buttock, encouraging him to thrust harder. Albert clenched his teeth, pushed his penis inside his wife one last time, froze, and closed his eyes, enjoying the orgasm. 
 
   “Damn, it felt so good,” he said, rolling away to his side of the bed. 
 
   “Of course, you don’t care if I came,” said Laura. She breathed out loudly.  
 
   “Did you come?”
 
   “Never mind.” Laura sat up and put on her panties. 
 
   “I may be a little late tonight. I have a meeting with a friend in Niagara Falls.”  
 
   “A meeting? Is she hot? And what is she doing in Niagara Falls?” 
 
   “Why do you automatically assume that it’s a woman?” 
 
   “Is it a woman?” Laura looked straight in Albert’s eyes. Albert shook his head and said, “No, it’s not. This guy is offering me a part-time job. You want me to make more money, don’t you?”
 
   “Well, if it’s about a job.” Laura kissed him on the cheek. “What time do you meet him?”
 
   “At seven. I’m going to take off at six.”  
 
   “What kind of job is it?”   
 
   “I don’t know all the details yet. His company sells medical equipment.”
 
   “How much are they going to pay you?”    
 
   “I’ll discuss it with him tonight. Hopefully, enough to make your mother happy with me.”  
 
   “Come on, Al. My mom loves you. We barely talk about you, which is a good thing.” Laura got up and put on her jeans. “Do you know what our son does in his room when no one’s looking?”  
 
   “What? Smoking?”  
 
   “He watches porn, Al. And I suspect it’s yours. Didn’t I tell you to hide those movies better?” 
 
   “Paul’s only twelve. Are you sure he’s watching porn?” Albert chuckled. “I don’t remember watching it when I was twelve.”
 
   “Your father must have never left smut movies lying around the house. And yes, I’m sure. I found a porn DVD in the DVD player in his room. He either forgot to take it out, or simply doesn’t care if we find it.”
 
   “For God’s sake, why would you snoop around Paul’s room?”
 
   “I was looking for drugs, if you must know. Why do you keep them out in the open? Could you hide them a little better? Or better yet, throw them out?”  
 
   “Honey, it’s one of mine. My stash is locked up, and I’m the only one who’s got the key. He must have gotten it from his friends.”  
 
   “Well, I don’t really care how he got it. He’s just too young for this type of movies. And he probably masturbates to this garbage, too.”   
 
   “Masturbates. I hate this word. Why can’t you say ‘jerk off’? It’s an absolutely acceptable word. I think I started jerking off when I was twelve, too.”  
 
   “Al, you are intolerable,” Laura grumbled. 
 
   “When did you start playing with yourself? Thirteen? Fourteen?” Albert chuckled. “I bet you liked it.”
 
   “You have an outstanding ability to say the wrong things at the wrong time, Al.” 
 
   “I’m sure you did it. All girls flick the bean.”  
 
   Half an hour later, Albert locked Paul’s porn collection—he had found three more disks under his son’s bed—in the cabinet that housed his own XXX movies and told Laura that if she planned to lecture Paul about the dangers of skin flicks, she would have to do the talking herself.   
 
   “I’m not one of those ‘do as I say, not as I do’ people,” he said. “And personally, I’m glad it’s not gay porn or some such crap.” 
 
   “As I said, he’s too young for this filth. And I’m not going to let you be the good cop in this, okay? We’ll talk to him together.”   
 
   “Only after I have thoroughly examined those movies, honey.” 
 
   One hour before leaving to meet Graham, Albert caught Paul in the front yard and warned him that Laura knew about his newly acquired passion for adult films. Paul lowered his eyes and replied, “Dad, what are you talking about? What DVDs?” 
 
   “You are so damn lucky, son,” said Albert. “When I was your age, most kids watched tapes, and you had to try hard to get hold of good porn.”    
 
   “You did? Whatever, Dad. I still have no idea what you're talking about.” 
 
   “Cool. Deny, deny, deny. Smart strategy.” Giggling, Albert let his son go. 
 
   Then he drove to the hotel where his meeting with Graham Bibey was supposed to take place. 
 
   Albert had met Graham three weeks before in the hospital cafeteria. Graham, who was visiting a sick friend, joined him at the table and struck up a conversation. Looking back, Albert suspected that there had been no sick friend and that Graham had chosen his table on purpose. Their casual chat about the taste of the cafeteria food and the weather soon morphed into a talk about employment opportunities. 
 
   “You could make six figures doing one hour of work a week,” said Graham. 
 
   Albert, who was barely making double the minimum wage at the time, agreed to discuss Graham’s proposal in more detail later. Why would he pass a chance to make decent money and finally begin earning more that his wife? Of course, he had some doubts, but the sight of a genuine Rolex watch on Graham’s wrist gave him hope that this man wasn’t just yanking his chain.
 
    “Hi, Al,” said Josephine, rising from the armchair, when Albert entered the hotel room. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   “That’s my friend Josephine.” Graham shook Albert’s hand. “She’s the boss.”    
 
    “Graham’s just flattering me,” said Josephine. “Tony is our head honcho. You’ll be able to meet him soon.”
 
   Then she cut to the chase and laid out their offer, which turned out to be what Albert had suspected: they were in the market for human blood and were willing to pay a thousand dollars for a half liter bag. Albert agreed without much hesitation: the regular spoilage at the blood bank was large enough to accommodate for the dozen bags he would steal every month. 
 
   “Are you feeding a vampire with it?” he joked when handing Graham the first batch of blood, which consisted of three bags. Of course he had no idea that he was right on the money.
 
   He met Tony after selling the third batch. The meeting took place at a hotel in Cheektowaga on a weekday night. Accompanied by Ron Buckhaus, Tony arrived at half past eight, when the sun had been gone from the sky for about an hour. The head honcho appeared to be at least in his forties, judging by the wrinkles on his face and the multiple gray hairs scattered throughout his dark brown mane. Shallow as it might have seemed, Tony’s reluctance to dye his hair made Albert feel instant respect for him. This man had to be the real deal since he didn’t try to pretend what he was not.
 
   “That’s the boss,” said Josephine. The next moment she pulled a knife out of her purse and stabbed Tony in the chest. Before Albert realized that he was scared shitless, Tony burst out laughing and unhurriedly drew the knife out of his body.
 
   “Relax, I’m fine,” he said. “Excuse our theatrics, Al. We just thought it would be the fastest way to convince you that we’re not a bunch of kooks.” He dropped the bloodstained knife into the plastic bag held by Josephine.
 
   It had been a good call; Albert had no trouble believing that he had become a backup blood supplier to a five-hundred-year old vampire.
 
   “It’s a chance of a lifetime, Al,” said Josephine. “Do you want to become part of the elite group of people who live forever, or do you want to continue being a nobody rotting in the shadow of his wife?”
 
   Yes, Albert preferred to be part of the elite.
 
   “Take a sip, Al. And welcome to eternity.” Josephine had smiled radiantly.  
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   “Take a sip, Al. And welcome to eternity.”   
 
   Then Albert Hutchinson woke up. 
 
   Again this shit. Albert emitted a snarl and tossed the blanket aside. He glanced at the clock and hissed, “Shit.” It was 4:07 am. Yeah, this dream tended to come to him at the most inopportune moment. 
 
   Again he fucked Laura, again she complained that he didn’t care about her orgasm, again she asked him to hide his porn better, again he spoke to Paul, and again he met with Graham and Josephine. It was a recurring dream, and its contents had remained almost unchanged from night to night.   
 
   ‘Do you want to become part of the elite group of people who live forever, or do you want to continue being a nobody rotting in the shadow of his wife’—those were the words he had remembered by heart. Josephine had put a lot of thought into preparing her pitch and managed to hit the right notes with him.   
 
   4:09 am. Well, he shouldn’t be pissed off too badly: he had scheduled his routine drive to Frank’s place for five o’clock in the morning. The house Albert had rented was located just half a mile from Frank’s residence, so it only took a minute to get there by car. It was Albert’s own idea to personally observe Frank’s house every morning and night: he was afraid that Frank would flee Buffalo and seeing this moron with his own eyes calmed his nerves. Josephine saw no necessity in such surveillance and believed that the GPS tracker on Frank’s car and the bugs in his living room and bedroom were enough.
 
   As Albert sat up, Jerry Cleveland’s name came to his mind. They had discussed the other day whether they should dispatch Jerry or not, and Albert had supported Graham, who believed it would be smart to get rid of that guy right now. 
 
   “He could try to blackmail us after we kill Frank,” said Graham. “He’s not completely dumb; he’ll figure out it was us sooner or later.” 
 
   “Let’s wait until we find Kelly,” said Josephine. “Like you said, Jerry’s harmless as long as Frank’s alive. There’s no need to waste our time and effort on him right now.” 
 
   “Besides, I don’t think he’ll bother to see what happened to Frank,” Ron said. “He’s probably happy we didn’t screw him over money. Why in the world would he care about Frank?”  
 
   In spite of Josephine's and Ron's arguments, Albert believed that they shouldn’t drag their feet on this matter. Last night, as he lay in the hot bath, he had tried to come up with a way to make Jerry’s death look like an accident. His favorite idea was to drop a couple of crushed Ambien pills in Jerry’s tequila. No matter how insignificant, Jerry was still a loose end. 
 
   Albert got up and walked to the bathroom after realizing that he had no desire to stay in bed. The damn dream had somehow energized him.  
 
   ‘Take a sip, Al. And welcome to eternity.’  
 
   It sounded a little corny, but it was no exaggeration: he had indeed entered the door to eternity back then. 
 
   Albert emptied his bladder and then spent some time in front of the mirror over the sink, pulling faces out of boredom. As he wiped his hands on the towel, he asked himself if he wanted to take a shower now, before the trip to Frank’s house. The answer was no; it seemed like too much effort to him at the moment.
 
   That dream had felt amazingly real, too. He was sure he had experienced a genuine orgasm after sex with Laura, even though there was no semen on his underpants.  
 
   ‘Take a sip, Al. And welcome to eternity.’  
 
   Yeah, things he would do right now to take a nice big gulp of the vampire blood, a.k.a. ‘the juice.’ And then another. And then one more. 
 
   Was he happy with his ration of the juice he received from Josephine once a week? Hell, no. Half a glass a week was far from enough; he used to consume three times as much before things went to hell. However, these were hard times and they had to be prudent, as Josephine kept saying. Well, he did not disagree with her on this one: they had to stretch their juice reserves since God only knew when they were going to get hold of another vampire. 
 
   He returned to the living room, grabbed the lighter and the pack of Marlboro from the dining table, put a cigarette in his mouth, and lit it up. As he took a long puff, he walked up to the window and looked outside. It was still dark; the sun wouldn’t rise for another forty minutes, according to Albert’s phone calendar. Albert had never been an early bird, but he had quickly gotten used to his new schedule. He had actually begun to enjoy watching the night fade away as he sat in his car a hundred feet away from Frank’s house. 
 
   Frank must still be in bed right now unless he had changed his habits and moved his wake-up time from six to a quarter to five. Was this son of a bitch having dreams and what kind of dreams were they? Albert hoped Frank had been tormented by nightmares this whole time because he deserved that.
 
   ‘Welcome to eternity.’  
 
   Yeah, Josephine had never been able to resist using flowery words. Albert noted to himself again how vivid these dreams had been. Cliché as it might sound, he felt as if he had traveled back in time and relived that fateful conversation with Josephine.
 
   With ten minutes to kill before he was going to leave, Albert picked up his cell-phone and dialed Josephine's number. He would drive to Frank's house right after this phone call. 
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   “I don't think it makes sense to quit drinking now,” said Ron Buckhaus, inquisitively looking at Josephine, the mysterious woman he had met at the NYU Cancer Institute two weeks ago. Half a year earlier, the doctors had informed him he would be dead by the end of the year, but he was still grasping at straws, one of which was the latest series of chemotherapy sessions at the Institute. He had gotten very close to accepting the fact that he would lose this war to skin cancer; nevertheless, he felt obligated to fight till the end. Melanoma could be cured relatively easily when the tumor was small and thin, and Ron was ashamed that he and his doctors had somehow missed the beginning signs of cancer, especially considering his net worth of thirty million dollars, which ought to have guaranteed him the best health monitoring on Earth. 
 
   Well, it was now pointless to argue who was to blame for his impending death: his doctors or his cavalier attitude towards moles on his body. In the last months of his life, Ron had fully embraced his new passion: he’d been drinking most of the time spent away from the Cancer Institute. Just to be on the safe side, he had asked his doctor whether hard liquor could interfere with the chemotherapy. In a typical cover-your-ass fashion, the doctor had advised him to moderate his drinking even though there was no particular risk in his case. Ron had taken it as permission to go crazy with vodka and tequila, his favorites. 
 
   Alcohol allowed him to forget for a couple of hours that he was a millionaire about to die in his prime. Fifty-one is a young age to leave this planet, you know. And Josephine Shaw (who three months later would become Josephine Buckhaus) understood it very well.
 
   “I can help you,” she had said when they had first met. “You don’t have to die so young.”  
 
   Then she had offered him a chance to beat the cancer. She had given him no details of this ‘unorthodox treatment,’ as she called it, and Ron hadn’t cared to ask: right now he was ready to try anything, no matter how illegitimate or outlandish. The next morning, he decided to take this leap of faith.
 
   So here they were, thirteen days later, chatting in the living room of Josephine’s her house in Montclair and waiting for her friend Tony, who was supposed to give him the cure. 
 
   “If drinking makes you happy, Ron, you should keep drinking,” replied Josephine. “After Tony cures you, you’ll have many many years to do whatever you please.”
 
   Ron intently listened to her voice, still trying to detect undertones of insincerity or madness. Yes, this woman was either a prankster or a wacko. Of course, a possibility also existed that she was telling the truth, and Ron was inclined towards it; otherwise he wouldn’t have agreed to meet the legendary Tony at her place.
 
   “My wife says I’ve turned into an alcoholic,” said Ron. “She hates it when I drink. Even if it’s only one glass.” 
 
   “Hates it? I thought you were the one paying her bills. Why do you let her treat you like this?”  
 
   Ron nodded and said, “She knows I’ll be gone soon, and all my money will be hers.” It was the first time he shared this deeply hidden thought with a living soul, and he didn’t feel embarrassed about it at all. He realized he could be absolutely honest with Josephine since she had been very open with him: suffice it to say she had trusted Ron enough to tell him one of her biggest secrets.
 
    Ron fixed his eyes on the coffee table in front of the sofa they were sitting on. It crossed his mind that the table would look so much better with an open bottle of Chinaco Blanco and two shot glasses on it. “Last night she poured a whole bottle of Stolichnaya down the sink. She literally snatched the bottle from my hand. I thought she would smash it on my head.” He chuckled.
 
   “She wasted a bottle of Stoli?” Josephine shook her head disapprovingly. “Speaking of your wife, Ron. When you get better, when you beat your melanoma, what do plan to do about Claudia? Are you going to leave her? She clearly stopped respecting you. Believe me, Ron. I’ve seen a lot of women like your wife.”
 
   “I don’t know.” Ron shrugged his shoulders. “I’ll have a better idea when I get rid of cancer.” 
 
   “Do you still love her?”
 
   “I think so. She didn’t marry me for money, you know. I was an average guy driving a used car when we first met.”  
 
   “I understand. Your mind will clear up once Tony cures you. I guarantee that.” Josephine smiled. “If I were your wife, I wouldn’t treat you like a child and hide vodka from you. Why the hell does she care if you drink or not? You have a lot on your plate right now, you want to relax, and what’s the easiest and quickest way to do it? Booze.” 
 
   Ron nodded thoughtfully. Josephine was making a lot of sense to him. 
 
   “I get tired, too, sometimes,” Josephine continued. “And when it happens, I have a shot of vodka. And I haven’t become a drunkard as you can see. Once Tony cures you, you’ll be able to drink as much as you want without worrying about your liver, Ron, I promise.” 
 
   She heard Tony’s steps in the hallway and turned her face to the doorway; Ron followed her example. 
 
   “Hello, Ron.” Tony entered the room and stretched his right hand out for a handshake. “I’m glad you came.”
 
   Even though Ron had not expected to see a long-haired shaman in exotic clothes, he was somewhat surprised by Tony’s ordinary appearance; his supposed savior was just a slender man in his forties of average height and average looks. At that time Ron didn’t notice that Tony had a prosthetic left leg below the knee. 
 
   After a few minutes of small talk, Tony gave Ron a twelve-ounce cup filled with a dark brown potion that appeared a bit thicker than milkshake.
 
   “Here is your cure,” the vampire had said with a smile. “You’ll feel much better in a couple of days.” 
 
   Then Ron woke up. Seconds later he fell asleep again and soon had another dream.
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   “Have you been drinking again?” Claudia asked. “I can hear it in your voice, Ron. When are you going to give a shit about your liver? And your family?” 
 
   Ron cracked a wide grin and refilled his shot glass with Johnny Walker. With the glass in his right hand, he stepped to the window and said, looking at the fountains dancing on the lake in front of the hotel, “Are you using the hands-free headset? I don’t want you to get another ticket.”
 
   “Yes, I am. Now please answer my question.” 
 
   “It's Vegas, Claudia. It would have been ridiculous not to have a drink or two. I’m just trying to calm my nerves, honey.” 
 
   “In your condition, Ron, even one drink is too much. Are you trying to kill yourself?”
 
   “You're wrong. Alcohol doesn’t make my cancer worse. As a matter of fact, it gets my mind off my impending death.” Ron put the glass on the windowsill, covered his phone with his palm, and laughed quietly. “Besides, I control myself.” 
 
   “How do you control yourself? Alcoholics can’t control themselves.” 
 
   “Be careful, Claudia. It’s gotten really dark. Keep your eyes on the road. Are you close to home?”
 
   “You know that I’m always careful, Ron. I’m on Franklin; I should be home in ten minutes. Did you hear what I just said?”
 
   “About alcoholics? Yes, I did. And I think you’ve said it a hundred times before, I must add.” Ron took a small sip from the glass; he didn’t want to get drunk too soon.
 
   “You are an idiot, Ron. I bet you’re drunk as a skunk right now. Can you imagine what your mother would have said if she were alive? She would have been pissed off.”
 
   “Jesus, Claudia, you're exaggerating as usual. I'm not a drunkard. I only drink to calm my nerves. And I control myself better than it might seem.”
 
   “You have no idea how quickly it can develop into a habit. You’ll turn into an alcoholic before you know it. You're not twenty anymore, Ron. You should be more careful.” 
 
   Ron grimaced. She had no clue what was coming to her.
 
   “I’m just trying to relax. I was on my feet half a day today.” He gently the neck of the bottle. “I'm not a complete fool; I understand I’m getting old.” He took a sip of whiskey. 
 
   “You’ll turn into an alcoholic, honey. It always happens like this: first it’s glasses a day and a month later you progress to a bottle a day.”  
 
   Ron smirked and took another sip. 
 
   “Do you remember my uncle Matthew?” he asked. “That's what a real alcoholic looks like. You must remember him, Claudia.” 
 
   “I don’t care what your uncle looks like. I care about you. I'm serious, Ron. You're taking chances.” 
 
   Was Claudia sincerely concerned about his health or did she just love to bitch? After all, she had heard the doctors’ verdict and couldn’t seriously believe that drinking would kill him before the cancer did (Ron had chosen to withhold from Claudia the fact that his melanoma had recently gone into remission, all thanks to Tony’s blood).
 
   “You should see my uncle. If you saw him, you wouldn't call me a drunkard.” 
 
   He was itching to ask Claudia the question he had heard from Tony a week earlier: ‘If you had three wishes, what would they be?’ Tony told him that this one question gave a better glimpse into a person’s soul than a fifty-page questionnaire. 
 
   “Honey, I'm really worried. You can't go on binges at the age of fifty one.” 
 
   “What binges?”  
 
   “I'm asking you to stop drinking vodka every damn day.” 
 
   “Claudia, God didn’t create vodka so that we would stare at it. There are billions of gallons of vodka produced every year, and someone has to drink it; otherwise, the whole industry goes bankrupt and people lose their jobs.” He laughed quietly. 
 
   “This is so stupid, and you know it. Ron, you’re on a very dangerous path, I mean it.” 
 
   “I'm just teasing you, sweetheart. I’m sorry. It was only a couple of glasses, that’s all.” He poured the last remnants of whiskey into his mouth. “Are you close to home?” 
 
   “Almost there.”
 
   “Yeah, I'm a big tease, sweetheart. I promise to cut down on alcohol. Can I still drink wine? I need something to relax me.” With delight on his face, he refilled his glass with Johnny Walker.
 
   “Wine is okay. But don’t go overboard with it either.”  
 
   Ron looked at his watch. Claudia must be just a mile or two away from their house right now. His heart began to pound as he touched the keypad of the prepaid cell-phone Josephine had given him before he left for Las Vegas. 
 
   Three seconds later he finally heard it: someone knocked on the driver’s window of Claudia’s car—he was ninety five percent sure it was the driver’s window.
 
   “Do you have any spare change please, ma’am?” Ron heard the muffled male voice. 
 
   “I don’t carry change, sorry,” replied Claudia.
 
   She must have stopped at a traffic light or a stop sign on Essex Avenue, the street she usually took when driving home from the south end of the city. 
 
   “Okay, ma’am.” 
 
   Then Ron heard a loud cracking sound followed by Claudia’s scream, which only lasted a couple of seconds. Ron heaved a sigh of relief: the murder of his wife was in progress. 
 
   Josephine had presented a few scenarios to him a week ago, and judging by what he was hearing at the moment, they had decided to strike at one of the stop signs on Essex Avenue. It was Ron’s favorite option since he preferred to avoid having his wife murdered in their house: he was afraid the police might suspect him of hiring a hitman to kill Claudia. The more spontaneous and random the murder appeared, the better the chances were of him staying off the police radar. 
 
   Josephine had said they would ambush Claudia on a one lane street so they would only need one car to block her way. Once Ron heard Claudia’s scream, he immediately pictured Josephine sitting behind the wheel of the car halted in front of Claudia’s Mercedes. Who had asked his wife for change? Probably, Graham: he was the strongest one of them and could knock Claudia out with one blow. Even though Ron had provided Claudia’s photo and her car’s license plate, they had elected to obtain more assurance that they were killing the right person by checking the victim’s driver’s license. The cracking sound Ron had heard before the scream must have been the driver’s window of the Mercedes being smashed by Graham, who was making his way to Claudia’s purse. 
 
   As Ron eased into a chair, he heard a quiet clinking: it was probably Graham taking out the keys out of ignition. Holding the shot glass in mid-air, Ron visualized Graham leaning over the unconscious Claudia, reaching for the purse that usually sat on the front passenger seat, grabbing the purse—he had to be fast no matter how low the traffic was on that street; you can’t afford to take your sweet time when killing someone out in the open. Now Graham was straightening himself, rummaging for the driver’s license... The roar of the gunshot interrupted Ron’s mental movie. His wife was dead.
 
   Half a minute later, Josephine called Ron on the prepaid cell.
 
   “You’re free as a bird now, champ,” she said.
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   “You’re free as a bird now, champ.”  
 
   Then Ron awoke for the last time this morning. 
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   ‘It's a bat. It’s just a damn bat. Leave it there, George. Let's go.’  
 
   Josephine Buckhaus pushed the blanket down to her waist and looked at the electronic clock on the nightstand. Its digits showed 3:58 am. They were red—just like human blood—and appeared very bright since the bedroom was pitch dark: not a single glimmer of the street lamp light could get into the room due to the tight blinds and thick window drapes they had on every window in the house. 
 
   3:59 am. In case you were wondering, Josephine had gone to bed around midnight. She had been having little sleep lately because of all the stress and body aches. She hated to admit that the insufficient supply of the vampire blood had begun to take a toll on her mental condition.
 
   As Josephine switched on the bedside lamp, Ron’s arm twitched. When she turned to look at her husband, she found that his eyes were open. 
 
   “Yes, I’m awake,” said Ron, preempting her question.
 
   Josephine was still staring at Ron when he lazily rolled on his left side to face her. 
 
   “What is it?” asked Josephine, resting on her elbow. “Can’t sleep?” 
 
   Ron nodded. 
 
   “Did you have a dream?” Josephine rose from the bed and walked up to the window. “I had a dream, too.” 
 
   Ron tossed the blanket away and sat up, his hair tousled, his forehead glistening with sweat. 
 
   “I am beginning to get concerned.” Josephine slid her right hand behind the blinds and half-opened the window, letting in the cool fresh air. “There’s not a whole lot of Tony’s blood left. And we still have no clue where Kelly is.” 
 
   “Well, we’re not even sure if Tony actually bit her.”
 
   “Yeah.” Josephine heaved a heavy sigh. “I wish Tony were still alive so I could kick his ass for being so irresponsible.”
 
   “Sometimes vampires make dumb decisions. Remember Nico? Remember how he turned into a bat and got killed by Kelly’s father? That was profoundly stupid.”
 
   Josephine nodded silently.
 
   “What was your dream about?” asked Ron. “Was it a nightmare?”
 
   “It was about a lot of things. And you were there, too. So I guess you can call it a nightmare.” She chuckled. 
 
   Then her cell-phone began to ring. It was Albert.
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   “Hello.” To Albert's surprise, Josephine answered the phone right after the first ring.  
 
   “Hello,” he said. “Are you awake?” 
 
   “Yes, both of us are,” replied Josephine. “Can’t sleep?”  
 
   “Sort of.” Albert kept the cigarette smoke in his lungs longer than usual, savoring it.  
 
   “Insomnia?” 
 
   “Not really. I had a dream about drinking Tony’s blood for the first time.” Albert glanced at his watch. 4:39 am. Frank must be fast asleep right now, and you can bet he had no nightmares despite the fact that he had strangled his wife several weeks ago. 
 
   “Again? I had a dream about giving Tony’s blood to Kelly for the first time. And Ron had a dream, too. It was about his wife.”   
 
   “It must have been a nightmare then.” Albert giggled. He licked his lips, which felt dry and crusty.
 
   “You don’t miss your old life, Al, do you? I’m talking about that dream of yours.” 
 
   “Hell no. I’m just a little giddy, that’s all.”
 
   “Yeah, meeting Tony was a blessing for all of us. If not for his blood, Ron would have been long dead. Fascinating, isn’t it?” 
 
   “It sure is. Not many people get a second chance to live, even millionaires.”  
 
   “What are you doing now? Having a smoke?” 
 
   “As a matter of fact, I am.”
 
   “How are you holding up?” 
 
   “It’s not as bad as I expected. But I don’t want to find out how much worse it can get.” 
 
   Honestly, it was the uncertainty of their situation that bugged him the most, not the fatigue or that odd, indescribable kind of craving he had never experienced before. He would kill to know the exact date this whole ordeal was going to end.
 
   “Ron and I are doing okay, too.”   
 
   “These dreams are starting to annoy me.” Albert flicked the cigarette butt out of the window.
 
   “Relax, Al. They are only dreams. We are moving in the right direction, that’s the important thing. We’ll find Kelly, I promise you.” Josephine paused. “Ron wants to talk to you.” 
 
   “I'm leaving in a minute.” Albert yawned. “I want to check what Frank is up to.”  
 
   “Are you ready to have some fun with this fucker on Monday?”
 
   “Can’t wait. I’ve got a couple of things in mind I’d like to do to him.”
 
   “What time are you coming over today?” asked Ron.  
 
   “Maybe around noon. Okay, Ron, I'm taking off. I’ll call you later.”
 
   “Okay, see you soon, buddy.” Ron hung up.
 
   Albert tossed his phone on the bed and began getting dressed. 
 
   Entering the garage, he thought of Jerry Cleveland. It wouldn't be too hard to drop by that guy’s place and strangle him. Or shoot him with a lethal dose of heroin: the death of an overdosed loser would hardly be a top priority for the police.  
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   He was lying on the couch, and Chris, his clever eight-year-old son was walking on his back, playing a chiropractor to his daddy. The boy seemed incredibly light to Graham.  
 
   “Can I stand on your head, daddy?” asked Chris. 
 
   “Aren’t you afraid of breaking my neck?” Graham laughed softly. “How is your homework going?”  
 
   “I won't break it. Can I stand on you head?” 
 
   “You think so? You think daddy's got a strong neck?” 
 
   “I don't know.” Chris stepped on Graham's right shoulder-blade. “I'm going to stand on it now, dad. I’m doing it.”  
 
   “Did you finish your homework?” 
 
   “I'm serious, I'm going to stand on your head, dad.” Chris touched the back of Graham’s head with his right toe. 
 
   “Give me a massage down here, son.” Graham scratched his tailbone area. “You give great massages, Chris.”
 
   His cell-phone rang. 
 
   “Can I cut your hair, daddy? You need a new haircut.”
 
   Remaining stretched on the couch, Graham picked up the phone from the table, looked at the screen—it was Stan calling—and pressed the answer button.
 
   “I’m coming out,” he told Stan and hung up.
 
   “Can I cut your hair, dad?” asked Chris when Graham gently pushed him off his back and began to get up.
 
   “I have to go to work, son. Go ask Mom if she needs a new haircut.”
 
   “Okay.” The boy skipped out of the room.
 
   Forty minutes later Graham and Stanley were standing in front of a hotel room door at the Embassy Suites Secaucus hotel. Graham felt a bit uneasy: these big hotels had surveillance cameras all over the place and he feared that the people he was about to meet were the kind a police officer should not be seen together with.
 
   “Good luck, buddy,” Stan said, knocking on the door. “I’ll wait for you in the lobby.” 
 
   The door opened, and Graham saw Steve Shaw, Josephine’s husband, who, as he found out later, had made his fortune selling oil and who looked at least twenty years younger than his official age of seventy three. Eleven months later, Steve would be shot dead while taking part in the kidnapping of a woman in Delaware: see what lax gun laws do to you?
 
   “Hi, Steve.” Stan crossed the threshold and hugged Steve. “Meet Graham, my best buddy.” He stepped aside to let Graham shake Steve’s hand. “Hi, Josephine.” Stan waved to Josephine, who was sitting in an armchair by the desk. Then he patted Graham on the shoulder, said ‘Goodbye everybody,’ and left.
 
   “I heard you’ve been making some cash on the side,” said Josephine after introducing Steve and herself to Graham. “Doing favors for your friends, protecting hookers, taking dope from street pushers and reselling it.”
 
   “Did Stanley tell you that?” Graham asked in a conspicuously calm voice. “That old rascal.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Graham. It’s cool. You’re among friends here. I personally think that this war on drugs has created more problems than it has solved. If some idiot wants to snort coke, let him do it; that’s his brain he’s fucking up, not mine, or yours. I’m actually applauding you for finding a way to profit off of drug dealers.” Josephine smiled. “But we didn’t gather here to discuss what you’ve done. I would like to offer you an opportunity to join our team and make an extra buck along the way.”
 
   “Can I ask what kind of business you are in?”
 
   “It’s a long story, but I’ll be glad to give you all details once we come to an agreement. What we’re asking you to do is take over for Stan, who, as you know, is retiring in a month and won’t be able to provide us with the service we need.”
 
   “Stan is working for you?”
 
   Josephine nodded.
 
   “I wish he didn’t have to retire. Who came up with that mandatory retirement crap anyway?” Steve said. “Working for us is easy. An occasional favor here and there is all we need. We’re not lawbreakers, Graham, but sometimes one of us may get in trouble with the law, and this is where you come in. Stan said you’d be perfect for this job, and we trust his judgment.”
 
   “Yes, we heard very good things about you from Stan,” said Josephine.
 
   Graham accepted their offer. He didn’t do it because he had a vague but real feeling that he wouldn’t last a day if he had rejected it; he agreed to work for them because a) he loved money and b) if this gig was good enough for Stan, who’d been around the block and knew which side was buttered, it was good enough for him.
 
   One Saturday night five weeks later, when Graham had earned some trust with Josephine, she invited him to her house and showed him a four minute amateur video of Steve strolling in what appeared to be a busy pedestrian mall: endless storefronts lined the street on both sides, with no car in sight. Judging by the picture quality and the passersby’s clothing and hairstyles, the video seemed to have been shot during the VHS era; it must have had a lot of sentimental value to Steve since he had gotten it converted to DVD.    
 
   “Do you recognize this guy?” asked Josephine with a mysterious smile.
 
   “Is it Steve?”
 
   “Yes, it is. We shot this video on the Third Street Promenade in Santa Monica. Have you ever been to Santa Monica?” 
 
   Graham shook his head. He began to realize that this video had some deep underlying meaning, which he wasn’t too eager to find out.
 
   “It’s a nice place. And the weather is gorgeous all year round,” said Josephine. “It was actually me holding the camcorder—a Sony Handycam; you’re old enough to remember those, aren’t you? I had just bought it and decided to take it for a spin.”
 
   “They must have cost a fortune back in those days.”
 
   “Yes, they did. You might have noticed that Steve passed by a movie theatre in the second half of the video. Did you catch the posters?”
 
   Graham had indeed noticed the movie posters; he had a good eye for detail.
 
   “Did you see the poster for Rocky IV? As a matter of fact, Steve and I ended up watching it that day. I love movies about men kicking each other’s asses.”
 
   Graham nodded. Yes, he had noticed the poster for Rocky IV, which helped him establish that the video had been made sometime in the winter of 1985.  
 
   “What I’m trying to say here is, this video is fifteen years old. And I assure it wasn’t staged or anything like that. We actually shot it in December of 1985.”
 
   “I believe you. It is an old video.”
 
   “As you can see Steve hasn’t aged at all since that time, has he?”
 
   Graham was about to make the same comment himself once his last doubt was gone that it was really a Rocky IV poster.         
 
   “Yeah, he’s taken very good care of himself.”
 
   “How about me? Would you believe it if I told you that I’m actually ninety three years old?”
 
   Later that night, Graham drank his first cup of vampire blood. Josephine’s hunch proved correct again: he didn’t mind living forever; he didn’t mind that at all. Besides, he got a major ego boost from the fact that they had never asked his buddy Stanley to join the immortals club.
 
   “Welcome to eternity, Graham,” declared Josephine when he handed the cup back to her.
 
    
 
   10.
 
   “Welcome to eternity, Graham.”
 
   Graham woke up.
 
   4.39 a.m. He asked himself what idiot could be calling him so early in the morning. Penelope moved her arm. A moment later her hand landed on his neck, crept up to his chin, and finally slid onto his lips. 
 
   “Graham,” she moaned. “The phone.” She lazily shook his head from side to side.  
 
   “Okay, I got it,” said Graham. He shoved his wife’s hand on the bed and put the receiver to his ear. “Hello.” 
 
   4.40 a.m. It was the height of impudence! This moron should get his ask kicked for disturbing people’s sleep.  
 
   “Graham,” said Josephine. “Did I wake you up?” 
 
   Graham rose from the bed and headed for the hallway. 
 
   “That’s okay, Josephine. I was going to wake up anyway when you called.”
 
   He walked out of the bedroom and marched towards the stairs. 
 
   “Did you have a bad dream?” 
 
   “I wouldn’t call it bad. It was more like a walk down memory lane.”
 
   “You are off from work today, aren’t you? I don’t want you to be cranky all day from under-sleeping.” 
 
   “Yeah, I’m off today. I’m thinking of going to the steakhouse in the afternoon; you want to join?”  
 
   Once Graham found himself in the kitchen, he grabbed a can of Miller from the refrigerator and eased onto the chair by the window. 
 
   “I’ll try to make time, but no promises. What was your dream about?” 
 
   “It was about me meeting you thirteen years ago back in Jersey.” Graham took a swig of beer. “You, Steve, the Santa Monica video, Tony’s blood—the whole nine yards.” 
 
   “Oh, I remember those days very well. You were so calm and collected when you drank Tony’s blood for the first time. I was very impressed.”
 
   “I’m good at reading people. I knew you weren’t bullshitting me, so why would I be nervous?” Graham pulled a cigarette out of the Marlboro pack and lit it up. “I had the same dream last week, too.” 
 
   “It must be stress. You need to relax a little, buddy. Want to take a vacation from work?” 
 
   “Nah. I love my work. What can I say, I love being a cop.”
 
   “Too bad you can’t be one forever.”
 
   Yes, she was right. If he applied to another police department under another name twenty years from now, it would take Human Resources less than an hour to find out that he had changed his name and was over sixty. He had to get his fingerprints erased from all the police personnel databases before taking another bite of the apple, and that could turn out a very difficult thing to do.  
 
   Well, there was still hope; nobody knew what kind of resources they would have two decades down the road.
 
   “I think it's time we took care of Frank. We can’t keep beating around the bush forever.” 
 
   “We sure can’t. By the way, if we do move, are you going to divorce Penelope?” 
 
   “I guess I am. Her tits sag anyway.” Graham closed his eyes and took a puff of the cigarette. “When are we going to stop babying Frank? It’s time to take the gloves off. I want to hear the date, Josephine.”  
 
   “Graham, we shouldn’t rush ourselves. You know what they say: ‘Make haste slowly.’ Frank understands he committed a felony, and he wouldn’t confess to it even to his own mother if she were alive. If we just barge in and—” 
 
   “Josie, let's give it a shot. We haven't even tried yet, and you’ve already got your doubts. We don’t know how vulnerable Kelly is. We don’t know how long she can survive wherever he buried her. We need to act fast.” Graham glanced at the hallway, checking if Penelope was there, eavesdropping on him. 
 
   “Graham, we talked about it, didn’t we? We still have enough time. His memories won’t come back any faster if we bang him on the head. I’ll tell you what: if we don't come up with a better idea up by the end of the week, we'll do as you suggested. This Saturday, Graham. Saturday is the deadline, okay?” 
 
   “And what about that Cleveland guy?” Graham suddenly remembered their old pal Jerry. “I think we’d better kill him.” 
 
   “All in good time, Graham. Cleveland is harmless to us. It’s not that urgent.” 
 
   “I can kill him myself. You won’t have to spend any time on it.” 
 
   “Let me think about it. I hope this whole debacle will be over in a couple of weeks. And then you can kill anyone you want, okay?”
 
   “He’s a loose end, that’s all I’m saying.”
 
   “Yes, he is. We’ll get rid of him right after we take care of Frank. Sounds good?”
 
   Graham nodded. Yeah, he could live with that.
 
   “It’s not easy for me to keep patience, too,” said Josephine. “You think I enjoy seeing Frank alive? Every time I see this clown, I want to rip his heart out.” 
 
   “I’m going to tear his dick off and feed it to him.” Graham picked up a cigarette butt from the ashtray and crushed it between his right thumb and index finger.
 
   “I have an idea. Move to my place for a while. It will make you feel better, I promise.”
 
   “I bet my wife would love that.” Graham chuckled. 
 
   “She sure would.” 
 
   “I think she’s fucking someone at work.”
 
   “Well, women love sex just as much as men.”
 
   “I hope she doesn’t give me gonorrhea.” He laughed quietly. “So we’re not going to pick Frank’s brain tonight?”
 
   “Not tonight. People make mistakes when they are in a hurry, and we can’t afford any mistakes right now. This misfortune will be over soon, trust me.” 
 
   “What if he tossed Kelly in Erie? How are we going to find her there?” 
 
   “Erie is just a lake, Graham, not an ocean. If Frank shows us the approximate location, it won’t take long to find her.” 
 
   “What if he doesn’t remember where exactly he dumped her? It can take us years to find a body in the lake, and we barely have a couple of months.” 
 
   “Come on, Graham, why do you always have to expect the worst?” 
 
   “Because I want to be prepared. Have you heard the expression ‘When it rains, it pours’? I’m afraid that’s what we’re dealing with here.”   
 
   “I still doubt Frank dumped Kelly in the lake. As I said, dead bodies float up to the surface sooner or later, and I’m sure he would have wanted to avoid that.” 
 
   “He could have tied a concrete block to her body, just like us.”   
 
   “Yes, he could.” Josephine paused. “We’ll figure something out. Let’s make Frank talk first.” 
 
   “Okay, got it.”
 
   “Have you dreamt about Nico lately? Remember the night he got killed?” 
 
   “How can I forget?” Graham rubbed his sweaty forehead. 
 
   Kelly. What a dumb bitch. She should have gotten rid of her husband back in November, when she had had her daughter whacked. 
 
   Well, it must be just his nerves talking. Kelly wasn’t really dumb. In fact, she had been a very useful addition to the team. Her pretty face and tight butt had worked like magic on those poor bozos from the trains. What cracked Graham up was the fact that these guys must have seriously believed there was such a thing as a hot woman giving free blowjobs to random strangers.   
 
   And she also had an industrial strength pussy, which was always open for the guys from the gang.
 
   “Two nights ago, I had a dream about that old fart killing Nico,” said Josephine. “And Albert had a dream about his first meeting with me.” 
 
   “Did Al stay the night at your place?” 
 
   “No. He called twenty minutes ago. He sounded a little nervous.” 
 
   “Are you nervous? I know I am.” Graham took another puff of the cigarette. “What if we don't find Kelly? What then? What if this jerk got lucky and actually killed her? What if Kelly’s transformation was incomplete when he fucked her up. You said yourself that Kelly must have gotten the bite the same night she disappeared. What if her wounds were so bad she couldn’t recover from them? Even full-blown vampires can be killed. Tony got killed, remember?” 
 
   “I’m aware of all this, Graham. Let’s not panic until we find out what happened to Kelly. We have to be cautious and patient. We must make Frank understand that we’re not going to report him to the police, that he can trust us.” 
 
   “Are we going to take him out after he gives us Kelly? This moron must pay for what he put us through.”
 
   “Sure. I will personally skin this son of a bitch. But let’s worry about it later. Right now, we have to convince him that he can be absolutely honest with us.” 
 
   “It’s not going to be easy. I wouldn’t trust us if I were him. Sometimes you, Josie, look intimidating as hell without even realizing it.” Graham took a few sips of icy beer to cool down his brain. 
 
   ‘Cautious and patient.’ She’d been telling them to be cautious and patient this whole time as if they were a bunch of immature kids looking for instant gratification. Sure, she was the oldest of them, but still, she wasn’t the only one possessing common sense.
 
   “You’re flattering me, Graham.”
 
   They both laughed.  Then Graham asked, “So how us Al doing? Is he nervous?” 
 
   “I don’t know. He might.”
 
   “That’s nothing to be ashamed of. We are in a tricky situation, after all.”
 
   “By the way, do you have dreams about your life before you joined us?”  
 
   “No. At least none that I remember. Dreams are really easy to forget, you know.  How about you? Do you have any dreams?” 
 
   “I had a dream about the night Nico got killed. It felt so real, too.”
 
   “Was I in it?”  
 
   “You bet. Everyone was in it, including Travis and Jake.”
 
   “I remember that night very well. The shapeshifting trick was pretty cool. Too bad Nico sucked at flying.”
 
   “He sure did. He was too damn adventurous, if you ask me. I wonder how he managed to survive for five hundred years.” 
 
   “These dreams must make you nervous, Josie.” Graham grinned; it was a funny poke at Josephine, who liked to brag about her nerves of steel. 
 
   “They don’t bother me. It was actually nice to see Tony alive again.”   
 
   “So, we're going to rough him up this Saturday?” Graham decided to change the subject. “Are we taking him to the boonies or do you want to do it in your basement?” He drank the last ounce of beer, effortlessly crushed the can in his hand, and emitted a belch.
 
   “We’ll use my basement. And let’s try to spill as little blood as possible. You know how I hate cleaning up.” 
 
   “Whatever you say, Josie. I have an idea: what if we drag Marilyn in, too, and put some hurt on her right in front of this asshole? You think it will make him more cooperative?”
 
   “Well, it depends on how much Frank cares about her.”
 
   “You think he cares enough to start talking?”
 
   “I have no idea. You should know it; you’ve cheated on your all wives. Did you love any of those whores?” 
 
   “You make it sound so nasty, Josie. They’re not whores. They’re just bored. Women love dick, they’re just ashamed to admit it. And my wives have cheated on me, too. Every single one of them, including Amanda. You think I cared? I don’t give a shit who Amanda is screwing in her spare time. I understand her. If I fucked her more often, she wouldn’t be cheating on me.” He leaned back, assuming a more comfortable position, and crossed his legs.  
 
   “Well, even if Frank has feelings for that woman, I doubt it will work. I think he loves his life more than pussy. But we could try it, of course.” 
 
   “Yeah, you’re probably right.” Graham scratched his forehead. “What time did Frank call you the morning after Kelly went missing?” 
 
   “Around half past eight. He called right after Ron and I woke up.”
 
   “That’s when you saw that last text message from Kelly?”
 
   “Yes. And that’s when we realized that Tony didn’t come home the night before. Why are you asking?”
 
   “I’m trying to see how much time Frank had to hide Kelly’s body. Looks like he had no more than three and a half hours to do it.”
 
   Graham winced slightly when he realized he had just uttered the word ‘body.’ Given the context he had used it in, this word had a sinister connotation which might have been a sign of his diminishing confidence that Kelly was still alive. He had actually been making a deliberate effort to avoid saying it in Josephine’s presence so as not to appear a defeatist in her eyes. 
 
   “I think you’re right. He must have gotten rid of her body before calling me. It would have been too risky to delay that.” 
 
   “So, it’s one hour to get to the place where he buried her, one hour to dig the hole, and one hour to get back home.”
 
   “Sounds about right.”
 
   “He could have gone as far as fifty miles away from his house in one hour.” 
 
   “Yeah, he probably drove the limit to keep from getting pulled over by the highway patrol.” 
 
   “Exactly my thought. Those highway patrol morons can pull you over for no reason at all.”  
 
   “Nice detective work, Columbo.” Josephine laughed softly. “What time are you coming over today?”
 
   “I’m thinking around six.”
 
   “Ron was wondering why you don’t just move to our place until we find Kelly. Would you like to take a break from your wife?”
 
   “That’s an interesting idea. I might take you up on this offer.”
 
   “Maybe it’s time to dump your wife. She’s totally useless, isn’t she?” 
 
   “She doesn’t really bother me yet. She’s doing her thing, I’m doing mine, everybody’s happy. I could give it a thought in a year or two, though.”    
 
   “Well, I’ll see you after six, Graham. And don’t stress too much. Things always work out in the end.”
 
   “What if Frank still doesn’t remember where he took Kelly?” 
 
   “Then I’ll give you a nice heavy phonebook and leave you and Frank alone. How does that sound?”
 
   “I haven’t used a phonebook in years. But I’m sure it will come back to me in no time.” 
 
   “I believe in you, Graham. I have a good feeling about this Saturday.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16.
 
   RUNAWAY
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
   ‘It's a bat. It’s just a damn bat. Leave it there, George. Let's go.’  
 
   ‘I’m coming.’
 
   Josephine lit up a cigarette and looked out of the bedroom window down at the neatly trimmed shrubs surrounding the house.  
 
   “Remember that jogging girl Al caught back in April?” said Ron. “She had a nice ass. I’m still thinking about it.”
 
   “Yeah, she was a cute girl.”     
 
   “I’m beginning to miss those days, to tell you the truth.” Ron walked up to Josephine and stood beside her. 
 
   “It’s been only three weeks, Ron. It only seems like a long time because you’re in stress.”
 
   “Maybe you’re right. You want to get something to drink? I’m thirsty.”
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   They went downstairs to the living room, where Ron opened a three-hundred-dollar bottle of Pride Mountain Cabernet Sauvignon.  
 
   “We should have kept a closer eye on Tony. I guess Kelly was not experienced enough for this,” said Josephine, observing Ron fill her glass with wine. “And we shouldn't have let him go clubbing whenever he pleased. I shouldn’t have trusted his judgment. Five hundred years old, and he still managed to fuck up.”   
 
   “Shit happens, Josephine. No one could have foreseen it. What else could we have done? Keep Tony inside 24/7? He would never have agreed to that.”
 
   “He would have been alive now if he’d just stayed at home.”
 
   “You’re right, we should have been stricter with him. But it’s still his own fault. I wouldn’t be surprised if he did something stupid on purpose. I heard him say he was getting too tired.”
 
   “Tired of what?”
 
   “Life? He was five hundred years old after all.” 
 
   “Did you hear him explicitly talk about killing himself?
 
   “No. He never mentioned suicide. He might have thought about it, though.”  
 
   “No, I doubt it.” Josephine shook her head. “Everyone wants to live forever. Especially those who deny it. And I do agree that it was his own fucking fault.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You know, years ago, I read an old legend about this young king from ancient Rome or Greece, I forgot which it was.” Josephine took a sip of Cabernet from the glass. “So, as you might expect, this guy leads a life of leisure, with not a care in the world. And one day an oracle predicts to him that he’s going to die within weeks, maybe even days. So this king starts pleading to the gods to spare his life, and the gods tell him that they will let him live if he finds someone who’ll voluntarily donate their life to him, the key word here being ‘voluntarily.’ Several days later it turns out that none of the guy’s servants, relatives, and friends are willing to sacrifice themselves for him. Eventually, this king stumbles upon a really old blind man living in some cave by the seashore. He asks the old man if he’d like to donate his life to him, considering the man’s miserable existence. And the old man replies, ‘Even though I’m old as sin, blind as a bat, and have to beg for food, every morning, when I wake up and the warm rays of the sun touch my face, I feel like the happiest man in the world.’” Josephine paused. “The old fucker thought he was too young to die. He was falling apart but still wanted to live. There’s survival instinct for you.” She chuckled.
 
   “So what happened to the king?” 
 
   “He croaked. Nobody wanted to leave this earth before their time. You see, people may say they would give up their lives for this, that, or the other, but when it comes down to the brass tacks, very few of them come through. And those that do are probably insane.” Josephine took another sip of wine. 
 
   “I was wondering, Josie. Do you still believe that Frank didn’t know what Kelly was?
 
   “I don’t think she was so dumb as to tell him that.”
 
   “Could he have guessed somehow?” Ron began to refill his glass.
 
   Josephine shook her head. “I don’t see how he could. Kelly was very low-key. It took her a year to make up her mind to get rid of Kathy, remember?”
 
   Ron nodded. “You still don’t think that Frank had nothing to do with Tony’s death?” 
 
   “I’d be quite surprised of he did. He’d have to know that Tony was a vampire to have a shot at killing him. Besides, this is not a one man job. Tony was one tough cookie, trust me.”
 
   “But we can’t be sure about it, can we?” 
 
   Staring at her glass, Josephine put a cigarette in her mouth and lit it up. “Well, we can’t be sure about anything at all, to be honest with you.”
 
   Yes, all they could do was guess since they knew very little about the night Kelly and Tony had disappeared. Based on the GPS tracking data, they concluded that Kelly and Tony had entered the Marquee nightclub in downtown Buffalo around 10:05 pm and stayed there until around 12:20 am. Tony’s tracking device stopped transmitting at 12:34 am, when he was on Delaware Avenue four miles north of the club; the GPS had never come to life after that point. At 3:51 am, Kelly sent her last text message that read ‘I think I lost Tony. Can’t talk right now,’ which meant that Tony had somehow gotten separated from Kelly en route home. 
 
   Did Kelly lose Tony back at the club or hours later? There was no way to tell. According to the cell-phone company, Kelly was on or near Delaware Avenue four and a half miles north of the nightclub when she sent her last text, so they were guessing that she had been separated from the vampire around the time Tony’s GPS had died and spent the next three hours looking for the vampire or hiding (maybe that was why she couldn’t talk). 
 
   Why did the GPS stop working? The device was attached to the vampire’s waist with a Kevlar strap that required a key to be removed, so obviously it didn’t just fall off and dropped into some hole. And it couldn’t have been the battery because it had at least five days before its charge ran out. They suspected that someone—probably a bunch of thugs high on drugs—had attacked Tony and gone a little too far in their rage. How did these wackos manage to kill him? After all, slaying a vampire was a hard task, especially at night. Josephine’s bet was on decapitation. There was one thing they were sure about, though: no way in hell Tony had decided to dump them like a used rag. They satisfied his every need—from human blood to sex to diamond encrusted cufflinks—and he would have never backed out of such a cushy deal.
 
   So was it possible that Frank had something to do with Tony’s death? 
 
   Well, there’s a Russian saying: ‘Even an unloaded rifle can fire once a year,’ so yes, such a theory had a right to exist. She would ask Frank himself about it once they get Kelly back. Hell, it was also possible that Frank had nothing to do with Kelly’s disappearance. For all Josephine knew, Kelly might have been snatched by the same fuckers that had attacked Tony.
 
   And speaking about being unsure—it had never been confirmed that that Tony had actually bitten Kelly that night. They assumed that Tony had done it based on two things: first, Kelly had been seriously considering becoming a vampire prior to her disappearance, and second, a few minutes before heading to the nightclub she sent Ron a message that read: ‘I wanna get the bite tonight.’ 
 
   “Maybe we should try to find Travis?” asked Ron. “We might get lucky.”
 
   Josephine shook her head and said, “It’s a dead end. He either committed suicide or put himself into a torpor. He could be hibernating at the bottom of some old mine shaft, for all we know. They’ve got a whole bunch of those in Minnesota.” 
 
   “You think he took a long sunbath?” Ron cracked a thin smile.
 
   “Something like that.” 
 
   Ron pulled a tissue out of the box and blotted the sweat from his forehead and temples.
 
   “That night, why do you think Kelly didn’t use her gun to protect Tony?” He crumpled the tissue and dropped it on the table.
 
   Josephine shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe she forgot it in the car. Or at home. Or maybe she simply panicked—who knows?” 
 
   “I wonder if I would have panicked if I’d been in her shoes.”
 
   “I don’t think you would.” Josephine took a deep puff. “I’ve been thinking about how to prevent this situation from happening again,” said Josephine. “What we need is a backup vampire stashed away in a safe location. We wouldn’t be in this debacle if we had such a backup, would we?”
 
   “Like a spare tire, right?”  
 
   “Yes, like a spare tire.” Josephine nodded. “When we find Kelly, that’s going to be the first thing we’ll have her do—make us a spare vampire.”
 
   “We could buy a ranch and bury that guy under the barn.” Ron leaned back and crossed his arms. 
 
   “Yeah, that’s a great place to keep the spare.” Josephine smiled. “And the cool thing is, there is no expiration date.”
 
   “No expiration date.” Ron took a sip from his glass. “I was wondering: what happens to those who run out of the juice? Do they die?”
 
   “That’s what I heard.”
 
   “How long does it take?”
 
   “I think each case is different. Probably, no longer than five months at best.”
 
   “Is my cancer going to come back?” Ron frowned; a glimmer of fear flashed in his eyes.
 
   “Yes, it is. I guess you and I will be the first ones to go if we don’t find Kelly.” She put her hand on Ron’s. “Enough of this doom and gloom. We’re not dead yet, are we?” Josephine examined Ron’s face, trying to figure out if there were any uncomfortable questions he couldn’t bring himself to ask her. 
 
   The gang must think she had been too soft on Frank. From a certain standpoint, there was a bright side to it. They were underestimating her, which meant she had an advantage, and Josephine loved having an upper hand even if it gave her no ostensible benefit at the moment. If they could look into her soul, they would have realized that whatever soft side she’d had sixty years ago had long shrunk to the size of a dandruff flake. Perhaps the gang would have had more faith in her if she had told them the real story behind Tony’s lost leg. 
 
   You see, the barbarians that chopped off Tony’s left leg back in 1965 did not work for a cuckolded husband, who mistook Tony for a guy fucking his wife, as the official account said. It was Josephine who hired those poor schlubs. Why did she do it? She wanted to demonstrate to Tony that nowadays even a five-hundred-year-old vampire needed a solid team of helpers at all times. A peg-legged vampire was an easier target than the one with intact limbs, which meant that Tony’s dependence on his ghouls was going to skyrocket after that little misadventure. 
 
   And it wasn’t like she went overboard with it, you know. She had specifically ordered the guys to cut below the knee, thus leaving Tony with a bigger part of the leg.
 
   Josephine got a bargain on the deal, too; when the thugs showed up to receive the other half of their fee, she simply shot them all dead with a handgun. No, she didn’t kill them out of stinginess. She just didn’t want to leave any loose ends.
 
   “Are you nervous?” Josephine asked. 
 
   “Honestly, yes.”   
 
   “Well, it’s all about trade-offs.” Josephine paused to formulate her next thought. “Right now, you might probably wish you were a vampire. But you see, with all their legendary strength, all their immortality, all their bad ass reputation, vampires have a couple of weak spots that are a deal-breaker for me personally. I have no desire to live my life hiding from the sun. I refuse to face a constant risk of dying a horrible death just because some jackass managed to drag me outside in the middle of the day.”
 
   Ron nodded. “Yeah, it does seem kinda brutal that they can die by simply going outside at the wrong time.” 
 
   “Being a ghoul gives you the best of the both worlds. You live forever, you don’t age, and you can lead a regular lifestyle. You just need to make sure that your vampire won’t hang you out to dry one day.”
 
   “True. You hit the nail on the head once again, Josephine.”
 
    
 
   2.
 
   “The way I see it, we’re doing this world a favor,” said Ron. “Overpopulation is a big problem nowadays. We’re just helping the humanity solve it, that’s all. Think about all those greenhouse gasses those people would have farted into the atmosphere if they’d stayed alive.” He burst out laughing. 
 
   “You’re cracking me up, Ron.” Josephine began to laugh after him.
 
   The landline telephone rang, and Josephine got out of the table to answer it. 
 
   “Josephine?” she heard Albert’s voice. “It’s me Al. You’d better sit down.”
 
   Albert sounded agitated.
 
   “What is it?” She turned to Ron and told him who was calling. Then she pressed the speaker button so Ron could hear the conversation.
 
   “Frank ran away!” Albert shouted. “This asshole is gone!” 
 
   “Why do you think he ran away?” Josephine exchanged glances with Ron. 
 
   Frowning, Ron whispered, “Motherfucker.”  
 
   “I was in his house ten minutes ago. I checked every room. He’s not home.” 
 
   “What were you doing there at five o’clock in the morning?” asked Ron. 
 
   “I was driving by his house and saw that his bedroom windows were shut. Those windows had always been open at night the last three weeks, so I figured something was not right. I opened the front door with the key you’d given me and went inside. The house was empty. This son of a bitch skipped town, Josephine.” Albert could hardly catch his breath.  
 
   “Maybe he’s at his friend's place? Maybe he’s been partying all night?” said Josephine. “Are you in his house right now, Al? His security alarm must have gone off.”
 
   “I’m in my car. I parked two blocks away from his house,” replied Albert. “I don’t think he’s been partying. He turned the lights off at half past eleven, and I didn’t see him leave the house. And his car is in the garage.”
 
   “What time did you go back home last night?” asked Josephine.
 
   “Fifteen-twenty minutes after the lights went off.”
 
   “Did you see Marilyn’s car by his house?”
 
   “No.”  
 
   “Frank knows that someone was in his house,” commented Ron. “As far as I know, his security company calls the client before sending the police. I wonder what he told them.” He lit a cigarette. “What’s the police response time for an alarm like this? It has to be at least fifteen minutes.” 
 
   “Have you seen any police cars in the neighborhood?” asked Josephine. 
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “Did anybody see you enter his house?” asked Ron.
 
   “I don’t think so. Everyone in his neighborhood is asleep at five in the morning. And it was dark, too.”  
 
   “I wonder if Frank had a police car sent to check on his house,” said Ron. “I’ll ask Graham to find out.”   
 
   “Al, go check if he’s back home and call me,” said Josephine. “Be careful. Watch out for cops.” 
 
   “Okay. If he’s home, I’m going to tie him up and talk to him man-to-man,” said Albert. “It's time to beat the shit out of this fucker. Graham thinks so, too.”  
 
   “Don’t do anything major without talking to me first. He’ll get what he deserves, I promise,” said Josephine.   
 
   “I’ve got a hunch this jerk is not coming back,” said Albert. “I knew he would run away.” 
 
   “Why would he run away?” asked Josephine. “Who is he afraid of? Police? They’ve never accused him of killing Kelly, have they?”   
 
   “He’s afraid of us,” said Albert. “He knows we know what he did to Kelly, and he’s afraid of payback.”   
 
   “You think he’s scared enough to be on the run for the rest of his life?” Josephine cast an inquiring look at Ron, prompting him to share his opinion. Ron, who was holding his cell to his ear, remained silent.  
 
   “He was right to be scared of us, wasn’t he?” remarked Albert.
 
   “His cell-phone is off.” Ron took his phone away from his ear and pressed the hang button. “This is not a good sign.”
 
   “Al, if Frank is not back home, go to Marilyn’s place and check if he’s there,” said Josephine. “Check if anyone is there; he might have taken that bitch with him. But don’t break in her house, okay? We can’t afford to waste time getting you out of jail.”
 
   “I wonder how we’re going to find him,” said Albert. “He could be almost anywhere in North America by now.”
 
   “We’ll figure it out.”   
 
   “Marilyn’s cell is off, too,” Ron reported.   
 
   “You see! They both skipped town!” exclaimed Albert.  
 
   “If Frank ran away, we'll find him,” Josephine said in a firm voice. “I’ve been doing this for sixty years. I’ve dealt with worse before.”  
 
   “We shouldn’t have been so easy on him,” said Albert. “What the hell were we waiting for?” He paused. “Okay, I’m looking at his house. There’s a police car in front of the driveway. I can see a cop at the front door. The lights in the house are still off.” 
 
   “Looks like Frank’s not home yet.” Ron filled a shot glass with cognac and gave it to Josephine. 
 
   “Well, he made his move, now it’s our turn.” Josephine took a sip from the glass and smiled. “Frank must realize that innocent people don’t run. He just confessed his guilt, and he knows it.”
 
    
 
   3.
 
   Caution. To hell with caution.  
 
   Albert started the car and pulled away from the curb. 
 
   If Josephine hadn't been harping about caution this whole time, they wouldn't have lost this asshole. If not for this damn caution, they could have snatched Frank eight days ago, right after he had been released from the hospital. Hell, they should have started interrogating him once he had awakened from the coma.        
 
   Caution. Patience. The two most favorite words of a coward. In his, Albert’s, opinion anyway. 
 
   Are they winners who are in control or just a bunch of wusses?    
 
   How the hell is Josephine going to find this moron?   
 
    
 
   4.
 
   “Al thinks Frank has skipped town,” said Josephine. “He could be right.”  
 
   “Skipped town,” Graham repeated after her, gazing at the smoldering end of his cigarette with a gloomy expression on his face. “There are a thousand places this moron could be hiding. We should have whacked this asshole a long time ago, you know. I could have taken care of him the same night I cut Kelly’s mom up.”  
 
   “Hindsight is twenty-twenty. Who could have predicted that he would kill Kelly?” 
 
   “Well, it’s spilt milk anyway. So what’s the plan?” 
 
   “Come over here, Graham. If it turns out that Frank has really run away, we'll have to brainstorm the situation. I have a couple of ideas that we need to discuss.”  
 
   “Okay, I'm on my way.” Graham hung up, looked at the clock. 5:24 am. He’d better hurry up because it was only six minutes till 5:30 am and Graham liked having round numbers in his schedule. Right now he intended to leave the house at half past five—the bottom of the hour as they called it on TV. He had started this habit out of boredom a few months ago and found no reason to abandon it yet.    
 
   He quickly put on shorts and a T-shirt and jumped into his Ford Explorer. He left the garage at 5:30 am sharp, just like he had planned. 
 
   So, this asshole had gone on the run. Honestly, that was the biggest mistake of his life.  
 
   And it was all because of Josephine's desire to be cautious. 
 
   Caution. Josephine should have thought of it when she’d let Tony go clubbing every damn week. Twice every damn week! She should have thought of caution when she’d trusted Kelly to watch over Tony during his late night escapades. Even with a gun, that dumb bimbo was useless as a bodyguard—harsh but true, okay?
 
   They had made no headway in the last weeks because of Josephine’s reluctance to fry Frank’s ass. 
 
   Graham heaved a sigh. Damn, he was nervous! He hadn't been so nervous since he had first drunk Tony’s blood thirteen years ago. In his current situation, however, the stakes were much higher: back then he had only risked losing thirty-forty years of his life, and now he was about to be robbed of eternity.  
 
   Yeah, eternity. And he had just started enjoying it.
 
   Come to think of it, their vindictiveness had bitten them in the ass. If they hadn’t avenged Tony’s brother on George Frey’s family, Kelly and Frank would have never entered the picture and none of this crap would have happened. That was the bottom line: had they limited their revenge to killing good old George only, everything would have been hunky-dory now.    
 
   Actually, everything would have been hunky-dory if Tony’s dumbass brother had picked another night to turn into a bat. Or refrained from shapeshifting altogether. 
 
   Graham spat on the dashboard.   
 
   Did Nico have to turn into a bat? Was he four years old or something?
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   “Why did he run away?” Ron asked. “Did he get scared?”  
 
   Albert lit up a cigarette and took a deep puff, gazing at the notepad Josephine was using to write down their ideas on catching Frank.  
 
   “What if he figured out what Kelly really was? What all of us are?” Graham unbuttoned his shirt to cool his body off. “Do you think he could have done it?”  
 
   Josephine shook her head.  
 
   “No, I doubt it,” she said. “How would he have figured it out? Kelly was very careful. I don’t think she told him she drank vampire blood. She would have never told him a thing without my permission.”   
 
   “Then why did he skip town?” asked Graham.   
 
   “Let's concentrate on finding him first, if he really skipped town,” said Josephine. “Marilyn Hancock. I suppose she could be useful to us.”  
 
   “How?” Albert asked.  
 
   “I’ll tell you how. If Frank is afraid of us, he must believe we are capable of hurting people. He’s also aware that we know about Marilyn. If he ran away alone and if he loves that woman, he’s going to keep in touch with her to make sure she’s okay. And he’ll tell her to hide if he hasn’t already done so.” Josephine turned to Graham. “Graham, go to Marilyn’s place, and if that bitch is there, take her to our country house. If she’s not home, wait there until she shows up. Drive as fast as you can. I hope this bitch is still in town.”
 
   “Okay.” Graham jumped to his feet and headed for the front door.
 
   “Keep things quiet and call me if she’s not home,” Josephine shouted to Graham.
 
   “What are we going to do with Marilyn?” asked Albert.
 
   “I have a couple of ideas. First, we’ll try to get Frank to tell her where he’s hiding. He might want to meet Marilyn if he misses her badly enough. We’ll see.”
 
   “Love is bullshit,” Albert remarked. “He’s not going to risk his own life for Marilyn.”  
 
   “It depends on how brave Frank will feel. He might decide to be a hero, you never know. He might think we don’t want to kill him after all.” 
 
   “What’s your other idea?” asked Ron.  
 
   “If Marilyn doesn’t work as bait, we can use her to communicate with Frank in case he stops checking his voicemail and email.” 
 
   “What are we going to tell him?” asked Albert. 
 
   “Marilyn is not the only person Frank might care about. He has a brother, who lives in California. They are pretty close, as far as I know.” 
 
   “What do you want to do? Kidnap his brother?”  
 
   “The brother or one of the nephews.”
 
   “Are you sure it will work? Frank is such a coward.”  
 
   “We won’t know if it works until we try, Al.” Josephine turned to Ron. “Ron, please go check the flight schedule to San Francisco for today.” 
 
   Twenty minutes later Graham reported that Marilyn was not home and that her car was in the driveway. 
 
    
 
   6. 
 
   Albert leaned forward to pick up the ringing cell-phone, which he had set on the table earlier. It was Josephine, who had gone to look for Frank at his office.  
 
   “Frank took a vacation,” she said. “He told his boss he’d be back in two weeks, but I doubt that. They’ll probably let him stay on vacation as long as he wants because of that car crash.”   
 
   “I told you he had run away!” exclaimed Albert. “I'm going to break every bone in this asshole’s body.” Albert walked up to the window and angrily kicked the wall. “Dammit, I had a feeling he would run away. I knew it!” 
 
   “I guess it’s time for you to go to Philadelphia.”
 
   “Okay, I'm taking off.” Albert quickly scanned through his recent emails to make sure he had Josephine’s message with Marilyn’s parents’ address and ran out of the house to his Camaro. According to the flight search he had done online in the morning, there was a flight to Philadelphia two and half hours from now, and he intended to catch it. 
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   Ron looked at his watch, which he had set three hours back to keep up with the Pacific time zone. It was 4:09 pm. He felt fatigued and irritated, and his body was aching; without a decent supply of the vampire blood, he needed more time than usual to perk up after the seven hour flight. 
 
   Where were these damn kids? 
 
   The classes had ended more than an hour ago, but Ron still saw no sign of Frank’s nephews, who were the reason he had come to California: he was supposed to kidnap one of the boys so they could have a bargaining chip in their talks with Frank. 
 
   Ron stroked the leather handbag with ten thousand dollars, which rested in his lap.  
 
   “Remember, we are vulnerable right now, and as long as there’s no new source of juice, we must act with utmost caution,” Josephine had told him back in Buffalo as they planned the kidnapping. “I don’t want any of us to make a stupid mistake and end up in jail.” 
 
   She asked him to try to disguise the unlucky nephew’s disappearance as something more innocuous than kidnapping. You see, child abduction often caused an excessive commotion in the community and the law enforcement circles, which was the last thing they needed at the moment. Inept as the cops were, they could be quite effective when highly motivated.   
 
   “What you can do is offer the kid a bunch of cash—say ten grand—to pretend that he ran away from home,” Josephine said. “Chances are these boys hate their parents and would be happy to spend a couple of weeks away from them.” 
 
   “My mother drove me nuts when I was fourteen,” remarked Ron. 
 
   “Play it by ear. Use your imagination,” continued Josephine. “Maybe you can come up with something better. Children are very materialistic these days. For ten grand, a fourteen-year-old kid will literally kiss your ass. It's a lot of money for a boy from a middle class family. He’ll do whatever you tell him to do.”   
 
   Ron liked Josephine’s idea and used it as a starting point for his action plan. 
 
   Okay, this fellow looked like one of the nephews.
 
   Ron fixed his eyes on the boy in brown Hollister shorts and a white T-shirt, who was strolling down the sidewalk towards Andrew Fowler's house. After checking with the photo, Ron grabbed a pack of twenties from the bag and got out of the car.  
 
   “Tommy?” Ron flashed a friendly smile. The boy stopped and turned his face to Ron, who made sure that the wad of cash in his hand was clearly visible.   
 
   “Are you Tommy?” asked Ron, leaning against the front right fender of his rented Lexus.  
 
   The boy shook his head. Ron noticed that his pack of twenties had caught the kid’s eye.  
 
   “Jimmy then?” Ron thanked God for having cleared the street of passersby and neighbors: the absence of busybodies and witnesses made his job a bit easier.     
 
   The boy nodded.  
 
   “My name is Chuck. I’m your dad’s cousin from New York.”  
 
   “Okay,” the boy replied in a disinterested voice. 
 
   “I’m here with my daughter.” Ron pointed at the passenger window, which was the cue for Cindy to stick her head out and wave to the boy. Cindy was a stunning eighteen-year-old stripper/hooker (who looked sixteen) he had brought with him from Buffalo. Ron had known her for half a year now and believed he could trust her with this assignment. 
 
   “You see, I’m on a business trip and my daughter is bored out of her mind because I have no time for her,” went on Ron. “I was going to ask Tommy to join us so Anna would have someone to hang out. Do you know where he is?”
 
   “No, I don’t.”
 
   Cindy opened the door and stepped out on the sidewalk. She looked gorgeous in her tiny skirt and extremely revealing blouse, and if she hadn’t given Ron a blowjob earlier today, he would have had a raging hard-on right now. Ron was relieved to see that the hooker had captured Jimmy’s attention: the boy was unashamedly ogling her as she approached him. Ron was glad that the boy turned out straight and that he didn’t have to search for a gay replacement for Cindy.
 
   “Hi, I’m Anna.” The hooker shook Jimmy’s hand.
 
   “Are you free? You have nothing planned for the weekend?” asked Ron. 
 
   “Yes, I am free.” The boy shifted his eyes from Cindy to Ron and then back to the girl. 
 
   “You want to come with us? We’re staying at the hotel in San Jose. I need someone to keep Anna off my back so I can finish my work. You think you can handle her?”
 
   “Yes, come with us,” said Cindy. “I’m bored to death. I don’t know anybody here and I’ve got nothing to do all day.”
 
   Ron walked up to the boy, pulled him aside gently, and whispered into his ear, “You see, Jimmy, if I let Anna out of the room, she’ll end up fucking some punk at a nightclub. I don’t trust her judgment, to be honest with you, which is why I have to take her with me on all my business trips.” Ron nodded at the cash he was holding. “You can make some money if you keep a good eye on her.” He paused. “Do we have a deal?”
 
   Jimmy appeared puzzled as he processed Ron’s words. If he had been a few years older he would have probably been able to realize that Ron’s proposal sounded too good to be true. However, even if he suspected that it was some kind of trap, the prospect of spending a couple of days with a young slutty girl in a hotel room would trump any and all objections of reason.
 
   “How long are you staying in California?”  
 
   “A couple of days. Maybe three. But we have to take off now because I’m running late. You can call your mom when we get to the hotel.” Ron smiled. “Let’s talk in the car. I’m getting hot out here.” He patted Jimmy on the shoulder, encouraging him to start moving towards the Lexus. 
 
   “How much am I gonna make?” The boy took a step towards the car. “You said I’m gonna make some money.”
 
   “A grand? How does a thousand dollars sound to you?” Ron decided to start low since offering a much larger amount for babysitting a teenage girl could raise a few red flags even in a fourteen-year-old’s mind.
 
   “A thousand dollars?” For a second, there was an expression of astonishment on Jimmy’s face, which quickly turned into nonchalance: the boy seemed to be a decent negotiator. 
 
   “Maybe more if you can keep Anna busy all day. We’ll discuss it later.” Ron climbed in behind the wheel of the car and watched the boy take a seat in the back next to Cindy. Ron cracked a happy grin. He separated roughly a couple dozen of twenty dollar bills from the pack and handed them to Jimmy. “This is an advance. Feel free to spend it any way you want.”  
 
   “So, all I have to do is stay in the room with your daughter?” Jimmy put the money in the pocket of his shorts.  
 
   “That’s right. I’m sure you’ll find something to do together.” Ron started the engine. “Do we have a deal, Jim?”   
 
   “Yeah, okay.” Jimmy fastened the seatbelt. “You’re giving the money to me, not to Dad, right?”
 
   From the corner of his eye, Ron saw Cindy run her hand playfully over Jimmy’s thigh. Ron could bet that  the boy had gotten a boner then and there.
 
   “To you, Jimmy.” Ron stepped on the gas pedal and began to pull away from the curb. “Every penny.”  
 
   “Awesome.”  
 
   Ron grinned. Yes, Josephine had been right when she’d said he had a prepossessing appearance.  
 
   “That gray hair on the sides instills trust,” she told him. “The boy will listen to you.”  
 
   It looked like the kid indeed trusted him. Or was just thinking with the wrong head.   
 
   “Do you drink beer?” Ron asked. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to tell Andrew on you. I started drinking beer when I was thirteen.”
 
   “Beer is okay. Do you have any in your room?”
 
   “I sure do.”
 
   Ron thought of offering Jimmy some pot, but decided to do it later tonight, when the boy was drunk and horned up. 
 
    
 
   8.
 
   “We've got Jimmy,” Josephine said. “You can go work on the mother.”   
 
   “Excellent.” Albert shoved the cell-phone in his pocket and left the room. As he started the Impala he had rented at the airport, he glanced at the watch. 8:35 pm. Marilyn’s parents’ house was located less than two miles from Albert’s motel, so he expected to arrive there by 8:45 pm. Hopefully, at least one member of the Hancock household was going to be home. Albert preferred it to be Angela, Marilyn’s mother, since people told him that he had a face that women trusted.
 
   While pulling out of the parking lot, he rehearsed in his mind what he was going to say to Marilyn’s mother. Back in Buffalo, Josephine had explained to him that the main purpose of his mission was to communicate to Frank that they had his nephew and to send Marilyn a message that her parents could end up dead if she kept playing games.    
 
   “It would be nice if her parents told you where she’s hiding, but I doubt they know it,” Josephine said.
 
   “What if Frank told Marilyn not to call anybody?” Albert asked.  
 
   “I have a hunch that she’ll get in touch with her mother sooner or later. From my experience, most women are irrational and sentimental. Thank God, I’m not most women.” 
 
   Josephine also believed that Frank had to be in touch with Marilyn: after he had made her drop everything and go on the run, it would have been utterly rude of him to keep her in the dark, which meant the two were communicating one way or the other.”    
 
   Albert was in a much better mood than the night before. Now that they had Jimmy, it could be just a matter of days before Frank came back: Albert refused to believe that Frank would let an innocent child die. After all, Jimmy was his blood relatives. They could have their juice supply restored as early as next week!      
 
   Albert parked three houses away from Angela’s place and got out of the car.   
 
   If Frank actually succeeded in keeping Marilyn away from phones and email, Al was going to cut every one of his relatives, young or old, didn’t matter. That's what he would do, guaranteed.  
 
   A short fair-haired woman opened the door. Judging by her age, she could be Marilyn’s mother. Albert strained his ears for other people’s voices inside the house. 
 
   “Good evening,” the woman said. “How can I help you?”   
 
   It must have been one of the nicer neighborhoods since the woman had opened the door without asking any questions and was obviously not afraid she’d get robbed.
 
   “I’m looking for Angela Hancock,” said Albert. “I guess it’s you.”
 
   “Yes, I’m Angela.” The woman nodded.
 
   “My name is Al. I would like to talk to you for a couple of minutes. Do you have a couple of minutes?” So far, the only sound coming out of the bowels of the house was the TV chatter. It appeared Angela’s husband was hitting the bars with his buddies tonight. 
 
   Or maybe he just didn’t want to get his ass off his La-Z-Boy.
 
   “What is it about? Are you selling something?”
 
   “No, I’m not selling anything. It’s about your daughter Marilyn. Do you have time?” 
 
   “Yes, sure. Please come in.” Angela stepped aside, letting Albert come inside the house. 
 
   “Thank you very much, Angela. You have a beautiful house, by the way.”
 
   They entered the living room, and Angela waved at the couch, inviting Albert to take a seat. Then she offered him something to drink, and he politely declined.
 
   “Are you from Buffalo?” Angela muted the TV and put the remote on the arm of the chair she was in.
 
   “Yes. I arrived here a couple of hours ago.” Albert smiled. “Now let me cut to the chase, if you don’t mind. I’m sure you have a lot of other things to do tonight.”
 
   “You said it’s about my daughter.”
 
   “It’s about Marilyn and her friend Frank. Do you know Frank Fowler?”
 
   “No, Marilyn has never told me about Frank Fowler.” Angela shook her head. “We don’t talk a lot about her friends.” 
 
   “When was the last time you spoke with her?”
 
   “We talked on the phone about two weeks ago. Are you one of her friends?”
 
   “I am a friend of Frank’s. And I’m really worried about your daughter and Frank.”
 
   “Are they in trouble?” Angela frowned.
 
   “They could be. I’ve been trying to get in touch with Marilyn and Frank for two days now. Nobody knows where they are. Did Marilyn tell you where she went?” 
 
   “No, she didn’t. Did you try her cell-phone?”
 
   “She turned off her cell-phone. She hasn’t been home for the last two days. And neither has Frank.”
 
   “You think she is with him? What does this guy do?”
 
   “I think they left Buffalo together. And I don’t want you to worry too soon, Angela. I’m here to ask you to pass a message to Marilyn in case she calls you. I need your help to prevent them from doing anything stupid.”
 
   “Is Frank some sort of troublemaker? How did Marilyn meet him? Does he use drugs?”
 
   “No, I doubt he does. He’s a decent guy, but sometimes he gets confused and makes wrong choices. However, chances are your daughter is not in any danger.”
 
   “You are not trying to spare my feelings, are you, Al? If she’s in trouble, I want to know that.” Angela took her phone from the coffee table, dialed a number, and stuck the phone to her ear.
 
   “As I said, it’s too early to worry. All I know is, Marilyn and Frank left Buffalo and their cell-phones are off.”
 
   “You’re right, it goes straight to her voice-mail.” Angela put her cell in her lap.
 
   “I’m sure your daughter will be fine, Angela. If I were you, I would tell her to come back to Buffalo. Do you think she’s going to call you sometime soon?”
 
   “I have no idea. She calls every other week or so. She might call in a couple of days,” answered Angela. She looked at the doorway, probably wondering when her husband was going to finally show up. Albert immediately recalled every word he’d told her so far, checking if he’d said something that might have scared her. He concluded that he’d given this woman no reason to panic. “I can leave her a message to call me,” added Angela.
 
   “Sounds great. Could you tell her that Albert dropped by and left this?” Albert pulled a neatly folded sheet of paper out of his shirt pocket and handed it to Angela. “I would much appreciate it if Marilyn passed this message, word for word, to Frank.”
 
   Angela spent a minute reading and rereading the note Albert had given to her and finally said, “I’m going to follow your advice and stay calm, even though it’s easier said than done. Can you at least tell me if Marilyn did something illegal?”
 
   “I assure you Marilyn hasn’t broken any laws yet. But the sooner she and Frank come back to Buffalo, the better.”
 
   “I understand. I will read her your message. Hopefully, she’ll check her voice-mail tonight.”
 
   “Is there another way for you to contact her? Do you know any of her close friends? Can you email her?”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do. I’m not going to bed until I talk to Marilyn.” 
 
   “You know what, Angela. I’d like to reward you for this little favor.” Albert decided it was the right time to offer his little deal sweetener. “Please accept this gift card as a thank you from me.” He placed a one hundred dollar Macy’s gift card in front of Angela. A hundred dollars was the optimum amount in this situation: it was neither offensively low nor suspiciously high. “Do you shop at Macy’s?” 
 
   Angela gave him an approving look and uttered the obligatory ‘You really don’t have to do this.’ It might have been Albert’s imagination, but the sight of the card appeared to have brightened the woman’s eyes.     
 
   “I’ve already taken too much of your time,” said Albert. “That’s the least I can do.”
 
   Angela still seemed reluctant to touch the card, but Albert was sure she would grab it as soon as he left the house: everyone—including the wealthy folks—loves freebies.
 
   “Just remember to mention my name.” Albert smiled. 
 
   “Sure. And I’ll read her your note word for word.”
 
   “Please tell Marilyn that she should contact Frank as soon as possible because this message is extremely important to him. Extremely important, Angela.”   
 
   “So just to confirm—Marilyn is not in any trouble, right?”
 
   “Not yet. And I’ll do my best to help her stay out of trouble.” Albert glanced at his watch. 9:02 pm. It was almost seventeen hours since he had discovered that Frank had fled. He was happy they had not been wasting the precious time.  
 
   “All right.” Angela picked up her cell-phone from the table. “Is there a number I can reach you at after I talk to my daughter?”
 
   “Sure.” Albert dictated his phone number to Angela. “Call me anytime.”  
 
    
 
   9.
 
   The good news came at a quarter to ten in the evening: Albert reported that Marilyn had just called her mother.  
 
   “Did Angela pass our message to her?” asked Josephine.   
 
   “Yes, she did, word for word.”  
 
   “Did Marilyn tell her mother where she is right now?” Josephine breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
   “She told Angela she’s visiting a friend in New York, but I think it’s bullshit.”
 
   “Well, it doesn’t really matter where that bitch is.” Josephine wiped the sweat from her forehead with her palm. She was getting tired of the excessive sweating, by the way. She wished it were the only side effect of the vampire blood deficiency, though; she would rather sweat like a cow than have these annoying joint aches that no painkiller could beat.
 
   “Should I go home?”  
 
   “Yes, come back to Buffalo. Now that Frank knows we have his nephew, you don’t have to be in Philadelphia.”  
 
   “Okay. I’m taking off to the airport right away.”  
 
   Josephine hung up, then drank the remainder of the beer, and silently crushed the can in her hand. “This son of a bitch is ours. I have no doubt this bleeding heart fucker won’t let poor Jimmy die.”  
 
   “We’ll see.” Graham pulled out his cell-phone and began to dial. “I’m calling Ron. I want to tell him that bitch has called.”  
 
   Ron picked up the phone after three rings. Graham pushed the speaker button and said, “Hi, Ron.”  
 
   “Hi, Ron,” said Josephine.   
 
   “Did Marilyn call?” Ron asked.  
 
   “Yes, she did,” replied Graham.  
 
   “This fucker is ours,” said Josephine. “I think he’ll be back in Buffalo by Monday.” 
 
   “How is Jimmy doing?” asked Graham. “Is he causing any trouble?”  
 
   “He’s behaving himself. A normal teenage boy would never run away from a hot hooker, and Jimmy is a normal teenage boy. I’ll be surprised if he ever wants to leave.” Ron laughed. “He and Cindy have been having a great time. I told you this was going to work like magic, Josie.”  
 
   “It was a genius idea, Ron. I hope she doesn’t give him crabs or Chlamydia.” Josephine giggled.    
 
   “I bet she was his first one,” said Graham.  
 
   “I’m sure she was. And he can’t get enough of her. I guess he’ll remember this weekend for the rest of his life.” 
 
   “Did Jimmy tell his parents where he went?” Josephine wiped her perspiring chest with a tissue. 
 
   “Yes, he texted his mother that he’s sleeping over at his friend’s place.”
 
   “Is she okay with that?”
 
   “I guess she isn’t happy that he didn’t tell her sooner, but Jimmy doesn’t give a shit what she thinks.”
 
   “Excellent. Did you take away his cell-phone?”  
 
   “Yes. And I removed the battery, too. I don’t think he’s going to miss his phone any time soon.”
 
   “Have you already moved to another hotel?”
 
   “Yep. I’m taking every precaution, Josephine.”
 
   “Very well. You just can’t be too careful with this cell-phone tracking shit.”
 
   Josephine was right: any place where Jimmy used his cell-phone was compromised since the police would have no trouble tracking down its location.  
 
   “I think we’re doing okay. We have at least three more days before his folks start seriously worrying about him.” 
 
   “I have a feeling Frank will be in our hands by that time,” said Josephine.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17.
 
   D-DAY
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
   They decided to go into hiding soon after Graham’s call. They had realized that Josephine and her crew were going to get violent any day now and had no desire to wait for that to happen. Frank was toying with the idea of telling Marilyn what they were dealing with, but couldn’t have brought himself to do it. First, he didn’t want to scare Marilyn, and second, he wasn’t sure she would believe him. Honestly, you probably had to be a firsthand witness in order to take this ridiculous vampire story seriously.  
 
   The next morning Frank bought two prepaid cell-phones, using his fake driver’s license, and gave one of them to Marilyn. Thirteen hours later they were on the bus to Pittsburgh. 
 
   Frank knew he was in big trouble. Well, the biggest trouble of his life, to be exact. Did he have a plan? The only risk free strategy he could think of was to lie low and patiently wait for the ghouls to starve to death. It was apparent that the ghouls had been unable to find another vampire whose blood they could drink; otherwise they wouldn’t be wasting their time looking for Kelly. How long could it take Josephine and the gang to wither away? Frank had no clue. They might have stored barrels of the vampire blood just for this type of contingency, which could last them for many months, maybe even years. However, it was also possible that the ghouls’ emergency blood stash was about to run out. 
 
   How long was he willing to wait? It depended on how long it would take him to come up with a feasible plan to kill the rest of the ghouls. Fortunately, there was nothing supernatural about killing a ghoul, so the plan didn’t need to be particularly elaborate. 
 
   By the way, it would be nice if he could remember what had happened to those two unregistered handguns Alex had procured back in April. Hopefully, they were sitting in some deposit box, waiting to be retrieved.
 
   It would also be nice if he could get hold of a machine gun and a few grenades. And a flamethrower. 
 
   Yeah, a flamethrower would come handy in this situation.  
 
   On the bus to Pittsburgh, Frank remembered the night Kelly and Tony had died.
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Soon after his night out at the Pyramid, Frank began to suspect that Tony was thinking of having him join his gang.  
 
   “Have you ever dreamt of living forever?” 
 
   When Kelly asked this question on the last Sunday of her life, Frank had no idea what its real purpose was. It took him a couple of days to figure out that Kelly had been following Tony’s instructions. 
 
   “That would be nice, I guess,” he replied. His answer must have been music to her and Tony’s ears. 
 
   “Yeah, just think of all the opportunities immortality could open.”
 
   “Right.” He nodded. He was simply humoring her at that moment. To him, it was just one those pointless discussions people had to kill time.
 
   By the way, would you have changed your answer if you had taken the time to think it through, buddy? Do you really think it would be nice to live forever?
 
   Well, honestly, Kelly did have a point there. Immortality indeed opens a lot of opportunities.
 
   The D-day came on the last Friday of April. By that time, they had everything they needed to kill Tony.
 
   Two very sharp four-foot-long stakes made of ash. 
 
   Well, it was common knowledge that wooden stakes killed vampires when driven through their hearts. 
 
   Two tranquilizer guns and two Glock 17 pistols for the ghouls.
 
   The safe. 
 
   The six-foot long safe, which was four feet wide and about two feet deep, was going to fit Tony rather comfortably. They didn’t have a specific action plan at the time they bought it. However, a few basic thoughts had popped up when they had started plotting Tony’s murder. For instance, there was no guarantee that a wooden stake would kill the vampire, which meant they had to come up with a way of holding Tony hostage without any one of them getting bitten or ripped apart. A safe seemed to be an excellent place to store the vampire. No matter how strong Tony was, eleven-gauge steel plates had to be too tough to break even for him; his fists and feet weren’t made of steel, after all. 
 
   The GPS jammer.
 
   Frank remembered buying a GPS jammer on Ebay. Actually, they had used Alex’s account to make the purchase since they didn’t want Josephine to find out later that Frank had acquired something so exotic as a GPS jammer just before Tony and Kelly had vanished. You see, there was virtually no legitimate purpose a benign certified public accountant could use this piece of electronics for.
 
   What did they need the jammer for?
 
   They suspected that Tony could have a GPS tracker somewhere on his body—yes, they were that paranoid—and the jammer was supposed to prevent this device from receiving satellite signals and thus keep Josephine uninformed about places the vampire had visited in the several hours prior to his disappearance. The fear of the all-knowing, all-seeing Josephine didn’t appear to be over the top to either of them; they realized that you can’t be too careful when hunting a vampire guarded by a gang of psychos.
 
   Trash can liners.
 
   Sleeping drugs.
 
   And a few other things.
 
   On the D-day, Frank was trembling inside but appeared calm and aloof on the outside. He kept thinking about the checklist of things he and Alex had to have done before making the move. He was afraid of the “Want of a nail” scenario where one little thing they accidentally missed would cause the whole operation to collapse.  
 
   Since there were too many variables out of their control in this equation, what they had in mind was an outline rather than a plan. 
 
   Kelly and Tony arrived at half past nine.
 
   “Ready to go clubbing?” asked Tony. 
 
   “Sure.” Frank quickly dipped his hand into his pocket, checking if he hadn’t forgotten to put the vial with the sedative in it.
 
   “I have an idea, Frank. Why don’t we leave Kelly here and have ourselves a boys’ night out? What do you think?”  
 
   They had prepared for such a turn of events: Frank had put crushed Ambien pills in the iced tea jug that sat in the refrigerator as well as the coffee pot right after Kelly had left for Josephine’s house to pick up Tony. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a fail proof solution since there was no guarantee that Kelly would actually end up drinking the sleeping-pill-laced iced tea or coffee tonight.  
 
   “Do you mind staying home alone, sweetheart?” Frank shifted his eyes to Kelly.  
 
   “That’s okay, honey. I’ll be fine. Go have fun, guys.”
 
   “We sure will,” said Tony. 
 
   “Best wife in the world. Don’t wait up.” Frank kissed Kelly on the cheek and joined Tony, who had begun inching towards the doorway. 
 
   Half an hour after arriving at the club (Tony picked the Marquee nightclub in downtown Buffalo for his third night out with Frank), Frank went to the restroom and called Alex to warn him that Kelly had stayed at home and to ask him to check whether she was still asleep before driving the truck into the garage. At the end of the call he reminded Alex to bring the spare key to Kelly’s car he had given to Alex the day before.
 
   “Did she park in the garage?” asked Alex.
 
   “I don’t know. Bring it just in case.”
 
   They left the club around half past midnight, when Tony suggested they find a place with softer music where they could chat without raising their voices. 
 
   “I’ve been wanting to discuss a couple of things with you, and tonight seems to be the perfect time to do it,” he said.
 
   Just before they walked out of the club, Frank excused himself to the restroom and called Alex, who had already parked their Ford F-150 in Frank’s garage and was waiting behind the wheel of the truck for Frank and Tony to show up, his tranquilizer gun in his lap, his wooden stake and Glock 17 on the passenger seat. Frank told him that he was going to try and bring the vampire in the next hour. Alex informed him that Kelly was asleep in the master bedroom and that she had left her BMW parked in the street. He also let Frank know that he had placed Frank’s wooden stake, which was wrapped in newspaper sheets for disguise, by the tool cabinet.
 
   As he pulled his Land Cruiser out of the parking lot, Frank asked Tony in a casual tone, “How about my place? I have a well-stocked bar cabinet. Do you drink gin?”
 
   “Your place?” Tony turned his face to Frank. “Why not? You have a beautiful home, Frank. I’ve kept forgetting to tell you that.” 
 
   “Thank you, Tony. So do you drink gin? Or how about tequila?”
 
   “Sure. I’m not very picky about alcohol, to tell you the truth, Frank. I’ll drink whatever you have, don’t worry about it.” 
 
   Frank reached into his inner jacket pocket and switched on the GPS jammer. He had turned off his car navigation system earlier back in the parking lot of the night club: if Tony was actually wearing a tracking device, the last thing Frank wanted him to see was a lost satellite signal message on the GPS screen.
 
   “You make a great guest.”
 
   “I’m just going with the flow. I’m easily entertained, you know. That’s probably because I’m not in a hurry all the time.”
 
   “What time do you usually go to bed on Friday nights? Do you feel like having an all-nighter?”
 
   “I love all-nighters. And I like people who love all-nighters. I think we’re going to become very good friends.”
 
   “Yes, we should hang out more often.” Frank nodded.
 
   “By the way, Kelly and I talked about you just a couple days before we bumped into each other at the Mantra Lounge two weeks ago. Isn’t it an interesting coincidence?”
 
   “I guess it is. I think night clubs are fun. I used to go there more often when I was younger.”
 
   “You sound like you’re fifty, Frank. You’re still young. And you like having fun, which is a great quality.”
 
   When they were two miles away from Frank’s house, Tony said, “There is a fun question I love to ask my new friends. If you had three wishes, what would they be?”
 
   Frank fell to thinking for a few moments. “I would say good brains, immortality, and a billion dollars. How does that sound to you?” He turned his smiling face to Tony. At that moment he was dying to stab Tony in the heart with the stake. He felt psyched and full of superhuman strength. 
 
   “Those are very good choices. Especially the good brains part.”
 
   As they waited for the garage door to open, Tony said with a mischievous smile, “I think I could help you with immortality. I won’t be able to help you with your other two wishes, though.” 
 
   Frank pulled into the garage, pressed the button to close the door. He felt surprisingly calm now as he had begun to suspect that luck was on his and Alex’s side.
 
   “You got a nice truck there,” remarked Tony. If he hadn’t been preoccupied with his thoughts, he would have probably asked what that big tarp-covered thing in the bed of the truck was. And if he had X-ray vision, he would have uncovered Alex hiding behind the truck in a crouching position. 
 
   As soon as Tony stepped out of the Land Cruiser, Alex sneaked into the space between the cars, unseen by the vampire, whose eyes were fixed on the door connecting the garage to the house. In the two seconds that Tony had taken to finally notice him, Alex straightened himself up and threw the loop of the five-foot animal catcher he was clutching in his hands over the vampire’s head. Then he tightened the loop and yanked the catcher back with all the strength he had. While Tony fell to the floor, Frank leapt to the tool cabinet, grabbed the stake, and jumped upon the vampire, who was now lying on the floor, his hands pulling at the snare. There was an expression of curious bewilderment on Tony’s face for a few seconds as he looked at the stake in Frank’s hand. 
 
   “What are you doing?” muttered Tony.
 
   A minute-long fight ensued, during which Alex struggled to hold Tony’s arms down to the floor, and Frank kept stabbing at the wiggling vampire’s chest with the stake, trying to penetrate it—a job that turned as difficult as he had expected. Oddly, there was little noise on Tony’s part. It seemed as if he realized that screaming would not help him out from under Frank, who sat atop him, between his crotch and knees. 
 
   When the spike finally pierced his rib cage, Tony managed to free his head out of the loop, pushed Frank off, and began to rise to his feet, with the stake sticking out of his body like a giant skewer.
 
   “The safe, the safe,” hissed Alex, embracing Tony from behind.
 
   Frank tore the tarp off the safe, which was ready for business as Alex had opened its door prior to his and Tony’s arrival, and grabbed Tony by the ankles. It felt as if he were inside some violent video game; his mind had trouble accepting as reality the visual provided by his eyes. He could hear nothing but ringing in his ears. Hot streams of perspiration were flowing down his face, stinging his eyes; he started feeling the wetness of his sweat-soaked shirt. 
 
   In one synchronic movement, they lifted the twitching vampire up to the shoulder level and shoved him into the safe. Fortunately, Tony had been maintaining a good diet and weighed no more than one hundred and sixty pounds. As Frank relaxed his hold on Tony, letting him drop, the vampire’s prosthesis snapped out of its place but remained inside the leg of his jeans.
 
   “The door! I’ll get the door!” Growling with anger and impatience, Frank jerked the stake out of Tony’s chest, dropped it on the floor, ran around the truck, and thrust the door shut just when the vampire shrieked and began to raise his head. Turning the lock knob, Frank thought that Tony was lucky his fingers had been out of the way of the door: this one-hundred-and-fifty-pound piece of metal would have sliced them off without as much as a hiccup. 
 
   Then Frank went inside the house to take care of Kelly. He left his jacket in the Land Cruiser since it was splattered with Tony’s blood. Besides, he was very hot at that moment.
 
   Climbing up the stairs, Frank glanced at his watch and was surprised by how little time it had taken them to kill Tony. It felt almost anticlimactic. When he reached the second floor, he saw Kelly walking down the hallway. She had a bathrobe on and was apparently headed for the bathroom.
 
   “Oh, you’re still up,” Frank said in calm voice, his heart pounding so hard he could hear it.
 
   “Yes. Actually, I just woke up. I fell asleep like half an hour after you and Tony left. And I’m about to take a shower, as you can see.”
 
   “I had a good time with Tony.”
 
   “Oh, I’m glad you did, honey. Tony is a great guy. I knew you’d like him.”
 
   “We talked quite a bit. He asked me if I wanted to join your team.”
 
   It took Kelly a few seconds to reply: “What was your answer, honey?” She was looking into his eyes with curiosity,
 
   “I said yes.”
 
   Kelly cracked a wide smile and ran her palm over Frank’s cheek. “I’ll be back in fifteen minutes. Don’t fall asleep.” 
 
   Then he murdered her. Just like in that dream from his coma, he had tried to strangle Kelly before pushing her into the tub and stabbing her to death. When Alex showed up, with trash can liners in his hands, Frank was standing in the middle of the bathroom, inventorying all the blood stains and spatters that he would have to take care of later. To completely destroy all traces of splattered blood, he was planning to use hair bleach, which was capable of erasing hemoglobin, a metalloprotein crucial for detecting blood. Preparing for the worst, Frank had purchased twenty pounds of powder bleach, which were stored at Alex’s apartment at the moment.
 
   “I’ll be back,” he said to Alex and ran out of the room. He quickly found Kelly’s cell-phone, checked if there had been any calls or messages to, or from, other ghouls—thankfully there had been none—switched the phone off, and returned to the bathroom. 
 
   Kelly’s cell played a significant role in the cover-up of the murders of Kelly and Tony. After they got rid of the bodies, Alex drove to downtown Buffalo and sent Josephine the following message from Kelly’s cell: ‘I lost Tony. Can’t talk right now.’ Then he removed the battery and the SIM card, making sure that the downtown was the last verified location of Kelly’s phone. 
 
   Then he threw a plastic sheet on the area of the floor where they were going to place the body; the sheet was an effective and cheap way to minimize the time he would have to spend on cleanup. Two very important tasks awaited them: pulling the teeth and packing the corpse up in the trash can liners. 
 
   “Remember, Frank, she killed your daughter,” said Alex when he noticed a momentary hesitation on Frank’s face.
 
   “I know.” 
 
   When the body was on the floor, Frank stabbed it one last time—in in the heart—just to be sure. After that, he took pliers and began extracting Kelly’s teeth. Alex, meanwhile, was washing the blood off the walls and the tub with a wet towel. Frank had stopped after pulling the fifth tooth. He figured that, even if the police found and identified the body, there was no evidence on it that pointed to him as a killer. Besides, they had no time to waste: what if Josephine decided to pay a visit to Frank’s house to find out why Kelly and Tony were being late from the nightclub?
 
   By the way, it appeared that Josephine had been kept in the dark about Frank hanging out with Tony at the clubs: Kelly had always gone alone to pick up Tony from Josephine’s house. However, this might have been just a case of wishful thinking on his part.
 
   When Kelly’s corpse was packed up in plastic, they left the house to get rid of the bodies.
 
    
 
   3.
 
   As they checked into the motel in Pittsburgh, Frank asked himself if he would have the courage and the strength to slaughter the ghouls when the time came to make the move. Yes, he obviously had what it took to kill; otherwise Kelly and Tony would be still alive. The question was: could he do it without Alex? 
 
   Could you do it with Alex, buddy? Did you two plan to go on a killing spree after bumping off Kelly and Tony?
 
   As a matter of fact, they had contemplated doing exactly that. He and Alex had hoped that Kelly’s cell would help them lure the rest of the ghouls to a deserted location conducive to mass murder. They had intended to put those Glock pistols to a very good use. 
 
   Where is Kelly’s cell-phone now? Probably the same place the guns are.
 
   Come to think of it, killing the ghouls could turn out easier than it looked. With any luck, he might even be able to murder the whole gang in one day. They didn’t have bodyguards and they did their own shopping, which meant that getting to the ghouls was basically just a matter of patience. The best strategy here would probably be to pick them off one at a time, but if the opportunity presented itself to kill them all at once, he would certainly grab it.
 
   It sounds quite doable, doesn’t it, buddy?  
 
   It did seem quite doable. There was nothing difficult about pulling the trigger; the trick was to not miss. He could sneak into Josephine’s house at night and shoot Ron and Josephine in their sleep. He could use a pillow to muffle the gunshots, just like they did in movies. It might take him some time to track down Albert if this fucker hadn’t returned to his old place. And he already knew where Graham lived. All in all, it was a viable option, and he had to consider it seriously.   
 
   Yes, just shoot the entire gang dead. After all, there were only four of them.  
 
   Had he thought about taking the hand-to-hand combat route? This idea had crossed his mind, but he rejected it since he didn’t feel strong enough to follow in Rambo’s footsteps.
 
   Slaughter them all. Perhaps there was no other way out for him, if you were realistic about it. 
 
   Then Marilyn called her mother and found out about Albert’s visit.   
 
   “Albert wants you to know that Jimmy is a nice boy,” Marilyn told Frank. “And that Jimmy is having a good time with them.”
 
   Jimmy is having a good time with them. 
 
   It didn’t take a rocket scientist to understand the hint right away. 
 
   “His note said that you shouldn't make Andrew nervous and that everything is in your hands,” Marilyn went on. “Those are the exact words. They want you to come back to Buffalo within the next two days. The earlier, the better. They’re saying that you brother doesn't need to know anything. And who is Jimmy?”  
 
   Leaving Marilyn’s question without an answer, Frank went on Skype and called Andrew. They had a five minute casual chat, in the middle of which he in passing asked his brother how his sons were doing.  
 
   “They’re doing fine. Tommy’s playing Halo and Jimmy’s sleeping over at his friend’s place,” said Andrew.    
 
   You shouldn't make Andrew nervous, buddy. That’s what Albert told you. Nobody has died yet. 
 
   He did not make his brother nervous.
 
   “How's your memory?” asked Andrew at the end of the call. “Is it coming back?” 
 
   “Right on schedule.”    
 
   After hanging up, Frank asked himself if he should have told his brother that Jimmy had been kidnapped. 
 
   Well, what would Andrew do if he knew about the kidnapping? Call the cops, right? What would Josephine do once she found out the police had gotten involved? Probably, have Jimmy killed. 
 
   There’s your answer, partner. Panicking Andrew is not a good idea at the moment. You know how to solve this problem. Like Albert said, everything is in your hands, buddy.  
 
    
 
   4.
 
   “I was wondering what Kelly’s father’s dick would have tasted like if we’d fried it?” said Graham. 
 
    “Probably like pork,” said Josephine. “I read somewhere that human meat tastes like pork.”  
 
   “We should have fried that dirtbag’s dick and fed it to him.”  
 
   Albert giggled and patted Graham on the back.  “You're hilarious, Graham. Making a dude eat his own dick—that’s funny shit.”
 
   “Yes, it’s kind of funny,” agreed Josephine.
 
   “I wish I’d sawed his legs off,” said Albert. 
 
   “Well, he died too fast,” said Josephine. “That creep just didn’t want us to have any fun.”
 
   “Speaking of fun.” Graham got up from the armchair, sat next to Josephine, and slid his right thumb under the waistband of his underpants. “Do you want to have a threesome?” He cracked a wide smile. “You, Albert, and me?”
 
   “Great idea!” Albert exchanged glances with Graham and began to unbutton his jeans.  
 
   “Okay.” Josephine nodded.  
 
   She was about to pull down her panties when the cell-phone rang. She motioned Albert to answer the phone, and he immediately grabbed it. Josephine leaned back on the couch and fixed her eyes on Albert.   
 
   “Hello.” A moment later Albert pressed the speaker button and announced, “It’s Frank.” He high-fived Josephine and then Graham.
 
   “Hey, Frank, it’s Josephine. We’re listening to you very carefully.” Josephine took the phone from Albert. “You have something important to tell us, don’t you?”   
 
   A short silence followed before they heard Frank’s voice, “Is Jimmy with you?”
 
   “Yes, he is.” A few seconds later Josephine added, “I hope you’re not asking this just out of curiosity.”
 
   “You must let him go.”
 
   “Sure, Frank. But you have to do something for us first. Where are you now?”
 
   “What do you want me to do?”
 
   “You have to come back to Buffalo by tomorrow midnight. There’s one thing we need to discuss with you in person. I’m sure you know what it is.”
 
   “First you must let Jimmy go. Then I'll come to you. That's what you want, isn’t it?”  
 
   “Yes, you’re right; we want you to come back to Buffalo. And if you’re thinking about going to the police, you’d better think again. The police are not your friends in this situation. They’ll fuck you over, Frank. We have Marilyn on tape telling that you murdered Kelly. And I bet there are traces of Kelly’s blood somewhere in your house, waiting for the cops to find them. You do realize the jury nowadays doesn’t need a lot of evidence to convict a cheating husband, right? They don’t even need a body. So, my advice to you, Frank, is to keep your mouth shut.”      
 
   “I understand that. You let Jimmy go, and I’ll come back to Buffalo.” 
 
   “He’s so fucking arrogant,” said Albert.  
 
   “Josephine, tell him who sets the rules here.” Graham clenched his fist.  
 
   Josephine nodded. “Frank, if you’re afraid that we'll kill you, please calm down. We only want you to show us where you buried Kelly's body. You buried it, didn't you?”  
 
   “You have to let Jimmy go first. I don't really trust you, Josephine.”   
 
   “Why should we trust you? You’ve already proved yourself to be a liar. Please come back to Buffalo and show us where Kelly's body is. Did you bury it, Frank?”  
 
   “You’re going to kill Jimmy as soon as I show up. Let him go first.”  
 
   “We’re not going to kill him. He’s having a good time right now. There’s no reason for us to kill him. He’s not a loose end that needs to be taken care of, okay? Did you call your brother yet? Did you ask him about Jimmy?”  
 
   “Yes.”  
 
   “Then you must know that, as far as his parents are concerned, Jimmy is having fun with his friends. So, let’s stop wasting each other’s time, Frank. Hop on the plane and get back to Buffalo. What city are you in?”   
 
   “He’s an idiot.” Albert started pacing around the room. “He just doesn’t get it.”   
 
   “Did you bury the body?” Josephine went on. “Do you remember where you buried it?”  
 
   “First let Jimmy go.”  
 
   Josephine exchanged glances with Graham and Albert.  
 
   “Yes, he’s an idiot,” said Graham.  
 
   “Okay, Frank. We’ll let him go in two hours.” Josephine gestured to Graham and Albert to keep silent. “Ron will send you an email as soon as your nephew’s on his way home. If you don’t meet us before tomorrow midnight, an irreversible thing will happen to the boy. And this will be all your fault.” 
 
   “Don’t even think about going to cops,” said Graham. “Listen to Josephine. The police aren’t going to help you. They’ll put you in jail for life for Kelly’s murder, okay? They’ll turn your case into a national story. Do you want to become the most famous killer of the year, you moron?”   
 
   “For God's sake, what are you afraid of? Nobody’s going to touch you, okay?” said Josephine. “All we need from you is the location of Kelly's grave. We are very traditional people, we’d like to give her a proper burial.”   
 
   “We can pay you a lot of money, too.” Albert winked at Josephine. “How does a hundred grand sound to you, Frank? You'll never forgive yourself if you don’t take a hundred grand.”  
 
   “Yes, Frank, we’re willing to pay you for Kelly’s body,” said Josephine. “You know we’ve got the money. You give us her body, we pay you one hundred thousand dollars.”  
 
   There was a long silence.  
 
   “I'll call you once Jimmy gets home,” finally answered Frank. Then he hung up.  
 
   Josephine whispered ‘Motherfucker,’ shook her head, and started doing breathing exercises to clear her head. 
 
   “Are you sure about letting his nephew go?” asked Graham.
 
   Josephine nodded. “If he screws us over, we’ll just kidnap the boy again.”
 
   “This asshole is acting up. But he’ll come back. I’m sure he will.”  Albert lit up a cigarette.
 
   “The important thing is Frank understands what cops will do to him if he rats us out,” said Graham. “Those Marilyn tapes are explosive stuff.”  
 
   “Do you think he’ll come back?” Albert turned to Josephine.  
 
   “If he’s got half a brain, he will.” Josephine pulled her cell-phone out of her jeans pocket and opened the contact list. “I’m going to call Ron.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18.
 
   WATER UNDER THE BRIDGE
 
    
 
   1.
 
   “Is there a reason you couldn’t meet us at my place?” Josephine asked as she walked up to Frank’s rental Chevrolet Cobalt, which was parked on the side of Springville Boston Road at its intersection with Abbott Hill Road, right in the middle of Fowlerville.    
 
   “Kelly’s grave is six miles from here.” Frank opened the door and stepped out of the car. “I think it’s a great place to meet.” 
 
   “I hope you’re not playing games with us.” Josephine brought her mouth to his ear and whispered, “If it’s some kind of police ambush, your brother and his family will die, do you understand that?”
 
   Frank nodded silently.
 
   “Are you here alone?” Josephine continued.
 
   “Yes, I am. You have nothing to worry about.”
 
   “Okay.” She thoroughly patted him down, pulled up the legs of his jeans to check his ankles, and finally looked under his shirt. “Looks like you’re clean. You might have stuck something in your asshole, but I’m not going there.” Smiling, she dipped her hand into the pocket of her jeans and produced a pair of handcuffs. “Let’s take care of this first.” After putting the handcuffs on Frank’s wrists, she waved to the Ford Expedition she had arrived in, which sat a hundred feet down the road. 
 
   “Did you bring shovels?” asked Frank, watching the Expedition move towards them. “I want to be done with this as soon as possible.”
 
   “We brought everything we need. Are you going to help us dig, Frank?”
 
   When the Expedition pulled up in front of them, Frank saw that, besides Graham, who sat behind the steering wheel, there was no one else in the car. 
 
   “I hope you had your dinner,” said Josephine as Frank got in the back of the Ford. “It’s going to be a long night.” She sat next to Frank and patted him on the shoulder. “Relax, we’re going to be gentle with you. We're not some savages.”  
 
   “No, we’re not savages,” said Graham, pressing the gas pedal. 
 
   “So tell me, Frank, did you remember the exact spot you buried Kelly’s body?” Josephine fixed her eyes on Frank. “We don’t feel like spending weeks and weeks looking for it, you know.”  
 
   “I remember the approximate location. I don’t have a photographic memory, you know.”    
 
   “How approximate is it? Give or take a couple of hundred feet or a couple of thousand feet? Or maybe a couple of miles?”   
 
   Frank shrugged his shoulders. “I’d say a couple of thousand feet. “It’s been more than three weeks since I was there, remember?”    
 
   “All right. We can work with that.” 
 
   “I have a question for you, Frank,” said Graham. “Were you faking your amnesia, or not? I want an honest answer, okay?”  
 
   Frank shook his head. “I wasn’t faking it.” 
 
   “Did you remember why you killed Kelly?” asked Graham.  
 
   “I thought she was cheating on me.”
 
   “Oh, I didn’t know you were so jealous, Frank.” Josephine put a cigarette in her mouth and lit it up. “You don’t strike me as a passionate man, to tell you the truth.”
 
   “I must have been drunk when I killed her. I still don’t remember all the details of how it happened.”
 
   “You’re just like that Othello guy from the play,” said Josephine. “He thought his wife was cheating on him, too.”   
 
   “Othello? That’s a weird name,” commented Graham. “I don’t think I've never met an actual person with such a name.”  
 
   Frank turned his head back to check whether there were any cars following them. When he saw a dark blue Chevrolet Suburban about fifty feet behind the Ford, he asked, pointing at the car, “Is that Al and Ron?”
 
   “Yes, it is.” Josephine nodded. “The whole wolf pack is there.”
 
   “Oh, you finally watched that Hangover DVD I gave you?” said Graham.
 
   “I did and I loved it.” 
 
    
 
   2.
 
   So what’s the plan, buddy?   
 
   There was no plan. However, he had an idea that could eliminate his biggest headache. Its success depended on whether one of Josephine’s brothers in arms would accept his offer, which, unfortunately, was not the kind that was hard to refuse.Unfortunately, there was no guarantee that they
 
   Frank moved his hands apart to stretch the chain between the cuffs, as if getting ready to break it. He wondered if they were going to shackle his legs, too. Then he drew his hands back together. 
 
   “You're a genius, Josie,” said Graham enthusiastically.  
 
   “Frank, what do you think about bats?” Josephine turned to Frank. “Do you find them disgusting?”  
 
   Frank gave her a slightly perplexed look and replied, “I heard it’s hard to get them out of your hair.”
 
   “I heard that, too.” She peered at his face. “Relax, Frank. Everything will be fine.”
 
   So, you rescued Jimmy, buddy, congratulations. You saved your nephew’s life, and the boy will probably never know how close he was to death in the past few days. 
 
   Yes, whatever scheme they had used on Jimmy, the boy seemed to have no idea he had been kidnapped. His voice hadn't sounded scared at all when Frank had talked to him on the phone last night.   
 
   “I'm fine, Uncle Frank. I gotta go,” Jimmy said and passed the phone to Andrew, who told Frank he had a hunch that the boy had drunk beer, or maybe even something stronger, at the sleepover.   
 
   “Have you ever hit an animal with your car?” continued Josephine. “A bird, for instance.” 
 
   Anyway, you still have a couple of aces up your sleeve, buddy. For one, you're one of only two people on the whole planet who know where Kelly’s body is. 
 
   “Would you be upset if you killed an animal with your car? Would you even stop to look?”   
 
   “I’d be upset. And yes, I would stop to look.”   
 
   “As a matter of fact, I believe you, Frank.”
 
   Frank wanted to say something sarcastic in reply but changed his mind and remained silent. 
 
   “One more thing,” said Josephine. “If we don't find her body by tomorrow midnight, I'll assume that you are bullshitting us, and you can easily guess what will happen to you then. You’ve got about thirty hours at your disposal, Frank, and if I were you, I wouldn’t waste any of them on sleep tonight.” She turned her emotionless face to Frank. “Thirty hours. Let me know when you feel sleepy; I’ll give you a pill that will keep you awake till morning.”
 
   “One day is not enough,” said Frank. “You must understand my memory could be wrong. I might have buried the body in a completely different place.”   
 
   “Then you’d better hope it’s your lucky day, Frank. You must understand that you have no value to us if you can’t remember where the body is, okay?”   
 
   “It’s a thousand acres of forest we’re talking about here, Josephine. You could spend days looking for the body and still not find it. It’s not like I left a headstone there. We’ll need more than thirty hours.”    
 
   “I have nothing else to add to what I’ve already said. So please think very hard before telling us where to look. It’s all in your hands, my friend.”    
 
   “I’ll do my best.”
 
   “Very well.” Josephine patted Frank on the knee. “You had a shitload of time to think about it, so I hope you’re not just taking a shot in the dark. And don’t be afraid that we'll kill you as soon as we find the grave. I always keep my word, Frank. You give us Kelly’s body and we’ll let you go.”  She picked up a duffel bag from the floor and opened it. “Here’s the money I mentioned earlier. One hundred thousand dollars.” She tilted the bag so that Frank could see the packs of one hundred dollar bills inside it. “Nontaxable, too. Please don’t tell me you will declare this money.”
 
   Frank kept silent. Josephine zipped up the bag and put it back on the floor.   
 
   “Don't be scared, Frank. We are not after you. We are forgiving people. All we want is bury our dear sister, that’s all.” 
 
   “Got it.” Frank shut his eyes and laid his head on the headrest. 
 
    
 
   3.
 
   “Turn left there.” Frank pointed at the turn. “Then drive a mile into the forest.”  
 
   “Let’s make it half a mile,” said Josephine. “Just in case.” She looked at Frank. Frank nodded to let her know he agreed with her.  
 
   “What about him?” Graham pointed at Frank. “Do we leave him in the car?”   
 
   “Of course not. You’ll take him with you. Keep a good eye on him, Graham.”  
 
   “I guess you can’t run too fast in those chains, can you?” Graham said to Frank. Frank remained silent.  
 
   The Ford Expedition began to slow down and soon pulled over to the side of the road. The Chevrolet Suburban stopped a few feet behind it. 
 
   “So do you feel lucky tonight, Frank?” asked Josephine when Frank got out of the car. She grabbed Frank by the elbow and followed after Graham, who was helping Ron and Albert unload kennel boxes, which contained two Labradors, a Collie, and a Shepherd, from the trunk of the Suburban.  
 
   “Did you bring dogs?” asked Frank when all four kennel boxes were on the ground. 
 
   “Yes, that’s our little helpers.” 
 
   The dogs began to bark and bustle as soon as Albert let them out. Fortunately, it took them only a minute to calm down and get serious. Josephine took a deep breath and then exhaled slowly. The air was still and warm; the night promised to be pleasant and free of weather surprises that could hinder their mission.
 
   “These are cadaver dogs,” she explained to Frank. “They can smell dead bodies buried as deep as five feet. If I were you, Frank, I would pray that they are in the mood to work tonight.”
 
   Actually, only the Labradors had been trained to find decomposing human flesh; the Collie and the Shepherd were regular search and rescue dogs: Josephine was not sure what a hibernating vampire smelled like to dogs.  
 
   “Well, here we are,” Josephine declared, looking around. She took the Collie’s leash reel from Albert and gave the dog a few gentle strokes on the head. “Frank said he had carried the body for about eight hundred feet.” Josephine glanced at her watch. It was 9:09 pm; they had less than two hours before the woods became completely dark. Thankfully, the dogs didn’t need light to do their job. She turned to Frank. “Do you remember which way you took Kelly?”   
 
   After thoughtfully scrutinizing the trees both to the south and to the north of the road, Frank replied, “I think we’ll have to search the whole place. I honestly don’t remember.”
 
   Josephine scowled, heaved a disappointed sigh, and said, “Okay, we’ll search the whole fucking place.” She switched on her walkie-talkie and gestured Albert to distribute the flashlights, walkie-talkies, and shovels. “Al and I will go south. Graham and Ron will go north. And remember what I told you last night. Take your time, don’t rush yourselves.”   
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   Thirty hours, pal. That’s plenty of time to make your move.  
 
   Frank lowered his eyes on at the tip of the knife handle sticking out of the sheath on Graham’s belt. 
 
   “Don’t worry, it’s not for you,” said Graham, having noticed his glance.  
 
   The Suburban’s car alarm beeped as Albert switched it on, and Ron asked, “Al, why are locking the car? Who’s going to steal it here? Raccoons?”  
 
   “You can't be too careful.” Albert put the car keys in his jeans pocket. 
 
   “He’s right. You never know who might be lurking in these woods.” Graham pressed the button on the Ford Expedition’s remote, locking the car. Then he jerked the leash he was holding, showing his Labrador the direction of search, motioned Frank to follow him, and headed into the woods. 
 
   Frank felt relieved that the ghouls had not chained his legs. 
 
   “Wait for me, partner.” Ron trotted after Graham, with his Shepherd eagerly pulling the leash.
 
   When they were a hundred feet into the forest, Ron pressed the button on his walkie-talkie and said, “One, two, three. Testing, testing.” He laughed loudly. “What’s their range?”  
 
   “Twenty five miles,” replied Graham in an emphatic tone. “I picked them myself. They also have GPS in them so we won’t get lost in these boondocks.”
 
   “Cool, cool.” Ron slipped his walkie-talkie into his shoulder bag. “You know, Frank, you should have seen the things your nephew and a female friend of mine did in bed back in California. Kids are so damn kinky these days. He’s fourteen, right? Where do they learn this kind of stuff?” 
 
   “Television?” Graham suggested.
 
   “Yeah.” Ron nodded. “I bet that was the happiest time of this kid’s life. Almost three days of endless sex. I wish someone had offered me the same deal when I was fourteen.” 
 
   “Me too.” Graham squinted at Frank, probably wondering why he wasn’t joining the conversation.    
 
   “The funny thing is this kid didn't want to go home. You hear that, Frank? I put your nephew in the cab and he asks me, ‘Can I visit you in New York, Uncle Chuck?’ Can you believe it, Frank?”
 
   “Yeah, I understand him,” said Graham. “I’ve seen that girl. She’s got some nice titties on her.”
 
   “The kid is obsessed with sex, plain and simple.” Ron winked at Frank with a playful smile. “I’m so glad it worked. Honestly, Frank, I didn’t expect you to care about Jimmy. I know I wouldn’t.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m kind of surprised myself.” Graham guffawed. Then he jabbed Frank lightly in the shoulder with his fist and continued, “Did you lie to us, bro? We’ve kept our promises so far, haven’t we? Your nephew is home, safe and sound. It’s your turn now. I hope you’re not going to disappoint us, Frank.” 
 
   “I’m doing my best,” replied Frank.  
 
   When they reached the edge of the forest and turned right, Ron said that Graham’s pace was too fast for him and that he had decided to quit keeping up with Graham and change to a more leisurely speed.
 
   “I don’t want to hold you back,” he said. “I’ll be right behind you, guys.”
 
   The twilight was turning into the night by the minute.
 
    
 
   5.
 
   What if Frank was lying?  
 
   Josephine shifted the leash from her right hand to her left, took the Marlboro pack out of her pocket, and stuck a cigarette in her mouth. Then she thought about the dog and its sensitive nose and spat the cigarette out: she didn’t want to distract the Collie with smoke. 
 
   Josephine sighed. How wonderful it would have been if the vampire blood gave them telepathic abilities and they didn’t have to use dogs to find Kelly. Immortality was a priceless gift, no argument about that, but the telepathic powers would have surely been the cherry on the top.   
 
   Then the nagging thought that had been bugging her this whole time resurfaced in her mind again: what if Frank was lying and had brought them to the wrong location? There were countless places where he could have buried Kelly. And what if he had actually put cement shoes on the body and dumped it in the lake? Besides, even if Frank was telling the truth, there was no guarantee that his memory hadn’t been playing games with him and he hadn’t imagined bringing the corpse to this forest. 
 
   There were a dozen plausible shitty scenarios, and Josephine was painfully aware of that. Josephine wanted to believe that Frank had buried Kelly. She wanted to believe the grave was in this forest as she had gotten sick and tired of living in the constant state of worry about her future.  She would love for this nightmare to end tonight.
 
   However, she wouldn’t also mind if Frank had just lied about the location of Kelly’s grave. As long as her body was in one piece and could be reached within reasonable time, they were in good shape. Of course, she was especially concerned about the “one piece” part.    
 
   Her walkie-talkie made a crackling sound, and then Graham’s voice said, “Hey, Josie, how’s it hanging there?” 
 
   “I’m fine,” she replied. “Are you bored?”
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   “I would be if not for my buddy Frank here.” Graham laughed. 
 
   Frank looked back towards the road, which was completely hidden by the trees. They had already crossed their portion of the forest twice and now were moving to the woods’ edge again. He was reckoning they were about a quarter of a mile away from the road. Ron was trailing them by a couple of hundred feet.    
 
   “Is Frank behaving himself?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s being a good boy.” 
 
   “Very well.”
 
   “Okay. Take care.” Graham stuck the radio back into the holder on his belt. “Are you tired?” He turned to Frank. “We’ll take a five minute break in an hour. No one’s going to sleep tonight, bro.”  
 
   “It will be over much sooner than you think.”
 
   “We’ll see.” Graham took a few sips of water from the plastic bottle he had in his shoulder bag and continued, “I want to tell you this: I hate walking. If we don’t find Kelly’s body in three hours, I’m going to kick your ass.”
 
   “I’ll help you dig if you want.” said Frank with a weak smile. “I could carry the flashlight. Is it heavy?”   
 
   Muttering ‘smartass,’ Graham waved at him dismissingly. 
 
   “If I were you, I wouldn't lie to us,” he said. “And you’re damn right you will dig.” 
 
   “Are you going to kill me after finding the body?” 
 
   “No, Frank. No one’s going to kill you. Relax, bro.” 
 
   Okay, buddy, it’s time to make your move.
 
   “It could be over right now if you want, Graham.” Frank touched Graham’s shoulder to catch his attention. 
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “I know what you are, Graham. And I know what Tony was.” 
 
   Frank stopped and so did Graham. 
 
   “Oh, really?” Graham narrowed his eyes and smirked. “Why should I give a shit about it?”
 
   “You think Kelly is still alive? You probably think Tony bit her, right?”
 
   The smile had quickly disappeared from Graham’s face. He must have realized that Frank actually knew more than they had thought. 
 
   “You’re wasting your time, Graham. Even if you find Kelly’s body, you’re not going to get what you’re looking for. Kelly’s dead. I cut her neck so deep her head was hanging by the spinal cord.”
 
   Frank was lying, but that was the easiest way to make Graham understand that searching for Kelly was pointless.
 
   “Why the hell are you telling me this?”  
 
   “I know what you want. And Kelly can’t give it to you because she’s dead. Correct me if I’m wrong, vampires can’t survive decapitation.” 
 
   Graham gazed at Frank silently with his unblinking eyes for a few seconds before replying, “You watch too much TV, Frank.”
 
   “Tony’s dead. And Kelly’s dead, too. And it seems that you are about to run out of Tony’s blood. Am I right?”
 
   Graham folded his arms on his chest and raised his chin.
 
   “I guess you’re trying to tell me something,” he said with his stare fixed on Frank’s face. “I’m listening.”
 
   “First of all, my wife’s body is not buried in this forest.”
 
   No, Kelly’s body was not buried in this or any other forest. The night after arriving in Pittsburgh, Frank had remembered buying four twenty pound weight plates at Dick’s Sporting Goods a few days before killing Tony and Kelly. He had tied those plates to his wife’s body so it wouldn’t float up after drowning in Lake Erie. He had made sure to dump the safe with the vampire a few miles away from the spot where he had tossed the corpse.  
 
   What had he buried in the forest then? 
 
   Nothing. Frank had not gone to any forest after the murders. The whole idea that he had must have been one of those false memories he had read about. He had thought of burying Kelly in the woods and even taken a trip to scout for a convenient gravesite, but eventually decided to save time and effort by throwing the body in the lake along with the safe. The memory of digging a hole might have been real, though: it was possible that he had done it to find out how long it would take him to bury the corpse.  
 
   Yes, both Kelly and the safe with Tony were resting at the bottom of Lake Erie about five miles from the shore, within three miles of each other. He and Alex had had to get creative to put them there. 
 
   At first, they had planned to open the safe the morning after the capture and let the sunlight incinerate Tony. Then they asked themselves what they were going to do if the fairy tales were wrong and the sunlight didn’t bother the vampires as badly as it was widely believed. After a short discussion, they decided to take a cautious route: dead or alive, Tony would stay locked up forever; well, until the rust ate up the door hinges, to be scientifically precise. Now, they had to find a way to make the safe disappear, which turned out to be a challenge due to the fact that the safe was massive and weighed at least seven hundred pounds. 
 
   Dropping the safe from a bridge into a river seemed to be a bad idea because the risk was very high that someone would eventually come across it either by accident or on purpose. Besides, local rivers were too shallow to provide sufficient invisibility. They had to dump the safe as far from people and land as possible, and Lake Erie was a logical choice. After days of intense brainstorming, they came up with a way to tow the safe into the lake. 
 
   Shortly after his encounter with Tony at the Mantra Lounge nightclub, Frank bought a used fifteen-foot inflatable cataraft, a blend of catamaran and raft consisting of two pontoons connected together with a frame, whose load capacity exceeded fifteen hundred pounds. With the help of an electric air pump, he could fill its twenty-four-inch tubes up with air in twenty minutes. They did a trial run of the cataraft the morning after purchasing it. Frank remembered them going to a garage that belonged to a friend of Alex’s to check if the pump could inflate the tubes with the weight of the safe pressing on them. The pump passed the test with flying colors.   
 
   In the middle of April, they rented a thirty-six-foot powerboat equipped with two three-hundred-and-seventy horsepower engines. The lease was in Alex’s name so that there was no paper trail leading to Frank. The boat had a three-foot draft, which meant it could get as close as twenty feet to the shore, and in some places even closer. 
 
   Before leaving for the lake, Frank flushed the Ambien-spiked coffee and iced-tea down the toilet. He would thoroughly wash the coffee pot and the jug later in the morning to eliminate all traces of the sleeping drug. 
 
   The F-150 was going to work hard that night delivering Kelly’s body, the safe, and the cataraft to the lakeshore. They put the corpse in the backseat while the cataraft went on top of the safe. Frank had previously chosen to do the hardest job—getting the cataraft ready—which had put Alex in charge of the powerboat part. Alex took Frank’s Land Cruiser. 
 
   On the way to the lake, Frank reviewed their progress so far. Had they succeeded in killing the vampire? Tony had stopped screaming minutes after getting locked up in the safe and had not uttered a sound ever since, so it appeared that they had. Nevertheless, Frank remained unsure that the stake had worked. Tony could have simply been playing dead, hoping to lull their vigilance and entice them into opening the safe to get rid of the corpse—or out of sheer curiosity. That guy had to be smart enough to realize there was no upside for him to let his killers know that he hadn’t kicked the bucket yet.
 
   As he threw Kelly’s teeth out of the car window halfway to the lake, Frank wondered if the ghouls had pulled his daughter’s teeth after murdering her. It also crossed his mind that he would probably never know where Kathy was buried. When they were twenty five miles away from Frank’s house, they split: Alex went to Sturgeon Point Marina, where their powerboat had been docked since the beginning of the lease, and Frank headed for the secluded spot on the shore four miles north of the marina.  
 
   Amazingly, the plan went without a hitch. 
 
   Frank pulled the truck as close to the water’s edge as he could without risking getting stuck. When he was done inflating the cataraft, Alex showed up on the boat. Together, they placed the safe across the tubes of the cataraft and secured it with ropes. After they carried Kelly’s body onto the boat, Alex started the engine and slowly pulled the cataraft into the water while Frank monitored the process on the other end of the line. 
 
   At a quarter past three, Frank was back on the shore, behind the wheel of the F-150. He returned home thirty five minutes later.
 
    
 
   7.
 
   “Where did you bury her?” asked Graham.
 
   “It doesn’t matter. Did you hear what I just said? She’s useless to you.”
 
   “Do you know how Tony died?”
 
   “Let’s talk about it later. Right now I want to show you something you might like.”
 
   “Okay. What is it?”
 
   “Can I have the bottle please?”
 
   After a short hesitation, Graham pulled the bottle out of the bag and gave it to Frank. “I hope you’re not going to try and kill me with it.”
 
   Frank emptied the bottle on the ground and said, “Now I want you to cut my hand.” He held out his left hand to Graham, with his palm up.
 
   “Can I ask why?” The expression on Graham’s face changed from puzzlement to confusion.  
 
   “You’ll see. Don’t be shy. Cut it.” Frank ran his finger across his outstretched palm, showing Graham where to make the incision.
 
   “Well, you asked for it.” Graham drew his knife from the belt sheath and slit Frank’s palm. He remained silent as he watched Frank pour his blood into the bottle. A flash of epiphany crossed Graham’s face when Frank asked him to have a sip from the bottle. 
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   Frank had made this startling discovery the morning after arriving to Pittsburgh. As he stared at the half-eaten cheeseburger he had left inside the mini-refrigerator earlier, a sharp, unbearable burning sensation suddenly enveloped his right forearm. It felt as if someone had spilled a pot of boiling water on his arm—and kept pouring it as the pain was growing worse with every fraction of a second. Grimacing, Frank let go of the fridge door, pressed his burning forearm to his chest, and started rubbing it with his left hand. To his relief, the pain quickly subsided and almost went away. Frank scrutinized his forearm for a spider bite, the first thing that had occurred to his mind as he had tried to explain what had happened to him. He had been bitten by a spider when he was in high school, and that feeling was similar to the sensation he had just experienced. At least, this was how he remembered it.
 
   There was no spider bite. And his forearm did not hurt at all now. 
 
   He reached for the refrigerator door, grabbed the handle, and winced in pain as his right forearm was wrapped in fire again. This time, he knew exactly what had caused it: it was the sunlight sneaking into the room through the thin gap between the window curtains. Frank was standing in the shaded area, but his arm had had to cross into the sunlit slice of space in order to open the refrigerator and hold its door.   
 
   Then he recalled what had happened to Alex. Tony had managed to bite them both during that fight in the garage, either attempting to turn them into vampires or simply out of desperation. Frank had no clue whether the three weeks that his transition had taken to complete was typical or not. 
 
   Well, at least the process had been smooth and painless for him. In Alex’s case, the vampire’s bite had had a different effect: within thirty five hours of having Tony’s fangs buried in his arm, he had begun feeling exhausted and sleepy. Alex struggled getting up from bed when Frank left him at their lair in Erie the day of his fateful car crash. 
 
   Could Alex still be alive?  
 
   He certainly could. The exhaustion and fatigue might have simply been his body’s own unique way of dealing with the challenge of turning into a vampire. Who said that everyone’s transition to a vampire had to be peaceful and pleasant?  
 
   If Alex was indeed in torpor, a state of hibernation a vampire fell into after staying off blood for an extended period of time, a sip of human blood could be all that was needed to get him up and going. The question was how big that sip would have to be.
 
   Would Alex even remember him or Marilyn when he woke up? Would he be the same cheerful and funny guy he had been before falling asleep? And more importantly, would Alex want to be a plain mortal human again? Frank had no clue.
 
   Are you sure you want to be a plain mortal human again, buddy? Can you vow right now to never stop until you find a way to reverse your current condition?
 
   Speaking of the vampire’s bites: Frank still couldn’t remember what exactly had caused him to lose control of his car that Monday three weeks ago, and it seemed like he was never going to find that out. It was possible that he had blacked out as his body had begun to react to Tony’s bite. And it was also possible that he had simply made a driving error.
 
   Another thing he had been curious about lately: was it the brain concussion or the secretions (or whatever that stuff was officially called) from Tony's fangs that had made him lose his memory? And had the vampire’s bite played any role in his quick recovery after the crash? After all, he had gotten off really easy, according to the doctors.  
 
   Yeah, you know, buddy, you might have probably guessed weeks ago that something was up had you paid attention to the fact that you’ve had no migraines, sleep disorders, body aches, or any other post-traumatic miseries the doctors warned you about before you left the hospital. 
 
   By the way, he had finally remembered that one bedroom condo in Erie, Pennsylvania, they had rented as their hiding place in the middle of April. They figured they were going to need a safe house until all of Tony’s ghouls were dead. Alex had immediately begun to call the apartment the lair. It was this apartment that Marilyn was supposed to be at right now: the lair’s exact address had popped up in Frank’s memory shortly before he had spoken to his nephew, and Marilyn had volunteered to go to Erie and try her luck picking the lock or getting inside through a window. 
 
   Had he told her about his new condition? Had he warned her that Tony had probably turned into a vampire, too?
 
   He sure had. After all, someone had to do his grocery shopping for him. 
 
   “You’re not going to drink my blood, are you?” Marilyn joked with a weak smile.  
 
   Was there a way for him to turn back into a human? Frank had found no definitive—and more importantly, tried and proven—method so far. The only sensible looking solution mentioned in the traditional lore was to kill the vampire that had given you the fateful bite. Not surprisingly, different sources had different takes on how this method worked: some claimed that killing a vampire would reverse its every single victim back to the human state and some believed that only the person committing the murder would enjoy this benefit. And some suggested that only the killing of the vampire king, whatever it meant, could help you become a human again.
 
   Of course, there was this little problem: Frank couldn’t kill Tony because the guy was already dead. 
 
   Or was he?
 
   Frank couldn’t but begin to hope that Tony had survived the attempt on his life and now was in torpor, waiting for someone to stumble upon him. It was certainly possible, even probable, that the stake had missed the vampire’s heart. At any rate, in order to know this for sure Frank had to look inside the safe, which had become the next major item on his agenda. 
 
   Were the ghouls going to play any role in his plans?
 
   They sure were. Especially Albert, with his access to blood. There was one wrinkle, though: Frank would love to see Josephine gone for good. Hopefully, Graham would agree to replace her.
 
   So it’s a case of “the king is dead, long live the king,” isn’t it?
 
   Yes, you could certainly put it this way. 
 
   Was Frank happy to succeed Tony as a blood farm for ghouls?
 
   No, of course not. But did he have any other realistic choice at the present moment?
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   Josephine strained her eyes, looking for Albert, who, according to her estimates, was a couple of hundred feet ahead of her. She had already crossed the southern half of the forest three times, which had taken her about half an hour. Since the average distance from the edge of the forest to the road was half a mile, Josephine calculated her speed to be three miles an hour—not too bad, considering the rugged terrain.  
 
   She quickly abandoned the attempts to find Albert’s silhouette: it was very dark now, plus the trees and bushes were too dense. Josephine was an in a fair mood. She had already covered about five percent of the area she was responsible for, which meant she could be done as early as eight o’clock the next morning if she took no breaks and maintained her current speed.  
 
   With her gaze fixed on the Collie’s fluffy tail, Josephine thanked God for giving the dogs the sense of smell that was a million times better than that of a human. She was glad that all she had to do was mindlessly follow this capable canine. She finally didn’t have to torture her brain to get the job done.
 
   Shortly after she turned towards the road, the walkie-talkie came alive. 
 
   “Josephine, it’s Graham,” she heard Graham’s voice. “Are you there?”
 
   “Yes. What is it?” Her heart began beating faster in anticipation of good news.
 
   “Josephine, can you meet me by the cars? I want to show you something.”
 
   “Did you find Kelly?”
 
   “No. But you have to see it. Can you meet me?”
 
   Josephine glanced at her watch. 9:46 pm. Well, she was heading for the road anyway, so why not. After all, the five-six minutes she would have to waste on whatever Graham wanted to show her was no big deal. 
 
   “Okay, I’ll be there.”
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   Graham brought his mouth close to Josephine’s ear and asked in a low voice, “So what do you think?” He appeared giddy as he waited for Josephine to express her expert opinion on Frank’s blood.
 
   Josephine licked her lips and shifted her eyes from the bottle, which now had less than half an ounce of Frank’s blood left in it, to Frank and then back to the bottle, a radiant smile growing on her face.
 
   “Yeah, that’s the real deal,” she said. “Where did you say you got it?” She stepped up to Frank and inhaled deeply through her nose, as if trying to catch a scent.
 
   With a nonchalant air, Graham took his gun out of the bag and screwed the silencer on it. Then he aimed the pistol at Frank and pulled the trigger. The bullet pierced Frank’s abdomen, came out of his back, and hit the tree behind him.
 
   “Just checking,” Graham said matter-of-factly several seconds later, when it became clear that Frank was not going to collapse and writhe in agony. “How are you feeling, bro?”
 
   “I’m okay.” Everything happened so quickly that Frank didn’t have time to be shocked. He ran his hand over the wound, scrambling to wrap his mind around the fact that the through-and-through hole in his body was causing him as much pain and suffering as a wood splinter.
 
   “There are bandages in the car,” said Graham. The next moment he shot Josephine in the back of the head. When she fell down on the ground, Graham glanced at the bleeding hole in her forehead, shoved the gun into the bag, and looked at Frank. “You said something about me being in charge.” 
 
   Frank nodded silently. 
 
   After a long pause, Graham continued, “Okay, let’s haul ass out of here, boss.” He winked and turned on his walkie-talkie to tell Albert and Ron to come back.
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   As he inserted the blood collection needle into the vein on Frank’s left arm, Graham pointed at the ice box sitting in the trunk of the Chevrolet Suburban and asked, “Want some of this, boss?
 
   “What’s in there? Blood?”
 
   Graham cast a satisfied look at him and nodded. “Good guess.”
 
   “Okay.” Frank was a little surprised by how quickly he agreed.
 
   “Sure, boss.” Grinning, Graham opened the box, which contained four bags of human blood and two plastic cups, and proceeded to fulfill Frank’s request. 
 
   When Frank had devoured the cup, Graham asked, “Is this your first time?”
 
   “Yes.” Frank nodded.
 
   “You’ll need more than one cup, buddy. You’ve got to be hungry as hell.” Graham laughed softly. “We’ll take care of you, Frank, don’t you worry.” He patted Frank on the shoulder. “So how is it?”
 
   “I can see what all the fuss is about.”   
 
   “Do you like it?”
 
   “Well, it’s not so bad.”
 
   He was playing down the pleasure the blood had given him. This was the most exhilarating drink he had ever tasted; he could physically feel the energy spread throughout his body as the blood traveled down his food tract.
 
   While his blood was collected, Frank called Marilyn.
 
   “Did you get in?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, I’m inside.”
 
   “Is Alex there?” Frank bated his breath.
 
   “Yes, He’s here. He’s asleep, just like you thought.”
 
   “Don’t touch him. Go back to your car and wait for me. I’ll be there in two hours.” Frank squinted at the ice box. “I’ve got something that will wake him up.”
 
   Then Albert and Ron showed up, almost simultaneously, and Graham spent a minute explaining the situation to them. As soon as he was done sampling Frank’s blood, Albert approached Frank with a stunned expression on his face and said, “No hard feelings, bro?” He outstretched his right hand.
 
   After a momentary hesitation, Frank shook his hand. “Water under the bridge, Al.”
 
   “Yes, water under the bridge!” exclaimed Ron. He walked up to Frank and gave him a quick hug.
 
   “Albert, Ron—you can go home and relax,” said Frank. “I’m taking Graham with me. I have some business to attend to.” He turned to Albert. “We’re going to need more of this stuff from you, Al.” He shook the cup in the air. “We’re not kidnapping anyone anymore, okay?”
 
   Albert shrugged. “Whatever you say, chief.”
 
   “Any objections, comments?” Frank exchanged glances with Graham and Ron.
 
   “Whatever you say, Frank.” Ron smiled and gave him an approving nod. “We’re going to make a great team.”
 
   “Very well. See you tomorrow.” 
 
   Frank got in the back of the Ford Expedition and motioned Graham to take the seat behind the steering wheel, which he immediately did. 
 
   There was no time to waste. He and Alex had a lot of underwater searching to do. 
 
    
 
   The End
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