
[image: image1.jpg]



This special edition is limited to 

100 numbered and signed paperback copies

This is copy ______

__________________________________

Lisa Morton

[image: image2.jpg]



[image: image3.jpg]{h




WILD GIRLS
Lisa Morton

[image: image4.png]



Darkhouse Publishing

Los Angeles

WILD GIRLS

Copyright © 2010 by Lisa Morton

Art and Layout © 2010 by Rick Pickman
FIRST EDITION

All rights reserved.
[image: image5.png]



Darkhouse Publishing

www.darkhousepublishing.com

Chapter 1


“Aw, man, I’m gonna bust a nut –”


Petey staggers to his feet and falls back from the fire, managing to grind one of Moose’s fingers underfoot in the process.


“Ow! Christ, watch it, you drunken fuckwad!”


Petey just corrects his course slightly and mumbles, “You’re drunker’n I am, Moosedick.”


Moose smiles, the almost-empty jar of ‘shine rolls from his fingers, and his head falls back as consciousness fails him.


Petey begins to paw at his fly, and Bobby Mac, the last one of the foursome still conscious enough to see, shouts out, “Hey, hey, no peter here –!”


“I thought I’d piss on Moose. Serve him right.”


“You’re in no position to piss anywhere near me. Take it out into the woods.”


Petey groans and waves at Bobby Mac, exasperated. “All right, don’t get your panties in a bunch, Mabel, I’m goin’…”


Petey starts stumbling away from the campfire towards the darkness of the surrounding woods. He pauses at the first tree, and Bobby Mac calls out, “Farther, asshole! I don’t wanna have to wake up smelling that!”


Petey throws a bird back over one shoulder, then moves off into the forest. 


Away from the fire it’s blacker than his daddy’s coal mine, and Petey wonders briefly what time it is; then the thought is lost in a swirl of alcohol-induced fuzz. He suddenly smacks up against a rough pine trunk hard enough to rattle his teeth, and the pain sobers him up slightly.

“God damn!” he mutters, rubbing the shoulder he’s just bruised, and feeling his moonshine-authored bliss suddenly transforming into irritation.


“Yeah, sure, Bobby Mac, good plan,” he says, throwing his hands out before him to avoid another collision. “Spring break, we’ll get some of the guys together, head up to visit this crazy old fart in the hills brews his own moonshine. That shit’ll knock you on your ass –”


His feet go out from under him.

Suddenly Petey is indeed knocked on his ass and sliding down a sharp incline. He bumps over branches and rocks, tries desperately to clutch at something, anything, but he’s going pretty fast, and his feet can’t dig in, and it’s black as the devil’s asshole out here, and if this is a cliff he’s a dead fratboy –


And then he comes to a stop. 


He waits a moment, trying to assess the situation. His sodden brain is struggling to process, and runs a systems check. One of his hands hurts and he thinks he’s cut it, but nothing’s broken. His feet are in shallow water, and he pulls them back. He manages to stand and tests the ground beneath him. It holds. It seems solid, if slightly muddy and covered with mulch. He looks back around, sees nothing but a few dispassionate stars overhead.


“Fuck me,” he says to himself. Then he remembers that he has a lighter with him (for the spliffs they never lit, since they were smashed before they thought of the weed), and he pulls it out, flicks it on. He makes out a gully, which seems to open out a few yards down. He threads his way by the side of the small creek that his feet landed in, and a few yards later comes to a clearing.


His bladder reminds him of why he’s out here in the first place. “This oughta be far enough away for Mr. Prissy,” he says as he unzips and relieves himself against a pine. “Faggot,” he mutters.


When he’s done, he tucks it back in and holds up the lighter again. He turns to go back the way he came –


– and his heart trips an uneven rhythm when he sees a figure now standing behind him.


It’s a bitch. And she’s hot.


Petey grins, feeling his drunken pleasure buzz coming back on at the sight of her. She’s tall, willowy, a little bony, maybe, not a beauty queen, but not bad. Nice blonde hair, cut long. Dressed in a midriff-baring top and low jeans. Pierced belly button. 


For some reason that totally turns Petey on.


“Hey,” he says, a brilliant conversation opener.


She smirks and nods low. “You’re at half-mast, sailor.”


He looks down and sees he forgot to zip…and frankly, he doesn’t care right now. “Oh. So I am.”


He takes a step closer, and she doesn’t run. “Come here often?”


She laughs, and gives him a frank appraisal. “No, but maybe I should.”


He steps closer again, so they’re only a few feet apart. “Wanna party?”


“Depends. What’ve you got?”


Petey’s drunk, and he’s a spoiled rich kid, and it’s spring break, and he’s got a hard-on from her belly-button ring, so he reaches out and grabs her by one arm. “Me,” he says, and pulls her in, hard.


She stumbles and her smile falls. “Hey, wait –”


“Fuck that,” Petey says, and he tries to kiss her.


She struggles in his grip, but he’s strong, and she can’t break free. “Dens!” she cries out.


“’Dens’!” Petey says, mocking her. “What the hell’s that?”


He’s wrestling her back up against a tree now, because he knows chicks like a strong guy who’s a little rough. He pins her there, making sure she can feel his dick up against her thigh. She pushes her face up over his shoulder and screams, “Dens, for fuck’s sake –!”


Petey’s drunk and into it now, and his reptile brain’s in control and doesn’t stop to think that she’s calling to another person –


– and so he barely feels it when something smashes down on his head and –
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After:

The first thing he’s aware of is sound. Two voices, laughing

together. 


Two female voices.


“Fuckin’ eight bucks and change, can you believe it? Cheapass motherfucker…”

“And daddy’s platinum credit card. Sweeeeett…”


Next comes the pain. Lots of it, in his head. And other places, too. Wrists. Ankles. 


Eyes open. He sees blackness. Twists his head. Sees a beam of light playing over two sets of legs. Tries to look farther up, but something’s wrong, he can’t move his head that way…


Then he figures out why: He’s bent over something, something rough against his skin – a log. He can’t move his hands or feet; what the fuck, are they fuckin’ tied? He tries to call out, but only a throaty whimper comes out; something’s in his mouth, blocking the sound –


He sees blonde hair. It’s the girl, bending down, her face suddenly coming into view. She’s smiling.


“Hi, Peter. Oh, I’m sorry, we weren’t properly introduced in your rush to assault me. I’m Jessie.”


Petey tries to ask a question, but it comes out as “Unnggh uhh ngng uhhh –”


A new face enters his field of vision. This one’s round, framed with short dark hair, not as pretty as the first one, but stronger. “Peter. Jesus, it’s perfect. I’ll bet his friends call him…Pete. No – Petey. Is that right, Petey?”


Jessie nods towards her friend. “That’s Dens. You know, that thing I was calling out before she hit you from behind? Her name. You look puzzled. Oh, I’ll tell you how she got it: See, her daddy ran off before she was born, and her mama was all alone in the hospital for the delivery, and she couldn’t spell so good, right? So after the delivery –”


Dens rolls her eyes. “Jessie, he doesn’t wanna hear this.”


“But I’m almost to the best part! So after the labor, her mama’s too hoarse to talk, and she writes down the baby’s name. See, it was s’posed to be ‘Denise’, but she left out the ‘i’, so it came out as ‘Dense’. That sucks, though, so we call her ‘Dens’. Isn’t that great?”


Petey moans.


Jessie bends closer, trying to understand.


“Oh, are you trying to ask how we know your name? Simple: Got it from your wallet.” She holds the wallet up, then tosses it aside. 


Dens adds, “Got the wallet from your pants.” She holds his pants up, dangling them by one belt loop.


And Petey suddenly realizes he’s buck naked. 


That realization sends panic adrenaline coursing through his body, and he writhes like hell against his bonds. One of the women obligingly aims the flashlight beam down at his wrists, so he can see that he’s tied with heavy-duty nylon rope that’s also knotted to a metal stake driven into the log he’s wrapped around.


“You kind of made our night, Petey,” says Dens, grinning at him. “We were out here hoping to find some Easter fun, and goddamned if we didn’t come across a dumb bunny like you.”


Petey tries to tell them he likes fun, but it comes out as a series of incoherent grunts and squeals. 


“I think he’s saying he likes fun, Dens,” translates Jessie. 


Petey nods vigorously.


The two women look at each other. “Then let’s party!”


Dens suddenly lowers something for Petey to see. It’s an old-fashioned nightstick, black, heavy, scarred, with a cord through the hole in one end, incongruously decorated with glittery little stickers. “One more introduction here, Petey: This is my friend Mr. Nightstick. He used to be my stepdad’s, and stepdad made sure I got to know Mr. Nightstick pretty well. Now I like to introduce him to all my new friends.”


Jessie nods at Mr. Nightstick. “I added the decorations. God, I just love stickers, don’t you? They make everything look so much cuter.”


Both women walk out of Petey’s eyesight. His ears practically tear themselves away from his head in an effort to follow their sounds, as he hears their footsteps crunch through leaves and then over the log. 


They’re behind him now. Petey strains to see, but can’t turn his head enough.


“Whattaya think, Jess? He looks kinda puckered – is it gonna fit?”


“Won’t know until you try, will you?”


Petey starts to convulse in terror.


His mind races: His friends’ll show up and kick these bitches down/the cops will see their flashlight/they can’t really be that sick/this isn’t happening/his friends set this up and will burst out laughing any second/they’re just screwing around dumb girls –


Agony rips Petey’s world apart. Thought vanishes in red waves of pain and humiliation. 


Pain


Pain


Pain


Mr. Nightstick makes a hasty exit, but just as the pain begins to ebb, Petey’s new best friend is driven back in. Again. In and out, the thrusts come –


Again –


And again –


“Hey, Dens, check it out, I think he’s totally getting off on this!”


Chick laughter. Against his choked sobs. 


“Petey, you aren’t gay, are ya?”


His reply is a muffled scream.


Something in him rips. He feels heat and liquid on his thighs. The thrusting stops.


“Aw, shit, Dens, I think you broke him.”


“Goddamnit, he got blood on my shoes! Fuck!”


WHACK! A fresh new explosion on Petey’s back. SMACK! A blow connects with his side, and something else inside him erupts. He feels blood rush into his mouth, but it collides with the gag and he starts to choke. 


“Oh no you don’t, asshole…”


The one called Dens is in front of him again, pulling the gag out. Petey can just barely make out the nightstick she still holds, the one with blood now coating it up to the hilt, running over the glittery stickers.


“Why are you doing this?” is all he can rasp out.


Jessie joins Dens, they share a look and a shrug. “Because we can,” says Dens. 


Then Dens hands Jessie a bag. Jessie reaches in and pulls out a knife. A long hunting blade, like one Petey’s father used once to gut a deer. Jessie bends forward, waving the knife, grinning.


Then they go to work on his face.

Chapter 2

“Aww, hell, girl, how’d you beat the Feds here?”

Noelle Marks barely looks at Sheriff Isaac Johnson as she steps around the dead campfire. “Maybe I’ve got an inside connection,” she says. 

Johnson stops and thinks: It’s got to be his day dispatcher, that Ruth Ann; he saw her having lunch with the reporter one day. They’re about the same age, both just out of college, small town southern belles looking to move up. Could be childhood friends. He makes a mental note to have a little chat with his dispatchers.

Johnson turns and walks off a few steps, lost in thought. Noelle watches him for a moment, wondering if she just got Ruth Ann in trouble. She pictures Ruth Ann – four-foot-eleven, freckled face that makes her look like a teenager – getting a dressing down from the two-hundred-and-fifty-pound sheriff, and she has to stifle a laugh.

The stifling part’s easier when she sees the coroner’s boys load a stretcher into a waiting ambulance. On the stretcher is a body; on the body is a sheet, pulled all the way up over the face. Noelle snaps a shot with her digital camera. “That one of the victims?”

Johnson glances at the ambulance. “That? No. That’s just another stupid college boy who died of alcohol poisoning. Went by the name of Moose, if you can believe it.”

“So there’s only one actual victim?”

He nods. “Only one this time. There were four of these boys here last night. One wandered off to take a leak, and became a victim instead. One died of alcohol poisoning from moonshine. The other two were passed out by this campfire all night and never heard a goddamn thing.” He toes at the ashes in the campfire and adds, “Stupid goddamn college kids. The two survivors are already on their way to the hospital with nice cases of alcohol poisoning. Probably just lucky they didn’t set the whole forest on fire.”

“How many victims does that make all together now?”

Johnson looks away. “Five. That we know of. There was that woman we found behind Al’s bar last year, but – well, that wasn’t a…”

“Man,” Noelle supplies helpfully.

“Jesus,” says Johnson. “And who knows how many we haven’t found.”

Noelle looks around, sees only the ambulance with one body, two police cars, no corpse. “Where’s the victim?”

“You’ll be sorry to hear,” Johnson says, smirking, “that the crime scene’s not here, and I’m not about to tell you where it is, so why don’t you get back in your car and –”

Just then a lanky white man with pimples and a uniform –Johnson’s deputy, McManus – walks up over the edge of a nearby gully. “I’ve got the scene taped off down there, Sheriff.”

Noelle grins, Johnson sighs. 

“Noelle –” the Sheriff begins, following her down over the embankment.


“C’mon, Sheriff,” she calls back over one shoulder, “you know all I need is one big story, then I’ll be out of this town, working at some big city paper, and you’ll be rid of me for good.”

Johnson nods to himself. “You’re right about that.”

Noelle smiles to herself. Actually, she likes Johnson. She thinks he’s okay for a cop; she figures it’s not easy being a black sheriff in the southern-fried sticks, and he’s always been fair to her. He’s got a good rep, is well liked by the people he serves. 

Which is not to say she won’t split Johnson and his hick county in a second if she can get hired on at a real paper.

She spots the yellow crime scene tape surrounding the dead body. Then she looks at the dead body and nearly drops her camera.

“Holy shit…” softly under her breath.

Johnson walks up beside her, squinting. “I was gonna warn you, but you didn’t exactly give me time.”
Noelle walks around the perimeter, brushing against the tape. She figures Johnson will try to stop her from taking photographs, but she takes one anyway, and he doesn’t try to stop her.

She guesses he’s too stunned.

She wasn’t around for the first four victims, so she’s never seen anything like this. The body before her is young, white, male. Naked. Pretty buff. Or was, before he was mutilated. He’s tied stomach-down over a log. Blood coats his legs, his buttocks, his face. He’s been dead for a while, and the skin is wormy-white on top, bluish underneath where everything’s pooled. 

His face is a ruin. Teeth dangle from a split mouth. One eye is a gummy mess. Parts of his skull poke through his sticky crewcut brown hair.

But she keeps coming back to the blood on his legs. That, and the –


“What’s that sticking out of…?” She trails off.


“Pinecone,” Johnson says, without looking again.


“That could have prints.”


Johnson sighs. “Yeah, sure. All I know is I’m not the one pullin’ it outta there to check.”


Noelle stands motionless for a few seconds, letting it sink in. The realization makes her feel cold, but like she’s also fighting a terrible urge to laugh.

“He was raped,” she says. “On spring break.”

Johnson nods. “Looks that way.”

“No evidence at all yet?”

Johnson shakes his head. “Nothing immediate. Forensics hasn’t been over it yet, but…no weapon found. No obvious prints. Pinecone notwithstanding.”

Noelle looks down.

“I think there were tracks leading away from the scene here, but…”

Johnson runs over to her, looking down. Sure enough, there are traces of muddy footprints…with other footprints over them.

“Oh, Jesus Christ – McMANUS!” He starts to turn and run, then gives up. “I’ll KILL him –!”

Noelle takes a picture of the prints anyway.

Johnson takes his hat off and whips it against one hand in frustration. Then his eyes wander back to the dead boy on the log. 

“Christ,” he says, again, “what kind of sicko could do this to a man?”

Noelle turns and looks at him, one eyebrow cocked. “’To a man’?”

Johnson blinks at her, then gets it. “Oh, Noelle, now don’t you try to turn my words around –”


She cuts him off. “C’mon, Sheriff, just say what you really mean: You rape a woman, that’s normal. But you rape a man…”

“That is not what I meant –”

Again, Noelle intercepts: “Let’s try this one on for size: What kind of sicko could do that to a white man?”

Johnson gives her a warning growl. “Don’t go there, Noelle…”

She waves him off. “I’m just saying…”

Just then they hear other cars arriving behind them, and the sheriff turns to head back to the campfire area. “That’ll be forensics. You’d best be leaving, Noelle, before I charge you with this.”

Noelle takes one last photo, then follows Johnson up out of the gully. She needs to get to the hospital, anyway. Interview those other boys as soon as they’re sober enough to talk.

She passes Johnson conferring with the forensics team, who carry cases and already have on gloves and look very official. “…probably a pretty strong guy…” she overhears the deputy, McManus, say.

I wonder…, Noelle thinks, as she climbs into her car.

Chapter 3

JohnnyJay hates holidays.


Daddy works for old man Smith, and Smithy likes a lot of little vacations. He likes to close the garage and give all his mechanics a lot of holidays. Of course he doesn’t pay ‘em for most of that time off.


It also means daddy’s home during all of spring break. When daddy’s home, it means daddy can drink more and get meaner and more bored and wallop JohnnyJay for entertainment. Tadd, he’s old enough and big enough now that daddy knows beating on him might involve some serious payback, so he leaves Tadd alone; and Maizie, well, she moved clear to another county, so she’s not within swinging distance.


But JohnnyJay’s only 13. Still lives at home. No choice. And he’s small for his age.


The other problem with holidays is that school’s closed. Normally he would have been up with the sun and at school when they opened the gates at 7. His first class wasn’t until 8, but the library would open and he’d be in there, where it was safe and quiet. He’d even gotten to where he liked books; he was reading The Call of the Wild on his own this week. 


He couldn’t read at home because daddy would call him a fag, rip the book out of his hands and shred it before him.


No library today, though. Mrs. Sanchez at the library gave him a book to keep last week, an old beat up anthropology textbook they were going to toss, and he hid it down by the edge of the creek. The weather’s clear and warm, and he figures on a day down by the water, reading up on old bones and how people have gotten to be so messed up.


But daddy and momma had a real knockdown dragout last night, going at it until nearly 4 a.m. JohnnyJay cowered behind the closed door of his bedroom, hoping they’d leave him out of it and cringing whenever he heard something shatter or smash.


It’s nearly 9 o’clock in the morning now, and the house is quiet. He figures momma and daddy are probably both passed out in their bedroom, and it’s a good time for him to escape. He steps warily out of his bedroom, already dressed, and makes his way out to the living room…


…where he stops and stares in disbelief.


The dining room chairs are gone. The cheap end-table next to the couch is in pieces, big splinters of wood mixed up with broken glass and wet spots stinking of gin and beer. Most mysterious of all, though, is the broken chair leg embedded in the ceiling.


JohnnyJay makes his way to the kitchen, avoiding the wreckage both above and below, intending to make two peanut butter sandwiches – one for breakfast, and one to take with him for lunch. He’s just wrapping up the second one when he hears the front door slam, and looks up to see Tadd entering. 


Tadd shambles into the kitchen. “Hey,” he says by way of greeting.


JohnnyJay just nods and tries to hurry. He trusts Tadd only slightly more than his parents.


“They smack you up any last night?”


“Nope,” JohnnyJay says.


“Did you see the ceiling, man? That is some seriously fucked-up shit!” Tadd laughs, then peers into the refrigerator, slams it shut. “Fuck. They drank all the beer.”


Tadd smells awful, making JohnnyJay even more anxious to leave. His long, stringy hair is matted and greasy, he’s shirtless, and his eyes are red-rimmed. 


JohnnyJay tries to edge around him, to leave, but Tadd’s having none of that. “Wait, hang on, li’l bro – got somethin’ to show ya.”


JohnnyJay hates the way Tadd grins at him, with that jagged front tooth he chipped in a fight last year with his best friend Donny. 


Tadd waves him out the front door. “Come on. You’ll fuckin’ love this.”


Tadd is unemployed, and their parents threw him out of the house, but have allowed him to live in the garage. JohnnyJay thinks it’s pretty gross – Tadd pees into mason jars, for crying out loud – but it’s still better than having Tadd in the house, with his Metallica CDs blaring and his pot-smoking.


Tadd leads JohnnyJay down the porch and past the lawn strewn with rusted-out cars on blocks and broken tools and bottles. The other houses on this block are poor and in need of some upkeep, but none are as bad as JohnnyJay’s. As always, it makes him want to slink down the street with a bag over his head.


But Tadd doesn’t care. He’s practically strutting, in fact, as he walks past the side entrance to the garage and goes right for the main garage door. He grabs the handle and hauls it up. Light floods into the garage, revealing Tadd’s little entertainment area (his boombox and a portable t.v. set up on milk crates), his mound of clothes in one corner, the shelves of old useless tools and car parts lining the walls, stacks of bug-infested cardboard boxes, Tadd’s sleeping bag on the floor –


– and a naked girl on top of the bag.


“Check that out,” Tadd says, still grinning.


JohnnyJay stares slack-jawed for a moment: Not only is it hard to believe his brother could get a woman into his garage, but JohnnyJay’s never seen a real naked woman before. This one’s not bad-looking either, with nice long blonde hair, full breasts, and –


A lot of bruises on her thighs.


He also abruptly realizes he knows her. Her name is Shelley, and she works down at the Burger Pit.


She hasn’t opened her eyes yet. In fact, she hasn’t moved at all.


“Is she…?” JohnnyJay can’t bear to finish his question.


“Aww, she’s okay. I slipped her a roofie last night. She’ll probably wake up in a while.” Tadd writhes his hips in a disgusting fashion, and adds, “’Course she’ll probably be a little sore, if you get my meanin’!”


JohnnyJay does. And feels sick.


Tadd gazes at his trophy proudly. “I love blondes. Don’t you?”


The boy tries to turn away, but Tadd grabs his arm. “Hey, bro…she’s yours, if you want her. The ride’s on me. Or hell, I guess it’s on her…”


JohnnyJay shakes his head. “No.”


“No? C’mon, boy, you tryin’ to tell me the sight of a naked pussy doesn’t get your pecker to stand to attention?”


JohnnyJay feels heat in his face, because the truth is he did get a little hard, looking down at the unconscious woman there…but the thought of what Tadd’s suggesting ends that feeling pretty quickly.


“She’s unconscious.”


“So?”


“So…you drugged her. Then you…you had sex with her. It’s not right.”


Tadd squints at him for a moment, then asks, “You are a fag, aren’t ya? Daddy’s been right all along –”


JohnnyJay yanks his arm from his brother’s grip and starts away from the garage. “Yeah, right. I’m sick and you’re so normal. I’m outta here.”


“Good. Maybe you can go find some nice little boy to cornhole.”


He tries to ignore Tadd’s ridiculous shouts and insults. He doesn’t look back.


JohnnyJay’s almost down the stained and cracked driveway and to the street when Tadd shouts at him again, “Don’t you go tellin’ nobody ‘bout this, you hear?!”


JohnnyJay makes it to the street and is about to start for the edge of the woods when he remembers: He left his sandwiches in the kitchen. He stops, trying to decide. He has no money, so he can’t afford to buy lunch anywhere, and it’ll be worse if he has to come home later for food…


…then he thinks about the unconscious, naked woman in the garage, and realizes he’d rather go hungry. He starts to run, running as if he can outrace his heritage, his memories. 


By the time he reaches the creek he’s out of breath and has forgotten about his hidden book and all he can do is sit down on the big flat rock by the water’s edge and pound it until the pain in his hand drowns his thoughts.

Chapter 4


It’s after ten p.m. when Dens hears the car pull up outside, and she puts the movie on pause, right as the killer is raising the chainsaw.

Jessie’s only three hours late. 


Dens has killed the bottle of wine by herself, and it takes her a minute to focus, then she hears Jessie’s voice and giggle, but there’s a second one, too.

A man’s.

What the fuck…?!


Dens walks to the living room window and peeks through the curtains. Sure enough, there’s Jessie just locking up her car, and Dens can tell Jessie’s even drunker than she is – stumbling, staggering, high-pitched-squealing drunk.

So is the guy who gets out on the passenger side.

What the fuck is she doing?!


Dens watches in disbelief for a moment, then realizes that, yes, indeedy, Jessie is leading her acquisition up the sidewalk to the front door.

Ding-dong. Doorbell.


Dens wrenches the door open, anger making a sour mix with the cheap chardonnay.

“Jessie –” she starts.


Jessie cuts her off. “Don’t be mad, Dens. This is Roger. I thought we could have some fun with him…”


“Jess – no.” Dens plants herself in the doorway, blocking their potential entrance.


“Roger” is a good-lucking guy in his late twenties, nicely dressed. Too nicely, in fact; he sports a gold chain around his throat that’s as far away from what any local guy would wear as she can imagine. And he’s on a cell phone, jabbering away about “sucking up to the boss” and “the market” and some guy he wants to fuck over. He offers Dens a limp smile as he keeps talking.

“This is a really bad idea, Jessie.”


Jessie pushes Dens aside and pulls Roger in with her. “Loosen up, Dens. It’ll be wild.”


Dens feels fire rise into her cheeks. She hesitates a moment, then calms it to a simmer. She looks outside; it’s late, a lower-middle-class suburban neighborhood, lined with shotgun shacks and crackerboxes, lawns gone to weed and yards full of broken toys, the only place she and Jessie could find a house they could afford to rent together. She hears shouting coming from across the street, and knows her neighbors are having another domestic fight. Tomorrow the wife will show up with black eyes and a story about falling down the porch steps. 


But nobody’s around outside. Nobody’s seen Roger. Too busy fighting and drinking and screwing.

Dens closes the door. “Okay. Fine.”


Jessie has already vanished into the kitchen while Roger lolls in the hallway, jabbering away, and Dens wonders if he was born with a cocked elbow. Dens waits until Jessie comes back, waving a half-full bottle of whisky and two tumblers. Jessie falls onto the couch, pouring out two huge glasses. Roger is still more interested in his cell phone, so Jessie hands one glass to Dens.

Jessie peers at the television set. “So what’re you watching?”


“The movie we were supposed to watch together tonight, Jessie – remember?”


Jessie swallows and looks away, guilty. “Sorry, Dens. Really, I did mean to come right home when I got off work, but I stopped for just one drink, and…well, you know how it goes.”


Dens nods in the direction of Mr. Big Business. “Why this one?”


“Are you kidding? He’s a total dick. He offered to buy me a drink, gave me some story about being from New York and just here to settle his aunt’s estate, then wouldn’t get off his cell phone. All the time he’s talking, he’s trying to reach over and feel up my tits.”

Dens grimaces. “You’re kidding.”

“I’m not. He thinks he’s a real ladykiller.”

Jessie and Dens look at each other – and burst into laughter.


Roger finally ends his call and saunters over to them. “What’s so funny, girls?”

Jessie hands him the bottle, and he takes a long pull.

Dens eyes him. “Dirty joke.”

He grins, nods, slugs back more liquor.

“So, Roger – Jessie tells me you’re not from these parts.”


Roger snorts. “Jesus, I fuckin’ hope not. Nah, I’m just here clearing out some aunt’s estate. Old bag left me her house. I met her once, I think. Guess she liked me.”


He toasts Jessie, who laughs and gives Dens a look that says, See? He’s a total dick. It’s good.

Dens starts to relax a little.

“So you’re just in town for a few days?”


“You got it. Man, I thought I’d be bored stiff in this shithole. I mean, fuckin’ red states –”


His cell phone rings again, an obnoxious blast of techno music. He doesn’t even say “Excuse me”, or turn away politely. He grabs it, takes one glance at the screen, and is talking again.

“See?” Jessie says to Dens, “total dick. It’s good.”


Dens considers a moment longer, then nods and goes into the kitchen.


She comes back with a box of black 55-gallon trash bags. She starts pulling them out and spreading them on the floor. Jessie is really reeling now, laughing, staggering as she tries to help Dens.

Finally Roger ends the call, looks down. “What’s that for?”


Dens smiles back at him. “Well, see, me and my roommate there, we had this deal that we’d never bring a guy home.”

Jessie looks away, briefly abashed.

“Since she didn’t honor that agreement…”


“So you like to get kinky, huh?” says Roger, and actually reaches down to rearrange himself, probably because of a growing erection.


Dens hates him. And that thought makes her smile. “You don’t know the half of it. Of course if you’re not up for that…”


Roger is grinning from ear to ear. “Oh, fuck, baby, you gotta be kiddin’ me. There is nothing you country girls could throw at me that I wouldn’t be up for.”

Jessie starts laughing so hard she spills her drink.


Dens leaves again. When she comes back she’s got a dishtowel, a roll of wide duct tape, and Jessie’s purse. Roger’s pulling at Jessie’s clothing as she drunkenly tries to bat his hands aside.


Dens tosses Jessie’s purse to her. Jessie reaches in, pulls out a big hunting knife in a sheath, and tosses the purse aside.


Roger just looks at Jessie as she unsheathes the knife, and he laughs. “Oooh, a little cutting, huh? Hey, that’s cool. Really, babies. You already got me hard just thinkin’ about it…”

He stands and starts to shrug out of his nicely-cut jacket. 

“No, leave it on,” says Dens.

Roger pauses, looking down at her. “Why?”


He doesn’t see that Jessie has risen behind him. “Because that’s nice material. It should do a good job soaking up all the blood.”

“Huh?” Cell phone again.


He starts talking. More about the “sitch at the office” and “that bitch secretary.”

Jessie’s not sure which word she hates more: “Sitch” or “bitch”.


She makes the first stab, right into the small of his back. Roger’s jaw suddenly cracks open wide, and although he looks like he might scream, the only sound that emerges is a tiny “O-oh-oh-”


Dens pulls her nightstick out of a back pocket and brings it down on his neck; he drops to his knees obediently. She yanks the cell phone from his grasp and thumbs it off.


“Goddamn it, Jessie,” she says, “this was really not cool. You know we’ve talked about it, and agreed that it just was not safe bringing one home like this.”


Roger tries to get to his feet, and Jessie drops him with a kick to the solar plexus. “Oh, c’mon, just once couldn’t hurt.”


Dens plants her hands on her hips, nightstick held out, and glares at Jessie. “Sure, it couldn’t hurt. As long as the neighbors don’t see or hear. And how many people saw you at the bar with him?”

That sobers Jessie up a little. “Oh, Christ, Dens. I’m sorry…”

“See what I’m sayin’? Not smart.”


Roger has gotten enough breath back to rasp out, “You could just let me go. I swear, I won’t tell anybody –”

Dens and Jessie both laugh bitterly at that one. “Yeah, right.”


“I’ll scream,” says Roger, and he sucks in air and opens his mouth wide again –


– and the dish towel goes in, with the duct tape going around his head. Roger gags as Dens winds the roll of tape around his head a few more times. 


“Now you realize,” Dens says to Jessie while she finishes gagging Roger, “that after we kill him, we’ll have to get him out of here.”

“Oh.”


Dens looks at Jessie, mimicking her. “Yeah, ‘oh’. I mean, I can lift him, but…we have to be sure nobody sees us. Do you get it, Jess? This is why it’s better to just find one in the woods anyway. Then we don’t have to haul their dead asses back out there.”

Roger moans and squirms at the mention of “dead asses”.


Jessie’s a lot more sober now. “Fuck.” At her feet, Roger makes a throaty cry, and Jessie, enraged, grabs at the empty whisky bottle. “This is all your fault, Mr. City Dick!” 


She smacks him across his expensive haircut with the bottle, and he’s out. Lands face down on the plastic with a crinkly thud.


“Fuck!” again, and she kicks him in the torso. He makes a sort of “whoof” sound, but doesn’t come to.


“Sonuvabitch,” she says, then bends over and drives the knife through the fabric of his pants between his legs. 


Dens stands back and watches, impassive until Jessie gives the bloodied blade a shake. “Hey, watch it! You got some on the wall!” She wipes at the peach-colored paint with another towel.


“Sorry. This guy just really pissed me off.”


Dens stops scrubbing and smiles at her. “I didn’t say you had to stop. Just be careful. We’re not out in the boonies now, right?”


Jessie grins back at her. “Right.” 


Just then Roger’s cell phone sounds the irritating dance tune again.


Dens hands her a box of latex gloves. “What the sitch calls for.”


Jessie expertly pulls on a pair, then kneels beside Roger, picks up the cell phone, and indulges herself.

Chapter 5


“That him?”


Late morning. The day is warm but slightly overcast, giving everything a white sheen. Noelle’s just nodded to where a body rests at the bottom of a culvert, covered in a jacket. 


The sheriff nods, wordlessly. He wipes his brow, seemingly too hot and weary to even try to send Noelle packing today. 


Noelle’s dispatcher friend Ruth Ann called her fifteen minutes ago, tipped her off that another body had been found on County Road 29-E near old Salva’s farm. Noelle knew the area – she’d grown up just a few miles away, in her beaten-down aunt and uncle’s farmhouse – and it’d been easy to spot Johnson’s police cruiser and the M.E.’s van on the side of the road, next to the ragged cotton field.


Noelle can’t walk up to the body this time – it’s already been taped off, and a photographer is shooting the scene – but she edges a few feet closer, snapping her own pictures.


“What’s with the jacket?”


“That retarded kid who works for Salva found the body.”


Noelle thinks, recalls seeing the kid once. Pretty unforgettable. Must be six-six, three hundred pounds, with a slack, drooling jaw and… “That the kid with the one bad arm?”


Johnson nods. “Stumpy. He ran home, told the old man, who came out here, draped his jacket on the body, then went home and called us.”


Noelle gestures at the stiff. “Do we know who he is yet?”


“I took a look at his face – or what’s left of it – and I don’t think he’s anybody I know. We’ll i.d. him once we get the fingerprints and dental records.”


Noelle steps back from the scene to exchange a few softer words with Johnson. “Think it’s the same perp?”


Johnson glares at her. “How many goddamn nutcases do you think are out there raping men? Yes, Miss Marks, I believe this is the work of the same perpetrator. You can take that back to your paper now.”


Noelle’s never heard him sound like this, this country lawman she’s come to respect, even if she can’t exactly call him a friend. 


“Any leads at all yet?”


Johnson inhales, then: “We think there are multiple perpetrators. We think they may be small men, possibly homosexuals –”



Noelle barks one derisive laugh.


Johnson squints at her. “Now I know you’re one of those liberal media types, Noelle, but even you’d have to admit this doesn’t seem likely to be the work of straight men.”


Noelle nodded. “You’re partly right, Sheriff.”


“What’s that mean?”


“That means I don’t think it’s the work of any men.”


Now it’s his turn to bark. “So it’s – what, UFOs? Ghosts? Horny chupacabras?”


“Worse: Women.”


The sheriff rolls his eyes. “Women. Noelle Marks, that is the craziest thing I’ve heard all week. Why would women do this?”


Noelle shrugs. “Might be hard for you to believe, but a lot of women are pretty pissed off.”


Johnson gapes at her for second, then gives his belt loops a yank up and looks away. “This pissed off?”


“Yeah. Wasn’t victim number two – what was his name, Helfer? – once the number one suspect in a rape case?”


“Yeah, but it never even went to court –”


“Maybe it did, and he was found guilty. I’m guessing the rest of these guys weren’t exactly modern enlightened males.”


Johnson frowns at her. “You sound like you’re on the perp’s side.”


“I’m just saying I think you’re looking in the wrong place.”


Johnson is about to question her when a cell phone rings. He and Noelle both start to reach for theirs, but realize the ring (some sort of insipid techno tune) is coming from a short distance away, and is muffled.


“What the hell…” Johnson says, looking around.


Noelle follows the sound. “It’s coming from the body, Sheriff.”


“But he didn’t have anywhere to put a cell phone –”


He hears the ring again – shielded by several inches of fatty flesh – and goes as pale as his dark skin will allow. “Oh, Christ.”


“He just got easier to i.d.,” Noelle says.


Johnson grimaces. “I am not answering that phone.”


Noelle can’t resist. “Yeah, you wouldn’t want his account to rack up any back-end charges.”


“You’re a sick woman, Noelle.”


“Not really – ‘cause I’m not going to answer that phone, either.”

Chapter 6

Stumpy moves around the barn in a state of agitation.


When he found the dead body in the ditch, at first he was surprised, then as the information filtered through his slow-firing neurons, he started to feel…itchy. 


But it was a good itchy. Like watching a sexy movie. Or looking at the one cow he liked. 

Or like that girl behind Al’s bar last year.


Stumpy had just gone into town to get some food at the Burger Pit. He was walking back home, a half-eaten burger still dangling from his lips, secret sauce spilling down his chin, when the drunk was literally thrown out the back door of the bar, colliding with Stumpy, who jumped back a foot in shock. The woman had staggered, then blinked when she saw him.


“What the fuck are you supposed to be?” she’d asked in slurring perplexity.


Stumpy had just put his head down and kept going, but she hadn’t given up.

“Hey, retard – whattaya got in those pants?”


Stumpy had tried to walk faster, but the drunk had staggered after him until she caught Stumpy’s good right arm and spun him around.


“Wanna know a secret? I always wanted to fuck me one’a the freaks in the sideshow.”

Her hand had gone to Stumpy’s crotch.


His hand, though – the good right hand - had made a fist. The woman didn’t know that Stumpy could twist a loop in an iron bar with that arm.


The woman fell against Stumpy, cooing. “Oh, you may be screwed up on top, but you seem to be working just fine down below.”


Stumpy had stopped hearing then. He’d even forgotten about his burger, not noticing when it fell out of his mouth. All he’d known was red and hot and suddenly the woman was at his feet with blood gushing from her nose and mouth and her head tilted at a strange angle and the front of Stumpy’s overalls was wet. Stumpy had stared at the woman for a moment, dimly aware that she wasn’t moving and that was a very bad thing. 

But it didn’t feel bad to Stumpy. It felt good. Real, real good.


Stumpy’d had just enough sense to run home and not tell anyone. For the next week afterwards, his boss had complained about his work (“What’s got into you, boy?”), but Stumpy just shrugged and didn’t try to answer. He wasn’t real good with words anyway. 


A month later he’d killed a dog. He wanted to know if that’d make him feel good, all kind of jumpy down between his legs. 


It did…but only a little. Not like the woman behind the bar had.


Or the guy he’d found in the ditch today. Stumpy wished he’d been the one to kill the guy. He didn’t have much imagination, but he started wondering what it would feel like to do it real slow, so he could watch…


But he’d rather do that to a girl. Maybe one who wasn’t drunk, who’d cry and beg. Maybe she’d see how strong he was, and fall in love with him, and he’d let her live. 

But it would probably be more fun to kill her.


Stumpy’s penis is suddenly pressing against his overalls, and he feels like he’s going to explode. 


He wants to do it to a girl again. He knows it’s the only thing that would relieve this hard, itchy feeling down below. 


He can’t wait long. Tonight. When it gets dark, he’ll sneak out of his room in the barn and go in search. Hunting.

For a girl.

Chapter 7


The victim’s name had been Roger Simonetti. Turned out he was an investment counselor from New York. Not particularly well-liked – especially not by his female co-workers – but pretty good at his job. Apparently he’d taken a few days off to settle out the estate of a late aunt, figuring he’d earn enough out of the inheritance to make up for his time away from work.


He’d been staying at his aunt’s house, but Noelle doesn’t think he was the type to hang there, especially not on a Saturday evening. She figures him for a bar-hopper, and has started working her way through the bars closest to auntie’s. 

Nobody remembers him. 


One drunk at a place actually called The DewDrop Inn had vaguely recalled the face when Noelle had shown him a photo – then had thrown up on Noelle’s shoes.


It’s after six p.m. when Noelle finally gives up. She’s in a place called Al’s (she remembers that a dead woman was found behind this joint last year), and the latest bartender has just shaken his head and turned away. Noelle is tired and frustrated, and has decided she could use a drink herself. She takes over a cracked leather bar stool, orders a double shot of Jim Beam, and stares at the cheap twinkly beer sign behind the bar; it’s one of those that creates the illusion of a flowing river.


She’s downing the last of the glass and is about to order another when somebody takes a seat two stools down. She turns to see a lanky blond woman, garnished in a classic white-trash bar dress and cheap “buy-one-pair-get-one-free” high heels; something clicks in the back of her mind, a dim recollection of some sort…

“Jessie? Jessie O’Hara, right?”


The blond turns too quickly, and Noelle nearly recoils from the look on her face, in her eyes – a kind of coiled fury. 


“I think we went to school together,” Noelle adds, and the other woman relaxes.

“Oh,” says Jessie. “You mean Davis High?”

Noelle nods. “Right.”


Something flashes through Jessie’s eyes, and Noelle has a fight-or-flight sensation as Jessie eyes her, all calculation but no recognition.

Finally Noelle thrusts a hand out. “Noelle Marks.”


Jessie takes the offered hand, and the few seconds of tension passes. “Oh, yeah. Noelle. Right. Hey, how you been?”


Noelle is surprised at how thick Jessie’s accent is; had she had that in school? Or had Noelle had it then, too, and just lost it after four years at college?


“I’ve been good. Away at college. Got a bachelor’s in Journalism…for all the good it’s done me. I’m stuck here on the staff of the Bugle mainly covering crap like little league teams and prize-winning hogs. How about you?”


Jessie shrugs. “Never got to college. Been workin’ at Billy’s Stop-N-Shop ever since I got out of school. Just cashier work. Nothin’ too exciting.”


Noelle smiles at her. “No husband, kids?”


Jessie barks a huge laugh. Noelle doesn’t know where the laugh comes from, but she likes it. “I’m in no big hurry on that account. Still got a lot left to sample, y’know?”


Noelle lifts her glass to Jessie. “I’ll drink to that.” She clinks Jessie’s Dixie beer bottle, then both women chug.


“How ‘bout you?” Jessie asks. “Boyfriend?”


Noelle shakes her head. “Nope. Had one in college for a while, but…well, he turned out to be kind of a dick. I was actually glad when it ended. He had another girlfriend, admitted it, and still wanted me to move in with him.”


A strange, nearly rabid interest crosses Jessie’s features. “Fuck. That is really dicky. You ever think…”


“What?” Noelle asks.


“Never mind.” Jessie raises her empty bottle. “One beer and I’m already drunk. I’m such a lightweight.”


But she orders another.


While the bartender brings it, Jessie says, “Bein’ a reporter must have some good stuff goin’ for it. I mean, like…do you ever get to cover murders, stuff like that?”


Noelle orders her own follow-up. “Well…I am covering these murders that have been going on, kind of doing it on my own time. Y’know, hoping that maybe if I can get a good story out of it I can get to work for one of the big papers, maybe Atlanta or Jackson. Or maybe get a book out of it.”


“These murders,” Jessie repeats. “You mean those things with those poor men who’ve been…”


“Raped,” says Noelle.


“Yeah. Got any leads yet?”


“Not really. The cops think they’re looking for a gay guy. Myself, I think it’s a woman. Maybe two.”


The bartender hands Jessie her beer then, and she sloshes about two ounces onto the countertop. “No shit? That’d be kind of fucked-up. But kind of…”


“Cool?” Noelle grins. The alcohol’s kicking in, giving her a sense of connection with this woman that probably wouldn’t really exist otherwise. But right now – Jessie’s her new best friend.


“Well…yeah!” 


They spend the next two hours getting progressively drunker and reminiscing about who was sleeping with who in high school, and what happened to the cute jock (now an insurance salesman with a burgeoning beer gut), and remember how the creepy math teacher Mr. Allston was thrown out because they thought he’d molested a boy (no proof, though), and the town sure got lucky when Katrina left it alone a few years back.


They finally exchange phone numbers and promise to stay in touch, and Noelle knows she’s way too drunk to drive home but she does anyway. What the hell, it’d probably be Johnson who’d pull her over, and he’d go easy on her.


She makes it home okay, and though it’s not even 10 p.m. she’s drunk off her ass and flops onto her bed. 


The last thing she thinks about before passing out is the way Jessie looked when they talked about the murders. 


I wonder if… flickers through Noelle’s mind.


Then the room begins to spin and any coherent thought is whirled away.

Chapter 8


Fuck. I can’t fucking believe this.


Jessie’s out late. Again.


Dens is in front of the television, but she’s not really watching the inane cop show. 


She’s stewing.


She’s hoping Jessie isn’t out at another bar, getting drunk again, about to bring another one home. 


I really need to talk to that girl about her drinking.


Well, that and the other thing.


The other thing, of course, being…the murders.


Dens knows they have to slow down a little. It wasn’t so bad when it was once or twice a year and they were on vacation, nowhere near home. But now Jessie wants it all the time, and it’s just too much. Dens is in her thirties, and each one seems to get a little harder. 


No question: Jessie is a junkie. But hell, it’s cheaper than drugs, doesn’t leave you with a hangover in the morning, and is probably safer than sex. 


And they’ve had good times, during these six years. Dens does a mental catalog, and comes up with twelve killings.


Ah shit – a dozen. That means the next one’ll be…


Then Dens decides it doesn’t matter, since she really isn’t superstitious anyway. 


Number Thirteen will die just like all the rest. 

Chapter 9


Jessie doesn’t leave Al’s when Noelle goes.


She’s actually kind of freaked out. It isn’t so much that she’s freaked out by the talk of the murders – that had actually been kind of cool. No, she’s freaked out by the sheer cosmic synchronicity of it all, of a chance encounter with an old schoolmate who is looking for her, and has no idea she’s been found. 


Trying to consider the possibilities of that has boggled her. So she’s ordered more beers. 


On top of everything else, she really digs the reporter. She thinks they could even become friends.


Wouldn’t that be a trip?


By eleven, the bartender tells Jessie it’s time to go. She’s staggering and screeching and slurring, and there’s some sleazy guy hitting on her and she’s too drunk to care how sleazy the guy is. So, with the bartender’s help, she calls Dens and asks for a ride home. Dens is understandably kind of pissed on the phone, but agrees to pick up Jessie out front.


So Jessie staggers out the front door. She’s picking her way across the gravel of the parking lot when she suddenly realizes she desperately needs to pee. Her fogged-up brain decides the restrooms must be around back, so she wanders around the side of the building and to the dimly lit rear, which is bordered by forest. When she realizes there are no restrooms there, she settles for just relieving herself in a dark corner.


She’s just trying to pull up her panties again when she hears something behind her, a strange grunting/breathing noise. She turns, and actually sobers up slightly at what she sees:


There’s a guy who must be nearly seven feet tall standing there watching her. The guy’s face is all saggy on one side, with a huge drooping bottom lip and overgrown, brown teeth, and his left arm is little more than a flipper.


And he’s sporting a noticeable woody beneath his coveralls.


“Something I can help you with? Or you just get your jollies watchin’ a lady take a piss?”


The freak just stands there.


Jessie’s drunk and irritated now and she starts to walk away.


And then he reaches out with that good right arm and grabs her. It’s like a steel cuff clamping around her skinny bicep.


“Hey –!”


He starts dragging her back toward the woods.


Jessie tries to reach into her purse for the hunting knife, but he yanks her forward hard and she drops the purse. 


There goes her best chance for getting out of this.


With no other option, she twists back towards the bar and screams. “HELLLPPP –!”


But there’s a lot of music and laughter coming from inside that bar, and nobody comes out.


Now they’ve hit the trees, and as the freak tries to pull her along, Jessie reaches out and wraps her free arm around a trunk, bringing them to a momentary stop; but the freak just lets go of her, turns around, and tries to punch her with a fist the size of a ham. Jessie twists her head aside and hears the blow splinter bark, and the freak howls. Jessie’s reflexes are speeding up again, and she takes advantage of the freak’s pain to knee him in that oversized crotch. Her aim’s off – she can’t really get any momentum behind the action – but it’s enough to make him stagger back, gasping. 


That’s all she needs. She reaches overhead, snaps off the first branch her hands connect with, and starts swinging it at her assailant. 


“Motherfucker – MOTHERFUCKER, wanna play, huh? HUH?!”


He raises his good arm to block the blows, but she’s unrelenting. When her branch breaks on the third strike, she jabs the splintered end into his midsection. He cries out, already hoarse, and claws at the bloodied stake now sticking out of him. Jessie kicks at the piece of branch, driving it in further. 


He finally goes down, and she raises a foot clad in a high-heel shoe. The heel breaks off in Stumpy’s eye, ruining both his face and her shoe.


“Fuck! My good shoes!” she screams.
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Five minutes later, she walks out of the woods, barefoot, and sees Dens coming around the edge of the building.


“Where the hell you been?” Dens calls out to her. “I’ve been waiting out front for ten minutes.”


Then Dens sees her, with her hair wild, her feet bare, and a large bruise forming on her bare upper right arm. “What the hell happened to you?”


Jessie grins at her. “You gotta check this out, Dens.”


She leads Dens back into the woods a few feet. From the distant light of the bar, Dens makes out a shape at their feet. As her eyes adjust, she sees it’s a huge dead man, with a deformed arm, a bloodied mid-section, and a mutilated face.


“What is this?!”


Jessie kicks him again. “Fucker grabbed me in the parking lot and tried to rape me in the woods.”


“Jesus. You okay?”


Jessie nods, then continues on, excited. “Remember how we always said we wished we could get the asshole who killed that woman last year behind Al’s? I think this is him, Dens. We got him.”


Dens nods slowly. “No shit. Okay. Okay, that’s pretty fuckin’ cool.”


She and Jessie exchange a high-five, then Dens frowns. “Now we gotta move him.”


Jessie starts to object, then sees what Dens is talking about: “Oh yeah. I was in the bar for a long time, huh.”


“Yep. Somebody would remember.” Dens motions back towards the building. “C’mon, let’s go pull the car around.”


As they start out of the woods, Dens adds:


“And we have to talk about your drinking.”

Chapter 10


JohnnyJay looks up from his copy of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, and for the first time he knows that the hairs on the back of a person’s neck really can stand up:


Edward Hyde is standing at the edge of the woods.


Clicking off the flashlight he’s been using to read by, JohnnyJay hopes he can’t be seen in the dark backseat of the car. 


It may also be the first time in his life he actually wishes his dickwad brother was around. But Tadd’s off in the bar, where he’s been for the last two hours. As far as JohnnyJay can tell, there’s nobody else out here, back behind Al’s. Tadd wouldn’t park in front like everyone else, because he didn’t want anyone to see that he had his stupid little underage brother in the car. 

At least Mr. Hyde’s looking off in the other direction.


His initial shock over, JohnnyJay examines the man more carefully. He’s maybe eighty feet away, and JohnnyJay can see he’s big, kind of hunched (like Mr. Hyde); something’s wrong with one arm, his head’s too big, his face kind of sags on one side.


After a few seconds, Mr. Hyde takes a step back and melts into the shadows beneath the trees again.


JohnnyJay considers getting out, running for the bar…but he realizes Tadd would beat the crap out of him if he did that. 

He might be better off taking his chances with Mr. Hyde.


JohnnyJay continues to watch for a few more minutes, then decides the guy’s gone, anyway. 


He tries to go back to his book, but he’s been reading for nearly two hours, the flashlight’s beam is going dim, and he’s seriously creeped out now.


Fuck Tadd anyway.


Their parents went out for a party with some of dad’s friends, and told Tadd he’d have to watch his younger brother. Tadd agreed, then as soon as mom and dad took off he told Tadd to grab “one of those fag books”, made him get into the back seat of the car, and told him he’d stay there or get a thrashing. When their parents ask, the story will be that Tadd took him to a movie.

A nice clean Disney picture, of course.

The flashlight’s beam dies completely.

JohnnyJay closes up his book and looks up in irritation. How much longer? He’s cold, and he’s hungry.


Just then he sees someone stagger around the corner of the bar. It’s a girl.


She’s tall, blonde, kind of pretty in a country girl way. JohnnyJay thinks he’s seen her before…


That’s right: She’s a checker at the Stop-N-Shop. 


Tadd’s got the hots for her. Likes his blondes, he does.


The girl disappears into a shadow, and for a few moments JohnnyJay can’t see her. He wonders what she’s doing. Maybe she had too much to drink, and she’s puking…


Then Mr. Hyde lumbers out of the woods.


JohnnyJay’s gut clenches. The monster is making his way for the girl. JohnnyJay watches, paralyzed, as Mr. Hyde grabs the girl and hauls her into the trees. Her purse falls to the ground, spilling a few of its contents across the asphalt.


“Hey –!” she calls out, stumbling. Then: “HELLLPPP –!”


But nobody hears her. Nobody but JohnnyJay, that is.


The monster drags the girl out of sight.


JohnnyJay’s mind spins like a charged ion. He should call the cops, but by the time they get here she’ll be dead. He should go get help, but all those assholes in the bar are drunk; again, by the time JohnnyJay can rouse any of them to action, she’s probably dead and Tadd’s opening a fresh can of whupass on JohnnyJay. 


It’s up to him.


But that fucking guy – Mr. Hyde or not – is nearly seven feet tall. JohnnyJay’s maybe five-three or four.


Still.


He gets out of the car, and doesn’t close the door all the way behind him. Outside, he can hear them thrashing about in the woods. He crouches low and runs as softly as he can across the gravel lot to the trees.


He hears the girl screaming.


He finds a deadwood branch on the ground and picks it up. It’s old and rotten, and falls apart in his hands. 


The girl is crying out again. And Mr. Hyde is grunting.


He’ll have to risk it. He steps into the woods, making his way cautiously, quietly. He glimpses movement ahead. It’s them.


And then he freezes, half-hidden behind a wide trunk, and stares in disbelief at the scene not twenty feet away:


Mr. Hyde is on the ground, his good arm clutching at a bleeding wound in his side.


And the pretty blonde is raising one leg over the monster’s head. She brings down the heel of her shoe into his eye. He screams and begins to convulse.


Her heel breaks off there. She screams something about her good shoes.


But JohnnyJay doesn’t really hear it. Or rather, he hears it, but doesn’t really comprehend it. He’s beyond that at the moment.


She strides angrily out of the woods, passing right by his tree and never seeing him. 


Which is amazing, since he’s trembling from head to toe.


Mr. Hyde is dead. She killed him.


JohnnyJay is trying to wake his brain up again when he hears a second female voice. He makes himself as small and still as he can, not even daring to look this time.


“What is this?!” asks the new voice. It’s lower, gruffer, than the blonde’s.


They talk for a moment, about some other woman who was killed here. At the end of the conversation there’s a slapping sound, then more discussion that’s too low for JohnnyJay to make out.


But the important part is – they’re leaving. He listens to their feet crunching across leaves, then gravel. 


He waits a long time – it seems like hours – and is just starting to edge his way out of the woods when he hears a car engine coming. He ducks down again, and even crawls off another twenty feet, until he’s sure he’s a good distance away from the dead guy.


It’s the two women. They’re trying to lug Mr. Hyde, but he weighs a lot and it’s a tough job. JohnnyJay’s too far to hear everything they say, but he makes out assorted groans and curse words.


Finally, with a last heave-ho, they manage to haul the corpse into the back of their pickup. They climb back into the cab, and this time they’re really gone.


JohnnyJay’s pretty certain they won’t be back, but he still sneaks to the edge of the trees, and looks out. 


No sign of them. He waits for a while.


Nothing. 


And then somebody does show up:


Tadd.


He comes staggering out of the bar’s back exit. He sees JohnnyJay, and shouts across the lot: “What in the hell are you doing back there? Get your ass over to the car and let’s go.”


JohnnyJay can’t move. He tries to call out a response, but all that comes out is a hoarse croak.


“Boy, you better get over here right now –”


Finally JohnnyJay finds his voice. “I saw a guy killed in the woods.”


Tadd walks forward. “What?”


JohnnyJay points this time, too. “I saw a guy killed. Back there.”


Tadd reaches JohnnyJay, and the boy nearly retches from the beer fumes billowing off his brother. “You saw a guy killed?”


“Yeah…”


Tadd laughs. “You’re full of shit.”


“I’m not. Right back here…”


JohnnyJay turns and walks back into the woods. He doesn’t want to, but he also doesn’t want Tadd to call him a liar and beat on him to prove it.


A few feet in, JohnnyJay finds what he’s pretty sure is the spot. “Right here. There was this big ugly guy, and he got stabbed, and – here –!”


JohnnyJay points at a dark pool in the muck. Tadd bends over, eyes it, then runs his fingers through it. He holds them up to the light, sees crimson, thick, a lot of it. “Holy fuck…”


“I saw it,” blurts out JohnnyJay.


“What do you mean, you saw it?”


“I saw him get killed.”


JohnnyJay can just barely make out Tadd turning towards him. “You saw it?”


“Yeah, he was a big guy, like seven feet tall, and his face was saggy and scary, and –”


Tadd cuts him off, swinging his left arm in a ludicrous way. “One arm like a flipper?”


“Yeah.”


Tadd whistles softly. “Shit. Musta been some big asshole to take Stumpy down.”


“Stumpy?” asks JohnnyJay.


“Yeah. He works for old man Salva. Out on the farm. Dumber’n an ox and ten times as strong.”


Now JohnnyJay recalls hearing some stories about the freak who works for the old man. He heard the freak liked cows.


“It was a girl.”


Tadd pauses, then says, “What?!”


“It was that girl who works over at the Stop-N-Shop. The blonde one you like. He dragged her back here, and she…she killed him. Then she and a friend came with a truck and moved him.”


JohnnyJay starts to shake again.


Tadd walks up and looms over his brother. “You’re trying to tell me a girl who weighs maybe one-thirty offed this motherfucker?”


The boy gulps. “Yeah. It was her.”


“Holy shit,” Tadd murmurs, with considerable admiration.


JohnnyJay turns and starts out of the woods. He reaches the gravel, then hears Tadd running after him. “Where you goin’?”


He turns to face his brother. “To call the cops.”


“You don’t wanna do that.”


“Why not?”


“Well, first off you’re an underage minor in the back lot of a bar late on a Saturday night. Wanna wind up in a foster home?”


JohnnyJay’s heard the foster home argument before. The stories about sadists who will take the state’s money even while they’re keeping him locked up in a tiny cell down in a basement, feeding him green bread crusts and making him pee in a bucket.


Yeah, he’s heard it a lot, but it still gets him, every time.


He toes the gravel, looking down. “No.”


“Okay, there’s that. And this girl was just protecting herself, right?”


JohnnyJay thinks that through a moment. “I guess, but…she didn’t really have to kill him –”


“RIGHT?” Tadd says, his eyes narrowing.


“Yeah. Protecting herself,” JohnnyJay agrees, reluctantly.


“So you wanna turn her in?”


More gravel gets toed. “No. I guess not.”


“Right.” Tadd clamps a hand on JohnnyJay’s shoulder. It’s supposed to be brotherly, but it sends another quiver through the kid. 


He looks up to see Tadd staring off, thinking, a smile forming on his thin lips.


“Besides, we can have us a little fun with this.”


Tadd claps JohnnyJay several times, then adds happily:


“I think I just got me a new girlfriend.”

Chapter 10


Noelle looks at the dead body of Stumpy, the poor deformed farmhand, and she shivers. Sure, it’s barely after 7 a.m. and still cold, but that’s not why she’s trembling.


It’s the hole in the face.


She can’t get near the scene again – these murders are starting to cross county lines, and the Feds are involved – but she can see well enough from where she stands as they examine the area around the body, where it rests near the bottom of an irrigation ditch.


“Whattaya think, Frank?” one Fed says to another. “Screwdriver make that wound in the head?”


Frank pokes at the wound with a pen, and Noelle stifles an urge to vomit. “Maybe,” mutters Frank, then salutes with his pen. “Or even a pen.”


Noelle’s heard enough. She turns away and starts for her car.


Halfway there, she bumps into Johnson. He’s not comfortable with all these FBI guys, and he tries to stop Noelle for a chat. “Weird, huh? Why didn’t they rape Stumpy? ‘Course he ain’t too pretty, is he…”


Noelle keeps going.


“Noelle?” Johnson calls after her.


“Sorry, Sheriff, but I’ve gotta run.”


She doesn’t even look at him. Just gets in her car. Slams the door.


But she doesn’t start it. She doesn’t start it because she’s paralyzed. She’s paralyzed because she can’t stop thinking about a pair of cheapass high heels on her old high school chum Jessie yesterday, heels that might have been badly made but could still put a nice dent in a man’s head. Stiletto heels. And the expression on Jessie’s face when the talk turned to the murders. And the fact that they know Stumpy was killed somewhere else and moved.


Somewhere that could have been near Al’s bar.


Noelle briefly debates getting out of her car and walking the thirty feet over to Johnson and telling him her suspicion, but she realizes it’ll sound ludicrous. He’s already dismissed the notion that a woman could be stalking the American South raping its menfolk; now she’s going to ask him to believe that she uses high heels as a murder weapon?


So she doesn’t get out of the car.


And she begins to wonder if she could maybe – just maybe – get some hard evidence first, then go to the Feds herself.


Now that would make for a helluva story. 


If she survives.

Chapter 11


Jessie has a graveyard shift tonight at the Stop-N-Shop. 


At least in this little small town market, a graveyard shift means working only until ten, when the market closes. Still, Jessie would rather be home, watching a movie with her roommate.


Or doing something else.


It’s half an hour until closing when she glances up, and sees two men just outside the front window, obviously peering in at her. Or one man and a boy, who can’t be more than 13, 14. The older one – an ugly, stringy-haired twentysomething who Jessie’s seen around on occasion – is speaking emphatically to the boy, and once he actually points to Jessie. The kid stares at her for a moment, then looks away quickly when he sees her looking back. The jerk grabs the kid’s chin, and forces his head up. The kid nods. The jerk releases him and stands back. The kid runs off into the night.


The creep looks through the glass, looks past the bags of charcoal briquets and cigarette cases, and he grins at Jessie. The biggest, most hateful shiteating grin you’ve ever seen.


Jessie makes a mental note to waste that fucker one of these days.


Finally ten p.m. comes. Jessie does her final count-out, hands her drawer to Emmy, the assistant manager, heads back to her locker, grabs her purse, and heads out. 


As she steps into the parking lot, the store lights go off behind her. Emmy will leave out the back. That leaves just Jessie in the front lot.


Or…not.


Because the creep with the grin is there.


Jessie feels a quick thrill arc through her. She knows she shouldn’t do this, especially not so soon after that freak in the woods. 


She decides to try to avoid him, because she doesn’t want to piss Dens off.


She walks by him, fast, heading for her car.


She’s gone twenty feet when he calls after her: “Hey baby – what’s your hurry?”


She tries to ignore him. But, just in case, her hand starts creeping into her purse…


…for her knife. The hunting knife, in its sheath. The one she bought a few years ago at a second hand surplus store in Atlanta. The one she used on Petey, and Simonetti, and a few other dipshits before them. The one she will use on this dipshit, if she gets the chance –

His hand is suddenly on her arm, stopping her. 


“Hey, honey…”


She turns, looks him in the eye, gives him one last shot at escape. “Look, I’ve had a really long night, and I just want to go home, okay?”


Her fingers are around the knife’s handle.


Unfortunately, he’s got a gun.


He pulls it from a pocket. Some old revolver that looks like it might blow up if actually fired. But he’s pointing it at her. 


“Oh, that’s too bad,” he says, sneering, “because I was thinking we could maybe find another freak to kill, you and me. Isn’t that the sort of thing you’re into?”


Every cell in Jessie’s body freezes up. 


The Fear is back.


When she was a kid, she lived every day with The Fear. The Fear was what came every time daddy walked into the room. The Fear rose up in her mouth and tasted like bile that time daddy passed her off to one of his hunting buddies. The Fear had locked her limbs down when those jocks had gangbanged her behind the bleachers during her junior year at high school, all the while making jokes about the cheerleader and her pompoms.


But then she met Dens, and Dens taught her how to replace The Fear with The Rage. And that was better. Much better.


And that’s what Jessie does now. She forces The Fear down, and lets The Rage fill her. It moves into those frozen cells and melts them with fire. 


It causes her hand to act on its own, pulling the knife from the sheath and from the purse and swinging it towards his midsection.


The gun goes off. 


The bullet tears through Jessie’s side just as the knife rips into Tadd. They’re both driven back, clutching in disbelief at their wounds.


But Jessie’s better at this than Tadd is, and she’s ready first. He’s still looking down at his bleeding gut as the knife arcs through the air again, the blade coming up into his hand. He screams, the gun flies from his grip, Jessie jerks the blade upward, and Tadd’s thumb separates from the rest of his hand, falling to the pavement in a spectacular spray of red. 


“You fuckin’ bitch!” Tadd shrieks, and swings his other hand – the one that still has all five fingers – wildly towards her.


She tries to duck, but the blow still connects with the top of her head. It doesn’t knock her out, but it sounds like a cannon and makes everything purple for a second. She knows she’s going down, and she struggles to regain control of her legs.


Suddenly a hand is wrapped in her hair and pulling. The pain brings her back to full consciousness.


Tadd’s dragging her across the parking lot, heading for the dark side of the grocery store.


She starts to reach up, and he drives a fist into her temple again. This time it does knock her out –


– for maybe a minute. When she comes to, he’s got her up against the wall, near a big garbage bin, out of the light, where nobody can see that he’s holding her pinned against the filthy bricks.


He sees her eyes open and roll for a second, and he bares his teeth at her, feral and filthy. 


“This coulda been fun for you, too, honey, but you had to go and be stupid, didn’t ya? Just like all the other cunts. Well, that’s okay with me, too, ‘cause frankly – I don’t really give a shit if you like it or not.”


He’s trying to tear her shirt off.


Idiot didn’t check to see if she still had the knife. Somehow she’s kept her grip on it. 


Her arm goes around him, and the knife drives into his back, just below his left shoulder blade. He abruptly arches and stiffens, kind of like he just came. Jessie struggles to yank the knife out, and Tadd claws blindly at her. He leaves three long red furrows in her face before she frees the knife and goes for another stab, this one an underhand that ends at Tadd’s crotch.

Tadd’s mouth drops into a paralyzed “O” of supreme agony and defeat. He’s losing a lot of blood now, from four different places. He staggers back, one step, two –


Reaches out towards her in vain –


Topples over –


Convulses on the pavement, and even in the darkness she sees his blood spreading out around him.


But then Jessie starts to get cold. And she realizes not all of the blood pooling around her feet is his.


She can’t stand up any more. Clutches at the place in her side where he shot her. Feels something lumpy and soft under the fabric of her damp shirt, and thinks it might be some part of her that was never meant to be on the outside. She tries, absurdly, to push it back in. But she’s fallen to her knees now and she’s so goddamn cold and her fingers aren’t working very well and then her cheek is somehow on the asphalt in her own blood and it’s sticky and red and the last thing she sees is Tadd go still and dead.


“Fucker,” she mumbles.


It’s all she gets out before her own movements cease and it gets darker and darker and then there’s nothing left to see at all.


Nothing.

Chapter 12


Seven a.m. the next morning.


Dens is about to leave for work. Another day restocking the aisles of Anita’s Drug Emporium. Another day during which she will be seriously pissed off at Jessie. 


Goddamnit, two nights ago she gets drunk and offs the retard, and now she’s stayed out all night again. Maybe went home with some guy she picked up in a bar.


And Dens knows what that would lead to.


She’s finishing up her coffee when there’s a knock on the door.


Christ, Dens thinks, what, is she still so fucking drunk she can’t even find her keys?

Dens opens the door, expecting to see Jessie there, looking disheveled and loose-limbed, expecting to start giving her roomie a piece of her mind –


– and she freezes when she sees a sheriff there.


She knows him. Black man, older, pleasant, once gave her a lift when her car broke down outside of town. 


Jessie. This is about Jessie. 


Dens clutches the edge of the door to hold herself steady, keep herself upright. 


“Yes?” she asks, hoping there’s no tremor in her voice when she lets that single word out.


“Is this the residence of Jessie O’Hara?” 


Dens swallows, her mouth suddenly dry. “Yes it is. I’m her roommate, Dens Keefe.”


The expression that crosses the sheriff’s face tells Dens this isn’t going to be an interrogation. No suspicion there, but rather discomfort. 


This is going to be bad.


“Miss Keefe, I’m afraid I have some bad news for you.”


Oh Christ.


“Your roommate was found dead this morning.”


Dens’s knuckles go white, and the wood under her fingers actually begins to make a slight squeal of protest from the pressure she’s applying. “Dead?” is all she can get out.


“Yes. She was…well, she was found with another person, a man, who was also dead. The man had a gun, and it looks like he shot your friend. There was also a knife involved, which is one of my questions for you: Do you know if Miss O’Hara usually carried a knife?”


Dens forces her fingers to release the door, and she turns to walk stiff-legged to the nearest living room chair. “I’m sorry, I have to sit down.”


Johnson takes off his hat and kneads the brim as he follows her into the living room. “I understand. I’m very sorry, Miss Keefe. I take it you were friends as well as roommates?”


Dens lowers herself into a chair, nodding. “Best friends. BFF.”


Johnson nods, then asks, in the gentlest possible tone: “Then you’d know…about the knife, I mean.”


Dens looks away as if to hide her thinking from him. Why is he so interested in that knife? Unless…

…unless they suspect Jessie of being the one behind the murders.

Dens considers lying, saying that she’d never known Jessie to carry a knife, but she decides a half-truth might be better than none at all. “Yeah, she bought it recently. Said she didn’t feel safe coming out of that market at night.” Dens punctuates her lie with a bitter laugh, then adds, “Guess she was right.”


“Was she being…stalked, or something?” 


Dens inwardly laughs, but outwardly shakes her head. “No.”


“You sure of that?”

“Pretty sure.”


Johnson makes a note on a small pad, then looks up again. “Do you know a Tadd Milburn?”


Dens thinks. Can’t place it. “No. Why?”


“That’s the man who was found dead with her. It looks as if they struggled. This Milburn shot your friend, and we think she in turn stabbed him. Then basically they both…bled to death in the parking lot of the market where Miss O’Hara was employed.”


Bled to death. 


Alone. Cold. Shot by some fuckwad who – what? She thought would be easy prey, until he turned the tables?


Or was he after her? Maybe he just wanted her purse. Her car.


Her pussy.


Tadd Milburn. The name carves a permanent place in Dens’s gray matter.


Tadd Milburn.


Dens’s center turns to dry ice. Her face becomes stone. Her eyes, little hard obsidian pebbles.


“Miss Keefe? You okay?” Johnson is suddenly sitting up straighter, and he sounds slightly scared. 


Then Johnson looks down – and Dens sees him freeze. She follows his gaze down –


– and sees a large blood stain on the couch cushion beside him. Left over from the New York broker. It’d been Jessie’s job to clean it up. She’d never done it.


Johnson lifts his head slowly and looks Dens right in the eye. Dens holds his gaze and says, “Jessie found a dog in the road two days ago, hit by a car. She brought it in here to try and save it, but it bled all over the couch and then died anyway.”


“She must have been a real animal lover,” notes Johnson.


“Oh yeah, she was,” says Dens.


Johnson snaps his notebook closed and rises. “That’s all I need for now.”


He starts heading for the door, but pauses before he steps out. He looks back at Dens and asks, “You’re not planning on taking any trips any time soon, are you?”


Dens shakes her head. “No. Why?”


“I think it’d be a good idea if you stuck around town. Y’know, in case we have any more questions.”


Dens nods, trying to seem reasonable. “Okay.”


Johnson tips his hat to her, then leaves without another word.


Dens forces herself to move with measured, contained steps to the door. She closes it, a smile stitched across her face as if put there by an inexpert seamstress. 


She waits until she hears Johnson’s car fade off into the distance.


Then –

She screams.


She has just enough composure left to grab a throw pillow from the couch and shriek into it. She falls to her knees, spluttering and wailing and finally shredding the pillow with her bare hands, sending bits of foam raining down around her. She falls back and pounds a fist into a wall until she cracks the plaster and her knuckles are bleeding.


Finally the pain in her hands brings her back to some kind of rationality, and she starts to pace. Thinking about how this will go down:


Jessie’s dead, killed by some piece of shit named Tadd Milburn.


The cops have Jessie’s knife.


They’ll match the blade to the wounds inflicted on earlier victims. 


They’ll figure out that Jessie wasn’t alone.


They’ll come back with a warrant, to search the house. They’ll take the blood stained cushion, and match it to Simonetti. 


Then Dens will spend the rest of her life in prison.


She figures she’s got days, maybe hours.


She considers her options:


Running’s out. Fuck running. She doesn’t run.


She’s sure as hell not going to turn herself in.


She’s also sure as hell not just going to sit here and wait for them to come and arrest her.


Fuck it, she finally concludes, if I got one day left, I’m going to spend it doing whatever the fuck I want.

And what she most wants is to take down Tadd Milburn. But he’s already dead, so what does that leave?


His family. The fuckhead crackers who spawned him.


That’s what Dens wants to do: She wants to take down every last fucking member of the Milburn clan. Parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, brothers, sisters, wives, children, pets…anybody she can get to in the next day will die. Their deaths will be excruciating. A great deal of blood will be involved. Mr. Nightstick will get a hell of a workout.


The new ice that has formed at Dens’s center spreads up to her face and etches a permanent stretched-wide grin there.


Dens starts gathering up her tools.

Chapter 13


JohnnyJay hides in his room when the cops show up.


But he leaves the door open just a crack, and if he stands right there he can hear everything being said in the living room. He hears his brother’s name. He hears a loud wail from his mother.


He knows Tadd’s dead.


And he almost loses his breakfast. He has to sit down on the edge of his bed, because his legs aren’t working so well.


It’s not grief – truthfully, he’s glad that moron’s dead. And it’s not sympathy for his mother’s banshee-loud howls of pain, because he thinks that’s all kind of fake. His mom wasn’t so hot on Tadd, either. She’s putting on a nice show for Mr. Policeman.


No, what JohnnyJay’s thinking about is what he saw in the forest, behind the bar.


There were two women. Only one’s dead now.


No, what JohnnyJay’s feeling is fear. 


In fact, he’s scared shitless. 


He knows he should tell the cops about what he saw, but they’d blame him for not reporting it sooner. They’d say he’d caused his brother’s death. They might even arrest him.


He’d wind up in prison. Or worse – a foster home.


So he sits on the edge of his bed, shaking, hoping nobody comes to ask him questions, because he’s not such a good liar. 


And hoping that nothing worse than a cop is coming.

Chapter 14


Noelle looks up from her booth at the back of the diner as Ruth Ann comes in. It’s slightly too early for the lunchtime rush, and there are only a few other customers seated nearby. 


And from the look on her friend’s face, Noelle thinks that’s a good thing.


As Ruth Ann sits opposite her, sliding across the peeling red leatherette, Noelle leans forward and asks, “Well?”


Ruth Ann looks around, almost an exaggerated motion, then speaks in a stage whisper. “They just sent the knife out for tests, but they’re already guessing it’s gonna be a match for the wounds found on all the victims.”


Noelle nods, rolling the information around.


At least my gut instincts are good, she thinks. But –

Ruth Ann leans back, looking troubled. “You were right, I guess. I still can’t believe it, myself.”


“Why?”


“Well, I mean…did you see her?”


Noelle barks a bitter laugh. “Hell, I had a drink with her.”


Ruth Ann’s eyes go wide. “No shit?” She’s said that too loud, and heads turn toward them disapprovingly. Ruth Ann reddens, and leans forward, whispering again: “You didn’t tell me that.”


Noelle nods, and adds, “I almost guessed it then.”


Ruth Ann gapes. “How could you? She wasn’t like some Amazon. How could she have killed Stumpy? That boy weighed twice as much as she did.”


“She got mad,” Noelle says with a shrug. 


“Okay, now you’re scaring me,” Ruth Ann says.


“Why?”


Ruth Ann takes a few seconds to answer. “Because you sound like you understand her. She was crazy, Noelle. That’s the only explanation.”


Noelle shrugs again.


“Besides,” her friend goes on, “even if she could kill a big man like Stumpy, how could she move him afterward?”


Noelle even surprises herself with what she says next:


“There were two of them.”


Ruth Ann laughs. “Now you’re the crazy one, girl. Two of them. Working together.”


Noelle feels a certainty spreading through her, like superheated gas filling a vacuum.


Two of them. Of course.


Ruth Ann is saying something else, but Noelle’s not even listening right now. Her thoughts are finding the next link in a chain:


Two of them.


Working together.


Close friends, maybe even lovers.


The survivor’s going to be seriously pissed off about now.


Looking for payback.


Tadd Milburn.


Noelle suddenly grabs her purse and stands so fast she bangs a thigh on the edge of the table.


“Noelle –?” Ruth Ann looks up at her.


Noelle reaches down and grabs her friend by the wrist, hauling her ass up out of the booth.


“Noelle –!”


“Can you get me Tadd Milburn’s address?”


“Well…yes, back at the station, but…?”


Noelle is already dragging Ruth Ann out of the diner. She doesn’t have time to answer any questions. She’s let this story go once, when her gut was right.


She’s not going to let it go again.

Chapter 15


It’s a small town, and it doesn’t take Dens long to figure out where the Milburns live.


She stops first at Jessie’s market. There’s a cluster of people around the main checkout register. Emmy, the assistant manager, is there, looking still genuinely shocked as she fields questions and comments. When she sees Dens, she ignores the others, turning genuine sympathy in the direction of Jessie’s roommate.


“God, Dens, I’m so sorry…”


Dens works hard to keep her emotions in check. Because what she’d really like to do, of course, is grab the woman by the straps of her fucking prissy little apron and shake her until her teeth rattle and her eyeballs pop out. 


Instead, she tries to look appropriately downcast. She’s distantly aware that the rubberneckers are watching her.


They exchange mutual consolatory messages for a few moments, she and Jessie’s boss. Suddenly Emmy blurts out:


“The cops were asking about you, too.”


Dens knows now that she has less time than she thought.


“So,” she says, as blue-white sparks fire off behind her vision, “what do you know about the guy who shot her?”


One of the onlookers obliges, a young blonde woman that Dens has seen around town. At the Burger Pit. “Tadd Milburn,” is all she says, oozing contempt. 


“What about him?” Dens asks.


“He raped me,” the woman says.


There’s some muttering around the blonde. A few of the listeners turn away, apparently bored by the story. They’ve heard it plenty of times before. 


A plump redhead steps forward. “Shelley, you know that’s not exactly true –”


“Oh, shut the fuck up, Barbara,” she snarls back over one shoulder, before turning to Dens. “Bastard drugged me, then took me to his garage. Can you believe it? He lived in his parents’ garage. Fucking loser. I’m glad he’s dead.”


Careful, Dens. Keep it light.


“Jesus. I never heard of these people…”


Shelley is very obliging. “You can’t miss ‘em: They’ve got the trashiest white trash house over on Ninth. The whole yard’s full of old cars on blocks and shit. The whole family’s fucked up. I’d be happy if they all went straight to Hell.”


If Dens didn’t know better, she’d swear Shelley knows what she’s got in mind.

Chapter 16


Because of all the activity around the police station, it takes Ruth Ann a few extra seconds to sneak Tadd Milburn’s address out to where Noelle waits in her car.


In fact, Noelle gets it about 15 minutes after Dens does. And then she has to make one more stop: She swings by her folks’ house and borrows her dad’s .22 hunting rifle.  


Too bad she’s been slowed down - she’s going to miss the first act.

Chapter 17


“Is this the Milburn residence?”


Dens stands at the front door of the house, squinting up at the paunchy, sweaty fortysomething who has to be Tadd’s sire. He’s wearing a stained wifebeater t-shirt and tattered jeans. 


“Yes.” He’s also big, six feet of cholesterol and flab.


“Are you Tadd’s father?” Dens tries to look small and demure.


“What’s this about?” he asks, and Dens can smell his rancid alcohol-soaked breath even through the tattered screen door.


Good. He’s drunk. That’ll make it easier.


Dens peers past him, sees one other person, a woman. Probably the mother. She’s sprawled on a couch, jabbering into a cordless phone. There’s a cigarette clenched in the fingers holding the phone, glass half-full of amber liquid in the other.


Dens looks back to dad.


“Well, Mr. Milburn…this is kind of embarrassing, but…uh… Tadd and I, we were kind of dating, or…”


He looks at her with renewed interest. “I never saw you around.”


“Tadd brought me out to his garage real late a couple of times. And I…well, frankly, I left something there by accident, something kind of…personal…”


The asshole’s actually smiling now. “Yeah?”


“Yeah. And…well, I’m kind of hoping the police didn’t take it, because it would be kind of embarrassing if they did…”


He sticks his thumbs through belt loops. “They been out there once, took some of his stuff, but said they might be back. You’re welcome to look, if you want.”


Dens smiles ingratiatingly. “Oh, that’d be great. Thanks a lot.”


“No problem.”


He steps out of the house, and leads the way to the garage. He picks his way down the ruined concrete of the front walk and around the side of the house, next to the garage. Near the rear of the separate garage is a door.


“Right in here,” he says, reaching for the door handle. Then he looks back at Dens and adds with a grin, “But you already know that, don’tcha?”


Dens tries to smile shyly.


He opens the door and motions her in first. 


Perfect.


She steps around a rotting stack of boxes that’s practically moving on its own. She pretends to dig through what’s left of Tadd’s shit.


“Find anything yet?” dad asks.


“Not yet,” she answers.


She waits until she hears it: The door closing.


“Let me help,” dad says.


“Okay,” Dens answers.


And then rises with the axe she’d already stashed behind the boxes.


She’s on dad in two strides. His alcohol-saturated brain only has time to raise his hands in surprise.


The first blow cuts through one of the raised hands, and splits it almost down to the wrist. He falls back against the wall of the garage, and old tools rain down on him, making him cry out from a dozen hurts. 


Dens swings again, this time aiming for his fat belly. She even pulls back on the power a little. After all, she doesn’t want him to die too quickly.


The blade slices through four inches of fat, and lodges there. He’s screaming like a two-year old. 


Dens makes one brief effort to extract the axe, then decides it’s not worth it. She doesn’t want to rouse the neighborhood yet, so she grabs an old oilrag and shoves it in his mouth. He starts to reach up with his last hand to remove it, but Dens finds a big mallet on the ground, grabs it, and smacks his hand away. He’s losing a lot of blood now, and it’s taking the fight out of him. Making him pliable.


He just starts to crumple in a big, choking mass, but she’s not ready to let it go yet. She sees a box of big concrete nails on the workbench behind him. She dumps the box out, grabs a solid five inch metal spike, slaps his hand down on the wooden top of the work area and starts nailing. He tries to shriek again, but it’s no good, with the rag in his mouth. 


She steps behind him, reaching into her back pocket for the heavy-duty shears she brought with her. She uses those to cut away the back of his threadbare jeans. He’s got on a pair of yellowing boxers beneath.


“Christ,” Dens says, eyeing the thick stains, “doesn’t your bitch wife ever wash these things?”


He moans in response.


Two snips with the shears, and the boxers fall to his knees. 


She’d already placed the nightstick on top of the cartons. She grabs it now, plants a hand on dad’s back to bend him over the workbench, and shoves the nightstick in.


Unfortunately, dad’s either unconscious or dead by the third thrust.


Dens stands back and surveys her work with some sense of pride, then remembers the mother still lolling in the living room.


“Later, dad,” she says, as she takes the axe and nightstick and heads back to the house.

Chapter 18


JohnnyJay is in his room, trying to concentrate on his homework. His teachers have all assured him he doesn’t have to, that they understand how hard his brother’s death will hit him, he can have a few days off.


They don’t know, of course, how he felt about his brother.


They also don’t know, of course, why he’s so afraid. Why every time there’s another knock at the door (and there’ve been lots, with police and consoling neighbors and nosy friends), he’s certain he’ll be led away, while his parents just look on and shake their heads in disappointment.


Another knock.


A few seconds pass. JohnnyJay hears his mother interrupt her phone conversation long enough to call out, “Henry, can you get that?”


Pause. JohnnyJay hears his mother curse and promise to call someone back.


He hears her open the front door.


And then he hears her scream.


For a few seconds he can’t move. He hears his mother screaming, then making a low, guttural croak of agony; there are a few words spoken by a second voice. A female voice.


Then his mother shrieks again: “JohnnyJay!”


His feet start moving him towards the door, instinctively reacting to his mother’s cry for help. But as his hand is reaching for his doorknob, his brain kicks in:


You can’t fight whoever’s out there.


Then: And mom just told them there’s somebody else in the house.


JohnnyJay has one terrible instant of indecision, then he turns and starts for his window. 


His only chance is to run.


He gets the window up and pops out the screen (he’s done it so many times it’s second nature). He raises one leg and is about to lift it over the sill when his bedroom door bursts in.


JohnnyJay doesn’t look back. He tries to shimmy out of that window, but he’s not fast enough. A hand grabs the back of his pants and throws him back.


He hits his bed, and now he has no choice but to see his attacker:


It’s the other woman, the one he saw that night with Jessie; this one’s the brunette, the one who could almost lift Stumpy on her own. Now she’s covered in blood. And raising an axe with both hands.


JohnnyJay moves. He launches himself to one side. She swings, and he slides under the blow. The blade buries itself in the wood of his old, scarred chest of drawers. She can’t get it out, and JohnnyJay takes advantage of her struggles to zip around her for the open doorway. But she sees the movement, gives up on the axe, and grabs at the fleeing boy.


She gets him with both hands. He struggles, making inarticulate sounds of desperation. Fortunately for JohnnyJay, the blood coating her hands makes it hard for her to hang onto him, and he slips from her grasp and is out.


Down the hallway, hauling ass for the front door. In the living room he sees something that nearly kills his momentum:


His mother is seated in dad’s big overstuffed lounge chair, convulsing. Both of her hands have been cut off at the wrists. JohnnyJay realizes the blood coating the other woman belongs to his mother.


Of course he hasn’t seen his father.


Then he hears her coming after him, and he moves again, flying out the front door, pounding over the porch and out into the front yard cluttered with old cars and junk and –


He trips over an old broken rake hidden in the knee-high grass, and he goes down.


And she’s over him, with the axe again. She swings.


JohnnyJay rolls aside, and the axe drives into the ground. He doesn’t wait to find out if she’ll pull it free this time. He sees one of the old cars on blocks a few feet away, and he crawls for it, squirming underneath. Now he can see only her feet, as she walks up to him. 


Then her head is framed in his view, upside-down, blood-smeared, grinning at him. “Hey there. See, I feel bad about this, really I do – but your brother killed my friend, and payback’s a bitch, so here I am.”


She kicks at the car. It shudders on its cement blocks. Dust rains down on JohnnyJay. He flinches and covers his head.


She swings the axe at the car. He hears rusty old metal give way, and there are cracking noises around him.


The whole fucking car’s going to come down on him, if he stays here.


But she’ll chop him up if he crawls out.


BAM! Another axe hit. Part of the car’s engine falls through the brittle metal just a foot away from him.


He squirms towards the back, thinking there’s no engine back there, maybe it’ll be safer – but something big falls two, maybe three inches away from him.


“Nooooooooo,” JohnnyJay screams, giving in to the desperation of his own certain death.


“Oh yes,” says the woman.


JohnnyJay is sure her next blow will bring the whole hunk of rusted metal down on top of him. He hopes it’ll be quick and painfree. He closes his eyes tight and waits for it –


“Hold it!”


There’s a startling instant of silence. 


Then JohnnyJay looks around – and is shocked to see pairs of feminine feet on either side of the car. 


“Drop the fucking axe,” says the new voice. JohnnyJay sees a shadow in that direction, and it looks like it’s holding something long, a gun.


“Who the fuck are you? Some good fucking samaritan?” says the axewoman.


“I won’t say it again: Drop the axe.”


JohnnyJay holds his breath, waiting…


BOOM!


The gun goes off.


To his left he hears the axe fall, then he sees the woman who held it collapse. 


He doesn’t wait – he crawls in the opposite direction.


He emerges from under the car to find a young woman he’s never seen, standing there with a smoking rifle still held in her hands, looking stunned by her own action. She sees JohnnyJay, and that seems to snap her out of her shock.


“You okay?” she asks.


JohnnyJay tries to answer, but can’t seem to find his voice. He just nods. 


“Go into your house and call the cops, then hide,” she says.


His mother’s in there. Probably dead by now. And all the blood…


“I can’t,” he rasps.


“Then go to the neighbors –”


She breaks off as a new sound interrupts the scene:


A male voice, wailing. From inside the garage.


“Daddy –!” JohnnyJay cries out, and starts to go towards the sound.


But the woman with the gun stops him. “No! Do what I told you: Go to the neighbors.”


When he hesitates, she looks him in the eye, and tries to sound more reassuring, gentler. “I’ll check on your daddy.”


JohnnyJay almost protests. Something’s wrong. With this. With her.


Then he looks at the rifle. So he turns and starts towards the nearest neighbors, the Hecks.


But he stops and looks back before he reaches their porch. The woman with the gun is going into the garage. 


Just then the one who chased him sits up.


There’s a bullet wound in her shoulder, and the injury is making her move in a strange, lopsided fashion. She reaches out, clawing through the grass in search of the axe.


JohnnyJay sees it before she does. He thinks he can reach it first. Because if he doesn’t, he knows she’ll come after him again. And he’s sick of running.


So he leaps forward. 


She spots the axe.


Reaches for it.


JohnnyJay’s hand is on the axe handle a split second before hers.


He pulls the axe away and raises it high overhead.


She looks up at him…and smiles grimly.


He waits. Doesn’t know what to do. Hands shaking. Ready to explode.


“Boo,” is all she says.


It’s enough. The axe arcs down.


JohnnyJay feels her blood spray him. He doesn’t care. He just wants this to be done. Wants her to be dead. 


So he swings again. And again.


He finally leaves the axe buried in her. She’s stopped moving. 


He hears a door close behind him. Looks up to see the woman with the rifle step out of the garage.


“Daddy…?” he asks.


She just looks at him for a few seconds, as if he’s spoken in some foreign language. Then she says: “Dead.”


He knows that he’s supposed to think daddy was dead when she found him…but why is there blood on her now? 


And why is there just the smallest hint of a smile on her face?


JohnnyJay starts stumbling backwards away from her. Backwards, because he wants to know if she’s going to shoot him. He doesn’t want to take a bullet in the back.


He wants to live.


He wants to grow up. Even if it’s in a foster home.


And he wants to forget the awful truths he’s learned today.
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