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        Bill grew up hunting the woods with his father, but left that life behind when he moved to the suburbs.

      

        

      
        Didn’t much like the killing.

      

        

      
        Now he spends his days making a killing online.

      

        

      
        Outside his gorgeous house is a world of natural splendor. Trees and a pristine blue lake as far as the eye can see.

      

        

      
        Locked away indoors, Bill’s only got eyes for the world of high finance.

      

        

      
        But don’t feel bad for ol’ Bill. The great outdoors always has a way of coming in.

      

        

      
        The beauty of nature turns horrific in a quick and dirty crime story you won’t soon forget.
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        “D’Agnese writes the most unusual and interesting books.” —BookViews

      

        

      
        Get the Newsletter: JosephDAgnese.com
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      About the only colorful thing in the cinder block room was the bowling shirt one of the men was wearing. He was a bald man, slightly heavy, and the untucked shirt was probably a good idea. His arms were still powerful and he gave the impression of being a man who had once been in decent shape but who now could not give a shit.

      The other man held a small plastic cup of water. He was a big man too, with playful eyes and the kind of furry eyebrows you’d find on a puppy. His dark hair was thick and lustrous. He was fifty but looked forty. He set the cup down in front of the bald man, then turned back to shut the door.

      “I’m sorry,” the bald man said. “I can’t.”

      “Can’t what?”

      “Drink this.” The bald man saw the other man’s face start to go hard, which scared him, but not enough to back down. “It’s a long story. All I can say is, it has to be bottled.”

      “You’re not in a position to make requests.”

      “I saw a vending machine on the way in. They have water in that. I can give you money.” He sat up and patted his nonexistent back pocket. A sad look came to his face when he realized he was still wearing his sweatpants. “Oh.”

      “Don’t worry,” the other man said. “It’s on me.”

      A little while later he returned and set the plastic bottle on the table in front of the bald man, who accepted it gratefully and cracked it open. He moaned as if he were eating filet mignon. “It’s so good when it’s cold.”

      “Are we ready?”

      The bald man nodded.

      The other man hit RECORD.

      
      Thank you for the water, by the way. Fresh and cold, nice and sweet. Now what was it I was wanting to mention? Oh yeah.

      My father had a dog he used to go hunting with. Beagle. Real floppy little dog. I personally didn’t love the thing, because it was my job to care for it when he was off at the plant during the day. My mother didn’t draw a distinction between owners. I’d come home from school and she’d say, “Billy, now you take that dog out for a walk and clean up after him. Been inside all day and he’s driving me mad.” It was the same in the morning if Pa had left early. I hated him for never walking that dog. But Pa grew up on a farm outside Rochester. You didn’t walk a dog out that way. You just opened the door and let it do its business outdoors. Pa never got used to the idea that he’d moved to the city. But see, I’m getting way ahead of myself here.

      Sundays in fall Pa’d go camping and hunting with his buddies. Took that bow of his and the dog. I went a couple of times with him when I was real little. The men doted on me when I was younger, teaching me how to shoot and take down animals. I loved the way the bow and the arrow felt in my hands, but the truth is I didn’t much like the results of my actions. I can’t tell you how many deer I’ve watched pass from this earth. How many times I watched the life slip out of their eyes. It didn’t make sense to me. What did a lovely creature like that do to deserve such a fate?

      So when I got older, I chose to stop going. I didn’t like the killing, and frankly I didn’t care much for the wilderness. I hated the smell of the campfire getting in my hair and clothes. Bugs everywhere. Going to the bathroom outdoors in unsavory places. Pa took a long time to get over my decision. My mother used to mock him when he asked if I wanted to go. “Don’t you know our Bill is a city boy?” she’d say. Over time he accepted it. Truth be told, he’d rather be off with his old upstate friends anyway. And me, I funneled my energies into the sport. Joined an archery team when we moved to a nicer school district.

      I remember the night Pa came home from one of those hunting trips looking like he’d lost twenty pounds. He just collapsed on the couch and commenced crying into his hands. “Don,” my mother said, “what’s wrong?” His clothes had that tobaccoey smell of fallen leaves. I’m looking around and I say, “Where’s Bess?” And he dropped his face into his hands and wept even harder.

      To this day I don’t know how it happened. On the Internet, they tell me a deer at full clip can run thirty miles an hour. A beagle only runs about twenty. So either the dog got ahead of the deer or the dog was lagging behind and my father’s shot went short and low. Doesn’t matter. Either way, Pa was so sad, he couldn’t bring himself to bury that beagle. He asked me to do it. He didn’t want to be no part of it. “Put her under the tulip tree,” was his only instruction. That was the only tree we had in the little yard behind our house. I found Bess in the trunk of his car. She looked like she was sleeping, the blood on her fur turned cakey and black. Before I placed her in the hole I dug, I ran up to the house to ask Pa if he wanted the arrow back. He just shuddered. “You leave it be.”

      I went back and tugged a bit on that arrow and found it stuck in there good, like it had burrowed itself in and become one with the poor animal’s bones. I don’t know why I found that so interesting.

      I’m sorry. You probably don’t want to hear about this. But I think it’s important to point out that I have always enjoyed the feel of arrows and bows in my hand. Every time I drew back, I’d imagine the way the arrow felt going in. The bow felt like part of my arms, and the arrows an extension of them. When they hit the target, it was like me going in there. Like I was taking care of business. Like I was hitting that straw with everything in my heart. My excellence. My intentions. My anger, maybe, who knows?

      Coach thought I could go places with a talent like that, but it’s not a sport that makes much bank. But by the time I graduated, the sport didn’t feel all that satisfying anymore.

      
      I was married once, did you know that? She was nice gal. Worked the conference circuit. Marketing or some such. Very vivacious, had a powerful presence. Good speaker. Wasn’t home much, but when she was home she wanted to pretend she was in the country. That’s what sparked our move out to the suburbs. She saw that house on the edge of the cul-de-sac and just about flipped. Who cares about cul-de-sacs anymore, right? They’re a dime a dozen. Or in Dwarfskill, $14.4 million a dozen. Well, I don’t have to tell you. I don’t expect you can afford to live here, the way they pay cops in this town. Don’t get me wrong. It’s a nice neighborhood. Nice town. And the realtor kept bragging about the mature vegetation. Heck, if big trees are the reason they’re charging so much for the houses out this way, I’d just as soon buy a cheap house and plant my own damned trees, am I right?

      In point of fact, we actually ended up buying the cheapest house on the largest lot in the neighborhood. At the time it was the only house the developers hadn’t gotten around to buying and knocking down to build a McMansion. Back when we bought it, it was still the same old split-level piece of shit they’d thrown up in the sixties. It cost just north of a half million.

      The realtor told us that the property line ended at the woods. But my wife just had to take a walk in them. The woods are private property, but there’s no fence, so she was basically walking through a forest no one ever visits. It’s pristine on account of it being a watershed. Nothing but pine trees and pine needles. And at the end of her walk was the reservoir from which we all get our water.

      Jeannie saw that water with the ducks and ospreys and the sun slanting just so over the horizon, and she said to me, “Billy, we have to buy this house.” I would have preferred buying in a less expensive town, but what my baby wants, right? The thing is, she wasn’t going to be home much to enjoy it. But she didn’t think that way. She liked the idea of being able to come home to that house.

      Meanwhile, I was the one who was going to be on that property 24/7, and I didn’t need woods and lake views to make me happy. I never leave my desk if I can help it. I’m a trader by trade, I tell people. That’s a joke. Always had a head for figures, and have ever since I was a kid. I did the whole Wall Street thing. Finally I said to heck with it. I was sick of having bonuses held over my head like a carrot that I never get to eat. If I can play the market, I told myself, I’ll do that. It was a sacrifice walking away from that paycheck, but I’ve never regretted it.

      And you know what? After a while, the quiet, the solitude, the peacefulness of that cul-de-sac started to grow on me. My office is at the back of the house on the second floor. You look out and you see nothing but trees. You almost think you’re living in a treehouse. That’s how high up you are. Mornings, the air through the window
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