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This collection is dedicated to a patch of red shag carpet, a heavy wooden console television, a bright yellow, plastic Fisher Price chair, and the handful of broadcast television channels reaching the D.C. suburbs on weekend afternoons before cable. To Buford Pusser, Matt Helm, Kelly’s Heroes, Hooper and Charley Varrick. Vanishing Point, Greased Lightning and Two-Lane Blacktop, Thunderbolt and Lightfoot, the Wanderers and Warriors, Cooley High and every western. M.A.S.H., Steve McQueen versus the Blob and the Mouse That Roared. Blondie and Dagwood, Harry and Walter, Arkin’s Clouseau and Lazenby’s Bond. To the Five & Dime, Jimmy Dean and Alice, who doesn’t live here. All these and so many more, Saturday matinees.
I would also like to thank Technical Sergeant Garp.
More importantly, I am grateful for my many friends in film. High Desert was born over beers and bourbon at cinematographer Dean Mitchell’s house, from his memories about a bar in the middle of nowhere with money stapled to the ceiling. Audio mixing legend Sergio Reyes heard about Paganini during his time with the most infamous bands (and greatest movies) of all time. He continues to be one of Yardley’s greatest champions. Dragonhead first appeared on Producer Sam Levine’s bookshelf on a cloudy afternoon, inside a history of his hometown. And without the constant confidence and support of Producer Christian Monzon, The Quiet Ones would still be eight pages and by now long forgotten. He is Valley Football.
And all I know is, I’m very, very lucky.
 





THE QUIET ONES
 
Neighbors grow together with the help of a friendly, local serial killer
 
The mid-sized town of Clearfield Falls is carefully carved into thick forest running along granite cliffs. A handful of cars shuffle past offices and sit-down restaurants near a sleepy courthouse. Tidy, aging neighborhoods crisscross into the distance, church steeples anchoring block after block.
Solemn grave markers spread down the long, rolling hills of a sprawling local cemetery. A row of gleaming power mowers roars to life. Straddling each one, ball-capped teens in a tight, green company work shirts, Power Mower Incorporated printed large across their backs. The small fleet fans out among the stones.
In the distance, down a narrow asphalt path, beside an idling hearse, six aging, former frat-boy Pallbearers in tailored black suits impatiently grumble in a circle.
Look, I have to be on a call at eight-thirty, so can we please get this moving . . .  No one cares about your phone calls . . .  Don’t start with me . . .  How bad does this look, half the town council burying their Chairman on a Tuesday? No service. No people. It’s weird . . .  Heard they had to pry a ball gag out of his throat. The freak . . .  Hey. Come on. Rudy Morgan would’ve been Mayor Morgan someday. People liked him, what do you say we keep it that way . . .  Why? We didn’t make him do that to himself . . .  No, but that little freak bailed every one of us out at some point. And, evidently, we are very much his only friends, so, there’s that . . .  And also, there’s Ruth . . .  Who’s Ruth? I don’t know a Ruth . . .  His twin . . .  Twin? Never had one in school . . .  What? Yeah, he did . . .  Doesn’t say much, but sort of that hot-nerd category . . .  Huh . . .  Think she’s into the ball-gag thing?
Together they chuckle and, on cue, together find Ruth Morgan standing among them. They jump a foot.
Ruth, plain to the point of near invisibility, painfully eyes the hearse. She hides behind large glasses, long bangs and shapeless clothes.
A wheezing Undertaker stomps toward them. 
Sorry to keep you all, he says, throwing open the hearse door. Damn lawn service couldn’t wait to get paid. Let’s get started, shall we? Yes. It’s going to be a warm one.
How long was she standing there, one Pallbearer whispers to another. 
Just grab the box, somebody coughs.
 
A few miles away, on a wide, blue-collar street, happy birds chirp outside Junior Mazurski’s house. His overgrown yard crowds a wide brick porch. High wooden fences and huge hedges help form a sleepy and inconspicuously secure bunker.
Inside, fading family artifacts stretching back decades line the walls. Mostly family photos and vacation landscapes. A jumble of yard-sale-ready furniture and art. Shelves and shelves of crime and adventure paperbacks. A handful of classic, carefully positioned plastic action figures along the mantel. A high-school diploma. Unused in the corner sits a tiny, ancient television with big rabbit ears.
Junior, an enormous, hairy, harmless, gentle giant, greying at the temples, coughs and smacks his lips as he wakes on an oversized couch. Cats scatter. An equally enormous dog at his feet stretches, part wolf, nearly always happy.
Morning, Rusty, Junior says, scratching his ears. How you doing, buddy?
The big dog yawns back at him.
Stumbling down a dark, dusty hallway, he pulls a tattered, blue bathrobe over his t-shirt and boxers. The kitchen is cluttered but clean. On a counter near the phone, a first-generation answering machine blinks. Putting an old copper kettle on to boil, Junior punches the button.
Hi, uhm, my name is Cathy Stubbs, a fuzzy speaker warbles. Sorry to call so early. I got your number from the phone book. We moved and need somebody to do our lawn. There are some hedges and a tree that may be dead . . .  Or dying, maybe. It just seems unhappy. Anyway. Sorry. It’s not too much. Only a couple things, and our neighbor loves you. My number is . . . 
While the message plays, Junior digs through a junk drawer for a short, dull pencil. Finding no paper, he tears the back off a box of kids’ cereal and scribbles.
Junior’s backyard is an impressive, high-walled, carefully manicured and sculpted garden full of color and quiet spaces. At the center, a patch of lawn as precise as a pool table. A big, industrial shed stands locked beside the house, along with a handful of other equipment. This is an isolated oasis, hidden from all but the sun.
Barefoot in his robe, he tends to a patch of flowering bushes with long clippers. Satisfied, he sets the clippers down and picks up his mug. Sipping, Junior gazes at his creation as he begins to pee.
An hour later, Junior throws open his front door, ready for work. A ball-capped, teenage guy in a Power Mower Incorporated shirt was just about to knock. He looks barely old enough to drive the truck. The Teen launches into a speech from a clipboard.
Hello, sir, the kid mutters. I am pleased to represent Power Mower Incorporated in your area, and I’m thrilled to let you know that you are chosen for one week of our free front-yard mowing and hedge-trimming service, because we, I mean I, are, I mean am, sure that you will find for yourself that Power Mower Incorporated is far superior to our local competitors, who frankly can’t beat our prices or . . . 
The Teen glances up from his clipboard to see that Junior wears a faded work shirt with the Mazurski & Son Gardening Service logo, along with the name Junior stitched below it.
Rusty bounces past their feet. The Teen turns to the driveway and spots a broken-down pickup with an aging mower perched in the back. The faded letters of Mazurski & Son are stenciled on the truck door. Rusty pants at them from the passenger seat.
Oh, I’m sorry, the Teen says. I didn’t . . . 
He backs away from the enormous man looming in the doorway. Junior smiles down at him.
Not so fast there, pal, Junior says. Don’t forget to trim the walk. And don’t be afraid to get up there and square off the tops of those hedges while you’re at it. I mean flat as a board, got it? Thanks, champ!
Junior climbs into his truck and drives away, leaving him alone and puzzled in the overgrown front yard.
 
In the cemetery parking lot, a police cruiser cools next to Rudy Morgan’s hearse. In the distance, Ruth and the Pallbearers stand over his grave. Behind the wheel, Officer Carroll is lost in thought, cell phone to his ear.
No, he says. No, of course I didn’t mean that. I want her back home safe, same as you. I’m just saying, she’s going to learn one way or the other, and, sorry to say, if I can’t break her, I’m afraid of what the hell will.
A loud squawk from the phone cuts him off as he pops open the glove box. Inside, a pint of vodka rests on its side. He opens and pours it into a cold cup of coffee, swallows hard and sets it back, softly clicking the latch.
You’re right, he says. Sorry. Another bad choice of words. No, she’s not a horse. I know that. I only mean . . .  You know what I mean. I’m here now. Got to go. Yeah. Love you too.
At Rudy’s grave, Ruth and the Pallbearers bow their heads.
Well, the Undertaker says. I don’t usually do this part, I mean, normally, so I guess if anybody has something to say . . . 
To their collective surprise, Ruth steps forward. She takes another step. Then another. Then all at once she lifts the edge of the casket lid with both hands. They leap to grab her, but freeze as the lid opens.
Inside, Rudy is the male mirror image of Ruth. He seems happy. Lip quivering, Ruth digs into her bra and finds a small figurine of a little girl, smiling with bows in her hair. The men collect themselves and move again towards her.
Leave her be, Carroll says, now only a few feet away. The Pallbearers are halted by the timber of his voice.
Ruth reaches into Rudy’s suit coat pocket and finds a matching figurine of a smiling boy holding a bucket. A chip is missing from the boy’s ear. She holds them side by side and tears flow to her eyes. Ruth tucks the girl figurine into Rudy’s suit coat pocket. She tucks the boy figurine into her bra and closes the lid.
My apologies, the Undertaker says, flustered. That is supposed to be locked.
Carroll takes Ruth by the shoulders.
Alright, he says. Let’s get going now.
Ruth nods and they walk away together.
The Undertaker quickly works the mechanism that lowers the casket. The Pallbearers look to each other in dismay and gratefully scatter back to their lives.
 
In the kitchen of their cottage-style house, Bob and Cathy Stubbs kiss, lingering for a long time. In her arms is their potty-training Daughter.
Say goodbye to Daddy, honey, she says. Have a good day at work.
You too, he smiles.
Their Daughter squirms in her arms.
Thanks, I’ll need it, she says. Alright, you, time to eat.
Bob is halfway to his car with a travel mug when his cell phone rings.
This is Bob, he says. Oh. Hi . . .  
Cathy waves from the window. Bob waves sheepishly toward his house, covers the phone receiver with his hand and hustles toward his car.
Hey, can’t really talk, he says. Wait, are you calling from my desk number? Me? Um, the brown suit with . . .  Oh you are, are you? Well, by the time I get to the office, I expect to find that report under my desk. That’s right. That’s what I said. Oh, you do, do you . . . 
Fumbling to get into his car, Bob drops his keys and is startled to spot Junior at the end of his driveway, staring at him, holding the address written on cardboard from a cereal box.
Their eyes meet. Bob forgets about the phone.
Can I help you, he asks.
Cathy is at the front door with a smile.
Are you the person from the yard service, she asks.
Yes, ma’am, Junior nods to her.
Terrific, she says. Please come on in. I just put on some water for tea. Bob, honey, you better get going.
Bob is stunned for a moment as gigantic Junior strides toward his front door. He collects himself and finds his keys.
Yes, Bob continues loudly into the phone. As I was saying, Harold, please make sure that file is on my desk by the time I get there or else . . . 
Junior and Cathy shake hands.
Harold is Bob’s assistant, she says. They’re on that phone all day. Blah, blah, blah.
Junior follows her into the house and Cathy closes the door.
Concerned, Bob lingers indecisively, then drives away.
In the kitchen, Cathy pours steaming water into cups and gets out a box of tea. Her Daughter squirms in a high chair, throwing peaches to the floor.
You see, Bob and I both grew up apartment people, she says. We don’t know one end of a lawnmower from the other.
Junior is fixated on a mall studio portrait pinned to the fridge with a big ladybug magnet.
You have a lovely family, he says.
Cathy hands Junior his mug.
Thank you, she says and turns to scoop up her Daughter. Alright then, what do you say we take this nice man outside and show him around our tiny little yard. What do you say? Hmmmm? What do you say?
The toddler smiles. Cathy balances her squirming Daughter expertly on her hip. Junior follows them out the door.
The photograph from the fridge is gone.
 
Next to his car at the cemetery, Carroll comforts Ruth, silently sobbing with a look of pure woe.
There there, now, he says. Rudy always asked us to look after you, and that is just what the missus and I will do. Remember, we are always right next door.
Ruth looks up at him, face smeared with tears and snot. Carroll looks around.
Ruth, he says. Where’s your car?
She shrugs.
Did you walk all the way here, he asks.
She sniffles and nods.
Well, get in, he says. I’ll drive you.
Ruth suddenly looks past him, eyes wide, in a general panic.
Officer Carroll, shouts Stan Reynolds, hurrying toward them in a rumpled suit, dodging tombstones, waving a notebook. Officer Carroll!
It’s that jerk from the paper, Carroll says. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of him.
Morning, Stan says.
Yeah, Carroll says. What can I do for you?
About Councilman Morgan, Stan says. I know you were friends. Neighbors, correct?
Carroll yanks open his car door, not interested in talking. Ruth is already inside. Stan never saw her with Carroll.
Wait, Stan says, moving slowly forward. Please. I was talking to someone at the coroner’s office this morning. They used the term accidental suicide but wouldn’t elaborate. There’s still no official report. I have just a few questions concerning Mr. Morgan and how he was found. Whether it seemed suspicious at all. Whether there’s any kind of ongoing investigation about if this was the action of an otherwise stable, sober and even cheerful person, frankly. I mean, I don’t know how else to say it. Did he have enemies?
No, Carroll glares. Do you?
Rudy Morgan was an important part of this community, Stan says, trying to stay on his toes with Carroll. I mean, how would you like to find your name in the paper associated with covering up an important story?
How would you like to find that pen sticking out your ass, Carroll asks.
Carroll means it.
Right, Stan says. Duly noted.
 
Junior’s truck creaks to a stops in front of a large, ornate but tasteful house. Rusty pants from the passenger seat and obediently stays as he climbs out. On the mailbox, a bright yellow advertising card from Power Mower Incorporated, including coupons. Junior sighs and gathers his tools.
In the backyard, he wrestles a rusted wheelbarrow piled with soil down a steep row of flowing hedges. A long wood-handled shovel rests with one end on his shoulder, the other in the dirt.
Junior smiles, content. Treetops sway. Birds sing. He plants the wheelbarrow beside a neat patch of tulips. The shovel head drips careful piles of soil, until a back door slams in the distance and persnickety Mr. Henderson, the owner, runs at him like a dart.
I told you, Henderson says. How many times do I have to tell you? Seriously.
Junior sighs and leans on the shovel.
Henderson, uptight in trendy eye glasses and khaki pants, clutches a flower by the stalk. Healthy and in bloom at one end, thick dirty roots dangle in the air.
These roots are bone dry, Henderson says. See? I pulled this one to show you what happens when you don’t follow my watering schedule. Do you think I post you such detailed memos in the shed for my health?
Junior stares mournfully at the damaged plant.
When Senior died, I pitied you enough to let you continue tending my yard, Henderson says. But now I just don’t know.
Junior’s mind is on the dying petals.
You know, it’s polite to answer people when they’re talking to you, Henderson says to no reply. You know, when you take a job, it’s only right to warn people you’re retarded.
The shovel head swings, catching Henderson above the jaw with a painful crack. His glasses fly. Henderson goes down hard, limp before he hits the ground.
Junior picks up the plant and straightens the stock.
Now then, he says. Let’s get you back in the ground before it’s too late.
 
Across town, Ruth‘s office is a windowless former storage closet buried deep in the basement of an already stuffy office building. She’s perched on an oversized, outdated swivel chair, behind a desk covered in neat stacks of paper. Tubes buzz bright above her.
Combining pages from each stack, she carefully collates them into matching green binders. Perched between two stacks, the tiny figurine. She finishes a binder, winks at the boy and picks up another.
Appearing at the door, Gretchen from upstairs is much younger, heavily manicured and poured into a pricey sweater. She holds out an open  cardboard box stacked with paper. Gretchen speaks with a lot of question marks.
Uhm, Gretchen says. Where do you want these?
Ruth stares back at her, concerned at what she means, chewing her lip.
Uhm, Gretchen says. These are for you? Hello? Marketing pages for the green binders? Did you not hear? Our binders were misrouted again, so, like, now you’re putting all of our pages into yours before the deadline.
Gretchen particularly enjoys that last part. Ruth can’t manage a whisper in defense.
Alright already, Gretchen says. Got it? Great.
Ruth can do nothing but nod. She grimaces at the figurine. He smiles up and they share a private joke. Gretchen sees this flash of contentment in Ruth as she drops the box with a thud.
You know, they really don’t like personal items on our desks, Gretchen says with a smirk.
But he’s, it’s, just, uhm,  Ruth says in a sudden panic.
Nobody cares, Gretchen says. Just put it in a drawer or something?
The door slams behind her.
Ruth finds a safe home for the figurine in her top drawer.
 
Outside the local hardware store, Junior carries bags of topsoil out to the bed of his truck, two on each shoulder.
The Hardware Store Owner leans back in a chair beside the door, watching him, smoking a shaky cigarette. In the back of the truck, the ancient lawnmower, metal camping cooler, various burlap sacks, garden tools, and the growing pile of soil bags.
Nearby, two overly muscled Power Mower Incorporated Teens in their matching shirts try to intimidate a soda machine.
Take the frigging dollar, one yells.
Bang on it, says the other. Bang on it!
The first one hits the machine hard with both palms. Then his shoulder. It rocks back and spits out a soda.
Fuck yeah, they cheer and head for a brand-new Power Mower Incorporated pickup with a shiny, new mower in the back. They pass Junior’s crumbling truck, cackling as he drops another set of bags into the bed.
Dude, one barks to the other. It’s even got his name on it!
Well, the Hardware Store Owner says. Know what they say when you can’t beat them?
Yeah, Junior says.
Make a good living working for those people, the Hardware Store Owner says. You know a lawn a ton better than those dumb kids. That’s for sure. Probably’d make you a manager. You‘d end up running the place. That’s what Senior’d tell you to do, I’d betcha.
Junior lifts the green cooler out of the truck bed.
Thanks, Junior says. But I doubt they got a shirt my size. 
Deep in the truck bed, the crumpled body of Mr. Henderson is now only half covered by a nylon tarp.
I got you a new cooler, Junior says, setting it by the door. Dad wore yours out, fishing over the years.
You didn’t need to do that, the Hardware Store Owner says. He was welcome to it.
Out of view of the Hardware Store Owner, Mr. Henderson stares dead-eyed into the blue sky. Junior throws a bag of soil over him and drives away.
 
Around noon, Ruth steps slowly through a tiny and crowded lunch room, kneading the edges of her brown paper sack. Employees happily huddle around oddly spaced tables, leaving no real place for her to sit. Ruth looks over her options, dreading this time of day. When each tight clutch of Coworkers see her heading their way, the cheerful talking stops.
Actually, we’re saving this one, says one after another.
Everybody’s already here, Ruth says, too low to be heard, and once again she and her figurine eat a sandwich at her desk.
 
In a grubby newsroom behind a grimy office park, Stan takes a gulp of coffee, shuffles some notes and types furiously. Another reporter strides by holding a fax from the printer. Stan keeps typing, eyes on the screen.
What’s that, he asks.
Crime log for today, she says. Nothing much. Another missing persons on that Julie Carroll, though.
Stan stops.
I just saw her Dad this morning, he says. He really likes me. Anyway, she’ll show back up in a couple days. Always does. One time, I think she went the whole way to Canada. I’d like to go to Canada. Think she did any fishing? Here, let me hold onto it.
Suit yourself, she says and hands it over.
 
The sun sets as Carroll’s cruiser rolls through a stop sign near his house. An approaching car honks. Carroll is startled and blurps the siren as an awkward cover. When the other car is gone, he pulls to the side of the road and cuts off the engine.
Hands shaking, he fights to catch his breath. Carroll pops open the glove compartment and reaches for the bottle. It’s already empty.
On her front porch, Ruth fights to transplant an oversized house plant into a larger pot. She sets it down, takes a breath and struggles with it some more. It doesn’t want to let go.
Carroll’s car pulls into the driveway next door. He climbs out and just stands there looking at his keys, lost in thought. Ruth waves at him from her porch with no sign of stopping. Carroll doesn’t notice at first.
Sorry, Ruth, he says after a while. I’ve been wandering around like that all day. Like I can’t remember what I forgot. How are you?
Ruth smiles.
Have a good night, he says. If you need anything, you know, call.
Carroll goes into his house. Ruth goes back to her flowerpot.
Junior’s truck pulls to a halt across the street with squealing brakes. His yard is now neatly mowed and trimmed. There is a bright yellow Power Mower Incorporated flyer on the door. Junior sees the flyer as he pulls a sharp metal garden trowel from the truck bed. He shakes his head, stomping toward Ruth.
Startled, she looks up at him. Junior smiles.
Need some help there, he asks.
Ruth smiles. Together, they wrestle the plant free of its pot.
In her kitchen, Ruth gathers glasses and a pitcher from the fridge and pours. The little boy figurine smiles up at her from the window sill over the sink. She smiles back. The house is filled with photos of Ruth and Rudy, their knickknacks and remembrances. They are always side by side.
Outside, Junior stands and peels off his sweaty overshirt. He reaches for the sharp trowel. It flashes in the porch light.
Stepping out the front door, Ruth screams. Glasses shatter at her feet. A thick streak of blood stands out on the shoulder of Junior’s t-shirt.
I, uhm, I hit a deer, he says. Had to drag it off the road . . . 
Ruth nods warily, grabs a broom and sweeps up as he repots the plant.
Sorry to hear about Rudy, he says. He was a real good guy. Dad and I voted for him every time. How are you holding up?
Ruth takes a deep breath.
I spend all day feeling trampled by the most possible people in the smallest possible space, she says.
I wouldn’t like that, Junior says.
Ruth’s voice grows as she gains momentum.
I don’t mind the office, really, she says. A little stuffy. It’s just that dealing with people in general is not my strength. You know, I have this dream sometimes. There’s this bright spotlight that doesn’t come from anywhere. Just follows me wherever I go so that they all can’t look right through me.
Well, you know, one thing my Dad always used to tell me, Junior says, standing. They always underestimate us quiet ones. Then he’d say, so don’t let the bastards get you down. I’ve always found the second one useful. Anyway, you have a good night now.
Next door, Officer Carroll now paces as Mrs. Carroll looks through a box of family photos at their kitchen table.
I think she looks prettier in the other one, she says. But this’s the one she’d pick.
Which one looks most like her right now, he asks as patiently as he can manage.
She begins to cry and picks a photo.
This one, she says. But she’s frowning.
Come on, he says. We’re not gonna do that now. She’s just off doing her thing. Like always. We’re not going to need these.
But she didn’t bring any of her medicine, she says. Her needles. Not even that awful jacket. I found fifty dollars in her room. It’s like nothing was touched.
She probably wanted us to not realize she was gone for as long as possible, he says, lying. To get a better jump on us this time. Probably been planning this one for a while. With a whole backup supply of her prescription squirreled away. Clothes packed. Organized, the way she can be sometimes. Honey, she just doesn’t want to be fussed over anymore. Too much of that for her growing up, with all the doctors and the tests and everything. It’ll be fine. Her friends are up at that lake. So, she is too, that’s all there is to it.
But if she goes more than a couple days without an injection, Mrs. Carroll says, trailing off.
I know, he says. She knows.
She hands him the photo, all cried out.
Julie Carroll, she says. Woman of the world.
 
Later that night, at her own kitchen table, Ruth and her figurine enjoy hot sleepy tea and read the local newspaper. She’s staring at a photo of Stan Reynolds at the top of his weekly column.
A low hum from outside catches her attention. She goes to the front window and meekly looks out, turning to a portrait photo of Rudy for reassurance.
Ruth opens the front door. The road is quiet. No one in sight. She walks to the center of her yard and looks around.
Ruth clears her throat.
Hello, she asks.
Ruth looks down. All at once, a large, round spotlight circles her feet with a hum. The big dot of light has no discernible source. Ruth steps left. It follows her. She steps right. It follows her. She runs in a circle. Same thing.
Well, I’ll be, she says.
Ruth runs. It follows. She throws her hands into the air.
Well, I’ll be, Ruth shouts happily. Well! I’ll! Be!
The porch light goes on at the Carroll house. Mrs. Carroll emerges with curlers in her hair.
Ruth, honey, she says. What’s wrong?
Ruth looks down. Her spotlight is gone.
Nothing, I guess, she shouts. Go on back to sleep, please. Nothing at all to see here!
Mrs. Carroll goes back inside, a little concerned. From Ruth, that was a world-record-level outburst.
Ruth looks down. Her spotlight returns, following her closely as she skips merrily across the yard.
Meanwhile, Junior’s truck is cooling in his garage and the door is closed. Sharp garden tools hang neatly on hooks above the workbench and around the room. Poking out of a fifty-gallon drum is Henderson’s torso. Grinning from the workbench, his dismembered head.
So, what I learned was pretty simple, he says. Done right, parts of the human body make an almost perfect fertilizer. But more about that tomorrow. Trust me. Your begonias are going to love you.
Junior perches Mr. Henderson’s dripping head at the top of a metal coatrack in the corner with a pan underneath it and turns out the light.
Thudding room to room, he shuts off lights throughout the house. Almost as an afterthought, he opens the basement door.
Night, Julie, he yells. Sleep tight!
From the basement: a muffled and panicked scream.
Junior shuts the door, yawns and trods off to bed, his dog close behind. He hits a last switch and all goes dark.
 
On a sunny afternoon a few days earlier, Julie and her friend Anna press their faces into the Carroll’s bathroom mirror, ringing their eyes with heavy makeup.
No, look at the magazine, Julie says. You got it all wrong.
I see it, Anna says. I got it fine.
They ignore a knock at the door, followed by Mrs. Carroll’s voice.
Julie, honey, she says.
Their eyes roll in unison.
What do you want, you stupid twat, Julie grins.
Julie, Anna says. Don’t . . . 
Don’t worry, Julie says. She knows she’s a dumb twat.
Julie throws open the door and barges down the hall, towing Anna by her sleeve.
Honey, Mrs. Carroll hesitates.
What, Julie yells. What could possibly be so crazy important to bother me when I have a friend over?
Honey, your medicine, Mrs. Carroll says. It’s past time.
Julie plants her feet and screams.
Look, stupid, Julie says. Want to see? Look.
Julie rolls up her sleeve and points to a fresh needle mark.
There, she says. Satisfied? First stab of the day. Two to go. Maybe three. Right?
Anna is mortified by the scene.
Julie, she says. Come on . . . 
So now you’re on her side, Julie says. Let’s none of us forget, it was this woman’s weak genetics that put so many marks on my body that every school nurse thinks I’m a fucking heroin addict. Right? So when it comes to when I do or don’t want the damn medicine, I’ll decide. Everybody got it?
Mrs. Carroll bites her lip and meekly stares at the floor. Julie again has Anna by the arm, dragging her embarrassed friend out the front door.
In the yard, Anna shakes herself loose and stomps away.
Not cool, Julie, she says.
Julie is genuinely confused.
What’s wrong, she asks. What’d I say?
 
That afternoon, Junior carefully tends to his backyard as Julie scales a tree branch just above his fence. She’s trying to be sneaky.
Hello, Julie, he says. May I help you with something?
Julie smirks.
No, just bored, she says. What’s in your shed?
For the thousandth time, he says. Fertilizer and lawn chemicals. 
Junior keeps working, never looking up at her.
Then why the lock, she asks.
It’s full of fertilizer and lawn chemicals, he says.
Lemme see, she says.
No, he says.
You grow pot, she says. Don’t you?
No, I really don’t, he says.
Then let me see, she says.
Junior looks up her. 
Julie, he says. I remember one time you were just a little girl, six or seven, pigtails even. You had this cat.
Mr. Bones, she says.
Sure, he says. Mr. Bones. And Mr. Bones was way up in our tree. Remember? And my Dad and I, we’re on our way out to work. But you stood there and you looked so sad. We spent all day chasing that cat around that tree. We’d go higher and it’d go higher. Remember that?
Duh, she says. Yeah.
When we finally handed Mr. Bones to you, know what you said, he asks.
No, she says.
You said, you guys are my best friends in the whole wide world, he says. That was a nice day, Julie. You were a good kid, then.
Yeah, well, next day that cat scratched me and I got a rash, she says. Dad put him in the trunk of his cruiser and that was that. So, uh . . . 
Still, he says. Julie, you have to trust me. I have no reason to lie to you.
I’ll call the cops, she says.
Fine, he says. Let’s call your Dad.
No, she says. I mean the real cops.
Want to use my phone, he asks.
Julie caterwauls and drops herself down out of the tree.
Adults are so fucking stupid, she yells from the other side of the fence. Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!
 
A little after midnight, a beer bottle lands and shatters on a dead-end street. Then another. A handful of cars are crawling with kids drinking beer. Music booms throughs the trees. Every time they finish a bottle, they throw it as far as they can. Two more crash side by side.
Julie sits on a station wagon tailgate, smoking a nub of a joint. She burns her fingers and drops it, intoxicated to the point of collapse.
Damn, she says. Somebody roll another one.
That’s it, kid, an Older Guy laughs.
Hey, pal, don’t call me kid, she says. What’s it?
That’s it, he says. No more grass.
Bullshit, she says. Call Ernesto. He owes me. Go on. We’re not getting any younger here.
Her eyes are barely open.
Ernie got busted, the Older Guy says. Sorry. Have a beer. 
Yeah, she says. Good idea. Hand me a beer. I’ve got something to say.
She stands up on the tailgate and nearly falls. 
Watch it, sugar, the Older Guy says.
He props her up, all hands. 
You watch it, asshole, Julie says.
We should go to my house, he says. You and me. I live in the basement. My parents are asleep.
She forces her eyes to focus.
How old are you, anyway, she asks.
Don’t worry about it, he says.
Yeah, she says. I got a better idea. You jerks want some free pot?
Now she has their attention.
I’m driving, she says. Who’s got a car?
Julie tumbles from the tailgate with a thud.
When they arrive, loud and stumbling, Junior’s secluded backyard is pitch black. 
Alright, Julie says in the darkness. Everybody. Over the fence.
The fence creaks and branches snap. An army of tiny flashlights, open cell phones and glowsticks, flood the yard.
Quiet, Julies hisses. Follow me. Over here. 
The lights group around Julie at the shed door.
Open it, she says. You’ll see.
It’s locked, the Older Guy says.
Break it or something, you asshole, she says.
Fuck this, he says.
When floodlights illuminate the yard, the kids yell and scatter, leaving Julie alone among the trampled flowers, laughing.
Hey, Junior, she calls out blindly. Can you believe these fucking jerks tried to break into your shed? I chased them off, though, because you and me, we’re pretty much best friends in the whole wide . . . 
One giant hand lands on the back of her neck, the other covers her mouth. Junior drags flailing and terrified Julie Carroll into his house. 
 
Bright and early, Bob brushes his teeth in their kitchen sink, tie thrown over his shoulder. Cathy is at the door laughing at him.
What in the world are you doing, she asks.
She wanted her privacy, he says. I figured, why fight progress? And this is the only other sink we got.
On your way home from work, pick us up a second bathroom, she says.
All in good time, sweetness, he grins. All in good time.
She kisses him. Their Daughter crawls onto a chair at the table.
Hello, he says. Everything work out alright?
She giggles and shakes her head.
Gee, Daddy’s late for work, Bob says.
Thanks, Cathy says. Come on, let’s get you cleaned up, young lady.
She scoops up their Daughter. Bob straightens his tie. Something at the window catches his attention.
That guy is outside, he says.
Cathy looks. It’s Junior clipping a hedge.
That’s the lawn guy I hired, she says. He’s unbelievably cheap. But I didn’t expect him to start so early.
Bob sips from his travel mug as he heads from his front door to his car. Junior stands beside his truck with his big shovel perched on his shoulder.
Morning, Bob says.
Morning, Junior says.
Well, have a good day, Bob says.
You too, Junior says.
Bob climbs into his car and drives away, Junior eying him the entire time.
Cathy appears at the door.
Like to come in for some coffee before you get started, she asks.
Junior smiles and drops his shovel.
 
Again, Ruth makes her way through the tiny, crowded lunch room with her brown-sack lunch, still hiding behind her gigantic glasses.
There’s nowhere to sit. Employees happily huddle in clusters around tiny tables. Ruth spots a chair. She goes for it. A tight huddle of workers sees her heading their way and stops talking.
Actually, we’re saving this one, they all agree.
Great, Ruth says. I’ll keep it warm.
Ruth plants herself and unwraps her lunch.
So, she smiles. What’s new?
 
Bob wrestles his Secretary on the bed of a cheap motel, the remnants of fast-food lunches piled on the end table. His phone rings and he fumbles for it. She thinks this is awfully funny.
Hi, honey, listen, Bob says. Listen, I’m in a meeting. Can I call you back? Great. You too. No problem. I will. Bye.
He hangs up. Again, she’s all over him.
Let’s have a late meeting at my place tonight, she says.
I’m leaving early today, Bob says. It’s my Daughter’s birthday.
That’s sweet, she says, kissing him.
 
On a middle floor of the dingy office building, Ruth drops a heavy box of green binders on Gretchen’s desk.
Good news, dear, Ruth says. The warehouse found your lost binders and sent them right over. They said the routing information came directly from you, but I told them your department isn’t in the habit of making mistakes.
Steam is coming out of Gretchen’s ears.
Thanks, she says coldly.
Don’t mention it, dear, Ruth says.
 
At a little town drugstore around the corner from the motel, Bob stands in line with a box of diapers under his arm. Junior steps into line behind him.
They exchange an awkward nod.
 
In the office building’s dingy bathroom, Gretchen and another Coworker stand one sink apart, washing their hands and fixing their makeup.
I don’t know who she thinks she is all of the sudden, Gretchen says. I mean, seriously, she’s nobody to start telling people what to do, am I right?
Fifteen years in the same clerk job, her Coworker agrees with a smirk. What does that tell you?
A toilet flushes. A door opens. Ruth takes the sink between them. 
You know, ladies, you’re right, Ruth says. My years here don’t add up to a whole lot. Except that I’m the only one they trust enough to both set the petty cash budget and do the audit at the end of the year. Also, expense account totals. Inappropriate charges. That sort of thing. Ooh, I understand the marketing conference is in Manhattan this year. Wow. Exciting. Sounds pricey, though. I’m sure those New Jersey hotels are fun too. Have a nice time, girls!
They exchange silent looks of fire, leaving Ruth alone at the sinks.
Ruth studies her reflection, dries her hands, then walks over and flips the light switch off. Darkness, except the sourceless circle of light at Ruth’s feet.
I don’t care if they can see you or not, Ruth says. I’m sure glad you’re here.
 
At a sleepy filling station along a winding road, Bob pumps gas, watching the numbers turn. He glances at his reflection in the car window. At the pump directly behind him is Junior. Rusty pants at Bob from the passenger window of their truck.
Oh, hey there, Bob says. Again. Small town, huh?
Junior grins and nods sincerely. 
Sure is, he says.
Bob’s phone rings in his pocket. It startles him. He answers, grateful for the distraction.
Hi, he says. Yeah, I got them. Yeah. The large ones. I don’t think they make them any bigger, so she better start figuring this out quick. Oh. That’s fine. No, I’m at a gas station. They have a little store. Just milk? Alright. Love you.
Bob hangs up and heads for the mini-market. He emerges minutes later with a gallon of milk. By then, Junior and his truck are gone. Bob starts his car, pulls out of the station and gets up to speed. A tire blows.
Shit, Bob says, wrestling the car off the road.
Bob groans and reaches again for his phone. There’s a tap at his window. It’s Junior.
Oh, hi, Bob says. Thanks, I’ve got this covered. I’ll just call the auto club.
Junior taps the window again. Now he’s using the barrel of a mean-looking revolver.
Holy shit, Bob yelps.
His only thought is to reach over and lock the car door.
With the flat of his palm, Junior presses a photograph against the window. It’s the studio portrait of Bob’s family from their refrigerator. He swings the pistol. The glass shatters.
 
In the police station file room, Officer Carroll is agitated, rifling through drawers. He spreads folders across a desk. Each file shows a different teenager, same age as Julie.
Alright, dirtbags, Carroll mutters. Where’s my little girl? 
The door flies open. The Police Captain charges in.
Carroll, what are you doing in here with that door closed, he growls.
Oh, uhm, Carroll can’t help but sputter, shuffling the pages. Yeah. Somebody needed these.
The Captain is way ahead of him.
Really, he says. So you’re telling me we’re putting together a report on the kids that drink up at the lake?
No, Carroll says. I, uhm . . . 
When was the last time you slept, the Police Captain asks.
Julie’s gone again, Carroll says.
I’m sorry to hear that, the Captain says. But she always comes back.
It’s different this time, Carroll says.
As I said, the Captain says. I’m sorry to hear that. But we’ve got a budget review coming up and that means everybody pulling their weight.
Officer Carroll yells in a flash of frustration, much like Julie does, punching a phone off the desk and across the room. It lands in the corner with a crash. Conversations outside the door fall quiet.
Like I said, it’s different this time, Carroll says, now icy calm.
The Captain has a hand on his gun.
Let’s get us a nice breath of fresh air, he says.
Big front doors swing into a bright and sunny day outside the station. Officer Carroll and the Captain step out together. Another Officer is on his way in.
Hey, Wayne, the Captain says. Mind giving this old boy a lift over to his house? They need him there.
That’s alright, I have my car, Carroll says.
Better just leave that here with us for the time being, the Captain says. Go home. Get some rest.
The Captain holds out his hands. Carroll studies them for a long moment, then hands over his badge and gun.
For how long, Carroll asks.
The time being, the Captain says. And don’t worry, she’ll call. She always does.
 
Bob jolts awake in Junior’s dark garage, choking and coughing. He’s shackled to a folding chair, bleeding from the temple. His eyes fight open to find Junior forcing Henderson’s severed arm through an industrial meat grinder. A little frustrated, Junior seems to be caught on a hunk of bone. A heavy, satisfying shove sends it through.
Henderson’s decaying skull watches from the workbench. Junior’s dog snores in the corner. Beside him, Julie droops, bound to a kitchen chair.
Junior sees Bob’s awake and wipes his hands.
Well, hey, there you are, he says. You really went out hard. Sorry about that. Don’t know my own strength sometimes. You’re a fighter. That’s good!
Bob has to spit blood to talk.
Who are you, he coughs.
I’m the guy who cuts your lawn, Junior says.
Bob is fixated on the bloody workbench.
What do you want, he asks. 
Good question, Junior says. I need your help with something, Bob.
Julie doesn’t even twitch, but Bob realizes her eyes are open, locked on him with terror.
Me, Bob says. Why me?
I like your family, Junior says, wiping very bloody hands. They’re nice.
So you attack me and tie me up, Bob says.
Yeah, Junior says. Sorry I walloped you. Needed to get your attention. I have to be able to trust you. So we have to understand each other.
Junior scoots over to free Bob, then opens a heavy door at the back of the garage. On the other side is the dark, huge, lush backyard amid a chorus of crickets. He returns to his workbench.
Here’s the deal, Junior says. There’s about ten miles of wilderness between this old farmhouse and anything resembling a phone. You run out that door, it’s me and you in a little race to your family. I get there first, I’ll kill them both, then come find you. You get there first, I’ll kill all three of you together. But stay in that chair, it’s just you. Only you. Truck’s all tuned up. You make your own choices.
Cleaning tools at his workbench with an old rag, Junior turns his back to them.
What about her, Bob asks.
She’s not your business, Junior says.
Julie fights to make eye contact with Bob. She nods toward the door. She wants him to run. Junior happily works at his bench. Sharp tools dangle around the room.
I know this all seems really gruesome, Junior says. But trust me. It all makes perfect sense.
Julie glares at Bob.
I’ll come back for you, Bob says and jabs a pair of hedge clippers into the truck’s front tire. It explodes. He rushes out the door.
Junior takes a long, sad breath.
Well, Rusty, Junior says. Guess I owe you a dollar. Go on. Go get him. 
Rusty stretches a moment, then charges, growling after Bob.
Bob sprints directly from Junior’s back door to the garden fence. He scrambles over, disappearing into the dense woods, completely unaware of the neighborhood all around him.
Rusty sniffs his way to a rabbit hole beneath the fence, shimmies under and gives chase.
Junior strolls out his front door, whistling a little. In the driveway, he pulls a tarp off a gigantic late-model Cadillac. The headlights flair as the big car lunges into the night.
 
A month earlier, Bob sits in the only glass-enclosed office at one end of a wide, dim office bay filled with aging cubicles. It’s on a middle floor of the same stuffy old building where Ruth works. Phones ring. Printers, copiers and faxes whir. The elevator doors stick a bit.
Bob types, talks on the phone and reads from a stack of printouts, all at the same time.
I don’t care about overtime hours anymore, he says. You better believe we’re making this deadline. Really? Fine. Call me back in fifteen minutes and I’ll tell you again.
He slams down the phone. Across the room, Fitzgerald, an impatient, tubby executive with a three-piece suit and gigantic comb-over, charges off the elevator.
All eyes follow Fitzgerald as he waddles toward Bob’s office.
Bob’s exhausted Assistant pops his head in Bob’s door.
Don’t look now, but here comes the Big Boss’s head stooge, he says.
By that point, Fitzgerald is right behind him.
Mr. Fitzgerald, he says. How very lovely to see you.
Fitzgerald passes him by as if he’s not even there.
Morning, Bob, Fitzgerald says. How’s business?
On schedule and on track, Mr. Fitzgerald, Bob says. How’s the executive suite?
Fitzgerald glances over his shoulder at the busy room and chuckles to himself.
Say, Bob, he says. Drop everything. B.B. wants to see you right away.
Just outside Bob’s office door, his Assistant pretends to file something and listens intently.
Gee, Bob says. You know, we’re, uhm, we’ve got this deadline coming up.
Bob’s phone rings. He ignores it.
Screw the deadline, Bob, Fitzgerald says. Little secret? Nobody cares.
Funny, Bob says, processing whether this is true.
The Boss heard about your help in sweeping that little accounting fiasco under the rug last month, Fitzgerald says. He’s impressed. Very impressed.
Bob’s eyes go wide and he hustles to close the thin door before his Assistant can hear any more.
No problem, Bob says. That’s, uh, that’s why pencils have erasers. Right?
Bob’s phone rings again. his Assistant is at his window, urgently pointing at Bob to answer.
And offices have paper shredders, Fitzgerald says.
Both laugh, Bob nervously.
Well, like I say, happy to help in a pinch, Bob says.
Right, right, Fitzgerald says. You’ve got three minutes.
Bob’s phone rings.
Sure, he says. But, uhm . . . 
Fitzgerald suddenly loses both his patience and phony grin.
Fuck the deadline, Bob, he says. It’s time to join the club.
An hour later at the town’s only private golf course, in his work clothes and borrowed shoes, Bob follows Fitzgerald and B.B., both in the most expensive outfits possible, down a short fairway. Caddies follow along with oversized bags.
Bob knows Fitzgerald to be a highly tuned manipulator who bounces between overwhelming praise and fierce temper tantrums. B.B.’s the Big Boss and likes his nickname. His given name is Lyle. And as a born CEO, B.B. doubles Fitzgerald in every way. 
B.B. juggles a cigar and three iron, lining up for another shot.
Beautiful day, isn’t it, he chuckles.
Fitzgerald looks to Bob to answer.
Sure is, sir, he says.
They reach Bob’s ball. Bob lines up and shanks the shot directly into the woods.
Bob knows B.B. enjoys not being beaten. He reaches into his pocket and tosses Bob a ball.
Don’t sweat it, kid, he says.
Thanks, Bob says.
Bob lines up and sends the ball down the fairway. 
That’a boy, B.B says.
They reach Fitzgerald’s ball. Fitzgerald lines up, steps away, lines up, frets, lines up again and steps away.
B.B. sighs, impatient.
Smoke cigars, Bob, he asks.
Here and there, Bob says.
B.B. reaches into his pocket, finds and hands over another smaller cigar. 
This one is a fine sinsemilla my young nephew grows in his Mama’s tomato garden, the scoundrel, he says. He cuts me in to keep quiet. Good shit, too.
B.B. holds it out to Bob with a lighter.
Don’t mind if I do, Bob says.
Fitzgerald is still fussing over his ball.
That’a boy, B.B. says. Say there, Fitzy, how about you and the boys take a walk?
In mid-swing, Fitzgerald stops, grabs his ball and obediently trots toward the green. Their Caddies follow.
Been keeping an eye on you, Bobby boy, yes sir, B.B. says. Hard worker. Record setter in the overtime department. Pretty little family. Nice little house. Those genuine, solid roots I respect so much in a person. Took a pretty big risk on our behalf last month. That client and their damn accountants could’ve nailed us good. And you. But Bobby boy kept things nice and tidy and signed your name without blinking. Worth a mint, those kind of balls, if you play your cards right. Believe you me.
Well, you know what they say, Bob says. If you ain’t cheating, you ain’t trying.
B.B. nearly falls down laughing, coughing smoke from the little cigar. 
Christ, Bob, he says. I like that so much I’m stealing it right now.
Whatever you say, Boss, Bob says, forcing a smile.
B.B. takes a manic turn toward serious.
Bobby, he says. I’ll be blunt. Those dirty Feds are all over us and our subsidiaries, the ones they know about, anyway. All routine nonsense, of course. Cost of doing business. But I need a man with your background in numbers. Your talent. Your dedication. A man that, aw hell, is smart enough to crack skulls all day so he can go home and wipe his ass with hundred-dollar bills. I see this in you, Bob. Down deep, past all this buttoned-down bullshit. Got it?
Bob is listening.
Let me give you an example, Bob, B.B. says. See that fellow over there?
One fairway over, a Golfer from another party lines up over his ball.
Yes, Bob says.
What would you say if I told you I want him dead before the next tee, B.B. asks.
Bob thinks it over. B.B. is impatient.
Gee, Boss, I’m going off the top of my head, here, Bob says. But if he makes that green, I’ll go ahead and beat him to death with my five iron. Otherwise, I may have just enough time to get to the unmarked pistol I keep duct taped to the wheel well of my car.
B.B. pounds Bob on the back and takes a long drag of the smaller cigar.
That’s my boy, he says. Yes, sir, Bob-o. That’s my boy.
Back at the office, Fitzgerald and Bob ride alone together in the executive elevator.
Boy, do I envy you, Bob, Fitzgerald says. I remember my first day upstairs, back in the Wichita office. After a particularly messy episode in which I personally dismissed more than fifteen teamster wannabes in a single afternoon. There at headquarters, you know, it’s a whole other story. It was a dicey walk to the car that night, I’ll tell you. But now look at me. Sort of like being a made man, right?
Fitzgerald winks, forcing Bob to rethink B.B.’s little jokes.
The office elevator doors open quicker on the higher floors. This part of the building is entirely different. Mahogany trim. Fresh flowers. Light overhead music. Calm.
Allow me to go down the list, Fitzgerald says, marching Bob past water pitchers with floating cucumbers and long rows of expensive desks. Excellent perks package, that goes without saying. Company car. Vacation days, well, take whatever you need. The company has a terrific timeshare down in the islands.
Bob follows Fitzgerald past tranquil office doors with executive nameplates and happy underlings standing guard. No phones ring here. One of the multiple Receptionists send over a happy little robot voice to ask if you’d like to take a call.
Here we are, Fitzgerald says.
Bob’s new office has the closest thing to an impressive view the town can offer.
And don’t worry, we’ll get you out of that rat trap you call a starter house right away, Fitzgerald says. So, take a look around, relax, and then go ahead and take the rest of the day off.
Bob’s head is spinning.
I don’t know what to say, he says, settling in behind his new desk.
Thank you will suffice, Fitzgerald says. And . . .  Oh, wait, I almost forgot. You’re about to meet the best part of this whole deal.
With a flourish, Fitzgerald stretches his arm to point across the office. Slinking directly towards them, Margarita is gorgeous and pouring out of her classy business blouse.
Who . . .  
That, my friend, is your new little helper, Fitzgerald says. 
That’s alright, I have Howard, Bob says. You met him down on the fifth floor. He’s very good.
And there, my friend, he will stay, Fitzgerald says. And he’ll still cover the real work, with a nice raise to keep him quiet, so don’t worry about that. Relax. Margarita here is part of those perks we talked about.
I don’t understand, Bob says.
Aw, Bob, Fitzgerald says. I envy you. There’s so much you’re about learn. My advice? Just say yes. One thing’s for sure. B.B. takes care of his boys.
By now, Margarita is at Bob’s new office door.
Well, I’ll just leave you two to get acquainted, Fitzgerald says.
She steps in as Fitzgerald closes the door.
Morning, she says. What do you think?
Bob can’t help but admire the view and then looks out the window.
I think they’re going to hang me out to dry, Bob says. And I think I’m going to let them.
Margarita leans knowingly toward him across the desk.
Me too, she says. What do you say we enjoy the ride?
As the sun sets, Bob excitedly climbs out of his car, bottle of champagne in one hand, bouquet of flowers in the other.
In the kitchen, Cathy feeds their Daughter in the highchair.
Bob throws open the front door.
Well, hello there, she says. You’re sure home early. What’s the . . .  
Bob sweeps her into his arms.
Later, the tiny table in Bob and Cathy’s tiny excuse for a dining room is festooned with candles, delivery Italian food and a couple empty bottles of cheap wine.
In a highchair, their Daughter is covered, head to toe, in sauce and pasta. They let her play. Cathy swirls her glass of wine.
It’s about time the rest of the world sees our big strong superhero the way we do, she says.
It’s a promotion, not a cape, he says.
Beneath the table, her toes find their way up his pant leg.
Just a matter of time, she says.
Cathy smiles dreamily at Bob. This catches him with a pang. He bounces to his feet.
Here, I’ll clear this off, he says.
Leave it, she says.
Bob gathers dishes.
No, no, he says. There’s an oregano-flavored handful over there I’m trying to pass off on you. 
That’ll just take a minute, Cathy says. Go out to the yard and grab me the hose.
Their Daughter launches a clump of pasta across the room.
When the bathtub’s running in the distance, Bob dries plates by hand and avoids his own reflection in the window over the kitchen sink.
Sauce-coated child in her arms, Cathy slides up behind Bob and kisses his neck.
What’s wrong, she asks.
Nothing, he says as the phone in his pocket begins vibrating. Work thing I was thinking about. Here, let me get the trash.
Across town in the dark office building, Margarita sits behind Bob’s new desk completely naked.
I was here working late, setting up your new office, and it seems you took home something from that big project we’re working on, she breathes into the phone speaker. Something I need you to bring back to the office right away.
By now Bob stands beside the trash cans in his front yard, smoking a cigarette, phone pressed to his ear. He listens, intrigued, reaches into his back pocket, finds a pair of very lacy panties and hangs up the phone.
Bob appears at the door to the bathroom where his Wife and Daughter giggle and splash.
Bad news, ladies, Bob says. Daddy’s got an emergency at the office.
 
Now, with Rusty bearing down on him in the dark, Bob cannonballs frantically through the woods. He tumbles, rolling through the dirt and brambles. For a long beat he just lies there, sucking air, as if it’s all a terrible dream, confused by the sudden silence. Then a heavy rustle in the distance starts him scrambling again, pushing him deeper into the forest.
At the same time, Junior calmly cruises a winding country road in his oversized sedan, flipping around on the radio for a song.
 
In her bedroom, Ruth snores beneath thick covers. The circle of light hums as it appears on the carpet. Ruth opens her eyes, excited.
Well, hello there, she says.
The spotlight moves to her door and stops. Ruth climbs out of bed and it leads her down the hall.
Ruth’s front door opens. She follows the spotlight into her yard. The wind whips up. She pulls her housecoat tight over her nightgown. Her slippers have bunnies on them.
Are we going far, she asks. Because . . .  
The circle continues down the road. Ruth shrugs and follows.
 
Officer Carroll sits at his kitchen table in the dark. He pours himself another shot of liquor from a dusty, mostly empty bottle. The kitchen light pops on. Mrs. Carroll is half asleep.
What are you doing, she shrieks.
Not tired, he says.
She rushes over and grabs the bottle away from him.
How many times are we going to go through this, she demands.
For emergencies, he says.
On the table in front of him is a page he smuggled from the police department file room. It includes the mugshot of a greasy, local thug, a rich kid slumming it, sneering at the camera with numbers below his chin. Carroll stares, stares and stares at the photo.
She’s had enough.
Well, I’m leaving you, she says. How about that for an emergency?
He doesn’t hear her. She dumps the bottle neck down in the sink and storms out, bedroom door slamming behind her.
Carroll’s mind stays focused on the photo as he reaches blindly to find a cookie jar in a high cabinet. He sets it on the counter and opens the lid. Inside, a revolver, another pint bottle and a box of bullets.
 
Not far away, but deep in the brambles, Bob blindly charges on.
Nose to the ground, Rusty’s somewhere close by.
Suddenly, the ground beneath Bob falls away. He plunges down a steep bank into a murky creek. The fall takes the wind out of him. He climbs painfully to his feet. Rusty paws and sniffs along the top of the bank, debating whether to jump.
Along a wide, nearby road, Bob drags himself through underbrush to a clearing. Limping, he crosses the road, not a vehicle in sight. Gasping, he picks a direction
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