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Prologue
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Olivia knew she shouldn’t be alone and off the property of the Walk a Day in Our Shoes, House. Even if she was an adult and thirty-three, she wasn’t supposed to be off the five-acre estate without supervision. She’d agreed to the rules. But it wasn’t dark yet, and she had to get away to pretend she was normal, just for a little while. She knew there had been a resident of the house murdered! She’d been off the property, too. 

Millie, that was the murdered woman’s name, Olivia remembered. Millie had used a wheelchair and spoke through a small computer, as did many other members of the house. She’d also been Lucia’s best friend, a fellow resident, who also lived at the Walk a Day in Our Shoes, House, and currently lived in the room across the hall from Olivia.

The afternoon sky had been blue, the sun warm, and friendly faces floated in the clouds telling her to have fun, laughing as she walked off the property toward a nearby elementary school. It had been fun until the man arrived with bright green eyes full of cruel energy and a crooked mouth.

She remembered teachers telling her to watch out for, “Men of ill intent.” They called them, “sexual predators.”

Olivia wasn’t sure the man wore clothing as he was too bright in the sunlight; he moved through the bars of the climbing dome on the school playground. His face was angry and reminded her of someone, but she couldn’t remember. Something inside told her to run, yet her stubby legs wouldn’t budge, and she knew that she could never outrun the man. She couldn’t move at all. Fear held her, her stubby fingers clenching the metal bars like magnets. She couldn’t let go.

The monstrous thing in the shape of a man moved toward her. Her heavy chest heaved. Every hair on her body stood erect, her eardrums buzzed, and the fillings in her teeth hurt.

“Retard!” The hated word spat into her face.

The warm wet flow of urine ran down her legs and quickly turned cold as she peed her pants. She couldn’t hold it. Terror made her toes curl within her special, ruby-red shoes, and she smelled something burning. 

She cried out in fear before an intense heat exploded in the center of her head, boiling her eyes, and melting her tongue with a searing wave of energy. 

“Deaf, dumb, and blind for eternity.” These were the last words Olivia heard before her brain turned into liquid fire.
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Chapter One
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The world beyond the Interstate passed by the Greyhound bus window in a blur of mostly greens and browns broken by the colors of an occasional town. A bevy of fresh dreams played in Earl’s head with all the hopes and aspirations that came along with it. After a week of getting ready for and anticipating his trip, including the long walk to get onto the bus that morning, which had worn out his “Robo” knee, he was tired and hoped to sleep through at least half the trip. After crossing the Mississippi river, he dozed through most of Arkansas and Oklahoma, opening his eyes when they stopped at a bus station to mark his progress on a map application on his phone. 

A hyperactive kid, with strabismus of the left eye, climbed over the seat in front of him like a monkey and kept him awake after Amarillo. The boy traveled with his mother, a gorgeous dark-haired woman with large round breasts, but too many tattoos for his taste. 

She’d smiled pleasantly at him before sitting down when the pair first got on the bus.

Earl smiled back, settling into his seat for another nap. The world flashed by the window as he nodded off and back into the memories of his past:

He’d grown up near the Orange Mound area of Memphis, the oldest neighborhood in America exclusively constructed by African Americans. In other words, the slums... His grandparents’ house sat along the southern wall of Graceland, the home of Elvis Presley. The King’s property had been his Secret Garden in the middle of what some might call a slum, but he called home. Earl often snuck over the wall and played in an imaginary world of kings and queens as a youth. He’d never been caught (or the palace guards didn’t care) letting a kid be a kid in a world of windmills. The nearby Memphis International Airport had noisy flights coming and going twenty-four hours a day, roaring like dragons in the distance at take-off.

It had been Grandma F who’d convinced him to look for a job out West when he graduated from college. She was sure there would be less racism in the west and far more opportunities for a bright young man. “I hear Las Vegas is always booming and it sounds like an exciting place to live.” Earl did exactly what the woman, who had raised him, told him to do. 

After four years of college, three of which held dreams of fame and fortune in the NFL, until his junior year, when running for a touchdown, he blew his knee out. He’d been one yard short. It would be the last touchdown attempt of his life. His knee required a full replacement to walk again, even if it was with a limp. For the remainder of his senior year, he’d emphasized his physical therapy degree and enjoyed helping at special Olympic events, which helped him with acquiring his first job as a physical therapist at the: Walk a Day in Our Shoes, House; Home for the Challenged and Beautiful.

He woke to the guy in the next seat trying to start a conversation. Earl sat straight in his seat, wondering how long he’d been asleep this time. It couldn’t have been too long, the landscape looked the same, dry—.

“The poor, fucking, cross-eyed bloke,” whispered the man in an English accent. The stranger made a twisted, ugly face, leaning in so the mother wouldn’t overhear.

Earl rolled his eyes and shrugged. “Life isn’t fair.” He looked out the window, ignoring the Englishman with the bad breath and yellow teeth. In that moment of thinking about the “cross-eyed” kid’s future, the dry scrubland passed by at seventy miles per hour, and Earl remembered the sound, followed by the pain, from when he’d destroyed his knee one yard from the endzone. 

His own life hadn’t been a bed of feathers. Earl’s father was killed in a gangland shootout; his mother sat in jail for selling drugs and attempted murder. At least that was what the Tennessee court system decreed. Which is how Earl had come to be living with his grandparents who’d raised him as their own.

The kid looked over the headrest at Earl. His lazy eye wandered up and outward, seeming to watch the world as it sped by at the speed limit.

Earl turned from the window.

“They’re watching you,” the kid said, cocking his head to the side to get a better look at Earl. Both eyes briefly focused, before the boy’s left eye flew back toward the sky again.

Earl wasn’t sure what to think of the child’s statement. “Who’s watching me?”

“They are.” His innocent face was serious. He jerked his head, indicating somewhere outside the bus. “The angels.”

The Brit leaned over, interrupting. “And me, they watching me?”

The kid looked at the man, squinting like he was looking into the man’s aura, moving his head to the side before he answered. “They watch everyone, but they don’t like you as much as they like him.” The kid looked back to Earl; his left eye focused again as if to confirm. “He’s special.” The boy pointed.

Earl sat straight and laughed a bit uncomfortably, along with the Brit, who seemed taken back by the lad’s statement. “What do they look like?” Earl asked. 

The kid answered quickly. “Trees, full of leaves. But the leaves are eyes. And they never sleep.”

“Are they good or bad?” 

The boy shrugged his slender shoulders.

The kid’s mother stirred, her head turned, and a pair of Audrey Hepburn-brown eyes peered at Earl over the seat. 

He was struck by her attractiveness.

She was younger than him but not by much. As she rose to gather her child off the back of the seat, Earl swore he had just met one of the rare women of inspiring beauty in this world. Perhaps, he had been too judgmental about the tattoos. 

She smiled; her kind eyes blinked demurely. “I’m sorry, we went to church with my grandmother yesterday, and he’s been talking non-stop about angels ever since.”

Earl returned the smile. “That’s okay, I probably need a sermon or two. I haven’t been to church in... I went last Christmas eve with my grandparents.” He shrugged. 

The woman glanced at the Englishman and gave him a quick but business-friendly smile. She looked again to Earl. “Where you headed?” 

“Vegas.”
“Us too.” She motioned to her child, who was listening to the conversation. For the time being, the kid had calmed down and was intent on watching his pretend leaves.
“That’s cool. We should get coffee sometime. Or whatever you like.”

She grinned. “Y ’all could come to watch me dance. Won’t forget it!”

The Brit was suddenly extremely interested. He ogled her huge breasts as if he were already a regular customer.

She seemed accustomed to gawking attention.

She grinned shamelessly, pressing a slim bare shoulder forward. “Yes. It’s that kind of dancing. I’ll give you the show of your life,” she said, her voice softening. “You’ll never forget me.” She swiveled, showing off her body unconsciously. “Take my Instagram.”

“I’ll be there,” the Englishman man remarked with enthusiasm, pulling out his phone for the offered information. “I’m James,” he said, extending his hand. 

She shook his hand by its fingers and then moved to shake Earl’s. “Hi James,” she replied.

His large hand swallowed her smaller one and she swooned, closing her eyes and taking a breath like smelling a charming flower. 

“My name is Earl,” he said, her warm white hand inside his brown one. He let her hand go. 

She grabbed her son by his slim shoulders. “I’m Sindy, and this is my son, Kenny.”

Earl shook the kid’s tiny hand when he reached out. 

“Very nice to meet you, Sindy. Hello young man.” Earl addressed the boy. “I have something for you.” He pulled out a Ziplock bag containing the chocolate chip cookies his grandmother had baked for him the night before.

“What do you say?” said Kenny’s mom.

“Thank you, Mister,” the boy replied.

There’s breaking bread, and then there’s sharing cookies. Earl quickly became friends with the single parent, her son, and the English guy.

“You see the news last night out of Vegas,” the English guy asked in his British accent.

Sindy and Earl both shook their heads, no. Earl had been too busy worrying about everything to watch the news.

“A bunch of unidentified flying objects, that’s a UFO. Several were seen flying over Nevada and Arizona. They flew right over Nellis Air Force base. That’s the one in Vegas. Many people reported strange lights in the sky, but hey, it’s Vegas. They’re supposed to be lots of lights.”

“Weird,” Earl said.

“It’s the angels,” said Kenny

“You believe that stuff?” Sindy asked, ignoring her son’s comment, and holding him close in motherly protection.

“The video’s on YouTube. Lots of them were taken,” The Englishman replied. “Pyramid shapes.”

“Well, if there’s video it must be true,” Earl winked dramatically at Sindy and then Kenny.

Both winked back.

Not long after the cookie feast and alien talk, speakers crackled to life from somewhere in the bus: “Albuquerque. Thirty minutes.” The bus driver announced. “Thank you for riding with Greyhound.” It was the same thing said at every stop.

One more state to go, Earl thought, Nevada here I come, come what may...
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Chapter Two
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Earl stepped away from the downtown bus station into the September heat of Las Vegas with a large gym pack slung across his back and pulling a huge piece of luggage behind. Straight ahead, the Golden Nugget Casino and the morning sun in his eyes, the gilded glare momentarily blinding. He raised a hand to shield himself from the bright sun, and when his sight cleared, a sign with his name written in black materialized from the spray of colorful spots. 

Just as Mrs. Potter, the Director of the Walk a Day in our Shoes, House had told him on their last phone call, someone was there to retrieve him. “Looks like my ride,” Earl said to his three new friends. 

James, the Englishman, turned out to be a Scot, from Scotland. He was an English professor, who had moved to teach at a local community college and write a horror novel set in Las Vegas. 

All of them had the same thing in common, new employment in Vegas.

“You know where to find me five nights a week,” Sindy said. “Call the Inferno and ask if Salome’s on the stage.” She’d indicated with red cheeks and batting of eyelashes, telling Earl her private number.

After shaking hands with James, and hugging Sindy, he bent to a knee and spoke with Kenny. The little boy’s lazy left green eye looked errantly skyward. “You keep looking to those angels and listen to your mom,” Earl said to the boy.

“You, too! And thank you for the cookies, Mr. Fortner,” he said, holding up the Ziplock bag.

Earl roughed up Kenny’s hair and stood and turned toward his ride, crossing the street to a white, passenger van marked by a colorful rainbow display that read: Walk a Day in our Shoes, House; Home for the Challenged and Beautiful. 

The sign man, dressed in a black suit and black tie, opened the sliding side door and reached for Earl’s luggage. He looked more mafia than a driver, Earl thought.

“I guess you’re my ride.” Earl smiled pleasantly, glad to be where he was supposed to be and on time.

The man looked at him with light brown eyes and in a matter-of-fact tone. “I guess I should’ve expected a nigger, coming from Memphis and all,” he said and looked Earl straight in the eyes.

Taken aback, anger billowed like a tornado inside him. “Excuse me!” An image of beating the thin man into submission flashed through his mind. It wasn’t the first time he’d suffered the term, and probably wouldn’t be the last. Earl suppressed the urge. He’d been called it so many times casually or as a racist insult, that he’d lost count. Most of the time the word was yelled from a safe distance, like a passing car full of accusing eyes. “Is that going to be a problem?” he asked, in a calm, even gracious tone.

He lifted Earl’s luggage into the van and invited him to get in so he could shut the sliding door. “No, just testing your shit meter. See how much crap you’ll eat? You’re going to have to consume a lot of ‘shit’ from here on out.” He smiled, rather deviously. “These retards are dirty. I mean challenged people.” He laughed, casually. “Many can’t even wipe their asses.”

Earl stepped inside, sat down, and shut the door. The big van smelled of pine, which came from the small green paper trees hanging from the van’s rearview mirror like the gallows.

Right away, Earl didn’t like the man. Why would Mrs. Potter send such a man? Fear of being alone and so far from home rifled through him.

The callous driver walked around the front of the van, grinning almost deviously, and climbed into the driver’s seat, shutting the door. “So, you think you want to work with retards, I mean deformed people,” he laughed casually. “Why? Do you feel sorry for them? Cleansing your soul?” He grinned.

Earl searched for something to say.

The driver reached for a Disney ball cap with a Mickey Mouse emblem on it from off the dash and slipped the hat on. “I’m Mister Scuderi, or Maro if you like. The driver, the fixer, the go-getter. And the not-so, humble guide on this long and arduous journey of challenges and rewards, young knight.”

Earl looked around the interior. One of the windows had been taped shut with grey duct tape but otherwise, it was squeaky clean. A quarter-sized green crystal or gem centered a silver cross, both grasped in a raptor claw and hung from the rearview mirror hiding within the air fresheners. Grabbing his bravery and pushing it forward, he replied. “Well, Mister Scuderi, I guess, I’m here because I still believe in windmills. Maybe even in the goodness hidden deep in the hearts of men, um people. Maybe, I’m here to find my soul, or to help you find yours. I don’t know. Maybe all my new friends will teach me.” He dug inside his pack for his sunglasses and slipped on the aviators. “I could be here just for the hard work, and the experience. Might be because of my grandparents, mostly my Grandma F.” He looked straight ahead concentrating on the desert landscape far from the greens of Memphis.

Mr. Scuderi glanced into the mirror before he slipped on a pair of black sunglasses. “These people serve no purpose and they cost money, lots of it! Nobody wants them. Not the government, not the churches. Hell, not even their fucking parents. Why do you think they’re here? They are cast-outs. Mistakes of God. And they are not children. They are adults with the mind of a child, everything else is adult-ish. Many are something worse. I’m not sure they are even.” He laughed cruelly, enjoying belittling those unable to defend themselves. 

Stomach cold from the vile comments, Earl knew Mister Scuderi wasn’t far from how some people felt. He didn’t know any of the residents, yet, but he knew they needed him if this was how they were treated.

His driver continued with his diatribe against those with disabilities. “Some ancient cultures left them as babes on the edge of the forest, for the wolves to eat,” Mr. Scuderi turned the van into the street and gassed it to move into the traffic. “In some cultures, the deformed is considered a curse, even treacherous. Take Thersites in the Iliad, he’s a cripple. But old Clubfoot was the only wise anti-war one of the bunch. Or Ephialtes Trachis, in the Spartan Battle at Thermopylae, was the traitor. He was deformed.” The man glanced across the van, nodding. “Most horror movies that involve deranged killers, make the murderers deformed behind the mask, but nobody can name a real serial killer with a deformity.” 

Earl took a deep breath. There were no right answers. Why did he accept the job? Is this guy a wacko, he wondered? “Sounds like people who need help, and a shoulder to lean on.,” he said.

“Ha! That they do!” Mr. Scuderi turned, looking at him more completely, as they sped down the road. “I like it! You make that up or is that a song lyric.” 

“Thanks,” Earl remarked dryly.

He shifted his gaze back to the road. “Look out for Lincoln, he’s a big dumb boy in a giant and clumsy body, but he’s friendly. Sweet as cookie dough. Break your neck as quickly as pulling the legs off a grasshopper.” He shook his head emphatically as he held the steering wheel with both hands. “He’s going to want to wrestle a big beefy guy like you, right away. I heard you played football. Blew your knee out, which is what brought you to us.”

“Yup, running back.” Earl looked out the window as the van moved away from the strip, driving north, and out of central Vegas to a smaller subdivision. 

“Good! Like to get hit, then. Oh, by the way, sometimes the place can be a little spooky. Especially, now.”

“What do you mean?” Earl looked at the driver.

“I just think sometimes there’s more going on than meets the eye going on at the house.” Mr. Scuderi looked like he had more to say. “And you’ll see when we get there, Mrs. Potter will fill you in. See if you’ll change your mind,” he said, with a snorting guffaw.

Earl’s mind flashed back to the Greyhound and the kid, Kenny, saying that something was watching him, watching everyone. He reminded himself that he was letting his imagination get the better of his “good sense” as Grandma F would say.

“Oh, and Mr. Fortner, I knew you were a black guy, all along. Just testing you. Nothing in this fucked up world is fair, especially at the Walk a Day in our Shoes, House.”

***  
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Mister Scuderi piloted the van by the Nellis Air Force Base’s front gate. Ten or so minutes later, he announced their arrival. “Here we are, Mr. Fortner,” he said, “The Walk a Day in Our Shoes, House,” he nodded toward the house as he pulled onto the lot. “Welcome to the best nightmare you’ll ever have. Looks like we are still in time for you to get in on the action!” he said. Along the road and in the parking lot, were a half dozen cop cars, and plain-clothed detective rides. There were no lights on, but cops were everywhere, mostly standing around and talking with one another.

Earl glanced curiously and he returned a mischievous grin.

The house appeared old, upon his first look but the paint appeared new. The body was white, with dark brown trim, and big windows. It reminded Earl of a school or a monastery; three stories, with stairs on either end. A large Norman-like arched entrance announced large double doors in the center of the main building. Surrounding it were several other structures that made up a campus of sorts, including a large garage for a motor pool. He noticed some of the residents, curled up together like knots of frightened children, terror in their eyes outside the main entrance. One individual towered above them all. 

Lincoln, Earl imagined, from what Mister Scuderi had said earlier. 

The challenged man must be nearly seven feet tall, with broad shoulders, and a musculature that would put many weightlifters to shame. His eyes were generous brilliant blue ones, peering from under a shock of blond hair. Large round ears stuck out from his head. 

“I sort of didn’t mention that, well,” he paused, and his countenance drew taut with seriousness. “One of the residents was murdered this morning not far from here. Her name was Olivia.” He shook her head and looked down, his countenance sincerely depressed. “Sad, but ain’t nothing good about this world, sept maybe them, and dogs. She was nice, innocent, and she died horribly, and I wasn’t there to protect her.” Tears welled in the thin man’s eyes, and he pushed the deluge away in a flash of resolute anger. “This is our second murder in as many weeks. Which isn’t the norm, Mr. Fortner but welcome to hell anyway. As that guy, Dante said: Abandon all hope, ye who enter...”

The van stopped and Earl opened the door, stepped out, and opened the sliding door, taking his luggage himself. What the hell kind of place had he just walked into, he wondered.

“I need to park the beast. You’re to go to the office. Just straight inside. The first door is on the left, after the foyer. That’s the main office, Doctor Potter will be there, or just wait for her.”

“Thanks.” Earl slid the door shut with a bang. He briefly wondered if he had just met the killer. Was the duct tape on the van window a round-about-clue, Mr. Scuderi’s callous attitude toward the challenged residents? Had it been a test, or had he revealed some truth to the new guy? Was he still being tested, Earl asked himself. Mister Scuderi drove off and into a large entryway opening to receive the white van like a dragon’s maw.
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Chapter Three
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Inside the tall and brightly lit foyer of the Walk a Day in Our Shoes, House stood a life-size woodcut statue of Andre the Giant. The imposing figure is still the world’s most famous giant and a plaque with child-like handwriting proclaimed it so and gave the details about the man. But what caught Earl’s attention was the last sentence: “Andre the Giant, patron saint to all those challenged with defects, disfigurements, and deformities.” 

He was a big fan of Andre too, but who wasn’t? At one time, the giant was the most well-known and certainly biggest star in the world. Nowadays, there are half a dozen extremely large men in wrestling, but at one time, Andre was the only giant in the world of entertainment wrestling.

Earl felt the pain of an empty stomach upon the wafting of chicken soup throughout the house as he stepped toward the office door. He could hear conversation coming from within, and peeked inside, wondering if he should knock.

Several plain-clothed and uniformed cops inside occupied the few chairs and single couches. Dr. Potter sat behind an old mahogany desk that dominated the room. She wore a sky-blue suit with a white shirt that said she was all business, just as she’d appeared in their many video calls. Her face looked flattened by concern, and a pair of horn-rimmed, black glasses balanced from the end of her nose as she read through the information on her phone. She must have been close to retirement age, but nothing about her manner or their earlier conversation they’d had through the hiring process indicated that she was anywhere near to stepping down. It was obvious she loved her job, and the residents certainly depended upon her. Right now, more than ever. 

She looked busy, and Earl wasn’t sure if he should disturb her, as the officers and detectives in the office talked among themselves. Several residents sat in a large open room across the hall huddled together on a couch in wonder and fear. 

He knocked on the doctor’s doorjamb.

Every eye in the room turned his way.

Earl smiled and the serious faces looked back in wonder.

“Mr. Fortner!” Dr. Potter said. “You’re here.”

“Yes, Doctor. I made it.”

“Good, good! Excuse me,” the doctor said to a woman detective.

Doctor Potter was relieved by Earl’s presence. 

“I need to take care of that business we talked about earlier, Detective Snyder. Our newest employee has arrived,” Doctor Potter said, standing and walking around her desk to greet Earl. “Our new physical therapist has arrived.” She nodded toward Earl. “Gonna show him around the house and get him settled in. You guys—. Well, you keep doing what you do to find out who and why someone is killing our residents.”

The doctor met Earl’s gaze. “Sorry, we’re having a really bad day around here Mr. Fortner.” She shook her head in dismay and drew him
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