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Enter the Realm of Terror…

	 

	We’d like to take a moment to thank you for your support and invite you to join our VIP newsletter.

	 

	Dive deeper into the darkness with exclusive offers, early access to new releases, and bone-chilling deals when you sign up at www.ScareStreet.com.

	 

	Let the nightmares begin…

	 

	 

	See you in the shadows,

	Scare Street
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Dolores’ Collection
By Warren Winters

	 

	Dolores Milligan lived with several hundred roommates, all under eighteen inches in height. Her doll collection was unlike anything Carolyn Lennon had ever seen. They lined every shelf, every table, every corner and crevice of the decrepit old house in which she lived. Carolyn hated it immediately.

	She had only been a home care worker for a few months, and most of her tasks had been fairly mundane to that point. Because she was new, she hadn’t managed to find a permanent appointment and often just filled in for others when they couldn’t make a scheduled visit. That meant she rarely got to know clients and would show up for an afternoon to cook meals or change bandages or something simple. Dolores was to be her first long-term assignment. The case had been referred to her agency, although she didn’t know where from.

	Had she known ahead of time that Dolores had a penchant for dolls, Carolyn would have tried to get a different assignment. However, someone with little seniority didn’t have much clout to make such requests. And “the client has dolls” was not one of the established reasons for anyone to request reassignment. Unless Dolores was abusive in some way or performing the work was an unreasonable hardship, she was essentially stuck.

	“Ever since I was a child, I’ve hated dolls,” Carolyn had told an understanding friend one night. They’d been at their usual pub, lamenting their misfortunes.

	“Why is that?” the friend asked.

	Carolyn explained that it was the result of pop culture and some dreadful older sisters. There was probably a reality in which Carolyn would have loved dolls. She could have been like a million other little girls and had several of her own to play with. In fact, she had had several.

	And then, one night, Carolyn’s oldest sister had seen a horror movie about a killer doll and had made it her mission in life to terrorize her little sister.

	“I couldn’t make it through a week without someone putting a doll holding a knife in my bed,” she said. “Once they put a tiny radio receiver inside of a doll and made it talk to me in the middle of night, saying horrible, weird things.”

	“Oh my God!” exclaimed the friend.

	“If I’d been older, maybe it wouldn’t have been so bad,” Carolyn said. “But I was just a little kid, and having a doll threaten to murder me on a regular basis leaves a mark. I mean, I eventually found it was just my sisters. In time I stopped being scared. But the unease, that never went away. I never want to be around dolls if I can avoid it.”

	Unfortunately, Dolores Milligan had more dolls than Carolyn had ever seen in her life. And there was no rhyme or reason to her collection. Dolores didn’t collect just Barbie dolls or just porcelain dolls. Any and every kind of doll seemed to have found its way into her collection. There were knit dolls and plastic dolls and wooden dolls, and more. They were as small as salt shakers or as big as toddlers. They were in beautiful antique dresses or ragged, torn rags. Some looked brand new, and others looked like they had been salvaged from the trash.

	Carolyn arrived at Dolores’ house on a Monday for their initial meeting. She had been told that Dolores had a degenerative bone condition and a tendency to be forgetful. She needed help with basic tasks around the house—cooking, cleaning, and other light housework, as well as companionship.

	Most of the people Carolyn worked with were in a transition phase. It was likely that they’d have to move to a home in the future for around-the-clock care. But the idea was to allow them the dignity of remaining in their homes for as long as possible, with as much independence as possible, until that time. Carolyn wasn’t meant to be a live-in caregiver or a nurse. She was just an assistant. She helped out during the day and made sure Dolores had what she needed from one day to the next.

	It took Dolores several minutes to get to the door when Carolyn arrived. She had been afraid something might have happened until she heard locks clicking. Four in total, including a chain lock.

	Dolores was in her early seventies and had wild, bushy, grey hair that she insisted did not need to be cut, tied back, or managed in any way. It looked like a silver lion’s mane around her head. She told Carolyn she spent years trying to tame the beast, and she was old enough now that it could do whatever it wanted. Some things, she said, were never meant to be controlled.

	The dolls caught Carolyn off guard immediately. The living room was lined with them on shelves just above eye level. They sat on the sofa and the coffee table and lined a large hutch.

	“Do you like dolls?” Dolores asked, as she motioned Carolyn to come in.

	“Oh. Yes. Maybe not as much as you,” Carolyn said, trying to make a joke.

	“You don’t?” Dolores sounded concerned, and Carolyn shook her head.

	“I just mean you have a wonderful collection. So many,” she said. Dolores smiled.

	“This is just a few. The house is full of them. I take care of them, you see. It’s my life’s work.”

	“Impressive,” Carolyn said. “Would you like me to fix you a tea or something? We can sit and get to know each other a bit. You can tell me what you need and go from there.”

	“Oh, that would be lovely,” Dolores said. “I get tired on my feet a lot more easily than I used to. But come with me.”

	She led Carolyn down a hall to a dining room and kitchen. There were more dolls in each room. Dolls sat atop the fridge and the cupboards in the kitchen. She showed Carolyn a canister where teabags were kept, and the kettle on the stove.

	Dolores sat at the small island in the kitchen while Carolyn made tea. She talked about the dolls in the kitchen. She talked about her favorite tea. She talked about how hard it was to keep the house clean these days.

	Carolyn could see that there was some mess building up. The sink edge had a scum build-up around it. Some counters were covered in crumbs and splatters of sauces or other liquids. Things needed to be wiped down, the floor needed to be swept and mopped, and some dishes needed cleaning. It was light work from the looks of it and nothing Carolyn wasn’t prepared for. She imagined much of the rest of the house would be the same.

	“Well, it sounds like you have a lot on your plate here, so I’m happy to help you clean up around the house,” Carolyn said as she poured a tea for Dolores.

	“Make yourself one too,” Dolores insisted, seeing that Carolyn had only taken out one mug.

	“Oh, no, that’s alright,” she said. Dolores waved her hand dismissively.

	“Nonsense! I can’t drink tea alone. I have coffee too if you prefer that.”

	“Tea’s fine,” Carolyn said, making her own. She was not supposed to take anything from clients, but her supervisor said you don’t want to argue over insignificant things, either. If a client wants you to drink tea, you drink tea.

	Carolyn sat opposite Dolores, facing the dining room. A trio of dolls made up the centerpiece of her dining table. More sat on the china cabinet and a second hutch. They were everywhere in the house, it seemed.

	Dolores explained what she was having trouble with and offered to give Carolyn a tour of the house. However, it was clear that she was in pain, and Carolyn took her back to the living room to sit down. Dolores consented to her walking around the home on her own to get the lay of the land and see what was in store for her.

	The home’s main floor had a pantry and mudroom in the back, both of which still had an inexplicable number of dolls present. The washroom was a small half bath with dolls on the hamper and even atop the medicine cabinet.

	The stairlift had a doll sitting on it that Carolyn navigated past to get to the second floor. There were four bedrooms and a full bath, and she was not surprised by what she found. The washroom was in desperate need of cleaning, and the garbage was threatening to overflow. Dolls lined the sides of the large bathtub. They were on either side of the sink, and on the windowsill.

	The main bedroom was almost wall-to-wall dolls. It was baffling to Carolyn that Dolores could even find anything in the room. Her bed was covered in them, with only a small part carved out for the woman herself to lie down on. They covered the shelves, the dresser, the cabinet, and the chairs. They were bundled in corners and spilled out of the closet. There had to be several hundred in that one room alone.

	She couldn’t imagine the other rooms being worse until she checked on them. Two appeared to be guest rooms and featured beds and other amenities, but they were, same as Dolores’ bedroom, flooded in dolls. They were placed with less care in these rooms. Some simply toppled over and piled on one another. There was no room for any guest who may have been inclined to stay there.

	The final room had no furniture in it at all. The door stuck when Carolyn tried to push it in, and slowly, using her shoulder, she managed to force it back enough to look inside. Sunlight from the windows was half blocked, obscured behind a mountain of dolls. Nothing but dolls thrown in haphazardly. They were simply piled upon one another here, like a dumpster that had been filled. She would have had to push her weight behind the door to even open it enough to gain entry to the room. And even then, she would have been stranded in the doorway until she pulled enough dolls out of the way to get in any further. She had never seen anything like it.

	Carolyn closed the door and sighed. Cleaning the house was going to be a much bigger task than she’d anticipated. It was clear that Dolores was a hoarder. She was keeping it at a point where she was just on the precipice of functionality, but it could clearly tip at any moment.

	No one at the agency had told her about this. Light cleaning was one thing, but she wasn’t equipped to clean whole rooms of dolls. That was on a different level.

	She headed back downstairs, checking in quickly on Dolores. The older woman was scribbling in a journal in her chair. Carolyn went past the kitchen and took a breath, opening the door to the cellar.

	There was no stairlift to the basement, and Carolyn wondered how long it must have been since Dolores was down there last. She clicked the light switch, and a dim bulb buzzed to life somewhere out of view, casting only a faint bluish-white light towards the bottom of the wooden steps.

	Carolyn headed down, expecting to find the motherload of dolls. She was surprised to discover that the basement had been cleared out at some point. The space was poured concrete and empty of everything but overhead pipes and the house’s water heater and furnace. It looked like a space someone had intended to use for something and just never got around to. There was nothing.

	The single blue-white light hung bare in the middle of the room. The room felt cold and deathly silent. Despite there being nothing at all in the place, it made Carolyn feel even more uncomfortable than the rooms full of dolls. She felt there was something odd about the emptiness. At least she’d have no reason to go there again, she decided, heading back up.

	She set to work on cleaning the kitchen and bathrooms, the places she felt were most in need of being sanitized. She chatted with Dolores throughout the day while Dolores talked and tended to some of her dolls, darning tattered dresses or cleaning their faces.

	By the end of the first day, she had cleaned the main floor washroom and kitchen, made a meal for Dolores, and sat with her to play a game of cribbage while they watched Dr. Phil in the afternoon. Dolores told her that she had enjoyed her company and was looking forward to her coming back. Carolyn said she felt the same and headed out.

	Dolores seemed like a nice enough woman, and she was funny and engaging when she wanted to be. The dolls were just a hard thing to get past. There were so many of them, and Dolores would often circle back to them in conversations. She would tell Carolyn the history of one or another and then spend time cleaning it up.

	For the next several days, Carolyn and Dolores split their time between getting to know each other better and Carolyn getting the house in order. Dusting the dolls was a monumental task in and of itself and one that had obviously not been done for some time. That was followed by vacuuming the rooms.

	It was clear that many of the dolls were in a poor state, and Carolyn wasn’t sure how to proceed. She went from room to room with a bin while she cleaned, putting the ones in the most damaged condition in it so she could ask Dolores about throwing them out. She would never put a client’s possessions in the garbage without telling them, but some of the dolls looked like they might have come from the trash in the first place.

	She was avoiding the storage room full of dolls and had yet to determine how she would broach that subject. She wasn’t even sure there was anything she should do about it. It was limited to one room, albeit overflowing. Technically, it wasn’t a danger to how Dolores lived since it was sealed and secluded. She might be able to get away with ignoring it entirely, she thought.

	After finishing one of the guest rooms upstairs, Carolyn went down to the living room to talk with Dolores. She had placed over a dozen dolls that just looked beaten and irreparable in a bin. Some had broken pieces or stained clothing. Some were dirty, and one or two even seemed to have some mold growth on them.

	“Hey Dolores, I just finished up a guest room and wanted your opinion on some of these dolls. These ones look really beat up. I was wondering if you wanted me to get rid of them or—”

	“No!” Dolores shouted, cutting her off. “Bring them to me!”

	Carolyn grimaced. Dolores’ whole demeanor had turned on a dime. She seemed frantic and angry all at once, completely out of the blue. Carolyn brought her the bin of dolls, and the older woman began to pick through them, her agitation rising.

	“No, no! No, we have to fix them. We have to make them whole again,” she insisted, pulling out one doll and using a tissue to begin cleaning it.

	“Okay, yeah. I was just wondering was all.”

	“I need you to clean these. Nothing else. Help me clean and fix these ones up right away.”

	“Well, I was going to head to the next room—” Carolyn began. Dolores shook her head.

	“Absolutely not. This is the priority now.”

	“I’d be happy to help if I can, Dolores. But I really should make sure the other rooms are clean first,” she said gently.

	Dolores looked up at her.

	“You have to make sure these are clean and whole and ready. You have to help me. If you can’t do that, I can call the agency and have you replaced.” Her voice was cold and firm, and it took Carolyn by surprise. Dolores had never been short with her before. She didn’t seem like the kind of person who would make threats.

	“I’ll help you,” Carolyn agreed, keeping her voice calm. She didn’t like having her job threatened so idly, but she also knew that Dolores was holding the cards here. This was such a trivial thing, on the face of it. Carolyn’s supervisor would question her judgment if it became an issue. If a client wants you to clean dolls, you clean dolls. And she was so new on the job it would reflect poorly on her to be kicked off a job by the client so early on.

	She went to the kitchen to get a small bowl of warm, soapy water and a dishtowel. She sat on the sofa and began to clean off some of the more rough-looking dolls before setting them aside.

	“There’s some glue in the cabinet next to you,” Dolores instructed her. “For the broken parts.”

	Carolyn opened a drawer, and her eyes widened. There were tubes and tubes of superglue. It looked like Dolores had bought out the stock of several stores to get so much of it.

	She began gluing pieces together on the clean dolls. Cracked faces and broken arms were restored. She held them steady and blew on the glued bits until they were dry enough to set down.

	The entire rest of the day, Carolyn got nothing else done. They repaired dolls. The work was slow and meticulous. Dolores showed her where to find tweezers and needles and thread for repair work. She wanted them as close to new as they could possibly get.

	It took twenty minutes of arguing for Carolyn to convince Dolores to let her make dinner. Dolores threatened her job again and Carolyn countered by informing her she’d be fired if she did not ensure Dolores ate. In the end, the older woman gave in.

	When Carolyn left, she was doing her best to hold her anger in check. The job was not meant to be an easy one. Clients could be set in their ways and unreasonable sometimes. She knew that. She expected that. But it didn’t mean it wouldn’t wear on her patience. She was annoyed, but she would deal with it. It was the least she could do.

	Carolyn had to keep telling herself that none of it was personal. She imagined herself in Dolores’ shoes. Clearly, the dolls meant a lot to her. She had yet to explain why she had so many or what the fascination was. Carolyn didn’t want to pry. But if the situation was reversed, she would want someone to respect her desires as well.

	Days passed and Carolyn did almost nothing beyond doll repair. Every day Dolores had retrieved new dolls that were falling apart. Some of them looked like they were made up of the broken parts of other dolls, but Dolores insisted they all needed to be repaired.

	By week’s end, Carolyn was beyond frustrated. She told her supervisor that it was impeding her ability to do any actual work in the house. Her supervisor asked if she was still able to cook and offer companionship.

	“I am,” Carolyn replied.

	Her supervisor shrugged.

	“Then fix the dolls. Some clients want you to read books or go for walks. Some want to chat. This one wants her dolls fixed. She gives you the supplies, it doesn’t endanger your health or hers. Unless there’s another problem?”

	“No,” Carolyn said. Her personal distaste for dolls was not going to be an issue. She was intent on proving she was up to the task of handling this job. Something as stupid as dolls would not hold her back.

	There were even more dolls to clean and fix when Carolyn arrived next. Dolores seemed particularly agitated and also weaker than she had been. She couldn’t even answer the door for Carolyn, instead shouting for her to come in.

	“Dolores, have you been down here all night?” Carolyn asked, seeing the state of the living room. Dolores had not changed her clothes, and dirty or broken dolls were piled around her.

	“I need to finish the work,” the old woman insisted.

	Carolyn frowned. She felt guilty then, like her resistance to the work was making Dolores want to take up the slack, who was in no condition to be pushing herself.

	“Dolores, please. I’ll finish up, okay? Why don’t I make you a cup of tea, and then we take it out to the porch and get some fresh air?”

	“No!” Dolores shouted. “We don’t have time! There’s no time left.”

	“Time for what?” Carolyn asked gently.

	“To finish the dolls. We’re almost out of time, and they’re not done yet.”

	“I promise we will get them done, okay? No matter how long it takes.”

	“You don’t understand…” Dolores said quietly.

	“Let me make us some tea, and we will get to work. I’m here to help, Dolores. Don’t worry.”

	The older woman smiled weakly and sighed. Carolyn went to the kitchen and boiled some water before bringing two cups back to the living room. She sat with Dolores, and they set to work. The older woman was not in a very talkative mood, so Carolyn tried to keep the conversation going. She talked about her own family and school and whatever she could think of to fill the silent gaps.

	“There are still so many,” Dolores said at the end of the day as Carolyn was preparing to leave.

	“But we got through a lot. I bet we can have them all done in just a few more days,” Carolyn assured her. Dolores looked her in the eye, and for a moment, it seemed as though she wanted to confide something.

	“I hope we have time,” she said eventually.

	“We will. Have a good night, Dolores,” Carolyn said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	“Yes. Tomorrow,” Dolores agreed.

	Carolyn was hoping the rest of the work would go as quickly as she had anticipated. Dolores must have been taking the dolls from the big storage room, but even that had to be running low on broken ones. There could only be so many that needed to be cleaned and fixed. And then, hopefully, Dolores could relax a little.

	She wondered how Dolores had gotten so fixated on the dolls. It was not a question she felt comfortable asking, and Dolores had volunteered very little of her own history. She sometimes talked about the history of the dolls, but more than once Carolyn noticed that her story would change from one telling to the next. She had told Carolyn three separate origin stories for one of the dolls in the house. It was possible she just didn’t remember and was afraid to talk about it. But if it made her feel better to tell stories like that, Carolyn was not going to stop her.

	The next morning, when Carolyn arrived, there was no answer when she knocked. She knew Dolores never went anywhere. In fact, since they’d known each other, Dolores hadn’t even gone on her porch. She had also been told Dolores had no family, so it wasn’t as though anyone might drop by unexpectedly to see her and take her anywhere.

	Carolyn knocked again and there was still no reply. She tried the door and was surprised to see it fall open with a turn of the knob. Dolores wouldn’t leave all those locks unlocked unless she was right in the living room.

	The door swung open slowly, and Carolyn didn’t move. She stood on the porch, looking into the living room. Her breath caught, and then she inhaled deeply. Dolores was there. Her head had drooped to one side, facing the door.

	Carolyn came to the older woman’s side and knelt down, unable to think of what she should or could do. She was trained in first aid and life-saving measures, but this was not a situation she had been prepared for. Something had gone very wrong.

	Dolores’ flesh was pale and dried out. Her skin tone had taken on a dark pallor, and she appeared wizened and thin. She looked like she had died days or even weeks earlier. Her eyes had sunken into her skull.

	Carolyn touched her hand and gasped. The skin felt firm and cold. It reminded her of the dolls they had been repairing. The slight pressure caused it to crumble, and she backed away. She watched as Dolores’ arm crumbled beneath her robe and the right side of her body collapsed on itself.

	She screamed as Dolores’ head tumbled to the floor. It landed with a cracking sound and shattered, falling to bits like an old teacup. Her entire body crumpled in on itself until the bits that were left looked like discolored gravel and dust. It was as if she had been made of clay.

	“Oh my god,” Carolyn said softly. She stared at the dusty remains in the chair and on the floor where Dolores had been, her heart racing. It didn’t make sense, and she didn’t understand what she had seen. She looked around the room and her eyes caught on a single doll on the sofa, in the spot where Carolyn normally sat. It was porcelain and perhaps eighteen inches high. It wore a robe identical to the one Dolores had been in. Its small, blue-painted eyes were locked on Carolyn.

	The resemblance to Dolores was uncanny. Carolyn had never seen the doll before, but it was unnerving her. It reminded her of the cruel jokes her sisters played. That would look so much like Dolores after what she’d seen made her feel like a child again, frightened and vulnerable.

	She looked away and saw other dolls in the room. They all faced her, their eyes on her wherever she looked.

	“No,” she said to herself, shaking her head. She didn’t want to be there anymore. She needed to call for help.

	Carolyn pulled out her phone and stepped back out onto the porch. The moment her foot hit the ground, her hand froze, the phone half lifted. She was in the doorway, facing Dolores’ crumpled body and the doll once more.

	She turned, disoriented, and walked back out of the house. The moment she crossed the threshold, she was in the living room again. The doll’s eyes were still on hers. She headed to the back of the house, panic rising inside her. The doorknob to the rear door turned, and she ran out onto the back steps, only to find herself in the living room once more.

	Carolyn screamed, fear and frustration fueling her now. She lifted her phone and called nine-one-one. The phone clicked but didn’t ring. She hung up and dialed again. It still wouldn’t ring.

	She called the office, and it wouldn’t ring, then she tried some of her friends. Still nothing. She tried to send texts, and they wouldn’t go through. Dolores had a phone in the living room on a corner table. She went to it and stopped short of taking the handset. There was a note on the table, sitting atop Dolores’ journal. On it was scribbled Carolyn’s name.

	She lifted the paper. Dolores’ handwriting was messy and rushed-looking. It was hard to make out, but there was not much to read.

	 

	Read my final journal entry.

	 

	Carolyn looked at the journal and reached for the phone. There was no dial tone. She swore and slammed it down, picking up the journal instead. Entries were dated and started years in the past. She flipped to the end of the book and saw the entry dated for the previous day.

	 

	Carolyn,

	 

	When I was a young woman, I was a nurse. I did palliative care and for a long time, I thought I would travel the world, meet the man of my dreams, and live a rich, full life. And then I met Charlotte Buress.

	Charlotte was dying. She was sullen and reserved and had an acid tongue. I did what I could for her, but it never seemed enough. In fact, the only thing that seemed to bring her any joy was her dolls. Her many, many dolls.

	It was a trap. It still is a trap. This house was never mine. It was never Charlotte’s. It belongs to the dolls. And you must care for them. If you ever wish to leave, you must care for them. I thought if you helped me, we could get it done. If they were all well and safe, then I could be free.

	Please forgive me.

	 

	Dolores

	 

	Carolyn read it twice, not understanding. She scrolled to the front of the book to the first entry. It was only three years old. The handwriting was neater, and it detailed her attempts to break through walls to escape.

	Later entries were separated by weeks at a time. They talked about the dolls. The need to keep the dolls clean. To keep them healthy, or they’d take what they need from her.

	She flipped more and stopped on a page dated from a year prior.

	 

	It is my birthday today. I’m thirty-one. I look at least sixty. I’ll never get out of here.

	 

	She flipped to the later entries in the last dozen pages.

	 

	It’s getting hard to remember what I am supposed to be doing. My hands hurt. The dolls whisper, but it’s hard to hear what they want. I think I’m running short of time.

	 

	Carolyn threw the book on the floor and tried to head out the door again, screaming when she wound up back where she started. She pulled open a window and tried to climb out, landing back in the living room when she did so. There was no way out.

	She looked at the doll on the couch again. The doll with Dolores’ face staring back at her. For a moment she felt as though she could hear someone whispering, and then the urge came over her then. She went to the doll and lifted it, cleaning a smudge from its face. She needed to keep it clean. She needed to keep them all clean.

	 

	* * *


Egregore
By Jon Barron

	 

	“That bastard.”

	The words break the silence. Bo stares down into his beer. Derek gazes speculatively at the waitress with pink hair collecting glasses. They have all remarked on her prettiness, in a perfunctory way. They are not feeling flirtatious or much else. They came here to get drunk.

	“That bastard!”

	Bo speaks with more emphasis, somehow getting the words out through gritted teeth.

	Pauly, the third member of the unhappy group, shifts nervously in his seat. He had to be the first to mention Coach Mitchell. What a dumb thing to do. The guy hadn’t even been at the reunion. But just being back there in the gym brought it all back. Even after ten years, the trio of old friends had found it all too damn much. Screw all the high school nostalgia. Find a pub.

	“I overheard somebody at the reunion say he had emphysema or something. Some lung disease—means he can’t leave the house,” Derek offers.

	“Wish he had terminal cancer,” Bo mutters, still looking into his glass as if were a crystal ball. “Terminal cancer of the asshole.”

	“That’s no way to talk,” Pauly says. “I mean, I hated the guy too, but…”

	Bo looks up at that, and Pauly knows he’s goofed.

	“You had it easy!” Bo snarls. “He knew your dad was a councilman, and he couldn’t treat you too bad. Hell, we got punished when you screwed around.”

	Pauly flinches at the intensity of Bo’s anger. It’s unfair. They all knew who the real victim of Mitchell’s cruelty had been, and he was not with them tonight. Bo had been the leader of the gang, Derek the joker, and Pauly the quiet one. And then there’d been Sam—bookish, sensitive, clever. And Sam—with his crooked smile and his long words and his kindness—was ten years dead.

	Officially, Sam had had a whole bunch of problems at home along with being “on the spectrum”. Unofficially, the three survivors knew who was to blame. It was the closest thing to murder any of them had ever known. And the killer had gotten away with it.

	Coach Mitchell had loathed the four on sight and bullied them incessantly for three years. Each teenager had reacted in his own way. Bo, tough to the core, had been defiant and paid a high price on occasion. Derek’s folks hadn’t cared much about him, and that had made him an easy target. But Mitchell had focused mostly on Sam because—like all bullies—he spotted an outsider a mile away. And most of the other kids enjoyed it.

	“It was like a regular cabaret,” Derek says sourly. “That shitty old man, lining up Sam for another humiliation. Every fucking week. And no reason for it.”

	“Pure sadism,” Pauly murmured.

	Silence fell at the corner table once more. The front door opens, and music booms from a passing car. The door slams shut, cutting off the beat, and a newcomer hails the barman with a cheerful, “How’s it goin’?”

	“Hanging on those wall bars,” Bo says, leaning back and talking to himself, or so it seems. “His face. So dark, almost black, and the eyes bulging out.”

	“Jesus, lighten up, man!” Derek says. “We all saw it. Saw him.”

	“He peed himself,” Bo goes on. “I remember that, feeling ashamed for him even though he was dead. You lose control of your bladder. One final humiliation, right?”

	Pauly wants to say something that will set them back on the right path, make them just three high school pals reminiscing. But how can he find the right words when that image of Sam’s dead body is now in all their minds? Sam had slipped away after being really quiet for a couple of days. His only friends in the entire world had gone looking for him, sure—but not right away.

	Ten minutes. That was all it took.

	Then had come the scandal, the joke of an investigation, the bullshit spouted by Mitchell and the spineless principal, and the cops not caring. Just a few months later had come graduation, and Derek and Pauly had left to make new friendships in college. And Bo had stayed to work in his dad’s auto shop.

	They’d lost touch until the reunion, which brought on a flurry of emails, texts, and Zoom calls. Bo had wanted them to meet up again, been very insistent, and the other two had been too embarrassed to refuse.

	Bad idea, Pauly thinks, to come back here. We’ve got nothing in common now, apart from Sam, Coach Mitchell, and that whole horrible mess.

	“Hey, we can talk about the good times, you know?” Derek says to Bo. “Remember Thelma Cornford, how she used to come on to you? Man, she was built like…”

	“Don’t tell me you haven’t thought about revenge,” Bo cuts in. “About justice. Doing what’s right. What the law couldn’t do. Or wouldn’t do. We talked about it then, didn’t we? That conversation, we never finished it. You guys just went away.”

	He has that defiant look now, the one that always riled up Mitchell. Faced with that angry resentment, the coach had quickly gone from the usual “drop and give me twenty” stuff to near torture, but Bo had never broken.

	“The best revenge is to live well,” Pauly says, and again wants to bite his tongue.

	“Yeah, that sounds great,” Bo observes. “Living well. Great philosophy for a big city lawyer. Not an option for everybody though, buddy.”

	Pauly knows that he and Derek have good lives because they got out of this crummy town. Bo was stuck here with a sick father, a drunken mom, and a failing business to run as best he could. Looking over at the man he knew as a boy, Pauly thinks about how Bo has spent the past ten years. Now
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