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Rensselaer County

Present Day

The little girl was about to disappear from the earth forever and ever. The Teacher had no choice but to cover his eyes. Who on earth wants to see a child disappear into thin air like that? They are so new, so innocent, so uneducated, so physically undeveloped. They never had a chance to know true friendship, comradeship, love, passion, or sex. They simply live for the present, and the present is so fleeting, is it not?  

“I’m counting, Mary Mary, Quite Contrary,” he said. “I’m counting to ten. Tell me when you disappear, you little devil.” 

“If I disappear,” the eleven-year-old, dark-haired and brown-eyed girl, said, “then I would not be telling you anything about anything, now would I, Mr. Burrier?”

“You make a very good argument, Mary Mary,” the former schoolteacher turned tutor said. “I have raised you well when no one else wanted you. You’re getting very smart now that you’re growing up fast and have become a woman in the official, physiological meaning of the word. But to me, you’re still my little Mary Mary Quite Contrary.”

“Not anymore,” she said. “Soon I’ll be leaving your home and your private school and headed to high school. In just two years I will be my own woman.” 

“Okay, then,” he said. “Since our time together is apparently limited, you keep disappearing and I’ll keep counting.”  

Time passed as he slowly, patiently counted, from one to ten. Seconds that felt like minutes. Hours. Stephen Burrier’s mustache and goatee-framed mouth was watering, his heart pounding and his now hard sex had expanded so much he felt like it was about to explode out of his khaki trousers. 

He ran both hands over his mostly bald scalp. He smoothed out the longish hair gray hair that, over time, he’d allowed to grow down the length of his neck, Ben Franklin style. It made him feel wise and somewhat handsome even if he’d never see sixty again and as his late middle-aged paunch oozed over his belt buckle like pizza dough. 

While he counted, he recalled a time when he was a brand-new, young English teacher at the best country day prep school in New York’s capital city, and how all the girls and even some of the boys were hopelessly in love with him. But those days had long passed. If not for the little friends who came to live with him, along with the ones who stopped by daily, he would be completely alone. 

“I’ve disappeared, Mr. Burrier,” Mary called. “Try and find me. I bet you can’t.” 

“Mary Mary Quite Contrary,” he said. “I’m coming for you and when I get you, I’m not going to ever let you go.”

The teacher gazed out across the expanse of the big backyard his parents owned before him, and his grandparents before that. He owned thirty or more acres, most of which had turned into thick, second-growth woods. But he paid a lot of money to have a tall, wooden privacy fence constructed around a full acre of property that contains little hills, trees, and shrubs. He created a pond filled with fish, and a pool for those hot days when the little ones liked to swim naked. 

Located at the very far end of the property was a small cemetery. At present, four headstones marked four graves. Soon, there would be one more added to the site. The headstone had already been prepared, and the soon-to-be deceased’s name was already chiseled into the stone.  

The world The Teacher built not only for himself but for his little friends and private students, was a wonderful one, free of all the absurdities of the outside world. It was a place where a child could learn but, at the same time, never had to grow up. And The Teacher had made certain that his children would remain children. They were not to see a single day past puberty. It was his gift to them. A gift only God could offer. For this small but oh-so-important deed, he couldn’t help but feel a saint-like goodness swimming through his veins.   

The Teacher looked out onto the trees and at each far corner of the fence. Mary was nowhere to be found in those hiding spaces. 

“Too obvious,” he whispered to himself. “Too easy.” 

But then he saw a shrub that, over the years, had grown tall beside the north side of the chain link swimming pool fence. He sensed movement in the dark shadows at the bottom of the shrubs. 

“I see you Mary Mary Quite Contrary,” he barked. “You can’t disappear from me entirely.”

“I am,” she said. “I am completely off-world now. Soon I’ll be leaving your school for good, Mr. Burrier. I’ll be a real grownup and can live on my own. No more foster parents.”

“Oh, Mary Mary Quite Contrary,” The Teacher whispered to himself, “if only you knew how wrong you are. If only you realized the gift I am about to give you not out of kindness, but out of love.” 

Reaching into the pocket of his trousers, The Teacher pulled out the red-handled switchblade. He thumbed the blade open. 

“I’m coming Mary Mary Quite Contrary,” he shouted. “I’m coming to save you from the big bad world.” 
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Things haven’t been easy since my blonde-bombshell best friend and co-conspirator at the School of Art, Robyn Painter, passed away in a car crash that broke her bones and shattered my heart. Since then, her daughter, Molly, moved to California for college and now super-stardom as a young pop star. Or that’s the plan as the young Lana Del Rey wannabe explained to me over a lengthy Zoom call just the other night. 

“My golly, Miss Molly, where has the time gone?” I said quietly, not to Jessica’s Molly, but to my late identical twin sister who was her namesake. “One day it’s 1985, we’re healthy as hell, and rocking out to the new REM album (how many times did we spin “Don’t Go Back to Rockville” that summer?). The next, I’m a grandma and battling Stage Four lymphoma which, by the way, sucks.” 

“Hey, look on the bright side,” Molly said. “At least you had the chance to live your full life, even if Joseph William Whelan tried to end it in a most unscrupulous way when we were still budding young women. Of course, my cancer turned out to be even more of a monster. The C-bitch took me young. But that’s just me bellyaching.”

“And don’t forget the Skinner,” I said. “He wasn’t exactly the type of man...excuse me...animal, that I’d like to invite to a dinner party. Especially if we’re having the neighbors. Get it? I consider you blessed, my dear dead twin sister, for not having had to endure his horrors.” 

“If I recall,” my dear Molly said, “the hairless beast who was living in a hole under the cornfield out back did indeed want to have you and the kids over for dinner. The only problem was, you were the main course.” 

“As usual you stole my joke,” I said. “But you’re so right.” 

The Joseph William Whelan my late twin was referring to was the man who lived in a house in the woods. As kids, Molly and I would sometimes sneak out there at night. On one of those nights, he found us playing in his abandoned house. He tried to do unspeakable things to us. For his sins, he went to prison for a long time, until the great State of New York saw fit to parole him some thirty years later. Even though Molly’s cancer had taken her life during his prison sentence, he decided to finish the job he started anyway. With me being the last twin standing, I was all he thought about while incarcerated behind the iron bars of his maximum-security prison.

They were both dead now, Whelan and Skinner, and for this I was grateful. As I stood on the back porch of my childhood home, looking out onto the cornfield, the thick woods beyond it, and the empty School of Art building that took up much of the back lawn, I couldn’t help but see the pre-teen Molly and me running through the fields in our jeans, Keds sneakers, and T-shirts that bore Paul McCartney and Wings or maybe ELO on them. We did not have a care in the world since we lived in a paradise where nothing could harm us. Even if something or someone tried, my brave Dad, State Trooper Dan, would protect us. Mom was no slouch herself. In fact, we enjoyed so much private land to ourselves that we hardly knew any of our neighbors.  

“And now it’s looking more and more like I’m going to have to sell the place, Mol,” I said while tears filled my eyes. “I’m sixty years old, sick, alone, and broke as the day I was born back when the Beatles were still together. What a disappointment. I always wanted my son Michael to inherit the place.” 

I sipped my white wine from the long-stemmed glass and wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. 

“Hey, lady,” Molly said from the great beyond, “fuck cancer and the horse she road in on. You still got it. Nice firm ass in your tight Levis. Worn brown suede cowboy boots you’ve owned for twenty years, blue cotton blouse unbuttoned far enough to expose the black lace pushup bra, plus your silver necklaces and matching bracelets, and that beautiful lush dark hair accented with a hint of gray. No wonder that handsome New York State Trooper...what’s his name, Sergeant Steve...keeps pestering you. And he’s five years younger. My, my, Sis, but aren’t you robbing the cradle. Take it from me, most dudes go running for the hills the second you mention the C word. It’s like they’re afraid they’re going to catch it or something. Like AIDS or Bird Flu.” 

I pictured my teenage sister dressed in jean cutoffs, flip flops, and a black Ramones T-shirt with the sleeves cut off. I saw her stunning brown eyes that were identical to my own. Her long hair would be pulled back into a tight ponytail. Unlike me, she bore no streaks of gray since no one aged in heaven. 

“Okay, okay, Mol,” I said. “But you wanna know a secret?” 

“I’m all about secrets, lady,” she said. “You're still my sister and my bestie.” 

“Sgt. Steve the trooper is not only good at his job,” I said. “He’s also a dynamo in the sack.” 

“Give me a high-five, Sis,” Molly said. 

I actually reached out with my free hand and slapped the air. But trust me when I say I wasn’t slapping the air. I felt myself slapping my living and breathing twin sister’s flesh and blood. It was the same flesh and blood that was attached to my old bones. My old, now infected bones. Would I live another five years to see my grandson grow up? Would I live another ten years to see him become a strapping young man? Would I live another twenty years to see him get married to a smart, beautiful, successful young woman? 

Time would only tell. And time has not only haunted me over the years, but it was also most definitely not on my side. But then, like Molly said. Fuck cancer and the dark horse she rode in on.
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I finished my wine and considered pouring more while I scrounged together some food for dinner. Funny how you just don’t feel very hungry when you’re in the middle of your pre-scheduled chemo treatments. Unlike some poor souls who are suffering from aggressive terminal cancer, my treatments were fairly light in comparison. They still had their nasty side effects like dizziness and nausea, but I didn’t walk around town puking on the sidewalk. Nor had I lost my hair. A miracle unto itself. 

But I had lost weight. Maybe that’s something most girls dreamt about, but even I had to admit that I didn’t need to lose weight. Maintaining my property while living on the mere savings I’d accumulated over the years kept me thin enough. Like a real farmer, I depended on my family's land to bring in much-needed income during the spring, summer, and fall months in the form of a vegetable stand that did a brisk business. 

The three-sided wood shack that stood at the very edge of the front property along the roadside was the spot where I could also sell homemade pies, cookies, and my paintings. Some weekends I might rake in a couple thousand bucks, cash. That kind of payday was nothing to sneeze at. 

But now that the county had reassessed the property, my taxes were out-of-sight high. Inflation and the price of everything had ballooned to the point where it was almost impossible to pay for home maintenance, much less put food on the table for me and for the days when my son and grandson came for dinner. I guess you could say the American dream was dead and gone. 

Don’t get me wrong, maybe I was alone, battling cancer, and trying to keep my nose above water financially, but I considered myself one of the lucky ones. I mean, how in the world was it possible for a young couple with a couple of kids to look after, to make it without going bankrupt? Had the U.S. government deliberately turned its back on its own citizens in the name of personal greed and wealth? Almost certainly it had. But then, if I had access to insider trading tips, I might find myself doing the same thing. We are only human after all, and humans are by nature, selfish, greedy creatures Or, are we?    

Glancing at my watch, I saw that it was only five in the evening. 

“Choices,” I said to myself. “I can either go for a swim in the Grafton Lakes, or I can put together dinner, allow it to just sit there on the counter and drink myself into oblivion while I spin Pink Floyd’s ‘Comfortably Numb’ and have myself a pity party for the ages.” 

Making my way from the back porch through the kitchen screen door, my choice was made. I was going to take a swim and rejuvenate my body and my mind. The only disappointment was that I wouldn’t be able to swim naked since there’d no doubt be some late-day sunbathers and swimmers around who might be a little upset at a naked, late middle-aged woman showing up. I could just see the headline now, “Former Capital District Artist and Two Time Abduction Victim Arrested for Indecent Exposure at the Family Friendly Grafton Lakes.”

“Hey, I have cancer,” I whispered. “Who the fuck knows how long I’ve got? Maybe I should give the country bumpkin stiffs a tits-and-ass show anyway.” 

“That’s the spirit, Becca,” Molly said while standing at the opposite end of the kitchen in her shorts and T-shirt looking far younger and hotter than me.   

Setting my wine glass on the old kitchen table, I made my way into the big living room and went to the staircase. I couldn’t help but giggle as I ascended the creaky, century-and-a-half-old staircase to the second floor. I now occupied the master bedroom where, presumably, my parents created me sixty-one years ago. Me and Molly that is.   

I got naked as quickly as possible and then retrieved my one-piece bathing suit that hung on the back of the adjoining master bathroom door. Having lost so much weight over the past six months, I’d made a habit of avoiding the big mirror that topped Mom’s old antique dressing table. Why take the chance on depressing myself even further? Setting myself on the edge of the bed, I pulled the suit over my legs. Standing, I slipped the straps over my shoulders. It was then I couldn’t help myself. Instinct took over and I looked in the mirror. 

What I witnessed wasn’t all that bad. Like Molly said, I still had a heart-shaped ass to die for. I’d lost a little weight in the boob area and in my legs, but it wasn’t like I appeared every bit the fentanyl or heroin junkie. Looking into my eyes, I tried my best to form a smile, but it abandoned me as quickly as I forced it upon myself. Sometimes the worst thing that can happen to a man or woman when they turn the corner on sixty is being all alone. 

Why hadn’t I gotten married again after my ex-husband Michael died? I’m not sure exactly. The usual excuses, I guess. I loved men and met some really nice ones through the years, but no one who would replace Michael. Okay, okay, I know what you’re thinking. How could Michael have been so special if you divorced him? You don’t realize how special someone is until you lose them, and when I lost Michael forever at the hands of a madman, I sensed that I would be alone for the rest of my days. 

Like a famous author once wrote, I assumed that when I reached a certain age, the good Lord would have a perfect understanding of me, and He would lead the way in my twilight years. But to be honest, I haven’t heard from the Lord in forever. Or perhaps, just perhaps, He hadn’t heard from me. 

Outside the bedroom window, a horn blew. It was the horn on a pickup truck. A horn I recognized entirely. It was Michael arriving unannounced, which wasn’t anything new. If anything, it was always a pleasant surprise. Picturing the beautiful round face of my grandson, Jesse, I slipped on a pair of jean shorts over my swimsuit, and a pair of leather moccasins on my feet. I ran down the stairs, opened the front door, and exited onto the front porch to greet them.

Crossing my arms over my chest, I watched my handsome young son shut down the engine on his fifteen-year-old white Ford F150. He walked around the front grill to open the passenger door for Jesse who, at four years old, was still strapped in a safety seat. 

“You going swimming, Mom?” Michael said. 

Like his late dad, Michael wasn’t the tallest man in the world, but he was in excellent shape due to daily workouts and his work on the nearby ranch he co-owned. He even ran trail rides on weekends. He’d become quite the cowboy since he was a boy, sporting worn jeans, brown cowboy boots, a denim work shirt, and a cowboy hat. It all made sense too, since he’d always dreamt of becoming a cowboy. 

Just by looking at him and his rugged good looks, you would swear you were transported from Upstate New York to Montana or Wyoming. Also like his father, he was trying his hand at creative writing. He’d even published a couple short stories in some very good literary journals. Did I have another Cormac McCarthy on my hands? A mom should be so lucky.  

Opening the passenger side door, he unbuckled Jesse, picked him up, and set him on the circular, gravel driveway. 

“Grandma,” the big, brown-eyed boy barked. 

He ran across the drive, up the porch steps, and into my arms. I hugged him so tightly I thought I might break him. He smelled so good and was so clean, it broke my heart. 

“Who’s hungry?” I said. 

“I am,” Jesse said. 

“Well let’s take care of that right away, Jes,” I said. 

I looked into my son’s eyes as I set Jesse down. 

“Um, date night, Mike?” I said, not without a grin. 

“Listen up, Mom,” he said, “I got a real feeling this little brunette is the real thing.” 

My grin turned into a smile. 

“If I had a dime—”

“For every time I said that,” he said. “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

“You gonna come up here and give your old Ma a kiss?” I said. 

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” he said, taking the porch steps two at a time. 

Maybe cancer was trying to kill me, but considering the family I still had left, I wasn’t about to go down without a fight.
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Luckily, I had some all-natural, all-beef hotdogs purchased from a local farm in the fridge for Jesse and a few cold beers for Mike. He knew enough not to ask for one, so he simply helped himself. This was still his house after all, even if the bank was threatening to take it all away. Maybe I should add, “Not over my dead body.” But that’s the kind of thing that can jinx you. 

I poured more wine while I cooked the hot dogs in a skillet on the gas stove and while Mike sat next to Jesse at the long, wooden harvest table that had been in the family for years. He sipped his beer and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. 

“How you holding up, Ma?” he said. 

Turning off the stove I set the hot skillet on another burner and pulled a plate out of an overhead cupboard. Opening the breadbox, I pulled out a package of potato hotdog rolls and set two on the plate. I then placed the hotdogs in the rolls. 

“Let’s see, Jes,” I said. “I do believe you are a mustard man.” 

“Love me some mustard, Gram,” the boy said, licking his lips the same way little Michael Jr. used to do when I made him hotdogs.

Opening the fridge, I pulled out the mustard and fixed the hotdogs, then set the plate in front of Jesse. He’d already killed off most of one of the
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