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  Prologue


  The demon ran through the woods of Black Rock Mountain, just outside of the small hamlet known as Salisbury Mills, a small town located in Upstate New York. The hell-fiend’s powers were weak. It had to use them to defend itself against the throng of villagers that were chasing after it.


  The demon had taken over the body of a local farmer, a sick and twisted man who enjoyed killing children. The human had been easy pickings, and perfect for the fiend. But the demon had lost control and was careless, killing too many, too close to home.


  The murder spree had been euphoric, its favorite body parts there for the taking. Oh, how it reveled in the pain of others. It had gained the attention of the townsfolk and its constable, a man with a keen nose for solving murder.


  The demon heard the villagers’ footfalls and the snapping of branches as the townspeople pursued it. With the Sinerth, the tome of suffering, in its possession and knowing its time would be up soon, the demon headed for the shack where it had brought its victims—the place it had built the ceremonial chamber.


  Bursting through the door, it only had minutes to hide the book. It stepped over the corpses it had acquired, the five bodies positioned to form a pentagram. The place was rank with the odor of blood, the metallic smell exciting the fiend. Seeing what it had almost accomplished—the bodies, the altar, the blood bowls—the demon cursed itself. It had been so close to fulfilling its duty.


  Opening the ancient tome, a book made from human and demon flesh, the fiend read a spell of resurrection. The fiend felt its power drain further, the spell a powerful one. Then using the blood in one of the sacrificial bowls, it splashed each corpse on the head and poured the remaining blood onto the page containing the spell. Black smoke sizzled from the parchment and rose into the air, spreading out like a swarm of agitated bees. The dark cloud broke into five separate funnels, then shot into each of the corpses’ mouths.


  “Come out, demon,” the town’s priest demanded.


  Torchlight flickered against the shack’s windows, through which the demon saw the angry mob. Standing beside the priest was the constable, a rugged and hardened man from the town. Most of the villagers carried farmers’ tools, axes, pitchforks and sickles, but a few had double-barrel shotguns.


  The demon couldn’t hope to survive, but the book would at least be safe until the creature returned. How ever long that might be, it did not know, but unlike this time, it wouldn’t have to wander the countryside looking for the tome. It would know where to go, having secured it properly, and would be able to go to work on its task and redeem itself, for surely its master would be furious at its failure.


  The dead bodies rose to their feet, standing before the demon, ready to do its bidding. Pointing to the door, it commanded the undead to attack the villagers and keep them at bay for as long as possible. The soulless things exited the shack, fear unknown to them.


  Gunshots rang out. Villagers screamed.


  With the townsfolk occupied, the demon had time to hide and secure the book. In the far corner of the building, it wrapped the tome in an enchanted cloth, a cloth that would help keep the book’s powers at bay, yet still allow the thing to be active.


  Next, the fiend pulled up a set of the floorboards and placed the book inside before replacing the planks of wood. With the book covered and out of its grasp, the demon grew even weaker, having used most of its strength to raise the dead.


  The gunshots had stopped.


  “Burn the unholy place,” one of the villagers yelled, and the entire crowd began chanting.


  “Burn! Burn! Burn!”


  The demon heard the thuds of the villagers’ torches as the flaming sticks collided against the shack’s walls and roof, hoping to turn the place into nothing more than a pile of ash. But the building wouldn’t burn—no, and the demon knew this—for the ancient tome protected its place of rest. Not wanting to take a chance that the villagers would venture inside, the demon ran outside, stopping a few feet from the lawman.


  The crowd went quiet.


  The priest began reading from the Good Book.


  The demon felt the man’s words pierce its flesh, like thousands of needles puncturing its skin. It was too weak to flee or fight, and the man was a true believer. At full strength it could have silenced him, ripped out his tongue and eaten it.


  Fighting through the pain, the demon laughed. “You think you’ve won?” it asked. “I will return to finish what I started, long after you are dead and rotting in your coffins.”


  “Back to Hell with you, demon,” the priest shouted and tossed a container of holy water at it. The liquid burned, but it was nothing the creature couldn’t handle, even in its weakened state. Humans were so dim in their knowledge of the underworld, having only touched the true meaning of how to deal with the things that lurked in shadows.


  The holy water did its job and began melting the fiend’s flesh.


  A gunshot rang out and the demon felt the bullet rip through its chest, tearing through its heart and lungs. It no longer had the strength to heal itself and knew its death was imminent. Grinning, it watched the lawman raise his gun and fire, sending Munyok, the demon, back to Hell.


  Chapter One


  John Crawford was sitting in his SUV, waiting for the traffic light to turn green, when he was hit from behind. The impact was jolting, sudden, but not serious. His air bag did not deploy. He’d been in a couple of accidents before and this one wouldn’t be a memorable one.


  It was 11:15 on a Friday night in the Midwood section of Brooklyn. With the area having a high number of Jewish residents—the Jewish people not driving during Shabbat, which lasted from sundown on Friday to sundown on Saturday—the streets were virtually empty.


  John put his Chevy Blazer in Park, left the engine running and got out. The car that’d rear-ended him was slowly backing up. It was a Mercedes SL-Class. The grill area where the Mercedes symbol was usually located was smashed in, the prominent symbol gone, and the hood was crimped, sticking up like a Civil War soldier’s pop tent.


  John hadn’t seen the damage to his own vehicle yet. He closed his eyes, hoping it was minimal and that the guy had decent insurance. A few years ago, he had spent over a month tracking down a man’s insurance company after being in an accident. For minor fender-benders in the metropolitan area, it could take over five hours for the police to show up. Neither man had wanted to wait, so they just exchanged information after John had the gentleman, who was very nice, sign a handwritten letter explaining that the collision was his fault. It all turned out well in the end, but the process was something John never wanted to repeat again. From that point on, he made sure to involve the police.


  Coming around to the backside of his Blazer, John let out a sigh of relief. His bumper looked almost the same as he remembered it—littered with scratches from years of parking on the streets—except for the three new silver-colored gashes running vertically down the middle of it.


  Parking on city streets on a regular basis could cause a car’s bumper to look like something a lion had attacked with its huge claws. For most car-owning city folk, parallel parking was simple: find a spot, even the smallest of spaces, one a person could barely fit the car into, back in until the bumper hits the car behind, then move forward until the vehicle’s front bumper hits the car in front, then adjust accordingly, leaving enough room between the vehicles—front and back—for a party of ants to march through. People just didn’t care, thinking bumpers were made to be uglied up.


  John was grateful that his vehicle was okay. The thing was over eleven years old and he didn’t think the newly added scratches would amount to much money, if any at all.


  But what about pain? Was he in any? No, but that didn’t mean tomorrow he wouldn’t be. People often felt the effects of accidents the next day or two, after the body stiffened up.


  Finally, the Mercedes’s driver-side door opened, and the driver, a short, stocky, rotund man, pulled himself from the vehicle. His face was blotchy-red, as if he’d been scalded by boiling water. A small trickle of blood ran from his right nostril. Glancing at the windshield, John noticed the deflated air bag.


  “Shit,” the guy said, a little wobbly on his feet. He put a hand to his face and felt his nose. “Shit, shit, shit.”


  John couldn’t tell if the guy was upset over the damage to his car or his face.


  The man was wearing a nice suit, a Rolex watch, and was driving an expensive automobile. He had money.


  Finally, the guy looked up, his gaze moving from John to the vehicles, then back to John again.


  “You all right?” he asked.


  “I think so.”


  “I can’t believe this,” the guy said, walking over and leaning down to look more closely at the Blazer’s bumper. He stood up quickly, as if someone had poured ice water down his shirt, and began looking up and down the street. A few cars and a truck drove by, the vehicles slowing as the passengers gawked for a second or two.


  “Don’t worry about any of this,” John told the guy. “This is what insurance is for, right?”


  The man didn’t respond. He just stood with a hand on his forehead, looking worried. John wasn’t even sure he had heard him.


  “Are you all right, buddy?” he asked.


  “Yeah…sure. Um, listen,” the man began, then stumbled backward.


  John moved to catch him, thinking maybe the guy had hit his head in the accident, but then he smelled the pungent odor of whiskey, as if the guy had showered in it. He made sure the fellow was stable before letting go of him and backing away.


  John squinted, slowly shaking his head. He didn’t want to get the man arrested, but he had to call the police, get a written report, so in the event he felt pain the next day he’d be covered. And Mercedes Man had been drinking. The man was a danger to himself and others.


  “We’ll get a police report,” John said, wanting the words out quickly to see how the guy would respond.


  “Police?” the man said loudly, coming out of his stupor. He ran to the front of his car and started pushing down on the bent hood, flattening it out as best he could. “No need for the cops. We can just exchange information. Most of the damage was done to my car anyway.”


  “I want an official report,” John insisted. “No offense, but I don’t know you and I don’t want to get stuck with a bill, or worse, have you say I somehow hit you.”


  “Why should we involve the authorities? It’ll take them hours to get here. We live in Brooklyn, for God’s sake, one of the Big Apple’s little siblings. I’m sure the cops have plenty on their plates. And why fill the insurance companies’ pockets?—all they’ll do is raise our rates.”


  “Wasn’t my fault,” John said.


  “I know, but you know how these corporate machines are, especially the megacorporations. They’ll come up with some way to make you pay, say you were partially to blame. They always do.”


  “What do you propose, then?” John asked, his hand in his pocket, fingers wrapped around his cell phone.


  “Follow me to an ATM. I’ll give you a grand—for the damage and your trouble.”


  John pulled his hand from his pocket as if the phone had become a poisonous serpent. He had to keep himself from smiling. The damage to his car was minimal, hardly even noticeable. What were one or two more scratches on a messed-up piece of plastic anyway? This was his lucky night. A thousand bucks! He could go to the track where they built that beautiful new casino and… No, he couldn’t do that. He needed to take the cash and use it for bills. Maybe buy his wife something nice.


  “You got a deal, mister,” John said.


  The man hiccupped and smiled, then said, “Follow me.”


  John wondered if the guy might try to take off, so he made sure to memorize the license plate, and as much detail about the fellow as possible, before returning to his SUV.


  The Mercedes traveled a block to Kings Highway and parked in front of a bank. The guy got out of his car, went into the bank, used the ATM, then came back out and over to John.


  Leaning against the SUV’s door, the man pulled a wad of twenties from his inner suit jacket and handed it to John.


  “Count it,” he said, and John quickly did.


  The money was crisp, new. It was amazing what the feel of new bills could do to a person. He felt giddy, like a schoolboy finding out his parents had bought him the latest video game system for Christmas.


  “We good?” the guy asked.


  “We’re good,” John confirmed.


  “See you around, buddy. And thanks for not calling the cops.”


  The guy hurried back to his car and sped off.


  Chapter Two


  “John. John,” his wife said, shaking him.


  Groggy, barely able to open his eyes, he mumbled, “Wha…what the hell’s going on?”


  “Someone’s at the door.”


  “Probably got the wrong house. Go back to sleep.” He started to nod off again.


  “John,” Carla said, shaking him again.


  “What?” he growled.


  “There’s a police car outside.”


  John opened his eyes and sat up, his wife’s words like a bucket of cold water. He got out of bed and went over to the window. An NYPD cruiser was parked at the curb.


  Rubbing a hand over his face, he sighed. Then it hit him: the accident—the drunken guy. The police were here for him. But why? To arrest him? Was it illegal to not report an accident? To take money as payment for property damage? He didn’t think so.


  The doorbell continued to ring.


  John put on jeans and a T-shirt, along with his slippers, and followed his wife down the stairs.


  At the door, he paused.


  “What?” his wife asked.


  “Nothing.”


  He unlocked and opened the door. Two officers, a male and a female, stood before him. Neither could’ve been older than twenty-five and both were extremely good-looking. He wondered if they were models, maybe even strippers, and someone was playing a joke on him. But their solemn faces said otherwise. They were here on official business.


  John locked stares with the woman. Her eyes were vacant, unemotional. She was looking at him, but not completely there, as if her mind was someplace else. Switching his gaze to the male, he saw severity, coldness. The eyes spoke volumes. Whatever they were here to tell him wasn’t good. He swallowed. “Yes, officers?”


  “Mr. and Mrs. Crawford?” the male asked.


  “Yes,” the couple said in unison before Carla nudged herself closer to John.


  “I’m afraid we have some bad news. Your daughter, Melanie, was killed earlier this morning.”


  “Is this some kind of a joke?” Carla asked, a hint of anger in her voice. “You must have the wrong house. Our daughter is upstairs, sleeping in her bed.”


  John went numb at hearing the news. He wasn’t sure what to think, but he knew his wife was right. Melanie had a midnight curfew.


  When did he get home? Sometime shortly after midnight. Usually, but not always, when he came home, Melanie was getting a drink in the kitchen, watching TV, or getting ready for bed and bullshitting on the phone with one of her friends. Now that he thought about it, he didn’t remember seeing or hearing her. But that didn’t mean anything. She could’ve been in her room, asleep already.


  “I’m sorry, Mr. and Mrs. Crawford, but your daughter was killed in an automobile accident. She was struck just up the street and pronounced dead shortly after the paramedics arrived.”


  “Stop saying that,” Carla demanded. “Just stop it. That’s awful. You should be telling the right girl’s parents, instead of coming to the wrong house and frightening us.”


  John saw the officers’ hardened eyes fade into tender ones. They portrayed how sorry they were, and that they had to deliver the awful news, the truth. They were sure it was his daughter, Melanie, who’d been killed. He closed his eyes, needing the temporary escape.


  Mistakes happened all the time. He’d made mistakes. Judges, doctors, mechanics—all made mistakes. Everyone did, including police officers. His baby girl had to be upstairs sleeping. This was all a blunder. A terrible, we’ll-have-a-good-laugh-later blunder.


  But what if his little girl was hurt? Had been in an accident? That didn’t mean she was dead. He’d heard stories about people who were pronounced dead but were really still alive, and people who were told they had a month to live but went on to live a full and healthy life. This was one of those instances. The police had gotten it wrong. He turned to face Carla.


  “Let’s head upstairs and show these fine officers that Melanie is okay.” As he said the words, he found it hard believing them.


  “Ridiculous,” Carla spat.


  John continued to stare at her. “Come on.”


  “Fine,” she said, annoyed, but John saw the worry in her eyes.


  The officers waited in the foyer while Carla hurried up the stairs. John tried keeping pace, but with each step his feet grew heavier and heavier. His stomach felt like it had a boulder in it. He’d had the same sensation when his father died. Somehow he’d known the man wasn’t alive anymore.


  But he refused to give in to that feeling now—the despair—and would hold on to the hope that his daughter was in her room and this was all a huge misunderstanding. It was someone else’s daughter lying in a body bag. It was terrible to think such a thing, but he’d be more than happy to know that the dead girl was some other family’s kid.


  Finally, when he made it to the second floor, he heard his wife call out their daughter’s name like she always did, casually—but the longer the calls went unanswered, the more frantic they became.


  “Melanie!”


  She was yelling now, hysterical, as she emerged from the hallway bathroom. Having been in all the rooms, she checked them again, her shouts becoming agonized pleas.


  A crushing weight—a hundred times more powerful than when his father had passed—fell over John’s entire body. He couldn’t move. He wanted to tell his wife to stop calling out their daughter’s name, that she was dead. On some level, he’d known all along that his only child was dead. The police were correct. Their eyes had said it all, but at the time he couldn’t accept it.


  “Melanie!” Carla kept calling, panic-stricken.


  John felt as if he might die—his heart would give out and he’d fall down dead. He wished it to be so. He couldn’t go on, knowing his daughter was gone, taken from him and his wife.


  Carla walked up to him, her face scarlet, eyes blossoming with red veins. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She began pounding his chest, asking where Melanie was.


  “She’s dead,” he told her, the harsh words coming out easily.


  Carla froze as if stunned, then slapped him across the face before she fainted in his arms.


  Chapter Three


  John brought Carla to their bedroom and laid her down on the bed. He called Carla’s mother, Mary Beth, told her the news, and asked her to come stay with Carla while he tended to things. When she tried to speak, he told her he didn’t have time to talk and to just come.


  Mary Beth was a good woman, spiritual. As balanced an individual as John had ever met. The woman was a tree-hugger who accepted life as it unfolded. Be one with nature and all that jazz. And although this would be tough on her as well, she would be another rock for Carla—he being the first.


  Thirty minutes later, Mary Beth arrived, teary-eyed, and said how sorry she was.


  John drove to the medical examiner’s office, numb. The police told him he didn’t need to see her in the flesh—the identification had been certain—but he insisted. They also informed him that he didn’t need to enter the morgue. He could view her on a monitor. No, he needed to see his baby girl.


  At the medical examiner’s office, he spoke with Dr. Goodman, a middle-aged man with severe acne scars on both cheeks. Goodman warned John that part of Melanie’s head was severely damaged. “I’ll make sure it’s covered before you go in.”


  “Is her face…okay?” John asked.


  “There are a few scrapes, but otherwise yes.”


  The morgue was cold, colorless. It took every ounce of strength he had to follow the lab assistant. Her name was Shandela. She was tall and pretty, with caring brown eyes. Each footstep John took seemed to drain him of energy. Shandela walked around the body, standing opposite John.


  “Ready?” she asked.


  He breathed in, his chest rising, then nodded.


  The woman pulled back the sheet. John gasped. His daughter’s head was wrapped in gauze. Her skin was chalky. She had a scratch on her nose and forehead, both no more than an inch in length. The flesh around her eyes was plum-colored, lips tinged blue.


  He went to touch her, but stopped himself. He wanted to feel her one more time, but to do so now would haunt him forever and ruin his remembrance of her warm flesh. The thing on the slab was just a shell, empty of life. Melanie’s soul was somewhere else.


  He looked at the assistant and nodded. She placed the sheet back over his daughter’s face. Before he left the room, he asked Shandela where the closest bathroom was located and ran to it. He burst into a stall, lifted the toilet seat and puked his guts out. When he was finished, he flushed and went over to one of the sinks and washed up. Staring in the mirror, he broke down into hysterics.


  John drove to the police precinct that was handling his daughter’s case. The bastard responsible for Melanie’s death was in custody. It wasn’t an accident. Something had caused the authorities to arrest the individual. John’s depression turned to rage at the thought. The asshole must’ve been drunk or on drugs. Then again, maybe protocol mandated that the person be held until authorities figured out what had happened.


  Screw that. John was pissed. Whether from drugs or just not paying attention, he needed to see the motherfucker who killed his little girl. If he could get close enough, he’d try and strangle the guy to death. No, he needed to play it cool. Carla would need him. He couldn’t risk going to jail for the rest of his life—let the scumbag who killed Melanie destroy what was left of his family.


  Was there anything left? Melanie was gone. The asshole had taken her away from them. He and Carla would get through this. They had to. He would be there for her, to help her through this.


  After arriving at the police station, John was shown to Detective Baroni’s desk.


  “I’m sorry for your loss, Mr. Crawford,” the man said, standing.


  “Thank you, Detective.”


  “Please, have a seat,” Baroni said, motioning to the chair at the side of his desk.


  John sat, feeling the chair wrap itself around him. He exhaled. Sitting felt good. It seemed like he’d been on his feet all day.


  “I understand you have the person responsible for my daughter’s death?” John spoke through clenched teeth, trying his best to stay calm.


  “Yes. He was arrested on suspicion of drunk-driving.”


  John stared ahead, focusing on nothing in particular. He ground his teeth, breathing heavily through his nose.


  “I know this is tough,” Baroni said. “I know you want to kill the bastard, but for everyone’s sake, try to remain calm.”


  John said nothing.


  “Mr. Crawford?”


  John turned his head slightly, meeting the detective’s eyes.


  “We got the prick,” Baroni stated. “Got him cold. Don’t you worry. He’s going away for a very, very long time.”


  “I want to see him.”


  “I’m afraid that’s out of the question.”


  John pounded his fist on the detective’s desk. “I have a right to see my daughter’s killer.”


  “That’s true, but in court, or the papers, or anywhere else. Just not here, and not now.”


  John looked away, his anger dissipating rapidly, like snow on a rooftop during a warm winter’s day. Tears filled his eyes, then spilled down his cheeks.


  “Look,” Baroni said, leaning in and speaking softly, “I can’t take you to him, but I can do the next best thing. It ain’t like you’re not going to see the prick sooner or later.”


  John perked up, eager. He watched the detective open a folder that had been sitting on top of numerous other folders, then take out a photo and place it in front of him.


  It was a mug shot of Mercedes Man. The guy looked like he’d been in a fight. His face was bruised, one eye swollen, the other red and glassy. What the hell was going on? Why was the detective showing him a picture of this guy?


  “Are you okay, Mr. Crawford?” Baroni asked. “You look confused. Do you know this man?”


  It took John a moment for the pieces to fall into place. He inched back in the seat as if what he was seeing was the most horrifying thing in the world. Eyes wide, he shook his head. “No, no. It can’t be.” He glanced up at the detective. “Is this some kind of joke? Revenge for letting the guy go? For taking his money?”


  “Mr. Crawford, please calm down. This is no joke.”


  The words hit John like a hammer to the face. Of course this wasn’t a joke. His daughter was dead, and the police didn’t play jokes on people.


  “Do you know this man?” the detective asked again.


  “I need a minute,” he said, closing his eyes. But he’d need more than a minute. He would need a lifetime to wrap his head around this cruel twist of fate. How was any of this even possible? The man he’d let go after the accident—the man who’d paid him off to not report the accident—was the same man who’d killed his daughter.


  Opening his eyes, John asked, “What time was my daughter killed?” He knew the answer already, but had to ask.


  “Around midnight.”


  Mercedes Man must have killed Melanie right after he left him outside the bank. She was on her way home, trying to make curfew. She always made curfew.


  “I’m going to ask you again, Mr. Crawford,” the detective said, pointing at the mug shot. “Do you know this man?”


  Should he admit knowing the guy? If he did, everything would come out. He’d be seen as a terrible person. His wife would hate him. The world would hate him. Everyone would look down on him with disgust—and they’d have every right to.


  It was his fault his daughter was dead. His greed. A thousand dollars for his daughter. What a deal.


  If he’d done the right thing—had called the police to the scene, waited for them and gotten a police report—his Melanie would’ve made it home alive. That extra time would’ve made all the difference.


  He should just deny knowing the man. If the guy recognized him, he’d simply say the man was crazy. A liar.


  No. John deserved to suffer. Deserved to have whatever wrath came his way—the public’s, his wife’s.


  “Yes,” he finally answered the detective. “Yes, I know this man.”


  “And how is that, Mr. Crawford?”


  Closing his eyes, head down, John Crawford told his tale.


  Chapter Four


  Driving home from the precinct, John fought hard against turning the wheel into oncoming traffic. He thought a head-on collision with a city bus or dump truck would do the trick. He wanted to die. The anguish in his heart was too much. A voice in his brain kept telling him his life was over. He had no reason to live. He needed to do the world a favor and off himself.


  Any denial about being a contributing factor in Melanie’s death was gone. She was dead because of him.


  After parking his car down the street from his home, he sat in the driver’s seat for a while. He kept replaying the incident with Mercedes Man in his head. Anger coursed through John like an electric current. He wanted the man dead, but first he needed to hurt him. But unless the guy got out of jail—bail, maybe?—there was no way he would be able to get his hands on him. The asshole had a name: Michael Jacobs. Killer. Murderer. Anger quickly turned to depression. If he killed Jacobs, he’d have to kill himself. He was guilty as well, and by all accounts, he deserved to die.


  Twenty minutes later, John walked through the front door of his house. Mary Beth was in the living room, sitting on the sofa. Her face was pale. A lavender-colored box of tissues sat on her lap. The television was on. She looked up at him, her red, irritated eyes meeting his.


  “Where’s Carla?” he asked.


  “Upstairs in bed, sleeping. I gave her a sedative. She isn’t doing well.”


  John stood in place, not knowing what to do.


  “Oh, John,” she said, getting up from the couch. She went to wrap her arms around him, but he held her back, shaking his head.


  “This is all my fault,” he said. “I don’t deserve your comfort. Or anyone else’s, for that matter.”


  “John,” she said, harshly, “don’t say such a thing.” She laid a hand on his chest. “It’s not your fault. It’s not anyone’s fault. It’s the way things are. She was taken too soon, I know, but you can’t blame yourself.”


  John grabbed her wrist and pushed her hand away.


  “You aren’t listening,” he growled.


  Mary Beth took a step back.


  “I got her killed.” His eyes were locked with hers. “It’s my fault.”


  He needed Carla at that moment, more than he’d ever needed her before. He wanted the familiar touch of loving flesh, the warm embrace of her body. Even Mary Beth would suffice. He’d like nothing more than to feel her motherly love. But he didn’t deserve comfort. Not now, maybe not ever. He deserved to suffer.


  Mary Beth looked at him with sorrowful eyes. She was a good woman, with a hippie, spiritual-like background and upbringing. She’d always been understanding when it came to things—whether good or bad. But John needed her to hate him, to comprehend that the world wasn’t this things-are-as-they-are place. The world was filled with ugliness. Tons and tons of ugliness. This woman needed to see that.


  John took a step forward. Mary Beth shrank back, but held her ground. “I killed my daughter,” he said, trying to sound nasty, but instead his voice came out weak, and cracked like a teenage boy going through puberty. “I’m going to tell you something that’s going to make you hate me.” He looked away. “Make Carla hate me.”


  Mary Beth frowned. “John, you’ve been through a lot. You’re not thinking clearly. Come have a seat with me and we’ll talk.” She turned toward the sofa, but John grabbed her by the arm, stopping her. She looked at him, surprised. “John, you’re hurting my arm.”


  He let go.


  “I need to tell you something. Now.”


  “Okay, but you’re scaring me.”


  John took a breath, trying to calm himself so that he could get it all out. Every last, nauseating detail. He began with the accident and how he was hit from behind. Mary Beth put a hand to her mouth. John wanted to tell her that the accident was nothing, that it didn’t warrant a shocked gesture, but he continued on. He talked about Michael Jacobs, how the guy was drunk and how he had taken the man’s offer of a thousand dollars—hush money
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