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Part One

Summertime

“For strangers to the truth, bewilderment is to be expected. For those who know the truth, the natural reaction is suspicion.”

—Solomon Birch


Chapter One

Bruce

I open my eyes and I think, What the hell?

I’m wrapped in plastic. Crinkly thick stuff, smells kind of like paint.

Looking left and right, nothing hurts, so I try turning my head. It’s all right. Stomach feels okay. So I must’ve slept right through the hangover. Haven’t done that in a while.

I move and my wrapping isn’t too tight—I can get it off my face without a lot of trouble. It’s a drop cloth, and I get my head and shoulders free.

I’m in a basement, I think. It’s dark, and it feels like I’m in a small space. Everything’s dusty, and there’s a little light coming in from under the door.

Man. I must have really tied one on last night. Nina’s gonna be pissed.

What time is it? My watch has a light on it; I pinch the little button and it’s Saturday! Saturday, and eight o’clock at night! Damn, I must have slept through the whole day, and I was going to fix that toilet handle in the half-bath. Shit.

I stand up and find the light cord.

The room is small, maybe ten by ten, with a bare bulb and wood shelves stacked with junk. There’s a humidifier, some old tools, a dusty aquarium with magazines in it, a red Coleman cooler with maybe a folded-up tent on top of it… just crap. I bet I’m in somebody’s storage room, like in the basement of an apartment building.

What the hell happened to me? How did I get here?

Okay, last thing I remember. It was Friday night. Check. Got out of work and went to Pitchers & Pool with Tony and Spence and that new guy from Lawn. Check. Had some pitchers, played some pool. Okay, all normal.

How’d I get here from there?

I guess the first thing is to figure out where here is. And get some food. Damn, I’m starving.
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The door on the storage locker is busted, looks like someone kicked it in. Did I do that? It’s not a big deal, a cheap padlock and hasp, Aisle Eleven, probably fifteen bucks. There’s a cruddy linoleum floor with corners turning up over dirty concrete, water damage on the cement walls, I smell something musty… and fabric softener? I hear clunking from down the hall, there’s more light that way. Off I go.

The well-lit part is the laundry room. Yeah, I must be in an apartment building. Someone’s got her clothes in the dryer and I step out into the light. Young woman, small, real dark hair, wearing a blue tank top. She’s sitting in one of those plastic and metal stacking chairs. I come in and she turns her head. She’s frowning a little, but just for a second. When she sees me, she gives a little yelp.

“Hey, I…”

Her eyes are kind of wide and she’s inching away. Okay, whatever. I head for the door. Outside, I see streetlights.
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I get out of the apartment building and look around. It’s a hot, humid night. Anyone with any sense is inside with a cold beer and the fan on, but there’s a few young kids running around, a few vatos hanging out on porch sofas or stoops, one young couple walking down the street holding hands. I get out and in the good light I take a moment to look down at myself.

I’ve got dust and mess all over me. I’m filthy. My arms look like they’re really encrusted with… something. My jeans are the same ones I wore to work on Friday. Same Home Depot polo shirt, only there’s some dried crud on it and… the hell? Where’d that hole come from?

Clearly I got a lot to answer for. I wish I could remember what happened, but I’m drawing a blank. It’s been a long time since that happened too. I usually don’t black out from just beer. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever blacked out from just beer. Did we start drinking hard stuff on Friday? Why?

I was at Pitchers & Pool and I played eight ball with the new guy… what was his name? I can’t even remember who won. Did I start to go home? I think I did, but then it all gets fuzzy.

Fire?

Yeah, fire… I remember a… an accident? Something. And some guy, some short guy, just hideous, like something from a freak show…

I hear someone hiss.

It’s not a cat hiss, like when an ump makes a bad call. It’s one of those sharp breath hisses, like when you come around a corner and there’s a dead dog all spread out in the street. I look up and the young lovers are looking at me, and I’m the dead dog.

They edge around me. The chick looks kind of nervous. The guy, just disgusted.

“What’re you lookin’ at?” I ask, but I don’t really want to know, I just want them to move along.

They move along.

Screw this. I’m starving. I think I know where I am, and there’s a taco joint not far.
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My name is Bruce Miner. I’m thirty-eight years old. I graduated from Morton East High School when I was nineteen, married Nina that summer, had our only daughter Brooke a couple years after. I worked at Meridian Rail for a while, until the accident, and now I work at Home Depot.

Brooke’s in high school, talking about dropping out. I keep telling her it’s not like when I was young—you can’t just quit school and get a job. But she knows it all better. Louder, too.

Nina works at a doctor’s office, answering the phones and typing and stuff. She makes more money, so it’s her car, and she never lets me forget it. Not that I’m supposed to drive anyway.

It’s not the best life in the world, but there you go. At least I knew what to expect. Until tonight, I guess.
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The taco place is Pepe’s, I remember it. It’s a dive, but I’m so hungry I don’t care. It’s a long walk to my place, but not too bad if I get some food in me. Three tacos and a beer and I’ll be good as new.

Maybe I should give Nina a call, ask her to come and get me? Probably not. The first couple times I broke the leash, she worried about me, but I guess that routine got pretty old. Now she’s just gonna be mad, and if I ask her to drive out and get me it’s not going to make things any easier. I’ll eat, then call her.

There are four teenagers in a corner and one guy sitting at the counter. He gives me the evil eye when I sit, just like everyone has been, and I am not in the mood. And then I smell it.

I look over at him (and he leans back when I do) and damn, something over there smells great!

The short-order cook comes up and asks if he can help me, and I point at old Evil Eye’s plate. “I want that,” I say.

“Burrito supremeo,” he says.

“And a… what you got on draft here?”

“Budweiser and MGD.”

“And a Budweiser.”

“Coming up.”

He’s been giving me the stink-eye, just like everyone else. What the fuck? Maybe I got something on my face? Maybe it’s like that time Spence and I were drinking with that one guy… what was his name? Some really Italian name like Angelo or Giovanti… and when he passed out, Spence’s girlfriend put lipstick and rouge and eyeliner on him. Yeah, when he woke up he was one puzzled and pissed off eye-tie.

I pick up one of those metal napkin holders and use it as a mirror, but it’s too greasy, all I can see is smears and blurs. But Jesus Christ, what happened to my hands?

I put the napkin holder down for a closer look. Man, my hands look like they went through a meat grinder! I thought they were just real dirty, but that’s not it. They don’t hurt or anything, but the skin’s all red and choppy and scabby… it’s like when that guy at the plant got psoriasis, only it’s redder, it’s worse.

I put my hands to my face and I can feel the bulbs and blisters. Now I know why everyone’s been looking at me weird. Christ, I must look like the Elephant Man!

I leave the restaurant before my food comes.
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The walk home is longer than I remember. I catch a bus halfway there. The Herberts aren’t home on the other side of the duplex—good, I don’t want to talk to them anyhow. I let myself in and the dog starts barking.

“Hey Peaches. Hey. Whooza good girl, huh? Huh? Who’s my good girl?”

The dog cocks her head and starts to whine. No. C’mon, no, not my fucking dog too?

“Peaches. Kiss kiss doggie. Whooza good doggie? C’mere girl. Come to da-da. C’mon, please? Please?”

My voice breaks on that last word, weird, kind of high and whiny and I don’t like it, am I that desperate? But it works, it gets through, and Peaches comes up to lick my hands and my face.

“Yeah, you’re a good girl aren’t you? Who’s daddy’s good girl? Good Peaches.”

Fuck, I’m almost crying, but I’m so grateful this dog isn’t rejecting me. Everyone else might, but not Peaches, she’s licking my face like she always has. Of course, she drinks from the toilet, but still.

It’s still a relief.

Man’s best friend. Fuckin’-A right.
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First thing I do is go to the bathroom. I’m ravenous, but I gotta see the damage first.

Looking in the mirror, all I see is blur—guess I’m still kind of teary-eyed from the reunion with my dog, damn. Or maybe whatever it was did this to my face is making me blind too? Man. Is this that Ebola shit, or West Nile or what?

I lean in and squint and it’s bad.

It’s almost kind of cool, how gross my face looks. Like when you were a little kid, and you’d show someone your chewed up food? Or when you snuck into a slasher flick when you were fifteen or something? I can’t stop looking because it’s so nasty.

You can still recognize the shape of my face, and there are clear patches here and there on the cheek and neck. The forehead’s pretty much okay. That’s something. But those boils, that rash… they’re all over my neck and one side of my face, it looks like I got burned really bad or maybe electrocuted. Man, what happened? My face is covered with sores and what the fuck happened to me?

I have to look away before I start to cry again.

Food. That’ll cheer me up. I’m so hungry that even my own messed-up face can’t spoil my appetite.

I open the fridge, grab some leftover Chinese food and a beer, and there’s a note on the beer box.

Uh oh.

I put the fried rice on a plate and start heating it while I open the beer and look at the note. Nina’s handwriting. Oh boy.

Dear Bruce

I don’t know why I’m putting “dear” on this letter because I am so mad at you I can barely hold this pen without breaking it in half. What kind of man are you? Your no kind of a man, you can’t provide for your family and I accepted that, you can’t keep down a job and I got used to that too but I hoped you could at least respect yourself. But you don’t. The only thing you respect is your fucking Budweiser. I was close to throwing all your beer down the drain, but you know what? I’m tired of trying. Your a lousy boozer and I’m tired of even trying to stop you. So why don’t you go ahead and drink yourself to death, if you can even sober up enough to find your way home?

FUCK YOU.

—Nina

Wow.

Well, it could have been worse, I guess.

The microwave dings. Snack time.

I twist off the beer cap and get out the plate and sit down at the table, I take my first swig and almost spit it out. It’s terrible! What the fuck? It tastes like piss, like vinegar, it gives this sting in my nose like when you smell hydrogen peroxide, it’s nasty. Fuck!

Did Nina put something in my beer? Man, that’s not like her. She’s never been sneaky. Mean yes, mad yes, but never sneaky. Must just be a bad batch, but I’m disappointed. Budweiser’s never let me down like that.

I get a forkful of fried rice and it’s turned too. How old is this stuff? It tastes rancid, jeez, it’s got that fishy taste like when meat goes bad and, and that kind of grapey taste like sour milk and the next thing I know I’ve puked all over myself.

Perfect.

“Peaches ol’ girl, this is not my lucky day.”

I go, get in the shower and find out that those patches of scab or scar or whatever the hell they are, it’s all over my body. Great. My cock has a cracked, leathery looking thing on it, right at the base and spreading on both balls. There’s some pus or something coming out. Man, if I hadn’t puked before I’d puke now. I can’t stop poking at it, it doesn’t hurt or anything, but man.

I start to cry, again. The water’s running down my whole mangled body, and when I look at the drain, I can see a little blood going down there too. Wonderful.

At least I’ve got something to throw in Nina’s face when she gets home. Where the hell are they?
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I try some more food, but it’s all wrong. Even bread, just plain white bread without even any butter, I bought it on Wednesday so it’s got no chance to go bad… I can’t even swallow it. I gag it, cough it up. Peanut butter, bananas, milk, stuff that anyone can eat but I just can’t choke it down. And I’m hungry, I’m starving, but nothing’s good, and I’m still looking in the cupboards when I hear Peaches bark and the back door open.

I’m still not sure how to handle this. Do I tell Nina I really was drinking, got drunk, passed out? Heck, do I know I passed out? I’m sick, maybe that brought me down. It’s not like she didn’t know I was going to Pitchers & Pool after work. It was Friday, after all. She’s not going to think I was out buying her a gift or something.

I see her coming in and Brooke’s right behind her, they’ve got a bunch of shopping bags. I stand up and turn.

“Hey.”

Nina drops the bags and just stares. Brooke’s less stunned, her face crinkles up and she says “Ewww!”

“Nina. It’s me.”

“Bruce?” She can’t believe it. Doesn’t want to believe it. But she takes a little half-step toward me.

“Yeah. It’s me, I’m…” Sorry. “…home.”

I move forward and she moves back.

“What? Yeah, I’m… something happened, but I’m still…”

“What happened?”

“…I’m still me, c’mon…”

“What happened to you, Bruce? Jesus Christ, your face!”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

“How can you not know?” Brooke asks.

“Look, all I remember is…” The bar. Drinking. The guy from Lawn.

(The ugly man. Fire. The stink of the ugly man’s breath as his sharp pasty nose got close, closer, his breath was like rotted meat and I could see bugs on his clothes, jeez, a huge centipede crawling along his collar, and fire, fire…)

“Are you okay, dad?”

“It doesn’t hurt.”

“How can it not hurt?” Nina asks.

“Because it doesn’t, shit, you think I don’t know if I’m in pain or not?”

“Well I’m sorry Bruce, but you disappear for a whole night and day and when you come back you’re… you’re… were you in an accident?”

“I don’t know.” Fire. “I… maybe. I think so.”

There’s a little pause, and I can see on her face that she’s having a bad thought, and then her eyes narrow and she says, “You weren’t driving, were you?”

“What?”

“Bruce just… just tell me you weren’t behind the wheel.”

“I don’t fucking believe this.”

“You were, weren’t you?”

“I show up covered in wounds and sores and instead of, of maybe showing me some niceness I get the third degree?”

“Were you driving drunk again?”

“No!” Before I know it, I’m right in her face, right inches away and I don’t know what I was doing last night but I can’t let her win this…

“No Nina, I was not fucking driving drunk, I don’t drive, I haven’t driven since then and I’m never driving again, are you happy now?”

I guess I grabbed her wrist because I can feel it in my hand, her skin is so warm, like hot…

“Huh Nina? Satisfied? That okay with you?”

Man, I’m just getting madder and madder and Nina, Christ, she looks scared, her eyes are big as pool balls

(beautiful)

she jerks her hand out and backs away, she stumbles over one of the bags she dropped and falls, she’s

(trapped)

funny and I can’t help it, I laugh, it feels good to look at her sprawled down there with her skirt coming up above her knees a little, breathing heavy and, man, she smells great…

Then something smashes into my back. Thump. Hard enough to make me stumble forward. I turn.

Holy shit. Brooke just slugged me in the back.

“Hey!”

“Leave her alone!”

“You don’t hit me,” I start, and this time she kicks me. Hard. In the shins. With her pointy-toed little boots.

I’m forward and I get her by the shoulders, she’s hitting my side with her little fists and she smells great too, just like her mother, her binky little short-sleeve sweater tears under my hands and her skin feels hot too, so good, like that sex hot you feel afterwards when you’re just lying there

(mmm…)

and then I bite her neck and yes, this is what I was hungry for.
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Man.

It’s maybe an hour later. I finally pulled over the car. Yeah, I took the car, Nina’s car, the car I’m not supposed to drive for a bunch of reasons. I got bigger problems right about now.

I think I… I was a little bit out of it for a while there. When I was… when Brooke and I were…

What did I do to her? What did I do to my daughter?

It was like when I was younger and I’d go to bars with bands, and sometimes after the first pitcher I’d just trance out, not really drunk but buzzed and with the music going and I could just sit at a table and drink and listen and look without really thinking about anything at all. I think it was like that, when I was… when… then.

Nina brought me out of it.

Jesus. Nina.

Nina was screaming and she didn’t bother with a simple punch like Brooke. Nina stepped in the kitchen and got a knife.

There’s a hole in my coveralls, a little blood on it, right by the ribs on my side. (Coveralls? When did I put on…? Oh, after the shower, right.) When I pulled the knife out and looked at the hole, it just closed right up. Of course, I didn’t do that until I was done with Nina.

I hope I didn’t kill her. I hope to Christ I didn’t. But she stabbed me and I got mad, I hit her (which, drunk or sober, I never did before) and then… well, I hit her in the face, busted her lip and I saw the… the blood…

I saw it and I wanted more. I wanted it again. She’d let go of the knife and I grabbed her, like I’d done Brooke, and it was

(even better)

even worse, in a way, with Nina. It reminded me of making love to her, to be perfectly honest, I mean, I was… sucking… right on a spot I would kiss all the time, your face fits right there where the neck meets the shoulder and the skin is so soft and tender, so salty… but this was no kiss. Shit, I bit her open, I was working my tongue in to make the hole bigger, I chewed, I didn’t care if she bled to death as long as I was there to catch it, get it, drink it all.

At some point, it was enough, I guess. Usually, you drink or eat a bunch and you feel sluggish and drowsy, but not me, not… this. I felt great. Strong and tough. More alive than I had in years. Since the accident, really.

I’ve gone crazy, haven’t I? I’m around the bend. I’m a serial killer now. Is this how it happens? One day, or night, you wake up and you’re psycho? You attack your wife and daughter and then just leave them piled up by the back door? Steal the car for bonus points?

Man.
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Step one. Money. I’m going to need some. And a place to hide. I can’t keep the car, I don’t have a license. Yeah, I don’t have a license and my wife’s going to tell the cops I stole it after trying to kill her.

Unless I killed her.

Right, money. And a place to hide out. And get rid of the car.

Peaches barks.

“You’re okay girl, just stay still, good dog.”

Cash, hideout and dog food.

Money’s easiest, for a little bit. I pull over by an ATM, try for the maximum withdrawal, but there’s insufficient funds. That’s me and Nina in a nutshell. I see how much there is and it’s $793.57. I withdraw $790 because the machine has nothing smaller than a ten in it.

One down.

There’s a Motel 6 up ahead and I pull into the parking lot. Maybe they won’t notice the car for a while. Maybe I can get a leg up on the cops. Or I could get on the highway now, just run, get to Pittsburgh by six in the morning. They wouldn’t look for me there, I don’t know anyone there.

The only problem with that is, I don’t know anyone there.

Crap, maybe what I should do is just check into a hospital. Something is clearly very wrong with my skin to make it break out like it did, but Nina had to go and fuck that up by pissing me off so bad. Thanks, honey.

No, that’s not fair. This is my own fault. I snapped. Maybe this stuff that’s in my skin, maybe it’s in my brain too. Maybe that’s what’s making me crazy and violent and messed up.

Shit, what am I going to do?

There’s a bar next to the Motel 6. Budweiser light in the window.

Lord knows I could use something to calm me down.
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It’s midnight. I’ve been sitting in the bar and not drinking. Nina would be so proud, if she knew. If she’s alive.

I tried, of course. Shot of Jack, usually a big comfort. No dice. I had to spit it back in the shot glass before I puked it.

Once, when I was going to those dumb AA meetings, I heard about this stuff, some drug. I can’t remember what it was called, but they put it in you and it makes you allergic to alcohol. I must have gotten dosed with some of that stuff. It’s the only thing that makes sense.

I hope Peaches is okay out in the car.

Man, I hope Brooke and Nina are okay at home.

I came into this dive, ordered my Jack, got the oogie look from the bartender who, I think, just barely decided I might sue him if he tossed me out for being ugly. Not that the people here care. This isn’t a place where people go to drink martinis and giggle and flirt and hear music. It’s a barfly bar. It’s a place where drunks go to get drunk. I got a bunch of quarters and took my drink to a dark corner by the phone. I was happy to be out of sight and I’m sure the bartender was glad too.

First, I called Gino. Gino and me have been pals since grade school and, sure, we drifted apart after we got married and everything, but the chips are down and I thought he’d help me.

Good thinking, Bruce.

The good news was, Gino’s become the kind of solid citizen who’s home on a Saturday night. The bad news is, he’s the kind of solid citizen who won’t invite a drunk he hasn’t talked to in five years to stay with him, his wife, and his two daughters on short notice. Yeah, it pisses me off, but I can’t blame him. A man’s gotta look out for his family first, I guess.

I call Spence. Get the answering machine. I call Tony. Answering machine. I know Tony’s got a cell, but I don’t have his cell number (because why would I need it? I see him at work every day and most weekends).

Who else would help me? Nina’s brother? Sure. He’d help me black my eyes so they match the rest of my face. My folks are both dead, and my brother’s way the hell out in Florida, I haven’t talked to him for forever.

I call him anyhow.

“Hello?”

“Hey there, Todd.”

“Who is this?”

I’m a little hurt, but what should I expect? “It’s me, Bruce. Your brother.”

“Bruce? What the…? What time is it?”

“It’s late, I know, I’m sorry…”

“Are you okay? I mean, are you in trouble? What’s wrong?”

What’s right? “Well…”

“You can tell me.”

Family. “I, uh… I had a thing with Nina…”

“Bruce, have you been drinking?”

Jesus, what is it with everyone? Like they never have a fucking beer. “It’s not that, really,” I say. Though I guess you could say it’s exactly that, I just wasn’t drinking what he thought. “We had a fight and I’m kind of out of the house.”

“Where are you now?”

“I’m at a hotel.”

There’s a pause.

“What do you want me to do?” Todd asks.

“Hell, how should I know? Man, can’t a guy just get some, some support?”

“Okay, I’m, look, I’m sorry, but I what I meant was… what do you want me to do? Do you want me to come up there?”

“Could you?” For a minute I almost think it could work. But it wouldn’t. “Uh… well, as I think about it… nah. Nah, don’t come up. It wouldn’t help.” Dragging Todd in is just going to slow me down and fuck us both up. I mean, what if I’m contagious?

(Jesus, what if I infected Nina and Brooke?)

Another pause.

“Is this something you and Nina can work out?”

“I don’t… think so.”

“Huh.”

“If you’d like to continue, please insert another…” I shut up the phone’s mechanical voice by cramming in more quarters.

“I thought you were in a hotel,” Todd says.

“I’m using the pay phone in the lobby.”

“Oh.” He clears his throat. “Do you… y’know… want to come down here and stay? For a while, y’know?” He doesn’t sound really thrilled.

“Maybe. Yeah, that might… I’ll have to think about it, okay?”

“All right. You got a number where you’re staying?”

“Not yet. I’ll, uh… I’m gonna check in and then I’ll call you again, all right?”

“Okay. You sure you’re…?”

“I’ll be all right. G’bye.”

Okay. Is it a plan? It’s a plan. I’ll go down and stay with Todd, get my act together, maybe get some goddamn medical attention. Florida, sure, they’re crammed full of illegal immigrants so their hospital probably won’t check me against Illinois’ outstanding warrants. That stands to reason, right? I could set out right now, drive like a fiend and be in the Sunshine State by Monday, just drive all night and day.

(Fire.)

…and suddenly I’ve got the creeps. Suddenly I’m scared. Suddenly, I don’t want to go to the sunshine state. What the hell?

I make a few more calls. Steve. Dave. Neither of ’em help me out, neither of ’em give me the time of day. (Well, okay, Dave tells me it’s almost one o’clock and asks if I have any manners.)

I’m so desperate I even call Lydia. She’s friendly at least. From the time she says “Hello, whoozis?” I can tell she’s soused.

“It’s Bruce Miner,” I tell her.

“You gotta wrong number.”

“No, I… this is Lydia, right? Lydia Wheeler?”

“Mm hm?”

“You were my AA sponsor. You remember?”

There’s a pause and then she just laughs.

“Alcoholics ’Nonymous,” she snorts. “What a crock of shit. You think it stopped me drinking?”

“I guess not.”

“It just slowed me down. You know, like a halftime. Now I ’preciate my liquor more than ever.”

Oh boy. “That’s great for you.”

“You mus’ be feeling ‘tempted,’ right? You’re ‘in crisis’? Otherwise you wouldn’ta called.”

“Uh huh, well, yeah.” I’m trying to think of a polite way to hang up, trying to think why I should bother being polite, when the bartender yells out that it’s last call.

Lydia hears, she laughs. “Come over here,” she says. “I’ve got a bottle of Beefeater. That’ll take care of your crisis.”

Gin’s never been my drink of choice, but what the hell? It’s not like I’ve got anywhere else to go.

“Sure,” I say.
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Lydia gives me directions to her place, which is way out there in Aurora, and when I get there it’s 3 A.M. and I can’t fucking find it. I drive around those lousy, dirty streets for an hour. I can’t find her address, Peaches is snoozing in the shotgun seat and I finally just punt the whole idea. It was dumb anyway. What am I supposed to do? Hole up with drunk Lydia until this blows over? I’m not going to be back at Home Depot working the key-cutter in a month. Not unless I square things with Nina.

As soon as I think that, I know it’s right. It’s what I’ve got to do. I was being a chump, running away. I do that. But I should at least make sure Nina and Brooke are okay before I do anything else. I owe them that much. Shit, I owe them a lot better than that, but right now it’s all I can do.

I get on the highway. I’m not tired at all, hell, I must have slept something like sixteen straight hours. I take the Harlem Avenue exit, just to stretch it out a little. I haven’t driven in a long time.

The city is creepy at night. Empty, and in that yellow lamp glare everything looks washed out and dead, like after a gas attack or something. The only people out are drug dealers, drug buyers and the worst whores of all, ugly and used up cheapies who look even worse by streetlight. Even the bums are smart enough to be under cover by this time of night. It’s just the dregs and me.

I start to see newspaper trucks driving around, and other delivery trucks getting an early start. I see cops. Eventually one of the cops turns on his lights and pulls me over.

Maybe it’s just as well.

“License and registration, sir?”

“Look, I give up.”

“Excuse me sir? If you could just give me your license and registration…”

“Ain’t got one. No license I mean. And if the car isn’t showing up stolen, then my wife didn’t report it. I stole this car. I give up. I’m turning myself in.” I keep my hands on the steering wheel, where he can see them.

He starts muttering into the radio on his shoulder. Peaches blinks and sits up.

“Is that a dog?”

“Yeah, it’s my dog. Her name’s Peaches,” I say, though I’m sure he couldn’t possibly care less.

I’m watching him in the rearview mirror and from his posture I can tell he’s thinking that a dog is all he friggin’ needs.

“Sir, I’m going to have to call animal control to take care of the dog.”

“No, look, come on man, the dog didn’t do anything wrong!”

“I realize that sir, but they’re equipped to tend to the animal.”

“Look, when my wife… I mean, it’s her dog too, okay? You got to make sure she knows who has Peaches and how she can go get her, right?”

“Your dog will be fine, sir.” I can’t tell for sure, but I think he relaxes a little. He’s still got his hand near his gun, but he’s not looking quite as cautious.

“You got a dog?” I ask.

“Yeah,” he says. “Actually it’s my ex-wife’s. She didn’t want it. Little yappy dog named Bobo.”

This is almost nice. He’s not being so cop-polite to me anymore. We could just be two guys talking, like at a barbecue or something, talking about our dogs. I lean back a little and he’s alert again, hand by the gun again. I put my hands back on the wheel. We’re not just two guys talking.

He gets my name and calls it in. He reads me my rights and slowly talks me out of the car. Peaches starts barking and I calm her down. He thanks me for that as he puts the cuffs on me.

“Do we really need…?”

“Standard arrest procedure, sir.”

Sir again. Crap.

He opens the back seat of his cruiser and puts his hand on my head so I don’t bump it against the doorframe. He’s wearing rubber gloves—when did he put those on? I get in and it’s cramped and tiny, just a plastic seat with no cushion.

Despite my drinking which, I’ll admit, is not completely under control, I haven’t been arrested more than twice. Once was when I was a teenager, which I don’t really count. And after the accident. So I’m hardly used to being in the backseats of cop cars. But there I sit and there I wait.

And wait.

And wait.

The holdup is, I guess, the animal control van. He keeps getting on the radio about it and sounding more and more impatient. He asks them if he can get someone else to come out and watch the dog while he takes me in, I don’t hear the reply but I guess it’s negative because we just keep sitting.

He looks at his watch.

“It’s nearly dawn,” he says, and something about that makes me scared. Then the dogcatcher finally shows up and everything goes crazy.

While the animal control guy is trying to get Peaches out of the car (and she doesn’t want to go, she’s doesn’t know who this guy is) the first ray of sunlight comes over a roof and

(fire)

falls on me in the car and it burns, shit, it’s horrible and I can’t help but yell and try to get away.

(Fire)

The cop hears me freaking out and turns, he was standing near the dog pound guy and holy shit my skin is starting to smoke!

(Fire!)

I’m burning alive and then I get my hands free, smash the window, I scramble out and the cop runs over, I hit him, knock him back…

“Peaches! Get ’im!”

Peaches goes for the dog catcher and the cop has out his gun, just an hour ago we were talking like guys but he shoots and I grab him by the throat, grab his arm, pick him up and throw him across the hood of his car, the sun is getting higher, getting hotter

(Fire!)

and I run, run for the darkness…

“Peaches!”

…run for the shadows.
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I wake up and think Where the hell…? Then I remember.

The storm sewers.

I pinch the watch and, yep, I slept all damn day again. This is getting really old.

At least this time I remember what happened… sort of. I punched out that cop and ran away down an alley and there was a sewer grating and

(I ripped it out of the pavement)

it must have been made with some really cheap concrete. Big surprise. Everything the city of Cicero does is crooked. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were patching potholes with buckwheat flour. Anyhow, the stupid thing came right out in my hands and I jumped in the hole and ran.

Now I’m in the pitch-black damp, I hear rats and I got no idea where I am at all.

“Peaches?”

No reply. Just echoes.
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It takes me about an hour of stumbling around before I find some light. It’s another sewer grating, right under a lamppost I guess. I sit there a while, grateful that it’s been a dry summer.

My side hurts and I look down. There’s a hole.

The hole in my coveralls is dirty and damp and about as big around as my little finger. There’s maybe a little blood on it, but when I was lying in the water it must have washed it, kind of.

The hole in me is the same size. I can actually stick my finger in it (ow!) and feel guts and it’s not bleeding.

Sweet Jesus Christ.

It closes up as I’m looking at it.

Okay, this is really not real. But hey, I’m insane, right? I lost my nut, jumped my family, punched out a cop. Man, they’re going to lock me up until doomsday for that one…

Unless it’s all a dream, like. Or a hallucination, I guess. Sure. I mean, that hole just closing up, like when Nina stabbed me, what if those are just hallucinations? That makes sense, more sense than them just going away, and if that stuff’s all in my head, why not the rest of it? Maybe I’ve been on some crazy DT thing, maybe right now I’m tied down in a nice warm hospital and I never hurt my wife or kid or anyone else.

A rat crawls on my foot and I jump and you know what? Crazy or sane, I don’t have that much imagination.

I start looking around for a way out of the sewer.
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I find a maintenance hatch that I can unlock from the inside, and someone’s already cut a hole in the bottom of the fence, so I don’t have to crawl over the barbed wire on top. I’ve still got my wallet with my $790, but Peaches doesn’t come when I call. Why would she? I probably walked a mile underground and she’s had all day to run. She probably ran home.

Home.

I find a train station with a change machine, get quarters, call home.

“Hello?”

Nina sounds awful, like she’s been crying, but she’s alive.

“Aw Nina, thank God you’re okay…”

“Bruce?” She’s surprised. I guess I should’ve expected.

“Sweetie, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, I…”

“Bruce, where are you?”

Something sounds weird. Off. The Nina I’m used to would be yelling at me.

“Nina, is Brooke okay?”

“Where are you, Bruce?” She sounds tightly wound.

“First tell me if Brooke’s alright.”

“What do you think? No, she’s not alright, she’s in the hospital in a coma because of what you did to her! She may not come out of it and she may have brain damage because of you, you sick, evil fuck! Now tell me where you are so I can have the cops come and bust your worthless ass!”

I drop the receiver and run.
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I don’t know how much time passes. I keep walking. I try to stay out of the light so people don’t see me. I walk by the shitty bars where I can’t drink anymore, and the shitty houses like the one I can’t go home to, and past all the shitty people who are still better than I am.

I’m walking along by the railroad tracks, not doing much, when I hear a voice.

“Are you Bruce?”

What makes me stop is the dog’s bark. I turn and she’s coming at me—Peaches, she found me!

“Hey! Whooza good girl, huh? Who’s my good girl?”

I kneel, and she’s in my arms.

“Yeah, she’s a smart animal.”

I finally look up, and I shudder.

(run)

The guy with Peaches is wearing Redwing boots, jeans, and even though it’s summer he’s got on a leather jacket—one of the old kind, like a Hogan’s Heroes jacket. He’s about my height, probably my age, shaggy gray-brown hair, sharp blue eyes and skin so white it looks a little blue too. He has a long nose and high cheekbones and thin lips.

(Run)

And I don’t know why, but he scares the crap outta me. I only realize I’m getting ready to bolt when Peaches gives a little wimper when I stand back up. I glance down at her and that happy, pitiful look she’s got catches me like it does every time. I can’t just off on her too, can I?

“It’s okay,” he says. “I ain’t here to hurt you.”

“You a cop?” But I know he’s something worse than a cop…

“Nope. Name’s Masterson.” He steps closer and I notice that he’s got dirty fingernails. For some reason that makes me feel a little easier.

“I guess you’ve been looking for me.”

“I guess so. You need some help, I reckon.”

“Unless you’re a doctor, you…”

“You don’t need a doctor.”

“Maybe you didn’t get a good look.” I step close, so that he can see my gross face.

Unlike everyone else, he doesn’t flinch.

“You ain’t sick,” he says. “You’re just a monster.”

When he grins, his mouth isn’t right. His teeth are all fangs, like inch-long needles.

“C’mon,” he says.

“Where are we going?” I follow anyway, but I still want to know.

“You’re going to meet the other vampires.”
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It’s fucked up. It’s insane. A vampire? That’s crazy. (But then, I’m crazy.) Vampires aren’t real. They’re like ghosts and werewolves and the thing under the bed, they’re not…

Although, it does explain a hell of a lot.

We catch a cab and don’t talk, and we go to an okay neighborhood in Berwyn, right nearby. Ordinary house, right up the street from a school for fuck’s sake. It’s a little nicer than mine, built around the same time.

Before we go in, Masterson stops me on the steps. “You’re gonna want to wig out, when you go in there,” he says. “Try to keep your shit together.”

“What?”

“Look, you know when two nasty dogs meet? It’s like lots of snarling and fighting and shit, right?”

“Yeah, but what—?”

“Well there’s a part of you, that’s like one of those dogs. You run into another predator, it’ll want to fight or run or just wig the fuck out. Like when your dog brought me to you.”

This is all too much. Way too much. “Why should I go in there, then?”

“’Cause I ain’t giving you a choice, Brucey.” He smiles that needle-toothed smile of his. “But don’t fret. It’ll get easier.” Then he knocks.

As soon as the door opens, I feel a shudder of fear and rage pound through me. Masterson puts his hand on my shoulder. “Easy,” he says.

I swallow down the panic and force myself to look at the guy standing in the entry to the house. He’s skinny and pale, like Masterson. He’s taller, looks like he’s about twenty
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