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This is the third edition of
Reluctant
Trust, which is the
third novel in the Jewels Trust M.U.R.D.E.R. series, I first published in 2013.

If you’ve read the first two books,
Mistaken
Trust and
Ultimate
Trust, first of all,
THANK YOU! My twisted mind concocts these thrillers for
you.

Secondly, you know I’ve written these novels to be
read a specific order, starting with book one (Mistaken
Trust), which is
critical for character development and relationships in the stories
that follow.

Well, in Reluctant Trust—book three—Jewels and Marshall are thrust into a horrific
confrontation that could easily end with them both dead. Whoa, but
you’ve already figured out since this is a six book series,
apparently somehow they
live to star in the next three books!

Anyway, writing this particular novel holds
special meaning for me. Having been a victim of a rape attempt when
I was teen, the trauma of the event sometimes still sends me into
it shuddersome flashbacks ... even after nearly forty years. Thus,
it’s the reason I dedicated Reluctant Trust to any woman who has triumphed over such violence.
Having said that, fair warning, some of the scenes in this novel
are brutal (as rape is).

As I’ve mentioned in the previous novels (and I’ll
reiterate it again) as a newcomer on the indie publishing scene, I
would like to take a moment to introduce myself ... more
accurately, what you can expect reading my tales. (I share personal
information in “About the Author” at the end of this book.)

My goal is to entertain, perhaps even educate. My
story-telling style is one in which I endeavor to achieve a sense
of “plausible realism.” My protagonists are human, thus make
mistakes, poor choices, and sometimes say and do
dumb things
with disastrous consequences.
(Haven’t we all been there, done that?) Working for “plausible realism” not only with my
characters, but situations as well, I invest much time in research,
including interviews with law enforcement and defensive tactics
experts. Furthermore, I often role play fight scenes with
friends.

I strive to “thrust the reader into the moment”
(cause a gasp, wrinkle of the nose, or a heebie-jeebies shiver) via
graphic depictions, particularly during intense scenes when the
antagonist is perpetrating a heinous crime. I also delve into the
psyche of the criminal’s mind with flashbacks of what may have
molded him into the vicious murderer he has become. Therefore, like
many books on the market, my crime suspense novels are not for
everyone, especially those faint of heart or easily offended. (My
antagonists spout foul language and perform cringe-worthy deeds, as
criminals do in real life.)

Having said that, the vast majority of the contents
within my novels focus on the intestinal fortitude of my
protagonists (so hang in there if you reach a scene that is too
graphic for your taste). I love celebrating the indomitable spirit
of humans. Courage. Sacrifice. Honor. Loyalty. Love. The passion to
survive, regardless of the daunting circumstance. And the hope for
good to triumph over evil.

Through my works of fiction, I seek to instill a
message of personal empowerment by showcasing the resilience of the
human spirit that flourishes despite the depths of hell endured.
Emphasizing the survivor can learn, thrive, and become a better
person from whatever dreadful ordeal life hurls her direction, if
she so chooses.

As you read Reluctant Trust, I hope you find yourself cheering for—perhaps even
identifying with—Jewels as she is challenged to survive the mental
and physical cruelty of a determined, intelligent, and ruthless
killer ... and the devastating aftermath. And in the end, maybe
even admit that you have
garnered something from this fictional character to further boost
the strength, character, and determination within
yourself.

I hope you experience as much pleasure
reading Reluctant Trust as I did writing it. And may you have a murderous good time
... ENJOY! —Shirley

 


P.S. If you haven’t already, please visit my
website https://shirleyspain.weebly.com
to receive your
FREE copy of Forever Breathless, a stand-alone novel in my “Killer Among Us”
collection of psychological thrillers.
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Prologue




FBI statistics and crime experts estimate there are
somewhere between 50 and 300 unnamed serial killers operating in
the United States at any given time.

 


“We serial killers are your sons, we are your
husbands, we are everywhere.”

—Ted Bundy, one of America’s most notorious serial
killers.

 


 


TOWERING AT HER BEDSIDE
he scrutinized her quivering
body. “Looks like you’re ready for your exam,” he calmly stated with a handsome smile.
Methodically he peeled off his clothes. Pulled out the tails of his
tucked in shirt. Slowly unfastened each button. Rolled the shirt
off his broad shoulders almost as if performing an erotic
striptease.

Tears streamed down her pouchy cheeks. The stainless
steel frame of the dental gag pressed hard against the inside of
her mouth, greatly reducing her ability to speak. Saucer-eyed,
“Please, don’t,” she mumbled.

Tilting his head and narrowing his obsidian eyes,
he glared, a tacit warning to shut up and enjoy the
show.

The doughy dishwater blonde lay helplessly on her
back in her own bed. He had used the taser gun holstered at his
side to subdue her before forcefully stripping her naked and
restraining her in a fiercely painful and humiliating position.

One pair of law enforcement grade handcuffs bound
her right wrist and right ankle together, severely bending her
knee. Another secured her left wrist and left ankle together. A
rope attached to the chain of each pair of the cuffs was fastened
to the side of the bed frame to keep her legs spread wide. She
looked like she was prepped for a pelvic exam by a demented
gynecologist.

A Jennings gag—a stainless steel device used in
dental surgery to prop the mouth open—was strapped tightly around
the back of her head so she couldn’t push it out with her
tongue.

In
pain, she wiggled and twisted her tremoring body while expelling
misery-filled whimpers.

Once naked, he returned to the duffle bag from
which the handcuffs, rope, and metal gag came to extract a white
lab coat and pair of surgical gloves. Soon he would complete his
transformation, becoming The Dentist, as the media tagged him.

Shaking out the neatly folded brilliant white lab
coat, he slipped it on. Buttoned it. Snapped on the creamy latex
gloves. Returning to her bedside he reached down, pressed the
ratchet handle on the side of the jaws of the Jennings gag to force
her mouth open wider.

Jerking her head and gurgling screams of horrendous
pain, she contorted her body in torment. Fiercely bucked the metal
restraints binding her wrists and ankles.

Her resistance and vocalized pain invigorated him.
Energized him. Spurred him on to inflict more suffering.
The Dentist
ratcheted the metal device
wider and wider until the tissue at the corners of her mouth tore,
trickled blood, and her jaw bone creaked and ground as if on the
verge of shattering.

With her mouth forced torturously wide, her speech
was rendered incoherent, although the dental gag still permitted
her high-pitched screams of terror and gasps of agony to be
broadcast; sweet music to his ears.

His sizeable maleness swelled. Raised the bottom
of the white coat. The head of his cock peeked out. Fishing the
smart phone from the pocket of his lab jacket, he snapped multiple
photos of his patient from
various angles. Captured a few minutes of video.
Souvenirs
to be added to his collection
of trophies from his conquests; pictures and movies he could view
repeatedly to relive his pleasurable work.

She continued to helplessly squeal and moan in
excruciating agony.

He stared at her. His dark eyes took on a look of
rapture. A fanatical gleam washed his chiseled face. He had done
his homework. She lived in an otherwise vacant building. Located in
the most remote area of the heavily wooded apartment complex, in
the outskirts of the small Pennsylvania town of Apollo. No one
would hear her misery. No one would rescue her. Susan Hodges was at
his mercy until he decided otherwise. There was absolutely nothing
she could do about it ... and he knew damned well she knew it,
too.

Picking up the taser from her modest dresser next
to the bed, he removed the cartridge to convert it to a stun gun.
Dialed it to the lowest setting. Didn’t want her to pass out right
away. Turned to her. Waved the weapon in front of her face. “All
part of the exam.” He tapped
the trigger.

ZZZZT! ZZZZT!

Like a mini lightning bolt, a white and blue
electrical arc wildly volleyed between the two electrodes and
emitted sharp bursts of unnerving, intimidating buzzing sounds like
a powerful bug zapper.

Eyes bulging, “Nuh-nuh-nuh,” she panted,
her no pleas greatly
distorted by the dental restraint.

Slowly he hovered the weapon over her flopping
breasts. Tapped the trigger again, simply for psychological
effect.

ZZZZT! ZZZZT!

Body quaking, again she cried, “Nuh-nuh-nuh!”

Broadly smiling, he jammed the tip against her right
breast, less than an inch beneath her nipple. Pressed the
trigger.

Convulsing in extreme pain, every muscle in her body
tightened to peak contraction, she screeched a long shrill
scream.

Calmly standing at her bedside, his penis as thick
and stiff as a roll of Jimmy Dean sausage, he snapped more
pictures. Shot more video.

Once her screaming subsided, he zapped her again.
This time her left breast. Again she shrieked in agony. Body
berserkly thumped against the mattress. And once again he recorded
it with still and moving pictures.

After she ceased to expel sounds of misery, he
zapped her inner thighs, one at a time, giving her a moment
to recover between
each zap.

Concluding the first segment of his zapping
routine, he wedged the stun gun between her legs, pressed it firmly
inside her vagina, held the trigger down; his vicious version of
nine-volting the bitch and the highlight of what he called
his complete
exam.

Relentlessly she screamed and contorted in pain.
Erratically thrust her body against the mattress while the metal
restraints dug deeper and deeper into the fatty tissue surrounding
her wrists and ankles.

Ecstasy! Nothing turned him on more than hearing the
shrill gasps of a brutally bound fat woman in torturous pain.
Watching her jiggly parts recklessly dance, shimmy, and bob about
as she futilely struggled in hopeless, helpless misery. The sights
and sounds were foreplay for him. A simple preview of the
forthcoming savagery he intended to inflict for the next several
hours, most likely resulting in her death.

 


 


TWENTY MINUTES EARLIER.

Unquestionably fat, the dowdy thirty-eight year
old sported a bushy mass of hair the color of tarnished sun rays.
Like stuffed sausages, her cellulite dimpled legs filled the pale
pink polyester pants. The distinctive rhythmic swish-swish of bulky thighs rubbing together hummed
like soft background music as she lumbered along in her matronly
flat shoes, the heels rolled outward from her wide feet.

An oversized multicolored blouse flowed loosely
around her body. A bulging reusable pink Steelers grocery bag hung
in the crook of her arm, methodically swinging back and forth with
each waddling step. Inside were goodies to last the weekend, a
weekend slated to be just another two long days and nights spent by
herself. Alone and lonely.

She lived with her best friend—really her
only
friend—a rotund orange striped
feline named George, after the actor George Clooney whom she
adored. In addition to George, she relished romance novels,
microwave Mexican dinners, take-and-bake pizzas, and freshly made
cake donuts with thick chocolate frosting covered in colorful candy
sprinkles from the neighborhood bakery just down the
street.

As a pharmacy tech for a large company that
dispensed medications via mail order, she rode public
transportation to and from work. No need to own a vehicle in the
small town of Apollo. Everything she needed was on the bus route.
Or could be acquired via the internet.

Susan made a point of avoiding her fellow apartment
dwellers—who were mostly young, active, attractive, and thin—by
hibernating in her apartment for days on end, not even venturing
out to pick up the mail or sit on her little patio balcony. Most
folks in her complex didn’t even know she existed, just as she
preferred.

Her chosen life of solitude was the main reason she
jumped at the chance to move into the first unit in the fourplex
that had been renovated from fire damage. The apartment manager had
warned it would probably take several months before the other units
were inhabitable. Perfect, as far as she was concerned.

Sadly, Susan Hodges was one of those nearly
anonymous souls whose life on planet Earth would not be missed by
anyone, except George, if she were to vanish into thin air.

“Excuse me, Miss,” a deep, sexy, male voice called
out from behind as she traipsed down the winding sidewalk toward
the apartment she called home.

Seldom had any man ever initiated a pleasant
conversation with her, let alone a man with that kind of voice. Surely he was talking to someone
else. So she kept walking, pretending not to hear him.

“Excuse me, Miss,” the masculine voice called again,
this time a little louder.

A rush of hurried footsteps drew closer and closer
but she just kept walking. Continued to act like she didn’t hear
him.

“Excuse me, Miss,” he called a third time, catching
up to lightly tap her shoulder.

Reflexively she jumped at his touch, wheeling around
to face him.

A full watt smile, revealing picture-perfect white
teeth, shimmied across a handsomely sculpted face to greet her.

Mouth drawing a mute O, her eyes roamed freely up
and down his iron-muscled body. Was she hallucinating? He looked
like he had walked right off the pages of one of her beloved
romance novels. Could this man, who looked like a Greek god, really
be talking to her? Tempted to pinch herself as a test to make sure
she was seeing him in reality, she instead batted her eyelashes.
Glanced around to see if he was, in fact, talking to
her.

The construction workers renovating her complex had
left hours ago, around noon, as they did every Friday. No other
apartment dwellers were headed her direction.

With no one else in the vicinity, she awkwardly
replied, “Huh? You’re talking to me?”

“Yes, Miss. And I apologize if I scared you,” he
said, taking a quick step backward to not encroach on her personal
space. “I’m new to the area and just got off work,” he explained,
pointing at the security guard uniform he nicely filled out and
raising the big duffle bag in his hand.

She stood motionless. Studied the hulking male
specimen before her as if he were to be worshipped. Noticed the gun
carried openly on his side. Concluded he was one of the good guys.
Instantly felt safer.

Shrugging, he glanced at the ground, evoking a bit
of shyness. “I’m looking for an apartment. Well, these looked nice
and you looked nice,
so I thought maybe you wouldn’t mind telling me what you think of
the place and maybe even showing me around.”

Blushing, she bit her lip to keep from laughing.
This must be a joke. Her eyes scanned the area behind him, looking
for a camera crew in case she was being punked.

There was no one in sight between her and the
apartment parking lot, a good three hundred yards away.

“You want my opinion and you want me to
show you around?”

Gesturing as if taking an oath, “Scout’s honor.”

Brow arched in a questioning slant, bewilderment
blanketed her round face.

After a long awkward silence, he shook his head in
regret. “Oh, I’m so sorry, Miss. I now realize how silly I must
appear and how uncomfortable I must make you with me being a total
stranger.” Lightly he smacked his forehead with an open hand for
his thoughtlessness. “I-I apologize, Miss, for bothering you. I’ll
contact the apartment manager.” Sharply he turned on his heel to
leave.

Practically spellbound, Susan gazed at his broad
shoulders, small waist, and firm buttocks as he strolled away. What
had she done? Jeez, he was handsome. Clean cut. Polite.
Considerate. Something of a boy scout ... and a uniformed
armed
security guard. Not some creep
wanting to rob her. No, he was a good looking guy, new to town, who
just wanted to make a friend. And he chose her. Her! This was a chance of a lifetime. One of
those delightful coincidences that only happened to the beauties in
romance novels.

Yet he was
happening to her right here. Right now. Surely she’d be a paranoid
fool not to befriend him. Would probably regret turning him away
for the rest of her life if she didn’t stop him now.

Sucking in a deep breath, Susan moistened her plump
bare lips with her tongue, pulled her shoulders back to elevate her
48DD breasts, and fluffed her already bushy hair, primping to
impress him and boost her courage. “Wait. Please wait,” she called
through her chubby hands cupped around her mouth like a megaphone,
her tone dancing with eager anticipation.

Halting, he turned. Gazed at her with hope in his dark eyes
and a faint smile on his lips.

“Come on,” she invited, waving for him to
return.

Broadly smiling, “Really?”

She blushed. Giggled like a teen. “Really!”

Jogging back to her, “Thank you so much. You don’t
know what this means to me,” he said, ramping up his charm to
irresistible, his face relaxed and confident. Gently he patted her
on the shoulder then allowed his hand to meander off her shoulder
and down her spine.

Susan didn’t shrink away. His hand was warm and
strong. Stepping a little closer toward him, she imagined the two
of them acting out a delightfully naughty scene from one of the
romance novels she had read. Their lips locked in passion, tongues
probing and exploring. Her breasts squashed against his iron chest.
His cock, oh so hard, practically impaling her right through her
clothes....

His hand skimmed over her cellulite dimpled buttocks
before exiting her body.

Flashing a frisky smile, she nudged her shoulder
into his ballooning biceps. “I’ll give you the grand tour starting
with my apartment, which has just been remodeled.”

“I’d like that.” Motioning with his head toward the
pink Steelers shopping bag, “Here, let me carry that for you.”

“Thank you,” she gushed, handing it over.

He slid it around the wrist of the same hand
carrying the duffle bag.

“By the way, my name is Susan. Susan Hodges.” She
extended her hand for a shake.

“Matthew Wayne,” he replied, taking up her hand for
a moment.

“My apartment is all the way at the end of the
complex nestled among that big grove of trees over there.” She
pointed to the building. “I’ll take you in the back way.” Her hand
dropped to her side, fingers skimmed against his.

Smiling, he laced his fingers into hers, as
comfortably and casually as if she were his girlfriend.

Heart soaring, innards ready to burst, Susan
wondered if she might pass out. Now she wished someone was around
to witness this incredibly sexy gentleman holding
her
hand.

Leisurely strolling hand in hand with Susan Hodges,
Matthew nonchalantly scanned the area. A man and woman were
climbing into a late model pickup truck in the distant parking lot.
Neither noticed him. Other than that, the area was void of life, a
typical after-hours construction site.

Pointing to the surrounding dense forest with the
hand he wasn’t holding, she said, “Thanks to all this Pennsylvania
woodland, it’s very private and even more so right now with the
renovations.” Squeezing his hand and eyeing him adoringly, “There’s
no one but me living in the whole unit,” she enthusiastically
bragged, thinking—hoping and praying—maybe he would take one of the
newly restored units and soon be her neighbor.

Tenderly squeezing her hand and winking, “Sounds
perfect,” he said with a Cheshire cat grin.


Chapter One




“LOOKS LIKE THERE’S been another disappearance,” Belinda
sighed, plopping down into the leather wingback chair in front of
her boss’s antique cherry desk.

Brows crimped, Jewels gazed with concern at her
pretty executive assistant. “Let me guess ... in
our
Bermuda Triangle?” she asked,
flipping her long blonde hair over her shoulder.

Gravely nodding, “Yeah. Creepy. Just creepy.”
Belinda shivered. Crossed her arms over her sizeable bosom and
rubbed her upper arms as if cold. “Jeez, have you noticed these
disappearances seem to be getter closer and closer to your
house?”

Jewels’ face paled. “Where did this one occur?”

“The e-mail said near mile marker fifteen. That’s
only about a mile from your driveway, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Jewels solemnly confirmed.

“No offense, but at least until these cases are
solved, it makes me not want to drive to your house ever
again.”

“Me, too,” Jewels agreed with a forced laugh. “Or
for sure not stop on the road. That long nearly twenty mile stretch
where Main Street blends into a no-man’s-land highway is a
beautiful, peaceful drive, but now—”

“It’s part of the Vanishing Strip,” Belinda interrupted, singing the eerie iconic
chords of the theme song from the original TV show
The Twilight
Zone, “Do-do-do-do,
do-do-do-do...,” Imitating Rod Serling, “You are about to enter a
lone stretch of highway at the far end of the sleepy little town of
New Greensburgh. Welcome to the Vanishing Strip.”

“Who is it this time?”

Belinda leaned forward as if to dispense juicy
gossip. “An older woman in her late fifties. Apparently she had a
flat tire and called the auto club yesterday around two o’clock. By
the time someone arrived, her car was there but she was gone.
Vanished. Nowhere in sight. Her purse and phone left on the front
seat, untouched.”

“That makes how many people ... seven or eight in
the last four months or so?”

Shaking her head, “Try eleven in six months,”
Belinda corrected. “Do you remember those four teens who went
camping in the canyon and were never seen again? Cops said there
was no sign of a struggle. Their tent, pots, food, sleeping bags,
everything was there except them. It was like, poof, they were gone. ”

Sitting up straight, Jewels’ blue eyes widened. “You
bet I remember. One of the missing boys is Arial’s cousin.”

“That’s the gal who cleans your house, right?”

“Super sad story. That boy is an only child. I can’t
even imagine the hell his parents are enduring.”

Belinda sighed. Collapsed back into the chair.
“Well, according to the latest NGPD press release this morning,
they now think those missing boys have fallen victim to whomever or
whatever has been snatching people without a trace.”

Pivoting her chair to face the corner window of her
expansive office, Jewels stared blankly outside. “You always think
this kind of thing happens somewhere else, in another part of the
country. Never imagine it could happen in your own backyard.”

Belinda perked up. “Speaking of backyard, how’s the
new house? You settled in yet?”

“Marshall and Warren are still tweaking the security system.” Jewels twirled back
around. “Do you know they installed motion and sound activated
cameras in every room, and I do mean every room including cameras outside around the perimeter of the
house?”

Belinda raised her brows, pulled a funny face.

“And you’d think Marshall’s office was an extension
of the White House Situation Room,” she said with a laugh, though
she couldn’t help but wonder why anyone would need such a high
level of security in a home office.

Jewels thought about their new home, a sprawling
rambler showcasing floor to ceiling windows throughout to enjoy the
surrounding spectacular mountain and woodland views. Lack of window
coverings was the reason they ended up with the high-tech security
system.

Marshall had argued the lack of window coverings
left them vulnerable to voyeurism.

Jewels countered the trees provided all the privacy
they needed, unless Marshall had issues with deer peering in at
them.

The compromise was a state-of-the-art security
system. Jewels was less than receptive to the idea of cameras in
the bathrooms and bedrooms until Marshall assured her the
only
time those areas would be
monitored was when they were not home.

“Well, don’t complain. Maybe that fancy dancy
security system will be the only thing that keeps whatever, or whoever, is nabbing people in
the Vanishing Strip from sucking you out of your own house,” Belinda said, only
half teasing.


Chapter Two




THE RUGGEDLY HANDSOME
face of Marshall Watters, the
former Commander of the elite Militia Threat Assessment Force,
graced the covers of a variety of popular magazines, including the
latest issue of People.

Marshall had become an overnight celebrity and
national hero when he rescued the pretty millionaire, Julia
Andrasy, from the clutches of the radical domestic terrorism group,
the Sovereign Patriots of Freedom. SPOF’s leader, rogue FBI Agent
Theodore Hines, had master-minded dozens of domestic terrorist acts
that killed nearly one-hundred men, women, and children across the
U.S.

Working undercover as the head of security at SPOF,
Marshall Watters not only brought down SPOF, the most feared and
wanted domestic terrorist group known to the U.S., and rescued
kidnapped Julia Andrasy, but also won her heart and married her. A
real life knight-in-shining-armor, Cinderella fairy tale that
captivated the hearts of America.

TV Guide reported Marshall’s heroics of protecting the
country, rescuing the damsel in distress, and romantic storybook
ending were slated for a television miniseries event scheduled to
air next week. Filming of another miniseries based on Marshall’s
second rescue of Julia—when she had been kidnapped by one of her
own employees who ended up dead and blowing up the Watters’
mansion—was already in the works.

The handsome, wealthy, and now famous couple had it
all and lived the perfect life ... or so they and everyone else
thought.

 


 


THE GIGGLING BEHIND HIM WAS school-girl like. He felt their eyes
frisking every inch of his body. Determined to confront his
feminine assailants, he turned to face them.

“Mister Watters, will you please autograph this,”
two perky young women asked in unison, poking a People magazine at his gut.

Confusion swept his features.

“Please, Mister Watters,” the blonde begged,
thrusting a pen toward his face. “Your wife is so lucky,” she gushed.

“You wouldn’t happen to have a brother who isn’t
spoken for, would you?” the brunette with short hair teased.

A wide smile parted his handsome face. On the
checkout conveyor belt he dumped a package of Gillette disposable
razors and a big plastic jar of protein shake mix he held in his
hands.

“With a moustache, without a moustache, you’re a
hunk either way and could rescue me anytime,” the blonde flirted.

Taking up the pen and magazine, “So to whom shall I
address this autograph?”

“Stacy and Whitney,” the girls replied in
unison.

Winking at them, he signed the magazine cover,
handed it back.

The brunette scooped it up. “Thank you, Mister
Watters.”

The blonde stood on tiptoes to plant a peck of a
kiss on his cheek. Then the girls giggled more, turned, and
scurried back toward the clothing section of the store. The
autographed magazine clutched over the brunette’s heart.

When the young women left, the few customers in line
behind him exchanged whispers about his heroics. Smiled admirably
at him.

Somewhat embarrassed, nonetheless he politely
acknowledged them with a simple nod.

“I bet you get that a lot,” the busty doll-faced
middle-aged cashier presumed, scanning his items to ring up his
purchases.

Head shaking back and forth, “Actually that was my
first one,” he confessed with a hint of bashfulness.

“You’re a long way from home.” The pudgy cashier
elongated her neck, scrutinizing the faces of those behind him.
“Where’s your wife? Julia, right?”

“Uh, yes,” he replied nervously, yanking his wallet
out of his back pocket.

“Oh, I’m sorry Mister Watters for being so nosy.
It’s just I don’t get many national heroes coming through my line
here at Walmart in podunk town, P.A.,” she admitted with a
chuckle.

He glanced at the fingers on her left hand. “Why
aren’t you wearing your wedding ring?” Waving his bare ring finger,
“Mine’s at the jewelers. It was a bit too tight,” he said, his tone oozing with
innuendo.

“Oh, I’ve never been married,” pausing, looking at
the ground, “Don’t even have a boyfriend,” she shyly confided.

Inhaling a deep breath and exhaling through
pinched lips, “Why don’t you add one of those People magazines to my things,” he suggested,
motioning with his head toward the magazine rack behind her. “I
should probably know what they’re saying about me, don’t you
think?”

“Yes, sir, Mister Watters.” Beaming, she turned to
pluck the magazine off the rack.

He leered. Eyed the outline of her rotund upper body
showcased by her formfitting neon green T-shirt. “On second
thought, give me two copies.”

“I can attest everything they say about you and your new movie, Deception, is all good. Actually, great. Critics
and reporters are giving the portrayal of your courageous rescue of
your gorgeous wife from those wacky militia guys, rave reviews.”
Turning back around, magazines in hand, she scanned them then laid
them on the elevated space customers use to write checks and run
credit cards. “I’ve been following your heroics and can’t wait for
the miniseries to air. And I’m already waaaay excited to see your
second movie about rescuing your wife from that mad bomber. Do you
think that same hunky wrestler will play your part in that movie,
too?” Sighing, she didn’t let him answer. “Though now that I’ve
seen you in person, I can’t imagine that wrestler or any other
actor could do your good looks justice in the movies,” she
flattered, batting her eyelashes at him.

He chuckled. Paid for his items with cash. Stared at
her figure, almost mesmerized. All those fat rolls stacked on the
sides of her body, belly spilling over the top of her pants ... he
could only imagine the deep dimples of cellulite on her thighs and
ass.

Gazing up starry-eyed at him, she returned his
change, placed it in his outstretched hand.

Lightly closing his hand over hers, he pulled her
in a little closer. Reached his other hand over the checkstand to
touch the rectangular plastic name tag pinned to the middle of her
left breast. Tilted it toward him for easier reading. “So,
Megan,” he said,
releasing her hand and retracting his other from her badge. “How
about I sign one of these copies to you?”

Acting as if she were going to faint, she grabbed
her chest. “You’d do that for me?” she dreamily sighed, quickly
shoving a pen toward him.

A full watt smile glowed on his handsome face ...
she was so his type. Casually
he glimpsed at those waiting in line behind him. In a matter of
seconds the modest line had swelled to a mini mob. Mostly women.
Some standing on tiptoes to catch a look, shamelessly pointing,
whispering, and batting their lashes at him. Others motionless,
mouths gaping, obviously star-struck. All bedazzled by his
celebrity status.

Returning his full attention to Megan, he touched
above her overindulged forearm. Seductively slid his fingers down
her skin. Slowly extracted the pen from her hand then rapidly wrote
on the cover. “It’s done,” he said, handing the magazine and pen
back to her.

Squealing with delight she bounced up and down on
her toes, pressing the magazine tightly against her bosom. “Thank
you, Mister Watters. You are so waaaay my hero!”

Amused by her bouncing jelly belly he gazed at her
for a moment. “Thank you, Megan.”
Winking at her, he snatched his razors and protein shake mix in the
plastic sack from the bagging carousel, held the magazine in his
hand, and turned to eye his fans.
Pausing for a moment, he saluted them.

Oohs and aahs rose from the crowd like the reverent
hum of a church choir.

Briskly he walked to his big black pickup. Jumped
inside. Slammed the door shut. God, what a rush! He could get used to that kind of
attention. And how lucky could he be to look so much like the
nationally famed hero, Marshall Watters? And what did that school
girl say about a brother?

Suddenly a Cheshire cat grin blossomed as his mind
conjured up the possibilities. Holding the magazine picture of
Marshall Watters in front of his face, he pulled down the vanity
mirror. Gazed at the cover photo then up at his reflection.
“This could be me,” he
whispered, analyzing himself.

If he grew a moustache, changed his hairstyle, hit
the weights a little harder to build a bit more muscle mass, even
Marshall Watters’ closest friends probably couldn’t tell them
apart. Which meant, if he planned appropriately, he could take over
Marshall Watters’ life and no one would be the wiser.


Chapter Three




LICKING HIS LIPS in between the grunts, “Umph. Catch of the
day. Umph-umph. Catch of the day. Umph,” he mumbled, hefting the
headless carcass up onto one of the dozen meat hooks hanging from
the ceiling of the old wooden smokehouse. The corpse had been
skinned, gutted, and decapitated. Hands and feet
severed.

Blood from the fresh slaughter smeared the front of
his bright yellow, heavy duty vinyl apron. Dripped on the toes of
his knee-high rubber boots with easy pull-on handles.

Browsing the curing bodies, “Umph. Catch of the day.
Umph,” he repeated, caressing one of the aged remains. Digging
under his full length slayer’s apron, he retrieved a large fixed
blade knife. Sawed off a piece of the matured flesh. Smelled it.
Stuffed it in his mouth. Bit down and ripped off a piece. Chewing
slowly, savoring the flavor, “Umph. Young boy. Tasty. Umph,” he
muttered with a grin, hacking off an entire side of ribs. Thrusting
the slab over his left shoulder, he weaved his way past the aging
chunks of meat and out onto the wooden porch of the smokehouse
shanty.

“Umph. Catch of the day. Umph,” he hollered into the
woods.

Instantly the sound of multiple hunting dogs barking
in the near distance filled the forest.

Gravel crunched beneath his hurried footsteps as he
followed the narrow path to his pets. Approaching the three
well-fed mutts, each chained to its own doghouse, the animals
leaped in the air with excitement, barking intensifying to near
howling proportions.

Laughing, “Umph. Nummies for your tummies.
Umph-umph,” he called out, his voice high-pitched and playful.
Slicing the slab of ribs into three even sections, he tossed a
section to each of the dogs. “Umph. Happy. Sneezy. Umph. Doc.
Umph-umph.”

Watching his pets devour the meat for a moment,
“Umph. Good, yes? Umph-umph,” he commented with a pleasant smile,
soaking in the scene. “Later we’ll go for a little walk. Umph. Even
give you some tummy rubs. Umph-umph,” he promised, patting his
protruding stomach.

After a few moments he turned, walked with
determined strides back toward the smokehouse located a good
one-hundred yards from his dogs. Once at the shack, he stepped
around to the side to his butchery. A rope and pulley system was rigged over a thick branch of
a large pine tree to string up and eviscerate carcasses. A rusty
metal wheelbarrow was parked near the dangling hoist. It was heaped
with the bowels and internal organs of his latest
catch. Flies
mobbed the guts in a frenzy.

Butted up against the side of the smokehouse, a
three-quarter-inch thick sheet of four-by-eight-foot plywood
drenched in red body fluid was nailed to sawhorses to create a
slaughter table. A stainless steel mesh butcher glove and a variety
of cutlery, including a heavy-duty meat cleaver, eight-inch butcher
knife, four-inch skinning knife, and sharpening steel lay scattered
about the top. All were coated in layers of blood. Some brown and
dry. Some bright red and sticky.

Cast off body parts from his catch had been haphazardly tossed near the
wheelbarrow.

Whistling a barely recognizable version of
“Whistle While You Work,” he prepared to
dispose of the waste from his butchering.

Still tacky with fresh blood, he wrapped his bare
hands around the wooden wheelbarrow handles. “Umph,” he grunted,
pushing the cart along the beaten trail through the surrounding
woods. After traveling a good two-hundred yards, he arrived at a
clearing he had created as a garden.

“Umph. Fertilizer. Umph-umph,” he mumbled, dumping
the entrails along a deep furrow of the fifty-foot square open
patch. Picking up the rake he kept laying on the ground at the edge
of his garden, he
spread the innards over the dirt and amended it into the soil. When
done he rested his hands on top of the rake handle, admired his
plot. Another batch of tomatoes was ready for picking. The corn was
nearing harvest. “Umph. Stew,” he commented with a smile, thinking
how he would use the dozen ripe tomatoes later that day.

Tossing the rake at the edge of his garden, he
hauled the empty wheelbarrow back to his butchery. Parked it next
to the slaughter table. Gathered the trawl net he had cast off to
the side of the table and spread it out on the forest floor.
Glanced down at the cluster of personal identifiers—cut up clothing
and body parts— from his latest catch in search of a keepsake to add to his trophy
wall.

Squatting, he swatted away the rallying flies and
picked up one of the disjoined hands. Pulled off a ring. Examined
it.

The stray rays of sunshine streaming through the
heavy forest umbrella caught the facets of the solitaire diamond.
Made them shimmer.

“Umph. Wedding ring. Umph-umph,” he surmised with a
smile and happy nod of his head. Drawing a pocket knife from under
his apron, he opened it, sliced off a few locks from the woman’s
head. Standing, he folded the knife and returned it to his pocket.
Tied the strands of shoulder-length gray hair around the ring.
Stuffed it underneath his apron into his left shirt pocket. “Umph.
Catch of the day. Umph-umph,” he mumbled, tapping his flat palm
over his heart.

From beneath his bright yellow apron, he retrieved a
big red and white handkerchief. Tied it over his nose and mouth.
With as much care as one would show for picking up worthless trash,
he collected the head, feet, and hands and sloppily bundled each
body part in his victim’s clothing then tossed them into the open
rope web.

With the net ends gathered together, he hefted it
over his shoulder. Paraded down a dirt path worn in the lush forest
floor behind the smokehouse. After about a hundred feet a flat
round piece of thick metal, about twice the size in diameter of a
manhole cover, came into view.

Rolling the net off his shoulder onto the ground, he
wrapped both hands around the metal handle of the cover. Heaved
rearward with all his might. Started humming his version of
“Whistle While You Work.”

The steel cover slid about six inches.

A wave of gut-turning stench assaulted the forest.
Flies swarmed.

Continuing to hum, he yanked on the steel cover
again. His rubber boots squeaked against the damp forest floor as
he jerked the handle. Inched it another six inches wider, which was
all the extra space he needed.

Slightly out of breath, he opened the net. Dumped
the bundles into the hole one at a time. Purposely paused between
each. Listened for that deep, echoless thud that sounded like a
rock landing in sludge as it hit bottom. With each heavy thump, a
frenzied surge of intense bug noises followed, then faded back to a
steady drone.

After finishing his deposits, he strained to shove
the lid back on, covering the burial chamber and subduing much of
the ghastly aroma. Still, he continued to hum. Humming quelled the
natural reflex of his gut to puke.

Grasping the thick mesh trawling net with one hand,
he leisurely dragged it on the ground behind him, returning to the
smokehouse. Once out of range of the putrid odor, he pulled the
hanky off his face. Stuffed it under his apron into a pocket.

The unruly hair of his bushy black whiskers
fashioned as muttonchops stood up on his face like wild weeds.
Briskly he raked them with fingers bent like claws. “Umph. Catch of
the day. Umph-umph,” he noted with a raspy laugh of pride for a job
well done.

Continuing to drag the net, he meandered down the
gravel walkway from the smokehouse toward the old blue Caddy parked
about fifty feet from his hounds. Fished keys out of his pocket and
unlocked the trunk. Hefted the net inside and slammed the lid shut.
Dusted his hands. “Umph,” he muttered with a smile. With a vigorous
bounce in his step, he headed for the small camping trailer he
called home, knowing he was prepared to reel in the next
catch of the
day, whenever the trophy
presented itself.


Chapter Four




SILENTLY HE WAITED, hidden in the hallway nook leading from
the garage to the kitchen of the Watters’ mansion. Handcuffs
readily accessible at his side. Long white tube socks stuffed into
the front pants pocket of his black Wranglers for additional
restraint as needed.

 


 


“MARSHALL, I'M HOME, ” she cheerily announced
parading into the house from the garage. Though she had worked a
full eight hours, Jewels looked like her day was just beginning.
Makeup perfect. Vibrant pink lips shimmered with gloss. The
sleeveless fitted sheath dress, the same color as her lipstick,
hugged her hourglass body. Her long blonde hair flowed softly over
her slight shoulders.

In one hand Jewels balanced a freshly made
ready-to-bake pizza. The other fumbled to stuff her keys in the
designated compartment of the brightly colored purse slung across
her body and over her shoulder.

 


 


UPON HEARING HER VOICE, he tugged on the ends of his black leather gloves
to force them deeper between his fingers. Crawled into a black
hoodie, zipped it up. Inhaled a slow breath. Plastered his body
flat against the wall. Calmly exhaled. Mentally prepared his
ambush.

 


 


AS WAS ROUTINE after disarming the house alarm, Jewels slipped out
of her shoes in the mud room. Left the pink, white, and black
animal print platform pumps, that matched her purse, just inside
the door. With keys safely tucked in the bag still riding across
her shoulder, she leisurely walked down the hall and past the dark
alcove toward the kitchen. Carrying the pizza with both hands, she
called out, “I was in the mood for piz—”

Suddenly she was grabbed from behind. A thick gloved
hand clamped over her mouth, powerfully ramming her head back into
his chest. His muscular arm engulfed her body. Plastered it hard
against his solid torso, pinning her left arm to her side.

Taken off guard, Jewels shrieked. Momentarily lost
balance. The pizza plunged to the floor, exploding the thin plastic
wrap and shooting pepperoni, red sauce, green pepper, and onion
across the hall like shrapnel from a detonated Bouncing Betty
mine.

“Don’t scream. Do exactly as I say and I
might
let you live,” he
warned.

Jewels’ free hand rocketed to the arm with the
anaconda grasp over her mouth, sinking her sharp acrylic nails into
his forearm. She contorted her body to break his hold.

Hanging on, he squeezed harder. “If you keep
fighting me, I’m gonna reeeeally hurt you,” he threatened, dragging her backward toward the
garage. His cowboy boots pounded against the travertine floor as he
rapidly forced her down the corridor.

Jewels’ mind tumbled. Heart jack hammered. Terror
consumed her. Her bare feet wildly skidded across the tile floor,
unable to grasp solid footing.

“You’re coming with me,” he snarled, muscling her
closer to the garage entry. “You’re gonna pay for what you did to
my face.”

Oh dear god, was this Tank or ...? Regardless
Jewels knew she had to launch an all out battle and escape before
she was strong-armed into a vehicle. Code black! Code black! With the intent to cause great bodily
injury to her attacker, she thrust both feet off the ground giving
her body momentum and propelling herself upward. Arched her spine.
Whipped her head rearward. Smashed the back of her skull into the
bridge of her assailant’s nose.

“Shit,” he barked, loosening his grip.

Seizing the moment, she elbowed him hard in the gut
with her free arm.

“Ahh,” he groaned, buckling in half to clutch his
side in pain.

Jewels broke free, glanced over her shoulder at her
would-be kidnapper still temporarily disabled. She scrambled down
the hall back toward the kitchen. When about fifteen feet away from
him, she turned. Deftly drew the pink Glock from the purse still
slung across her body, swiftly brought the weapon up on target.
“Bang-bang, bang,” she shouted with authority, first pointing the
rubber gun at his chest then at his head, simulating a double-tap
to the chest and single shot to his head.

 


 


BREATHING HARD, her attacker stood straight. Raised his hands as if
under police arrest. “Wow! Blue dog, Honey. You win. I surrender,” he conceded, shaking his head
and snickering.

“You don’t get to surrender. You’re shot and
probably dead,” Jewels bragged, still huffing from the struggle.
“But I have to confess, Marshall, you really scared me ... bad.”
Her trembling hands lowered the training gun to her side. “Those
gloves and long sleeves really threw me. You never wore anything
like that before. For a split second, I honestly thought you
were
Tank.”

“Mission accomplished.”

Her big blue eyes twinkled. A broad smile painted
her pretty face. “So I did good, huh?”

“Yeah, Honey, you were great,” Marshall said with
admiration, though his nose and stomach throbbed like hell. He
pulled off the gloves, stuffed them into the sweatshirt pocket,
then crawled out of the hoodie and tossed it around the corner onto
the floor in the mud room.

“So much for dinner,” Jewels noted, eyeing the
Italian culinary mess decorating the walls and floor like an edible
abstract painting.

Marshall chuckled. “Thank god it was
only
unbaked pizza. I can’t imagine
the mess if it were hot soup or chili.” A trickle of blood sneaked
out of his nostril onto his thick moustache. Quickly he wiped it
away with the back of his hand so she wouldn’t see it.

But he wasn’t fast enough. She saw it. Horror
demolished her face. Dumping the fake gun back into her purse,
Jewels tossed the purse onto the floor and ran to his side to more
closely inspect the damage she had inflicted. “Oh, dear god!
Marshall, did I hurt you?”

“Nah. You’ve done much worse,” he replied laughing,
remembering how she gave him a wicked black eye during one of her
many failed escape attempts when she was his prisoner at SPOF. As
well as the time she nearly crippled him about a month after they
were married. Though his intent was to rescue her from a kidnapper,
she mistook him for another bad guy. Whacked him in the side of the
leg with a baseball bat and sent him tumbling down cement steps. He
limped for days afterward.

 


 


LOVINGLY JEWELS ran her fingers through her
husband’s thick wavy hair. “I’m so sorry.” Slowly she slid her
hands down his neck to massage his broad shoulders and back. Her
fingers bounced over the long raised scar on the right side of his
upper traps, reminding her of how she almost lost him when a bomb
blew up their previous home. “I feel terrible,” she lamented, her
voice oozing with genuine regret.

Enveloping her hourglass body in his arms, he
squeezed her in victory. “Don’t feel bad, Honey. I feel great. I’m
proud of you. You’re learning how to win the Game,” he praised, kissing her on the top
of the head.

Jewels knew he was right. War Games, as they
affectionately called them, were paying off.

Shortly after they were married Marshall created
surprise mock kidnapping and assault scenarios, so-called
soft shock
training in some
defensive circles. He played the assailant and Jewels, of course,
the victim.

She remembered resisting the idea. Claimed she could
take care of herself until Marshall laid out the cold hard facts.
To begin with, there was the ever-present threat of Tank collecting
revenge against Jewels for scarring his face. That alone should
have been motivation enough for her to seek additional self-defense
training.

Then, less than a month after they were married,
there was the fact she had been kidnapped twice ... in the same day
no less. First by a bomb-wielding employee who held her hostage for
hours, tortured and shot her, and ended up blowing up her house.
And again later that evening when Belinda’s ex-boyfriend, dressed
like a paramedic, abducted Jewels at gunpoint from the ambulance
parked right in front of her burning house. He planned to
administer treatment that
included bashing in Jewels’ face with a baseball bat.

Hard to argue with the naked truth. Therefore
swallowing her pride, Jewels agreed. Why not hone her self-defense
skills under the expert tutelage of one of the most highly
respected law enforcement agents in the Federal government ... who
also happened to be her hunky husband?

Jewels never knew when a War Game was going to be
launched or exactly what the game would entail. But for safety
reasons they had two rules.

First, Marshall would always forewarn a War Game
was going to occur on the day it was going to happen. Also he would
remind her to pack her fake bright pink rubber Glock in her purse.
He wanted her to be armed for the
scenario. Let her practice defending herself with a handgun, just
as she would in a real situation.

And second, Jewels always had the option of
stopping the game any time simply by saying blue dog. It was their fail-safe code phrase. If
she said it Marshall would immediately cease his actions. On the
other hand, no matter how much she wept, yelled no, or pleaded for him to stop, the game would
continue until she said the code, escaped, or fell under his
complete control which usually took less than three minutes. Up
until this last round, the score was Marshall fourteen, Jewels
zero.

Pushing back from his embrace and gazing lovingly at
him, “So what was my handsome assailant going to do to me this
time?” she asked with a devilish smile.

“Toss you in the backseat of my truck—”

“What makes you think I wouldn’t just jump out the
other side?”

He smirked, drew handcuffs from his belt, dangled
them on his finger. “Because I planned to muscle you onto the
floor, anchor your hands above your head to the base of the driver
seat and,” showing her a pair of tube socks pulled from his front
pants pocket, “use one of these to tie your legs to the back of the
passenger seat and the other to gag you.”

Jewels’ happy face turned into an intense frown.
“Wow, Marshall. That sounds pretty severe. You never tried to take
me out of the house before and when you threatened to
really
hurt me if I kept fighting
you...,” she sighed, shivered. “That’s a whole new level of creepy.
I’m glad I broke free.”

“It was time to escalate the scenario. I felt you
weren’t really trying to escape because I was too easy on you.”

Jewels’ eyes bugged. “Easy on me? You call
handcuffing me, binding me with duct tape, and restraining me with
zip ties all those other times as being easy on me?”

Marshall chuckled. “Let me rephrase.
You
were too easy on
me. You didn’t
fight me hard enough when opportunities for escape were presented,
so I figured I didn’t provide you with enough motivation.”

“Well you sure scared the hell out of me with this
last scenario.” Curiosity getting the best of her, Jewels asked,
“Okay, assuming you had gotten me
into your truck, where were you going to take me?”

“Out to the barn.”

“Then?”

Provocatively Marshall waved his brows. “Convince
you to roll
in the hay.”

“Oh, really. And how do you suppose you were going
to do that?”

He grinned. Flexed his right biceps. The sleeve of
his tight-fitting black T-shirt was pushed to its limit. The hem
looked like it was about to tear under the pressure of his bulging
muscle.

Jewels’ eyes rounded. “You know that drives me wild.
That’s not fair!”

“Fair? I keep telling you the criminal mindset
doesn’t know the meaning of fair.”

Foregoing all thoughts of dinner, Jewels wrapped
her arms around his neck, pressed her full breasts against his iron
chest. Danced her fingers down his back to his buttocks. Squeezed
hard. “Since you lost and I escaped, how about we forget the barn
and have a roll right
here,” she purred, her voice low and sexy.

 


 


THE THROBBING PAIN in Marshall’s nose and gut from the pounding she
unleashed on him moments earlier suddenly ceased to exist. Scooping
her body into his arms, “How about we go for it in the backseat of
my truck?” Not waiting for her to answer, he whisked her down the
hall, out of the house, and into the garage toward his tandem-wheel
F450 Ford pickup. Black. Spotless. Tricked out with shiny chrome
trim and wheels.

“Oh, Marshall,” Jewels squealed with delight. “We’ve
never done ... how will we—”

“Trust me,” he said, burying his lips over hers and
swinging open the backseat driver side door.

Night Maneuvers, their pet name for love making and the
standard War Games reward, had
begun.


Chapter Five




THE FLASHY METALLIC
black and chrome Silverado
rolled down I-80 from Parleys Canyon into the Salt Lake Valley.
Matthew and Jess were about an hour away from their destination:
New Greensburgh.

Enthusiastically, “I’m so excited,” Jess said,
clapping her stubby hands together. “We’re almost there.”

Reaching across the console, he affectionately
rubbed her flabby upper arm, smiled. “This is going to be great,
Cupcake.”

Matthew had done his homework. Spent hours Googling
Marshall and Julia Watters to learn as much about them as possible.
Amazing the amount of information one could garner via the
internet. It was apparent once a person made the news and became a
national celebrity, his life suddenly became a matter of public
record on so many levels. TV. Talk radio. Tabloids. And the net.
Such was the case with Marshall and Julia Watters. Even learned
Jewels wore a size seven shoe and, before the house fire, owned
over four-hundred pair.

“I can’t wait to see the house you got us,” Jess
said, flipping her long strawberry blonde hair over her
shoulder.

“Like I told you, it’s old, but will serve our
purpose—”

“Just temporary digs until we move into the Watters’
mansion.”

Before they left Pennsylvania, Matthew had
explained to Jess his plan was to closely observe the Watters.
Document their habits and routines. Then when the time was right,
simply take over their lives. Replace them. Become them.

To accomplish the takeover, Matthew rented an old
farmhouse just a few miles down the road from the Watters’
residence. Also purchased two white nondescript sedans so little
attention from anyone would be cast their way. His fancy big black
pickup would be kept in the garage.

Jess and he would live off the substantial
inheritance Matthew received from the recent passing of his
grandmother. Though not really his grandmother, she never treated
him like he wasn’t blood. Sure, he was going to miss that old
woman, but was able to easily detach himself from people, like the
adopted parents he couldn’t wait to get away from when he was old
enough to join the Army.

Matthew grew up as the only child of a well
respected dental surgeon whose wife was a whacked-out religious
fanatic. He survived this odd couple because of his intelligence.
Possessed an IQ above the ninety-eight percent average of the
population which would qualify him for membership in the Mensa
Society. But he never applied himself in school. Instead,
just got
by. Did the same in the
Army working with heavy artillery as a Fire Support Specialist.
After the Army, he continued to just get by taking odd jobs, like a night security guard.

Although Matthew was never told anything about his
birth parents, he never inquired either. Figured if they didn’t
want him, to hell with them as well.

Until the Walmart episode when he was mistaken for
the national hero, Marshall Watters, Matthew never considered
making anything more of himself. Now that was all he could think
about. He was obsessed with becoming Marshall Watters and would apply his extreme intelligence
to do so.


Chapter Six


MOVING INTO THE NEW GREENSBURGH
farmhouse had been an easy
transition from the Pittsburgh suburbs, giving Matthew a level of
privacy and space to which he had not been accustomed since
childhood. Immediately he took advantage of the extra space and
privacy by creating an office, as he called it, in the basement. Just this morning he
finished moving in the crucial elements.

Matthew snapped a sturdy padlock over the latch he
had barely installed. “Basement’s mine. Off limits,” he coolly
stated, sizing up the short fat woman standing in the ratty dated
kitchen. He was nearly a foot taller than her but she outweighed
him by a good thirty pounds, maybe more. Her long blondish hair
flowed over her rounded shoulders and framed her chubby face. The
formfitting bright pink T-shirt accentuated her sizeable love
handles. She was so his type.

Pointing her chin at the wooden basement door that
flaked grungy eggshell paint like a peeling sunburn, “Already been
down there, you know. Just got a bed and some lockers. What’s so
special about that?” Jess quizzed with a tone of defiance, hands
firmly planted on her bulbous hips. Brows ruffling, “And by the
way, what’s with all those vacuums. I counted seven, plus ours. You
have a vacuum fetish or something?” she probed, her tone somewhat
judgemental.

Jaw set, he folded his arms over his chest. Skewered
her with his smoldering eyes.

Nervously laughing, “Okay. Whatever. Never mind. The
basement’s yours.” Turning on her heel, her bare feet slapped
against the worn linoleum tiles as she lumbered toward the
refrigerator. “Wanna a beer?”

He glimpsed at the digital stove clock, 10:48. “No
thanks. A little early for me.” He brushed past her into the hall
toward the stairs leading to the bedrooms.

“You plan on getting a big dog?”

He didn’t respond.

“I saw the dog crate down there.” Jess popped the
beer can top and watched his tight ass stroll into the foyer. Once
he was out of sight, she chugged the entire can. “Off limits, huh?
We’ll see about that,” she mumbled, determination in her tone,
devilment on her face. Crushing the aluminum can in her hand, she
tossed it into the badly chipped and stained porcelain sink and
belted out a roaring burp.

 


 


THREE DAYS LATER

Jess returned from a Walmart shopping spree. Loaded
down with her hands grasping the handles of multiple bulging white
plastic bags, she groaned straining under the weight and bulkiness
of the groceries and pushed through the side door. “I’m home,” she
called out.

No response. The house was silent.

Hefting the bags up onto the old pink tile kitchen
countertop, her eyes were drawn to the shabby basement door.

It was unlocked. Open a crack.

Like curiosity draws a house cat into an empty brown
paper bag, Jess sneaked toward the door.

The floor whined under the weight of her steps.

Holding her breath, she opened the door wide enough
to peek through the crack with a single eye.

“I told you the basement’s off limits.”

Matthew was behind her! Practically jumping out of
her skin, her hands flew to her sizeable bosom, indiscreetly
covered by a low-cut yellow tank top. Spinning around and looking
up at him, “You scared the hell of me,” she confessed, nervously
laughing and hiking up her poured-into blue jeans so high she gave
herself a camel toe.

His chiseled jaw was set. Dark eyes narrow. “You
wanna know what’s down there?” he rhetorically asked, snatching her
soft forearm with his thick hand.

Jess wheezed a short, high-pitched gasp of surprise.
She was accustomed to him manhandling her. Even frequently hitting
her. A lot of men were rough with their women, at least that’s what
she told herself every time he knocked her around.

“Well, let me show you,” Matthew snarled, dragging
her down the rickety wooden stairs into the murky basement.

Without physical or verbal protest, Jess awkwardly
descended the steps as he escorted her into the cellar. Once at the bottom of the stairs he
flipped a switch.

About twenty feet from the bottom step, fluorescent
shop lights buzzed to life over a double size bed neatly dressed in
white linens. A pair of handcuffs were attached to each side of the
bed near the middle and held in place by leather belts buckled to
the steel bed frame underneath.

Angrily he shoved her onto the bed.

The mattress murmured
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