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She’s been a bad girl, she’s like a chemical

Though you try to stop it, she’s like a narcotic

You wanna torture her, you wanna talk to her

All the things you bought for her, could not get a temperature

Pump it up until you can feel it

Pump it up . . .



Elvis Costello
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Prologue


She sat alone inside a soundproof university rehearsal cubicle, facing away from where he lurked nearby. Her erect and slender frame was lost in an oversized sweatshirt. She had pulled her chestnut hair back into a tight ponytail that swayed in time to her classical music like a sassy metronome installed above her narrow shoulders. The girl hammered away at the glossy black Steinway upright with the physical confidence of a heavyweight, but she could not have weighed much more than a hundred pounds.  
Perfect. 
He didn’t need anyone fighting back. That was how people got hurt, and that was not his intention. He had other plans. 
One final glance up the deserted, darkened hallway told him they were still alone. He stepped out of the shadows towards her cubicle. His gloved hand unlatched the glass door, and he pushed it open an inch. The sound of the girl’s glorious music burst out. The pianist didn’t notice him standing behind her, looking over her shoulders now, breathing her in. 
The student kept playing, eyes closed. Fervor. Passion. Givenchy. Chopin.
He moved inside the room and the shadow of his head appeared on a page of her music. She noticed it and stopped playing. The instant silence was deafening. She whipped around and cried out. He pushed the door shut and grabbed her by the shoulders. The loose sweatshirt made her tiny frame tough to control, but he was able to cover her mouth before her screams could become dangerous. 
Her sheer terror, the wide-open eyes, the tense body under his control . . . he was invincible.
“Do what I say, and you won’t get hurt. Nod your head if you understand.”
She nodded tearfully. They always did.
He whispered to her, their bodies sandwiched between the bench and the base of the piano. “For everything, there is a season and a time for every matter under Heaven.” 
The palm of one hand stayed locked over her mouth, his other busy set of fingers ripping cloth to make more room. His pleasure increased with every muffled scream.
At last, he finished inside her with a grunt.
The man stood up and planted his foot on her heaving chest. He removed the condom and slipped it into the baggie he’d brought, ziplocked it shut, and shoved it into his back pocket.
“Please forgive me,” he whispered.
“Fuck you, asshole,” said the girl, who began to scream again and kick at him.
He jumped out of the cubicle and slammed shut the soundproof glass door, instantly muting her noises. He sprinted down the dark hallway of the music building, out the front doors, into the moonlit shadows of the campus, and back to his vehicle parked half a mile away. 
Sitting panting in the driver’s seat of the rented Corolla, the man tried to catch his breath. 
He peeled off his ski mask—it still smelled of Givenchy—and caught his eyes in the rearview mirror. The open-palm slap he administered to himself caught his cheek with every ounce of strength he had.
He slapped himself again. And again.
Scarlet handprints covered half his face. He tasted iron, which excited him, and that caused more slapping. 
Once the punishment was administered, the man stared into the eyes framed by the rearview mirror. He imagined he saw shame in them and vowed on his mother’s life to never give in to the darkness again. Ever. He turned the key, and the four-cylinder engine came to life. Before he drove away, he folded up the black ski mask and stuffed it into his front pocket.
Just in case.






  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Chapter 1


“Sir,” said Caid, “I can’t get the lawnmower started.”  
“Hmm.” 
Harris looked up from his beer and noticed his stepson’s basketball tank top was hanging so low it hid his shorts. 
Like he’s wearing a frickin’ mini skirt. 
“Won’t start, huh?” Harris said.
“No, sir. I think it might be broken,” Caid said.
Or you’re too weak, thought Harris. “All right, let’s take a look.”
He tipped back the longneck Bud he’d been working on and polished it off. 
“That’s how you do it.” Kid’s gotta learn.
“Yes, sir.”
Sighing loudly, Harris set his empty bottle on the coffee table next to the others and pulled himself up out of his La-Z-Boy, his legs a bit shaky from the seven or so he’d already eliminated. Typical Sunday in the Harris household with more to come. That is if his former wife’s frickin’ preteen could get his shit together and mow the lawn. 
“Did you check to make sure there’s gas in it?”
“Yes, sir.”
“You primed it?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Hmm.”
Harris staggered to the kitchen, then out the side door that led to the one-car garage, the kid two steps behind the entire way like an irritating puppy. He pushed the button for the garage door opener and waited for it to do its job. The split-level across the street came into view. It was a lot like his and all the other houses in this south Boise neighborhood. Most were occupied by similar backbone-of-America-type families run by working men who were similarly buzzed on the universal day of rest.
“Did you push the mower forward first, then pull the cord back?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Did you check the underside for any grass tufts jamming the blade?”
“Yes, sir.”
By the time Harris was twelve, he’d been sweating his ass off on two press lines at Lincoln Electric where his father had snuck him in. 
But this kid can’t even pull-start a frickin’ John Deere mower. Useless. Guess I gotta do it myself. 
Last summer, Harris had made it his goal to teach Caid, then eleven, how to properly mow the lawn. Caid lacked physical strength, and it tried Harris’s patience. It had not gone well. The two had struggled together for months until late August, when the kid finally figured it out. Harris had hoped that this summer it would be a decent way to free up his Sundays, his only day off. But the weak little shit was making that impossible.
“Did you make sure the spark plug was tight?”
“Yes, sir.”
“There’s oil in it?”
“Yes, sir.”
The gorgeous green and yellow lawnmower sat next to the driveway by Anita’s blue Altima. Just like with his Dodge Ram, he kept her car polished to a gleaming shine that easily caught the midday sun. The lawn had been mowed and edged the week before by Caid. Yet despite that, Harris could still see every overgrown blade peeking up at him, like escaping perps on the run, mocking him.
“Let me see you try and start it, Caid.”
“Yes, sir.” The boy bent over and primed the new mower. 
Harris waved to a gloved Mrs. Barkley next door in her front garden, deadheading her orange carnations. These houses were too frickin’ close. But with what I take in, whattya gonna do? He had a quarter acre in front and half acre in back, minus what the house, driveway, and rectangle of cement he used as a back patio took up. Be great to have a pool, he thought, and not an above-ground piece of shit, either. Except in-ground was way out of his price range.
As Caid grabbed the mower handle, his pale hand trembled like he was auditioning for the school musical. The boy’s features reminded Harris of his first wife, including her sad brown eyes. Caid gripped the starter cord puller with the other hand and yanked back hard.
The John Deere roared to life. Caid grinned at Harris and shrugged, then pushed the mower into position to get started on the job. Harris shook his head and said, “Figures.” Kid probably just wanted me to watch. Weak. On his way back to his chair through the opened garage, he grabbed a fresh case of Bud longnecks from the tall stack by the doorway to throw into the fridge.
Anita poked her head out the door. Gorgeous. She was far too hot to be with a knucklehead like him, and Harris knew it.
“You got a call, Jimmy. Sounds urgent.”
Shit. On a Sunday. 
“Thanks, Nita.”
He kissed her on the cheek as he traded the case of beers for the receiver. Harris got a healthy whiff of her perfume. Chanel. Mmmm. He grabbed her ass. “Wonder how long it will take the kid to mow the lawn, Mrs. Harris.”
“Jimmy, don’t.” Anita tilted her head at the phone and whispered, “The guy sounds urgent.”
“Rain check.” Harris put the phone to his ear. “Harris . . . Uh-huh . . . Uh-huh . . . Okay.” He tapped the “end” button and put the cordless receiver back on its wall charger.
Anita was watching him. “Well?”
“They need me to come in.”
“On a Sunday? Jimmy, that’s not fair.”
“I’m a cop. Fair doesn’t enter into it.”
“You mean Detective II.”
“Yeah, either way . . .” 
Harris went to the hall closet and grabbed his Colt 9mm in its shoulder holster and strapped it on. The tan jacket he put on almost covered the gear.
Anita stamped her foot like a toddler. “What’s so goddamn important that they need you on your only day off?”
“Looks like our masked rapist struck again,” he said. “This time in Texas.”
“Oh my god, again?”
“This sick asshole isn’t going to stop until someone puts a bullet in him.”
Anita grabbed him by the belt and pulled him close. 
“Get that asshole.”
“Mmm. Roger that, lady.”
She tugged his belt and whispered, “Then come home and get me.”
“Mmmm. Roger that, too, Cap’n.”
Harris kissed her, and she crinkled her button nose. She opened a drawer behind her and pulled out a new pack of gum, which she tossed at him. He caught it one-handed. 
Anita smiled. “You might want to chew a few of those before you get there, Detective.”
“Will do, boss.” Harris slapped her lightly on the ass, and she did the same to him. It sent a charge up his spine that he ignored as he walked out to his truck with her. The sound of Caid’s mowing filled the quiet neighborhood.
From the Ram’s driver’s seat, Harris unrolled his window. 
“I’ll call you when I know more,” he said.
“I know you will, Jimmy.” Anita winked. “Be safe, Detective II.”
Damn, she was hot. “Always am.” 
Harris smiled and drove off.


* * *



“Mom,” said Marcie, “it’s just a figure of speech; I didn’t almost drown.”
Marcie pretended to pound the phone receiver against the dorm room door. That caught the attention of her new roommate, Rhonda, who burst out laughing. 
“I said I’m drowning in homework, Mom, not at the pool . . . I did NOT. I just meant that my professors are assigning way more homework than all my high school teachers combined . . . No, it’s fine. No, it won’t cause depression. I’ll adjust . . . Yes . . . Uh-huh.” Marcie laughed. “Well, the food isn’t as good as yours, but so far it’s edible . . . WHAT? No, Mother, I am not worried about salmonella. Everything’s fresh . . .”
Marcie kept “uh-huh-ing” her Mom while she walked backward towards her desk, stretching the phone cord tight across the narrow room. She held up her free hand and did the “blah blah blah” talking duckbill.
Rhonda stifled her laughs. 
At the desk, Marcie snagged a pen and scribbled something onto a notebook that lay open there. She wore powder blue sweats and a white T-shirt. Her thick, red curls were held back with a brown ribbon, revealing a freckled face that was considered pretty by most everyone. But it was Marcie’s confident green eyes and easy smile that made her attractive. 
Her roomie, Rhonda Rose Hamilton, had a rounder face and body with impeccable skin and bright eyes that took in everything. She kept her hair short and preferred loose clothing like the navy blue sweat suit she was currently wearing.
“Drugs? Mom, nobody has tried to sell me drugs. No offense, Mom, but it’s not like how it was when you went to college . . . What? I’m just sayin’, you guys were these horny hippies and into all that druggy stuff. Well, maybe not you, but . . . I promise you have nothing to worry about.”
Marcie ripped the piece of paper out of the notebook and held it up so Rhonda could read it.
Save me—call out my name, pretend to need me PLEASSSSE!!!
“Oh my gosh, Mom, I just say no. And even if I wanted to, I wouldn’t know where to buy that stuff! We just got here, so finding a reliable dealer might take some time. What? No, it was a joke.”
Rhonda covered her mouth again, then took a second to get serious. Then she knocked on the desktop and said in a deeper-than-normal voice, “Excuse me, I need to speak to a Marcie Birchfield. Ladies, is Marcie Birchfield anywhere on this hallway?”
Marcie tried not to laugh and said, “Oh shoot, Mom, my RA needs me right now. I gotta go . . . What? No, I’m not in trouble; why would you think that? Mom . . . Mom . . . MOM! I have to go. I’ll call you tomorrow and fill you in. Love you, too. Bye.”
She shoved the receiver back onto its cradle and high-fived her new best friend. Well, technically, they had only been friends for three days, ever since they’d arrived on campus as incoming freshmen and been paired up in the main hall. With Marcie’s nervousness and hyped-up excitement fueling a need to cling to any friendly ally she could find, they had quickly formed a tight bond. A good thing, too, since for the next two semesters they would share the dark-pink twenty by twenty concrete-block dorm room. So far, Marcie hadn’t filled her half of the closet, while Rhonda’s stuff bled over.
“I feel bad for lying to her,” Marcie said. “I get she loves me, but . . . wow.”
“Wow is right,” Rhonda said. “She should go see a dermatologist.”
“Wait, what? Why?”
“To get those worrywarts removed.”
Marcie giggled. “Oh, God no. They’ll just grow right back. They’re a permanent fixture for her. And now, thanks to phone calls like that one, all her worries are mine, too. Thank you, Mother.” 
Rhonda shook her head. “Not on my watch, sister.”
Marcie laughed at that, the thought of a worry-free life a funny fantasy to her. She collapsed backward onto her bed and looked at her watch. “Shoot. It’s after eight-thirty. Cafeteria closes at nine. The menu they posted said home-baked lasagna, and I could eat a sheet of it. Wanna go?”
Rhonda got quiet. She sat on the edge of her bed, smiling but not really.  Marcie said.
Silence.
“What?”
Rhonda’s face got serious. “I hesitate to tell you because it will make you feel horrible.”
“Oh my god, Rhonda, please tell me whatever it is. I’m your friend now. Please.”
Rhonda sat there quietly, staring at a spot on the floor. She inhaled deeply and without looking up, in a flat voice blurted out, “My mom used to make the best lasagna, but she was killed in a Zamboni accident last year at her hockey team’s ice rink, and I was thinking how much I’d love to talk with her on the phone right now, but I can’t cause she’s dead, and you’re welcome for making you feel horrible. It’s what I do, sorry.”
An awkward silence filled the room. Rhonda stared at the ground. Twice Marcie started to say something, but then she sat back quietly to think of some better words. She heard some girls in the hallway pass by just outside the door giggling. Marcie finally broke the silence. “Rhonda, oh my God. I’m so sorry. I had no idea . . .”
Rhonda quickly punched her on the shoulder and let out a laugh. “Ah, just fucking with ya. My mom doesn’t skate, and she hates to cook. She’s more of a restaurant gal.” 
Marcie sat frozen, trying to figure out what had just happened. 
Rhonda said, “You really think she played hockey and got taken out by a Zamboni? That’s hilarious. She hates the cold.”
Marcie grabbed a pillow off the bed and started smacking her friend upside the head. 
“You totally got me. I felt horrible.” Marcie’s stomach had turned sour. “Ugh, I still kinda do.”
Rhonda laughed and said, “I do love lasagna, though. I swear.”
“Well, you got me good,” Marcie said, her smile forced. “Now please don’t ever do that to me again. I already have enough to worry about; just ask my Mom.”
“No thanks,” said Rhonda. “I’ll leave that to you.” 
Marcie switched off the light and the two left the room.


* * *



“Spin kick to head. Most effective weapon. Observe.”
Master X did three quick, efficient spin kicks to demonstrate while his ever-obedient, gi-clad students knelt in a perfect line before him. 
Ted, on the other hand, was wearing just his boxer briefs. 
He paused the videotape of the martial arts master and set the remote aside. Ted stood up straight in the center of his Airstream trailer, focused, took in a deep breath, and slowly blew it out. Then with one final glance at his target—an empty plastic cup head-high on a shelf that represented a bad guy’s jaw—Ted prepared to imitate his Võ Bình Định mentor’s tricky spin kick maneuver.
After the initial twist, Ted shot his leg out straight, and his bare foot nailed the cup, knocking it clean off the shelf. It flew the length of the trailer and crashed into a framed picture that hung on the farthest wall. The thin glass protecting the photo shattered upon impact and shards scattered across the floor.
Whoops.
The only thing Ted disliked more than a poorly planned spin kick was any mess in his trailer, so his next order of business was to sweep up all the glass pieces now littering the floor. Ted made it his ongoing goal to keep the deluxe Airstream Caravel trailer as spotless as his old man had done ever since he’d brought it home.
“Take a look, Theodore,” he’d said. “Bought us a marvelous Caravel. She’s immaculate.”
“For in the driveway?” Ted had asked. 
“No, son. I figured it’s about time we saw this country together.”
Now Pops was always watching. In fact, he was glaring at Ted at that very moment. Pops’s permanent scowl was in the center of the framed photo that still hung, now glassless and crooked, on the wall next to the bedroom door. Ted straightened the picture, then casually saluted his old man.
“Sorry ’bout that, Pops,” he whispered. “Got a little carried away with that spin kick. I’ll get you a new pane of glass ASAP.”
Ted walked to the other end of the camper. He used his fingertips to push a long, vertical panel on the back wall that was invisible to the casual observer. A tall door almost a foot wide snapped open, revealing a spacious storage unit. It had shelves in the back stocked with extra food and cleaning supplies. It was tall enough to fit his broom’s long handle and broad enough to keep his hiking boots and running shoes off the main floor. 
Pops claimed the only flaw of the Caravel was its lack of storage space. So, being the neat freak he was, he applied the improvisational engineering he had picked up in the army to the problem. He designed and installed the “secret cabinet” and one under the bed and another next to the refrigerator. 
Ted pulled out the broom and dustpan and clicked the hidden storage door shut.
He swept up the broken glass, careful to protect his bare feet. All poor planning and picture frame damage aside, there was one thing of which Ted was certain. That had been one helluva spin kick he had just unleashed. 
Tight surroundings, constrained mobility, still accurate and effective.
Pops had taught him to train in confined quarters so that in the wide-open space of the real world it would feel a whole lot easier to move.
Ted looked again at the faded color photo of Pops on the wall. It had been enlarged to fit an eight by ten frame and showed his old man at about twenty years old geared up in army fatigues on the outer edge of some Vietnamese jungle. Young Pops was scrambling in the direction of the camera, probably just done earning one of his many medals that Ted now kept in a shoe box wrapped in rubber bands hidden under the bed. In the picture, Pops was scowling and no doubt growling, his face twisted up. The jungle soldier in the photograph was hauling a massive machine gun across his shoulders as easily as a sack of rice.
“With the tripod, those Brownings weigh more than your mother,” he used to tell Ted with a laugh. 
Ted had always assumed that Pops was exaggerating until one day he had looked it up at the library. The Browning manual said the M2 weighed exactly 84 pounds, 128 pounds with the tripod. According to her death certificate, his mother, Sao, from Vietnam, weighed 118 pounds. 
Pops wasn’t being arbitrary; he was being accurate. Figures.
Once the floor was cleaned, Ted returned the broom to its secret home and decided the dustpan full of broken glass should be discarded outside his camper. He slipped into his worn leather Birkenstocks and stepped out into the night.
The half moon cast enough light for him to see the general layout of the highway rest area where he’d parked his ’78 F-150 that hauled the Marvelous Caravel. The truck and trailer were parallel to the sidewalk, monopolizing at least six spots of the empty lot. Not the kind of thing Ted would have done had there been any others around, but he was the only one parked there. Ted took a sec to flick away a speck of nature that had found its way onto the glossy hood. The truck’s fire-engine-red paint glistened under the cloudless moonlight, the result of his regular habit of vehicle detailing in and out.
He walked to a brick building at the end of the sidewalk that housed two bathrooms. Along one wall, next to an oversized, dimly lit map of Nebraska, was a row of vending machines. The garbage can nearby was overflowing. 
Ted’s nose caught the smell of a campfire. 
He balanced the glass-filled dustpan in front of him like a lunch tray and began to walk towards the other trash can he had seen by the picnic tables. The sound of a truck roaring along the nearby interstate faded into the distance. Behind him, in the sudden silence, a twig cracked.
“Awfully late to be walking ’lone, doncha think?”
Ted turned and saw two bearded men standing side by side about ten feet away. Both were the size of houses, and neither looked helpful or in the mood for small talk. Given their full-leather garb and body art, Ted guessed these were some sort of bikers.
He took in a deep breath and blew it out to settle the adrenaline that had just shot through him. He smiled. 
“Why, gentlemen, I’m not alone at all. Can’t you see there are three of us?”
One of the men chuckled at that, but the other guy moved a few quick steps closer with his finger pointing at Ted. “You bein’ a smartass, son?” He pulled a knife out of a belted sheath and let the blade flash. “Cuz we charge a smartass toll round here, and I’m ’bout to collect.”
Ted moved his right foot back a half step and tightened his grip on the dustpan. “Good one,” he said. “Well-rehearsed. Nicely delivered. Here’s a coincidence. I charge a dumbass toll. How about I give you fellas a two-for-one, and we’ll call it even.”
That comment took the smile off the first guy’s face. He stepped up next to his buddy and pulled out a metal pipe that he had stashed in his belt.
“You calling us dumbasses?” He slapped his palm with the pipe. “Big mistake, son.”
“You, too, with the ‘son.’ I feel like you both want me to call you daddy.”
Ted took in another deep breath and blew it out. Pops had taught him early on to not take bully encounters personally, otherwise reactive emotions like anger or fear might interfere with his ability to effectively respond.
Except a two-on-one situation was always personal since those odds were meant to favor the bullies. 
According to Master X, when confronted by multiple opponents, the best option is to flee. No shame in avoiding unnecessary conflict when outnumbered, as one lion will avoid two crocodiles if he can safely retreat. But Ted’s entire life was parked about thirty feet away with a cold engine, so fleeing was not really an option. 
The two men stepped closer. 
Master X emphasized two major principles for engaging multiple opponents. The first was to never position yourself between them. A wise nut avoids the nutcracker. The second was to never let yourself get taken to the ground. Better to engage eye to eye than eye to sky. 
Ted slipped out of his Birkenstocks. “This doesn’t have to get messy, gentlemen.” He moved to his left. “Why don’t you go back to drinking beer and toasting marshmallows, and I’ll head back to my camper and get a restful night of sleep. Whaddya say, boys?”
Blade Man shouted, “Fuck you!” and took another knife-first step towards Ted.
“I hear that,” Ted said. With a flick of his wrist, he snapped the contents of the dustpan straight into Blade Man’s face. Scores of tiny glass shards flew like mini daggers into his eyes and penetrated his skin.
“Arghh . . . What the fuck!”
Multiple cuts started bleeding all at once, creating a major facial situation for Blade Man. Blinded, furious, and dripping red, he lunged awkwardly towards Ted. The key to disarming a blade wielder, said Master X, was to control the wrist, for a broken wrist holds no knife. Ted dropped the dustpan, stepped right, grabbed Blade-Man’s flailing knife hand with two hands, and, with a simple twist of his torso, used the torque to snap the wrist in two with an audible crack.
The knife tumbled into the shadows.
“Arghhhh!!! My fucking—”
An elbow to the jaw ended Blade Man’s negative feedback. A slick sweep kick collapsed him towards the ground. 
On the way down, his bleeding head banged against the edge of one of the metal picnic tables, knocking him out. Pipe Man saw all of that happen but still stood his ground. His eyes were starting to twitch, though.
“What’d you do to Freak Show?” he yelled. “You fuckin’ killed ’im.”
“He’ll be fine. Probably just a little headache and some beauty scars. And enough memory loss to tell the story differently tomorrow.” Ted stepped forward. “You and I, however, still have new memories to make.”
For a moment, Pipe Man looked back towards his campfire like maybe he wanted to bail and call it a night. But the animal part of his brain mass decided fight was better than flight, because he moved towards Ted. 
“Imma pound the life outta you, son.”
“Fair enough, Father,” said Ted. “Goal noted.”
Pipe Man scowled and feinted a lunge at Ted, weapon raised, ready to pounce again. Ted took in a deep breath and blew it out. Then, under that half moon and stars in the wide-open space of middle Nebraska, Ted executed the most effective spin kick to the head he’d ever unleashed upon another human.
Pipe man’s head snapped back as his metal pipe flew ten feet. It crashed into one of the vending machines, shattering the glass into a spray of pointy shrapnel. The pipe’s ex-wielder collapsed to the ground like a pile of wet socks. The silence of the highway rest area was broken by another lone vehicle passing loudly on the highway, its tires screaming against the asphalt. 
Ted got zero pleasure out of hollow victories like this one. 
They were simply notches of necessity on his street fighter’s belt. No fear involved, and hardly any effort. His breathing and pulse were still as calm as when he had left his camper. 
Whoops, dustpan. 
He bent down to pick up the dustpan and noticed a fat roll of cash sticking out of Pipe Man’s shirt pocket. He snatched up the wad of money.
“Spoils of war, son,” he said to his unconscious enemy. 
He checked for a pulse. Pipe Man wasn’t dead, but he was sprawled out like a broken umbrella, a nice purple-and-black bruise already forming on half his face. Ted peeled a fifty off the money roll and shoved the bill into the coin slot of the shattered vending machine. Feeling peckish, he snagged a few bright-yellow bags of Funyuns from out of the wreckage, then returned to his mobile home. 
Soon after, as Ted eased the F-150 with the Marvelous Caravel in tow back onto a mostly empty I-80 heading west, he pulled a crunchy circle of onion flavor from its sun-golden home and tossed it into his mouth.
“Time to move on, Pops,” he said. “I’ll be there to get you in no time at all.” 
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Chapter 2


“So, I looked him in the eyes, and with the sincerest voice I could muster, I said, “HEY! Don’t touch muh fries, man. Get yer own dang taters.” 
The audience exploded with laughter at his final callback. 
“Thank you; good-night!”
He took a bow; then as one, the comedy club crowd stood up and cheered his name, giving him his third standing ovation of the week.
It was the ultimate crowd reaction for an ego that thrived on feedback. A comedy club standing ovation was especially difficult to achieve. It meant he’d caused a crowd of drunk, random strangers to spontaneously rise and acknowledge his work. Get that to happen, and you punch your ticket to advancement. Everyone that mattered to an up-and-coming comedian took notice of a standing ovation.
He exited stage right, leaving the brilliance of the spotlight for the final time that week. Loosening his tie, he shuffled his way through the darkness of the backstage area, past a few broken tables and extra chairs and an unplugged popcorn machine, straight to the club’s inadequate greenroom. He felt a surge of energy sweep through him. All that adoration and attention he’d just received was giving him an erection. Since he’d already been paid by the owner before the show, he wanted to leave the club as soon as possible.
Dangerous thoughts were stirring.
The staff knew to leave him alone after his performances. That was made clear on day one wherever he worked. So, for a moment he sat by himself on the hideous yellow-and-black-checked sofa that took up half the greenroom. He took a sip from his bottle of water. He could smell the stale beer that had soaked into the foam of the couch cushions over the years. 
Filthy.
The other half of the converted storeroom contained a secondhand desk that had served as a table for his complimentary dinners during the week, mostly Cobb salads and braised whitefish. A coat rack hung horizontally across the back wall and a mini fridge stocked with craft beers and water sat underneath. The greenroom wall was covered in sardonic scribbles, jotted quips by prior comics in black magic marker.
One read, “Nice lecture, too bad it’s a comedy club.”
Someone else, apparently a disgruntled middle act, had scribbled, “I usually headline.”
Above that was, “You’re only as good as your last set, and YOUR last set sucked.”
Pathetic. Whoever wrote that obviously never got a standing O.
In the almost ten years he’d been performing, he’d never connected with his coworkers—fellow comedians and the clubs’ staff. One psychiatrist attributed it to his overriding narcissism, calling it a “highly agitated superiority complex.” Years ago another specialist his mother employed described his condition as “a dangerous level of psychosis.”
The comics with whom he worked, however, just thought it was because he was an asshole.
He was an asshole. He had come to accept that as a fact since it’s what other people had been telling him since he’d been young. His mother would slur things like, “I invited all the kids at school to your birthday party, but nobody wanted to come because you’re a little asshole.” 
His older sister would sneak in while he was bathing and hold his head under the water. As he struggled, choking, he’d hear her say, “Try and breathe, asshole.” 
His dark humor was a blunt weapon he’d developed and fine-tuned to survive in a world full of people only too happy to let him know what an asshole he was. He’d had spent years learning how to use his twisted takes to make people laugh. At first it was his schoolmates laughing, then strangers. Eventually it was hundreds of paid comedy club patrons simultaneously busting a gut, pounding the tables, and high-fiving each other, all bending to his will, roaring with laughter. Those forty-five minutes on stage were the happiest of his day, when life was on his terms. Seeing the crowd holding their sides and wiping away tears, that was the one time when he felt significant. Magnificent. Powerful. Almighty. Potent.
Well, he thought, there is one other time I feel equally worthy.
Three load bangs sounded on the greenroom door. It opened a bit and the middle act who had preceded him on stage all week, a young guy by the name of Todd or maybe Mark, peeked his fat head through. 
“Sorry to bug,” Todd or Mark said. “Got a second?”
He did not answer.
Todd or Mark wore the same navy blue sports coat he had worn all week with its sleeves rolled up halfway to his elbows. Tonight, it was over a turquoise T-shirt matching his turquoise Converse, and each night it had been a different color. 
“Just wanted to say great show, man.” 
Sometimes, in moments like this he forced himself to slap on what he thought of as his “I don’t despise you” disguise. It was his costume and included a warm smile that showed off his perfect teeth. He added a cheerfulness to his voice that made him sound endearing and empathetic. It was all served with a sparkle in his deep-brown eyes that exuded enough sincerity to be believable. 
The “I don’t despise you” disguise fooled everybody, but it was such a burden to don.
“Oh, wow. Thanks, big guy,” he said to Todd or Mark. “That means a lot coming from you. You, too.”
“Anyway, a bunch of us are going over to Shasta’s for drinks and more laughs and possible booty. Any interest?”
He got off the checkered couch and put his notebook and a few extra waters into his backpack. Todd or Mark did a quick cough to get his attention.
“So, uh, any interest in Shasta’s?” 
He watched the kid take a nervous pull of the craft beer he was holding. Some of its brownness leaked out onto his chin. It dripped onto his T-shirt and left a wet spot the size of a nickel. 
Pathetic, just like your act. Hack stain. 
“Gonna be fun, but last call’s in less than an hour.” 
He slipped his disguise back on and said, “Oh, hey, I appreciate the invite, big guy, but I’m gonna have to take a pass.”
“Oh. How come, man?”
“Well, got an early flight in the morning, so I should pack up. Fill the rental with gas. Make a few phone calls. You know how it is.” No, you don’t, hack stain. “Hope you guys have a blast, though.”
But Todd or Mark would not take the hint. 
“You sure? Last night in town . . . Lots of hotties were at this show, and they’re gonna be there.”
“Absolutely sure, fella. I appreciate the offer.” He
The kid shook his head in disbelief. 
“All right, suit yourself. But damn, man, if I’d gotten three standing Os this week and killed three hundred people just now, twice on a Saturday? Shit. I’d sure as hell take full advantage.”
“Oh, I always take full advantage,” the man said. “In my own way.” He thought of the small university thirty miles south of where they were, the one he’d been casing the last four weekdays, with its limited lighting and its perfectly situated music building and its seven soundproof rehearsal cubicles.
He fist-bumped Todd or Mark and walked past him and out the door.  Making a point to avoid the lingering crowd in the club’s foyer, he went through the kitchen and left by the back door. If he started driving now, he could be at the school and ready to “go to work” in two hours.
A new erection became painful against his jeans.

* * *


Boise’s Ninth Precinct was a Sunday-kind-of-quiet when Harris got there just after 3:00 p.m. Half the overhead lights were switched off, giving the empty rows of desks a shadowy graveyard look. On his desk, Harris noticed a scrap of paper with the words “conference room” scribbled on it, so he made his way to the back of the building. Sadly, Harris’s pleasant beer buzz had disappeared on his drive in, replaced now with a dull throb. 
So, what else is new, he thought as he opened the door to the conference room. Four sets of long fluorescent bulbs hung from the ceiling of the dingy conference room and kept the place as well-lit as a pool hall.
Captain Mitchell grunted as Harris joined the small group of detectives already assembled. “Sorry to drag you in on a Sunday. Sucks to be you.”
“Don’t I know it, Cap’n,” Harris said. He spotted an oversized thermos set up at the back of the room, so he poured some steaming coffee into a paper cup. He took a sip and made a noise, then held up his cup. 
“Thanks to whoever did this.”
“Robusta beans. I ground those at home,” said Detective Amy Clinton. “No reason we should totally suffer on a Sunday.”
Clinton sat at a chair parked in the middle of the wide conference table. Short-haired and efficiently packaged, she was Harris’s senior. He called her his second boss man around Anita, who hated that he spent his days with another female. But it was things like the coffee—along with her field experience, pinpoint marksmanship, and ability to get the job done with zero excuses—that made Clinton okay with Harris.
Detective William Killebrew sat at the table sipping tea. The other detectives called him Will Kill because of his unapologetic willingness to use deadly force in the past. He was American born, but he had grown up in England. His upper-crust accent reflected that, or so he hoped, as did the fact that Killebrew only drank English tea. He had a pot of it in front of him on the conference table parked next to his mahogany leather Maxwell-Scott briefcase.
Such a goddamn priss, Harris thought, the front of his head still pounding. Focus.
“If anyone fancies some of this tea, feel free,” Killebrew said, waving an open palm towards his mini teapot. “It’s Twinings green.” 
He always offered, but nobody ever took him up on it. 
Captain Mitchell walked to the whiteboard on the front wall containing pictures of the various rape victims in this ongoing case, all young women in their late teens and early twenties. All information on the board was sorted geographically. The last time Harris saw the board there were seven photos. Now there were eight.
“Last night at approximately 3:10 a.m.,” Mitchell said, “it looks like our perp was doing what he does at LeTourneau University down in Longview, Texas.” At six foot eight, he towered over the whiteboard. Captain Mitchell’s massive hands made the marker he was holding look like a Q-tip. “It’s a private, interdenominational Christian university. In other words, small, which fits his profile. What do we know?”
Clinton half-raised her hand and Mitchell nodded at her.
“The description our latest victim gave to the locals there also fits our guy perfectly,” she said. Clinton’s voice was husky from smoking cigarettes. “Black mask. Dark turtleneck. Whispered prayers and apologies. Late at night in a soundproof practice room. And the guy shows up already wearing a rubber with a baggie to put it in afterwards. Sick, sick, sick.”
“Any prints?” Harris asked, but he already knew the answer.
“None. Guy wears surgical gloves,” said Killebrew. “Always.”
Harris said what he knew everyone else was thinking. “Sooner or later the press is going to figure out we have a serial rapist running free.”
“Try serial pathetic piece of shit,” said Clinton.
“Focus,” said Captain Mitchell. “Look for a pattern.”
“There is no discernable pattern so far, none that we can see at least,” said Harris. He was craving another longneck and a shot of whiskey. He took a gulp of coffee instead. Major letdown. “We think he started here in Boise. Then he picked a school outside of Omaha, then North Dakota, Illinois, Michigan, and Missouri. He just did Arizona last week and now Texas last night. Could be a salesman.”
“Or a tech consultant,” said Killebrew. “Or a trucker.”
“Or a pilot or flight attendant,” suggested Clinton. “Or a bass player.” Everybody looked at her. Clinton shrugged. “Gal I dated, long time ago. Traveled with her band a lot, random like this guy. Turned out to be creepy.”
“She any good?” Harris asked.
“Yeah, but not at the bass,” Clinton said with a straight face.
That forced a “heh” out of Harris.
“Anything else?” Mitchell asked. 
“There are no major airports near the universities he targets,” said Killebrew, “but I suppose he might rent a vehicle.”
“If we haven’t already, let’s run a check on all the area rental car facilities for three days prior,” said Mitchell. “See if any name crops up more than once. Also run the names against our other lists; see if we get a match.”
“On it,” said Clinton, scribbling notes onto her yellow legal pad.
“Harris, phone the local cops in Longview and see if you can get them to remember anything else that’s not on the report they sent over. Do the same for every vic.” Then Captain Mitchell knocked twice on the table, which made everyone look up. “Eight weeks ago, our perp started his run here in Boise. I take that personally. The feds in Salt Lake City, however, aren’t concerned about how I feel. They say they’re handling it, but they don’t seem in too much of a hurry. And this . . . this . . .”
“Pathetic piece of shit?” said Clinton.
Mitchell frowned. “This perp isn’t going to stop until somebody figures out who the hell he is.” He walked back to the board and tapped the picture that was taped in the upper left corner. “That’s Kelly Hamilton, nineteen-year-old freshman from Morris Hill. This all started with her right here in Idaho. That was at Boise State. My fucking alma mater.” A long vein on the side of his head was visibly twitching. “We need to put a stop to this now.” 
Nobody moved, then Harris said, “On it, boss. Let’s get to work.” 
The other detectives gathered their papers and filed out of the room. Harris patted Mitchell on the shoulder, which was a foot higher than his own. “Clinton and I’ll go talk to the Hamilton girl again because what the campus cops gave us is squat.” He looked up at his boss and forced a smile. “Don’t worry, Cap’n, we’ll get this shithead.”
Mitchell cringed and pulled his head back. 
“Jesus, Harris, you got goat breath. Eat a stick of gum.”
“Thanks, honey,” Harris said, pulling out the unopened pack Anita had given him. “Already on it.”

* * *


“Be honest, how was that?” Marcie said, worried. 
Rhonda’s silence let Marcie know it still wasn’t right. 
“What?” Marcie asked.
“Well . . . you could probably go even slower. More like, bum buuuh buh bum bum bum.” 
She clapped her hands together softly with every beat.
“Ugh, I’m dead. I’m gonna fail this quiz for sure.”
Crammed into one of the university’s seven soundproof music rehearsal cubicles, they were tackling Chopin’s Prelude No. 7 in A Major together for a first-year piano recital class the next morning at 9:00 a.m. Already there was a quiz scheduled that included a mini recital.
Rhonda stood while Marcie sat directly in front of her slouched on the sturdy walnut bench. Marcie’s hands rested on the keys of a Steinway upright that had two large paper coffee cups on top. 
Both empty. 
Marcie stared at the music propped in front of her. She was already a decent pianist—she did get accepted into Berland University’s music program, after all—but the tiny black notes all over the double pages were starting to look like a foreign language to her. So much so that her biggest fear—flunking out—began to seem like a total possibility. The thought of that kept causing her to mess up.
Could also be because it was three in the morning. 
“Ugh, I’m not sure how much more energy I’ve got in me, Rhonda. These all-nighters kill me. The coffee wore off at least an hour ago.”
Rhonda patted Marcie on her red-curl-covered shoulders. “Just try it one more time so you know you got it for tomorrow. Well, today. You got this.”
Marcie took a breath and smiled. “Thanks. Okay.” She began playing again, slower. 
“Yes!” said Rhonda. “That’s more like it.”
The music was hypnotizing, the melody filling the small room. 
------
It was late, so the hallway where the rehearsal rooms were located was dimly lit. He stood in one of the wider puddles of darkness, intently watching the two girls visible through the glass in the door. When the pianist turned the last page of the score, he moved towards their cubicle with soft feet and cautious steps. He clasped the handle of the cubicle’s door and turned it slowly, being careful not to make any noise. The girls inside remained clueless to his presence. As she lifted her hands from the keys, he pushed inside the tiny space.
“That was GORGEOUS!” he yelled. “You get an A-plus plus, girly!”
Both girls screamed. One of them farted.
“Jesus! Shit! Are you serious?” 
Rhonda slapped the boy on his shoulder. 
“Ugh. Winston, you idiot!” She smacked his shoulder again.
“You gave me a heart attack!” said Marcie, pretending to punch him in the stomach. She was trying to grin, but the shock of the surprise was still making her stomach clench. 
Winston couldn’t stop laughing. He stood at the open door and covered his mouth, but the giggles kept coming. “You girlies need me to get you some TP from the little boy’s room to help ya clean ya panties?”
“Very funny, Campton,” said Rhonda, finally allowing a smile. She took a breath and shook her head. “Whoa, Winston. What the hell you doing here this late at night?”
“I ain’t up late, I’m up early. Cock-a-doodle-ew. Came here to get my Bach ready for the quiz this morning.”
The three of them had met the prior Monday during the first Classical Recital class of the semester. Winston’s rendition of Scott Joplin’s “The Entertainer” had blown away everyone in the class. His tendency not to take nonmusical things too seriously was what first attracted the two girlfriends to him. His willingness to admit a crush on Dr. Studmuffin, as Winston called their professor, sold them both on his intentions.
“Winston is aggressively fabulous,” Rhonda had said to Marcie the night after they’d met him. “A bit much at times, sure, but sweet. I say we keep him.”
“Agreed,” Marcie had said. “I think maybe he’s just lonely.”
Rhonda sighed. “Oh, aren’t we all?”
Marcie nodded. “Ugh. There’s nothing worse.”
In the soundproof cubicle, the girls began to put their music and notebooks into their backpacks while Winston unloaded his. Once the girls squeezed past him, he pulled some sheet music from his bag, then a gigantic thermos, and finally a battery-operated plastic candle, which he set atop the piano.
“Seriously?” Rhonda said, holding up the candle.
“Gotta have my mood,” Winston said, his face lighting up. “Girly, if Liberace could have an entire candelabra while he played, I can certainly have a single flame.” He turned it upside down and flicked a switch. The end of the candlelight turned a bright amber and flickered mechanically. “Ooooh, puts me in the mood to play.”
That made both girls laugh.
Winston, now on the bench, did a couple of quick scales.. His notes escaped the space into the empty hallway as the girls left. “Bye, Winston,” Marcie said.
“Oh. My. God. I almost forgot. You MUST try this,” Winston said.
He snatched the empty paper cups from Marcie and replaced them on the piano. He spun open the top of his thermos and poured an inch of steaming coffee into each. The rich smell filled the small room. 
“Take a sip of that goodness.”
Rhonda, a bit of a coffee snob herself, took a sniff. “What blend is it?”
“Sip it, then I’ll tell you. You’ll never guess.”
Rhonda took a cautious sip. 
“Mmmm.”
“Wow. That’s amazing,” Marcie said.
“Wait, is this what I think it is?” Rhonda said. “Is this kopi luwak?”
Winston squealed. “YES! How did you know?”
“My Dad drinks this stuff. He tried it on a cruise once. It’s super expensive.”
“Wait, what’s kopi loui, or whatever you said?” Marcie asked.
“Kopi luwak,” Winston said. He looked at Rhonda and smiled. “Do you want to tell her or should I?”
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