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  ONE


  The temptation to be God had always existed for the living, the dead, and those that had never been either one. Men had died and killed for it. Lucifer and his angels had fallen and sacrificed paradise for it. Countless wars had been waged and oceans of blood had been spilled in pursuit of it. Divine providence had been rewritten because of it, and without exception, all who fell victim to its lure had failed in their quest.


  Yet, the temptation, and those willing to surrender to it, remained.


  The crumpled sock was a reminder of his affliction, an example of his need, and an odd testament to the depravity and darkness to which he had descended in recent months. There on the floor, just inches from him, untouched since the evening prior, it decorated the space between his chair and the door like a trophy awarded for his own weakness. An ornament with the appeal of rancid fruit dropped from the spindly branches of a long dead tree, it lay there, taunting, while the diseased voice within him whispered his name and recounted his sins.


  Still slumped in his desk chair, he moved closer on plastic casters and poked at the sock with his bare toe. It had been bright and clean once, like him, but now lay wrinkled and soiled and crusted with filth. His eyes slid shut, releasing the images. They burst forth, flooding his mind like water escaping a crippled dam, until a single image transcended all others. His body, begging for sleep, weak, drawn and needing nourishment, hunched over in the chair. Dead eyes peering straight ahead like a woodland creature caught in the glare of oncoming headlights—seeing everything in that oddly calm moment—one hand clutching the sock, positioning it while the other worked furiously to grant him the release he so desperately required. Shame and glee and light and dark merged into a single writhing entity—much like the act itself—and the memory dissipated, rippling into oblivion the way a reflection in water dissolves with the intrusion of a tossed stone.


  As he spun away, the chair squealed as if in agony, returning his aim to the desk where the remaining tools and evidence were scattered about in haphazard piles of clutter and waste. Madly scribbled notes mixed with photographs and transcripts previously vomited from his printer at various points since the relationship began. An ashtray brimming with spent butts and caps from beer bottles sitting on the floor, arranged into tidy little rows, one stacked atop the other to form a pyramid of brown glass and shredded labels, an abstract sculpture gone bad. Everything remained.


  He lit a cigarette, smoked it, his mind finally coming to some semblance of rest and tranquility. His eyes followed the course of dark hair across his chest that trailed in a narrow line beyond his stomach, circling his navel before continuing on to a thick pubic tuft. Somewhere in the distance, in some other room, pipes rattled behind walls as a shower surged to life.


  She was awake.


  Forcing himself from the chair, he waited for his legs to adjust to the weight, and then moved closer to the desk, eyes darting from one picture to the next. Each time he looked at them the experience seemed new, even though the images they contained were things he had seen countless times before. Studying them was not merely a visual encounter, rather something of far greater depth and significance.


  He ran a hand through his scalp. Perspiration and oils from unwashed hair collected between his fingers. Bathing seemed irrelevant now. He wiped his hand on his chest, transferring the sticky residue, returned to his chair and positioned himself in front of the computer.


  With a flick of the mouse, the screensaver gave way and his eyes quickly processed the information before him. He’d read this message hundreds of times since he’d originally sent it, and with each subsequent reading he felt the darkness growing in him, changing him, making him more and more powerful.


  You’re mine.


  Deftly controlling the mouse, he closed the saved email and opened a new one. Fingers tapped at the keyboard like the drops of steady rain clicking against the windows, and within seconds the new message was completed. He sat back, read it again. After a final drag on his cigarette, he crushed it in the ashtray, forcing it between the piles of nicotine-stained filters already residing there. One renegade ember burned his fingertip. He glanced down at it with disinterest, the pain barely registering.


  In the past twenty-four hours he’d typed this identical message many times, only to cancel it before sending. But this time his finger moved over the mouse, the pointer locked on the SEND button. The voice in his head had won. Not only was he now capable of sending the message, he was capable of bringing to fruition the things it promised.


  You have no idea what you’ve done. You’ve opened doors that can never be shut.


  His finger dropped, the mouse clicked and the message was sent.


  Those weren’t really his words, he thought, and yet he’d written them.


  Sometimes the confusion was nearly too much to take. All these months spent talking with her, listening to her views and beliefs, listening to her describe a struggling marriage, sexual desires unfulfilled, her sorrow, and eventually, her uncontrollable attraction to him, seemed little more than vacuous rambling now. He had fallen in love with words on a computer screen, a faceless phantom somewhere in cyberspace that had somehow tapped into all the things he’d been feeling. All the shortcomings of his own character had been touched, none of his weaknesses and fears, desires and longings left undiscovered, exploited. And now something else had been unleashed in all this, awakened. Something close, he could feel it, as if unseen forces were touching him, caressing him, luring him to…to what?


  Unlike hers, his had never been a particularly happy marriage. He’d always felt unloved, so he had fallen into the trap easily, reading the passion and power of her words, the emptying of her soul, and eventually, the lust she felt for him. And there, in the seclusion of his small room, he had embraced that lust and released his own, making love with a shadow while his wife puttered about downstairs, unaware he was quite sure, why he suddenly felt compelled to spend so many hours at his computer. Like lying in bed, draped in darkness, caught in a web of sexual frenzy and masturbating just inches from a sleeping lover, the experience wielded tremendous power, a fantasy transformed into reality, yet still shackled to the safety of anonymity.


  He turned from the monitor and rifled through the stack of e-mail transmissions he had printed out over the last several months.


  I love my husband, but I need more. Sometimes I feel so guilty I can’t stand it, but I can’t stop. I need both, do you understand? But I could never leave my husband and our life together, and I never will. We can be together, you and I, and we can be happy, but only here, never for real.


  And yet, as intrigued and addicted to this woman as he’d become, he’d begun to feel an unhealthy degree of aggression in his daily life away from the computer. Still, she provided him with something he had not experienced with his wife in a long time—excitement, risk, sexual freedom and expression—but there was no truth behind it, no substance. The intensity and ultimate satisfaction of release was all that remained, along with a beckoning, all-consuming darkness that lured him deeper and deeper into the sovereignty of fantasy, and ultimately, degradation. It had grown within him, festering like an open sore, and together they had pushed the envelope, carrying their relationship to new and dizzying heights. Now, it was as if something else had joined them. Something he could no longer completely control.


  He shut the computer off, thumbed through the pictures again then gathered them, along with the printed transcripts and every other bit of tangible evidence, and returned it to the folder. Excerpts of their first encounter in a chat room tickled his memory. He had opened a phony e-mail address, using one of the companies that offered a free and anonymous account. Closing it out and deleting it would be the equivalent of vanishing into thin air, a missing person wandering off into oblivion, as if he’d never really been there at all.


  The shredder came to life with a dull buzz.


  He put that folder aside but like each time before, it would not let him go. It continued to taunt him, to lure him back. He’d been through it all numerous times now, but it still angered him. Just the same, over the last few months he had learned something else during this transformation of his. Anger wasn’t such a bad thing. In fact, it was good, powerful, something he could use to his advantage. It didn’t have to cripple him. If he was willing to use it as a weapon, it could make him stronger.


  After another quick read-through, he dropped the contents of the folder through the shredder one sheet at a time, watching the hidden blades slice the information into neat little pieces of confetti. He imagined being able to fit through the narrow opening himself, screaming as he watched his feet and legs shred, the mechanism bucking as it attempted to swallow him, to pull him deeper through its metal teeth. He chuckled softly. If only.


  The job was finished. But for the rain, the house was quiet. She had finished her shower.


  He left the room, moved carefully down a flight of stairs. The early morning sun had yet to fully rise, and clouds and thick rain masked what little light dawned. A soft patch of artificial light bled from the open doorway of the adjacent bathroom.


  The aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the kitchen, and his parched mouth constricted, demanded caffeine. The windows next to the sink offered a blurry view of the street and houses beyond. What a dismal little neighborhood, he thought. Coffee trickled into his mug, and as he drew it closer and took a sip, his eyes panned the area before focusing on the bathroom.


  Steam rising from his mug was absorbed by lingering remnants from the hot shower, forming a cloud of mist through which Natalie became visible. Drying herself with a large white towel, she glanced at him and smiled blandly, unconvincingly. He felt his face twitch in response as his eyes dropped the length of her body.


  The ease with which she moved about when completely nude in front of him had always been annoying, if not insulting. The way a sister might change in front of another, with no regard for what her nudity might be doing or causing to occur in him, as though he were a eunuch, or perhaps only an extension of the machine he spent so much time in front of. But then, he and Natalie no longer possessed shared feelings. Her love for him had been modified by years of marriage and familiarity born of routine. As with most other things, she didn’t understand his passion for her, its power, and now she’d finally killed it, destroyed it like she’d destroyed him. Had she really thought he’d assume the role of distant, easily ignored roommate indefinitely and without consequences? He’d spent such a long time hoping things might change, but was no longer naïve enough to think a rebirth of their union possible.


  “Good morning,” he said quietly.


  Natalie looked at him, tossed the towel aside and reached for underwear on the sink counter. “You look tired,” she said.


  He watched her step into her panties before maneuvering into a bra, adjusting first the cups and then her breasts. Her hair was still damp, hanging just above her shoulders in small wet ringlets, and he detected the faint smell of talcum powder wafting about each time she moved. “I’m exhausted.”


  “Go back to bed and get a little more sleep. You don’t look like yourself.”


  “Funny you’d say that.” He put the mug aside and stepped into the bathroom, standing behind her as she rolled a pleasant-smelling antiperspirant across her underarms. “I don’t feel like myself.”


  “You’ve been staying up until all hours on the computer locked away in that room, what do you expect?” She put the antiperspirant aside, took up a comb and ran it through her hair. “I woke up at one point and heard the strangest sounds coming from there last night. Sounded almost like growling, what the hell were you doing, watching a movie?”


  “Understanding,” he whispered; the rapid cadence of his breath obvious against the back of her neck and bare shoulders.


  “Understanding what?”


  When he didn’t answer she offered no visible reaction, only silent indifference, the ever-widening valley that separated them even when she was within reach more evident with each new day. His hands extended, coming to rest on the soft flesh of her tiny waist. “Steven, please.” She sighed dramatically and continued to comb her hair. “I have to get dressed and I’m running late.”


  He leaned closer, tightened his grip and pressed his erection between the satin covered halves of her ass. His heart rate accelerated as his hands yanked her panties down then returned to knead her buttocks. “You can’t imagine the things I’m going to do to you.”


  “Do I stutter? Knock it off.” She rolled her eyes, mocking him, and continued to comb her hair. “And why are your hands so dirty?”


  “I went playing in the woods last night.”


  “What?”


  Locking his fingers in her hair, he spun her toward the sink, keeping her in front of him as he lowered his shorts. “Just do what I tell you.”


  Natalie braced herself against the sink, allowing him to bend her forward until her face nearly touched the cool porcelain. “Steven, for God’s sake—”


  “You used to like this.” One hand slid upward, across her spine and onto the back of her neck. The other guided his erection.


  “What the hell are you talking about?” She struggled to the extent that she was able to turn and look back over her shoulder at him. “Get off me. I mean it.”


  “I know everything now,” he said. “You used to do it with him.”


  “I’ve never done that with anyone but you,” she said, spitting the words at him. “And I never liked it.”


  “I know what’s inside you, Natalie.” He stifled a nearly maniacal laugh, still holding her tight. He pushed deeper, and eventually began to feel the beginnings of forced penetration. “I can hear it moving in there.”


  Her steely expression did little to mask her confusion and fear. “Hear what?”


  He pushed his lips against her ear. “Your blood.”


  “Steven, stop it, this is—”


  “Russell,” he said, leaning his full weight against her. “It’s Russell now.”


  Her face fell, and for a moment she froze, as if willing to consider the possibility that this could somehow be someone other than her husband. “What’s wrong with you?”


  He tightened his grip as a single violent shiver pulsed through her. He wrestled the convulsion into submission, reached up higher and tore her bra away. Grasping her breasts, he pulled her tight against him and ground himself deeper.


  Thunder growled overhead, releasing a heavier, driving rain and diverting his attention, if only briefly, from her screams.


  Some time later, still nude, still stained, he found a pair of jeans and a shirt Natalie had left for him draped over the back of a kitchen chair. Without allowing his eyes to stray toward the nearby bathroom, he dressed in the kitchen, straightened his hair with surprisingly steady hands then fumbled a cigarette from a pack on the table. Pacing near the refrigerator, he puffed away awkwardly, as if it were a new experience, something he had imagined but never actually done. His bare feet stuck to the inexpensive tile, the rain continued to fall, and the silence of the house grew stronger, tearing at his mind like the clawed feet of a small reptile trapped inside his skull and furiously burrowing its way out.


  Ignoring the pain firing through his temples, he finished his cigarette, grabbed a large trash bag from beneath the counter and finally returned to the bathroom.


  A gradually widening crimson puddle nearly reached his toes, as the sounds—the memories—of Natalie’s skull smashing against the sink in time to his rhythmic thrusts dripped from his subconscious mind. His fingers, still slick with an array of bodily fluids, curled around a handsaw he’d left on the counter earlier.


  Natalie lay motionless on the floor, her features mangled and covered in blood. One hand still clutched the comb she’d been using to style her hair with earlier. She looked pulverized and battered but intact, as if she’d been destroyed then hastily reconstructed. One eye was swollen shut. The other blinked spasmodically, then shifted and locked on him.


  He brought the handsaw to rest against her throat. She attempted to say something, but could only manage a gurgling wheeze.


  “I could tell you it’s going to be all right,” he said. “But it’s not. Nothing’s ever going to be all right again.”


  With his free hand, he gently peeled her fingers back and away from the comb so he could take it from her. He held it upside down, laying the teeth in his palm then closing his fist over it so the long, pencil-thin handle protruded from his hand like the business end of an ice pick. “You’ve still got one good eye. Here, let me help you with that.”


  Smiling, he stabbed the pointed end down into her eye again and again.


  Natalie stirred a bit, and a soft moan escaped her, but she was in little shape to do much else.


  Once satisfied with the soupy consistency of the eyeball, Russell tossed the comb aside and again focused his attention on the saw, which still rested against her throat. “You don’t want to see Hell coming, believe me.” He could no longer be certain she was still conscious, so he leaned in close and whispered, “Everything you’ve always heard about, it’s true.”


  Something similar to the buzzing of bees rang in his ears.


  Upstairs, though the computer had been shut down long before, the tiny light on the hard drive began to blink rapidly.


  And from deep within the void of cyberspace, someone screamed.


  TWO


  When he remembered her, it was often in darkness. Like ink dropped to water, he saw her as a swirling liquid entity, blurred and fluid and always draped in shadow, as if she’d never existed anywhere but outside the light.


  And in darkness, nothing is ever quite as it should be.


  He knew, for example, that Lindsay had auburn hair and brown eyes. Yet in his memories now, her eyes were outrageously bright and her hair was fire-red, like some overblown caricature conjured in the imagination of a street artist for hire.


  It reminded him of a specific day while on their honeymoon, all those years before, when they had been strolling through a courtyard near their hotel just outside Disney World. Just such a street artist had caught her attention, an older man rendering sketches of passersby, mostly couples and children. Excitedly, the way Lindsay had been in those days—so effervescent and often captivated by things shamelessly mundane—she’d insisted they pose together right then and there.


  “When we’re old we can pull it out and look at it,” she’d giggled, tugging at Daniel’s arm. “Come on, it’ll be fun.”


  Thinking back on it, Daniel wondered what had ever happened to that sketch.


  Lindsay had it framed once they returned home, and although it adorned the wall space above his bureau for some time, he hadn’t seen it in years.


  Like her, and their life together, it was gone.


  Her death still didn’t seem possible. There was something inherently wrong about it—unnatural— the way a parent outliving a child was unnatural and obscene. He had always assumed they would grow old together and that one day he would die, leaving Lindsay to face her remaining years without him. She was supposed to survive him, not the other way around. Despite all that had happened, he still believed that’s how it should have played out, how it was meant to be. Lindsay’s death was no predetermined cosmic destiny; it was Man forcing fate, and in the process, perverting the natural course of things.


  Daniel poured some coffee into his favorite mug—one Lindsay had given him on some distant Valentine’s Day—a bright red number covered in white hearts. It had come wrapped in shiny plastic and filled with little chocolates, along with a card. The card, he remembered, was a straightforward affair, as her cards always were. The cover was a reproduction of a dated black and white photograph from perhaps the early 1900s: a man and woman in a rowboat lazily gliding across a beautiful lake. Inside, there was no prefabricated signature line. Instead, she had simply written: Love you always—L.


  He turned from the counter and walked slowly to the front of the apartment—the living room—and stood before the French doors overlooking the patio, small garden and the quiet street beyond. He stood in the center, as he always did, so he could see clearly between the lace curtains Lindsay had hung there so long ago. He looked at nothing in particular, because regardless of what he tried to focus on all he ever really saw was Lindsay.


  Everything was still her. His mug, the curtains, every pillow and piece of furniture, his slippers and robe—more gifts presented over the years—her mark remained everywhere he looked, and everywhere he didn’t. He could still sometimes smell her on certain things—pieces of laundry or when he opened their bedroom closet and a wisp of lingering cologne slipped free. She was inescapable.


  On particularly difficult nights he’d walk the streets of Boston for hours, thinking, going over the same memories again and again, as if hoping to find something new, something he’d missed previously. Then, exhausted, he’d return to their brownstone in a quiet section of the Back Bay, and undress in the moonlight, awash in the utter silence of their bedroom. Nude, he would slip beneath the sheet and hold her pillow tight against him, like a lover. And when it seemed he’d cried so many tears he could never cry again, he’d hold the pillow and breathe deeply, his cheek against the soft case, lost in traces of Lindsay’s scent. Over time, along with the other numerous phobias he’d developed since her death, he became terrified that one night he might crawl into bed and her old pillow would lose its fragrance; that eventually time would steal even that from him too, and then all he’d have was his memories. Memories drenched in that awful, ever-growing darkness.


  On quiet nights, when he was able to keep the waves of anxiety under control, Daniel allowed himself to think about their history together. Despite the whirlwind of shadow, he remembered them in college, and the first time he’d spoken to her. In a yellow vintage dress and matching pumps, she’d looked like a vision from some earlier era, her makeup perfect and not too heavy; her long hair pinned up and styled like a 1940s poster girl. He’d never been so immediately mesmerized, and it was a feeling the magnitude of which he would never feel again for anyone else.


  The dress she wore that day revealed for the first time her figure and physical beauty—downplayed by her until that point beneath frumpy clothes and a demeanor so shy it rendered her nearly invisible. Daniel vaguely recalled her as having been in a few of his classes, and of occasionally passing her on campus, head bowed and books held tight against her chest as if fearful she might drop them, but he’d known nothing about her, not even her name. Lindsay had gone virtually unnoticed for their first two years at school, and then suddenly, there she was. Daniel wondered why she had worn the dress that day in particular.


  Why that day instead of all the others? Who had she hoped to attract, him, someone else, or no one at all? Perhaps it was sexist and presumptuous to think she’d worn it for anyone but herself.


  But in 1993, in college, no one dressed like that. Some surely laughed behind her back—and some right to her face—thinking her appearance silly, as if she’d been in costume. But to Daniel, she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, and he could not take his eyes from her. Although several boys took notice and attempted to speak with her, she dismissed them the way they had dismissed her so many times in the past, and instead went out of her way to make eye contact with Daniel.


  “You look amazing,” were the first words he ever said to her, and though he’d been instantly embarrassed, he couldn’t have prevented himself from saying them even had he wanted to.


  “Thanks,” she said softly, her light skin flushed.


  Years later, after graduation and nearly a decade of marriage, Lindsay could still fit into that dress, had she wanted to. A size seven until the day she died, she maintained her figure and youthful looks, her vibrancy. Despite it all, she looked like she hadn’t a worry in the world.


  Though that episode would forever hold a place in Daniel’s heart, in retrospect he’d grown to feel somewhat ashamed of himself as well. How could he have overlooked such an amazing person? How could he have not noticed the woman behind the flash of that flamboyant yellow dress until then? Why had he only noticed her then, like a dim-witted child fascinated by some shiny trinket? Why hadn’t he been more sophisticated even as a young college student to see her? She’d been there all along, he’d just never bothered to look. Time lost, never regained. But Daniel could not have known then just how precious their time together would be.


  Daniel sipped his coffee and wandered back into the kitchen, his memories dissolving and floating away like so much pollen on the breeze. The idea of eating just then repulsed him, so he passed on breakfast and instead stood next to the kitchen table with mug in hand and studied the pattern on the tile floor, hopeful it might distract him from the static filling his head. He needed his memories, and feared he might lose them to the darkness, but he could only take them in small doses. Otherwise he might crumble to nothing and die.


  There were days he wondered if that would be such a bad thing.


  If there were another side then surely he’d see her there, wouldn’t he?


  Daniel could no longer be certain. His confidence and clarity, once unshakable, had left him the moment his wife had. The day Lindsay died she took those things with her, those things and so much else.


  And he missed them all, each and every one.


  THREE


  Daniel made the drive to his office—or what had been his office—like he had every other day since Lindsay’s death, in a perpetual state of numbness while remembering their life together. On this day he remembered their last morning, just before things began to unravel. That day replayed in his exhausted mind like the aging film it had become, something he’d seen countless times and had since memorized, coming to him even when he wished it wouldn’t.


  Summer, he remembered it was summer—early July—and Boston was in the midst of a terrible heat wave. Oppressive humidity thickened the air that day, as it had the four previous days, beginning in the early morning hours and blurring the boundaries between control and chaos. It was the kind of heat that promoted the possibility of people cracking under the pressure and doing something violent or totally out of character as not only probable, but perhaps under the right conditions, even reasonable.


  “Well, good morning Sunshine.” Lindsay stood near the bureau at the foot of the bed, hips cocked, one hand on her waist and a familiar expression on her otherwise pretty face. “You’re so cute when you first wake up. You look like a little kid.”


  “Just thinking,” Daniel said softly, his throat parched and already craving nicotine.


  She stared at him as if expecting more. “Got any cash?”


  “Check my wallet. It’s in my suit jacket on the—”


  “Already did.”


  “Then you’re out of luck.”


  “No problem.” She gazed into the mirror over the bureau and fluffed her hair. “If I leave now I can swing by the ATM before work.”


  Daniel struggled into a sitting position and peeled the sheet from his back. The rotating blade on the ceiling fan hummed quietly.


  Lindsay sighed, focused on her reflection. “You think I should cut my hair? Go shorter, maybe? I’ve been thinking maybe I should.”


  He swung his feet around onto the floor and reached for his cigarettes. “Why?”


  “I’m not in my twenties anymore,” she said. “Maybe it’s time to go with something a little more mature.”


  “Don’t worry. You’re still a few years away from the football helmet.”


  She turned and smiled at him, the usual glint in those brown eyes and a negligible smirk along her lips, as if she was recalling an old joke, possibly one aimed at him.


  Daniel pawed sleep from his eyes, listened to his chest wheeze and promised himself this would be the day he quit smoking. Lindsay posed for the mirror and his eyes joined her there, scanning her petite figure. A white cotton pullover jersey was stretched snugly across her breasts, and a black skirt, black pantyhose and black pumps rounded out the ensemble, but his eyes quickly returned to her chest. Through the thin fabric and the lacy bra beneath, the outline of her nipples were clearly visible, two bright pink quarters for the entire world to see.


  “What? Why are you staring at my boobs?”


  “The shirt’s a little thin.”


  She looked at herself in the mirror again then spun around and gave a half-hearted laugh. “Oh, Danny, please. What am I supposed to do? I have a bra on, for God’s sake. It’s a sheer blouse and sorry, but I do have nipples.”


  “You certainly do.”


  “Shut up, you’re giving me a complex.”


  “Don’t get me wrong,” he said, smiling devilishly, “they look great, but you’re not leaving a whole lot to the imagination.”


  Lindsay waved her hands, shooing him away. “Don’t forget, I’ve got a meeting tonight so I’ll be a little late. Order some takeout. How about Chinese? We haven’t had that in a while. Get me something I can heat up when I get home, OK?”


  “Yeah, I’ll hit China Delight after work. Try not to be too late.”


  “I shouldn’t be much later than nine-thirty or ten.


  See you later.”


  Daniel lit a cigarette and hacked out the first drag of the day. “I love you.”


  “I love you back, baby. Please quit smoking, it’s disgusting.”


  “I’m working on it.”


  “Have a good day.” Lindsay leaned in, kissed him and was gone, leaving behind a trace of perfume, car keys jingling as she hurried down the hallway.


  Daniel scratched himself through his boxer shorts and walked to the double windows on the far wall. Pulling back the curtain, he saw her cross the street to her car, sunglasses in place and enough jiggle in her stride to draw the attention of three sanitation workers emptying trash at the end of the block. The morning sun was still low in the sky and burned dully amidst a bevy of gray clouds and a distant symphony of chirping birds. Through the window screens he heard the garbage men hoot and holler at his wife. They continued even after she’d gotten into her car and started off down the block.


  “Unbelievable,” he muttered.


  Lindsay’s reaction had seemed guarded at best, and for a brief moment Daniel entertained the notion that it was because she knew he’d been watching. He’d have guessed her reaction to be one of embarrassment or discomfort, but she seemed somewhat oblivious instead. Maybe she was used to it.


  Sweat trickled across his chest and settled in his navel as the men resumed their duties and laughed like a locker room full of junior high school boys. Daniel focused instead on the caress of the sun, and quietly finished his cigarette.


  Their apartment was in a brownstone in Boston’s Back Bay, approximately ten minutes from the radio station where he’d been sales manager for nearly a decade.


  Five months later, only a few days before Thanksgiving, as the replay of that July day faded away, he found himself sitting in the station parking lot. The radio station—one of the largest in the Boston area—in many ways at first glance more closely resembled an office building. This was, of course, fitting, since the largest part of the station consisted of office space rather than studios. Though the building had been constructed at some point in the 1970s, unlike much of the architectural landscape in the area, it had a cold, impersonal and nearly sterile look to it. For so long this place had been an enormous part of his life and daily existence, but since Lindsay’s death he could think of nothing less trivial. Some moronic Top 40 station playing pop tunes sandwiched between inane ads and trendy public service announcements. How could any of it have ever meant anything to him? Then again, nothing mattered these days. Not his career, not his life, not his future.


  The waves of heat rising from the pavement that day months before had been replaced with a cold howling wind. Christmas lights were already blinking in most of the stores in the nearby retail district, as retailers prepared for the day after Thanksgiving, which was traditionally the busiest sales day of the year. Daniel loved the holidays. Had loved them, he corrected himself. Even after the passage of time, he was still learning to speak of many things in past tense. Now he dreaded the thought of Christmas without Lindsay. It seemed impossible and profane, something ruined, tossed into a dark void like everything else left in the wake of her death.


  Four months after he’d lost Lindsay he’d been fired from his job. It had been a little over a month ago now, since October, but he still forced himself to make the drive to the station every day anyway. He knew it was a peculiar practice, and something he shouldn’t have been doing, but there was a strange comfort in the routine of it all he’d had trouble relinquishing. And besides, he reasoned, it wasn’t hurting anyone.


  On the day he’d been fired, Daniel arrived at work to find the station owner, Jack Karnakian, waiting for him. Just over five feet and weighing perhaps one hundred and thirty pounds or so, Karnakian was neither a large nor imposing figure. The most arresting thing about him was the size of his head. Too large for such a small body, it sat atop his tiny frame at a slight angle, as if the sheer weight of it was too great for him to hold erect. With his dull brown eyes, manicured nails, salt and pepper hair closely cropped in a near buzz-cut and a full but precisely trimmed beard, he was the epitome of neatness and order. His outfit on that day was typical for him: a tweed jacket, an open-collared but pressed sports shirt, khakis and calfskin loafers. Though Karnakian was as well-spoken as he was well-dressed, the volume of his voice was often so low it required one’s undivided attention. Each word was carefully chosen and articulately expressed in a strange cadence that led one to believe he’d previously rehearsed every sentence. His voice was deep, velvety and reminiscent of someone conducting a relaxation seminar, but he seldom looked people in the eye when he spoke to them. Instead, he preferred to gaze beyond them, as if something far more compelling resided just over their shoulder. When Daniel came to work that day, he’d found his office occupied by Karnakian and Cliff Fox, his senior salesman. Karnakian was sitting at his desk and Fox was sitting on the left front corner of it, speaking quietly.


  “What are you guys doing in my office?” Daniel asked, standing there in the doorway, briefcase in hand. “Something going on?”


  Fox flashed a nervous smile that did little to mask his embarrassment and guilt then quickly excused himself.


  “Come in, Daniel,” Karnakian said evenly.


  Daniel moved deeper into the room and closed the door behind him. When Karnakian motioned to one of the two chairs in front of the desk, he chose one and dropped into it. “What’s going on, Jack?”


  “You’ve been with us a long time.” Karnakian gave an expression Daniel guessed was supposed to convey pained contemplation. “And you’ve always been an integral member of the team. You’ve done amazing things here, and during your career you’ve made me and this station a great deal of money.” After a thoughtful pause, he continued. “And of course you know how fond I am of you personally.”


  “What’s this all about?”


  “I know that since Lindsay’s tragic death things haven’t been—”


  “I’d rather not talk about Lindsay.” He felt the tension in his body rise, his muscles constrict and his throat tighten as if someone had slipped up behind him and clamped their hands on either side of his neck. “Please, just—what’s your point?”


  Karnakian nodded, and for a brief second, the compassion in his expression seemed genuine. “When you took several weeks off to mourn, we supported you, tried to be as patient as possible, and of course, under the circumstances that was the least we could do. But since you’ve come back things have been, well…”


  “I know I’ve—”


  “I have a business to run here. You know how these things work, Dan, you’ve been in the game a long time.” Karnakian leaned back a bit in the leather swivel, brought a diminutive hand to his beard and stroked it with small fingers. “We’re all devastated by your loss, sincerely we are, and we all understand what a horrible thing this has been for you, and believe me, we’re all very sympathetic to your situation.”


  “Yeah, well, thank you Jack, but—”


  “This has been a difficult time for you, and of course it would and should be, but there’s a bottom line at play here. You know how important the sales department is in our industry. If Sales doesn’t fire on all cylinders the entire operation is at risk.”


  “Look, I know the numbers have been down the last few months, but we can turn that around.”


  “No, no,” he said softly. “It’s not that at all. Don’t get me wrong, the numbers do need to come up, but it’s more than that. You’re a leader here. Your sales staff depends on you. They look to you to lead them and to hold it all together, and frankly, Daniel, you and I both know you simply aren’t capable of that anymore.”


  “It’s been four months, for Christ’s sake.” Daniel caught himself before the emotion broke him. He choked it back. “Give me a couple days and I’ll get it together, all right? I understand and I appreciate what you’re saying. I’ll fix it. You have my word, Jack.”


  “I’m afraid the decision has already been made,” he said, barely above a whisper. “I’m sorry.”


  Daniel sighed without bothering to hide his contempt. “Well then there’s no point in discussing it, is there.”


  “Certainly if there’s anything I can do to help please let me know.”


  “Right, I’ll be sure to go to the guy who fired me for assistance.”


  “I—”


  “Whatever. It is what it is, right?” Daniel sat there for what was probably only a matter of seconds but seemed an awfully long while. As the finality of the situation sunk in, an unexpected calmness slowly washed over him. “You going with Fox?” he finally asked. Karnakian responded with an awkward nod of his enormous head. “It’s the smart move. He’ll do a good job for you.”


  “You need to get some help to sort things out so you can begin to heal. We all know what a wonderful woman Lindsay was, and how much you loved her, and of course you’re in mourning for her, as you should be, but she’d want you to move on with your life and to get yourself together and centered. One still has to function.”


  Daniel stood up, briefcase in hand. “You’re right, Jack, but do me a favor?”


  “If I can I’ll be happy to, of course.”


  “Don’t talk about Lindsay like you knew her. You didn’t. Christ, I’ve been working here almost ten years and you barely know me.”


  This time it was Karnakian’s turn to stare dully at him. “You can leave your keys with Darleen,” he said a moment later. “She has your severance pay and a letter of recommendation from me waiting for you. I really do wish you well.”


  Karnakian’s face dissolved back to memory as a gust of winter wind slapped the car, rocking it slightly. Daniel drew a deep breath, let it out as a long sigh, and was about to head back to the highway when he saw Cliff Fox coming through the front doors of the station. He stopped to light a cigarette and began puffing away on it nervously, leaving trails of smoke dancing in his wake as he continued across the lot. At first Daniel hoped Fox had simply stepped outside for a butt break, but he quickly realized he’d been spotted. Fox was heading right for his car.


  Despite a strong and immediate desire to run, to simply pull out of the lot and drive off, Daniel remained where he was, watching Fox close the gap between them.


  Cliff Fox was tall, handsome, well-built, and knew it. With his thick dark hair always styled to perfection, his suits and ties of the finest quality and his fingers sporting several expensive diamond and gold rings, Fox carried himself in an often arrogant manner, but was a seasoned professional who consistently produced the largest numbers on staff, due to both a great deal of talent and an uncompromisingly mercenary personality. He was the quintessential salesman in many ways, and his sales figures tended to balance out the shortcomings of his personality, at least in their business.


  Daniel lowered the window as Cliff approached. A burst of cold air hit him.


  “Danny?” Cliff leaned closer, the cigarette dangling from his mouth and his arms wrapped around himself. “Hey, I saw you out here and—”


  “You want to get in?” Daniel motioned to the passenger seat. “It’s pretty cold out.”


  “I’m actually right in the middle of something but I wanted to come out and talk to you.” Cliff hesitated, as if he’d expected Daniel to respond. When he didn’t, he said, “How you doing, my man, you OK?”


  Daniel shrugged, unsure of how to respond.


  “Look, I don’t mean to bust balls, but you’ve been coming here every day and parking in the lot. You stare at the building for a while then drive off. It’s a little creepy, and to be honest it’s starting to freak people out.”


  “Sorry, I…” Daniel felt himself flush. He’d had no idea anyone had noticed him.


  Cliff’s dark eyes searched his. “You want to come in and talk for a while?”


  “No, but thanks, I appreciate it.”


  “You sure you’re all right?”


  Daniel nodded. “I’m more than a little embarrassed. I didn’t think anyone knew I was stopping by.”


  “Is there some reason for it? I mean, do you need something?”


  As the wind picked up, rocking the car and sending another chill through him, Daniel wished he could simply crawl away from all this. Instead, he fumbled for something coherent to say. “I just—no, I guess—not really, no.”


  “Maybe you ought to see a counselor or something, try to work some of this shit out.”


  Daniel looked away.


  “You don’t work here anymore, Danny.” Fox took a final drag on his cigarette and flicked it away. “Coming by like this makes people uncomfortable.”


  “OK, I understand. I really didn’t mean to…”


  Fox’s expression softened a bit. “You know if you ever want to talk or go have a drink or whatever, just give me a call and we’ll set something up, OK? I’ll always remember how good you were to me when I first started here. If it wasn’t for you I wouldn’t be the salesman I am now, and I sure as hell wouldn’t have this job. You were always good to me, best boss I ever had. I’ll never forget that.”


  “Yeah, I—thanks, Cliff.”


  He reached out, pushed a hand through the open window and gave Daniel’s shoulder a firm squeeze. “Take care of yourself, my man. OK?”


  “OK.”


  Cliff turned and hurried back across the lot to the station. Stopping at the entrance, he offered a quick wave.


  Daniel raised a hand to return the gesture, but Fox had already slipped back into the building.


  FOUR


  It felt strange to be back at the apartment so early in the morning. For years Daniel had been at work this time of day, and being in the brownstone instead made the otherwise familiar terrain of his home seem foreign somehow. He felt out of step and even more misplaced than usual.


  Like everything else, he thought, nothing ever feels right anymore.


  Normally, after driving to the radio station, Daniel would aimlessly cruise the highways in and out of the city to kill time, sometimes going all the way down Route 3 to the bridges leading to Cape Cod or in the opposite direction, north into New Hampshire. Now and then he’d jump on the Mass. Pike and drive for hours, taking an exit then getting back on in the direction from which he’d just come, going around in one big circle for the better part of a day. But he felt even more tired and worn out than usual today, perhaps due to the conversation with Cliff Fox. How absurd he must’ve looked, he thought. Sitting there in his car like a nutcase searching desperately for some explanation as to what the hell he was doing there. No wonder Fox had looked at him with an expression of such pity and uncertainty.


  “Made a damned fool of yourself,” he mumbled.


  The idea of having a drink was appealing but it wasn’t even noon yet, so he wandered around the apartment a while trying to think of something to do with himself.


  The blinking light on the answering machine in the kitchen caught his attention. He hadn’t thought to check it as often as he had before Lindsay’s death, but he knew it could provide a conduit to at least some human interaction, so he closed on it greedily and stabbed the play button.


  The first of the two messages was from his best friend Bryce Callahan. Daniel had known him since college, and they’d been close ever since. Divorced, and the father of two kids who lived in the nearby town of Burlington with his ex-wife, Bryce had worked for a large credit union right out of college until two years ago, when he’d traded a suit and tie for jeans and a sweatshirt and the dream of running his own business. The result was a small independent new and used bookstore on Boylston Street in Boston. Though he no longer made the money he had in his previous career, he was able to get by, and more importantly, he was happy, the happiest, in fact, since Daniel had known him.


  “Hey, Danny, it’s me,” Bryce’s voice said through the small speaker. “Just wondering if you want to go shoot some pool tonight and maybe get a bite to eat. I’ll be at the store most of the day, give me a call there. My cell’s on too, whatever, just let me know, OK? Talk to you later.”


  Daniel hit the delete button and the machine moved to the second and final message.


  “How I love talking to these things,” his sister Jeannie said suddenly. “Anyway, making sure we’re still on for Thanksgiving dinner. We’re all really looking forward to seeing you, and I’m making all kinds of good stuff. If you want to stay over it’s no big deal, you know we have plenty of room. Just do me a favor and bring a decent bottle of wine. Actually, make it three or four decent bottles of wine, would you? We’ll get loopy and play Twister or something.” Though he didn’t feel particularly happy, Daniel felt himself smile. “Unless I hear from you otherwise, I’ll see you then. Bye, love you.”


  Daniel deleted the message then went to the refrigerator and swung open the door to reveal a small carton of milk that had probably gone bad, the remnants of a pizza he’d had delivered a few nights before, some condiments and a carafe of orange juice. He grabbed the juice and drank straight from the container.


  It’s so empty here, he thought, and so messy. I need to straighten up. Lindsay would be beyond pissed off if she could see how I’ve let this place go in the last few months.


  He thought about maybe going to one of the shelters in the city and rescuing a dog or cat. Maybe the companionship would help, the presence of another being that needed care and attention and love, and that could unconditionally offer those things in return. He and Lindsay had a cat named Scooter they’d gotten as a kitten a few weeks after they’d been married, but he’d died of feline leukemia two years ago. How he missed that little cat. He’d still catch himself looking for him out of the corner of his eye now and then. They had agreed to get another cat or two, but were still mourning Scooter and not sure they were ready to go through all that again when Lindsay died. He drank some more juice, pictured Scooter with Lindsay now, cuddling in her arms the way he used to, the two of them somewhere nice and sunny and clean, somewhere better.


  I better wait, he thought. Maybe after the holidays I’ll check out a few shelters in town. Right now I’m having a hard enough time taking care of myself.


  Daniel closed his eyes, recalled the dream he’d had the night before, the same one he’d had countless times since Lindsay’s death.


  In the dream, before the darkness parted and it became visual, he would always hear the car tires screeching. A horrible shriek of a sound, it reminded him of a wailing, wounded or terrified animal. And then the silence, that awful brief interval of anticipatory silence followed by the sound of violent contact. Different than the equally disturbing sound an automobile makes upon impact with a telephone pole, for example, yet eerily similar in that it was an unforgettable sound that would forever stain his psyche, a sound so unnatural and final, as to seem supernatural in scope. A sickening thud, this, it twisted his insides, made him nauseous and was trailed by an odd scraping sound, like a cardboard box pinned beneath the front of a car and carelessly dragged along pavement. Only it was Lindsay, broken and trapped and pushed along the street, her body flopping about and turning slowly as the car finally came to a stop. He couldn’t be certain, but each time he dreamed this Daniel thought he heard her cry out just before impact. Not quite a scream but something else, a quick release of breath mixed with a moan of realization, a whimper of disbelief in her split-second understanding of what was bearing down on her, what would change her, destroy her, end her, and knowing there was nothing she could do to prevent it. No amount of physical or intellectual prowess could change it. No act of contrition could save her. It was a sound of acceptance. Consent.


  Daniel began having the dream within days of Lindsay’s death, and each time, it ended with him running across the street and dropping to his knees next to her. She was alive and looking up at him with an expression he could only guess was analogous to guilt. Like she was apologizing for allowing such a horrible thing to take place, it was so classically Lindsay, upset with herself for something entirely beyond her control.


  Amidst the blinking red and blue emergency lights, Daniel began to scream with a rage that eventually crumbled into tears, holding her and begging her to stay with him, to hang on, to fight. But she was broken beyond repair. So precious and delicate, she was dying.


  Dying, but not yet dead.


  In reality he’d not been on the scene until after her death, and never had the chance to say goodbye, to hold her one last time and tell her how much he loved her, so initially he told himself this was nothing more than guilt torturing him in the form of nightmares. But the more he thought about that specific part of the dream, and after having experienced it numerous times over the course of a few weeks, Daniel couldn’t help but wonder if there was more to it. Lindsay hadn’t been killed instantly, the police had told him that much, but he’d never been certain if she’d regained consciousness at any point prior to her death.


  He contacted the hospital Lindsay’s body had been taken to, got information on the ambulance company that had transported her, and after several phone calls was finally able to track down Yolanda Vasquez, one of the Emergency Medical Technicians that had been part of the first response team on the scene the night of the hit-and-run. They spoke briefly on the phone, and when he explained his desire to speak with her in person, Daniel was surprised how readily she agreed. Despite her rather clipped, formal way of speaking, she’d seemed friendly enough, and had offered to meet him the following day in the neighboring town of Everett at a gym she frequented.


  The next morning Daniel found a fireplug of a woman waiting for him. Perhaps thirty, and at best five-foot-one, Yolanda Vasquez was low to the ground but broad-shouldered and powerfully built. Her raven black hair was pulled back in severe fashion and fastened into a ponytail that stuck out the back of a baseball cap with the Nike swish emblazoned across it, and her eyes were large and bright. Full lips parted to showcase an intimidating smile. A gym bag hung over one shoulder, and she was dressed in nylon blue sweatpants and an open Hawaiian style shirt with the arms cut away. Beneath it a white sports bra held her ample bust in place and showed off the ripple of taut muscles across her abdomen. She shook hands with a powerful grip that bordered on painful. Two quick pumps and then release. Very official. “Yolanda Vasquez,” she said. “Call me Yo. Everyone does.”


  “Dan Cicero. Thank you for meeting with me.”


  “No problem.” She cocked her head toward the gym entrance. “Come on, we’ll chat inside. Need to get a sweat going.”


  As they entered the building and crossed through a large weight room, Yolanda exchanged playful barbs and small-talk with several patrons she knew. Daniel followed, only hesitating when they ventured into a locker room area.


  “It’s cool, the place is basically unisex,” she told him. “Nobody worries about it, no need for you to either.”


  The smell of stale sweat and stagnant air greeted them along with a row of old metal lockers and a long wooden bench. To their left the cement floor turned to tile which presumably led to a shower area. To the right was another door that led to some other part of the establishment. Daniel stood awkwardly by the bench, unsure of how to begin.


  Moving with a precision and efficiency that was nearly mechanical, she opened a locker, let the gym bag slide from her shoulder to the floor then pulled off the Hawaiian shirt. After hanging it on a hook inside the locker she noticed him watching her. “I’m meticulously neat,” she admitted with a light laugh. “Eight years in the military will do that to a person. Was in for the first Gulf War.”


  “Must’ve been something,” he said, for lack of anything better.


  She pulled her sweatpants down and stepped out of them. Underneath she wore a pair of black Lycra shorts that stopped just above her knees. Her legs were short but sculpted and powerful, as were her arms. A pink scar about the size and shape of a half-dollar was stamped on the side of her right calf, disrupting the otherwise attractive tone and balance of her mocha-colored skin. “Got out of there without a scratch,” she said, pointing casually to the scar. “This I got my first week on the job as an EMT. Responded to a call in Mattapan, some woman tried to gut her old man. He managed to get to a phone and dial 911. Found him lying on the kitchen floor, door to the apartment open. Didn’t know what we were walking into, thought his wife had fled the scene. One minute I’m trying to stop his bleeding and the next the bitch comes out the bedroom with the same knife and sticks me in the leg with it. Lesson learned, was never careless like that again. It’s not easy out there, got to be on your toes at all times and ready for anything, because just about everybody’s armed but us.”


  “So what happened?”


  “I got this souvenir to remember her by, but I was good as new in a couple weeks.”


  “I meant the man.” Daniel smiled halfheartedly. “What happened to him?”


  She folded her sweatpants and placed them neatly on a shelf in the locker. “He died.”


  “You must see an awful lot of horrible things.”


  Yolanda leaned forward, put one foot on the bench, checked the tightness of her sneaker then switched and did the same with the other foot. “It’s the job.” She
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