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    For Randy, Emily, Christine, and Frances. You know why.
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Interrogation Room: Prelude
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I HEAR HER A FEW MINUTES before I see her. The voice is unmistakable, even with all of the background noise of the office area behind the door. At first, I can't distinguish what she is saying, but then, clear as day:

"I said I want to see him now!"

When she uses that tone of voice, you either do what she says or there is hell to pay. The people in charge realize that, and moments later the door is unlocked and opened to allow her entry. She rushes to me, wrapping her arms around my neck, an awkward embrace considering my seated position. I am unable to stand to greet her, because my wrists and ankles are bound, and the chain is bolted to the floor such that I can barely sit up straight.

"What the hell happened?" she asks with no preamble.

"It's nice to see you, too, Shirley," I reply with a smirk.

Her arms folded, she glares at me. "Do you really think this is the time for jokes, Avery?"

"No," I agree. "I suppose it isn't."

The man who entered the room with her is the uniformed officer who has been assigned to guard me. When no one else is in the room, he stands on the other side of the door. Now that Shirley is in here with me, he stands on this side, watching me while trying to look like he isn't.

Shirley sits in the chair on the other side of the table, her back to the officer, and takes in my appearance. It has to be something of a shock to her: I have never looked so disheveled in her presence. My shirt is grimy with dirt and drying blood. The blood is not mine. Though I can't see my own face unless I turn to the left to look at the one-way mirror lining that wall, I know it, too, is streaked with dirt and blood. My hands are filthy. My shoes are caked. I can see in her eyes that I am a sight indeed.

"Self-defense," she says. "That has to be it. That's what it is—right, Avery?"

I shake my head. "No, love. Not self-defense."

"Well it can't have been premeditated!"

"No," I agree. "Not that, either."

"So what is it, then? Have you gone crazy?"

I laugh a little, even though there is no humor in the situation. She's right about that much. Maybe I am a little crazy. Maybe... just maybe... I have finally taken about as much as I can take of the world pushing me around, and I just pushed back.

"I'm not sure how to explain it," I tell her aloud.

"Try," she says. "Explain it like your life depends on it, because I'm pretty sure it does."

I nod. "Where do I start?"

"The beginning."

"Yes," I agree. "A very good place to start." I don't mean to be flip, but this is how I deal with stressful situations... and what can be more stressful than being arrested for multiple murders?

"Avery..." she warns.

"Sorry." I close my eyes to clear my jumbled thoughts. When I open them, I address the man standing guard. "You might want to turn this on." I nod my head toward the microphone on the table, which I know is connected to a recorder behind that one-way mirror. He acknowledges me, nods at the mirror, and moments later the interrogating officer enters the room. There is a low hum indicating that the mic is live, and when the newcomer has settled himself in beside Shirley, I open my mouth to speak.
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The Nice Guy
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MY WIFE AGREED TO OUR first date because she said I was "such a nice guy." We've all heard the old saying that "Nice Guys Finish Last," and to some extent I feel it's true. This is not a world that is built for people like me getting ahead. But when it came to Shirley and her first yes, I felt like I had finally won. When she agreed to be monogamous, I won again. When we... well, made love for the first time. When I dropped to one knee and showed her the ring I had picked out for her, and then she said yes. When she walked down the aisle, all eyes on her and hers on me.

I am a winner, because she chose me over all of the douche bags and assholes that most women inevitably pick.

But as much as I love her, and as wonderful as our life together is, the old saying still comes into play on a regular basis. I get passed over for promotions because the people I help at the office don't bother to mention that they had help. I am the go-to for everyone else, but not a single person acknowledges it.

I let people in front of me at the store because I think they have one or two items, and then out of nowhere, they suddenly have three full shopping carts. I hold the door open for the couple who are entering the movie theater as I'm walking out, and I end up standing there for ten minutes when everyone else in the city chooses that moment to enter.

Some days it just feels like I have the word WELCOME stamped up and down my back, and people are more than happy to walk all over me.

And I don't say anything, because... well, I'm a nice guy. My mother raised me not to say anything if I didn't have anything nice to say. (Let's face it—there are not a lot of nice things to say about much of the general population.)

Case in point, and probably the real start of all of this: One of the people I work with, who is a constant source of irritation. His name is Randy, and every time he and I are in the same vicinity, he has nothing but vitriol for me.

On this particular day, about a month ago, he strolled into the office, an hour late, acting like he was king of the proverbial castle. It wasn't any of my business, of course, so I didn't say a word to him as he took his seat at the desk next to mine. I was working on those stupid reports I hate doing but got stuck with because no one else wanted to do them.

"Guess what I was just doing," he said to me.

"No idea," I replied, mostly disinterested. Sure, I was curious, but I wasn't going to tell him that.

"Go on, guess."

My fingers paused, and I turned to look at him, a self-satisfied look on his face. "I really couldn't say."

"I was just banging your wife," he said.

It was a lie, of course. I know that Shirley wouldn't give this jerk the time of day, and the way you just wrinkled your nose at the thought confirmed it. Even so, the idea that he would say something so disrespectful sent waves of impotent rage coursing through my body. And that wasn't even the worst thing he's ever said to me.

"Grow up," I said, referring to the fact that he was right out of college, while I had been part of the workforce longer than he had even been alive.

"Seriously, dude, and she was all like, 'Oh, Randy, give it to me good. You're so much better in bed than Abel.' You should have heard it. She was squealing like a stuffed—"

"Shut the hell up!" I shouted at him, causing all activity in the office to cease and all eyes to shift over to us. The boss came out of his office to see what the ruckus was, but I was already focused back on my work. Those reports I hate.

"Is there a problem?" Our boss asked us.

"No, sir," I replied through gritted teeth. I could feel Randy's smug grin boring into the back of my neck.

"Try to keep it down out here, then."

Slowly, the clacking of keyboards resumed as the boss returned to his office and the rest of the department went back to their tasks.

Randy hadn't turned his computer on; he was still looking at me, waiting for a response to his lie other than the one I had already given him.

What I wanted to happen at that moment was for a hole to open in the ceiling and suck him skyward, arms and legs flailing for purchase that was not there. He would continue up and up, out of the atmosphere, until he landed on a passing asteroid, maybe made of chocolate. (I wasn't being rational, and this was just a fantasy vision thing.)

The chocolate asteroid thing, for some reason only my imagination could concoct, had a gravity and atmosphere all its own, and in my mind's eye, Randy was more than happy that he had landed in such a sweet spot, pardon the pun.

What he didn't know was that the asteroid was hurtling toward the earth—that was why he had landed there in such a straight shot. As it entered the earth's atmosphere, the solid surface around Randy's feet began to melt in the heat of entry. Before he knew what hit him, he was ankle-deep in chocolate and sinking fast as it got hotter and the asteroid continued to melt.

There was nothing for him to grab onto to keep from being immersed, and what was worse for him was that the chocolate started to boil. He was stuck in a giant fondue with no escape. I can only imagine the searing pain he endured as his skin blistered and peeled off. Now chest-deep, he let out a scream that no one but the bubbling confection could hear. (And me, of course, since this was all just a daydream.)

His shirt and tie burst into flame, lighting the brown ocean like a flambe, and his shriek increased in both pitch and volume. (Vindictive? Me? Why would you say that?) Miraculously, he was still alive when his head submerged. It had to have been simultaneous ecstasy and agony to swallow mouthfuls of lava-hot chocolate, holding his breath until he could hold it no longer.

And in one final, fatal gasp...

...his fingers snapped in my face, breaking me from my euphoric vision.

"What?" I asked, the satisfied smile on my face being replaced by the scowl he always coaxed.

"What do you think about my screwing your wife?"

"I think you need to come up with a better one," I said. An imagined memory of his drowning in a sea of chocolate had put me in a zen state that I can't quite explain. "For one thing, my wife knows my name."

"She didn't today," he countered.

"Really?" Now I turned to him, arms crossed and wondering how he had gotten to me so badly mere moments before. "Then explain to me—in detail—how you 'gave it to her' in the middle of her workplace."

Randy's brow furrowed. "What?"

"I know I shouldn't be doing this, because this is just the real-world equivalent of feeding the troll, but I'm going to engage now. My wife leaves for work about an hour before I do. Now, since you were an hour late today, I can only assume that means you arrived at my home shortly after I left in order to have your little affair. That being the case, she wasn't at home when you got there, because she was already at work."

"Well duh."

"So that means you would have had to have had sex with her at her place of employment, which I can assure you is close to impossible."

"Really? Why is that?"

And that's when I told him what you do for a living. His face turned a suitable shade of white. It shouldn't have made me feel that good to do that to him, but this was just the latest example of someone like him being someone like him to someone like me.

To tell you the truth, it put me in a really good mood for the rest of the day and into the next. So much so that the various jerks who test my patience daily barely got a thought. All I could think about was Randy on that asteroid, skin blistered and falling off, being set alight, and ultimately drowning. Then I was smiling all over again.

In retrospect, I suppose that should have been a warning sign.
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The Egging
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THAT NEXT NIGHT WAS Tuesday. I remember, because you were working later than usual. After I got home from work, I decided to have dinner waiting for you when you did manage to get home. Right, the spaghetti, salad, and garlic bread. I didn't have all of the ingredients and needed to go to the store.

We are right down the street, and it was a nice evening, so I decided to walk. I grabbed our reusable bags, locked the front door, and headed out.

This time of year, it gets dark a little earlier. The night air was cool, the moon above was a glowing sliver; in a few days it would be a quarter moon. It was a night made for walking if there ever was one.

Of course, when I'm walking instead of driving, I have the freedom to let my mind wander. That night I wondered what you were working on so late, how much of the sauce I should make (one or both of us could take some to work for lunch later in the week, perhaps), and I even thought once or twice about that delicious chocolate fantasy. I replayed the segment where he struggled the most in the viscous confection, dripping and sticky as he tried in vain to save himself from the inevitable.

Again, I'm thinking that the amount of enjoyment I was receiving by imagining this gruesome death should have been a warning sign, but at the time I was merely engaging in harmless fantasy.

Until my thoughts were interrupted by a sharp pain near the small of my back.

In the instant that my brain returned to my surroundings, I took in a few details: The eggshell ricocheting to the side and reminiscent of a snowball. The car passing by me, a teenage boy's face mocking me from the open window from which he had just thrown the egg at me. A small selection of rocks near my feet, probably dug up by a neighborhood pet from one of the trees planted along the sidewalk. My desire to see the bastard in pain. Not a lot; just enough to give him a sense of consequence to his thoughtless, potentially damaging action.

Without thinking about it, I reached down and grabbed a not-small-but-not-huge rock. It fit in the palm of my hand with a little room to spare. I hefted it in my hand, tested its weight, then threw.

I don't know what I expected, really. Maybe for it to bounce off the trunk of the car, causing them to stop and give me a proper beating. Hit and crack the back window, so that beating was a little more severe. Most likely that it would miss entirely, and I would get my momentary anger out of my system. What I did not expect was what happened.

The rock flew through the open window and hit the kid square in the temple. I even heard the impact, a sickening thud. He flopped to his left like a Raggedy Andy doll, right into his driving companion.

I couldn't properly gauge how fast the car had been moving before, but the driver finding his companion slumped up against him must have given him a start. He likely tried to hit the brake, but in any event his foot found the gas pedal instead, and the car took off... at an angle.

It slammed into a tree in the median, and the front end wrapped around the trunk. It was an older model, too, a car made before airbags and crumple zones and the seven bazillion other safety features that today's vehicles have. In the next few seconds, nothing in the car moved except for a billow of steam from the front end.

I was paralyzed with fear in that moment. My natural instinct was to go to the car, see if the boys were all right, but my panicking side overrode that. I couldn't be seen here. I had to run away. Our street isn't the busiest in town, but it does get a fair amount of traffic, especially at this time of the evening when people are getting home from work or deciding to go out somewhere for the evening. At any second, someone would come by, see me at the scene of the crash, and somehow know I was the one who caused it.

So I ran. I took one of the side streets and circled back to the grocery store. The whole time I shopped, I was shaking. At any second, there was going to be an announcement about the accident that happened nearby. (That never happened, but I was in such a state, it seemed that was the only logical thing.) If anyone had any information, please let someone at the front know. And then when I reached the checkout later, there would be a uniformed officer there to escort me... well, here.

But none of that happened. I picked out the bell peppers, onion, mushrooms, tomatoes, and other ingredients I would need for the sauce and the salad. In the bakery, where I bought the bread that I would transform into a garlic masterpiece, none of the shoppers or workers gave me a second glance. In the meat market where I bought the ground beef, the man behind the counter did give me a look, but it was only the "Let me know if you need anything" kind.

No one had any idea that I had made those kids run their car into a tree just a few blocks away. My panic gave way to guilt. How could I have just left them there like that? What if they were dead now? That would make me a murderer. And for what? The slimy egg that by now had dried to a caked mess of yellow and white and would easily come out in the laundry?

I took my selections to the front of the store, still partly expecting the police, but all that happened of note was that the cashier actually greeted me instead of simply ringing up the purchases without a word like they usually did.

When I got home, I threw the meat into the dutch oven to begin browning and turned on the computer to browse the local news sites. It took a little while to find, but there was a minor blurb about two teenagers who had crashed in the neighborhood. The driver had been drunk. Both had been killed instantly.

There was nothing I could have done for them. Except the whole "not throwing the rock at them" thing. No mention of anyone being seen near the scene, running away in fear.

I was home free.

Calm like I had never felt before flowed through me. Not the crushing guilt you might expect, but just a zen knowledge that no one would ever question me about this incident. I made the best spaghetti of my life that night, oddly comforted by the idea that somehow I had gotten away with murder.

Because that's what throwing a rock and causing their deaths was: It wasn't premeditated, but it was murder nonetheless.

And hard as it is to believe, even after everything else, I was okay with that.
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Work Woes
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I SLEPT BETTER THAT night than I had in a long time. I even woke up before my alarm. In fact, I woke up with yours that morning. While you got up to shower for your day, I went into the living room to scroll through the news sites again to see if there was any new information on the "accident" I had caused. Lots of comments on the previous night's article about how tragic it was to lose a couple of people that young, that it was a shame there had been alcohol involved.

No mention that the passenger's head had been thunked with a rock. No mention of any head trauma at all. It was probably implied, all things considered.

A couple of other news outlets had picked up the story, but they gave it no more importance than that first place had. One of the more conservative sites had even used the alcohol angle to preach about the declining morals of our age, and that all the liberals were to blame due to their tolerance and crunchy granola tree-hugging. I could only shake my head at that.

After you left for work, it was my turn in the shower, and I took quite a long one, letting the hot water cascade all over me, washing away the last remnants of worry. I dressed for work, ready to tackle a new day. I even wore the blue tie that you say brings out my eyes.

When I got to the office, things fell apart pretty quickly. To start with, the reports I had spent all of the day before trying to complete had somehow mysteriously vanished from the server. I had a pretty good idea how it happened, but I couldn't bring it up because I had no proof. Also, the blow-up I'd had with Randy had not gone unnoticed by Human Resources. Either that or our boss had reported it. Either way, the last thing I wanted was to be stuck in a room being chewed out for something that idiot had done. (Which was going to happen anyway because of the missing reports I now had to scramble to recreate—again, not that I could prove it.)

By the time Randy swaggered into the office, late as usual, we were already on HR's calendar. Our appointment was to be very shortly. I didn't have time for it. I was already frantically trying to pound the data into submission for a second time, unable to remember how I had done it all the first time.

"Thanks a lot," I muttered to him with as much sarcasm as I could muster. "Because of you, I have to do double work, and I have to go see Shelby."

"Shelby," he spat. So there was one thing we had in common after all—He didn't like her any more than I did. "You know what she needs, right?"

"Not interested in your crude commentary today." I hadn't taken my eyes off my screen, and the numbers were starting to blur. To give them a rest, I turned toward him. "Why did you do it?"

"Do what?"

I pointed at my screen.

"I thought you did those stupid things," he said, turning his own computer on. "If you ask me, it's all bullshit work anyway."

"It is," I agreed, "so I don't understand why you deleted these off of the server."

"Why the hell would I do that?"

"To screw with me. To get on my nerves. That seems to be the only reason you do anything around here, which isn't much, I might add."

He typed his password—StudBasket, I knew, because he was never subtle or secretive about it—then glanced up at me. "Ego much?"

"Fine," I said, folding my arms. "If you didn't do it, who did?"

"How am I supposed to know? Do you know how many people hate your spineless ass? It could have been anyone."

That took the wind out of my sails. "Wait... people here hate me? Why?"

"Forget it," he said, opening up his email program and acting like he was concentrating on the messages appearing in the inbox.

But I couldn't forget it. Other than Randy, I'd never had any major run-ins with anyone in the company. In truth, I wasn't even sure why he hated me, except that he was one of the Grade-A bastards of the world. To find out I was disliked by others... It shouldn't have bothered me, but it did. A lot.

And when Shelby called for me and Randy to come into her office a few minutes later, I was no longer angry about the reports.

At least... for a few minutes.

"Let's talk about yesterday," Shelby began, adjusting her glasses, which always seemed to be slipping halfway down her nose.

I took in a breath, ready to grit my teeth to apologize to the numbskull, but said numbskull started talking before I could say a word.

"I honestly don't know what came over him," Randy said, putting on quite the humble victim act. "I had come in a little bit late, and he just started criticizing me like he was my boss or something. And then when I tried to explain that I was having a bit of car trouble, not that I needed to explain it to him or anything, he just screamed at me to shut the hell up. It's no wonder he didn't finish his reports, all the time he spent trying to keep tabs on me."

My head began to spin. I knew he had been the one to destroy the reports, but this... this lie... I could only stare at him, my mouth half open. The words that had been about to come out were jammed in there, stuck.

"Is this true, Avery?"

I looked at Shelby, who was looking back at me with that stern expression grade school teachers always gave when the class tattle ratted out someone for something stupid. Only this wasn't something stupid. This was an accusation of gross incompetence... or worse—borderline stalking. As if Randy was worth that kind of effort!

"Are you kidding me?" I finally managed. "Are you seriously buying his garbage?"

"Watch the tone," Shelby warned. 

"I bust my butt every single day I'm here, taking up the slack for certain unnamed people who can't be bothered, and now I'm being accused of not finishing something I worked on all day, and I'm the one who has to watch myself?" Now I turned on Randy. "Car trouble? Seriously? That's the best you could come up with?"

By the expressions on both of their faces, I was well over the verge of losing control of myself. Unfortunately, by definition, that also meant I couldn't stop myself. I could hear my own volume increasing but was powerless to lower it.

"Do you want to know what really happened? This putz walked in an hour late and claimed he was so late because he was having an affair with my wife, which I happen to know is impossible. But he kept at it, digging at me, until I yelled at him. The boss came in, told us to keep it down, and as far as I was aware, that was it.

"As for the reports, when I got here this morning, they had been deleted from the server. Probably by this guy so he could claim I never did them."

"If you finished them," Randy said, the smug look making me want to rip his face right off, "then surely you have them saved to your computer's hard drive."

In truth, if it had been three years ago, they would have been. But considering the number of reports I had to complete each week, it was a nuisance to save them locally and then transfer them after the fact. I had stopped doing that fairly early on.

"You know I always save everything directly to the server. It saves time."

"So you say." Just twisting the knife he had already plunged into my back.

"Avery," Shelby said, deflecting both of our attention off each other, "I'm finding your behavior this week very erratic. Is everything all right in your personal life?"

I bit back my automatic reply—"Frankly, that's none of your damned business."—and instead said, "Of course."

(Everything is just fine. Perfect, in fact. I killed the last pair of people that crossed me. How would you both like to be next in line?)

The ease of that thought taking hold gave me pause. Other than Randy, I didn't normally think bad things about most people. Sure, the occasional jerk in traffic, but nothing so blatantly threatening. And even my thoughts regarding Randy were usually along the lines of wishing Karma upon him. In two consecutive days, I had not only imagined him dead, but was mentally preparing to make it happen. No, ma'am, everything is most certainly not all right.

She looked like she wanted to say something else, but waved toward her door in a dismissive gesture. "Fine. I'll talk to Gary about the reports if you want, but please make sure they're ready for him by the end of the day."

I nodded and stood to leave her office, noting that Randy was not moving to do the same. "Thank you."

I returned to my desk, fully aware that the meeting hadn't lasted nearly long enough for the things being discussed, especially once my outburst began. I also had no clue what other lies and nonsense Randy was laying the groundwork for in there. Of course, it didn't matter, either. I had a job to do. Again.

I got to it, and this time I saved every one of the reports to my hard drive first.
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