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Prologue




He stood in a field on the outskirts of town
proudly looking down at his handiwork, cursing at the bloody corpse
as though it could hear his ranting. It was early in the morning,
the sun behind him barely cresting the horizon, a good hour before
showing above the tree line. If he bothered to look he would have
seen a beautiful sunrise, a thin layer of pink-painted clouds
drifting above the coming day.

Of course none of this mattered to him—he
had been roaming in circles and cursing in the dark all night since
taking the young woman’s life. The knife he used to do the horrible
deed still hung loosely in his bloodied hand, now dried dark,
crimson-red. His blood-splattered clothes he knew needed to be
destroyed. He was glad now that he’d had the withal to remove the
only jacket he owned and his prized camouflaged hunter’s cap before
plunging the knife into her soft flesh. Over and over again he’d
stabbed away, destroying what he thought to be a demon in disguise
of a teenage girl.

His worries of underestimating the
complexity of the task, his brief surveillance work that amounted
to no more than making sure she was alone, were greatly
exaggerated. It was easier than he had imagined. She had been
silently sitting in her car texting on her cell phone, unaware of
her surroundings. He simply opened the passenger door and slipped
into the seat, brandishing a knife. He stuck the tip of the long
thin blade against the flesh under her chin, not pressing too hard
to cause penetration but hard enough to be felt, telling her he
meant business. Then, in a gruff sounding voice, he told her not to
be scared. All he wanted was a ride. He then added, in an attempt
to calm her shaking nerves, that if she complied with his demands
and did not cause any disturbance to attract attention, he would
release her when they arrived at his destination. He could see in
her green eyes that she knew his words were all lies, but he could
also sense she held out hope he would let her go without harming
her. This he knew from past experience; basically they were all the
same.

***

The girl was scared, mentally and
physically, shaking as she tried to control the steering wheel with
the knife still wedged under her chin. She was so terrified she
hadn’t even noticed the downtown stores’ bright lights as she
slowly drove by. Tears streaked black down her cheeks from too much
mascara she’d applied to appease her peer-pressing friends and defy
her mother’s demands. The girl was pretty—green eyes and long
blonde hair with a soft, unblemished complexion. She was chubby in
middle school when she’d first began applying makeup, lipstick
first then mascara. Her high school years had brought the beauty
out of her, not the makeup.

On the outskirts of town, just beyond a
farmhouse, he told her to turn right, which she automatically did
without thinking of the consequences of being alone on a dark
desolate road with a deranged man. A short distance down the dirt
road he told her to pull over in a small turnaround and park. It
was the end of the ride. For her it was only a seventeen-year ride,
one enjoyable ride filled with love and laughter and a promising
future.

***

She was still crying when he told her to get
out of the car, pulling her across the console and over the
passenger seat. He didn’t want her to exit on the driver’s side in
case she decided to split and disappear into the dark night. He
gripped her arm tightly, tight enough to cause bruising by morning,
but he knew she would not care. Her major concerns would come soon
enough, well before morning.

Just beyond a grove of alders and a
scattering of immature pines, he pushed her to the ground in an
open field and sat on her mid-section, holding his hand over her
mouth to keep her from wailing like a spoiled brat not getting her
way. He imagined she was thinking he was about to rip her clothes
off and rape her, taking her precious virginity away. Something she
was saving for the young man in her dreams, not some monster from
her nightmares. She’d be wrong though; her precious cherry was the
furthest thing from his deranged mind.

Rape had nothing to do with her abduction.
It was her youth and eyes that had attracted his interest. Even in
the dark he could see her green-emerald eyes glaring up at him.
There was so much terror in her eyes he thought they would pop out
of her eye sockets on their own. To help, he slipped the long thin
blade in her left eye socket under the eye and slowly, painfully
for her but rewarding pleasure for him, rotated the knife all the
way around, cutting the optic nerves from the forebrain. Then, with
little effort, he popped the bloody horrified eye out.

***

She terrifyingly kicked and screamed when
the point of the blade slid under her eyelid, more from the horror
of watching it than from the pain, and instinctively kept on
screaming into his sweaty hand, unaware of its foul smell. She also
hadn’t realized her left eye was missing. The one remaining eye saw
nothing, forced helplessly into a world beyond all reason.

***

For a moment he stared at the round object,
rolling the slimy thing in his hand, wondering if it could still
see; but he knew that was impossible, even for a demon. Then,
without hesitation or the thought of what he was about to do, he
popped the bloody organ into his mouth.

***

Her horror and the excruciating pain were
only just the beginning of her nightmare. As she screamed she had
no idea she was the only person hearing her muffled cries. With
each scream she thought help was on the way. Surely somebody would
come along and pull the beast off her, save her life. Tomorrow life
would be back to normal; but first she had to fight back. Don’t
give up; a lesson she’d been taught but never experienced. If she
had fought back it wouldn’t have mattered anyhow. No amount of
life-protecting measures would have been enough to prevent what was
happening to her.

She dug deep inside to a place where her
willpower was stored for one last push—one last attempt to live.
Her chest heaved, trying to push his weight off her, causing his
knifed hand to zigzag through the incision, stopping abruptly
against a bone.

***

His bloodied hand slipped down the long,
sharp blade cutting his palm just below his fingers. Though the cut
was minor, this was not good, her tainted blood mixing with his. He
should have expected her to react. After all it was his second kill
this week, third since arriving the previous month, and they all
fought till the end.

***

In the moments before his fatal blow, the
one that would open her center cavity to the dark universe above
her, she thought of her mother sitting impatiently on the couch by
the phone wondering what was keeping her daughter. Only a mere hour
ago, just before her abduction, she’d told her mother in a text
message she was on her way home. She wanted to call her mother now,
no texting this time, and tell her not to worry, everything was
going to be fine, and most of all, that she loved her. But no
matter how hard she tried she could not reach her cell phone.

Her delicate, nail polished hands that she
had used to claw at the evil man’s face, without much success, were
more than an arm’s reach away. And even if her hands were still
attached they would have been useless anyway; her cell phone was on
the floor of her vehicle.

The only precious things she had left were
her hopeless dreams, and they died with her. A short while later
she silently prayed for her death, which came instantly when he
pulled her pounding heart out of her chest.

***

At about the same time the farmer’s rooster
awoke the sleeping family, the monster disappeared without a trace
of his existence, taking his knife and bloody clothes with him. The
only things he left behind were the girl’s vehicle and her
decomposing bloody remains.


Chapter 1




She crawled into her bed naked, giving her
freedom to move. After fluffing her pillow she slipped the cloth
sheet over her, leaving the comforter down by her legs for later
when the cool of the night crept in through her open bedroom
window. She then reached over to the nightstand and turned the
clock radio on, and as always, she tapped the sleep button to give
her an hour to fall asleep.

The same station she had been listening to
for over a week came to life. The voices on the radio helped her
fall asleep, putting her mind at ease from all the stress of her
first fulltime job since graduating from Redmond High two years
earlier. Before the hour was up and the radio came to a dead
silence, she’d usually drift-off into a deep sleep. But if the hour
failed to accomplish its purpose she’d tap the button again...and
again, until either her wish for sleep was fulfilled or the harsh
daylight, peeking through the narrow outline between the window and
aged shade, intervened. Those long sleepless nights of insomnia
were infrequent, and mostly caused from over indulging on
margaritas.

The female voice on the radio program was
soft and gentle with compassion to sooth the listener’s mind, which
was a far contrast from the voices of those who called in to the
host’s nightly radio program. Most of the calls were complaints
about other people’s peculiar oddities, or what they assumed to be
odd behaviors compared to their own way of living. And then there
were those with guilty consciences that had been buried deep inside
of them for years, eating away at their soul and sanity. Those were
the most disturbing callers, and also the most intriguing to the
listening audience, and those types of calls were what were keeping
the program alive.

“Welcome back to the Doctor Nancy program.
Hi, I’m Doctor Nancy, and for all you listeners who are just tuning
in to our program tonight we are listening to the disturbing story
of a troubled man. This man, to keep his identity anonymous, is
using the fictitious name of Mister Zero. Now, before the
commercial break, Mister Zero was telling us about his troubling,
unimaginable world of horror and evil, where demons entered his
mind through the voices of beautiful young blonde women....”

“Teenage girls.” A low, raspy voice could be
heard over the softer voice of Doctor Nancy.

“Yes, you are quite right, Mister Zero. Even
though they mean the same, you did say teenage girls. I beg your
pardon.”

“Good. I don’t want to be misinterpreted, so
let’s get it right, Doctor.”

“Okay then, Mister Zero, could you tell our
audience what happened next? What happened to the girl’s body after
she stopped breathing? I think that’s where we left off before the
commercial break.”

Silence filled the airwaves.

After what seemed like the station had gone
off the air the raspy voice finally cracked the radio’s speakers,
breaking the silence. The voice was like the first clap of thunder
from an encroaching storm.

“Like I was saying before, I was rudely
interrupted by your so-called commercial break to sell junk to your
listeners, I heard shallow gasps coming from the mouth so I leaned
in closer, pressing my ear upon its face, trying to figure out what
it was trying to tell me. But the gasps were only murmuring sighs,
none of it making any sense. Then I heard the gurgling sounds
rising up its throat and the body started to heave pathetically,
violently jerking with spasms. I laughed.”

“You laughed?” Doctor Nancy whispered over
the radio waves.

“Yes, Doctor, I laughed. There was nothing
it could do to me now. I had stuck it hard, very hard. I felt a
great satisfaction of relief. Then suddenly, like it was taking all
its revenge out on me for my triumphant conquest, like it was my
fault it walked into my life, a smelly dark liquid vomit sprayed
out of its mouth.”

She reached over for the radio’s volume knob
and turned it louder. Then, after fluffing her pillow again for
more comfort, she settled her head back down on the pillow, pulling
the sheet and comforter up to her chin and wondering if her friend
was also listening to the program. It was the best caller ever, she
thought.

“I’m sorry, but that doesn’t sound like
something to be laughing about,” Doctor Nancy disgustingly told the
caller.

“Yes, you are absolutely right, Doctor.
Believe me when I say I wasn’t laughing any more. I stuck it hard
again...and again. Then, with great pleasure, I chopped the demon
up into a thousand pieces. I should have fed it to the pig over at
that farm, but I couldn’t do that to him. Not to the pig, I mean.
So, do I need to say more...? The filthy thing emptied its stomach
all over me.”

The radio went dead silent again, and then
in the background the trembling, soft voice of Doctor Nancy could
be heard. “Should we go to a commercial, Peter?”

“No, we don’t want to lose him. This is
great for our ratings...say something to keep him on the line!” The
male voice snapped in the background, not intended for the
listening audience, but he screwed up.

“Okay, so...Mister...Mister Zero, how long
has it been since this happened? I mean, this happened before they
sent you away, is this correct? You just want to rid yourself of
your horrid past, your tortured thoughts, and start over,” Doctor
Nancy hastily asked, improvising, trying to keep him on the
line.

Silence.

She looked around her dark bedroom for
movement. Outside her open window she could hear the ocean waves
wash up along the rocky shoreline. She was alone, safely tucked in
her bed. She wished her girlfriend was listening and would call for
comfort to reassure her she was not really alone. In the morning
they would joke about it at work, like recounting a scary movie
they saw together at the theater.

***

“Mister Zero, are you still with us, or have
you ever been with us?” Doctor Nancy patronizingly asked. She was
starting to get the feeling he was a fake, calling the program for
a little notoriety, or whatever floated his crazy thoughts.

More silence.

“No need for sarcasm, Doctor!”

“I was only trying—”

“Or lies,”

“Right. Okay, now did I understand that you
were recently released from a state sanitarium...hospital of some
kind? Is that what you told the audience earlier?”

“You can call it by what it is, Doctor, it
doesn’t offend me. An insane asylum, plain and simple.”

“Yes, but we like to be professionally
correct, you know. I’m not sure how long you were in the
institution, but these days it is referred to as a mental health
care facility. So how long ago were you released from
the...facility?”

Silence.

“Mister Zero?”

***

“Sorry, Doctor, I was calculating the days.
Excuse me for keeping you and your radio listeners impatiently
waiting. To be exact, it has been six weeks since I was
released.”

“Huh...six weeks?”

“Yes, Doctor, six weeks.”

“Oh, so...where was I?”

“You were going to ask me when I destroyed
the evil demon.”

“Oh yes, that’s it. So, Mister Zero, you’ve
only been out in the civilized world for a little more than a
month, and you were telling me previously that you were
performing…an exorcism of the soul. Is that correct?”

“No, it was more like mutilating the
demon.”

“Oh, yes...well whatever. It must have been
a long time ago, and the psychiatrists must have felt you
were...cured. Right? And the demons that had haunted you have long
since disappeared.”

“That is correct...partially correct, at
least.”

“Partially correct?”

“Yes, the doctors at the institution felt I
was fit to live back amongst society and that I was
rehabilitated.”

“Well, we must trust their diagnosis was
correct, and I’m sure you’ll fit in your new community just fine.
So tell me, where are you residing at this time?”

“I don’t think it would be very wise of me
to reveal my exact location. I don’t want the demons to know how
close I am to knocking on their door. Besides my cutting tool,
surprise is one of my key weapons. But I can tell you I’m residing
somewhere along the northern coast, not far from the quaint little
coastal town of Redmond.”

“Redmond, you say?”

Silence.

Mister Zero disliked repeating himself, and
felt the question was rhetorical, not requiring a response.

“I guess we can confirm that as a yes,”
Doctor Nancy said, then added her final comments to end the call.
“Well, I must say, Mister Zero, it was quite an experience chatting
with you, and it’s time to let our listeners phone in their
thoughts and concerns about what they have just heard. I’m sure our
phone lines will be lit up like the night before Christmas.

“So, all you folks living along the coast,
and especially near the town of Redmond, how do you feel about
this? Do you think that the local authorities should inform the
residents when a former mental patient, who had brutally mutilated
teenage girls, relocates into their quiet neighborhood? Call in and
let us hear your comments. The number here is 1-888-555-HELP.”

“Doctor, you are being very rude, you didn’t
let me finish answering your previous question on when I committed
these so-called brutal mutilations.” The raspy voice cracked
through the radio’s speakers and into her dark bedroom.

There was a moment of dead silence before
the radio came alive again. In that brief moment it was quiet
enough for a feather dropping from her pillow onto her rug to be
heard. She hesitated turning the radio off, or at least changing
the radio channel to a more relaxing station, to help her sleep.
Even though she could not see it, she glanced over at her cell
phone on the nightstand, wishing it would ring. All she could hear,
however, besides her pounding heart beating against her chest, were
the voices coming back to life on the radio.

“Mister Zero, you are still with us. I had
thought you were disconnected.”

“Disconnected...nice choice of a word,
Doctor. However, I believe that word is inappropriate for my
state-of-being at the moment, for I am well connected, connected to
the thoughts of evilness. I know where evil lives, and I know what
I must do to rid the world of its presence. The word I believe you
are looking for is deranged. And the so-called mutilation was not
committed before I entered the, professionally correct, mental
health care facility. It was committed after I was released and
deemed sane.”

She anxiously reached over to the nightstand
and clicked the radio button to the off position. She then pulled
the blankets over her head, curling her naked body into a ball,
knowing she’d have a long sleepless night ahead of her. Morning,
when the comfort of daylight arrived, could not come soon enough
for her.


Chapter 2




In the predawn hours black ominous clouds
slowly crept unnoticed across the western sky. Before the sun
crested above the islands in Craggs Bay and winked its morning eye
upon the old church’s towering steeple, one of three similar white
churches that adorned this tranquil New England coastal town, the
sun was quickly consumed by the angry clouds and would not be seen
again for three long rainy days. The three days of rain and terror
would forever place a black mark on this once peaceful town.

The old church was built on a location high
above the town, an ideal spot easily seen by all the residents of
Redmond, and all those who were out at sea steering home from a
long day of fishing. It was also an ideal location for the town’s
official cemetery, a large stretch of rolling landscape behind the
church.

Back in the early days when the cemetery was
first constructed, before a new entrance was made to accommodate
vehicles and the large equipment needed to maintain the property,
visitors had to enter the cemetery through a black, iron-gated
entrance. Venturing beyond the black gate in those days could be
very intimidating in daylight, and especially so on cold dreary
days, but almost forbidding for human souls to enter its confines
at the edge of nightfall. Old decrepit monuments, which protruded
out of the ground like signposts inching their way across the
traveler’s path, along with the silence of the dead they swore
could be heard whispering from their graves, sent shivers down
their spine.

At this ghostly time of day, when the day
began to turn into dusk, eating away the protection of the
daylight, there was something else more haunting than the spooky
old monuments and the creepy silence surrounding them. It was the
gnarly trees growing in the lower section of the cemetery that
frightened them the most.

Before the spring foliage gave them
coverage, long bony branches from the tall leafless oaks spread
their way across the path like painful looking skeletal fingers of
the living dead. Those menacing fingers alone could pump hot blood
through a traveler’s veins and threaten to explode one’s heart. But
the most menacing of all the gnarly trees was the giant conspicuous
blue spruce pine, with its long portentous branches looming like a
living creature ready to swallow you whole if you passed under its
arms when the winds began to howl and darkness crept in, which sent
the spooked visitors turning on their heels and screaming madly
back through the iron gates.

On stormy days the gnarly pine tree was even
more frightening, as a flock of ugly black crows could be seen
huddling along the low-lying branches like vultures waiting for the
dead to appear. But in all actuality the crows were as innocent as
a sparrow and were only preparing to stay dry from the onslaught of
heavy rains, and could care less who suspiciously walked beneath
them.

Most everyone who felt an urgency to visit
the dearly departed, even in daylight, most often were seen in the
company of others; safety in numbers was their thinking. But then
there were the undaunted. The brave humans, the ones who were not
intimidated by the unknown and strolled along the grounds of the
graveyard as though they were walking through a city park on a fine
Sunday afternoon.

One of those undaunted humans was the town’s
gravedigger, and he—if you happened to chance a visit—could
occasionally be seen wandering about the graves like it was his
very own backyard. On this day the chubby balding man sat on a
backhoe excavating a six-foot deep grave, in which a newly deceased
would be buried next to four other graves, the graves of four
family members who had long ago died and been laid to rest in holes
the chubby man himself may have dug. He had dug too many graves to
remember which ones were his unless he cared to glance at the
departed date, which he had no interest in doing. To him the dead
were only old bones in a casket. If the subject of reincarnation
was ever brought up in conversation he would snarl and grunt about
the dead person’s bones in a casket six-feet under the ground, and
that’s where they’ll be forever, unless some crazy fool decided to
dig them up.

Grave digging wasn’t a demanding job, only
requiring a few hours to dig a hole one day and another hour’s work
the next day to fill it in. Any fool could have accomplished the
task, but for the last thirty years the chubby man had been the
only gravedigger. When his time came to kiss the only world he had
known goodbye, who would have the honors? Or would he know in
advance when his death would come and dig his own grave? For now,
however, this was not on his mind, only the job at hand, and he
wanted to finish digging the hole before the heavy rains fell,
cover the grave with a tarp, and then the next day plop the poor
soul’s decaying carcass into it.

As he glanced up from where he was digging,
David Graham could see two men slowly ambling down the dirt road
toward him. Clayton Daniels, the taller of the two, was carrying a
blue tarp in one hand and nothing in the other. The other person,
walking next to him with his hands hiked in his pockets, was
average in height and thinly built, with a blond mop of long
scraggly hair. This man was twenty-one years old, but his youthful
facial features made him look much younger. Before David had hired
the guy the previous day he’d almost thrown him out of his office,
thinking he was about fifteen years old, too young to be working at
the cemetery.

“Nice hole, David. Who’s
the unlucky stiff being buried in it? I suppose it’s some old
bastard who finally met the Grim Reaper,” Clayton joked. He always
had some wisecrack to say when he arrived at work. It was his way
of setting a somewhat relaxing mood for the day he knew could be
stressful working under David Graham, a hard working boss. Some of
his wisecracks were funny, but most of them were corny. David
thought they were all corny and unoriginal, having heard them more
often than once, and wondered if Clayton got his jokes from
the Readers Digest.

Today, however, wasn’t the best of days for
Clayton to be cracking jokes, as his boss was in a grumpy mood,
mainly because of the dark clouds overhead. David Graham hated
rainy days even though he was considered an outdoorsman, working
outdoors for the town for over forty years; thirty years digging
graves, and running the town’s maintenance garage. Whenever the day
was gray his mood was equally gray. He didn’t mind rain, knowing it
was extremely important, he just didn’t like working in it, having
to put on raingear that felt uncomfortable. Therefore, today he
decided to forgo the raingear and, if need be, work in wet
clothes.

“Jeepers crow, is that all you have to say?
Your day’s coming, wise guy, maybe sooner than you think. So don’t
go making wise cracks about the dead.”

“Sorry, Dave. So who’s the guy being
buried?”

“Not a guy. It’s the Webster girl being
buried next to her grandparents and a couple of other
relatives.”

“The girl that was murdered? Damn, that
sucks…she was so young, and real hot looking. Damn, what a horrible
way to die.”

“How did she die?” the new guy asked,
staring down at the empty hole, picturing a casket inside the hole
with a couple of flowers placed on top.

“She was stabbed to death. It happened last
weekend. I heard when they found her the knife was still sticking
out of one of her breasts, right around the old nipple area. They
say she was stabbed at least a hundred times,” Clayton answered
with a stabbing motion.

“Don’t believe a word he’s saying. Clay
exaggerates everything,” David interrupted. “She may have been
stabbed to death, but they never found a knife.”

“Well, maybe they didn’t find the knife
sticking in her breast, but she was definitely stabbed over a
hundred times. That was for sure.”

Still believing Clayton was over dramatizing
how Callie Webster was murdered, David added, “I don’t know about
that either. There wasn’t much left of her to examine after those
coyotes feasted on her, so why are you so sure she was stabbed over
a hundred times? Unless you know more about it than you
should.”

***

“Well, that’s what I heard anyway. I can’t
remember who told me, but that’s what I heard,” Clayton bitterly
answered. He was feeling somewhat defeated. He didn’t like being
called a liar, and that’s what it seemed David was implying.

***

“Okay, enough of that shit—let’s get to
work. We need to get this hole covered before it starts raining.
Clay, you were supposed to bring the cement blocks with you. I left
you a note by the time clock back at the garage. We need something
to hold the tarp down. Jeepers crow Clay, how long have you been
working here, anyhow?” David harrumphed.

“Sorry, I forgot.”

“Well, you’d better go get them, the rain’s
coming soon and I don’t want this hole to be filled with muddy
water. How about you? Why don’t you do something and go get the
blocks?” David demanded of the other worker, whose name he could
not remember.

“I don’t know where they are—today is my
first day on the job.”

“Don’t you think I know that? I’m the one
who hired you. So what is your name anyway? And don’t tell me its
Clay; one Clay’s enough.”

“It’s Malcolm Dangil.”

“Dangil! What kind of name is that?”

“I don’t know; English, I suppose.”

“Well, whatever. See that barn next to the
duck pond, Dangil?” David asked, pointing up the hill. “The cement
blocks are stacked out back of the barn.”

Malcolm looked toward where his boss was
pointing, wondering where the barn was. All he could see were trees
and gravestones, nothing beyond the hill. “I don’t see the
barn.”

“Well, you can’t see it from here, it’s on
the other side of the hill. But you must have seen it when you came
in. The tarp Clay’s holding was inside.”

“I must have missed it. The only thing I saw
was the garage. Is it up near there?”

“That’s the barn. We call it the barn. So
when I say go get something out of the barn, that’s where you go
get it. Okay?”

***

“I forgot what you told me; how many blocks
did you say we needed?” Malcolm asked, feeling slightly embarrassed
he had to ask. It wasn’t a good start to his first day on the
job.

“I don’t know,” David said, thinking,
looking at the hole. “You better bring at least a dozen—it’s
supposed to rain hard. I don’t want the wind to blow the tarp
away.”

“A dozen. What do I use to carry them
in?”

“Use the truck. Jeepers crow, you do know
how to drive, don’t you, Dangil?”

“Of course.” Malcolm answered with a smile,
happy to be asked to drive. Even though his license had expired and
he hadn’t driven much, never having owned a vehicle, he raced up
the hill and disappeared out of sight.

***

David shook his head at Clayton, feeling
frustrated with his new hire. “Where the hell did you dig this guy
up from? He’s more dimwitted than you are, and that’s saying a
lot.”

“You’re the one who hired him, I just met
the guy this morning. He seems bright enough to me—he found the
time clock all right. I think he just needs a few days to get
familiar with the work routine.”

“Well, I hope you’re right, Clay. We sure
need the help this time of year, especially with some of the older
guys getting ready to retire. Come on, let’s get this tarp over the
hole, it’s already starting to rain,” David said, feeling a few
raindrops fall on his bare arms. He then looked up at the sky and
noticed dark clouds were overtaking the overcast sky. It didn’t
look good, and he wondered if the weather forecasters would be
right for once, calling for two days of heavy rain. If they were,
it was going to be a long weekend for the town’s maintenance
workers, which he was in charge of.

After covering the hole with the tarp, the
two men stood looking at each other, waiting for Malcolm Dangil to
bring the cement blocks. He had been gone for a good twenty
minutes, and Clayton could see David was getting anxious. His
breathing seemed heavy, taking deep breaths to calm his temper. To
make it worse, the rain was beginning to fall harder.

“Maybe we should go stand under that tree,”
Clayton said, glancing over at the gnarly pine. He noticed the
large black crows were already starting to gather on the branches,
but the sight of them wasn’t going to stop him from staying
dry.

“Forget that, you won’t melt. Besides, I see
you finally had enough sense to wear a hat. I noticed even the new
guy wears one, and he doesn’t seem to be too bright. You know,
Clay, some friendly advice—you should always wear your hat. You’re
never too young to get melanoma.”

***

Clayton looked older than his thirty-nine
years, the last ten working outdoors under the sun without wearing
a hat. The years under the hot sun had bleached his natural blond
hair to an almost non-color. Today, under the cap he wore, his
thinning hair was cut short. He liked the bristle feel when he
rubbed his hand over the top.

Clayton grabbed the tip of his cap and
pulled it off his head. After glancing at the Cabela’s name
embroidered into the front of the camouflaged cap, he then placed
it back on his head. “Got this free at the Cabela’s store over in
Benton last weekend for buying a new fishing pole. I plan to do
some fishing this year.”

“Well, that’s great news, Clay. Now go up
there and find out what’s keeping him. Jeepers crow, I can’t stand
around here forever,” David snapped.

Before Clayton had the chance to start up
the hill he noticed the old green work truck slowly cresting the
hill, heading in their direction. The sounds from the old truck
rattling down the path sent a couple of crows scattering, only to
fly back to their perches a few minutes later. This was their turf,
where they hung out in inclement weather and in the dark of night.
A body being buried close by didn’t bother them much; they were use
to it.


Chapter 3


The precipitation fell lightly during the
Friday morning rush hour with an unconvincing warning of what was
to come. By mid-morning the sky broke wide open. The light drizzle
quickly turned into a downpour accompanied by a loud clap of
thunder, scattering pedestrians to take cover. Windshield blades
went from intermittent to the fastest speed. Puddles on the
roadside quickly formed into deep pools, causing traffic to
stall.

Having the pleasure of not being scheduled
to work until nine o’clock on Friday morning, Kelsey Mickelson
avoided having to travel during the morning rush hour.
Unfortunately, she arrived during one of the downpours, and
awkwardly ran from her vehicle to the bank entrance with only her
handbag held over her head in an ill attempt to cover her hair. She
wanted to look professional in both the outfit she chose to wear
and her overall outward appearance, which meant perfect hair and
perfect attitude—a disposition greatly affected by the weather. But
since she had no umbrella or raincoat for protection against the
rain, her meager handbag had to suffice.

Once Kelsey stepped inside the bank her
first stop was the employees’ lady’s room to freshen up in front of
the mirror. She sighed at the sight of her disheveled hair, and
stubbornly ran a comb over the areas that stuck out the most. Her
blonde hair was thick with curls at the ends, but today, because of
the wet, humid weather, her hair was frizzy, making the chore
difficult using a comb. She wished she had thought to bring a
hairbrush. She made a mental note to toss one in her handbag when
she got home that night. While looking in the mirror Kelsey also
noticed raindrop spots on her dark-colored blouse and attempted to
brush the wet spots away, to no avail, so she decided to let them
dry on their own. It was the best she could do.

After a last glance in the mirror, feeling
somewhat satisfied, she exited the lady’s room and took her place
behind the counter in the window next to her co-worker, Pamela
Hays. Kelsey could tell by the smile on Pamela’s face that there
was still something wrong with her hair.

“What? Why are you looking at me like that?”
Kelsey asked, knowing full well what she was looking at.

“You need to buy an umbrella. Want to borrow
my hairbrush?”

“I can’t afford to buy an umbrella; and
besides, even if I did I’d probably never use it anyhow. It can’t
look that bad, does it?” Kelsey asked as she lightly touched her
hair.

“No, you look fine. Just smile a little
more, show off your pearly whites, and nobody will notice,” Pamela
said flashing her bleached-white teeth.

Pamela was the same age as Kelsey, and the
two had been close friends since the day they met, having now
passed the fourth year of their friendship. When a teller position
opened at the bank, Pamela talked Kelsey into applying, which she
immediately did knowing she needed to find a job that paid a
descent wage to pay her share of the rent. Not the meager
employment she had held at Stinson’s variety store since her junior
year, a job with no possible advancement.

Even though a teller position at a bank was
considered low level in the financial world, Kelsey figured the job
did have its rewards—basically, more money. Besides the extra money
in her paycheck, she would also be working with her best friend.
That alone, working with Pamela, would make the job more enjoyable,
as common interests always helped with passing the time at work.
This morning, with the heavy rains keeping most customers away,
Kelsey and Pamela had plenty of time to chat.

While setting up her workstation for
business, which included counting the money in her drawer and
gathering needed supplies, among other insignificant tasks, Kelsey
and Pamela idly chatted amongst themselves. Their conversation was
mostly about the lousy weather and wondering how long the rain
would last.

“I hope it doesn’t rain all weekend,” Kelsey
disappointedly said as she looked out the front window, seeing
black umbrella’s passing by and the miserable raindrops splashing
against the window. “I just dread the thought of having to stay
indoors all weekend, especially after being stuck in here all week
when the sun was shining. It just doesn’t seem fair; it seems to
rain every weekend. Winter was bad enough, and now it looks like
we’re not going to have much of a spring.”

“Oh, Kelsey, stop complaining. Besides, when
did you ever let the lousy weather interfere with your weekend?”
Pamela teased.

“Yeah, that’s true,” she said with a laugh.
“What was the latest weather report you heard? Did they say it was
going to rain all weekend?”

“No, the weatherman on the morning news said
it was going to rain hard today and possibly tomorrow morning.
Sunday, he said, was going to be partly cloudy. Whatever that
means. You know how accurate the weathermen are.”

“I hope they’re right this time. That
doesn’t sound too bad, and at least we’ll get one good day off.
Besides, we have to work tomorrow morning anyway,” Kelsey added,
hoping that was true and that Sunday would be a decent day. She
smiled, thinking about sitting out on her porch on Sunday morning,
taking in the ocean breeze and looking out over the harbor. She
liked her rented house. She liked the smell and feel of the ocean
breeze, cool and refreshing all summer long when muggy weather
invaded the inland areas. She wanted to live the rest of her life
out there. Maybe not in the same rented house, but one she could
someday afford to buy for herself.

While thinking about the house on the beach
that she would someday own, it suddenly reminded Kelsey of the
radio program she’d
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