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Richard's hands danced over her skin, playing her muscles like music, manipulating the folds and pores until she felt all the pain drain from her.

Eleanore sighed and died in his arms and once her body had ceased twitching, Richard veiled her in a sheet and took her outside.

Laying her out on the grass, the sheet had already deepened to red in ragged hand print shapes where Richard's hands had burned into Eleanore's flesh.

He stood over her, looking down on her lifeless limbs and torso, visible in the shadows and creases of the sheet.  Her head lolled far to one side.  He nudged it back into place with his foot.  Overhead, night crept in, deepening the shadows in the sheet.  Richard slid his foot beneath her and kicked up, rolling her into the pool.  Eleanore splashed, then bobbed in the water alongside the others.  Richard slid the pool cover back into place, then went inside.

––––––––
[image: ]


IN THE BEDROOM, RICHARD masturbated, letting the memory of Eleanore's flesh flow from his hand, taking him further into his fantasy.  He lay sprawled on the bed, eyes closed, and dreamed of her writhing over him.  Her scent played in his nose as the sensations of her skin drained into him.

And in the midst of his fantasy, the nightmare seized him again.  Hands by the dozens emerged from the mattress, smothering him in fingers and palms, dragging him down into the hell beneath the world.  He felt the heat from them and smelled their sweat.  Salt from the hands stung his eyes and held him down, grasping tightly against his squirming.  Richard wanted to scream, but if he opened his mouth, he knew a fist would be shoved into it.

He shot up suddenly, his erection vanished, Eleanore's essence forgotten.  He panted from fear instead of lust and wiped sweat from his face.  He glanced toward the window, beyond which was the back yard and the pool, and the half dozen dead floating there.

He realized he had only two days to get rid of them before Aimee came home.

And just then the telephone rang and Richard knew it was her.

"What'cha doin'?" she asked, cheerful as usual.

"Uh, nothing," he answered.

"Sounds fun," she said.  "Listen I met this guy out here, he's really nice and he's going to be there in LA for a few days and I thought, you know, so I gave him our number and told him you're the best."

"Sure," he said.  Could she feel the other women through the line?  He held the telephone in his hand, but was he able to send them through the wires?  He hoped not, but dared not ask.

"What's wrong?" she asked.  "You don't sound cheerful."

"Sorry," he said.  "I was just, uh, dozing off."

"Well I just wanted to tell you I'll be home early Monday and to tell you about this guy."

"Okay," he said.  "I'll be here."

She hung up and Richard fell back onto the bed, breathless.  Aimee had been a challenge since they met, but that was one of the reasons he loved her, and the biggest reason he could never deny her.

He looked at his right hand and the swollen, permanently disfigured knuckle on his middle finger.  But even smashing a bone had not diminished Aimee's desires nor Richard's ability to meet them.  Even with a cast, he'd been able.  And now she had another one.  Sooner or later, he hoped, she would be content with Richard.  But until then, he knew because he was weak where she was concerned, he would do as she asked.

He fell asleep with the light on and his hand releasing remnants of Eleanore into him.

Outside, the six enshrouded women bobbed in the water like six white chess pawns.
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RICHARD'S HANDS DANCED over Celia's skin, playing her muscles like music, manipulating the folds and pores until she felt all the pain drain from her.  She'd been a favorite client for months, always glad to see him, always paid in full, and always ready with praise for the wonderful hands that made her forget her life and lose herself in relaxation.

Looking down on her naked back under the glow of the candles, amidst the smell of the lemon oil on his hands and the faint sitar emanating from the overhead speakers, Richard felt pity for Celia.  She deserved more happiness than her weekly massage.

Then again, so did he, and he didn't even get a massage.  Still, Aimee was his happiness, when she granted it.

"Did I forget to tell you," he asked, "your next session is free?"

"Really?" Celia asked, delighted.  "Why?"

"I'm giving all my favorite customers one free session next week in celebration of my first year in business."

"Okay," she said, reluctant to argue the deal.

Richard enjoyed the creases in her skin when he told her to flip over.  He thought, briefly, of doing to Celia what he'd done to the others at home, it was certainly the only way he would ever get her into bed, but he liked Celia.  Besides, Aimee would be home in the morning.  Celia was a wonderful woman.  Her husband was a lucky man, even if he didn't know it.

Twenty minutes later, Celia was dressing again, and Richard was out front, ready to ring her up.  She came out, glowing as usual after a massage.  She paid and, on her way out the door, turned back to offer, "Congratulations, too, on the celebration."

"You'll be back next week?"

"You could double your prices and I'd be back—not that I'm suggesting you do."

"I'd give you my 'beautiful' discount."

Celia winked and Richard smiled, then she was gone.

As he was preparing the room for his next appointment, a flaky new age fanatic who swore Richard had the hands of a god (it was only a matter of time before he had her essence flowing from his hands in the bathroom), the bell over the door chimed and Richard froze as Aimee's voice pierced the music.

Shit! he wanted to scream.  Instead, he stood perfectly still, terrified she'd find him, his mind running with images of Aimee coming home early to find six dead women in the pool.  He should have gotten rid of them this morning.  He would have, too, if he hadn't slept past his first two appointments.

Well, maybe she hadn't been home yet, maybe she didn't know about them, and what the hell was she doing back anyway?  She said two days.

"There you are," she said in her trademark cheerful voice.  He hated that voice.  He hated its false cheer which he knew was a guise.  He'd known Aimee three years and had never once seen her genuinely happy.  Except when Richard fucked her and let some other guy's essence flow through her so it was like she was actually with someone else.  And as much as Richard wished he could hate her for that, all he really wanted was for her to desire him the way he did her.

He stiffened as she entered the room.  Had she been home yet?  Her cheer should tell him she hadn't, but he'd learned not to trust her voice.  He turned around and went to her, hugging her close, smelling her, wishing she were naked.  He kissed her neck and said, "I missed you."

"Yeah," she said, "I missed you, too.  Listen, remember that guy I told you about?  You think you can fit him in later today?  Or maybe early tomorrow?  He says he's got to get back by tomorrow night."

"But—" he began.  She finished for him.

"I know he's not going back—wait, you don't have anyone back there, do you?"

He shook his head.

"Good.  We both know he's not going anywhere, but he doesn’t, and he says he needs to get back.  He's a wrestler, he's got a match in a couple days.  He said he was looking for a good masseuse.  I told him I know the best masseur in the business.  So can you?"

"I thought you said you'd be back tomorrow," he said.

"So what, I got an earlier flight and he says he needs to be back by tomorrow and I didn't want him to think anything strange was up, and I'd really like this to happen, so I came back a day early.  What's the big deal?  What, you got a house full of dead whores?" she joked.

Richard chuckled, but didn't respond.  If she only knew.  Right, if she knew, she'd kill him, then cut off his hands hoping they'd retain his power.

"Tell you what, I can do him last thing tonight before closing," he said, "so why don't you get him lunch and keep him occupied until then?"

Why don't you also fuck him while you're at it, he thought, and leave me out of it?

Why?  Because Aimee had found a way to promiscuity without fear of disease or pregnancy.  Richard was clean and sterile.  This way brought nothing a one-night stand might.  There were no regrets, no awkward after-moments, no empty promises of a call later.  This way Aimee could fuck any guy she wanted and never once have to actually be with him.  And she could stay faithful to her husband because Aimee never considered this cheating.

"What about doing it at the house?"

"Are you going to get him there?"

"Do you doubt that I can?"

No.

"And he has no problem with a man giving him a massage?"

"I get the feeling if he thought it would get me into bed, he'd let you give him an enema."

"That won't be necessary," he said.  "Just get him to the house by five."

She squealed delight and rushed from the shop.  Richard gave her ten minutes to gain some distance, then quickly locked up and sped home.
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RICHARD CALLED MR. Gaunt as soon as he stepped into the house.

"It's Richard Cress, Mr. Gaunt, I need an emergency disposal ASAP."

"Richard," Mr. Gaunt said, sounding pleased.  "It's been weeks.  I thought you'd vanished."

"No," he explained, "my wife was just out of town.  But she's back now and—."

"And you need some house cleaning before she gets home."

"Right."

"Richard, you know how this works, I need at least three hours notice."

Richard checked the time, then tried to calculate when Aimee would be back against how long it would take
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