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Prelude

The old man was lost in thought when he heard a sound. The floor creaked. The old mansion made settling sounds quite often, but the floor only creaked when there was a weight on it, he was not alone.

A woman stepped out from the shadows. She was older ... she looked familiar somehow, but the hate on her face was making it hard to recognize her.

Then he realized, “You?” He frantically rolled his wheelchair away from her.

She walked slowly toward the old man as three ghostly figures glided into the light behind her. They had gray, flaccid skin, each missing an eye, dried black lips stretched back revealing skeletal teeth. 

Then he noticed another figure who lingered behind ... a girl. He could see a brown dress with yellow flowers. She was pale, beautiful ... frightening. The old man cried out, “Agnes? My sweet Agnes!” as he grabbed at his heart.

The angry woman stopped in front of the wheelchair, demanding his attention. He looked up at her. Now he could see the resemblance. 

The old man pleaded, “It was for your own good. I was protecting you.” 

He could now see the bone-handled cleaver in the woman’s hand. The pain in his chest intensified. He felt dizzy ... his eyes fluttered. The last thing he saw was the cleaver slicing toward him, and he passed out.
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June 1890

In the Amazon rainforest, Frederick Millstone Jr., plain Junior to everyone that knew him, pushed back in his chair and trained angry, tear-filled eyes up into the dense canopy of trees. He was hoping God would give him a sign, or better yet strike him down for what he’d done. 

But instead of God, a troop of squirrel monkeys hooted and grunted as they moved restlessly through the trees. Angry Macaws squawked, agitated at the smoke rising through their rainforest world. It seemed every creature, including himself, was unhappy that the life balance of the rainforest had been disrupted. 

––––––––
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APRIL 1890

Three months earlier

The rhythmic clacking and swaying of the late night Boston to Portland train made Frederick Millstone Jr. drowsy, and yet falling asleep proved impossible, so instead, he stared out of the train window at the blurred trees and telegraph poles hurtling by, contemplating his future. Why had his father, Frederick Millstone Sr., called him away from his important philosophical studies at Harvard? The possibilities filled his mind, and most of the scenarios weren’t good for Junior.

Never at any time in the last three years had father bothered him at school or communicated with him to ask how he was doing. The old man barely spoke to him when he spent time at home, so this had to be something important.

Junior’s dream was to become a tenured professor of philosophy, something his powerful lumber magnate father strongly disapproved of, but father had allowed Junior to pursue this goal up to this point. Was this it? Was it over? Was father calling him back to Farmingham, Maine to tell Junior he would not be paying for his schooling anymore?

Observing his reflection in the train window, it was obvious he had not inherited the gene pool that included the strong Millstone chin, prominently bony nose, and intense steely blue eyes. In his father’s oft-stated opinion, it was the granite chinned All-American look that defined Millstone strength. His brothers, Franklin and Wilford, had been birthed with those traits, but not he .... sometimes he wondered if he was a Millstone at all.

His reflection showed a sad, triangular face. A receding hairline showcased his large shiny forehead. Overly bushy eyebrows hooded beady eyes split by a sharp angular nose. Thick round spectacles were perched on an odd fatty bulb that tipped his nose. A scraggly beard hid a recessed chin and a thick mustache disguised his thin upper lip. No one had ever referred to him as ‘that handsome gentleman’, not once. That odd looking man would be his guess.

His academic look elicited a stream of ridicule at holiday dinners from his brothers and father. Franklin and Wilford would not be making fun of him any longer though, both having died in the last year. Franklin in a logging accident, and Wilford from a bacterial infection. Junior was the remaining son, a disappointment, even a ‘weak sniveling coward’ if his father was deep into his brandy on any given night.

The train arrived in Portland in the early morning. Father’s lackeys, Gerald Finch and Sampson Miller, were waiting for him with a Millstone Lumber Company horse-drawn coach. These two were father’s company enforcers. He’d known them since he was old enough to walk and talk, and in his memory, they had delighted in being cruel to him for every second of his life. 

Both men were burly lumberjack types. Gerald had a thick full-faced black beard that did a poor job of hiding a jagged lip to eye scar. He kept his greasy shoulder length black hair slicked back under his prized possession, a leather Australian outback hat that he’d won in a poker game, or at least that was his story retold weekly after a night of drinks and poker with the boys.

Junior had heard from other workers at the estate that Gerald had seen the hat on a man in a bar, admired the hat, then offered to buy the hat, but the owner declined. Gerald then followed the man outside a short time later and sliced his throat in the alley beside the bar. The story rang true with Junior because it was close to how Millstone Lumber land was acquired by his father ... accept our offer or else. 

The other fellow, Sampson, was a large black man with wide shoulders and a bald melon shaped head. His eyes, nose, and mouth were squished into the middle of his face giving him a perpetually confused look. It was his sledgehammer sized hands that Junior had noticed when he first met Sampson. One punch with one of those fists and a person’s time above ground was over.

Gerald was probably the only man on this planet that could tease Sampson, ribbing him constantly about his great size. He would tease the big man that no hat had ever been made that would fit the watermelon of a head he was born with. Junior had seen Gerald rub Sampson’s head for good luck before a venture. Any other man would be killed by Sampson for this behavior. No one that Junior knew messed with these two men.

Junior had noticed before that Gerald and Sampson were both missing the same two teeth, one in front and the tooth next to the canine. He wasn’t sure if it was a planned drunken camaraderie event from the past ... like one of them suggesting it’d be fun to each pull out a tooth or two, or if it was just a strange coincidence.

Junior handed his luggage up to Sampson, who was perched on top of the coach. The big man arranged and strapped the bags in using long leather straps, tying them to grommets on the topside of the coach. Gerald tossed a cold sandwich and canteen of water into the coach on the wooden bench seat and pointed for Junior to get in, informing him that they would be traveling through the night to Farmingham where the Millstone estate was located. 

The stagecoach swayed and creaked in complaint as Gerald climbed up at the same time Sampson was getting down from attaching the luggage. Both big men were now seated on the bench in the driver’s area. Junior heard the snap of a whip and a ‘Hiya’ ... the coach lurched forward as the four horses pulled.

Junior, alone in the stagecoach, settled back onto the hard wooden bench, placing a leather satchel of books behind his head as a cushion. What possible reason could compel this situation? He chomped at his cold sandwich and wondered if his world was about to change. 

1955

Millstone Mansion

The massive, gnarled oak tree, the one they’d named the Sentinel, grew at the edge of a cliff, in front of the triple-winged mansion named Millstone Manor. The tree had to be hundreds of years old, and it was obvious the mansion had been built around it.

Thick knobby roots from the massive tree protruded from the sparsely grassed soil in a serpentine pattern. Contorted with age, the tree leaned out over a steep cliff’s edge, high above jagged rocks that dotted the sloping landscape beneath. In places, the Sentinel’s roots grew out of the ground tall enough for a person to sit on and enjoy a view over the rooftops of the businesses of Millstone Corner, Maine, or to look north and watch the clouds drifting past the surrounding mountains.  

The tree was named the Sentinel by Martha Millstone, the matriarch of Millstone Manor, which was a school and living facility created to correct the behaviors of incorrigible girls. 

On this day, at the request of the concerned businessmen in the town of Millstone Corner, whose businesses lay below the massive tree, a local arborist named Julian Duff had been called out to the strange mansion on the mountain. He’d been there several times now to examine the enormous tree. Might the giant tree crash down the mountain through one of the business's rooves one day? That was the question for Mr. Duff. 

Wearing his customary John Deere ballcap, wood splinter specked flannel uniform shirt, and sap stained khakis, the tall lanky woodsman inspected the tree. Betty Durgin, the housemother of Millstone Manor, stood to the side, arms crossed, angry at this intrusion into her day. 

Using his worn shit kicker boots, experienced enough that the metal toe peeked out on the left foot, he kicked gently at the trunk while tipping his head down, listening for the tone so he could assess the hardness of the wood. Next, Duff bent forward to examine the wide trunk, scraping his nails against the rough surface of the tree ... crumbling bark onto his fingers so he could sniff and then taste the tree. 

Ms. Durgin scoffed, “Really Mr. Duff?” 

He paused for a moment, holding up his hand to shush her. “Mr. Millstone approved my visit just yesterday. There is a process here I’m trying to follow.” He couldn’t let her negativity cloud his assessment.

He pushed his spectacles up tight on his nose, dropped to his knees, and shook a protruding root tendril, then he put his ear to the ground and felt the vibration as it worked across the soil toward the mansion. 

He stood and brushed off his khakis, “That’s a fine root structure you have there Ms. Durgin, fine indeed.” The words felt awkward as he spoke them, he realized she might mistake his comment as a remark about her body, and mumbled, “... the tree, of course, the tree. Fine root structure.” 

He made some notes in his metal binder. With each scribble he grunted in approval, impressed with his own knowledge, and shook his head yes several times as he reread his notes. It was obvious, he now understood this tree like no one else could. No one would ever complain that Julian Duff was not thorough. 

Lastly, he put his hands on his hips, arched his back, and looked up so he could see to the top branches ... not an easy task considering the size of the tree. Then he tapped his worn boot near the cliff’s edge, a test to make sure it was solid, and then grabbed a thick branch so he could lean over and look down at the jagged rocks below. 

As he bent forward his boot slipped off the edge. The weight of that one dangling leg caused him to fall forward. He grabbed wildly at the branch with his second arm and found purchase, but before he could stop his momentum he’d swung out over the ledge.

Momentum events often have a pendulating quality, what swings in one direction will return with slightly less momentum. Julian had swung out unexpectedly, but he was quick thinking enough to use that momentum to swing his feet back and barely step back up on the edge. 

His feet were on the ground now, but he still leaned backward. He looked over to Ms. Durgin, she never moved from her spot, gasped, or made any indication that she would have helped him, or even thought about it if he’d fallen to the jagged rocks below. Still holding the branch, he used his hands to walk himself forward and back to safety.

Julian nonchalantly wiped his hands together as he considered the taciturn woman, then he stroked his thick mustache, and commented, “That’s what we call a branch integrity test.”

Ms. Durgin smirked, “This is all ridiculous. Those people below have no idea what they’re talking about.”

“Well, let’s just see what we see.” He pulled a wooden folding tape measure from his back pocket, knelt, unfolded it, and held it out over the edge. Then he peered with one squinted eye over the ruler down toward the business rooftops below, moving the ruler several times until he had the line he wanted.

Ms. Durgin barked, “Whatever foolishness is this?”

He spoke as he eye-balled over the extended ruler, “Estimating the path of destruction if the tree should ever fall.” Ms. Durgin huffed, thoroughly unhappy with the direction of his inspection.

Estimation complete, he stood and made more notes in the metal estimate binder. Whistling through his teeth and shaking his head as he wrote, he muttered, “Yup, yup, yup, yessiree, this is wicked bad...” 

––––––––
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2009

Spring weather in Chicago was always unpredictable. On this day, record waves of heat rippled from the paved streets, forcing Chicagoans to shed their winter coats and heavy sweaters. 

Inside the small SUV, the air conditioner thrummed, struggling to keep up as Amanda, a beautiful athletic brunette and my wife of seven years, wove her way through thick traffic on Lower Wacker Drive, trying to get to Randolph Street for our meeting with lawyer Richard Smart. 

Smart’s phone call had come out of the blue. He was an estate lawyer and insisted on a meeting without giving specific details, only that it was important. After we’d ignored several phone messages, we spoke and agreed to a meeting. The drive was silent except for my agitated fingers drumming a beat on the passenger windowsill. 

I sighed, resolved to attend this stupid meeting, and endure the busy downtown traffic. My irritated reflection stared sullenly back at me in the car window. I rubbed my cheek .... the rugged, scruffy beard look so popular in today’s fashion magazines and tv shows ... I’d nearly perfected it. 

My cheeks though... where had that thin stud muffin look gone? I poked a dough boy finger into my cheek. They weren’t fat per se, just puffed out like I was a dieting chipmunk who’d found a stash of nuts. The plumpness was a sign of the times. Both Amanda and I were struggling after a traumatic event and were not our best physically or mentally, both of us a bit overweight and maxed out on the stress meter. 

My finger drumming irritation stemmed from the fact she’d just told me that she had accepted a job offer in California. We live in Chicago. We are supposed to be a couple ... but obviously, I had no say in her life these days.  

Steam boiled inside my gut as I mentally calculated the bullshit time and money we’d spent in fucking marriage counseling ... counseling that I’d suggested but came to hate ... counseling that made me feel like an asshole loser every session. 

I took a deep breath, scrubbed my hands over my face, and then exhaled slowly. If any good had come from marriage counseling, it had taught me to take a moment and compose myself. A deep breath helped with the triple C strategy. Clear, calm, communication. But now there was a fourth C, California. 

I looked at her driving, all smug and happy, ignoring my irritation, maybe I would have to add a fifth C, the ‘See you next Tuesday’ C ... which pretty much summed up how things were going for us at this moment. 

I blew out a second cleansing breath, thought about how to best communicate my feeling on the matter, and then yelled, “Are you fucking kidding me? Now? Now you make this decision?” 

She took her eyes from the road long enough to give me an icy stare. “Yup! Now James! I can’t wait for us to get better.” Her tone was frigid. I could see the decision wasn’t weighing heavily on her, “Counseling isn’t helping, and I just....”, She paused and shrugged, “...I’ve just had enough. 

“Just had enough?” I shouted.” Just fucking had enough? Fucking incredible!” My head was spinning. “You done now? Is that it? Finally packing it in. After you put me through all that bullshit counseling ... made us drain our savings account. We probably bought that smug bitch a fucking boat. Christ all mighty!”

––––––––
[image: ]


​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 
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June 1890

Frederick Millstone Jr. leaned forward in the camp chair, grinding sweaty palms into his eyes. Stars flashed and moved in the black emptiness, but no matter how hard he rubbed he couldn’t erase the images reeling in his mind.

The frantic animal sounds of the rainforest were maddening, but Junior knew that a mental break down, even if warranted under these circumstances, was not possible. Maybe if he concentrated on the animal sounds, he could block out the images of the horror he’d just approved. 

An uncontrollable urge to collapse to the ground and curl into the fetal position overwhelmed him. His hands mechanically moved from his eyes and pressed hard against his chest. He was an academic, not a murderer. His heart, galloping so wildly, felt like it was going to explode out of his chest. Strength! He must show strength! Prove that he could be the man of the Millstone family moving forward. 

If he showed an ounce of weakness, his life of luxury was done. To be the face of the Millstone Lumber empire, he had to demonstrate that he would do whatever it took to achieve the company’s goals. That’s what this trip was all about! If he was going to prove his worth and toughness to his father, he needed to be cold, heartless and calculating just like the old man.

April 1890

As the coach swayed and bumped along the rocky road to Farmingham and the Millstone Estate, Junior could hear Gerald and Sampson laughing boisterously at each other’s crude jokes, some of them at his expense. He tried to ignore them, instead thinking about what may be happening that justified calling him back from his studies at Harvard.

Frederick Millstone senior had built the largest lumber and milling operation in the northeast from the ground up. It started with a small operation in central Maine and expanded throughout the Northeast. The grand plan had been for Franklin or Wilford to take over the company in the next five years, allowing father to slowly step back, but of course, with their deaths, all those plans had changed. Junior wondered what was in store for him.

He thought about his father, their contentious history, and father’s hatred of Harvard. During his thirty-five years of life, everyone including his brothers, Gerald and Sampson, Hobbs the butler, and possibly even the hunting dogs all held a higher status in his father’s eyes than he did. 

Gerald and Sampson had been instrumental in the company’s tremendous growth. The two men, killers by nature, were among the most trusted of his father’s employees, known to do whatever it took to accomplish Millstone Lumber’s goal of monopolizing the lumber industry. 

The pair would travel from landowner to landowner as Millstone Lumber diplomats, friendly at first, making an overly generous offer to buy a tract of tree-filled land, but ultimately there to impose the Millstone will on those that wouldn’t cooperate. The local sheriff had questioned the evil pair many times about reports of murder, missing people, violence, larceny, and arson, but nothing ever came of the questioning. 

Father had been born with a charm that disarmed men. He would spread his arms wide, smile, clap shoulders, and let his steely gaze bore into the sheriff or government official, and then in the nicest way possible tell them that they didn’t have enough proof to move forward on any charges. 

The suddenly missing landowner who’d recently rejected Millstone’s offer to buy their land was not a Millstone issue. The farm that had recently burned to the ground forced the owner to sell to recoup something of value from their land, not a Millstone matter. But of course, we will buy their land so they can get something from the tragedy.

As these worries and thoughts cycled through Junior’s head, the combination of the rhythmic swaying of the coach, the refreshing night air gusting in through the crack of the door, and the night song of the forest insects and tree frogs combined to make Junior’s eyelids heavy.

Morning arrived with a jolt! The coach had stopped quick enough to roll the slumbering Junior into the opposite bench with a thud. Half asleep, he yelled out in pain, causing laughter to erupt topside. He was quite sure they knew exactly what they’d done.

Gerald yanked the coach door open. He could barely hide his smile as he offered his hand, “Princess. Your father awaits.”

Junior pushed Gerald’s hand away and stepped out of the coach, and then immediately dodged the luggage Sampson tossed to the ground. Footmen ran from a side door to gather the luggage while Junior gave Gerald and Sampson a dismissive wave, muttering ‘assholes’ under his breath. Good riddance. Hopefully, he wouldn’t have to deal with them again anytime soon.

He pulled his coat tight to block the cool breeze and looked out over the expansive estate. Would it be his one day? He knew he would have to fight for it ... a fight that might be full of unsavory deeds if he were to prove worthy. 

He took a minute to think about the impending meeting with his father. Would his father be decent to him now that Franklin and Wilford were gone? What might he say that could save his academic pursuits at Harvard? Probably nothing. He couldn’t imagine that any discussion about the pursuit of academics would have a shred of worth to his father. 

He thought out arguments and counterarguments they may have, but he also weighed the fact that his father never lost an argument, discussion, or wager. It was overwhelming to think about, and he worried that his life was going to change somehow, but little did he know that this meeting would set him on a course that would change his life forever.

1955

Millstone Manor

Notes complete, arborist Julian Duff gave a final look at the Sentinel, the giant tree leaning out over the cliff at Millstone Manor. He wheezed out a toothy whistle, and then snapped the metal estimate binder shut and set it on the ground. Betty Durgin stood rigidly, waiting for him to finish the estimate she’d been ordered to observe.

Julian looked at her, mumbling, “Yup, big job ... BIG job ...” 

He looked to her for a reaction. Commiseration on what a difficult job it would be to take the tree down would be a sure sign that that the price he would soon show to her was warranted, but he got no satisfaction, she remained stoic. 

He decided one more whistle might stir her into a reaction, “Yup, yup, yup, it’s a doozy...”  Still no reaction from her except an impatient weight shift and a hanging judge stare. 

He shrugged, smiled, and nodded ... the challenge was accepted. He felt he had a knack for turning stubborn people into customers. This was Maine after all, a land full of no-nonsense people. Let the explanation portion of his sales pitch, the show before the reveal of the price, begin. 

Julian Duff was a close talker ... a hands on, touchy feely, person. His favorite demonstration technique to help customers understand his pricing was to stand behind the customer, set his elbow on the customer’s shoulder, and aim his finger past their ear so he could point out problems accurately. As he educated them about their trees, he would slowly spin the customer like a lazy-susan ... helping them see exactly what he was seeing. 

This demonstration method worked well most of the time. By the time the customer realized they were about to be manipulated like a string puppet it was too late to object.

It had not been one second with his hand on her shoulder when she bristled at his handsy approach and backed away. “You will not be touching me for any reason, Mr. Duff. That is unacceptable.” He threw his hands up in surprise and disappointment, but quickly adjusted and continued unfazed with his tree seminar. 

His prognosis ... the oak was ‘falling in slow motion’. As evidence, he ran his calloused hand over the deeply grooved, jagged bark growing on the inside of the tree’s curve, and compared it to the thinner bark growth on the outside bend of the tree, “This here is the tree’s way of trying to protect itself, the bark grows thicker on the inside for strength you see...”

Ms. Durgin wasn’t sure if ‘falling in slow motion’ was some technical arborist language, something he may have learned years ago at the University of Maine in Orono, or it was just his folksy way of speaking, but either way the tree was important to the owners of the mansion, especially Martha Millstone, and they were not keen on removing it.

When he was done, he stepped back, pushed his spectacles back up on his nose, and twisted the tip of his mustache, waiting for Ms. Durgin to react, but to his disappointment, the stoic woman stared at him until he re-opened his organizer and began to finalize the quote. 

As he worked, Duff went on to tell the woman that the reality was that one of these days, either the gusting winds from the mountaintop, a rainstorm, or just gravity and father time would topple the giant tree over the cliff crashing it down into the rocks hundreds of feet below, and then probably some part of it weighing thousands of pounds would roll onto a business, perhaps even kill customers inside, and if it did, ‘Well, I told you so’. 

The housemother, as was her nature about most things, was not impressed. He tore the estimate from the pad, gave her a copy, and tucked the duplicate into the back of the organizer. This was the fourth estimate for this tree in the last five years, and he was confident there would be a fifth, sixth, and seventh, and perhaps legal action before anything happened. He climbed into his old pick-up and puttered back down the mountain and into town where he would tell the concerned businesspeople again how odd they were up on the mountain.

What the townspeople did not know was how important the tree was to the mansion to keep order in this house of wayward girls. From their businesses below, they couldn’t see that on most moonless nights, as a punishment, a young girl was bound to the tree for the night left to stare down at those jagged rocks.

2009

Amanda Hawks threw one hand up, “I hoped therapy would help. I really did ... at the time. What can I say?” She glared over at James sitting in the passenger seat, “Your attitude sucked through every session, so nothing came of it. If you’d given an ounce of effort, we may be at a different place.” 

“Oh ok. I see, so therapy shit tanking was my fault too?” I made believe I had a notepad and pencil, “Wait, let me add this to James’s failure list.”

“Lots of things have been your fault.” The implication hung in the air.

“Wow!” I blew a breath out. “Jesus Amanda. Fuckin’ low blow. It’s no one’s fault that Bobby died. Not mine! Not yours. It just happened. It was an accident.”

Amanda changed lanes quickly. A Jaguar cut her off forcing her to slam on the brakes. I braced my hands on the dash, “Jesus Mario Andretti. Let’s try to get there with our fucking limbs attached.” She beeped and gave the older man in the Jaguar the finger, then yelled, “Asshole!” 

He sped away while her lane came to a standstill. She shook her head in frustration, “Friggin’ assholes everywhere around here!”

James asked, “You talking about me, him, or traffic in general?”

“You or him what?”

I sighed, and continued in a more irritated voice than I wanted, “Assholes? I’m an asshole, he’s an asshole, all men are assholes.... What are you saying?”

She looked out her window and quietly smirked, “Bingo.”

I snorted, and then mocked, “Cool fuckin’ beans. I was just trying to get a handle on where I ranked in the asshole hierarchy.” I made a note in my fake notebook, “James ... chief of the assholes...”

She mumbled, “Well, I hope you’re happy to be numero uno somewhere in my life.”

The car was quiet except for my heavy breathing and pounding heart ... and the helicopter traffic report droning on from the radio, ‘Traffic is heavy so avoid downtown if you can.’  No shit!

As the crescendo of impatient horns grew, beeping at the jammed traffic, I could see her clench and unclench her fingers on the steering wheel. I knew the pressure inside her was building, and then finally I could see white knuckles and knotted forearm muscles. I’d seen this show before, she was about to erupt.  She blew out a breath and looked over at me, angry tears brimming in her eyes. 

She jutted an accusation laden chin toward me, “Why?”  Then she yelled at the car ceiling while she pounded her fists on the steering wheel. “Why can’t we go back? Why? It’s not fair ... life is NOT fucking fair!” Then she cried as she frantically pulled back and forth on the steering wheel until she slumped her head onto one arm.

Since we were stopped in traffic, the lady in the car beside us had nothing better to do than to stare at Amanda pounding on the steering wheel and yelling ... presumably at me, the chief asshole. 

I gave the lady in the other car the calming two-handed ‘it’s OK’ wave, which I figured would also serve as a ‘mind your beeswax’ wave. I added a headshake and a tight-lipped smile to mean ‘There’s nothing to see here, look out your other window please.’

The lady continued her judgmental glare, then flashed a raised eyebrow and tipped her head toward me with a critical smirk pasted to her face. The slow head shake was the final straw.

She knew all the way over there in her car that I had done some terrible man thing to upset my lady. She formed her fingers into a V, aimed them at her eyes, then slowly tracked her V’d fingers back to me. ‘I’m on to you asshole’, that’s how I interpreted her actions.  She wanted me to know she could ID me if I murdered Amanda later. 

I mouthed ‘Fuck You!’ at her as slowly as possible, making sure to enunciate enough so the words could be understood by an observant space shuttle astronaut. She smiled. I stabbed double birds into the air, pumping them up and down vigorously enough to rock the car. 

I was on a roll now. Instead of releasing anger, I felt angrier at this nosy bitch every passing second and could feel my tension and anger streaming into her car. I moved to the classic Italian salute, flinging one fist in the air while simultaneously punching the other one into my bicep forcefully enough to ensure I would have a bruise later. I was sure my grandfather, who showed me this move when I was ten, would be smiling down from heaven.

I finally had her. She shook her head, disgusted with what a classless, misogynous pig I was, and mouthed ‘Asshole’ at me. I finished her off by giving her a wide, toothy grin combined with a demonic clown head shake. Why not? I was pissed and didn’t need Miss Prissy Pants in the next car making judgments about us. Maybe I should add her injured emotions to my fake notepad.

Amanda gave a disgusted head shake and scoffed, “Real fucking mature.”
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Chapter 3
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April 1890

Hobbs, the butler, informed Junior that father would be ready in a few minutes, so Junior stood on the porch and looked out over the Millstone estate. The property was surrounded by an eight foot tall, whitewashed, stone wall, much like an English castle. Father, Frederick Millstone Senior, had an affinity for British culture, spending a great deal of money to craft the massive house using designers from across the pond.

The acreage extended further than his eye could see, something father had pointed out to him each time he’d left for college in an effort to make him see what he might be giving up by pursuing academics instead of lumber concerns. Ironically, the land beyond the walls held a mature forest full of tall oak trees, now gently swaying in the morning breeze, the kind of forest father worked so hard to cut down on everyone else’s land.

A waist-high manicured green hedge separated the driveway from a lush green pitch of grass. Workers in long white pants, black jackets with red vests, and conductor caps were spread evenly across the grounds attending to giant ceramic pots of brightly colored flowering plants, two geyser water fountains, and various marble statues. He could only dream that it might all be his one day.

This conversation with his father would be unpleasant, it always was ... he could feel his nerves tingling, his heart beating faster in anticipation. One of his philosophy colleagues showed him a calming technique to use before speeches, and this seemed like a perfect time to try it. 

He breathed in deeply, pulling the cool morning air into his lungs, letting it expand his chest and settle in, and then, after ten seconds, he let the air seep out of him. The patter of his heart slowed, much better. He turned and nodded, he was ready

Hobbs opened the doors onto the large marble foyer. Enthusiastic barking announced Woody the 3rd, the family beagle, who ran to him and pawed at Junior’s legs and waist for affection. Hobbs shooed the dog away. It was an irritant to father that the dogs liked Junior better than he. It was probably because he didn’t treat them as a possession.

Hobbs stiffly pointed down the hall, “He’s waiting for you in the study.” 

The giant mahogany desk in Frederick Sr.’s mahogany everything office sat in front of a bay window that looked out on the workers perfecting the Millstone world. As Junior walked in, he was reminded that Sr. exuded three things: arrogance, privilege, and wealth. 

At this moment, the old man was leaning over a ledger with his granite chin perched on an elbowed fist. A thick cigar, threatening to drop a long ash, bobbed as he gnawed the end of it while making disapproving sounds .... obviously, the figures weren’t adding up. Junior wondered if there was anything in this world that he was less interested in than lumber numbers. 

Even well into his seventies, Senior still possessed the impressive Millstone mop ... which had now transformed into a thick gray mane that the grandchildren would tug on at family parties. 

Small reading glasses, a rare concession of weakness by the egotistical man, rested at the tip of his nose, focusing his piercing blue eyes. When steadfastly gazing at a man or a beast, those eyes always forced submission. Senior was the exact opposite of Frederick Junior in every way. Junior could stare at someone for eternity and get nothing in return except awkward silence. The differences in strength and will between father and son in almost all manners of handling affairs was why they did not get along.

No surprise. Senior ignored Junior’s entrance for a while, leaving him standing in front of the desk with his hat in hand like a repentant child. Without an upward glance, senior pointed authoritatively to the seat across from the desk. Junior decided he would not sit immediately, choosing instead to wander around the large office and touch things. After a few minutes of rough handling statues, vases, and straightening pictures, he settled into the chair and waited. 

The office was cozy on its own, notwithstanding the cold reception. Junior couldn’t help but notice that father had bypassed the warmth of the armchairs by the crackling fire, a perfect place for a father son chat of importance, choosing instead the impersonal position of hiding behind his desk. It was as if Junior was a Millstone Lumber employee about to deliver a status report on lumber sales. It was no surprise considering there was no love lost between them, so he passed the minutes looking around, trying to read the titles of books on the many bookshelves lining the walls. 

The smell of his father’s cigar triggered repugnant memories of his unhappy childhood, often sitting in this exact position waiting to be told how useless he was compared to his brothers. He crossed his arms and eyed the plume of smoke rising to the ceiling ... sure he could see his father’s air of superiority mingling with the spiraling smoke. He hated every cell of his father and amused himself imagining the old bastard exploding into a thousand pieces ... watching the old guts slide down his beloved mahogany.

As minutes crawled by, Junior became impatient but refused to be the first one to speak. Eventually, father would look up from his paperwork, he was sure of it. He began tapping his foot on the floor, humming to the rhythm of a jaunty song he’d heard at school, something he knew would irritate the old man. 

Senior cleared his throat for him to stop... that was enough for Junior to declare victory in his mind. He waited a few seconds and then blurted out, “Father! What is this all about?”

Senior continued looking over the papers, until he slowly pushed them aside, looked up, and stared at his son. The piercing blue eyes that had forced deals to be signed, had caused brave men to waver and had seduced women now bore into Junior. It felt to him like father was weighing his worth as a human and trying to decide how he could make this failure of nature transform into a Millstone success story.

As father began to speak, a coughing spasm racked him until he spit blood into a napkin. It didn’t take a medical degree to know my father was not doing well.  When Senior could finally speak, his voice was ragged and wheezing ... he pointed at Junior, “Your school foolishness is done, boy.”

Junior threw his hands in the air. His fear of this moment happening had come to fruition. All the progress, friends, classes, and status he’d made and achieved at Harvard dissolved in his father’s statement. 

Junior slumped back in the chair “This is not what we agreed to!”

His father ignored the outburst of emotion and barked, “You’ve had time to play around, but there comes a time in a man’s life when he needs to actually work, and this is it.” By the end of the sentence, he was out of breath and had to lean back in his chair and gulp in deep breaths to recover.

Junior leaned forward and poked his index finger into the mahogany desktop, “We had an agreement. I finish school and then come back to learn the business.”

Father tapped his fingers on the desk, his anger eroding. In a softer voice, he said, “Things have changed.”

1955

Agnes Millstone, a pony-tailed girl of twelve, sang to herself as she hung from the ‘Sentinel’ tree, arms bound to her side, staring down at the jagged rocks on the hillside hundreds of feet below.

Frère Jacques, Frère Jacques
Dormez-vous, dormez-vous?
Sonnez le matines, sonnez le matines
Ding ding dong, ding ding dong

She insisted father sing this song to her each night since she learned it in music class at Millstone Manor, a school for wayward girls. Agnes wasn’t wayward, she was the daughter of the school’s founder, Martha Millstone. 

Sobbing quietly between verses, she tried not to focus on how gravity was forcing blood to pool in her dangling feet, toes, and hands. Her head was free to move around, but it didn’t take long for her neck muscles to ache causing her head to hang down ... this was the worst part of the punishment. 

She knew she deserved the punishment, appropriately called ‘silent tree night’. The punishment, developed by Charlie, the giant ogre who worked for Mrs. Millstone, and the stern housemother Ms. Durgin, was that any misbehaving child, Agnes mostly or any one of the other girls who had strayed from the strict set of rules they were made to follow, would spend all night on the tree, but sometimes less. 

Charlie was ordered to check on them every hour, and if they were silent, which was terrifyingly difficult when staring down at the rocks below, they may be able to get off the tree earlier than at first morning light. Charlie was a giant of a man, but due to his uneven eyes looked like a dimwit in Agnes’s opinion. 

She had a thing for eyes and had always been fascinated by them for as long as she could remember. Father had gotten mad at her when she was little for trying to touch his eye. Now that she was a little older, she felt that eyes were like windows that looked inside a human’s soul, where she could see what kind of person they were, kind and gentle, or mean and evil.  

Charlie poked Agnes in the ribs, but she gave him nothing. He was tall enough so he could hang on a branch and lean out over the cliff ... and get face to face to assess the child. His sausage and cigar breath was enough to bring any child awake. He leaned over and looked at her, blew in her face and she gasped. 

He grunted, “You’re fine!” Then he headed off with that stupid whistling.

Dusk was the perfect time for the punishment they figured.... then the child could see the rocks below for a time before the pitch black of night set in. The terror inflicted by wondering if you might fall and get mangled on the rocks was the cure for most anything according to mother, especially mouthy children. All the children hoped that their night on the tree wouldn’t be the night the old tree surrendered to the wind gusting down from the mountaintop.

Dusk was also when the bugs came out. Flying bugs who bit, biting ants that were upset a human was in their space, and spiders who spun webs on faces and between legs. One of Charlie’s favorite things to do was place his mouth close to the helpless child, so close his mustache and hot breath tickled their ear, and then whisper, “Keep your mouth shut child ...... try to breathe very slowly ... ”, then he would wait, letting his cigar breath wheeze in and out of the child’s ear, before he would continue in a softer tone, “ ... those creepy crawly bugs love to nest and lay eggs in little eyes, ears, noses, and mouths ... ”. 

She thought about something else Charlie told her while he tied her up, “I’m not sure ....... Child .......... if I got the knots tight enough ......... so be still now.”  Then he would push away with a big laugh, shake the ropes holding the child, and walk away whistling. He was always whistling like he was the happiest man alive. She concluded that stupid people were happy people.

This wasn’t her first time on the tree, and she figured it wouldn’t be her last time. Flexing toes and fingers was helpful, it moved the swelling blood a little and relieved some of the pressure, but the good news was that the pain only lasted for a while. After the first hour, nerve endings got sick of sending jolts of pain, and the pins and needles began filling in. When they let her down in the morning, Charlie would carry her in like a sack of potatoes ... it would take a good hour before she could walk or use her hands. 

She sang the song again to distract from the pain. Mother characterized Agnes as evil incarnate, incorrigible, and promiscuous. It didn’t sit well with mother that Agnes wouldn’t follow the strict rules of the house, and that no matter how drably she forced Agnes to dress, the young girl’s brilliant blue eyes and coquettish smile attracted attention from the kitchen boys. These irritants led mother to treat her poorly and hand out an abundance of punishments. 

Night was falling, and the breeze, which had been mixing with the warm daytime air as the sun set, now blew down from the mountaintop in frigid gusts. Coats were not allowed when on the tree. Mother felt strongly a punished child should NOT have the comfort of warmth, so Agnes wore only her yellow flowered brown school dress, long black socks, and black strapped shoes. 

After a few hours, the shivering had become uncontrollable, and she wondered without too much emotion if her trembling would loosen the ropes and she would cause herself to crash down the mountainside to a gruesome death. 

What Agnes couldn’t know was how her destiny would affect Millstone Manor for a very long time.

2009

Amanda was still shaking her head at my immature tantrum toward the nosy bitch in the other car. This was typical! She thought her steering wheel pounding screaming fit was a fine way to let her frustrations out, but my momentary loss of control was childish. 

My antics toward the nosy lady in the other car had energized me for about thirty seconds, but now I felt like a week-old party balloon. I decided to argue the point with Amanda about which tantrum made sense was useless, so I cut my losses, defending my behavior by muttering, “She shoulda minded her own friggin’ business.”  

I went back to glaring into the passenger side window, wondering why the guy staring back at me couldn’t save this icy skid into bachelorhood. The problem was that once again Amanda was blaming me for everything. It was my fault Bobby drowned, it was my fault marriage counseling hadn’t worked, and it was my fault in general that life sucked right now. 

As the traffic moved, so did our problems, right back to the original issue ... the recurring Bobby disaster. Every time the argument started back up it felt like the original argument three days after the funeral ... like we’d come back from a short commercial break ... and now we were back to our regular programming ... a never-ending cycle of monumental disagreement.

She yelled, “It was someone’s fault, James! And it wasn’t mine ... I wasn’t there when Bobby died.” 

There it was! This was normal. She blamed me, but in my mind, she owned some accountability for leaving us alone when she knew I had to work. “C’mon Amanda. We both played a part....”

She cut me off, continuing to rail against me as if my opinion had no relevance, “It was your fault! You were supposed to be watching him. How could he have gotten to the pool? How?” 

At the time, I’d been working on an overdue programming job, under the gun to finish or lose ten percent of my commission. She said she had to go out to lunch to meet with her boss, Asshole Pete, something about a big project. I protested while she grabbed her purse and ran out the door.

The car’s air conditioner thrummed over the angry honking traffic and an occasional ‘Fuck you!’ shouted between drivers. 

She looked over at me, those piercing blue eyes boring into me, and said in quiet anger, “How? If you were watching him? How?” 

The memory was burned into my brain. Shortly after Amanda left, an important phone call came in, Bobby was playing with his trucks at my feet ... I turned to see my second computer screen. The conversation with my client got intense and ended with me hanging up. Ten minutes had slipped by ... Bobby wasn’t playing on the floor anymore. 

I went to check on him, calling out his name as I ran through the house. I went to his bedroom, then our bedroom, then I ran into the kitchen, and finally, I sprinted to the pool where I found him facedown floating in the deep end. We’d never been the same since. In her mind, she had no blame for Bobby’s death, and she couldn’t get past the rage that it was entirely my fault.

I stared at her defiantly .... pissed that she was blaming me again. After a few seconds of glaring, I shook my head in disgust, let out a big breath, and deflated again. The back-and-forth outbursts between us combined with recurring sadness and soul-crushing guilt had exhausted the moment. Sullenly staring out my window was the best I could manage for now. 

We were both quiet, breathing heavily like prizefighters between rounds. A few minutes went by. Talking quietly to my reflection, I stated “I was watching him ...” I stabbed my finger into the windowsill for emphasis, “... I ... WAS .... watching ... him!”

Arguing about this more now was fruitless. It had been two years and we’d had this same angry discussion a hundred times with no resolution ... the blame just cycled back and forth, but eventually stuck to me like Velcro. I felt trapped in this position because Amanda’s mental condition had become more fragile as time passed. 

These last six months, in addition to marriage counseling, Amanda was seeing a psychologist due to the terrible dreams she was having. These nightmares included sleepwalking night terrors where she would stalk around the house wielding a kitchen cleaver and mumbling that she was ‘looking for the killer’. The shrink said waking her up could be dangerous for her. 

The day after the latest episode, I surprised the psychologist with a visit and asked, “Not for nothing, but you know she thinks I’m responsible for Bobby’s death? Do you think maybe letting her sleepwalk with a cleaver in hand could be pretty dangerous for me?” 

He answered, “In my opinion, she probably wouldn’t do anything with the cleaver, it’s a prop, representing her anger at the situation.” Then he hesitated for a second and added with a wry smile, “...but just to be on the safe side, maybe hide the cleaver.” Fucking great. A psychologist and a comedian in one. When I asked more questions about their sessions, he threw doctor-client privilege in my face and told me he couldn’t comment on it. 

As he ushered me out the door, he patted me on the shoulder and commented with a smarmy smile that he was ‘pretty sure’ I would be ok. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for from him, but a ‘probably wouldn’t do anything’ and a ‘pretty sure you’ll be ok’ was not confidence building. 

I’ve always seen myself as more of a compromiser than a fighter, preferring to walk away from an argument and come back to it later, so I wasn’t very effective in battling to get her to open back up to me. Now, this new mental health element complicated our relationship even more. Trying to win her affection back now was like scaling a wall of ice wearing mittens and slippers. I felt like we lacked the ability to get back on course, losing ground daily, sluggishly drifting apart like divergent tectonic plates.

When we first met, and for most of my life before that, I was always the sarcastic funny guy, dishing out quick-witted jabs to friends and family, but Bobby’s death and the tension with Amanda had the combined force of a python squeezing life’s joy from my body.

I sat quietly the rest of the ride and fumed about her new job, the possibility of Asshole Pete sleeping with her, and about the continual guilt trip she laid on me. I mulled over if Amanda and I had a future left. And if maybe we did, how bad did I want to fight for it?
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Chapter 4

[image: ]


April 1890

Junior stared at his father as the old man sat behind the giant mahogany desk. What a proclamation by the old bastard! ‘Things have changed!’ Junior had a sinking feeling his worst fear was coming true. This man had given him not one ounce of empathy or love for the entirety of his life, and Junior suddenly felt sorry for him. Anger built inside his gut ... how could he possibly feel sorry for this man! But there was the rub, he was a compassionate human unlike his father, or at least that’s what he thought.

In a businesslike manner, Senior informed Junior that the doctor had given him a year to live ... lung disease ... and he informed Junior in no uncertain terms that if Junior was going to inherit any money, it had to be within the framework that the boy became a man and showed him and the board that he was capable of taking over the company.  

His father’s opinion, and that of most of the men that worked for him, was that Junior was weak for spending so much time at Harvard instead of working and learning the lumber business. For the company to believe in Junior, the boy needed to complete a grand gesture, some journey that would cement Junior’s reputation as a man, something that would be talked about amongst the lumberjacks, talked about at the milling house, and in the future board meetings ... something that would inspire confidence in everyone at Millstone Lumber. 

His father laid out the plan. There had been talk recently from explorers that there was profitable lumber in the Amazon rainforest. Labor was cheap, and the floating and shipping of the inexpensive lumber could expand Millstone Lumber beyond the Northeast of the United States, most likely making them a global company. 

Junior would be the leader of an expedition to Brazil to scout lumber for the company. The objective was clear, do whatever it took to secure rights to big trees, trees that could be harvested and shipped to Boston and Maine. It was made abundantly clear that failure was not an option. Anything less than him returning with a plan to harvest lumber from the Amazon, and he would be out, no more money, no inheritance, sent away to live on his own.

Father also informed Junior that Gerald and Sampson, the killing enforcers for the company would accompany him on the expedition. Junior’s mind immediately went to the extreme... he couldn’t help but wonder what mayhem and destruction these two goons would enact on any people that didn’t go along with the plan. He didn’t know how valid his concerns would turn out to be.

The old man went back to his papers, ignoring Junior once again. Arguing would do no good. Junior had been in this very position before, lectured about how his life would unfold. The only concession he’d ever gotten from his father was the philosophy schooling at Harvard, and that was only because Franklin and Wilford had been alive at that time ... father was sure then that he’d have no use for Frederick Junior. 

From father’s tone today, he knew he had no choice but to do exactly what he was told and secure rights to big trees at any cost if he wanted to continue to be a Millstone. He hoped he would not have to do anything that warped his moral compass.

1955

Agnes knew that the other girls on the third floor of the mansion, including her three sisters locked in their rooms for the night, were allowed to climb up on chairs and peek out the small windows if someone was being punished on a ‘silent tree night’.  Mother and the housemother Ms. Durgin enjoyed having the girls titter about how awful the punishment must be. This was a learning experience for all of them.

As the night wore on, Agnes had plenty of time to think about her situation. She knew she deserved to be punished, but she felt like her behavior was out of her control most of the time. At first, the hissing and popping sounds in her head were frustrating, but they only made her twitch a little. A minor irritant she was sure would disappear. It was no worse than a restless leg at night, and then the voice began.

At first, she couldn’t understand it well, but she could feel the power in it, the emotion, the anger. The only word she consistently could make out was the word Agol, and she had no idea what that meant. Eventually, she could understand the voice, but had lost the ability to understand if the voice was now speaking in English, or if she’d magically learned a new language.

She decided to name the voice telling her to do bad things, she would call it the urging. It made sense in her young brain because the voice asked her to do things in such an urgent way. She wondered if everyone had urgings, but deep inside herself, she knew that probably wasn’t true, and she should not tell anyone about the voice. 

There was the time she’d set the drapes in the dining room on fire because the voice told her to be angry with her situation in life. Agnes didn’t quite understand what that meant, she just knew the voice was powerful and made her angry, and the suggestion to do something bad was strong. The voice also convinced her that night that no one should refuse her desires. 

She resisted the urge to move at first, but when she resisted an icy heat grew in her gut, and pain pounded at her temples. As time went on the voice formed a powerful call to action in her mind ... like a hunger. Refusing the voice was like starving herself, and no one would do that. After a while, she stopped taking the time to reason with herself, stopped trying to refuse the voice, and mechanically did whatever the urging told her. 

There was a level of satisfaction when she completed an urging. Once she accomplished what the voice insisted she do, the pain in her head and the icy heat in her body dissipated, and then she would experience a wave of exhaustion and a need to sleep. 

Recently, the urgings had escalated. The voice had whispered to her that a kitchen boy named Ralphy had been calling her an ugly cow to the other workers, and told her that no one could call her names without penalty. The urging was to kick Ralphy in the testicles, which she did when he turned and bent over to pick up something she’d intentionally dropped. 

As hard as she could, she kicked up between his legs. The tip of her black school shoes made solid contact, and then she pointed at him and laughed while he rolled around crying out on the ground. She was sure the kicking was the voice’s idea, but the pointing and laughing were all her. She knew it was wrong, it was mean, but she felt shielded from those feelings like someone was telling her something was wrong from across a noisy, crowded room. 

Another time she sprinkled rat poison in Alex and Arris’s oatmeal, just a little, not enough to kill them or anything for she loved them both dearly. Then she watched them throw up for two days while she held their hair and soothed them. She couldn’t remember why she did that, but she was sure the voice must have given her a reason.

There were other incidents as well, but she couldn’t understand why everyone got so angry at her. The voice was helping her experiment, trying out difficult situations to see how people reacted, learning how the world worked, and most importantly righting wrongs. Mother called these events ’Agnes antics’, and the whispers circulated that Agnes was possessed by something. 

In her mind, they weren’t antics at all. She often wondered if the exterminator got upset when killing a rat, or if a lumberjack felt guilt after killing a living tree ... they were all just things in her mind, here one day and gone the next. Why did people get upset when something died?  It would happen naturally at some point anyway, was the timing that crucial? 

The sound of insects buzzing at her ears snapped Agnes out of her daydream reflection and she remembered she was on the tree. It was a cloudy night tonight, so thick with blackness that no matter how wide Agnes opened her eyes there was not a speck of light near her. Occasionally, the dark clouds so prevalent on the mountain drifted apart enough that the crescent moon and twinkling stars highlighted the jagged rocks and businesses below. Every half hour or so someone would open the door on Bernie’s Diner far below allowing a tiny wedge of light to flash out onto the road.

Agnes felt a tickly crawling sensation in her hairline, a creeping wriggling feeling of something spidery moving down her forehead and onto her bony nose. It was the family nose, the same nose with the same bony bump her father had. The family pictures in the library revealed the nose as well, and out of the four sisters, only she and her baby sister Agatha had inherited the feature. 

She clamped her eyes shut, thinking about what Charlie said about egg-laying spiders, but the bug seemed content to settle on her nose bump. She wiggled her nose and rocked her head back and forth against the tree to dislodge the hairy spider, but it seemed unaware of her efforts. 

It made her angry that the boy responsible for this incident wasn’t tied beside her, after all, he’d called her names, and that’s what started the problem. This was what angered her about Millstone Manor, angered her about her mother, about Ms. Durgin ... not one person cared about anything she said or thought. 

The whole event had happened so fast, just like the other times she’d gotten a calling to act out. She would feel the painful popping, hissing, and clicking inside her head behind the voice, poking like shards of glass inside her skull. Icy heat would spread to her chest, arms, and legs. She needed to act to make it stop!

The voice would chip away at her, telling her she’d been wronged somehow, repeating the same message in her head in different forms.

‘The boy has no right to lure you in with his smile and then call you names. You must make him pay for his misdeeds.’

She remembered more about this ‘Agnes event’ ... She not only kicked him, but before she could think it through, she’d jumped on him and grabbed at his crotch. This was his last chance to save himself, to show that he thought she was not a fat cow. She mashed her face to his, sticking her tongue into his mouth like she’d read about in one of Papa’s hidden magazines in the library. 

The boy fought to get away, but Agnes was bigger and stronger. He turned his head and spat when she pulled her face away from his. This really pissed her off. She found two lumps below and squeezed them as hard as she could until he screamed louder in pain ... that would teach him. The boy finally wriggled out from under her and backed into the hall corner. 

That’s when the voice got stronger, repeating the message that this boy was bad and needed to be shown he could not treat Agnes like this, that’s also when the voice reminded her about the butter knife. 

Days earlier, at dinner, the relentless spew of negativity that was the new voice in Agnes’s head pecked away, urging her to be ready to protect herself at all times.

The voice counseled her that there were dangerous people in her life who wanted to do her harm. She thought about mother and Ms. Durgin, and how many times she’d endured the Sentinel tree punishment, and thought the voice was probably right, but would mother ever really harm her?

Each dinner place setting had a full array of silverware, including spoons, forks, and knives. The evil woman’s voice pounded into Agnes’s brain. ‘The knife, the knife ... you must have the knife! People are disrespecting you! Making fun of you! You have a right to protect yourself!’  

So when Alex was telling a funny story to father, and all attention was on sister Alex, Agnes stuffed the butter knife into her sock.

2009

Amanda found a parking spot on the street in front of Richard Smart’s office. It was an old building across from the Daly Center where most of the municipal workings of the city of Chicago took place. At this point, we were both silent and sullen, both worn out from our tantrum-filled ride. 

Since we weren’t talking, I thought about us as a couple. It was something I did often trying to figure out if we should have ended the relationship before we got in too deep ... before we had a baby. Had I missed a sign?

We’d met as juniors at Trinity Forest College, a division II school in Illinois known for its sports teams. I was a backup guard on the basketball team, and she was the star setter on the volleyball team. We had a whirlwind romance, spending every moment with each other from the day she approached me. These were great times; we were best friends and deeply in love. 

Five years flew by with me working as a video game programmer and her rising in her sales office as a deal maker and closer. Lots of business trips came with her job and my insecurity about her traveling with mostly other male salesmen reared its ugly head on more than one occasion. I was sure at one point when her libido toward me was icier than a thermometer in Siberia that she was screwing Asshole Pete, her frequent traveling companion who also happened to be her older, very handsome boss. The notion of an affair or travel friends with benefits was exacerbated by asshole Pete at the last company cookout. 

Asshole Pete. That’s what I told my friend and confidant Marty that I called the jerk, kind of like you can’t say Angus without first saying black, or chuck without saying ground, I couldn’t say Pete without attaching the asshole part. During a cookout, about a month before this Richard Smart meeting and after months of marriage counseling, Asshole Pete snaked his way over to me with a champagne flute in his hand. 

He was sixty and looked forty. He emitted
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