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Prologue

You ever hang upside down for an extended period of time?

I wouldn’t recommend it.

The first couple minutes are bad enough. But after that, the pressure builds and your head swells and your vision begins to smear….and then everything slows down, your heartbeat, your breathing, your pulse.

How would I know? Because I’m there now. Five minutes in.

There are people who do this on purpose, sensory-seekers chasing down some imaginary health benefit. But there’s no benefit to hanging upside down. Not like this. Not when you’re sandwiched between pig carcasses in a freezer.

I suppose I should be grateful. If I wasn’t hanging by my ankles, the hook strung through the rope would be wrapped around my spine instead. There wasn’t room for me at first, so they dragged one of the frozen carcasses down to clear a spot.

Enjoy your slow death.

That’s what one of them said before they left me here.

The minutes pass like hours. Frost clings to my eyelashes and lips. I try to speak, but my breath is thin and useless and only broken whimpers come out. My toes, fingers, and ears are ghosts, past the point of pain, blood vessels constricting as my body temperature drops, halfway to hypothermia. Black clouds obscure my vision. I’m confused.

Where am I?

I feel myself slipping past the cold, past the pain, into something else.

The door bursts open. Two men step through the shaft of light, dark silhouettes pointing, laughing. One of them crouches beside me and grabs my ears, hands rough as he jerks my head. “I should gut you for what you did.”

His words reach me, but they don’t stick, my mind starting to freeze. And yet, beneath it all, I feel a strange warmth…a creeping sense of…euphoria?

The second man: “C’mon…take him down before he dies.”

The first man: “Who the fuck cares if he dies?”

From behind them comes a female voice, my tragic life’s only glimmer of hope.

“I do….”


PREVIOUSLY ON…
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Chapter 1

Point.

Click.

“Do you like it?”

I nod. “Feels good to be holding a camera again. Digital, though. Gonna take some getting used to.”

“I’m talking about my photo, idiot. Not the camera.” She flings a pillow at me and misses by a mile.

Looking at her freshly showered face brings me back to the day we met, less than two weeks ago. A bright, naïve moment in the park that put me on an unavoidable path-less-travelled, one that’s taken me halfway across the country into hiding.

She shifts the thin white sheet, inadvertently exposing the curve of her breast, the sweep of her waist—just enough skin to tease the camera’s eye, and the imagination behind it.

Point.

Click.

“Your beauty and my love for it knows no bounds,” I whisper, but the air conditioner is rattling, so I don’t think she heard me. I force a smile, but hers is long gone, bled dry by the unrest we’ve dragged ourselves through these past few days.

No, there really hasn’t been much to smile about lately.

Point.

Click.

I lean in to kiss her, but she doesn’t react. I press my tongue against her lips. It’s denied entry. I don’t get it. This morning, she gave me the greatest orgasm of my life.

Now…rejection?

She turns her head toward the running shower and tells me to take more pictures, fingertips pushing me away.

I obey.

Point…click.

When I’m done, I capture zero images of her smiling.

The NYPD has all of those.

She’s changing.

Just like I did after my first kill.

Only difference is, since meeting me last week, she’s killed three people.

I’m no longer the same man who kissed Lily Dahl in the park. Once a gutless doormat tolerating life’s tragedies, I’ve since evolved into a rehabilitated person in control of my destiny. Silencing the maintenance man in the basement of the building I lived in played a pivotal role. The transformation deepened after I almost—and fucking should have—finished off Greg Strand, who, along with my powder-keg of a wife, is a recipe for disaster bent on locating my father’s cache of cash.

Thankfully, the now me hasn’t let that happen yet.

He’s the only thing keeping me free and sane.

(…sane…?)

That, and Lily Dahl, whose skilled sex alleviates the painful recollections of six-seven-eight.

(…she helps REPRESS…)

My inner twin: Why do I feel that this morning’s sex, when she almost killed you, will be your last with her?

My inner twin. My conscience reborn.

The angel and the devil, remember them? My good vs. evil counterparts? They’ve since joined forces to form a unified voice—a sole (soul?) entity—inside my head. Its unsolicited advice remains devil-leaning and devious, tempting me down paths less-traveled, where the unexpected rears its not-always-ugly head. From the outside looking in, this train of thought might seem reckless. I get that. But don’t be fooled. Despite my inner twin’s nagging influence, the now me still commands every decision I make. Strives to dot my i’s and cross my t’s, even umlaut my o’s if I have to, before doing whatever Lily wants.

Jolie—my “wife,”  the monsterbitch I’m still married to, the megabitch who dosed my food with sleeping pills—is also on the run, the only thing we have in common, aside from our daughter, Rachel. She’s attached to the hip of her twin flame, Greg Strand, on a mission to track us—Nick’s money—down. I’m praying the wounds I beat into his face have caught up with him, all those dents and gashes adding grave insult to the crippling injury Brutus chewed into his leg.

Bottom line, straight truth, fact of the matter—spin it any way you want—we still haven’t been caught. Yes, being on the run is easier when you have an experienced partner-in-crime and a buttload of cash. But freedom can be expensive. It’s only been a few days, and we’re already down a hundred grand.

My inner twin taunts: At that rate, you’ll be busto in a couple weeks.

Yeah, well, when your face is on the news because you’re a suspect in a trio of murders that went down in your apartment building (I only committed one, but still), and your father gets hauled in for questioning but walks after throwing you under the bus, my son speaks to voices inside his head, then ups and vanishes before police discover the bodies in the sump under his patio, where you still wish you left your wife to decompose into victim number eighteen…

My inner twin: The cops would’ve found her before she starved to death down there, and she would’ve wasted no time aiming all ten fingers at you.

…and the police have photos of your Bonnie half in their possession, neatly packaged with your camera and tagged as evidence, and it didn’t take long for them to discover her as the woman on the security video in the building you once called home, the woman who crowds your mind when she’s not by your side, whose images you never expected to be broadcast for the world to see (adding over two thousand followers to your now very active Facebook photography page), the woman you denied knowing, but is in fact a major player in everything that’s happened…

My inner twin inconveniently reminds me: The Polaroids your father took of his victims haunt you, and trigger you, and excite you, and…

…and an ivy-leaguer from Cornell, home for the summer, turns up dead within walking-distance of a bar where a waitress swears she saw Lily at that night…

…she was fooling around with some guy in the bathroom…

…and your wife is a psychopath, her boyfriend a six-foot-five-inch murderous psychopath, who’s very good at covering his tracks and won’t stop until he gets his hands on your father’s money.

Fuck you, Greg Strand, he who could be nearby, watching, waiting for the right moment to pounce.

I know, I’m making it sound like hiding from all of that is what cost me almost six figures, but that’s not really the case.

It’s like this….


Chapter 2

The morning after our first night on the run, Lily found the Polaroids hidden inside the bag of cash my father gave me. The sun had already come up and we were still lying low at the borderline-decrepit Happy Days Motel, tucked away in some forgotten nook along the Ohio-Pennsylvania border.

The moment she showed them to me, I felt HIM rise inside.

I grabbed the BELT and wrapped the rawhide around my fist, the way I’d seen my father do it hundreds of times, then turned, ready to see that smug little shit six-seven-eight staring back at me.

But it wasn’t him.

It was Lily.

So, ever so gently, reverently, I looped the worn leather around her neck, the same way Nick did to some of his victims, and fucked her slowly until we came in rapturous harmony.

That is how we started our second day on the run.

My inner twin, reminding me: Your father killed seventeen women with that BELT, after beating you with it for three years.

Holding the BELT in the motel triggered the same unbridled response I had two nights earlier, when (…you became HIM…) I committed my first murder. Chico, the maintenance man in my building—the same poor soul who’d begrudgingly mopped up my vomit twenty-four hours earlier—unknowingly entered my bedlam in the unassuming role of six-seven-eight and met his fate.

(…HOW DARE YOU TAKE A PICTURE OF ME! HOW DARE YOU SHOW YOUR MOTHER! YOU HAVE DESTROYED THIS FAMILY! IT’S YOUR FAULT! YOU DID IT! YOU…!)

As six-seven-eight, I endured three years of vicious grooming…

(…closet…dust…mothballs…buckle jingling…)

…followed by my mother’s endless coddling until her death a few years later. HIM, battling to erase his own vile actions from my memory, neighbor, first through brute force, six-seven-eight, and later through false love and monetary comforts. From my teen years on, broken thoughts of girls and sex endured as my only emotional refuge from the cruel trauma I identified with; sex was, is, and will always be my remedy, shallowly burying the tragic events of my childhood in my subconscious. When I married Jolie, her loathing toward me ignited my journey toward becoming the man my father groomed me to be, stirring fragments of six-seven-eight.

Then Lily entered my life, and my haunted mind was instantly soothed…until the deadly chain of events that followed drove me to understand (and cope with) my dark destiny.

How I am just like my father. Just like HIM.

A serial killer.

My inner twin: Are you certain about that?

No. I’m not. A serial killer is defined as a person who murders three or more people, with a significant period of time between each murder, and with psychological gratification as the motive. That’s not me…

My inner twin: Yet.

…despite what those New York City detectives think.

My inner twin, fucking with me: Greg killed Carmen (despite what the cops think) and Jolie killed Popeye (despite what the cops think) and Nick, your father, killed all those women (despite what the cops think), and if you look back over the last couple of weeks, you’ll see that you’re a magnet for murder, Pete.

After ages of artful deception, my father finally stopped pretending he loved me. All those years of posturing, faux nurturing, the insufferable performances his good son had no choice but to endure until the blindfold finally came off.

Now he’s made me the master of ceremonies in his lifelong murder show.

As if I were the one who choked the life out of those women.

As if I were the one who photographed them afterward.

My inner twin reminds me: You possess the only evidence tied to the deaths of those “missing” women….

His plan was simple.

Run.

But my wife’s fuck-toy got in the way, and my father’s money, along with his Polaroids, ended up in my hands. Once I split town with the evidence, he pivoted to his other out: point the finger at me, not just for the murders in my building, but for the bodies waiting to be found in his basement. I was the only regular in his home. If he could make it stick, then the cops (the whole fucking country, really) would be hunting me down.

My inner twin, offering up the obvious: Things aren’t looking too good for you, Petey-boy.

Before we embarked on day two of our journey, I used the computer in the motel’s lobby to learn that the police had located bloated-beyond-recognition Carmen, and skull-bashed-in Chico, inside of Theodore “Ted Bundy” Sonander’s storage unit, right where I left them. Later that day, I heard on a New York AM radio station that steak-knife-in-heart George “Popeye” Brown had been discovered in my apartment, also right where I left him, on the floor of my darkroom, covered in blood and wine, the murder weapon jutting from his heart like a land marker.

Sonander was taken in for questioning about the dead bodies in his storage unit but was soon released because they popped open my locker and found puddles of what used to be my housekeeper inside. No doubt Sonander told the cops about our encounter in the basement, about how my locker “smelled like something died in there.” So yeah, he’s pointing fingers at me, just like my father did, because pinning all the murders on me crushes a whole flock of dead birds with one big-ass stone: Chico and Carmen and Popeye and College Douche and maybe Gail and all the other nameless women in my father’s sump.

Throw in the fact that I lied to the cops about knowing Lily, and that I lied about not knowing where my dead nanny Carmen was, (not to protect my cunt-on-steroids wife, but my daughter, Rachel, whom in the end I thought it best to leave behind in my serial killer father’s care, just to avoid a kidnapping charge—what a mistake that turned out to be!), then yeah, I look guilty as fuck.

My life is pretty fucking dysfunctional, isn’t it?

Lily and I left the Happy Days Motel after we ate, about an hour after sun-up. At this point our story was only twenty-four hours old. I spent most of day sticking to backroads, thinking about my father’s cryptic confession to me:

…I…I did to you, just as my father did to me…made me into the man I became…I tried to do the same for you…I had to…you’re…just…like…me…I-I am a bad person…you’ll know…soon, very soon, you’ll know…

My mind continued to wander and wonder: was his statement a rare moment of guilt-ridden truth, as it appeared to be, or just an unscrupulous confession before setting me up for betrayal?

Find my Range Rover, and you’ll find Peter, along with all the evidence you need to arrest him.

It goes without saying that Nick and I haven’t spoken since we parted ways. My fucking father. He had the bodies of six women in his basement. Murdered another eleven before them, including my mother—as evidenced by the Polaroids in the money bag—and he hasn’t spent an hour behind bars. With a believable alibi, my son is sick in the head, he hears voices, New York’s worst let the seventy-five-year-old walk.

No one has seen or heard from Nick Delmonico since.


EPISODE ONE: THE TRAILER HOME
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Chapter 3

“Bet your ass there’s an APB out on it. We really need to ditch this thing. Soon.”

I’ve been behind the wheel for nearly ten hours, my eyes raw and burning, jumping from mirror to mirror for Greg or the cops or whoever else might be willing to add some fresh misery to my life. Keeping to local speed limits, thirty miles per hour save for the occasional burst of fifty-five between towns, is all I’ve got in my pocket to help keep curious eyes off my flashy ride.

Lily frowns, tone lacking confidence when she says, “Did you forget I switched out the plates?”

My inner twin sneers.

“We ran over a beaten, bloodied man in my father’s driveway, my father the serial killer, mind you, then peeled away from his house—which mind you again, has a dead housekeeper and a dead dog inside—while you were hanging out the window with both middle fingers in the air, screaming ‘fuck you!’ at the top of your lungs.”

“I did that?” she says, flirty.

“APBs don’t just look for plates, they look for make, model, year, and color too. Didn’t your boyfriend teach you that?”

She pouts and nods. “Point taken.”

We’ve been wandering Ohio’s rural backroads for most of day two, not exactly a smart play in broad daylight. But we have to keep moving, far away from the interstate (and highway patrol) and not a lick over the speed limit. The problem is Nick’s old ride is sticking the fuck out—much like my bruised and swollen face—in these backwards-ass towns with one beer-bellied sheriff, two part-time deputies, and three rusted stop signs.

Our goal is to make the right garage shop owner happy, as long as we—Lily, really--can get him to cooperate with whatever Hail Mary we drum up. Nick’s ride is looking much less sparkly than it did before it collided with Greg Strand; the passenger wiper he ripped off is still missing, and the windshield has a fist-sized crack in it that’s starting to spread. Plus, his blood is still smeared on the glass and hood—the BELT did quite a number on his face; Brutus his right calf.

It’s approaching sundown, and rural western Ohio, bursting at the seams with cows, finally gets interesting when a large, ramshackle structure appears on the left side of the road. Perhaps a small airplane hangar at one time, the rusted metal building has devolved into a used auto parts hub, judging from the row of well-used vehicles stretching around back, and the shelves of stripped parts disappearing into the dim interior. I suppose this is where cars in this neck of America go when they’re about to give up the ghost in the machine.

I look over at Lily. She’s wearing the denim cut-offs and black tank top (with no bra underneath) she purchased at the Pennsylvania Walmart we stopped at last night—the same location we switched plates and spent our first five hundred bucks.

As I crawl into the lot, she takes my right hand and presses it to her 34C’s, working them until her nipples harden beneath my palm. My dick grows; of course it does. But the big bulge in my jeans won’t impress as much as the little ones in her tank top, so I swallow hard, pull my hand away, and tuck it back down.

Lily giggles—she sees what’s happening.

I grind to a slow halt on the gravel apron, wheels kicking up clouds of dust. We exit the vehicle and are confronted by a stereotypical Midwestern backwoods fella—the kind one can effortlessly picture manning a hospice for cars—as he saunters from the garage, wiping his grease-caked hands on his equally grease-caked coveralls. He’s tall, thin, and almost bald, forty going on sixty, pale skin mottled with illegible tattoos—the generic kind found on the arms of convicts.

Just the sort of fella we’re looking for.


Chapter 4

Lily and I come together, weaponless and on guard on this second day of flight. I sidestep between her and the mechanic, but not all the way; I want to protect her but also want him to notice her invigorated nipples. It doesn’t take long.

My inner twin: One one-hundred….

He hasn’t looked at me yet. He’s distracted. Good. “How you doing?” I say loudly, breaking his trance. I glance at Lily, who’s shimmying the hem of her tank top up, high enough to reveal her navel piercing: a perfect accent to her tan abs, the very part of her that first caught my eye in Bryant Park, once I managed to pry my gaze away from her striking blue eyes.

He nods suspiciously and doesn’t smile. Not even a glint. I get it. The wounds we sustained from our ruckus at Nick’s place are still fresh, not a good look when you want to guide a stranger into an illegal transaction. Or is it? He motions to the Range Rover. “Car trouble? Eh! Eh!”

I shake my head, half confused, half wondering if the stammer at the end of his question is an involuntary tic, or just him clearing his throat. “Runs fine,” I say uneasily. I’ve never had to offload a bloody vehicle before. “Got a broken wiper, though. Can you fix it?” It’s a legitimate ask, and a believable start to my real goal of losing Nick’s truck to someone who doesn’t give a shit where it came from.

The mechanic, identified by the grimy “Earl” patch on his jumpsuit, peeks over at Lily again, then investigates the damage, taking visible note of the crack in the windshield and the blood on the hood. “You need more than just a wiper. What’d ya hit? Eh! Eh!”

My inner twin: It’s a nervous tic. Like one one-hundred, two one-hundred, three one-hundred, but different.

I hadn’t thought about what to say if asked this—not planning ahead is one hundred percent me being an unskilled criminal—so I place my trust in the now me and attempt an answer…but nothing comes out.

Just a few…ehs.

Thankfully, Lily salvages the moment with a gentle pout and provocative lean against the truck, bless her practiced heart. “Poor Bambi stepped away from mama. This here’s her stamp of fate.” Her voice is soothing, a notch above a whisper, just loud enough for Earl to hear, and sexy enough to kick his idling engine into first gear.

Earl smiles now that he has an excuse to leer at Lily, his uneven gaze nearly blinded by her high beams. It’s only now that I notice his wandering eye, the left one, drifting considerably to the left, like a balloon caught in the wind. Or maybe it’s the right eye, drifting the other way? I can’t tell. They keep swapping positions and if he just picked a lane he could legit ogle me and Lily at the same time. But he doesn’t and, for the life of me, I can’t tell which eyeball he’s actually behind.

“Well, look at you little lady,” he spouts through lips that weren’t wet ten seconds ago, “with your fancy…eh-eh…words.” An awkward silence follows and I clench my fists, fully aware that my body’s not in physical shape to back them up. Hopefully, it won’t come down to me having to use them.

Just as the awkward silence grows unbearable, the backwoods mechanic lets out an abrupt laugh (more like a wet cough) that eases the tension. I still stay on guard. Young, battered couples in Range Rovers aren’t exactly a common sight at Earl’s auto repair shop, unless there’s an ulterior motive, in this case one cleverly hidden behind the believable guise of a broken wiper.

He puts his dumb-but-dubious mask back on, looks right between us (or around us, I still can’t tell), and says, “Let me see what I got ’round back. Eh! Eh!”

My inner twin: Earl’s mugshot would be a nice addition to your Freaks & Geeks portfolio, eh?

It would. But I no longer have my camera. The cops took it. Probably gutted my darkroom too, thousands of photographs, no longer mine. It’s hard to imagine myself with a camera in my hand right now. It would feel wrong, like an extension of myself I no longer identify with.

My inner twin: What about the photographs of HIS victims? Do you identify with them?

I ignore my inner twin and follow Earl around the corner of his airplane hangar toward a dirt lot filled with vehicles in various states of decline. A warm breeze kicks up, throwing dust into our faces, and Earl’s reek into our noses; in addition to my Freaks & Geeks portfolio, he’d also fit right in on a New York City subway platform.

We follow the parked cars along the length of the structure until Earl stops beside an early-2000s Honda Pilot that could use a paint job. He lifts the passenger wiper and gives it a gander with his floaty eyes, then hobbles back and performs the same move on the Range Rover, comparing apples to apples. He returns to the Pilot and says, “Might be a bit short, but this one here has the same clipping mechanism on it. Eh! Eh!”

I don’t expect it every time he does that and when he does, my nerves scream for me to smack him. He begins to remove the wiper—

“Wait….”

Lily soft-steps to Earl and rests a hand on his grimy/hairy/tattooed forearm. He freezes, Marty Feldman eyes watering over her jutting nipples, a deer in the motherfucking headlights. He looks up at her, face a mix of disbelief and lechery, bottom lip trembling, nostrils flaring like fish gills. He quivers and quakes and it’s a hoot watching his rusty engine shift into second gear, unmistakable now, given the scrawny bulge midway down his jumpsuit.

His lips jackhammer-sputter: “Eh-eh-eh-eh-eh….”

Lily says, “I have an opportunity for you, something I think you’re going to like…Earl.” She raises her right index finger, just a minute, then grabs me by the arm and escorts me to the rear of the metal structure.

It’s here I notice a trailer home that’s seen better days. The edifice, barely inhabitable, is coated in rust and moss, the once white surface long abandoned to nature’s elements. If not for the open front door through which I could see a jar of peanut butter, a loaf of bread, and an old-school percolator coffee pot on a hotplate, I’d say this place was abandoned. But it isn’t. It’s where Earl lives, breathes, eats, shits, and doesn’t fuck, because what kind of woman would say yes to Earl the mechanic and his shitty-ass abode?

Lily’s face scrunches into a ball of cute. “Ugh! Fucking stinks back here. What is that?”

I tip my head toward the trailer home. “Home-seedy-home. And what the fuck is with that robot sound he makes?”

She giggles, then cuts to it. “Let’s get the Pilot.”

I don’t have to think long. “If it runs, yeah. But what do we do with the Range Rover?”

“We trade him.”

“Trade him? Nick’s truck is worth ten times that piece of shit.”

“Meaning it’s an offer he can’t refuse. And if that piece of shit runs, it’s exactly what we need if we don’t want to stand the fuck out, yeah?”

My inner twin: Stick the fuck out.

My first thought was to get some cash for the SUV, not knowing how long we’d be on the run…

My inner twin: Hopefully forever Petey-boy.

…but we’ve already got a bag full of cash, and it’s way too soon to start thinking long-term. Besides, our options are limited to Earl the mechanic, who definitely isn’t making ends meet bartering used windshield wipers. Nick’s ride could bring in a small fortune in parts, a once-in-a-lifetime, no strings attached offer that would probably make even the dumbest of floaty-eyed mechanics think there are, in fact, strings attached.

“I give it fifty-fifty,” I say, shaking my head. “Let’s hope this isn’t Earl’s first rodeo.”

Lily steps in front of me. “I’ve got this. You got your burner?”

I tap my front pocket. “Roger that.”

“Get it ready.”


Chapter 5

“Hey Earl?”

Earl spins around. Looks at…something.

“We’ve got a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for you.”

He shields his crazy eyes even though it’s getting dark; I’d love to put Exotropia Earl and Proptosis Popeye (if he were still alive) in a room together and watch them compare notes. They’d see eye-to-eye on just about everything, right? Insert cheesy grin emoji here.

Earl replies, “I’m listening,” squinting as if trying to concentrate, either on what we’re saying, or trying to train both eyes on us.

Lily walks over to him with a little extra sway in her gait, just enough for anyone with eyes—even the floaty kind—to take notice. “Does the Pilot run?”

Earl grins. “She flies, ma’am. Lives up to her name. Eh! Eh! Eh!” His shoulders hitch with each involuntary outburst—the tic leveling up with the heat of a possible sale.

Lily glances at me and whispers loudly enough so Earl can overhear her say, “It’s perfect.” She nods and I nod back, not entirely sure what she’s up to, but equally interested in where she’s going. She looks back at Earl, smiles, and says, “Can you start it up? I’m definitely…interested.” Emphasis on interested.

She winks flirtatiously at the lowly mechanic, who returns a paralyzed expression as if his premature nut is about to bust; for a moment his eyes straighten out, and in my head, I count one one-hundred, two one-hundred, three one-hundred, just for shits and giggles, and yep, just like that, they go their own separate ways again. Maybe they do that when he gets excited.

He says, “Hang on just a minute. Eh! Eh!” This time his hands open and close with each Eh! “I’ll go git the key. Eh! Eh!” He scampers around the steel building and up the three steps to his trailer, a muted Eh! escaping his lips with each booted footfall.

Once Earl disappears inside, Lily says, “Get your phone ready and when I ask you to start filming, point your burner at us.”

“Okay…and why am I doing this?” I don’t know what she’s got up her sleeve, but it’s something, which is better than nothing because it’s getting late and my brain is soft from slow-driving all day and I don’t have it in me to start from scratch with some other backwoods grease-monkey. Plus, the four Advil I tossed back a few hours ago are starting to wear off, the ache in my ribs ghosting back, pressuring me to get some rest. We really need to make this happen, right here, and right now.

“Just do what I say.”

“Wait…this doesn’t have a camera.”

“I’m well aware, dipstick.”

I whisper in her ear, “Fuck you.”

She grins seductively, then turns her head and kisses me, dry lips nibbling the tip of my tongue like a cat examining new food. “Yes please, fuck me.”

I begin to budge…but then the unexpected happens, and this heaping portion of it wastes no time vomiting a bouquet of color into an already blossoming situation.

A husky voice surfaces through the open window of the trailer, one-hundred-percent proof, and nicotine hoarse. “What in the hell, Earl? I’m gettin’ changed!”

My inner twin: That voice is sandpaper on gravel! A honey badger protecting its meal! Eh! Eh!

Earl’s response, also through the open window: “Git your goddamn fat ass out of the way! I gots to git in the safe. I gots a live one, Barbs!” This time I wait for the tic, but it doesn’t come.

Lily looks at me, mimes Oh my god!, then slaps a hand over her mouth to hold back her escaping laughter. In this moment she blushes red, beautiful as she does it, a flower in bloom.

The woman’s voice: “Make it snappy! I’m starved and the fridge is as empty as your stupid pudding-head!”

Hysterical. Just minutes ago, I’d wondered what kind of woman would say yes to Earl the mechanic, not once thinking there might actually be one in his tragic, grease-gun life. The sound of Barbs’ voice, and the shassitude (shitty-ass attitude, in case you forgot) rolling off her tongue, lives up to my first impression of the woman: no man (or woman) on this planet would need to lay eyes on her to know what she looks like, or how poorly she treats her pathetic husband.

My inner twin: Sounds like someone else we both know.

I haven’t wasted a single thought on Jolie since leaving New York two days ago. Thank you inner twin for reminding me how fucking unlucky I am to have married such a nutjob. How fate landed me next to her at the stupid Ed Sheeran concert I didn’t buy a ticket for.

Now, because of her misguided choices, I’m a murderer on the run with my murderer girlfriend in Bumfuck, Ohio, endlessly wondering in the back of my mind where my toddler-aged daughter is. Is she with Jolie, my malicious ex-wife? Or with my serial killer father, strangely the lesser of two evils? Or, God help her, my alcoholic mother-in-law Susan, that cantankerous, wrinkly cunt.

Earl emerges from the trailer in one piece, either ignorant or unashamed that we may have overheard him getting manhandled by Mrs. Earl. Barbs. He grins and jiggles a retro-looking keychain with an old-school car key attached, then enters the Pilot and fires it up. A puff of black exhaust burps from the tailpipe as he backs out and parks it in front of the queue of decrepit cars alongside the rusted garage. He leans out the window, tattooed arm dangling like a broken branch, and exclaims, “She’s got under a hundred thou on it. Eh! Eh! Eh! Eh!” Four that time, each with a head jerk to the right. He must be pumped!

Lily points to the burner in my hand. “It’s time.”


Chapter 6

Instead of just offering Earl a few grand to lose the Range Rover for us, I follow Lily’s lead and hold the burner just below eye level.

“Action!”

Lily rolls her eyes, you dope, then looks into the camera and begins a creative, improvised dialogue. “Miss Mile-Marker here, welcome to Pit Stop and Prizes! I’m coming at you from somewhere in the U.S. of A. That’s right, we don’t know where we are! But we just drove eight hours and ended up here…” She steps over to the idling Pilot. “…with Earl at…Earl, what’s the name of your fine establishment?”

My inner twin: This shit she’s pulling right now is fucking looney tunes, Pete!

Earl looks dumbfounded, gawk-mouthed, and wide-eyed, as if Lily just smacked him across the face. Not once, but twice. Between Lily’s still-erect nipples (now at wandering-eye level) and all-of-a-sudden finding himself in a sort-of spotlight, his eyes launch into a freeform dance capturing all points north, south, east, and west. Lily giggles and despite my doubts about what she’s doing, I can’t help but echo her sentiment.

Earl asks, “What the bejeez is going on? Eh? Eh?”

Lily looks back and forth between my fake camera and Earl’s big, misaligned eyes. “What’s going on is that we’ve selected you, Earl, to be the next recipient of Miss Mile Marker’s Daily Giveaway. Every day, we choose a time between noon and midnight, and drive to wherever those hours on the road take us…to…to whatever random town we end up, where we choose the first open establishment we see and give away a fabulous prize to the first person we encounter. And you Earl, from…”

My inner twin rolls its eyes, doubtful this senseless charade is going to work.

“Ohio.”

Lily motions with her hand and whispers loudly, “Tell us the name of your business.”

“Oh, uh, Earl’s Used Auto Parts. Eh.” My inner twin snickers, and I follow suit. Did I really think Earl would have a craftier trade name in his playbook?

Lily continues, “That’s right folks, I’m on location at Earl’s Used Auto Parts, in somewhere, Ohio. And Earl, have I got some great news for you!”

Earl smiles but appears uncomfortable with it, as if long out of practice. Not a far cry from the truth, I reckon.

Lily continues, “You are Miss Mile Marker’s winner of the day, and guess what we’re going to do for you?”

“Eh! Eh! Eh!….”

“You see that beautiful Range Rover we pulled in with?”

My inner twin: Okay, I see what’s happening. Still a terrible fucking idea.

Earl nods and stammers, like a toy that’s been left on.

“Well…we’re going to trade our truck for yours! Even Steven, no questions asked. Congratulations Earl, the Range Rover is yours!”

My inner twin: Egads.

And…crickets. Earl’s eyes teeter totter from nearby-me to nearby-Lily, utter confusion drawing the rest of his face into a mockery of his limited intelligence. Even his stutter dies down. He steps out of the car, looks over at Nick’s former ride (I think), then directs his chaotic gaze in our general direction. This situation Lily created could go either way. But then, after a long ten-second pause, a gap-baring grin strikes the mechanic’s face like a wilting weed in reverse stop-motion, unveiling a junkyard of brown stumps positioned every-which-way, not unlike the band of decrepit cars directly behind us.

Earl looks at me and says, “Ya’ll are shitting me? Eh?”

Lily and I shake our heads in unison. Still aiming the burner—our fake camera—I join the party and say, “No sir, we’re not!,” upping my voice to make it sound as though I’m just as excited about my gift to Earl as Earl should be. “Congratulations!” I shake the Range Rover fob like a tiny dinner bell, then toss it to him; he snatches it mid-air, proving to me that he sees just as straight-ahead as the rest of us.

Lily sidles up next to the filthy mechanic and gives him a side hug. Her boob presses against the flat tire jutting from his waist and he stiffens up like a mummy—arms tight against his body—until she pulls away. Lily peers over at me, makes a gag gesture, then says, “You can stop filming now…Pedro.”

Pedro? She pulls a whole fucking YouTuber-influencer sham out of her ass, complete with thematic monikers, but can’t devise a better alias for me than Peter from Mexico? I give her a quick shake of the head, motioning really? with my hands, and she shrugs her shoulders and widens her eyes in a what-do-you-expect-from-me? response.

I step over to Earl and say, “Want to check out your new wheels?”

My inner twin: You’ve got to get the moneybag out of there first.

Earl looks at me, then at Lily, then looks at the trailer and shouts, “Hey Barbs!” startingly loud as if Barbs were almost deaf. “C’mon outside! Eh! You ain’t gonna believe what just happened! Eh! Eh! Eh!”


Chapter 7

Given how complicated my life has become over the last…what, ten days?, one might think things couldn’t get any more bungled. Ten fucking days of greed, lust, betrayal, and murder riding my coattails into this very moment…and I’m still unable to mentally prepare myself for my introduction to Barbs.

Barbs appears…no, overwhelms the open window, every last inch of it devoured by her salt-bloated face, cherry-red afro, and bottomless cleavage.

Earl says, “These here kids are…are…uh….”

Lily whispers, “Influencers.”

Earl bears his junkyard jaw and shouts, “Influensters! Eh! I won their contest! They just traded in their new Range Rover! For free! I mean, it has a broken windshield, but still! All for this here piece a sh—gold Honda! I’m gonna be on YouTubes, Barbs! How do you like them apples? Eh! Eh!”

Lily gives me a smug look. Told you so.

Earl’s worse half says nothing…but she is paying close attention to the odd scene playing out in her front yard, her non-floaty eyes darting back and forth between me, Lily, and the Pilot, and then back to me again, examining my face full of wounds, narrowing as if trying to catch on to the catch before the catch catches her. Something like that. Then, as silently as she appeared, she withdraws back into the moss-coated disaster she calls home.

Earl shouts, “Barbs? Ya hear me? I just won a Range Rover!”

“So, Earl!” Lily interjects, motioning to me with her hand to start “filming” again. I raise the burner and Lily says to Earl, “Are we gonna do this or what?”

Earl’s greasy grin drops from his face as quickly as it appeared. I see it. Lily sees it too.

“Earl?” Lily says. “You’re a winner! Why don’t you look happy?”

Earl’s crooked gaze is aimed over my shoulder, toward the trailer. With sudden concern breaking up his voice, he says, “B-Barbs? What a-are you doing?”

Lily and I mirror each other as we turn around to see Barbs standing on the top step of the trailer with a rifle in her hands pointed directly at us.


Chapter 8

“Ya can’t win a contest ya don’t enter, ya freaking moron.” Barbs’ tongue is full of sharp things, aggressive, demeaning; an unnervingly harsh tone striking a chord of alarm in my gut. The barrel of the rifle in her hands swings back and forth between me and Lily, ultra-steady aim boasting a history of holding people at gunpoint.

I peek over at Earl. The poor bastard is frozen in his tracks, legs trembling in his jumpsuit trousers, even more so than mine. He’s as white as an icecap, not an ounce of courage to be found on him. Even his eyeballs have stopped moving, one glued on me and the other on Barbs, the one who cracks the whip in their relationship.

His lips eventually break the apprehensive silence. “What are ya doing, Barbs? Ehhhh-Ehhhh-Ehhhh—”

With no second thought, Barbs silences Earl’s pop-gun stutter with a real-gun blast: a single deafening round fired into the ground a few feet away from us. A cyclone of gravel, sand, and dirt bombards us, tiny pebbles hail-storming the cars, a percussive overture to the unfolding tumult. I start coughing as my heart (and a mouthful of dust) reaches into my throat and sticks there, blocking my airways.

My inner twin: One one-hundred, two one-hundred, three one-hundred….

I look at Lily helplessly, praying she has a better grip on the situation than I do.

With her hands outstretched, she shouts, “Wait…” then takes a single tentative step forward…about as far as her leash will take her, thanks to Barbs.

“One more step, and I’ll turn those pretty little titties of yours into potholes…Lola.”

What feels like three years ago, but was only three days, I shocked Lily by calling her Lola. Her real name. I said it twenty minutes after she buried a knife in the back of an Ivy-league douchebag who’d still be alive had I not used the Missed Connection app to cockblock him.

And now, somehow, this woman we’ve never met, whose husband we picked at random, knows who Lily…uh…Lola is.

Lily and I stare at each other, same thought on both our faces: How the fuck?

“Eh! Eh! B-Barbs! What in heavenly hogs’ breath are ya doing!?”

Barbs descends the three rickety steps, steadying the gun in our direction. It’s really fucking hard to look away from a gun that’s pointed at you, but Jesus Christ, there’s just so much Barbs behind it, it’s impossible not to stare at her.

For starters, she’s barefoot, the things you and I call feet looking more like shoes made out of pineapple husks, scabby, scaly, colored every shade of rotten fruit. The rest of her is barely contained inside a threadbare nightgown, a polyester garden of roses and coffee stains. It isn’t tight, thank god, but sheer enough to see through, even in the gathering dark.

“Go ahead. Make a move so next time I won’t have to miss on purpose. Grab their phones, Earl!” She lumbers forward, surprisingly light on her callous-mangled feet, over-flowing physical form not slowing her down as she skillfully trains the gun on us.

Earl hesitates, eyes flicking from the gun to Barbs’ face. He’s scared shitless of her, and for good reason.

“B-Barbs? Wh-wh-wh, Eh-Eh-Eh, wh-wh-wh…?”

“For God’s sakes, Earl! Quit yer fuckin’ stammering and get their phones!” He snatches the phone from my hand, and Lily’s from her back pocket. “Now git yer ass over here, you dumbfuck-of-a-man!”

Being stuck in a life-threatening situation doesn’t make the dynamic between Earl and Barbs any less hysterical, and Lily and I both have to stifle a laugh. It would supremely suck to survive the shitstorm my life has endured only to have Barbs blow the stubborn grin off my face with her fat, itchy trigger-finger.

Burners in hand, Earl lumbers away from us, nearly tripping over his floppy laceless boots as he makes the ten foot journey to his wife’s side. Barbs clunks him on the noggin with the rifle, earning her a glare that could be interpreted a dozen different disparaging ways, then quickly swings the barrel back at us. “Like I said, no funny business.”

Earl interjects, “Wh-when d-did you say that? Eh.”

She shakes her flushing head, then says with forced calm, “Just do as I say, Earl. First things first, destroy their phones.”

As near-visible steam threatens to billow from her ears, I get a good look at her face. Twenty years and two hundred pounds ago, I suppose my serial-killer father might have categorized her as a looker. But a lifetime of stress and unhealthy living has buried whatever footing of pretty she once had. Clearly life with Earl hasn’t been kind to Barbs. “Now, go make yerself useful and grab something to tie ’em up with!”

“Tie ’em up? Eh! What do you mean? Eh!”

“Just fucking move!” she shouts, making everyone flinch…and Earl fucking move, a pathetic Joe Biden slow-jog into the garage. Within seconds he reappears with a handful of grease-stained bungee cords, instead of our burners. Barbs steps in alongside me, and a rancid, parmesan pong creeps into my nose, making me retch. She smells exactly like she looks—like something no sane person could describe without losing their lunch.

Holding the greasy bungee cords before him like an offering, Earl asks, “Whatcha want me to do with them?”

Barbs jams the cold steel chamber against my temple. I squeeze my eyes shut, skin crawling with horror, is this how it all ends?, Lily hitching a sob before Barbs demands her to shut the fuck up, missy. The linebacker-sized woman stares menacingly at her subordinate half and barks, “Tie up their wrists!”

As Earl binds our wrists behind our backs, eh-eh-ing like a cartoon choo-choo train, I ask Barbs the one question that needs asking.

“How do you know Lola?”

She pulls the gun away from my head and sticks it under my chin, moving as close to me as the rifle (and her distended stomach) will allow. “I’ll show you…Peter.” Emphasis on Peter, which I should have expected (but didn’t). Because if she recognized Lola (meaning the shitstorm we left behind is already national news, our faces no doubt at the heart of it), then she’d naturally recognize me.

And that means law enforcement is out there looking for us.

My inner twin, being no help whatsoever: Of course they are! You’re a murderer! It’s simple math, Petey-boy, one plus fucking one!

As Earl finishes trussing up Lily’s wrists, Barbs informs us that we’re all going inside. I pray inside means the garage, where there’s plenty of elbow room and, without question, a considerable selection of tools that can double as weapons. But no. Earl, is still behind us, gripping both me and Lily by the wrists, following Barbs’ lead as she conducts her dreadful performance with the rifle, a malicious maestro pointing the way into the trailer she and Earl live, breathe, eat, shit, and God help us all, fuck in.

Earl shoves us forward and we stagger across the gravel lot toward the trailer. Before we climb the three steps leading inside, Lily and I look at each other, and read each other’s minds.

Nick’s bag full of cash is still in the truck.

And Earl has the keys.


Chapter 9

Privileged me…

(…a lie…)

…has never set foot inside a trailer home before, and Barbs’ and Earl’s hunk of junk looks exactly how I always imagined one would look—like a fucking backdrop for murder. And if murder is what Big Barbs has in mind, then judging by her stance—a pose that fits her like a latex glove—these may be the last few ticks of freedom Lily and I ever experience together.

My inner twin: Till death do you part.

Barbs and Earl could write the book on backwoods trailer living. Every cliché is accounted for: kitchen sink overflowing with dirty dishes, counters littered with ant-speckled scraps, torn furniture, stained walls, busted cabinets. To the right is a closed paneled door that probably hides a bedroom like the cluttered one on the left, scraps of papers and empty pork rind bags strewn between them like a hillbilly’s path of rose petals. If I ever start a YouTube channel called “Lifestyles of the Down and Out,” episode one will be filmed right here at Barbs’ and Earl’s abode. But first, I’ve got to get us the fuck out of here alive.

With the rifle pointed straight at the space between my eyes, Barbs thrusts a hefty hip against the bedroom door, then motions to Earl who, on cue, shoves us inside. Lily gasps and falls to her knees, praying at Barbs’ pineapple feet. My one true love lets out a scream, but I don’t care. I can’t care. Why? Because the scene here in Barbs’ and Earl’s love nest has my undivided attention.

Barbs and Earl aren’t everything they appear to be…or, maybe they are? What does someone heavily into rope-play look like, anyway? Yes. You heard that right. The room is filled with ropes, frayed, stained hemp fibers everywhere I look, haphazardly piled atop the worn furniture like rat’s nests, shaft-thick coils dangling from four heavy-duty hooks anchored into the ceiling, somehow reminding me of the clattery beads welcoming lowlifes and scoundrels into Sugah’s peepshow; heavily stained twisted manilas perma-tied to the bedposts, naturally. It looks like a fucking jungle in here, like fucking Tarzan lives here.

Astounded, I mutter, “What the…?” Earl grunts and wrenches Lily to her feet. Tears spring from her crystal blues as Barbs shoves the muzzle of the rifle hard against her ear. Lily grits her teeth, trembling violently, waiting for it to come, liquid eyes pleading for me to do something. But I can’t. I’m paralyzed with the agony of not being able to do anything.

I can only comply with Barbs’ harsh demands.

“Earl, truss up handsome here, git him against the bedrail.” She looks at me, flashing a grin that’s more breach than teeth. “And no moves, Loverboy, or I’ll fast-track your girlie straight into the ground. Comprende, Pedro?”

My inner twin: Sí.

Earl obeys his wife’s sadistic directive and hauls me up onto
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