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Madame Cruller’s Couch

No one in Millerville seemed particularly bothered when Madame Curelle’s Psychic Studio, set up in a single-wide trailer over on Fourth Street, burned down. Burned up. Take your pick. For the most part, the citizens were a stern and religious people, all “Ten Commandments” and “get thee behind me, Satan.” And Madame Curelle, who had moved to town and rented the trailer three months earlier, seemed to fit the second Christian tenet perfectly. She hung a pentagram wreath on her front door. She adopted a stray black cat that sat on her stoop and flicked its tail at passersby. She had long, curly hair and wore hoop earrings and a crystal around her neck. She painted her fingernails purple and topped them off with glitter. Madame Curelle offered smiles to town folks in the grocery store or along the road, and some of the older women swore they saw a hint of fangs. Kids in town dared each other to bike past her trailer and throw rocks. Once, little Ricky Simmons mistakenly pronounced her name like the pastry, and it stuck. Madame Curelle became known by the kids and adults alike as “Madame Cruller.”

That isn’t to say Madame Cruller didn’t attract a bit of business. Not at all. Like the men in Cher’s song about gypsies, tramps, and so on, those who visited the trailer came secretly and late at night and laid their money down. They were raw and angry souls, these men and women, occasionally demanding forbidden sex (which Madame Cruller would not offer) or spells to be cast against their enemies (which she also would not offer). Madame Cruller, with her soothing voice and steady gaze, had her customers sit or lie on her green satin Victorian couch. Then she listened as they spewed their rage and their darkest, coldest fantasies about their families, neighbors, and fellow employees over at the Little Yummies Snack Cake production plant outside town. Madame Cruller would nod quietly and write in her notebook. When the customers were finished venting and were drained of their rage, she traced their palms, laid out and studied her cards, sang a soothing song, and then sent them away, much less burdened than they had been on their arrival.

Yet despite this, the majority of the populace could no longer tolerate the fact that a psychic was inhabiting the same space as they. Just before midnight on the second day of August, someone threw a firebomb through Madame Cruller’s bedroom window. The culprit could have been Donna Rankin, president of the ladies’ Baptist prayer circle. It could have been Mayor DuBose Filbert. It could have been any of the kids along Fourth Street. No one knew for sure, and the cops didn’t seem to care.

And so, it was bye-bye, Madame Cruller. Smoked like a ham and burned to a chip by the time the volunteer fire department arrived, doused the flames, and smashed their way in. The curious gathered along the street in their bathrobes and cotton pajamas, arms crossed, whispering this and that and that and this about the sinful woman, some trying to appear horrified while others let their glee shine through like golden sunlight on Easter morning. Several women cheered when the psychic’s body was dragged out and covered up. Others shook their heads in wonder. Donna Rankin shouted to the ambulance crew, “Don’t take her to Bailey’s Funeral Parlor! Drive her clear out to Barnesboro. We don’t want her!”

Heads nodded in affirmation. The ambulance left with its shrouded cargo and frenetic red lights. The community wandered to their homes as it began to rain.

Nina Horton lived in a tar-bricked house along the alley that ran behind Madame Cruller’s Psychic Studio trailer. She stood on her rear deck and watched as flames leapt from the trailer windows then disintegrated into thick smoke beneath the force of the fire department’s water hoses. Barefoot and wrapped in her old afghan, she shivered against the heat. She listened to the sirens and the engines and the shouts of the neighbors. Back inside the bedroom, Ed, her husband of fifty-three years and co-owner of their secondhand shop, Oldies and Goodies, slept the heavy sleep of the happily well-sotted.

Nina didn’t hate Madame Cruller. She thought the psychic seemed like a rather pleasant young lady. And she was so pretty, with all that lovely hair and sparkling jewelry. Those long colorful skirts and frilly blouses. The way the psychic walked with confidence along the road and up and down the grocery store aisles, smiling at people who drew back and snarled. Nina had hoped to say hello to the woman at some point but had never gotten up the courage. Now, from what she could tell as wet ash dropped around her like dead stars, Madame Cruller was gone for good.

“Nina.” The rumpled voice came through the partially opened bedroom window. The commotion had awakened Ed. “What’s going on? Where you at?”

“Deck.”

“Why?”

“Psychic’s trailer just burned up.”

“Yeah? She dead?”

“I think so.”

“Coming to bed?”

“In a bit.”

“Sounds like it’s raining.”

“Just started.”

“Come to bed. You’ll catch cold.”

“It’s summer.”

“Come to bed.”

“I said in a bit.”

Nina heard the bedsprings squeak as Ed rolled back into oblivion.

She went inside for an umbrella and her slippers then returned to the deck where she hunkered out of the rain and thought about the psychic. Had the woman’s jewelry and clothes burned up, too? One half the trailer was mostly collapsed, but not the other half. Maybe there was still some good stuff in there, with nobody now to wear or use it. How long would the trailer take to cool off? Could she get in and look around before anyone else did? It wouldn’t be stealing, would it? Could you be arrested for taking a dead woman’s things?

The trailer steamed for the next few hours, and Nina stood, watching. She was exhausted but couldn’t look away. The rain stopped somewhere around 2:30 a.m. and she put the umbrella down. But it wasn’t until nearly 4 a.m. that she thought it might be safe to have a closer peek. If she waited any longer, someone else would surely beat her to it. Most likely the neighbor kids. They were always up for a dare.

As Ed continued to snore, Nina changed into her sneakers, put on a pair of oven mitts from the kitchen, and tiptoed off the deck, over the alley, and across the trailer’s wet and weedy back yard. The moon had broken through the clouds and bathed the destruction with a filmy silver light. All the trailer windows were broken. Half the roof looked as if a giant had stomped on it. Nina tried the back door, but it was warped and wouldn’t open. She crept around the side to the front where she discovered the police had strung a twisted yellow “Caution—Do Not Enter” tape along the perimeter of the yard. Shattered glass, hunks of metal and wood, melted plastic skirting, and a blackened mattress lay on the scorched grass where the firefighters had torn the trailer open.

And none of the noisy neighbors were prowling around. Yet.

Nina hoisted herself into the trailer through the shattered doorway, taking care not to twist her bad knee, stepping over burned and mostly unrecognizable items and chunks of ceiling, keeping her balance by holding out her oven-mitted hands. To the right were the remains of the bedroom, destroyed almost beyond recognition except for a wobbly headboard, a partially crushed dresser, and a pile of charred, soaked clothes on the floor. Moonlight shown through where the ceiling had been. Nina carefully kicked around through the clothes, looking for the frilly shirt and colorful skirt but didn’t find them.

“Damn.”

It didn’t feel terribly hot in the trailer, so Nina stuffed the oven mitts into her waistband and tugged on the only dresser drawer that would open. It held bras, socks, and bandanas, all soaking wet. No jewelry. It was probably in one of the lower, damaged drawers and would take a hatchet to get to it.

“Double-damn.”

Leaving the bedroom, she crossed through what had been the kitchen to the living room. This end of the trailer had fared much better than the bedroom end. A rocking chair and stool were knocked over and cracked. A bookshelf leaned at a tilt. Books and candles were scattered. But against the far wall was a green sofa with some kind of fancy trimming. Lovely, with a curved back and claw feet. It looked to be in surprisingly decent shape.

Nina’s own sofa back home was worn and dirty, with cushions so thin you sank to the frame when you sat on it. So, fine. Maybe she couldn’t get any jewelry or clothes. But here was a nice-looking sofa. And no one would miss it.

Ed was not pleased to be aroused from his slumber, and he grumbled as he followed Nina across the alley and into to the trailer.

“Careful,” said Nina as she took one end of the sofa and Ed took the other. “Let’s take our time carrying it. It’s kinda heavy.”

“This probably ain’t a good idea,” said Ed. “Your knee might give out.”

“Ain’t that heavy. And I’ll tend my knee. Just hold your end.”

And so, with gritted teeth and several fits and starts, the old couple wrangled the sofa out of the trailer, across the yard and alley, and up the deck steps. By then, Nina’s heart was pounding and Ed was well out of breath. Nina leaned on the railing and Ed dropped onto the sofa, prone, with his arm over his eyes.

“Oh, this is nice,” he said.

“Help me move it in the house.”

“Gimme a couple minutes.”

“C’mon, Ed. It’s gonna rain again and I don’t want my new couch ruined.” She scratched the back of her neck, searching for ticks, finding none.

“Ain’t rainin’ yet.” Ed rolled over, facing away from Nina. “Ten minutes. Or twenty. Just a short rest. Then I’ll help you. Promise.”

“Okay, but don’t put your stinky old shoes up on it. I mean it.”

“Yeah.”

Nina blew a puff of air through her lips and went inside. She was tired but wide awake, and so she made herself a cup of coffee, watered the house plants, wiped a sticky spot off the kitchen counter, and took a shower. It was Saturday. Things were always busier at Oldies and Goodies on weekends. She and Ed would take their truck on over to the shop at nine.

Ed was still sound asleep on the couch on the deck at 7:14, his few strands of white hair webbed across his forehead. Nina watched him through the sliding door and shook her head. No matter, it hadn’t started raining. She’d give him a little longer. In the meantime, she stood the old brown couch up on its end and vacuumed where the new couch would go. Green would be such a good color for the room, what with the bright yellow curtains, the multi-colored faux Oriental throw rug, her prized collection of white vases that lined the fireplace mantle, and the pair of antique flat irons she’d painted with roses and had on display at either side of the brick hearth.

“You’re out of here,” Nina said to the old couch. “Piece of junk! Not even going to the shop. You’re headin’ for the dump.”

Putting the vacuum cleaner away, Nina went to the kitchen and sorted through the cardboard box that was going to the shop with them this morning. Some good stuff in that box. Ed and Nina scoured yard sales throughout the warmer months for treasures they could sell for an additional buck or two. Dishes. Toys. Books. Tools. Even a few car parts. Rarely clothes or stuffed animals, though. Things made of cloth had a lot of problems. Over time they tended to absorb unpleasant things—smells, grime, undefinable whatevers. Those things were embedded, and no washing or spraying made a difference. And those smells, grime, or whatevers could mess up whatever they came in contact with. Nina knew this for a fact. She’d once bought a handsome, hand-embroidered denim jacket at a yard sale and decided to keep it herself. She wore it twice. Both times a stench deep inside the jacket’s fabric fouled the shirts she’d worn with it. A trip to the dry cleaners didn’t make a bit of difference. She ended up burning the jacket in the fireplace.

Nina closed the box and put it by the front door. It would be fun to add these new items to their shop’s shelves. Then she went back out to the deck. Ed was snoring like a car with a bad starter.

“Ed!” Nina shook his shoulder.

Ed snorted.

Nina thumped his hip. “Ed!”

Ed’s eyes fluttered open. “What?”

“Get up. Gotta help me get this inside. And then you gotta get your shower.”

Ed rolled off the couch and unfolded himself like a rusty pocketknife. He shook his shoulders then took one end of the couch, Nina the other. They wormed it through the door and into the living room.

“We’ll take the other couch to the dump after work,” said Nina, walking backward toward the wall. “This new one’s gonna look so good in its place, don’t you think?”

“I suppose.”

“I ’preciate you helping me with it. Let’s get it over to—”

Then Ed dropped his end.

“Watch it, Ed!”

Ed stood, staring at Nina. His eyes were huge. His jaw was trembling.

“Oh, damn, Ed, you havin’ a stroke?”

Ed’s entire head began to waggle back and forth rapidly, as if it was caught in a paint can shaker.

“Ed! What’s wrong?”

Ed’s head stopped moving. His eyes continued to rattle in their sockets, then slowed, then focused. They were narrowed, bloodshot, and glaring at her.

Nina drew a sharp breath. Her arms broke with sudden cold sweat. “Ed?”

“You…fucking…cunt,” Ed said in a voice not his own. His lip hitched.

Nina let go of her end of the couch. It hit the floor, hard. She held up one hand and backed away.

“Ed, what’s wrong with you? Stop it!”

Ed’s hands balled into fists. Drool ran from the corners of his mouth. “How dare you go out with that fucking bastard Ricky!”

Nina reached the far wall and pressed up against it. She felt her heart trying to crawl up her throat. This was a dream. This was a nightmare. Surely, she was asleep on the deck in the rain and the falling ash.

Ed took stumbling steps toward his wife. “Imma gonna kill you, you bitch!”

“What the hell’s wrong with you? Ed, stop! Wait, wait! Who’s Ricky?”

More stumbling steps. “Seen you flirting with him at the factory. Bitch!” The eyes alternately narrowed and widened.

“Ricky Via? That idiot? I never did nothin’ with that man! And you know I never been inside that the factory.”

Nina slid along the wall, looking for a chance to race past Ed. He moved even closer to his wife, his fisted hands snapping open and shut, open and shut. “C’mere, you cheatin’ whore!”

Nina stepped over the cord to the floor lamp and wedged herself into the corner. The only way around Ed was to jump over the coffee table. She wasn’t good at jumping, not with her knee. She held out her hands. “Stop it, Ed. Please! You ain’t makin’ sense.”

And then Ed lunged toward her, teeth clacking. Nina snatched the floor lamp and brought it up and around, slamming it against the side of Ed’s head. The lampshade folded and the lightbulb shattered. Ed tottered for a moment, just long enough for Nina to step onto the coffee table and jump to the floor, jarring her knee. Ed whirled around, seized hold of Nina’s arm, and yanked her toward him.

“Ed!”

“Whore!”

Nina bit Ed’s arm and he let go, but not before he dug his fingers down her cheek, scraping away flesh, sending a white shock of pain clear down into her chest. She stumbled and fell sideways against the fireplace, knocking one of her prized vases off the mantle. Her knee gave out and she crashed to the floor on her face. Ed dropped on top of her, all 232 pounds. Her breath gushed out as a rib snapped.

Ed!

He rose enough to turn her over. Then he brought his face down close again, the teeth ready to chew off her face. “No more Ricky for you!”

Nina’s hand scrabbled out, tracing the bricks of the fireplace hearth and finding one of the flat irons. She took hold of its handle and in the second that Ed’s teeth reached her nose, she arched the iron up and over and down onto the back of Ed’s skull. Ed’s eyes rolled back, he coughed a wad of spittle, and then went limp. Nina shoved him off and lay beside him, her scalp stinging, her rib throbbing, her knee burning. Her breath came in great, agonizing huffs.

Oh God oh God oh God!

I killed him! Oh God oh God oh fucking shit! I killed Ed!

It took a good five minutes for her to crawl into the kitchen to call her daughter, Rachel. And Rachel, who usually brought her Jack Russell terrier with her on their weekly visits, left the dog with her boyfriend and drove from Barnesboro as quickly as she could.

Ed wasn’t dead. He was solidly out, though. Luckily, Rachel had told her mother over the phone not to call the cops and report a murder but to call the First Aid and tell them he’d had some kind of fit and had fallen.

“They won’t believe me!”

“Mom! Shut up! Just do it!”

The squad was there when Rachel arrived, still sputtering about the fire over at the psychic’s studio and looking put out that they’d had to take two calls within twenty-four hours. Ed lay on a gurney on the front sidewalk with one eye open, though that eye wasn’t seeing shit.

Rachel stood in the newly falling rain, alternately looking at her father and her mother, who was sitting on the front step. “Is he okay?” Rachel asked one of the first aid volunteers, a youngish man with an attempt at a beard.

“What do you think? He look okay to you?”

“That’s mean.”

“He’s alive, barely.”

“That’s still mean. He’s my dad.”

“I know. I remember you. We went to high school together.”

“I have no idea who you are.”

“Sure, fine, have it your way,” said the volunteer. He helped maneuver the gurney into the ambulance then looked over at Nina on the step. “You gonna come with us to the hospital?”

“My daughter’ll bring me over in a bit.”

“Sure, fine, have it your way. The cops gonna wanna talk to you about this, you know.”

“We called them already.”

The volunteer nodded. The ambulance drove off.

In the kitchen, at the table, Nina gave Rachel the details. “Never, ever saw him like that before. He was gonna kill me, no doubt about it.” She tore a paper napkin into tiny pieces. “I mean it. I had to hit him, Rachel.”

“He drinks, Mom. Maybe he’d had more than usual?”

“He ain’t an angry drunk, he’s a stupid drunk. You know that. And the drink was long gone by this morning. He don’t have a violent bone in his body.”

Rachel scratched her eyebrow. “Maybe he ate a poison mushroom? Or maybe took some kind of drug?”

“You know that ain’t what happened.”

“Well, something did. He snapped. You could have died.”

Nina nodded. The last hour played over in her mind yet again. Ed sleeping on the couch on the deck. Ed helping her move the couch into the living room then dropping his end. Ed going after her. Nina swiped the napkin flakes off the table and drove her hand against her forehead. “I can’t stand this!”

“Let’s go to the hospital, Mom. They can tell us what’s wrong. And you need to get your rib checked.”

“It’s broken. The only thing you can do for a broke rib is let it be.”

“Let’s at least check on Dad.”

“I can’t face him right now. I can’t look at him. You go. I’ll come later.”

“But mom—”

“Please, Rachel.”

Rachel nodded. She kissed her mother on the top of the head and left the house.

Nina shuffled into the living room, where the old sofa still stood on end and the new one sat in the middle of the Oriental rug. The floor lamp was turned over. The antique flat iron lay on the floor. Nina pulled back the yellow curtains and looked out across the alley at the psychic’s trailer. Neighbor kids were already swarming over it, two-legged ants on a wood and metal carcass. They didn’t care about the police tape. The police probably didn’t care, either. They didn’t even seem concerned about what happened to Ed when Nina had finally called them. They had yet to come by to talk to her.

The phone in the kitchen rang. It was Rachel. Ed was awake and had no memory of what had gone on. “Do you want me to tell him what he did?”

“No. Does he seem himself?”

“Kind of. He’s had a major concussion. He’s in a hell of a lot of pain.”

“He’s not angry or crazy?”

“Doesn’t seem like it. He asked for you.”

“Not now. Come on home, Rachel. We’ll go see him together later today. Maybe tomorrow. After I pull myself together some. Okay?”

A long pause, then: “Yeah.”

Rachel came home. She and Nina fixed a snack of peanut butter crackers and took them into the living room.

“Nice couch,” said Rachel. “Where’d you get it?”

“Psychic’s trailer.”

“The one that burned up?”

“Yeah.”

“You stole it?”

“Ain’t stolen. Just didn’t have an owner anymore.”

“You gonna keep it or sell it at the shop?”

“Keep it. Can you push it into place for me?”

Rachel moved the couch against the wall where Nina had vacuumed and then she cleaned up the broken vase and lamp and put them out back for the trashman. Back inside, she shoved her hands in her pockets. “Mom, you okay if I take a short nap? I don’t know about you, but I’m wrung out.”

Nina nodded. “Me, too.”

Rachel stretched out on the new couch.

Nina went to her bedroom, drew the shade against the summer sun, and curled up on her bed. She flipped and flopped against the pain in her rib, and finally went to sleep.

She awoke to the sound of heaving breathing. Opening her eyes, she saw Rachel standing over her with a kitchen knife.

Nina scooted off the bed on the other side, drawing the bedspread with her. “Rachel! Don’t joke around like this! That’s plain awful and mean.”

But Rachel’s voice wasn’t Rachel’s voice. It was strange, gravelly, lower-pitched. Her head was tilted at a peculiar angle and her eyes were small and threatening. “I hate you. You don’ do nothing but watch that damn porn on the computer. You ain’t never touched me in two years, Pete.”

“Stop! Wait! What? Shut up! Don’t talk like that.”

Rachel crawled over the bed, slashing out with the knife, crossing to Nina. “I ain’t gonna take this no more. I’m going to kill you! You ignore me like I’m a dog shit? I’m not. I’m your goddamn wife!”

Nina heaved the bedspread over Rachel’s head and fled the bedroom, through the sliding door, out the back and down the deck steps. Her knee gave out and she fell into the grass, weeping.

Ricky Simmons and his older brother, Chuck, were in the alley on their bikes. “What you doin’, Mrs. Horton?” said Ricky. “Lookin’ for worms?”

Face down, tear-soaked and grass-stained, she answered, “Call the cops. Hurry! My daughter’s gone nuts.”

Nina hid from her daughter in the next-door neighbor’s shed. The police found Rachel wandering the alley with the knife, alternating screaming and mumbling. They had to use a taser to take her down and cuff her. Once in the back of the cruiser, she said she had no idea what happened or why she was found outside with a knife. She cried out for her mother, who remained in the shed until she heard the cruiser leave.

The neighbors had gathered, of course, for this was exciting. They stared at Nina as she climbed back up her deck steps. They made faces at each other.

“What’s going on?” one whispered.

“I always thought something was wrong with that family,” said another.

Yet a third called out to Nina, “First your husband now your daughter. What you injecting over there? Or you all just born crazy?”

Nina went inside her house. Nina watched from behind the yellow living room curtains as the neighbors gave up and went away. Every part of her body ached but she was afraid if she sat down and fell asleep, something else terrible would happen.

Night came, harder than usual. Nina wrapped her knee with an Ace bandage, turned on the television, and sat in her recliner. She flipped through channels without focusing on any of them. She called the hospital to check on Ed. The nurse said he was currently being checked by the doctor but they thought he would be all right.

“Wouldn’t you like to come visit him?” the nurse asked. “He’s been wondering where you were. Visiting hours are ’til nine. You have half an hour.”

“Tomorrow,” said Nina. “Thank you.” She hung up. Then she turned off the television, went into the bedroom, and sat on the bed. Then she went to the kitchen and looked in the refrigerator. Then she went to the living room and turned the television on. Then she turned it off again. She stared at the clock on the wall, then went out to the deck.

I can’t sleep. And I can’t just stay here and think about it all. I have to find something to do.

Madame Cruller’s ruined trailer sat in the shadows of the night. Maybe there were some things in there Nina hadn’t found. Things the neighbor kids hadn’t already taken.

She went back, across the alley, around the trailer, and in through the broken front door.

The clothes were still matted on the bedroom floor. The headboard still wobbled. The dresser drawer had been hacked open, though, and so whatever jewelry might have been there was long gone.

The kitchen was ransacked; dishes broken, scattered. The refrigerator hung open and a carton of milk was knocked over and spilled onto the floor.

In the living room, the papers and books looked to be untouched. Nobody really wanted books or papers, especially those that had been soaked by a fire-dousing hose. Nina clawed through the ones on the floor, and then those on the bookshelf. There were books on chanting, the power of crystals, reading Tarot, astrology, and the magic, or rather “magick,” of wildflowers. On a lower shelf was a green spiral notebook, with a simple title written in marker: “Clients’ Stories.” Nina pulled out a couple flower books then picked up the notebook. The flower books might sell at the shop and the notebook could be interesting reading.

Back home, she poured a cup of orange juice and leaned on the kitchen counter for a few minutes, breathing easy to loosen the pain in her chest. Then she took the cup and books into the living room and sat on the new couch. It was so comfortable, much more than the old piece of crap.

Flipping through the flower books she found a lot of pretty pictures and a lot of fanciful nonsense. But heck, someone might want to buy them.

Then she opened the notebook.

On the first page was a quote attributed to a D. C. Bharida, Psychic Counselor. “Anger and fear are more than just energies; they are eternal entities. Our duty is to provide a place to discharge these forces and keep them contained. They are most dangerous, for those who are not releasing them are in peril of taking them in.”

What the heck does that mean?

The notebook was marked with blue tabs. Nina turned to the first. Madame Cruller’s handwriting was firm and clear, scribed in purple ink, noting first names, times, dates, and details of the clients’ visits.

A first:

Anthony Fisher. Visit May 12th, 11:47 p.m. Talked about the rage he felt toward his teenaged son, Scott. Scott has impregnated his girlfriend and wants to marry her. Anthony cannot stand the girlfriend and says he daydreams of hiring a kidnapper to take her away where she will never be found….

Nina shivered. “Damn,” she muttered. “I had no idea.”

She flipped pages to another tab:

Martha Clark. Visit June 27th, 2 a.m. Discussed the hatred she has for her co-worker at the Family Dollar. The co-worker has been “telling lies about me.” Martha fantasizes poisoning her and watching her writhe on the floor….

Another:

Johnny Jones. Visit July 2nd, 12:31 a.m. Is angry enough to kill his wife, June. He accuses her of having an affair with Ricky Richardson, who works at the Little Yummies Snack Cake Factory with June…

Another:

Emily Filbert. Visit July 23rd, 12:07 a.m. Can’t stand her brother’s arrogance and greed. Says when their parents died, he claimed all their assets and left her with nothing. Bought a big house. And money made him seem respectable enough that he was elected mayor. Emily said he’d lived long enough, and they had a hiking trip scheduled soon, up the mountain to the overlook and cliffs at Skyline Knoll. She imagined the easy fix for her problem….

Yet another:

Lisa Wilson. Visit August 5th, 1:43 p.m. Believes her husband, Pete, hates her as he never touches her anymore. She wants to destroy his computer, on which she found countless porn sites. She fantasizes his death, saying, “We got sharp knives. I bet I can make it look like an intruder did it. You know, a burglar…”

Nina threw the notebook onto the floor and she stared at it as if it were a rabid raccoon. What were all these horrible confessions?

There was a pounding on the front door. A voice: “Mrs. Horton? This is Sergeant Darrell Peters and Officer Reynolds of the Millerville Police Department. We need to talk to you about what happened to your husband. We need to fill out a report.”

Nina looked over at the door and braced her feet under her to stand up.

But then it came up from the couch, a sickening sensation like that of warm, fouled water leaching from a septic tank and into the ground above and around it. It traveled up into Nina’s ass and spread to her legs and her torso.

“Mrs. Horton? You home?” More pounding. “We seen your truck.”

The sensation continued up her spine and wriggled beneath her skull. Nina felt its tendrils both bathe and squeeze her brain, her thoughts, her awareness….

“I’m sure everything’s fine, Mrs. Horton. Reynolds and I just got to get this done and filed away.”

Fuck you, DuBose! Fuck you, asshole Mayor!

“Mrs. Horton? Is that you? Who you talking to?”

Fucking used my inheritance to buy your goddamn house? Use some of that money to run for mayor? Invest some of that money in that fucking snack factory and then act like I’m ungrateful? Me? Well, buddy boy, you were a bit too trusting to go hiking with me today. No one will know, just me and the trees and the birds and the rocky outcroppings below.

DuBose, standing at the edge of the Skyline Knoll, turned to Lisa with a quizzical look.

Yeah, breathe your last, old man!

DuBose shook his head and held up his hand. “Lisa, wait. You’re talking crazy!”

Somewhere outside and beyond the mountain overlook where Lisa and DuBose stood, there was a sound of wood shattering and a man’s voice shouting, “Mrs. Horton! It’s Sergeant Peters! Hold on! What’s wrong? Who are you talking to?”

Bye-bye, asshole!

Lisa screamed at the top of her lungs and rushed forward, hands at the ready to push her brother off the mountain to his death.

The police report, filed by Sergeant Peters and confirmed by his partner, Officer Reynolds, noted that they had broken down the door to the Horton household when they heard Mrs. Horton yelling and suspected she was in trouble. In the same moment that they stepped inside, Mrs. Horton had screamed, “Breathe your last breath, old man! Bye-bye, asshole!” and had rushed at the policemen with what seemed clearly the goal to kill one or both. Sergeant Peters pushed her back, but she ran at him again swearing he was going to die. Officer Reynolds, the rookie, panicked and fired his weapon five times, striking her twice in the chest and killing her instantly. The three other bullets were lodged in a green couch in the living room.

Officer Reynolds was put on administrative leave following an investigation. Rachel Horton was given a clean bill from the hospital psyche ward and returned to Barnesboro. Ed Horton was released from the hospital four days later. Back at home, he wept off and on, prepared a funeral for his wife, and then called 1-800-Got-Trash to haul the bullet-pocked green satin couch to the county dump.

Not a day later, a professional scavenger named Willy Moore found the couch among all the other refuse. The legs had snapped and the frame had cracked from when it had been tossed out of the truck, but, except for a couple small holes, the fabric looked quite nice. And so, he cut it away and took it home where his wife sewed it into three lovely tops that she sold for a decent profit at her next yard sale.


Squatters

There was no way he was going to tell his mother that he’d lost his latest job at Kroger. She would have said, “Jack, with that attitude you’ll never keep a job. You have to be willing to follow directions, do what they ask of you.” Damn, how her voice scraped his nerves raw. She’d never believed in him, never understood him. Her nagging and lack of confidence was the reason he’d not been able to reach the pinnacle he knew he was supposed to reach. She had always kept him down with her negativity.

So, screw it all. He had much bigger fish to fry, much bigger than bagging groceries for old people, snotty kids, and welfare bitches.

He left a scathing note to his mother on his pillow, packed a small suitcase with spiral notebooks and a handful of office supplies, clothes, some toiletries, and a bottle of Ibuprofen, and left his mother’s house in his old Honda Accord. In the glove box was his cell phone, and in his wallet the $213 he’d gotten from Ebaying his dead father’s Vietnam War crap.

He drove the hundred-forty miles south to Washington, D.C. with a plan. A damn good plan. The United States government, stationed in the nation’s capital, was going to Hell in a handbasket. And Jack was going to fix all that.

He was going to run for Senate.

And when he did, and when he won, his mother could suck a rancid pig egg for all he cared.

He envisioned it all as he traveled along Interstate 95. As a candidate, he’d rally folks who were as sick of things as he was. He’d make noise, get media attention and plenty of petition signatures, then get on the ballot, win the election, and take his place in Congress. Yep! And he’d shake up Congress for sure. The citizenry would realize his brilliance and value his insights into the nation and the world at large. Might even run for president after that. Jack’s slogan, already designed in full color and e-mailed from his mom’s computer to Staples on H Street NW (found on Google maps; one good thing about the internet) to be printed out on a banner, read “Arguing with Idiots is a Waste of Time! I Won’t Argue! I’ll Make it Right! Vote Jack Pritchett, Independent Candidate for Senate for Washington, D.C.” Granted, the slogan was a little long, but it said what needed to be said. He couldn’t wait to pick the banner up.

He could barely contain his excitement. It swelled in his chest like a helium balloon, and fuck, but it felt great!

Watch me now, Mom! You’ll wish you’d cut me some slack!

D.C. was a huge, sweltering city, one Jack had only visited once, years ago on an eighth-grade field trip. It was confusing in its layout, noisy, and crowded, with occasional green stretches that broke up the concrete and tarmac. After discovering that motels were ridiculously expensive and then circling around and around until he was nearly out of gas, Jack found a free place to sleep just a half-mile from the Capitol Building.

It was a shelter—a one-story, nondescript, 1940s-era brick structure that looked like it had once been an elementary school. A row of prickly barberry bushes pressed against the exterior walls. Poorly painted wooden benches lined the shelter’s narrow, grass-bare yard, and seated on the benches were bags of living, breathing human refuse, smoking and muttering to each other or themselves. The idea of crashing in the shelter set his teeth on edge and his stomach acid to roiling. Yet he was more afraid of sleeping in his car and no way in hell would he go back home to more derision from his mother.

I’ve got this. One or two nights here, piece of cake. I’m no fucking bum. They’ll respect me. They’ll leave me alone.

Jack pushed through the shelter’s glass front door and encountered a receptionist at her desk. She’d seen Jack parking his Chevy and she asked how, if he was destitute, he could afford to own and maintain a car. He was taken aback, but answered, “I borrowed it from my cousin.” She told him he couldn’t park it in front. He’d have to give it back to his cousin or move it to a public parking lot. So, Jack drove it around the corner and left it in the 7-11 lot. He’d move it later.

Back in the shelter at the receptionist’s desk, Jack filled out the required paperwork by lying on the forms and then slipping the woman $20 to just go ahead and approve it. She pocketed the money then said no bribes were allowed. Everyone was treated the same, regardless. The shelter’s security guard, a fat man in a sweaty white shirt, gave Jack a clip-on badge and a printout of the rules of the place:


	Leave facility at 10 a.m.; do not return until 4 p.m.



	Adhere to curfew—10 p.m.



	No smoking



	No drinking



	No fighting



	No drugs



	Wear your badge indoors at all times



	Dorm room doors are to remain open at all times





Control freaks.

Jack dragged his suitcase into the north wing where men were housed. The hallway smelled of sweat, urine, and vomit, and most of the overhead lights were burned out. Jack thought he saw a rat scurry along the wall then disappear into a narrow crack at the floor. These squatters don’t give a fuck how they live. Well, I can handle it. Couple days until I get my followers, then, hell yeah, I’ll be out of here, you can bet. And I’ll have some stories to tell during my political rallies about these hobos.

There were six rooms in the north wing. He was assigned to Room 2, which was the size of a classroom. All the windows were latched and secured with padlocks. The room was furnished with eight cots, two stuffed chairs that looked as if they were encrusted with feces, four plastic lawn chairs, a folding table, and faded, framed prints of the ocean hanging at tilts on the walls. Cockroaches scuttled across the floor and walls and cracks, and dusty brown spiders nested in ceiling corners. Air-conditioning rattled up through the floor vents, offering air not much cooler than the 80 degrees outside.

One man—an old guy with a matted white beard—was in the room, prone on a cot with a thin blanket pulled to his chest. He had a thick, rattling cough. He stared at Jack with muddy eyes.

“Who you?” the man asked.

“None of your business,” Jack replied.

“I’m Donald.”

“Whatever.”

“You know Brady?” asked Donald. He reached down beneath the blanket to scratch at some part of his body.

There better not be bedbugs in these cots.

“I don’t know Brady.”

“No?”

“No.”

“Lose your job?”

“What?”

“Can’t get no work? That why you here?”

“Don’t talk to me.”

Jack glanced around, uncertain as to which cot to claim. Maybe it didn’t matter. Hell, it shouldn’t matter. The men who lived here certainly didn’t pay anything and so had no genuine claim on anything. He stepped toward one of the cots, reaching out to lift and shake the mattress.

“Can’t have that one, that’s Boot’s bed.”

“Oh? Did he buy this bed? Does he rent this bed?”

The old man just stared.

“If he doesn’t then it’s not his, now, is it?”

Donald sighed, coughed, continued to scratch.

Jack examined the mattress. No fleas or bedbugs that he could detect. He put his suitcase on the cot but left it locked in case the old man decided to rummage for something he could sell.

“You leave my stuff alone, now,” Jack told the Donald. “Anybody else come in here, you tell them the same. I’m just here for a brief time and I won’t be trifled with.”

“Don’t want your stuff,” said Donald. “Get out of here and let me sleep.”

Jack left the shelter and found that his car had been towed from the 7-11. Furious, and not knowing where it had gone, he cursed the state of the world and began the long hike to Staples.

Traveling by sidewalk, he was even more aware of the people he passed. Businessmen in suits. Women in heels and sunglasses. He smiled at these people. They were successful; they were productive and worthy. And then there were the tramps slumped against walls with crumpled paper bags in their hands. Hoodlums screaming at each other, jabbing fingers, waving arms, likely with stolen pistols in their pockets at the ready. Old women in bandanas and sagging socks, pushing carts filled with nonsensical mishmash. It was nauseating, this seething, soul-sucking humanity. Leeches, draining America dry.

At last he reached Staples, only to discover that 1. his wallet had fallen or was picked from his pocket somewhere along the way and was long gone and 2. the woman who worked in the store’s print center had screwed up his large vinyl banner by spelling “argue” as “agrue.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Jack yelled at the woman behind the counter. “You’ve got to do this banner over! This is going to be put up outside the Capitol Building. I can’t have a misspelling!”

The woman handed Jack the order form she’d printed out, showing Jack’s misspelling of the word.

“We’d be happy to do it over,” said the woman.

“For free?”

“No, sir. That would be an additional $59.99 plus tax.”

“Couldn’t you have seen that it was spelled wrong? Did you fall asleep in English class? Are you an idiot? Or are you an illegal?”

“We print what we’re given, sir.”

“I can’t afford to print it over!”

Jack thought he heard the woman mutter, “Then get a job so you can pay for it,” so he shot back, “You just wait! You just wait and see!” He grabbed the banner and rolled it up into a lumpy bundle.

“You can’t take that, sir! You haven’t paid for it!”

He started for the door then turned and hurled the banner at the woman behind the
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