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He wasn’t always a monster. But through an unfortunate series of mental, emotional, and physical insults during his formative years, he became one. His development from infancy to adulthood could almost be called reverse metamorphosis. A beautiful, unspoiled butterfly child. Eventually coaxed back to slimy pupa adolescence only to emerge from his cocoon as a creepy, crawly, toxic adult caterpillar.

However, Jurgen Boogaard didn’t look or conduct himself like a caterpillar. No, he was more like a praying mantis. A carnivore with long, spindly arms and legs. Delicate and gentle in appearance, but ferocious in nature. With an uncanny way of blending into the background and suddenly appearing or, conversely, disappearing. This, despite his gangly frame, almost triangular head, and unusual gait. He walked fast, with an exaggerated forward lean and long, slender arms which swung in abnormally long arcs. Back and forth rhythmically, like the pendulum of a metronome. As he strode along, you could almost hear the tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock.

But before he became a monster, he was a child. Imbued with innocence and the desire, no, the need, for love and acceptance that all humans crave. But little Jurgen found none. He never knew his mother or his father. His mother was a 16-year-old girl who became pregnant after being raped by her grandfather. She had given him up for adoption at birth and never cuddled him or let him suckle at her breast. In fact, she had never laid eyes on him.

“Get it out of me,” his teenage mother had screamed during the delivery. “I don’t want to even see it.”

So Jurgen, the yet unnamed infant, began life as an “it.” Made only marginally better when hospital personnel wrote “Baby Boy Doe” on his ID bracelet attached to his ankle. He didn’t get his official name until his first foster parents, Bjorn and Freya Johansen, named him Jurgen. Perhaps the only thing of permanence in Jurgen’s first few years of life.

The best thing you could say about Bjorn and Freya was that they were usually at home, occasionally fed him, and didn’t kill him outright. But they came close. On a home visit, the foster care agency found Jurgen lying naked in his feces and urine-soaked crib. His body was covered in infected and festering wounds. Eight-week-old Jurgen had to be taken emergently to the hospital. And after a month there, Jurgen was shuffled off to another foster family. The second in what would be a parade of foster families over Jurgen’s first 3 years of life. Watched more than raised or loved by people who were physically present but emotionally absent. A start that only ensured one thing—Jurgen would be scarred for life. Mistrust, guilt, shame, and feelings of worthlessness were thus hard-wired into his DNA. 

He was finally adopted by Aart and Evi Boogaard of Summerville, Washington, in Skagit County, about an hour’s drive from Seattle. Summerville might conjure up idyllic visions of a pleasant burg filled with happy people basking in sunny warmth most of the year. But this was the Northwest United States, where sunny and warm only applied in a narrow window somewhere between July and September. Otherwise, you could expect overcast skies and precipitation 50% of the time.

Summerville may have been a misnomer, but at least Aart and Evi gave Jurgen his first permanent home. Aart and Evi loved Jurgen. And while they rarely showed their affection for him physically with hugs or kisses, they did provide for him. He was well-fed, well-dressed, and well-taken care of. 

But despite this, it would have been a stretch to say that he was well-adjusted. He wasn’t active and social like other kids his age. When Evi would take him on playdates with other children his age, he would commonly just watch from the sidelines. Occasionally, when Evi insisted, he would try to get involved with the other kids, but these times would often end badly. Usually due to Jurgen spitting, biting, scratching, kicking, or punching one of his playmates.

There was also the problem with his appearance. He was a strange-looking child. His arms and legs always seemed too long. And his head was large and misshapen. Almost triangular in form, large and nearly flat on top, narrowing to a pointy little chin. His facial features mirrored his head’s proportions with enormous eyes, a normal-sized nose, but a tiny mouth. All a recipe for cruel taunting and teasing by other kids for pretty much his entire life at school. Consequently, he didn’t have any friends. This was just as well for Jurgen, who had already written people off by that time.

Aart and Evi had no illusions. They knew that adopting a 3-year-old foster child would likely come with its challenges. So, they soldiered on despite the rocky road. Hopeful that through their efforts, Jurgen would come out of his shell and become a normal, happy kid. As if he could shed his flawed exoskeleton and grow a new and improved one.

Then, one day, Aart and Evi took him to Regency Park. Not that anyone called the park by its official name. No, it was more commonly known as Piano Park. A moniker earned because of the snow geese that tended to flock on the pond. Their white feathers with black-tipped wings gave them the appearance of a piano keyboard on the water. An illusion aided by the occasional blue morph geese interspersed amongst the sea of white. Something about Piano Park seemed to agree with little Jurgen. And Aart and Evi took him there frequently. Even inclement weather didn’t dampen Jurgen’s mood when he was at the park. It was one of the few places where Jurgen seemed to feel comfortable. Almost at home.

As Jurgen grew, Aart and Evi continued to look for opportunities to help him adjust. Based on his anti-social episodes as a child, they ruled out consideration of group activities and team sports. Favoring more individual pursuits. They bought him a guitar for his 10th birthday and even paid for lessons. But after his third lesson, Jurgen quit in frustration. Jurgen’s guitar instructor told Aart and Evi that their son’s fingers were too long to play guitar comfortably. And recommended that they try piano lessons instead.

So, despite the considerable expense, Aart and Evi saved up. And for Jurgen’s 12th birthday, they bought him a piano and signed him up for piano lessons taught by a nun at the local Catholic school. And for a time, Jurgen seemed to do quite well. His long fingers were well-suited for playing the piano, and Sister Mary Genevieve had high hopes for him. But while Jurgen could read the music and play the notes, he had trouble with proper tempo. Had Sister Mary Genevieve given up on him at that juncture, maybe Jurgen could have been saved. But Sister Mary Genevieve was too committed. Too intent on making Jurgen the virtuoso that she thought he could become. She even had Aart and Evi thinking Jurgen could become the next Vladimir Horowitz.

She introduced Jurgen to a metronome to help him with his timing. And Aart and Evi, at Sister’s request, purchased one for him to use when practicing at home. For weeks, Sister made him play the same piece over and over. Not wanting to move on until he got the timing right. And while the metronome religiously tick-tocked out the right tempo, Jurgen just could not get the rhythm right.

Eventually, Sister resorted to a different strategy. She laid her hands on his from behind and pressed down on his fingers at the prescribed times. Hoping to help him get a feel for the right pace. But all Jurgen felt was Sister’s breasts pressed up against his back and the erection in his pants. He also felt pain in his fingers as she pressed down harder and harder with each successive failed attempt. Perhaps in her frustration or some mistaken notion that increased pressure and pain might somehow cure him.

Horowitz, he would not become. He could recognize the beat and even hear when he was out of sync. But he just couldn’t synchronize his hands to play the notes at the same pace as the metronome.

After a month, Sister Mary Genevieve gave up. Concluding that Jurgen was one of those rare people with what she called beat-deafness. Jurgen pleaded with her to continue his lessons. But she didn’t see the point, nor the real reason for his plea.

Jurgen quit playing the piano. But he would wind the metronome up and listen to it in his bedroom at night. He told his parents that it helped him fall asleep. When, in fact, he was masturbating to its tempo. The familiar tick-tock conjured up memories of Sister Mary Genevieve’s breasts pressing rhythmically into his back.

Jurgen Boogaard always had slim hopes of being normal and fitting in. The neglect of early childhood and his classmates’ taunts combined with Sister Mary Genevieve’s metronome and its sexual imprinting somehow combined to create a monster. Now there was no hope of normalcy. And one-hundred percent chance of something wildly aberrant.
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Zhang Liu was a 23-year-old woman and one of the few non-white residents of Summerville. Unlike Seattle, the demographics of the little town of 2,500 people were not nearly as diverse. Not that this posed any problems for Liu. Summerville was a more laid-back community where people generally minded their own business. And the truth was, most of the residents of Summerville commuted to jobs in the more diverse metropolitan areas. Choosing a little longer commute in exchange for living a little more comfortably in terms of open space, safety, and a slightly less exorbitant cost of living.

Liu didn’t live in Summerville by choice. It’s where her uncle and aunt lived. She had been invited to live there free of charge until she could afford her own place. Dan and May Chen, as her uncle and aunt were known in the United States, had left China and settled in Summerville 15 years earlier—when Liu was 8 years old. Their official first names were Xiao Dan and Li Mei. They gave their two U.S.-born children American first names. Rose, who was thirteen, and Peter, who was eleven.

Liu had recently immigrated from China, bought a used car, and landed a job at the Happy Cake Bakery in Seattle’s Chinatown International District. She came to the United States for what most immigrants come here for—more opportunities, greater freedom, and higher wages. And ever since Liu was a little girl growing up in Guangdong province, she had a dream to come to America and have three things—a house, a restaurant, and a family. In that order.

And Liu had very definite ideas about her husband and family. She’d marry a tall, blond, blue-eyed American, and they’d have three children and a dog. She made one exception to her very ordered life. She wanted the dog now as motivation to fulfill the rest of her dreams. And having convinced her uncle and aunt to let her have a dog, she bought a German Shepherd puppy. Naming him Rebel. Fanpan in Chinese, which Liu’s grandmother always called her because of her bold dream to come to America.

Living in her uncle’s home with his wife and two young cousins was a double-edged sword. On the one hand, she appreciated being with family and the comfort of speaking in her native tongue, eating familiar foods, and not spending money on rent. But, on the other hand, it sometimes felt uncomfortable having to answer to her uncle, ask permission for things, or account for her whereabouts. And then there were the times that her cousins just got on her nerves. As adolescents are apt to do. Consequently, she looked forward to the day that she could get her own place.

Liu gave herself the name Lulu. Making it easier for Americans to address her instead of stumbling over the pronunciation of her Chinese name. Which invariably resulted in them calling her Leo or Lou. Boy names that she didn’t like. But Lulu, she could live with. And when she told non-Chinese people her name was Lulu, it seemed to resonate with them. When older Americans heard Lulu, they thought of the famous Scottish singer who sang “To Sir With Love” and “The Man With the Golden Gun.” While more youthful Americans associated Lulu with a popular clothing store beloved for its athletic wear. Either way, it was a memorable, easy, and fun name to pronounce. All good things when trying to assimilate into a culture so different from the one you were raised in.

The Happy Cake Bakery served a wide variety of Chinese pastries, cakes, cookies, snacks, coffee, tea, milk tea, bubble tea, and a coffee and tea mixture called yuan yang. It was predominantly a takeout place, but had four tables for the occasional patrons who wanted to dine in. It was quite popular and usually did a brisk business. Another double-edged sword for Liu, who was the only help out front. Filling the roles of hostess, display case server, table waitress, cashier, and busgirl. In other words, she was usually kept very busy. Sometimes so busy that it was a challenge to find time to use the bathroom. The upside was that she got to keep 100% of the tips. And, of course, enjoy a sweet treat and her favorite bubble tea when it wasn’t too busy.

With the hectic pace at work, you’d think that running would be the last thing she’d want to do before going there. But she did so religiously. Every morning, rain or shine. She’d put on her running shoes and be out the door. Completing the 4-mile circuit from her uncle’s house, around the pond at Piano Park, and back in just over 30 minutes. 

Rebel rode on an emotional roller-coaster every time Liu grabbed her running shoes. First, circling her in anticipation and excitement. Only to be left whining at the door when she slipped out without him. Then greeting her enthusiastically when she came through the door, his tail and whole body in full wag mode. 

Liu ached to have Rebel join her on these runs, but he was still too young. So instead, he’d get his walk around the park in the evening after Liu got home from work. A walk that was decidedly more leisurely, allowing Rebel to sniff his way around the pond, sampling all the new and exciting scents along the way. Then, of course, there were the times he strained at his leash, intent on playing with the geese, rabbits, or other dogs out walking with their owners. Eventually, Liu knew she would need to train him to ignore all of these distractions so he could run with her. But for now, she was content to let him be a puppy and explore the wonders of the world around him.

For Liu, waking up every day and realizing she lived in America gave her that tingly feeling of excitement that she was well on the path to realizing her dreams. She had a roof over her head, reliable transportation, a good job, and Rebel, the first member of her own family.
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Not all of Jurgen’s childhood and adolescent experiences were injurious and harmful. His parents tried their best to instill principles that would help him become a valuable and productive citizen. Emphasizing the importance of being reliable, organized, and contributing to society.

For Aart and Evi Boogaard, the best way to teach these values was to raise Jurgen in a home that insisted on having a clear schedule for the day with tasks that had to be done. This seemed like a very reasonable and responsible parenting technique. And with proper application and a child not tainted by neglect, perhaps it would have accomplished its goal. However, Aart and Evi had high hopes for Jurgen and held him to high standards. Again, not an unreasonable desire for a parent, but in Jurgen’s case, ill-advised.

Initially, Jurgen responded favorably to the daily schedule of chores. He would usually complete most of the tasks he was given. However, he didn’t always conform to the schedule or complete the duties to his parent’s satisfaction. For example, he would make his bed, but he didn’t always do it right after he woke up, as the schedule required. And as for making the bed, it wasn’t always made well. Often, just throwing his comforter over the whole rumpled mess of sheets and pillows underneath.

So, it was not unreasonable for Aart and Evi to adjust their expectations. They made the daily schedule immutable. Requiring that tasks be performed at the appointed times. And they demanded that tasks be executed to perfection. Perfection meant starting the chore on time, properly performing the job to his parents’ specifications, and completing the task within the allotted time.

They also introduced a system of rewards and penalties. Tasks performed flawlessly were rewarded. Assignments not completed satisfactorily resulted in do-overs and consequences. His parents determined the nature of the incentives and penalties. And back-talk about the adequacy of rewards or severity of penalties was forbidden. Violations of this rule prompted adverse consequences.

It’s not that Jurgen didn’t eventually conform to his parent’s schedule and expectations. As a matter of fact, he became quite good at it. You might even say he was an over-achiever. Often completing tasks early and occasionally even exceeding expectations in terms of the quality of his work. And that’s where the problem comes in. Apply obsessive-compulsive perfection to practical and productive tasks, and you become a superstar. But apply those same characteristics to detrimental and evil tasks, and you create something else altogether.

However, for a time, Jurgen found his parent’s indoctrination advantageous in getting jobs and excelling. His first job was as a dishwasher at the Summerville Diner. And you couldn’t have found a more enthusiastic dishwasher. Not only were the dishes, glasses, and silverware spotless, but he couldn’t get soiled dishware fast enough. Badgering the waitresses to bring him more dishes when there was a lull. He literally could not tolerate not washing dishes when he was on duty. To avoid his wrath, some waitresses would purposely create dirty dishes for him to clean. On other occasions, he’d rewash clean dishes. And no matter how often his boss encouraged him to relax and take a break when there weren’t any dishes to do, he couldn’t. When he wasn’t kept busy, he became anxious, pacing like a caged lion in the dish room. And on one occasion, storming into the dining room and yelling at the customers to eat faster so he could have their dirty dishes. So, despite his diligence as a dishwasher, his boss had to let him go. To Jurgen, it was just another in a long line of rejections. Only adding to his growing mistrust and irritation with people.

In his frustration, he looked for and found another job. A job at the post office in Mount Vernon. But this job posed an immediate problem—it was 6 miles from his parents’ home, and he didn’t have a car or a driver’s license. Unlike most teenagers, Jurgen had adamantly refused to pursue his driver’s license. Stating that he was just not ready to drive. And since his school and his job at the diner were within walking distance, not getting his driver’s license didn’t pose any problems. Now, however, he had to either get a ride from his parents or take the bus. And since his parents were seldom available to be his taxi service, he was frequently relegated to taking the bus.

His job at the post office was much more to his liking. The post office never ran out of mail, and there was never a shortage of things to do. Things that were frequently boringly repetitive. Lending themselves to the secret tick-tocking that constantly played in his head, demanding his attention and subservience.

You see, Jurgen needed to do things while keeping time with the metronome that Sister Mary Genevieve had introduced him to. He may have been beat-deaf on the piano, but he stayed true to the rules and syncopation of the metronome in all other matters. And by doing so, in his mind, Sister Mary Genevieve rewarded him in her own special, exhilarating way.

Everything required its own tempo. Represented by tick marks and Italian tempo terms on a metronome. He walked Allegretto, meaning between 100 and 128 steps per minute. A step about every half second. A moderately fast pace for walking. And with his forward lean and long arms swinging like pendulums, you could recognize his unique gait from a great distance. He sorted mail at 20 pieces per minute—or a tempo marking of grave. If you watched him sort mail, you could almost hear the 1-2-3, 1-2-3, 1-2-3 as he counted the seconds in his head and slid envelopes into pigeonholes at a consistent cadence.

This need to do things at a steady pace was at the crux of Jurgen’s refusal to get his driver’s license. His problem with driving wasn’t his readiness but rather an aversion to the variable speeds of the vehicles on the road. He couldn’t understand why people didn’t drive at a constant pace to avoid the interminable and irritating stopping and going. And he knew that if he drove a vehicle, the irregular speeds would eventually prompt him to play bumper cars or demolition derby to encourage them to go at the right pace.

Even riding the bus became intolerable for him. Not only did bus drivers drive at variable speeds according to the traffic, but they always seemed to be stopping and starting. All at the whim of people who dared to stop the bus short of his desired destination. Every time he’d hear the little chime indicating someone wanted to exit at the next stop, he felt his blood pressure rise. 

So, despite the distance, he eventually chose to walk the 6 miles. Calculating that with his 3-foot step length and 120 strides per minute, he’d be able to walk 31,680 feet in 88 minutes. Of course, he didn’t consider weather conditions, waiting for crossing signs, and the occasional detours for road or sidewalk repairs. So his treks were not without these frustrations. But in the scheme of things, they were much more tolerable than the delays on the infernal bus.

So Jurgen appeared to be well on his way to fulfilling his parent’s wishes of being a reliable, organized contributor to society. And on his 21st birthday, with his savings and a generous financial gift from his parents, he moved out. Putting a down payment on a small, rundown home in a neighborhood most Summerville residents wished didn’t exist, avoided talking about, and didn’t dare frequent.

The area was nicknamed Turtle Town for its history of flooding, leaving all but the home’s roofs peeking out above the waterline like turtle shells. The town of Summerville, at considerable expense, had constructed a massive drainage system in hopes of improving the blighted neighborhood. And while it did eliminate catastrophic flooding, it was still perpetually water-logged, making the lawns more like bogs. And contributing to the smell of decay that seemed to constantly hang over the area. It was the one small, ugly, smelly side of an otherwise picturesque community. And the debate over whether to improve or bulldoze the neighborhood was a perennial item on the Town Council’s agenda.

Nonetheless, people continued to move there. Some hoped the area would experience a renaissance so they could sell their homes at a considerable profit. Most, however, lived there because they couldn’t afford to live anywhere else. Which is the boat that Jurgen was in.

And as you might imagine, the neighborhood didn’t always attract the most wholesome or upstanding citizens. In fact, you might even say that it was mostly made up of the dregs of society. People down on their luck, or people who didn’t fit in or chose not to fit in. The poor, the mentally imbalanced, the anti-social, and those who looked odd, hideous, or in some way repulsive.

So while Aart and Evi Boogaard had reservations about their son’s new living arrangement, they were pleased he took the initiative and was striking out on his own. They even helped him furnish the house. Letting him take their tired old living room furniture, Evi had wanted to replace for years.

Jurgen, on the other hand, had no reservations. In fact, he purposely wanted to live there. And even chose one of the least desirable homes and locations - close to the ugly concrete drainage system. For Jurgen had a need. One that he couldn’t satisfy in his parent’s home.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4

[image: ]


Piano Park was a 200-acre gem just west of Summerville’s town center. It sat in a depression, like a large bowl. The centerpiece of which was Regency Lake, encircled by two trails. One that wound its way through mostly wooded areas closer to the lake. While the other circumnavigated the rim of the park at a little higher elevation above the treeline.

The main entrance to the park was a long, gradually descending road leading to the park’s large open area. Where visitors could enjoy a large covered pavilion suitable for large gatherings or a half-dozen smaller picnic shelters for more private get-togethers. A large grassy area looked inviting for outdoor fun until you learned that the snow geese and other waterfowl used a good part of it as their outhouse. Consequently, only a tiny corner of the lawn near the pavilion was suitable for human activities, including the Farmer’s Market held every Tuesday morning. Basketball and tennis courts and restrooms completed the park’s available facilities.

The park had an alternate entrance of sorts. A long set of stairs began at the upper roadway, bisected by the upper trail, and ended at the lower one. The stairs were about a half-mile from the trailhead, accessed near the pavilion. And in truth, the stairs were often used as an outdoor stair climbing exercise rather than as an entrance.

On the other side of the park from the stairs were “The Caves.” Not actual caves but a set of three groundwater runoff drains that sloped from Turtle Town feeding Regency Lake, which occasionally made the lower trail impassable. But these were not your usual storm drains. Instead, they were three 4 by 8-foot square concrete tunnels with a chute spillway that crossed the lower trail, protecting it from erosion. And once you witnessed the rush of water that shot through the drains like Category V rapids, most people gained a healthy fear and respect for the area.

Being fed by runoff that likely contained contaminants, Regency Lake was unsuitable for usual lake activities. Consequently, the park had posted signs forbidding humans or pets from swimming. Boating and feeding the wildlife were also prohibited. And signs on the lower trail cautioned visitors of the flooding and drowning risks posed by the storm drains. Unfortunately, these signs were just the inducement some people needed to do just the opposite. So people regularly fed the geese and allowed their dogs to swim in and drink out of the lake. And more dangerously, people walked into the concrete tunnels for any number of mischievous acts. Mostly teenagers looking for privacy to drink, smoke, or have sex. Which accounted for all the beer cans, cigarette butts, condoms, and other paraphernalia found in the lake after a storm. Oh, and the occasional dead body.

Unfortunately, sometimes not observing the park’s warning signs had fatal results. And most recently, there was an uptick in drownings. And not the typical drowning victims, who were often teenagers found on autopsy to have high blood alcohol levels. ` Lately, more adults have been found, some known to be well-adjusted, health-conscious individuals.

Everyone had their theories about the increase in drownings. The most popular was suicide. The cause of which varied depending on whom you spoke to. Some thought it was depression prompted by being quarantined during the height of the 2020 coronavirus pandemic. Others blamed economic pressures caused by inflation, supply-chain delays, and job abandonment in 2021. Still, others accused the Democrats, the Republicans, mass shootings, vaccine mandates, and global warming. You name it, and it was suggested as a potential cause for people losing their will to live. Everything but the unthinkable in the safe, sleepy town of Summerville. That maybe they weren’t suicides at all.
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Liu usually didn’t take notice of people on her morning runs. She just tuned into the music playing in her earbuds and tuned out the rest of the world. People occasionally tried to make eye contact and offer a greeting on her runs, but this was her private time. A time when she could clear her mind and prepare for the workday ahead.

Some may have thought she was anti-social, but for Liu, it was self-preservation. She would have plenty of opportunities to be sociable, attentive, and responsive to the customers at the bakery. So much so that she was typically more exhausted from the social interactions and demands than from the actual physical strain of the work. Keeping a pleasant demeanor and wearing a smile was easy for most customers. But still, there were always those few customers who seemed bent on being difficult or determined to rain on her sunny day.

But on this particular morning run, Liu noticed one specific person. Not that she was trying to see him. He startled her when he crept out of one of the concrete tunnels as she strode towards “The Caves” on the lower trail. It was almost as if he had to unfold himself when he emerged and started marching down the spillway towards her. His huge eyes and derisive sneer conveyed disgust as he glared at her as she ran by. Liu’s heart jumped in fear, and she picked up her pace to put more distance between them. Hazarding a quick glance behind her to see if the strange-looking man followed her. To her relief, he wasn’t, but this didn’t deter her from running a bit faster than usual.

Liu tried to forget about the brief but frightening encounter, but it kept running like a loop in her head. Haunting her as she showered, dressed, and drove to work. It was not until later that afternoon, in the midst of a rush of business, that she could wipe it from her mind. But it was not forgotten. It was just temporarily hiding.

Meanwhile, Jurgen’s job at the post office had finally allowed him to save up enough money to buy the one and only thing his house needed to truly make it his home. A piece of equipment that would help him satisfy his mission in life. And, in so doing, make the world a better, more comfortable place to live. Unfortunately, as Jurgen abhorred technology, he didn’t have a computer or cellphone to research all the possible models or make an online purchase. So instead, he had to walk to several sporting goods stores until he found what he needed. Then paid an extra $50 to have it delivered to his home.

Jurgen was like a child on Christmas morning when it was finally delivered. Nothing could dampen his spirit that evening. Not having to lug the heavy, oversized box in by himself to its appointed place. Not the hours he needed to spend assembling and programming it. And not even the frustration of not using it immediately after it was ready for use. No, all of this just energized him. So much so that when it was done, he sat down in a chair and gazed at it longingly. Then wound up his metronome and let its tick-tock cadence soothe him as he stared at his prized possession—an exercise treadmill.

Jurgen didn’t get much sleep that evening. He was too enamored with his treadmill and his plans to put it to use. So, the following morning, Jurgen set off to work. Using a shortcut that he had found that trimmed 10 minutes off his walk. Taking the drainage tunnel just outside his house and walking through Piano Park. It was a more direct route than the perpendicular patterns dictated by the sidewalks. And other than the detritus in the tunnel, the downside to this route was the people in the park. Not so much the people as the variable speeds at which they walked and ran. It bothered him.

And until today, all he could do was look away and try to tolerate their dissonance. But now that he had his treadmill, he could do something about it. And this morning, as he emerged from the tunnel, he had become immediately enraged.

“You slant-eyed little wench,” he muttered as she ran past the spillway. “Have you no respect?”

He was overcome by the need to fix her. And if not for his need to get to work, he would have tried to catch her and do something about it. But instead, he was left frustrated. And that frustration followed Jurgen and festered for the rest of the day. His thoughts were muddled, and he found it difficult to maintain his usual daily cadences, which angered him. He needed to fix her, and if not her, then someone else. This could not go unheeded or unaddressed. Someone would have to pay for her sins.

So that evening, after work and as dusk settled onto the lower trail, he lay in wait by The Caves. Hoping she would return. He let a few people pass, even though they, like she, did not respect the proper running pace. Just adding to his growing fury. Eventually, with darkness setting in, he settled on an elderly gentleman whose speed was barely faster than Jurgen’s walk.

Jurgen ambushed him, jumping onto the trail and striking the man in the head with a large rock. Then dragging him through the tunnel to his ramshackle home, just 50 yards from the drainage system entrance. And bringing him down to his dark, dank, windowless basement where his instrument of re-education stood. A treadmill programmed to run at the brisk and lively speed the old man should have been running—8 miles per hour or 175 strides per minute. Vivace on the metronome.

“Wh, wh, where am I?” groaned the old man, rubbing the goose egg on his head, trying to gain his bearings.

“That’s not important. What’s important is that you learn to run at the right pace,” Jurgen replied.

The old man’s vision cleared, giving him his first good look at his captor.

“Who are you? And right pace? What are you talking about? Now let me out of here,” he replied, slowly trying to get up off the cold concrete floor. His exit blocked by Jurgen standing between him and the stairs leading up to the ground floor.

“Not until you run at the right pace, old man,” Jurgen menaced. “Now get on the treadmill and hit the start button.”

“And if I don’t?” he protested, now standing and getting the full measure of the odd-looking man who stood at least a foot taller.

“Then you’ll leave here dead,” Jurgen replied.

The old man looked at Jurgen as if weighing his options.

“So I just have to run at the right pace, and then you’ll let me go?”

“Yes, run at the right pace until I’m satisfied, and then I’ll let you go.”

“How fast and for how long are we talking here?”

“Enough questions,” Jurgen screamed, startling the old man to take a couple of steps back in the direction of the treadmill. “Get on the treadmill and hit start.”

The old man stepped gingerly onto the treadmill, placing his feet on the stationary runners on either side of the treadmill belt, and pressed start. The LCD display sprang to life, and the belt started to move at a walking pace. He stepped onto the moving track and began to walk.

“Now press Preset 1,” Jurgen commanded.

The old man did as he was told, and the belt gradually moved faster. Prompting the old man to walk more quickly, then to jog. Watching as the miles per hour display kept ticking upwards while the duration display ticked down from 60 minutes.

“How fast are you going to make me run? I can’t run much faster than this. And certainly not for another 58 minutes,” he called out as the belt speed continued upward past 5 mph.

“You will run at the right pace or die,” Jurgen replied.

The treadmill passed 6 mph when the old man’s stride became more ragged as he struggled to keep pace.

“I’ll die if you make me run much faster,” he blurted out between breaths. The pace now taxing his lungs, unaccustomed to sprinting as the belt continued to speed up. Now approaching 7 mph with 57 minutes remaining.

“Just keep running. And don’t even think about jumping off,” Jurgen called out.

Jurgen had now taken a seat in the lone chair next to a small table. On the table sat his metronome and a bottle of water. He picked up the metronome and started winding it up. The old man was too busy making his legs move fast enough to see what Jurgen was doing. Until he heard a rapid tick-tocking, slightly quicker than his footfalls.

“What’s that?” the old man panted, his cardiovascular and respiratory systems beginning to be taxed beyond anything they had endured before.

“You must match the rhythm of my metronome,” he replied as his face transformed in ecstasy. The rapid tick-tocking seemed to give him pleasure. Only the old man’s incongruous footfalls kept him from total gratification.

The treadmill reached 8 mph with 56 minutes remaining, but the old man hadn’t made it. His legs had given out at 7.5 mph, causing him to fall. His head slammed on the deck as the belt deposited him off the back of the treadmill, where he now lay gasping for breath.

Jurgen’s face contorted in anger, stopping the metronome and shooting out of his chair.

“Get up, you old bastard. What did I tell you?” his fury escalating.

But the old man could not respond. While he had road rash on his forehead from where his face had contacted the moving belt, that was the least of his concerns. He clutched at his chest, unable to catch his breath, feeling his heart flutter like a hummingbird’s wings.

This did not deter Jurgen. He stopped the treadmill, dragged the old man to his feet, and hauled him back onto the treadmill. The old man stood bent over, holding the handrails to keep himself from falling. Jurgen restarted the treadmill and pressed Preset 1.

“I can’t,” the old man managed to say as he started to move his feet.

“You can and you will,” Jurgen boomed.

The old man could walk and even slowly jog while holding the handrails, but eventually needed to release his grip as the belt moved faster, lengthening his stride.

“I can’t,” the old man repeated as the treadmill reached 5 mph two minutes in, his chest feeling like it would explode.

“Run, or die,” Jurgen called, now back in his chair and rewinding the metronome.

Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock, the pendulum flew at 175 beats per minute, the old man’s footfalls hopelessly out of sync. Preventing Jurgen from experiencing the fantasy and the release he needed.

“Match the tempo, you sonofabitch,” Jurgen screamed in frustration.

And the old man tried, but once again, fell short. But this time, it wasn’t just his legs that gave out, but his heart. He was dead by the time Jurgen had silenced his metronome, got out of his chair, and stopped the treadmill.

“That’s what you get, you old bastard,” Jurgen sneered.

The rotating treadmill belt had sanded off some skin from the bald spot on the top of the old man’s head, causing another road rash. Once again, of little consequence. Except, perhaps, to the coroner who would eventually conduct an autopsy after the old man’s body was found in Regency Lake.

Under cover of darkness, Jurgen dragged the old man back into one of the storm drains. Leaving his body at about the halfway point, knowing that the rain and the tunnel’s slope would eventually wash him into the lake.

Then, returning to his basement to sit in his chair and let the metronome tick-tock the vivace rhythm, which finally gave him comfort and release.
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