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Prologue: The Invisible Disease


Throughout life, people are confronted with myriad choices. Sometimes the choices are easy. Often they are hard. Yet, more often than many would allow themselves to believe, a real-world Faustian bargain emerges, absent the devil but soul-voiding, nonetheless. So many, when offered the immoral deal, wishing to cheat their fates, agree to the pact, without a thought, and reap the inevitable reward it brings. Some have that choice made for them, while others, already malignant by constitution, consciously demand it, having no qualms with paying the fee and reveling in the knowledge of having made it, parading it, as if their willingness to accept the depraved bargain grants them some manner of superiority. Psychology deems the years before 8 to be the “greedy” phase, but, if an emotional maturity test were administered, these people would be shown to have never successfully navigated any stage of emotional development. 
The Hudson Valley, packed with a network of interconnected towns and bustle, was rife with those who had made the devil’s bargain, in comparison with most other places one might say super-concentrated with them, and they, often unworried by or ignorant to the human misery they created in pursuit of the golden ring, the bejeweled scepter, went about their quests for greed, power, or, most often, simply getting one up on everyone else for its own sake, without another thought. They married for status, and they cheated on each other, unable to pass up the chance to conquer the neighbor’s wife with the bigger breasts, the neighbor’s husband with the more expensive vehicle. Some towns had become so mired in deceit and self-gratification that they had become virtual nests of incest … if only it were an exaggeration. If they had the opportunity to steal, already having more than they needed, it was done, without regret. If they could break a spirit, it was undertaken with gusto. They attended elite universities, where these values, ostensibly being questioned, were generally reified, and used their often unmerited degrees to pursue their baseness.   
And, yet, within the pretentious, duplicitous, and unworthy inhabitants, with their altars to their unmerited influence, were those who knew well how they came about their lucre, their clout, which had generally been given to them, and they were not satiated by it, seeking to actively use their influence to inflict more misery to reach their desired ends, ends that had no ends, a perpetual longing for more. They were authoritarians, born power abusers, and, too often for comfort, actually occupied positions of power, infesting law enforcement, courts, education, and places of worship. During WWII some had even formed Bunds in a few of the towns, adding worship of a genocidal demagogue to their résumés. Oh, they nominally loved their families. They loved their dogs. They appeared as reasonable people to the untrained or uninitiated, and they could easily convince the naive of it. But their love for their personal gain outweighed all else. 
Yet, while the last group toyed with the borders of Hell, further within the megalomaniacal orgy of opulence and abuse, pulsating like a cancer, underneath the visible filth, were those who had climbed into the pit, descended into the flames, outwardly appearing as run-of-the-mill wealth seekers and power mongers but who cared not a whit for anyone but themselves, true sadists and nihilists, bent upon harming as many people as their time would allow … for nothing but the sheer pleasure of being able to do it. They were raised to be the closest thing to vampires as human physiology would allow or had become that way from an unspoken internal acknowledgment that, in the grand scheme of things, they were worthless human beings, having nothing to offer the world but brutishness. They were anachronisms, paleolithic nihilists seeking to club the world into submission, and desirous of worshipers - free or forced - malignant narcissists, stripped of real emotions and verging on, or wholly embracing, the psychotic. If the second tier users and abusers were characterized as predators, these were the people who ate them, the parasites, turning their prey into appendages and feeding off them …  demons. Although these parasites existed in every community across the globe, the Hudson Valley had the peculiar ability to produce them in excess, like an unseen, smokeless factory with a stainless steel die for casting them. One could see the budding malignancy in many of the young, their privilege breeding monstrosity, breeding sociopathy, breeding insanity. 
The rest of the residents of the river valley navigated life surrounded by these vermin, and, generally, at some point, fell victim to them in one way or another, attacked or having falling for the allure of opportunism, sometimes losing everything, but, even when they didn’t, invariably being left inwardly scarred by their encounters. It left the culture superficial, plagued by cognitive dissonance, authority fallacy, and incompetence, feigning neighborliness but steeped in deeper suspicion, even those innocent of depravity finding themselves aspersed by rumor. It made life hard, even when surrounded by opulence, but people tried to ignore it, tried to enjoy the beauty of the area, or made excuses for others, for themselves, living in denial. However, the monsters, the vile walking nightmares, excelled at putting on the faces of the happiest, the nicest, the most-respectable, and the general public, like lambs before the abattoir, waited half-consciously for either their turn at being prey or their own offer of the Faustian bargain.   
As if the artificial societal trophic levels were not depraved enough, within one small county, in one small allotment of towns, the few tacit restrictions upon iniquity that existed had been transgressed to such a degree that an unmitigated evil had been brought into the world. Remaining cloaked in an exterior sheen of acceptability, righteousness, and led by one character whose perversion was unmatched, its utter deviancy spread, undetected, immoral, paradigm-shifting, and threatening the very lives of all who came near it. The one who wielded the malevolence had a goal, a sinister desire, shallow and self-serving, but the vehicle itself, the avenue through which the goal was to be attained, had no point of satiability, and its resurrection, its very existence, foul in form and malignant in being, returned to the light of day, meant doom to those who fell under its influence, tearing life and love from the world. 






  
  Chapter 1
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The “Reformed” Degenerate


The property, an exorbitantly expensive piece of land with a large house, had been sold to one Jared Blankenship, who had returned to the area around which he had been brought up after years away. There had been accusations and legalities concerning acts of a deviant nature for which he had gone on the lam socially, fleeing the state, but able to milk his family’s wealth and give the impression that he was self-made. He was the exact type of degenerate male, fancying himself an “Alpha,” who had the uncanny knack of falling upwards, regardless of how little deserving he was, cushioned by his family’s money and giving all men a bad name along the way. He was loathsome and boorish, but that was what society, then controlled by loathsome, stupid people, the power brokers, considered proper, worthy of imagined merit. And, after his time away, he had dared, without compunction, to make his way home, waltzing back into the area as if he were a hometown hero, and he had immediately immersed himself in the local religious community, a self-proclaimed stalwart of piety with all the right false words, although he had already openly displayed his utter hypocrisy repeatedly, wearing a large neon sign expressing as much on his forehead. While he openly claimed to have changed his life, every word he uttered belied it, being just as self-adulatory and vulgar in manner as ever. It was a thin cover, if even that, without any effort to make it believable, and the gullible around him still fell for it, duped by his disarming vulgarity and excused for the sake of his wealth. You see, Blankenship was a con man, born and bred, a malignant narcissist, a politically-extremist bigot, and likely a borderline sociopath. It was in his eyes, and it fell from his mouth every time he opened it, the base idea raining from his warped mind. But Blankenship was too narcissistic to see how transparent he actually was. 
It wasn’t that he was necessarily too ugly, on the face of it, but he was not handsome by any reasonable standard, and the air of the grotesque, the psychotic, that wafted from him was palpable, even in photos, emanating from the pathetic excuse within him that he called a soul. He was a notorious drunkard and, being a self-adulating cretin, didn’t even attempt to hide it, flaunting it as something admirable. Although his family had more than they rightly deserved, he was not from good stock, yet he fancied himself to be some sort of an ascot-wearing Thurston Howell III wannabe, making him not only instantly worthy of disdain but laughable to anyone with any sense of the absurd, a true spectacle for mockery. He was as phony as a seven dollar bill, and he had the distinct habit of following every insipidly-positive thing he said to maintain his adopted air of piety with coarse, chauvinistic, or overtly misogynistic quips, thereby showing himself to be the porcine lout that he really was. The only attribute he possessed that could be deemed attractive, to the shallow and base, was his material possessions. Other than that, he was despicable in thought and in insincere gesture. But people still bought his act, likely because their own was just as bad, just as phony. But why Blankenship had really returned to the scene of his deviancy was only known to those who had an acquaintance with the circumstances of his sudden departure, and he, of course, denied any ulterior motive for his surprise reappearance but the evidence was overt and unmistakable to the few who had become wary of him, who had figured him out.
Evelyn Watson was Blankenship’s ex-wife, who had, admirably, although too late in many ways, been able to extract herself from his unctuousness, after inexplicably having given herself to him years before, a black smudge upon her soul that she would never live down, especially given that she had borne him offspring while knowing what he was. Blankenship was not Evelyn’s first mistake, having earlier wed Terry Lynch, for the same superficial reasons that led her to Jared. Lynch, while not as overtly boorish as Blankenship but was just as narcissistic, and it raised a question as to whether or not Evelyn had the capacity to learn, given that she had jumped from the proverbial frying pan into the proverbial fire. In actuality, it wasn’t a mystery. She had been greedy in both instances, although she would refer to it as being “family-oriented,” a self-serving euphemism, childishly imagining her desire for financial security to be love and romanticizing the perceived allure of gained status as such. But, either way, the temptation of belonging to a rich family, even through a deranged scion, was too much for her to let pass by, not to mention expected of her in her circle, which was a microcosm of the local society at large.
That society, in which they had all been raised, was nothing but pretense and a mockery of piety, the falsest sort of hypocritical heresy that they all engaged in, empty commitments to a god in which none of them actually believed. So spoke their behavior, confirmed by their perpetual daily sins. So it had been natural for her to allow herself to be conned, first by Lynch, then by Blankenship, although she had seriously, and forevermore, demeaned herself with the latter. In fact, there was simply no possibility that she hadn’t know what Jared was, but, since he was just like the rest of the men with which she had been doomed as role models, he seemed, in a word, “proper” to her, as grotesque as he was, and she buried in her real desires in deference to what she would gain. That “proper” in the case of Blankenship was a direct synonym for “depraved imbecile” was a connection she would not allow her mind to make, trained well by social convention and blinding herself to reality. She, unlike he, was from good stock, at least on her mother’s side, Blankenship being a Freudian surrogate for her own father, even bearing the same forename, and her offspring were, at least, lucky for that, having had their father’s troll-like countenance tempered by her genes.
Since he had returned, Blankenship had begun to employ his narcissistic guilt machine on Evelyn at full tilt. He had no shame in it. You see, that was his real aim. He did not want her, per se, she not being the beauty she had once been, damaged by time and trauma, trauma he had inflicted, but he, being the malignant narcissist that he was, fixated upon wrecking her for having sullied his good name, and having no one else to abuse at that time, had a monumental obsession with controlling her and his children once more and he set out immediately upon that aim, guilting her through their progeny, appealing to nostalgia, and claiming that he had “changed,” the mark of a true bullshit artist and an immediate admission of dishonesty, predicated upon his base pathology. He hadn’t altered his behaviors one iota, had never accepted any guilt, and his children, now adults, knowing, essentially, why their mother had fled from him, should have seen the truth immediately, as Blankenship had even centered a photo of Evelyn at the focal point of his homage to “his” family, some sort of perverse altar on which he gave his intentions away. In reality, even knowing what their father was, the boys may have understood his intentions but, Jared still being their father, they applauded the insipid idea of reassembling their traditional family.
Although Evelyn should have known to keep Blankenship out of her and her children’s lives, simply through motherly instinct, she was something of an emotional mess, highly neurotic from years of psychological abuse at the hands of the men in her life, and had been brainwashed early on to believe that boys need their father, an all-too-common trope with no substance when said man was a psychological abuser. That the boys’ father was the worst role model she could have provided them never seemed to occur to her. Although she had admitted to herself that Jared was morally repugnant, it was only for what he had done to her and she continued to associate with other people, men and women, who were his psychological doppelgangers, holding precisely the same values as he, and she never outwardly realized the contradiction. And he, the inborn con man, never missing a trick, immediately began to undermine the influence of the boys’ mother, intent upon seeding his misogyny and chauvinism in his offspring, which was no real challenge, as, in her trauma, she had infantilized both boys, projecting the subservience to father and husband, with which she had been trained, onto her sons, thereby unwittingly laying the exact type of foundation that benefited Blankenship.
However, to further complicate matters, in the interim between Evelyn’s self-extraction from Blankenship and his repugnant return, Evelyn had met William Caldwell. William was not like the men she had been indoctrinated to see as normal, as he had not been raised in The Valley, and she did not quite know what to do with him. He, seeing a kind and beautiful woman struggling with trauma, had fallen in love with her, as if he were somehow meant to, but, to his great and everlasting chagrin, she had rejected him, more from her insecurities and paranoia, gifts given her by Blankenship and other narcissists, than with any real rationale. She, although she had felt some indefinable bond with him, had been afraid of making a connection with someone her peers would not deem worthy. But her socially-conflicted psyche and fear of this unspoken bond had driven her further into irrationality and, for reasons only she knew, she had toyed with him, later claiming to have been being nice for the sake of Christian charity, and then sought to, reflexively, ruin William for his love, as Jared had done to her, projecting the warped opinions of the smug, bigoted, and, while educated, ironically dreadfully ignorant culture she knew upon him, some manner of vicious vicarious punishment for Jared that she could not foist upon the troglodyte who rightly deserved it. So she had laid it at William’s feet, conjuring up the same manner of story she had used to banish Blankenship, although failing, as, unlike the case with Blankenship, most of what she had claimed was patently untrue or exaggerated. All she had succeeded in doing, in the end, was to break William’s heart, make herself into a facsimile of Jared Blankenship, and cost herself the love she knew she had deeply wanted.
As it now stood between them, William wanted nothing from her except his freedom from her inflicted psychological torture, her lies based in self-deceit, learned from Blankenship, which he knew she would never condescend to give, never even acknowledge any of it for what it really was. And, as far as he was concerned, if she were stupid enough to fall for Blankenship’s ruses once again, or those of her other ex, it was none of his concern. He had offered her love, and she’d smilingly spit in his face. So, outwardly, he hoped she’d get exactly what she wanted … what he told himself she deserved.
William was from good stock, people of intellect and creativity, kings, warriors, and scholars, but he was of poor means, as his inheritance of connections and influence was cut short by the early passing of his grandfather, and the country, since then, had been seized by lowlifes – opportunists, con men, and parasites – like Blankenship, who didn’t merit a penny they had, the kind of people who ensured that anyone with actual skill or talent was shut out from opportunity, having created an insulated club of nepotism and patronage for the incompetent. Although not what anyone would call an Adonis, William was closer to Evelyn’s attractiveness level than Jared or Lynch could have ever pretended to be, and, in his soul, he knew that social considerations, social restrictions, had dictated Evelyn’s actions. She had been trained to choose the ugliest of men, inside and out. But, while, at one time, William would have done anything for her, now his hatred for her smoldered perpetually, and, even knowing her circumstances, he could not excuse her betrayal. She was an adult but had acted like a child, petulant, cruel, and vindictive.
William only knew of Blankenship, and his psychosis, via small offhand confessions Evelyn had made to him when they had, ostensibly, been friends, and he had only learned of Jared’s return to The Valley after trying to discover who was calling his house from a nearby town in which he knew no one. William was fairly sure that Jared had learned of his and Evelyn’s falling out, likely through their offspring, and had decided to inject himself into the fray, playing the knight, as another means to guilt and ingratiate himself with Evelyn. If William had been 100% certain of it, he would have hunted the little bastard down and ensured, from that day on, for himself and for Evelyn, although he hated her, that Jared would be known as “Quasimodo,” giving the narcissist the permanent deformity of flesh that was his true face. Although William had, himself, said and done things, in his own defense from her allegations, of which he was not proud, things Evelyn had pushed him into and then used against him, he still believed that authentic abusers like Jared, whether physical or psychological, deserved no quarter. In fact, he felt that they should all be castrated, given that they were already, metaphorically, lacking testicles. But, as it was, she would allow the monster in her life, for her children, as she told herself, but William, who had only reacted to her immorality and attacks, would not be forgiven. It was, in a word, sick, a perversion of what was right and a blight upon the world. And it was driven by Evelyn’s fear of their strange bond, the bond that allowed William inside of her head, the bond neither of them understood.
Although Evelyn had sworn never to return to the drunken, abusive clown known as Blankenship, she had all but ruined or passed up any chances of having a life with anyone else who was halfway worthwhile, essentially being only William, whom Fate had sent to deafened ears and blinded eyes, and she was too proud, irrationally arrogant rather, to question her belligerence or mend fences with him, to retrieve what she had squandered. Even though she found herself obsessed with him and regularly spied upon him, she would not admit to herself that there was a reason for it, a compulsion that drove her that was not based in hate. She would not allow herself to call it by its rightful name. Hence, being one who had always been easy prey for narcissists, she was, regardless of her protestations, a sitting duck for Jared, especially since Blankenship could use their children as a conduit to get to her.
As their sons were grown, having just reached their maturities, or what passed for them, Jared could now take advantage of her regret over her empty nest to push his way back into her life regularly, feigning emotional turmoil and repentance he could not actually feel, usually in a drunken stupor, to lure her, to play upon her fear of self-harm that he would never undertake and upon her growing loneliness and fear of aging. It was repugnant, but that is what Jared was, and it didn’t bother him at all. The sad truth was that Evelyn Watson had little will of her own, basing all of her decisions upon the “advice,” however bad, of those around her, and Jared would likely, eventually, manage to manipulate her back into his bed, where she would be unable to extract herself from him a second time, her infantilized children cheering on the reconnection as “proper” and making her feel that she must. He would wear her down, make her second guess herself, and prey upon her weakness for material comfort, the kind in which she had been raised. Then, after a short while, likely very short, he would drop the mask that he barely wore and become the raging lunatic that had abused and chased her away before. However, this time, his grasp upon her would be iron, escape impossible. Then, and only then, when it was too late, would she realize her love for William Caldwell.
It appeared to William as though the monster would win the day, as they always did at that time in that sick society of leeches. If Evelyn’s god had ever heard her, he had forsaken her and chosen to curse her with this man-child, Blankenship, a thought that would also never come to her mind. Or, possibly, Blankenship was precisely what she deserved, her punishment on earth for her own treachery and shallowness.






  
  Chapter 2
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The Theater of the Brutes


Ah! That was it! That was what the cryptic contact to William had been about, the anonymous missive and aromatic bouquet from her, appearing from nowhere one afternoon and without reason, having followed a dream he had had the previous night. She must have already fallen for Jared’s con, been lured back into submission by his possessions, and, feeling secure, sought to absolve herself of any guilt. Or was it? William was torn, set adrift by the enigmatic action undertaken by the one to whom he had given his heart, only to recoup a bath of acid. 
Since Jared had conjured up a patently and absurdly false religious awakening, portraying himself as the repentant sinner, the poor forlorn lover who had wrestled with and defeated his demons, he had begun using the church to manipulate Evelyn, appealing to propriety and to her faith, as feigned as hers, and his, was. It was an act by a master, as he was no man of god, at least not the god he professed to follow. He was a parasite, and, if he worshiped any deity, it was only Mammon. But she must have fallen for it, swayed by her children and self-deceptive memories, and she had answered Jared’s pressure by allowing him to tacitly dictate her public image as a reborn, pious woman, which she had never done so openly nor strenuously before. William believed then that Jared must have conned her back into his den of narcissism. She had been prone to it, but William would never have believed it would have happened so quickly. It was as if she had never read The Scarlet Letter nor comprehended the machinations of a sly, vengeful creature like Roger Chillingworth, who, in comparison with Blankenship, was an amateur.
William wondered if she really, in her heart, believed that the disease that was Blankenship could ever change, somehow rewrite his genetic predispositions, redeem himself from his own constitution. Malignant monsters, like Jared, were not capable of it. William wondered if she had convinced herself that it was better than her isolation, her loneliness, her precarious financial existence. Had she forgiven whatever debased abuse Jared had inflicted upon her, as if he would never do it again? Jared had not changed, and he couldn’t. He was forevermore a debased pig, seeking control, and that was all there was to him.
William had not changed either, but he would not have claimed to and had no reason for it. He had simply accepted his part in the falling out between himself and Evelyn and was sorry for it, sorrow that would never reach her ears. She, however, was sorry for nothing, so, in that way, William believed that, if she had succumbed to Jared’s plot, it was a form of justice, only a form William could not help but find distasteful … wrong … and it bothered him more than it should have. He did not want her to be hurt by that buffoonish, degenerate man-child anymore. It was, however, her choice and he was not in a position to intervene in any way, nor should he have felt any compulsion to do so. Yet, a persistent voice inside his head that he felt was not his own would not allow him to ignore her self-inflicted downfall.
His head was in pain from his obsessive speculation, possibly delusion, but he could not rationalize the gift that had come in the night, the missive from her. His current train of thought, in his current mood, the mood she had created for no reason he could discern, seemed completely illogical, unless it was just that … a final strike at his heart, a death blow. That explained the silence that now fell from her. He could not shake the belief that she must have felt protected by the cretin, Blankenship, and it had allowed her to condescendingly reach out to him, a superficial way to make herself superior, to believe the lies she had spread about him, and to excuse the bigger lie … that she had taken up once more with Jared, the lie of a pious woman with a “good man,” who was a base egoist, a devil.
Her mind must have snapped. To let Jared touch her again should have made her skin seek to escape her body, but she was a master in her own right, a master of self-deception, self-trained by years of deference to bad men. Those around her must have placated her neuroses to the point that she had convinced herself that it was a good idea, along with the knowledge in the back of her mind that it meant no longer having to worry about money, a new sale of herself to the monster she had escaped. It was her Faustian bargain with a devil, a devil who had shown back up right when his financial obligations to her had come to an end with their progeny’s majority … conveniently. But this was all in William’s imagination, speculation, as he had no evidence for any of it, only the gift, a missive that tore at him, implying more than she had said.
William’s trail of crumbs soon led him down a different waste of speculation. “Was that really it?” he asked himself. Or was the truth that Jared’s presence and unrelenting guilt trips had made her desperate to find a way away from him, a protector, and her first thought had been him? Was her anonymous message, a message without an explanation, a silent cry for help? Did she need him? It could not be. Of all the people in the world, he was the last whom she could have believed would help her, the last person she would turn to. And, if she were seeking that reconnection for that purpose, why be quiet after the fact? If she had realized her feelings, then why not pursue them, instead of demeaning herself once more under the thumb of a con man, a malignant toddler? No, it was not that. William’s confusion and need for some manner of explanation reached exasperation, but no answers came to soothe him.
He hated her, or he told himself he did. The fact was that, when honest with himself, he did not. She was a woman at the mercy of her upbringing, and she had responded the way she had mechanically been taught, based upon that upbringing. But, if she sought to make amends, she would have to try harder … would have tried harder. No, it was not the case. She had fallen once more for the troglodyte who had caused her such pain, scarred her mind and soul. She had succumbed anew to the deprivations of the demon, like an abused dog, unable to disobey its inhumane owner, trapped with the familiar, telling herself every lie she could conceive of to justify it … when there was no justifying it. She had just been toying with William again, a meaningless gesture, more for herself than anything, a pretense of being pious and “forgiving,” when she needed to seek forgiveness from William just as acutely. He decided that the negative motivation must be the truth.
The missive gave him grief, not solace, and he fell into renewed despair. He hoped that she would find some way to live with everything she had done, live with that vile excuse for a man in her life again, until one of them died. William would have cherished her, but she wanted what was bad for her and that William could not give her, ever. But Jared could, and he would be more than willing, control being his underlying cause for existence. She would not be happy with him, no matter how she tried to convince herself that she was, but she had chosen her own purgatory, her own punishment, and William absolved himself, knowing that he had not made her do it.
As if the return of her ex had not been enough of a strain on her sanity, and, although she may not, as yet, have taken up permanent residence with the monster once again, and, although it appeared that she was already under his influence, there were other threats to Evelyn’s damaged psyche appearing from the woodwork, in a way that should have set off her alarm bells. But her internal alarms were forever impaired by her social upbringing, being tripped for imaginary reasons while failing to fire at all for those that were beyond obvious, the wolves in sheep’s clothing, the smiling friends with ulterior motives, the exes. The vultures were circling, having been informed of her travails by her so-called allies and smelling easy prey, an easy capture. Jared had brought them all to the fore, the manipulators and lonely old, narcissistic men who had known her in the past, seeking to steal her to suit their own egos before Jared could.
There was Larry Salvatore, a grody, pot-bellied pig, in almost a literal sense, as he was an ex-cop, who had learned of her circumstances with William, circumstances she had greatly embellished for pity’s sake. He saw the opportunity to exploit his former service for his own ends by promising her advice and access to authority he no longer possessed. At one time, Evelyn had despised cops, as she knew what they were, her father, essentially having been one, highly authoritarian, and not the best of male role models. Clearly that is where her deep-seated dislike for law enforcement had originated. But now she found the ability to appeal to authority useful, in a sense running back to her daddy, and conflated that need for security with Salvatore’s past position, allowing him to wheedle his way into her life from afar, in diagonal fashion. He was a man whose last marriage had ended quickly, assuredly because he was a disaster of a person. But Evelyn, in her attention seeking, never considered such red flags, only usefulness. William had not been useful to her, so she had rebuffed him, cruelly. Larry was of no real use to her either, but she had convinced herself that he was and he hailed from the “right” circle of acquaintances.
As if Salvatore’s motives weren’t obvious enough, there was Hans Schneider, a playboy in his own mind and another phony Christian who valued his toys more than anything, but who was looking for a subservient companion and had materialized from nowhere, another sure sign of dubious motives. Evelyn had not spoken to this man, if really ever, for at least 35 years. Yet there he was, looking to “get to know her.” Hans was likely set upon Evelyn by one of her nominal friends, an acquaintance of them both, a woman who was a less-than-stellar human being in her own right, being a shallow, cognitively-low political extremist and bigot like Blankenship, as most of Evelyn’s “Christian” connections were.
The fact was that Evelyn was too smart for these people, intellectually-speaking. She knew them and she loved them, having grown up with them, which created emotional cognitive dissonance for her and led her to trust them, but she was different from them, feeling and thinking more deeply, thereby giving rise to her neuroses. Her desire to please them, by denying herself and by doing what she thought they would approve of, was the ultimate source of all her troubles, her despair. However, they were all she knew, and her trust for them flowed from familiarity, not common sense. That female friend was yet another fake Christian looking to help, which was, at base, a euphemism for controlling Evelyn’s life her way, subtly imposing her own will on Evelyn’s but with benign intentions, being honestly motivated to aid her. Unfortunately, that proffered help was worse than not helping at all.
Hans, unlike Blankenship and Salvatore, was good-looking, tall, and well-built, the beach bum type Evelyn had superficially decided at some point was all she found attractive, a common and extremely mundane preference of her area of the country, some sort of cultural programming, similar to that of Northern Mexico, where fat, ugly cheating javelinas were often seen as the apex males. These men swarming Evelyn were not much different. Hence, if Evelyn had ever had the ability to think rationally, to smell a rat, those were red flags in and of themselves, as there was no reason why he would have any interest in her out of the blue. Although her ego could not accept it, she knew she was not as attractive as she had been years before, as Hans would have remembered her. Moreover, he did not know her anymore, in the slightest, so his interest was forced, a premeditated decision based upon perceived advantage. And, most obviously, given his looks and possessions, there had to be something seriously wrong with him or he would have been snatched up by some vacant bombshell long before.
As if the self-serving machinations of these self-absorbed gadflies were not enough of a threat to her sanity and any manner of future happiness, even if she did not see it yet, the torrential downpour of narcissists grew heavier, as, for no apparent reason whatsoever, Terry Lynch decided, out of the proverbial blue, that he would throw his lot into the horrendous admixture, creating yet another bid for her attentions by a walking mistake, a mistake she had already made. Lynch, a classical narcissistic, was obsessed with his own body, something Evelyn thought admirable, having no clue that it spoke to a deep-seated inferiority complex, a scared little man. Lynch, who had a face that looked as if someone had hit him square with a cast-iron frying pan, must have seen, as Jared had, an opening to exploit her, a way to regain his control over her. That is what they all wanted … except William.
William wanted her, though unadmitted even to himself, to either relinquish her brazen stupidity, to buck her brainwashing, and come to him so that he could love her the way it was meant to be, explore this odd bond that would not release them, or for her to choose one of these imbeciles and destroy herself so that he could bask in the schadenfreude, knowing she’d reaped her rightful reward for her betrayal of him.
But Evelyn saw no danger in these overtly self-interested pseudo-males, because they were from her social circle, products of the same pretense-heavy, falsely pious, and overly materialistic social construct with which she was familiar. Though that very circle had never, not once, produced a man for her of any moral substance, of any honesty, having themselves been trained to treat women as property, and the relationships she had pursued with men from that circle, men like Lynch, had been utter disasters that she had been forced to flee, she had not learned her lesson, had not, as was commonly attributed to Einstein, learned that doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results was madness. But there was another issue with it all, one that her conscience fought tooth and nail to deny … They were not William.
Her subconscious, her heart and her soul, had been at war for over a year with her rationalizing brain, ever since she had rejected William out of hand. Her social conditioning would not allow her to admit it, but she had wanted William, and the more she had wanted him the more the unwritten proscriptions of her social circle had forbade it. William had not been from her circle, and, therefore, her rejection of him was ordained and, being in conflict with her heart, had taken on the shape of something unhinged, something hyperbolic, something extreme. Now her conscious, silently fearing the prospect of a cage with Blankenship, or one of these other authoritarian brutes, was desperate to escape, but her brain, still unwilling to concede the truth, was searching for other avenues, avenues that would lead to the same failed result as Blankenship, as that was all it knew, and Lynch presented an escape into a past she had romanticized into something it never was. That was her penchant, an immature neurosis. But those avenues were socially condoned. It was more acceptable for her to return to Lynch’s leash than for her to follow her heart and repent to Caldwell … and love him. And that proscription, beaten into her brain, left her choices that were abominations – to return to, defer to, to sleep with those abominations or to die alone. Lynch was also currently married, but the values of The Valley would condone Evelyn being a mistress before it would ever entertain her being happy with William and she could not defy the social restrictions, however twisted.
She had had no viable reason to reject William. They had both been alone for an extended period of time, and, though she would now deny it, were attracted to each other, with a tacit affinity they had with no one else … the undefinable bond. William was a kind man, quiet, a deep-thinker, living in his head, anti-materialistic, loyal, and true in his feelings. He had loved her greatly and sincerely, and he would never have cheated on her nor abused her in any way, although she had pushed him to return her attacks and he had obliged her. But those qualities were anathema to the paradigm Evelyn had been raised in, believing, somehow, that they were the red flags, the marks of a man without ambition. His emotional maturity was seen by her as the opposite, having been taught that emotionally detached louts, except for their adolescent temper tantrums, were “real men.” And William didn’t “look” right. He didn’t fit her preconceived and hyper-restrictive notion of attractiveness, which meant “ugly,” although he had dated women that made her, even at her peak, look plain and undeveloped. Her ego, built upon her social conditioning, was a problem for her heart, her id, her human sensibilities. Her entire conception of what made a man was perverted and contorted into its exact reverse, as every movie she had ever watched had told her. But, just as people rooted for George Bailey and loathed Potter, they would turn around and worship Potter in real life, and so she had dismissed William in the same way, blinded by a lens of social restriction. She had become the Queen of Hearts dismissive of anyone who displeased her court, and she, goaded by the leering peerage, had ordered that William’s head be taken. Now her heart and soul were in rebellion for it, but her brain was not listening. She had become two people at odds with each other, split in metaphysical duel. And she knew that William knew it, which made her, ironically and irrationally, hate him more. William had always been able to read her mind, or rather her heart, knowing things instinctively that she had never told him. He was not like the others, even though she had tried to transmute him into them with lies, to herself and their mutual acquaintances, and that knowledge ate at her soul and caused her to quietly obsess over him, to watch him from afar. She needed to escape her guilt, and the way out was to cast herself back into the fire of abuse with one of the brutes who had smelled blood and come to feed. They did not care for her like William had. They only desired a possession they had once had or had dreamed of having in a fantasy from long ago, imagining a woman Evelyn was no longer. It was theater, nothing more, self-delusion on a grand scale and with detrimental implications.
Now the vultures circled and distracted her from any legitimate reflection. She could use them to escape introspection, hide in the shallow world they inhabited, pretending that she had options. The only options they offered were fake love and more pain, but that didn’t matter to her as long as she could justify depriving herself of William. She would even suffer Blankenship to avoid her own accountability, her own feelings, her own lies. She had actively constructed her own cage and would not allow herself to taste freedom.
This was all that William could logistically justify to himself to explain her actions.






  
  Chapter 3
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The Sacrilegious Artifact


As he began to revamp and excavate his new property, for no other reason than that he had the unmerited time and money to do so, Jared Blankenship unearthed an oddity, a peculiar object, a curiosity that immediately took control of his attention and would not free it. In the ground around the foundation to the house, just perceptible, was a bright red spot, belonging to something that appeared to be set back within the concrete bricks that formed the top of the basement, as if someone had tried to bury it there with purpose. And, for a reason unknown even to himself, he had the urge to dig it out, and dig it out he did. 
Perplexed, he took the soil-covered object, about the length of a large fire extinguisher upon a pedestal, but of a shade of red much darker, more like the color of blood, and sought to wash it with the garden hose, although he did not as yet, have a garden. Having removed the dirt, he placed the object on an outdoor table and stared at it, taking in every feature. It was an immense crucifix, but one that had a base, allowing it to stand unaided, at about the height of a newel post. And, upon the large cross, was the effigy of Jesus … but in the blood-red color that had initially captivated his eye.
“Looks like you lost your skin there, buddy,” he said to himself in his crude fashion that bespoke nothing but his inner lout. But the image upon the cross, seeming to penetrate into him the longer he stared, made him regret his words almost immediately, and regret was an emotion with which Jared Blankenship had little to no experience. In fact, while looking intently and squinting his eyes, his words gave him fear that he might have offended the idol somehow, as it did appear that the image of Jesus had been portrayed without skin, hints of muscle structures, veins, and bone becoming apparent to him. It was gruesome, but he liked it and reveled in its sacrilegious connotations, the impious fraud that he was.
At the base of the statue, just under the Savior’s nailed feet, was a hole, and, extending from that hole, was a small reservoir that led to another orifice, which led into the pedestal. On further examination, Blankenship found that the base was detachable, sliding out from under the effigy, and contained what, for all he could tell, was a large, removable cup, or bowl, stained a dark brown within. He could not possibly imagine what its purpose was, but he found himself enthralled nonetheless and his interest was piqued well beyond his normal attention span when he realized that the cup was meant to sit under a small lip in the rear of the pedestal that, again, as far as he could tell, acted as a spout, for what he could not imagine.
While continuing to scrutinize his find, desperate to ascertain its purpose, he heard noises, voices, behind him and coming up the drive, congregants he had duped into his extra-canonical flock, his own private cult of adherents from the church. But, as they approached, a panic seized upon him, and he was overcome with the need to secrete his blood-red treasure away from the eyes of what he suddenly and irrationally perceived as intruders. It was his, and he would not share it. Seeing a large empty planter made of light wood nearby and inverted, he, with haste, placed his prize underneath it, and turned to greet his sycophantic visitors, come to placate him in hopes of reaping some manner of opportunity, to have a piece of his wealth, although their pretense was good Christian neighborliness.
Blankenship, while normally able to feign hospitality with ease, using his narcissistic charm, if it could be called that, an ability to disarm even the iciest newcomer with appeals to the commonality of low mirth, was uncharacteristically fidgety and distracted. That he was not in the mood for guests, even his two offspring, who had met the others on the road and accompanied them up to the house, soon became apparent, and he could not control the disposition as hard as he tried. However, given that his profession was, essentially, prevarication, he conjured up the excuse that he was under the weather and invited them all to come back the following afternoon, even offering to make lunch for everyone, just to get them to leave.
Once they had departed and he was convinced that his ruse had been successful, he rushed to retrieve his macabre idol, ensuring that no nosy neighbor had seen him, and transported it into his house, where he placed it on his “family altar,” thereby unintentionally obscuring his view of Evelyn’s image. The statue subsumed all of his attention for hours, as if it were just as needful of his worship as he was of assaying it. When he finally managed to tear his gaze from its grotesqueness, his first thought was to see if he could identify it, and, so, he began to scour the internet but could find nothing. Desperate, he took a picture of it with his phone, only to find that it refused to be photographed, the resulting image appearing a perfect representation of everything in the frame … except for the blood-red statue, perplexing him no end.
As he was blaming his phone for the failure, blame of everything but himself being his immediate response to all that did not go his way, he looked at the palms of his hands and gasped aloud. They were as blood-red as the statue. Like Pilate, he ran to the kitchen sink to rinse them off, but the stain would not be removed so effortlessly. He scrubbed them, but to no avail. Resorting to scouring powder, he was confounded and growing angry, the only true emotion of which he was capable. But the red would not come off
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