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  SAFE AND SOUND

JOHN WAYNE COMUNALE


Clang. Clang. Clang. 
The sound was piercing. Damaging. Unpleasant in every way. At least, it would’ve been to most people. Not Edmond. For him, it was soothing, like music to his ears. But it didn’t start that way. At first, it had been the sound of frustration, defeat, and loss. 
It had been the sound of failure. 
They’d tried so many things to break into the safe, Edmond and Chuck. Many and varied tools. They started with what they had readily available: prybars, hacksaws, grinders, and diamond-cut sawblades. When none of those worked, they broke into a construction site and stole a plasma torch along with several specialized sawblades used to cut steel and other heavy metals. Chuck even found a single stick of dynamite and joked that it would be used as their “last resort.” The comment became less of a joke after much trying and failing to breach the safe with the other tools they’d boosted. 
The reinforced razor-sharp teeth of the specially made, precision-cut sawblades were ground to square nubs against the strength of the safe’s construction, leaving little more than scratches where cuts had been attempted over and over. The torch produced an intense, concentrated heat meant to penetrate thick steel, but even its highest setting left only scorch marks across the exterior. It finally exploded when they pushed it beyond operating capacity, resulting in Chuck receiving a severe burn over most of his right hand. It hurt like hell and took forever to heal, though never fully. The injury left his hand withered and covered in pinkish-brown scar tissue that throbbed with stabbing hot pain when the humidity level changed.
It turned out that the dynamite stick, their self-proclaimed “last resort,” became their second-to-last, but still the one in which they put most faith. They’d rigged the safe to blow in Edmond’s backyard after moving it there from his garage, where it’d been concealed. The two career criminals knew a lot about stealing but nothing about demolition, so they set up their mini-explosion as best they could while mostly guessing what would be correct. 
Their working knowledge was based solely on what they’d seen on old television shows and action movies, but the two were optimistic this time. Money from their most recent run of scores was all but dried up, and they both desperately needed the valuables they assumed the safe contained. They knew it had to be something good; no, it had to be something great or greater than great for it to be in such a strong metal box. The safe wasn’t as heavy as it was awkward to reposition, and the men struggled with moving the thing out into the yard. 
They pulled, pushed, and dragged the safe to the designated spot far enough away that the blast wouldn’t damage Edmond’s house and garage. It took longer than it should’ve with all the breaks they took, during which the two swapped guesses on what they thought and hoped may be inside while also hypothesizing on new theories together. 
The safe had come from the last spot they hit on a night several weeks back, a run the two had been pleased with. They’d robbed an entire block of boutique shops in a small town in the Texas hill country after staking out the area for weeks and planning even longer. It was a tourist trap, a place where people drove in from bigger cities like Austin or San Antonio to rent a cabin in the wooded area. There, they’d enjoy a weekend floating the river, fishing, or simply walking their amply padded asses up and down the quaint streets of the small-town square, eating old-fashioned candy while buying overpriced antiques. Since it was the only area for anyone visiting to eat, drink, and shop, a significant amount of cash was generated on any given weekend. Cash Edmond and Chuck wanted to relieve the town of—a desire easy enough to realize.
The plan went off without a hitch, and the duo nabbed deposit bags full of cash from restaurants and shops while pocketing any jewelry they thought looked valuable. The last stop on the corner of the street was a curiosities shop. The stylized façade made it appear to the thieves as if it were a place filled with high-end priceless treasures. That turned out not to be the case, though, as Edmond and Chuck found it contained strange objects of seemingly no value.
There were skeletons of animals neither of them recognized, with added bones, extra joints, and some even having a second head attached. Glass jars filled with hazy liquids in which there floated the strange and eerie remains of what they guessed were fetal cryptids made of silicon or rubber in a novelties factory overseas. They hoped the specimens were novelties, but the attention to detail threw doubt across their theory. 
The rest of the shop was filled with a bevy of books, cards, and candles used for what Chuck referred to as some “fucked up devil shit.” None of what was in the shop was of interest to the robbers, and the register only had twenty-three dollars and some change inside. They were on the way out the back when Edmond kicked a chair across the small room out of frustration.
It sailed into a stack of boxes in the corner, knocking them over to reveal a safe hidden amongst the clutter. They were parked right behind the shop, and after some employing elbow grease, lots of cussing, and some trial and error, the safe was in the trunk. And the two drove far away from the town with a car full of ill-gotten gains. They split the cash and hocked the jewelry, but the safe remained locked tight, its insides yet to be divided. Now, the two men hoped a small, semi-controlled explosion would change that.
They lit the fuse, took shelter in the garage, and hoped for the best. It wasn’t as loud as they thought it would be. The two went out to investigate immediately, only to be disappointed once again. The dynamite merely blew a hole in the ground beneath the safe, causing it to sink into the earth with the door facing up. It was as though it was looking up from the hole and laughing, mocking them for their lack of intelligence and ability to access the secret treasure it held. 
The final attempt Edmond and Chuck made together was to set the thing on fire and see what happened. They piled up branches and old lumber with the safe nestled at the center, then doused it with gasoline, kerosene, hundred-proof grain alcohol, lighter fluid, and any other flammable substance they could find around the property. Edmond put a Camel Wide between his lips, lit up, and drew a deep lungful of smoke. He exhaled and flicked the cigarette toward the kindling. It erupted in towering flames that lept desperately toward the sky as if trying to escape the heart of the fire below. 
The fire burned long and hot with such intensity that they couldn’t get close to the blaze for quite a while. In the meantime, the two drank whiskey, waiting to see what would happen. They chatted and swapped more theories as to what might be in the safe. But the conversation wasn’t as light and jovial as the one they’d shared when they tried the dynamite. They didn’t want to give up hope or admit they might be licked, and though they didn’t say it, neither felt the fire method would work. 
They were right.
When the flames calmed down and most of the kindling had burned away, they could tell, even from a distance, that nothing had changed. The fire burned itself out, the heat subsided enough to get right up on it, and their suspicions were confirmed—the safe was still completely intact with no damage. That was when Edmond started with the sledgehammer. He hoped the heat had compromised the locking mechanism, and after a few hearty whacks, the door would finally give. It soon became evident that wouldn’t be the case, but Edmond continued beating on the safe for an entirely different reason. He was pissed.
When the bonfire approach didn’t work, Chuck and Edmond were understandably upset. That state was exacerbated by the drinking they’d done while waiting for it to burn. Chuck continued drinking until the bottle was empty while Edmond furiously struck the safe uselessly with the hammer over and over.
Clang. Clang. Clang.
Chuck left his partner there alone in his fruitless beating and went to a bar to continue drowning his misery. The combination of anger, frustration, and enough liquor to effectively fucker-up a small village proved his downfall when Chuck’s temper boiled over beyond his control. He was blind drunk and didn’t fully remember stabbing another bar patron in the throat, knocking the bartender out with the butt of a shotgun he’d ripped from the hands of the man, or using it to shoot open the register.
He’d collected as many of the charred and shredded bills as he could before leaving the bar on foot. But he was picked up almost immediately by incoming police officers. The man he stabbed ended up bleeding out, and the security video footage showed Chuck’s murderous temper tantrum in stunning clarity. All the times of being careful and calculated to avoid being caught were washed away in a tidal wave of liquor and unchecked aggression. He was sentenced to twenty-five years in prison, but Chuck’s woes didn’t end there. 
He’d been running his mouth, pissing off the wrong people in his cell block, people with connections and a propensity for violence. After only four months of incarceration, he woke up in the middle of the night when a guard opened his cell, allowing two other inmates to enter. Before he could sit up, Chuck was stabbed over and over by the men, not with homemade shivs, but long sturdy buck knives provided to them by the same guard. In the morning, he was unceremoniously removed from his cell, a ravaged bloody pincushion of his former self. With no existing family to contact, they quietly buried Chuck in the prison cemetery.
Edmond heard about his partner’s death weeks after the fact but wouldn’t have attended the service, fearful of a connection being drawn between them. It was a paranoid notion but a risk he wasn’t willing to take.
On the night of the fire, Edmond had exhausted himself from all the pounding and slept well into the next afternoon. He was shocked to hear of his friend’s violent outburst and feared Chuck would rat him out for their past crimes to get leniency. When the hammer didn’t drop, Edmond decided it was time to turn his life around. He got a construction job, started at the bottom, and eventually worked his way up to foreman. He started dating a woman named Sue, who he met playing darts at a bar and courted for months before asking her to become his bride. 
He cleaned up his act and cleaned up his home, but the safe stayed where it was, though thoughts of it were never far from his mind. It wasn’t easy going straight after a life of thieving, but it beat getting pinched. 
It beat what happened to Chuck. 
Edmond’s life was good, though, better than ever, and he was happy. At least for a while. After a couple of years, the struggles and problems that come along with a crime-free life were wearing on him. The daily grind of the construction site took a toll on his body and mind, and it turned out married life wasn’t all he’d imagined. He and Sue argued like any long-term couple and had ups and downs in their relationship, all of which he could deal with. It wasn’t until Sue started complaining about money, or specifically him not having enough of it, that things truly began to grind him down.
When they’d married, Sue was working full-time, five shifts a week, at a local restaurant that served breakfast food all day long. Sometimes, she picked up a sixth day to help cover for someone or even work the occasional double shift, but when Edmond began working his way up in position and salary at the construction site, it all changed. Sue took his advancement as a reason to cut back on her hours. Suddenly, she wasn’t so keen on picking up additional shifts or working doubles. Eventually, she cut back to four days a week instead of five. 
Edmond didn’t mind at first and was more than happy to pick up the remaining slack, as his salary was ample enough to do so. They were able to put some money aside, though with her working less, they didn’t couldn’t save as much. But if he kept getting promoted, it would all even out. He loved Sue and was happy she didn’t have to work so much and so hard. He wasn’t even worried when she cut back to three shifts a few weeks later, but when she went down to two, Edmond found he was bothered.
Sue’s newly shortened schedule lasted two and a half weeks, as her waning attitude and uncompromising requests became too much for her boss, and she was fired. She didn’t slow down on spending, though, and made it clear she wasn’t ready to get another job now or in the foreseeable future. The bother Edmond felt turned into full-blown resentment quickly, a feeling responsible for many of their arguments and blossoming marital issues.
One night, after hours of bickering, during which Edmond found himself on the receiving end of an especially nasty ear-beating, he took to the backyard for some fresh air to calm down. He was staring out at nothing in particular when his eyes landed on the tuft of overgrown grass surrounding the safe’s hole, and he was struck by inspiration. Grabbing his old sledgehammer from the garage, he marched to the center of the yard, hefted it back over his head, and began striking the safe.
Clang. Clang. Clang.
He hadn’t taken the hammer to the safe since the night of the bonfire and Chuck’s arrest. Part of Edmond’s reasoning for returning to the task all this time later was simply greed. The contents of the safe could be valuable enough to offset the disparity in income with Sue not working. Hell, it might even be enough to allow him to leave his job as well.        
 Clang. Clang. Clang.
The other reason he went back to beating on the safe was to calm himself. He needed to channel his anger toward something productive to keep from boiling over. He didn’t want to end up doing something stupid like Chuck. The last thing Edmond wanted was to take his raging frustrations out on some undeserving and unsuspecting stranger or co-worker. Or his wife. 
Clang. Clang. Clang.
The safe was exposed to the elements for quite some time, having gone through the shifting temperatures of the seasons, not to mention countless rain and snowstorms. Edmond hoped the unrelenting savagery of nature had weakened the safe’s seemingly unbreakable constitution, but he was wrong. It stood up against the beatings just as well as it had the day they’d stolen it from that cursed devil shop. That was Chuck’s superstitions talking, though; Edmond didn’t believe in the devil or magic or any of the horseshit the store sold to middle-aged white women so they could pretend to be witches.
Clang. Clang. Clang.
“What the hell are you hittin’ that thing with the hammer for?” Sue called from the back porch, where she’d come out to investigate the noise. 
Edmond paused and looked over his shoulder to answer. “So I don’t hit you with it.”
“Oh, real nice, Edmond. Fuck off.” She went inside in a huff. 
Edmond chuckled before setting back to work. 
Clang. Clang. Clang.
He spent another twenty minutes beating on the safe that first night but would return to it again after fighting with his wife, as he found it soothing. Cathartic. Sue knew all about Edmond’s past, his life of crime, as well as the safe and the story of its impenetrability. He’d told her everything before their wedding because he wanted to start their life together with no secrets. He loved and trusted her and had no reason to believe she’d use the information against him. Not until recently.
Sue started bringing it up shortly after he’d taken to beating the safe again immediately after any argument. She suggested Edmond return to his old ways, even temporarily, as a method to fix their, or more accurately her, money issues. It seemed she would rather her husband risk his life and freedom than pick up a part-time job herself. 
After he pushed back on the notion several times, Sue took a different approach. She began threatening to use the knowledge of his past crimes against him. She made offhanded remarks about placing anonymous calls to the police or even very non-anonymously going down to the station herself to negotiate a reward for the information she held. Edmond seethed with fury at the change in his wife’s attitude and flimsy loyalty, but something about hitting the safe made the anger roll right off him. Each hit took more of the sting out of her words and made her threats seem idle rather than active. His rage would evaporate a little more with each punishing blow. 
Clang. Clang. Clang.
The act seemed to have the opposite effect on Sue, as she only became increasingly furious when he retreated from her complaints and insults to attend to his therapeutic task. He was starting to like it so much that he found himself banging away at the safe even when they didn’t fight, which was rare and mostly occurred when Sue was out of the house. When she was home, he’d bang on the safe before and after their arguments like he was training for the coming dispute.
After months of Edmond’s new pastime, the safe showed no signs of breaking or weakening until one day it did, though he didn’t realize it at first. 
One evening, after a particularly nasty spat with Sue during which she challenged his manhood and threatened to leave him and go to the police, Edmond took to the safe with a particularly fervent gusto. The trifecta of threats put a fire of rage in him that desperately needed to be released before he took every bit of it out on her. As he made his way to the backdoor where he kept the hammer leaned against the wall ever-waiting, Sue called after him.
“Oh, there you go again,” she said. “Always going off to beat your precious safe instead of figuring out an actual solution to our problems.”
Edmond didn’t respond. He’d learned long ago that was bait for a trap he’d been snared in too many times already. He had figured out a solution to the problems she spoke of—several solutions, in fact—only none of them were what she wanted to hear. He’d thought about leaving her either by serving divorce papers and kicking her out of his house or simply going to work one day and never returning. But both scenarios were top-loaded with issues. 
The main one was that she knew the things he’d done and could go to the police, and he believed she would. Most of the information she gave them would be nearly impossible to prove at this point, but it would cause a humungous pain in the ass for him. Plus, there was the safe. It could most certainly be linked back to his and Chuck’s crime spree through that small Texas town all those years ago. It may take a while to put the pieces together, but with Sue filling in the blanks, they’d figure it out sooner rather than later. No, Edmond couldn’t just pull up stakes and leave. He needed to figure this out.
He headed to the spot in the yard, leaving Sue’s insults and name-callings inside behind the closed door. It was dusk, and the sky was clear, giving him a near-perfect view of the setting sun. Edmond breathed in the cool evening air, hoisted his hammer, and started banging on the safe. 
Clang. Clang. Clang.
The anger was leaving his body like usual, first melting and then dissolving like ice cubes on a hot griddle, allowing him to think clearly. 
Clang. Clang. Clang.
Maybe things weren’t so bad between him and Sue. Maybe they weren’t beyond the point of reconciliation and saving their relationship.
Clang. Clang. Clang.
Maybe he could fix things between them… find a solution to the issues they could both live with and benefit from.
Clang. 
Maybe—
Clang. 
Things would—
Boom.
Edmond stopped and stepped back. Something happened. Something was different. Aside from the change in sound, he felt a charge in the air. He looked around, searching the sky for clouds, thinking a thunderclap had sounded at the exact moment he’d struck the safe. But the sky was clear as far as he could see. He’d heard that you could feel static and that the hair on your body stood up just before lightning strikes in your area. But there needed to be clouds for that to happen, and there were none. 
He looked down to examine the safe and could find no damage outside the same scuff marks, dents, and dings that had always been there. He lifted the hammer to continue with his catharsis, but before he could strike, several images flashed across his mind and gave him pause. It happened fast, too fast to make out exactly what he was seeing, but he knew it wasn’t good. 
He saw bodies, piles of them, some mutilated beyond recognition of having once been human save for an unmistakable skull here and there. He saw blood, a river of the stuff flowing through a canal like it had always been there. And he saw fire. People on fire. Burning people were running and screaming, unable to extinguish the flames’ fiery appetite, and their flesh liquified into a puddle at their feet.
Edmond closed his eyes and vigorously rubbed at the bridge of his nose as if the act could wipe his mind clean of what he’d just seen, and it worked for a moment. As quickly as the images appeared, they seemed to be gone, with the memory of what he’d seen disintegrating just as fast. He looked around again, checked over his shoulder for a glimpse of the house behind him, and everything seemed fine. Quiet but fine. He lifted his hammer again and set back to work. 
Clang. Clang.
He stopped again, the images having returned with each strike to the safe, only now they were worse, more extreme. He saw a bridge with dozens of lifeless bodies dangling from nooses with the same river of blood flowing beneath them. He saw three infants on their backs wiggling and squirming moments before being crushed by a large rock, their soft bodies turning to pulp and gore that shot out from the sides like pinkish-red streamers. He saw eyes glowing in the darkness, red eyes rimmed in yellow. The only other discernable feature—a set of pointy teeth situated just below the glowing yellow cast-off light of the eyes floating above them.
Edmond stumbled back, this time letting the sledgehammer fall to the grass at his feet. He was both perplexed and terrified by the images forcing themselves across his mind’s eye and raping his consciousness. He had no reason to think of these things on his own. He wasn’t violent and never had been, not even during his criminal days. He hadn’t recently seen any movies or shows that would put things like that into his head. In fact, he didn’t like the kind of horror films that depicted such acts. Whatever was happening, the things he saw did not come from his mind.
He took a deep breath and shook his head as if the physical act would dislodge the images so they could tumble through his ears and fall harmlessly to the ground, where he would step on them like bugs. Edmond bent to pick the hammer back up and noticed something different about the safe. There was a crack. In all the time he’d had the safe with everything they’d done to break it open, he’d never seen any sign of making an actual breach until now. He was beyond excited, so much so that he scrambled with the hammer, momentarily forgetting about the violent scenes assaulting his mind. 
“Ed! Hey, Edmond…”
He heard Sue calling from the porch behind him, but it barely registered. He was driven wholly by the sign of progress after all that time. He would be goddamned if he was going to take a break now just to fight more with Sue. She’d be pissed that he was ignoring her, but if he got the safe to open, all would be forgiven. He was sure of it. He went back to work, landing his blows with renewed ferocity and digging deep for strength that would surely take its toll in the form of excruciatingly sore muscles in the morning. But it was worth it.
Clang. Clang. Clang.
Each hit widened the crack a little bit more.
Clang. Clang. Clang.
Each strike made the rift longer and deeper.
Clang. Clang. Clang.
And each time the hammer came down, a horrendous image of violence popped into his head. 
Clang.
A huge explosion ripping through a densely populated city.
Clang.
A person being eviscerated in the street while a child stood by crying and intestines and syrupy gore poured from the wound and piled at the victim’s feet.
Clang.
A tsunami-sized wave crashing against the shore as people uselessly tried to outrun the rushing water wall of death.
Clang.
A hideous serpentine creature with three heads devouring a horde of people powerless to escape as they were plucked up one by one into the razor-toothed jaws of the beast.
“Edmond! Edmond, please!”
Sue’s tone sounded concerned, pleading even. But he didn’t stop. He couldn’t. He was so close that not even the strange, violent intrusions forced upon him weren’t enough to slow him down. He could figure them out later. Everything would be fine once he got the safe open.
Clang.
Widescale death and destruction.
Clang.
People helpless against tortures being carried out upon them.
Clang.
A person, a familiar face, with an expression of terror, holding up their hands as if signaling him to stop. It was Chuck. 
Clang.
A severed head on a pike that, even with its eyes gouged out, he still recognized as belonging to Sue.
Clang.
Another familiar person. This time, he was seeing himself just as his arms and legs were being pulled from his torso by an unseen force.
Clang. 
“Edmond! Edmond! Edmo—”
Sue’s cries were cut off by one final strike, the one that cracked the safe wide open. He dropped the hammer and turned to yell back to Sue. He wanted her to come over and join him for the momentous occasion so they could look upon their new treasures together. 
“Sue, honey, I did it,” he called. “The safe is op—”
He turned around and saw Sue standing on the porch, teetering unsteadily on her feet. Blood ran like a waterfall from around her neck, and her eyes were gone, leaving behind deep, puffy wounds from being violently wrenched from her skull. Her mouth hung open in a yawning crevasse with thick, inky-black liquid pouring out to mix with the blood running from her neck. 
“Sue? Baby? What the hell happened? No, Sue! No!”
Edmond took a step to start running for her but stumbled forward as his leg detached from his body just below the hip. The pain came in a fiery, tearing heat as he hit the ground and realized the same thing happened to his other leg. Over his shoulder, he turned to glimpse the lid of the safe opening up on its own. Now his arms were gone, too. A thin whisp of black smoke rose from within and dissipated. Edmond was dead, resigned to the oblivion he’d unknowingly released upon the world.






  
  GRAVESIDE STORY

BRIAN BOWYER


It was hard for Kevin to believe his father had been in the ground for six months already, and now that he was finally out of the hospital, he figured it was time to visit the grave. 
Sunset Memorial Cemetery was right off Eisenhower Drive, and it also happened to be right beside Pinecrest Hospital—the psychiatric unit in which Kevin had been a patient for the past three years. He had just recently been released, and he didn’t have a car yet, so he had to walk to the cemetery. Because the cemetery was enormous and because Kevin had never been there, he had to walk around a lot to find his father’s grave. By the time he located the headstone, the sun was beginning its descent.
A fifth of George Dickel whiskey leaned against the headstone. Kevin wondered who had left it there. Most of his father’s friends were dead. Very few people lived that wild lifestyle and made it to old age, and his father was only forty-four when he died. Probably one of the many women who had always been in and out of his father’s life. Whether they were seeking his attention at the bars where he sang and played guitar or showing up at the house looking for more cocaine at four o’clock in the morning, it seemed that women always wanted something from his father. 
Kevin had the same last name as his father, and seeing it carved into the headstone in the sunset’s blood-red light made him cry. It wasn’t a fear of his mortality that brought tears to his eyes; he just missed his dad so much it hurt.
It was hard for Kevin to believe he was actually gone. He had seemed so much larger than life. And not just to him but to almost everyone who knew him. Kevin’s friends used to say that if his father started a religious cult, there would be plenty of people lined up to follow him anywhere. And it was true, too. His dad was just that kind of dude. And now he was gone, and it didn’t seem possible.
Kevin broke the seal on the whiskey and took a drink. “Good old George Dickel,” he said.
And then he heard a familiar voice sound in his mind: Best damn whiskey on planet Earth.
“Dad? Is that you?”
Of course it is, son. Who else would be talking to you here at my grave? It sure is good to see you. Are you still playing guitar?
Kevin took a drink. “Not in the past three years. They wouldn’t let me have one in the hospital.”
I didn’t think they’d ever let you out of that place.
“I just got out today. I wanted to stop by here and see you. Then I’m going home and playing guitar.”
Glad to hear that, son. You were always my favorite person to jam with. Besides your mother, of course. I wish you could have heard that woman sing at least one time before she died.
Kevin sat on the grave and drank whiskey. The first stars of twilight started sparkling. He and his father talked about the good old days, the mother he never knew, and the sister whose disappearance had landed him in the hospital to begin with.
“Excuse me, mister,” he heard a female say, “but whoever’s in that grave can’t hear a word you’re saying.” 
He turned and saw a girl about his age: mid-twenties. She wore the same gray pajamas and orange flip-flops as all the other patients in the hospital. She smiled, and he thought her smile was pretty. 
“I’m Heather,” she said.
“Nice to meet you, Heather. I’m Kevin. Want a shot of this whiskey?”
“Lord no,” Heather said. “Whiskey makes me crazier than I already am. So, who’s in that grave, anyway?”
Kevin took a drink. “My father.”
“How did he die?”
“Motorcycle crash. Not his fault, though. A woman ran a stop sign and creamed him. They said she was doing eighty when she ran the stop sign, so at least he died instantly. Her car caught fire while she was trapped inside and burning alive.”
“Good,” Heather said. “I’m glad she burned alive. Sorry about your father, though. Is your mother still alive?”
Kevin shook his head. “No. She died giving birth to Megan and me. Megan was my twin.”
“Was your twin? So, Megan’s dead, too?”
“Yes,” Kevin said. “Well, her body was never found. She was abducted three years ago. But now I think Megan is finally dead.”
“What makes you think that?”
“Because the voices stopped. After three long years, the voices finally stopped about a week ago.”
“Voices?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t understand.”
Kevin took another drink. “You know how you always hear that some twins share a psychic connection?”
“Yes.”
“Well, Megan and I definitely shared a psychic connection. I could give you a thousand examples, but I don’t feel like it.”
“You don’t have to,” Heather said. “I believe you.”
“Good. And you should. Because it’s true. Anyway, Megan liked to run. She ran five miles a day. Fairly secluded area not far from here. Three years ago, a man abducted her while she was running. She was talking on her phone with a friend while she ran. She told her friend that a man stopped his truck on the side of the road, got out, and approached her. The last words her friend heard her say were, ‘Please don’t take me.’ They found her phone on the side of the road.”
“Oh my god,” Heather said. “That’s horrible.”
“Yes. I started hearing the voices that night. Two voices. Megan’s voice and a man’s voice. Day and night, I heard the man saying terrible things to my sister while he tortured her, and I heard Megan screaming in pain and begging him to stop. For three years straight.”
Heather put a hand on Kevin’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry. That’s the worst thing I’ve ever heard.”
Kevin nodded. “Needless to say, I went crazy. They locked me up in Pinecrest not long after Megan was abducted.”
“You were in Pinecrest?”
“Yes. For the past three years. I just got out today.”
“I’m a patient at Pinecrest,” Heather said.
“I know. I recognize the pajamas and flip-flops. I don’t recognize you, though.”
“I just got there today. How weird is that?”
Kevin shrugged and took another drink.
“So, the voices stopped a week ago?” Heather asked.
“Yes. That’s why I think he finally killed her. I think she’s dead now, and our connection has been broken.”
Heather shook her head. “That’s tragic. But she’s better off. At least she’s no longer being tortured.”
Kevin nodded.
Heather looked over at the hospital. “I need to get back over there before anyone notices that I’m gone. I just wanted to get some fresh air.”
Kevin said, “Have you met Leonard Hicks yet? The administrator? I hate that son of a bitch.”
“Yes, I met him. And it’s bizarre that you just mentioned him.”
“Bizarre?”
“Yes.”
“How so?”
Heather ran fingers through her hair. “Well, I’d just have to show you. Come on. Walk back over there with me. I’ll sneak you in the same way I snuck out.”
Do it, son, his father’s voice advised. Walk on over there with her. This could get interesting.
Kevin shrugged. “Okay.” He stood up and took a drink. Then he capped the bottle and leaned it against his father’s headstone. “Lead the way.”
She led him down a hill and through a small patch of woods. They came to a tall chain-link fence that separated the cemetery from the hospital. They broke from the woods at a spot where the fence had been clipped. He followed her through the hole, and they emerged on one of the hospital’s manicured lawns.
“Didn’t think I’d be back here so soon,” Kevin said.
“Yes, but this time, you’re just a visitor.”
“Is that what I am? A visitor?”
“Yes. If anyone stops us, we’ll tell them that you’re here visiting me.”
She led him until they reached the main admissions building, and they went inside. They didn’t see any doctors, nurses, or security guards anywhere. They saw two patients playing ping-pong and a few others reading on chairs in the corners.
She led him to an office with the words LEONARD HICKS, ADMINISTRATOR on the door. Kevin had been in that office before. “It’s late,” Kevin said. “Almost nighttime. Surely, he’s already left for the day.”
“No,” Heather said. “He’s still in there.” 
She opened the door, and they went inside. 
Kevin saw no one in the office.
“He’s under the desk,” Heather said.
“Under the desk?”
“Yes.”
“What’s he doing under the desk?”
“He’s dead.”
Kevin looked under the desk. Leonard Hicks lay on the floor beneath it. Kevin didn’t see any blood anywhere, but the man was definitely dead. “What happened?”
“Heart attack, I think. We were just sitting in here talking. Well, he was talking, mainly. Then he clutched his chest and fell off his chair. I checked for a pulse, but he didn’t have one. He must have died instantly. I freaked out and shoved him beneath the desk. Then I just took off walking. And that’s when I saw you.”
“I’m glad he’s dead,” Kevin said. “You wouldn’t believe how mean he was to me and some of the other patients.”
“I believe it,” Heather said. “I could see the evil in his eyes.”
“I’m getting out of here,” Kevin said.
“Me too. I’m going with you. I just wanted to see if anyone had found him yet.”
They left. Night had fallen, and the sky was starry. The air was warm. They took off walking down the sidewalk that ran along Eisenhower Drive. The house where Kevin grew up was just a few blocks down the road, and they went there. 
“I guess it’s your house now,” Heather said, “since your father’s dead.”
“Yeah, I guess it is,” Kevin said.
The door was locked, but he had a key. They went inside. There was no electricity, but they could see fairly well by the light of the moon spilling in through the windows. 
“Nice place,” Heather commented.
Kevin nodded. “Megan and I never moved out. We never wanted to leave our father. The three of us had always been a team. Now they’re gone, and I’m the last one left.”
“It’s a sadness,” Heather said.
“Yes. It certainly is.”
Heather stood in the living room while Kevin went into his room and got a guitar. The acoustic was out of tune. He tuned it in the living room, then put it back inside its guitar case. “I want to play a song for my father,” he said. “I want to play a song at his grave.”
They went outside.
“I need to get something from the shed,” Kevin said. “I’ll be right back.” He went into the shed and found what he was looking for. He put it in the guitar case and went back outside.
Heather was gone. He looked around but didn’t see her anywhere. He shrugged. 
Then he walked back to the cemetery. The bottle of whiskey still leaned against the headstone. He sat down on the grave and took a few drinks. Then he took the guitar out of its case and played a song.
I’m smiling, son. His father’s voice again. Of all the songs you could have played, you chose to play one of mine.
Kevin took a drink. “Megan and I were with you when you wrote it. We were sitting on the floor in the living room, and you were sitting on the sofa. It was Christmas Eve. She and I were still kids then. There was a Christmas tree in the corner and a fire blazing in the fireplace. Snow was falling outside the window. It was such a beautiful night. I wish we could all go back to that night and stay there forever.”
So do I, son. That was one of the best nights of my life.
“You were always our favorite songwriter, Dad. Megan and I loved you more than anything.”
Kevin played guitar beside the grave. He and his father talked about the good old days. Kevin’s tolerance was low from three years of abstinence, and he quickly caught a good whiskey buzz. 
Son, can I ask you a question?
“Sure, Dad.”
Why did you lie to Heather and tell her I died on a motorcycle?
Kevin shrugged. “I don’t know. I suppose I didn’t feel like telling her that my father hung himself.”
I never would have done that, Kevin, had I thought you were getting out of the hospital.
“But I did get out, Dad. I got out today.”
Yes, but they didn’t let you out. You killed the administrator and left without permission. 
“I didn’t kill the administrator. Heather said he probably had a heart attack.”
There was no
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