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Karen
By David Longhorn

	 

	God, where shall I start? We’ve got some time, I guess, so maybe I can explain it all. Maybe it will help explain it to myself because it’s been a wild ride, believe me.

	Well, you probably guessed that already. So, let’s see…

	It all began when I saw Joe Parnaby at Walmart.

	I had been picking up a few things for Karen on the way home from work when I glimpsed him heading in as I was backing the Toyota out of my parking space. I had such a shock I nearly backed right into a semi. Afterward, I sat there for a while, wondering if I should wait for him to emerge. Then I reasoned that he might take hours—hell, he might even have worked there for all I knew.

	I drove home, trying to stay focused on my driving, but all the while thinking about Joe Parnaby and McClellan High School. When I had left that place, I’d never wanted to see him or the school again. I had wished them both in Hell, Joe and the goddamn school. And suddenly there he was—twenty-three years older, a hell of a lot fatter, with a lot less hair on his head, and a big bushy beard. But it was unmistakably Joe Parnaby.

	The bastard.

	I’d recognized his walk at first—kind of a swagger, bandy-legged, slow. It was funny, a dumb walk, but nobody made fun of it. Well, sometimes a new kid made the mistake of pointing or grinning or even shouting something at Joe. They never made that mistake again. To say Joe Parnaby was a bully is like saying Hitler was kind of mean to a few people. Joe was good at degrading people as well as hurting them, and he made my four years in high school so miserable that I had contemplated running away or killing myself.

	And now I had seen him again. So many years of trying to forget high school, the swirlies and wedgies and the humiliation. The vile things left in my locker or shoved into my face by Joe and his moronic henchmen. The burning hatred and the shame at being too weak to fight back, too cowardly to snitch. The pitying laughter from other boys. And from the girls.

	All that hatred for Joe came surging up during that fifteen-minute drive from the store to my nice little suburban home. I’m amazed I didn’t cause a major pile-up, ’cause I was hardly watching the road at all. You know how sometimes you literally see red? That was me that day. When I carried the groceries into the kitchen, Karen, whom I love more than life itself, took one look at me and took the bag, then hugged me close.

	“Aw, honey, bad day at work?”

	“Uh—yeah, yeah, boss is a jerk. But I’m with you now. That’s what matters.”

	How could I tell her the truth? It would be so demeaning. Karen had never been bullied. I was sure of that. She is one of those people who goes through life being liked, loved, respected by others. She’s as smart as she is beautiful.

	Way too smart for me to fool, in fact. She knew I was lying, and soon—as we made dinner together—she wormed the truth out of me. Then came the questions. Why hadn’t I told the principal about the bullies? Why hadn’t I told my parents? The answers were commonplace, I know that now, but of course, at the time, they felt unique to me. Uniquely painful.

	The principal was a lazy penpusher, waiting for retirement, and hated being bothered. He wouldn’t do anything about bullying except telling the victim to “man up”. My dad took a similar line. He once told me—after I came home with a nasty cut above my eye and a whole bunch of bruises—to stand up to bullies because, and I quote, “they’re all cowards.” They’re not, of course. That coward thing is like saying “the bigger they are, the harder they fall.” In my experience, the bigger they are, the bigger the beating they give you.

	So, I endured, for all those long years, persecution inside and outside school. Karen seemed to understand and sympathize, and as always, talking it out with her made me feel better. She’s the strong sensible one in our marriage, the one who gets stuff done while I fret about it and lose sleep. I spilled my guts about Joe Parnaby and his gang of thugs, and the principal who didn’t help. And as I talked it over for the first time, ever, with anyone, I felt this burden start to lift.

	“It’s all over now,” she said when I’d finished, looking at me with those lovely, big green eyes. “You know, they say the best revenge is to live well, and it seems that’s what you’ve done.”

	She was right, of course. Here I was with a lovely wife and two wonderful kids, both away at college. A modern, well-adjusted family. I even had a good job, really, despite my dumb boss’ annoying ways. We had a nice home, we were healthy, were even financially solvent. How many people can say that?

	I slept well that night. I would probably never have given Joe Parnaby a moment’s thought again, except… Well, I used that particular Walmart a lot, and I caught several more glimpses of my tormentor. And I started to feel kind of sorry for him. He looked terrible, to be honest—an obese, unshaven wreck of a man, pushing his cart around with a kind of glazed expression. A man defeated by life is how I described him to Karen. And yet, at the same time, I still hated him. In that bloated nonentity, I saw the guy who had stolen much of my adolescence, made what should have been good years a dark age of misery.

	“Don’t think about him,” she told me whenever I mentioned this. “He doesn’t matter.”

	But I did think about Joe. And eventually, I realized what I had to do. It was a noble impulse, heroic even, the sort of thing most people don’t do. But I felt I needed to do it. I decided to track him down. It was surprisingly easy. Once you start looking on social media, almost everybody you know or used to know will show up. In Joe Parnaby’s case, I found out where he lived—a few miles outside town—and why he had suddenly reappeared. He’d joined the military after leaving high school, but that hadn’t worked out, and he’d kind of kicked around the world until his dad had died and he’d inherited what remained of the family chicken farm.

	I didn’t tell Karen what I was planning. I just plotted out a route to the farm and left work early one day. I had no idea if Joe would be there or if he lived with anyone. But there was no way I could call ahead. What I had to do needed to be done face to face.

	Luck was on my side. When I drove up to the tumbledown shack that passed for a farmhouse, he was outside feeding what looked like old furniture into a woodchipper. He looked up when I stopped my car and got out, but didn’t stop shoving wood into the metal jaws until I’d walked up to him. Then he turned off the machine and lifted up his plastic face shield.

	“Whatcha want?” he said, and that voice took me right back to the changing room of the school gym.

	“I—I went to high school with you,” I said, and my voice sounded high and silly.

	“So what?” he grunted.

	I told him my name, expecting recognition, shock, perhaps a look of guilt or resentment. But there was no sign that he remembered me. I felt insulted, that something so significant in my life should be so forgettable for him. But I persisted. I was determined to do the right thing. I took a step closer and saw a hint of panic in his eyes. Maybe he was remembering, however vaguely, what an asshole he had been. Maybe he was scared I was here for vengeance.

	I also wondered if he had a shotgun nearby.

	“Don’t worry,” I said, holding up my hands in a placatory gesture. “I’m not here to cause trouble. I just saw you at Walmart and decided that I want to forgive you.”

	He looked puzzled and then a little angry. Recognition dawned in his reddened, piggy eyes.

	“Forgive me? What for, you little asshole, I never done nothin’…”

	Then it happened. A small, round hole appeared just over Joe Parnaby’s right eye. His head jerked backward slightly, and he looked surprised, then kind of blank. He fell backward, slumped against the woodchipper. I’m not a medical expert, but he looked very dead to me.

	“Oh my God!”

	I looked around and saw a figure in dark clothing vanishing into the trees. I wondered if I would be shot next and ran into the house. I heard the sound of a motor starting and the roar of a vehicle speeding away. I gave it another fifteen minutes then stuck one of Joe’s baseball caps on the end of a spatula and waved it in front of a window. No shots came.

	I couldn’t relax just because the killer had gone, of course. Now I was alone with a corpse that had been shot. The corpse of someone I had every reason to hate. If I called 911, it would be a hell of a complicated situation. Besides, the man was dead. And it might be days before anyone found him. Weeks, maybe.

	That triggered another idea. Why should anyone find him? A quick recon of Joe’s home showed that he definitely lived by himself. The smell alone was something no woman would tolerate, the state of his kitchen confirmed it. It was a full-on rancid bachelor situation. Joe Parnaby would not be missed. I remembered an ax stuck in a tree stump just outside the front door. Then I found some slickers and other gear, went outside, and did some chopping. After that, I did some chipping.

	When I’d finished with Joe, there wasn’t much left of him, but I took two buckets full into the woods and buried them.

	“Busy day, honey?” Karen asked when I finally got home.

	“Yeah,” I said. “Hell of a day.”

	I was still kind of sweaty. Karen was all wifely concern, and we had a wonderful evening. I unwound slowly but could not confide in her. That would make her an accessory to a very serious crime. I resolved to forget about it, to pretend it had never happened. If Karen asked, I’d say I’d gotten over my little obsession. As it happened, she never asked.

	Things returned to normal for a couple of weeks. Then Augie Van Zant was butchered. Normally a middle-aged guy kicking the bucket would not make the news. But in Augie’s case, he departed this life in a way far more interesting than most. He was found by his ex-wife when she went around to his apartment to demand some of the child support he owed. What she found was Augie, disemboweled in his bath, his guts draped around his neck.

	The cops were working on the theory that Augie, who had a gambling problem, owed money to some rather sketchy people who wanted to send a message to other debtors. It was a very plausible theory. I wanted to believe it myself.

	The problem was that Augie had been in Joe Parnaby’s gang. Augie was a mean little rat, skinny and stupid, who yucked along and shouted encouragement while big Joe meted out the brutality. I think I had hated him as much as Joe, if not more because, in him, I saw a twisted version of myself—the little guy who became the bully’s dumb sidekick to keep himself safe. That he had evidently died in pain and terror gave me a guilty thrill of satisfaction for a second. But then I was just plain horrified.

	That night, when Karen was asleep, I went over my social media searches again. I had looked for Joe but also checked up on other members of the gang. There were two more. Could it be pure coincidence that Joe and Augie had been murdered within six weeks of one another? The obvious answer was that someone like me—a past victim of their bullying—had spotted Joe as I had.

	This hypothetical person had obviously not been in favor of forgiveness. It must have been pure coincidence that I’d been there when the first act of vengeance occurred…

	No, the cops would never buy that. If I told them what I knew I’d be arrested at once. Cops, especially small-town cops, really like simple explanations. “Former bullying victim murders tormentors” was nice and simple. Odds were a small-town jury would buy it. I might never see daylight as a free man again.

	I couldn’t go to the cops. So, what else could I do?

	I almost told Karen. Almost. But the thought of incriminating her, my goddess, the one true love of my life, was unbearable. It would be like smearing filth on a beautiful work of art. No, I would just have to tough it out and hope nothing else happened.

	Nearly a week went by.

	Then something else happened.

	I was listening to local news radio when the name came up. Johnny Morrison, realtor and councilman, had been found face down in his swimming pool. What made the killing as notable as Augie’s was that the swimming pool had been empty and Morrison had been bound, gagged, and then shoved off a twenty-foot diving board. He had still been alive when his cleaner found him but not for long. The cops didn’t have a confident theory about that one.

	I did. Johnny had been my most creative tormentor, the one who had found new ways to make me miserable. Thanks to him, I had a lifelong fear of spiders because of the enormous number of them he had somehow concealed in my lunchbox one memorable day. No wonder he had gone into politics.

	I struggled to remember who else had been victimized, who else might have decided to fight back. But for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why they would leave it so long, and why they’d start their campaign of vengeance when I was literally standing there talking to Joe Parnaby in his own front yard.

	“Oh, another bad day honey?” Karen asked, winding her tanned arms around my neck and kissing me on the tip of my nose. “Tell me all about it.”

	I must have looked pale, haunted. We hugged a little, and I said something about needing time off. I almost told her then but, again, I balked. Karen had spent most of our marriage dealing with problems for me. I could hardly lay this burden on her perfect shoulders—not least because it was a problem she couldn’t solve.

	That night, I did some more searching online and located the last member of the gang. Chuck Wexler had been a dumb jock who went along with everything Joe said and did. But unlike Joe, Chuck had made a go of military service and had retired with some distinction. He was a former Green Beret, in fact, and ran some kind of gym a couple of towns over. His various online profiles showed a handsome, healthy-looking guy who was into guns.

	“Not a pushover like the others,” said Karen.

	I jumped. She had slipped out of bed and padded barefoot into my little study in total silence. I must have looked funny, mouth agape, as she perched on the edge of my desk. She laughed, ruffled my hair,

	“Honey, I knew you were really upset that first time you saw that scumbag Joe. I can always tell when you’re holding something back. Keeping your pain from me. Poor you! And you really should clear your browsing history—I mean, imagine if the cops saw what you’d been up to!”

	I must have looked so idiotic, staring up at her, mouth hanging open.

	“I used your dad’s old hunting rifle,” she said. “I was going to use it to shoot Joe Parnaby in the legs then chop him up and chip him. But when I saw you, I decided to make it quick and clean. He deserved worse, the vermin!”

	“But… but…” I stammered. “I didn’t want to kill him!”

	She leaned forward, and I could smell the mingled scent of mouthwash and her shower gel. She took my cheeks in both hands and shook her head. Those big green eyes were unblinking, showing two little images of me.

	“But you should have done,” she murmured. “All that stuff about forgiveness, it’s weak, not manly. All these years I’ve had to make the tough calls for you because I love you. Roll the hard six, some call it. Well, when I saw how much that evil man had hurt you, how raw the wound still was, I had to act. And I couldn’t risk the others turning up and hurting you either. I love you. It’s that simple.”

	She told me what she’d done, then, in detail. Augie had been a pushover. Karen had sweet-talked her way into his apartment, waited until he’d turned his back, then hit him good and hard with a glass ashtray. He’d been groggy, powerless to resist, but still basically conscious when she’d dragged him into the bathroom and slit his belly open with a not-very-sharp steak knife. Then she’d pulled out his guts and draped them around his neck “like a kind of meat feather boa.” And then the light had gone out of Augie’s eyes.

	“Why?” I said feebly.

	Karen slid off the desk and perched on my lap, ruffling my hair again.

	“Because he hurt you, honey! Gosh, keep up! He took so much happiness from your childhood, so the payback had to be bad. I wish I’d had more time to make that realtor suffer, but what with disabling his security system and timing it so there was nobody around for half an hour—I did my best for you, though!”

	Then she stood up and drew me to my feet. In the light of my laptop screen, she looked like a heroine of some romantic novel, standing barefoot in her white robe. She started to explain what we needed to do next, how Chuck would clearly be a harder target than the others, and we needed to work together to take him down.

	I took some persuading. I’ve never been a violent man. But I can never say no to Karen. I love her, and I’d do anything for her. Call me old-fashioned, but there it is. Besides, we were in too deep to stop—she was very clear about that.

	She spelled it out to me, how Chuck must follow the news. Sure, he was no Einstein, but he could easily put the pieces together and call the cops, and that would put my name on their list of suspects. So, the best way to deal with him would be to kill him ASAP, and make him vanish like that fat doofus Joe. We worked out an elaborate plan to lure him down to the bay and drown him, real slow, by suspending him inside an upturned boat weighted down with sandbags, and then letting the tide come in.

	Karen had already done the recon work, spying on Chuck and finding that he was usually alone when he locked up his gym. Always the last to leave. Sometimes, he gave an employee a lift home, but, on this particular night, we were lucky. We knew his route, and we easily raced ahead of him and faked a breakdown.

	Sure enough, Chuck pulled his big SUV up behind our shabby old Toyota and swaggered up, all macho competence. I gestured helplessly at the engine, and he stuck his head under the hood. Karen slugged him with an old-school rock in a sock, and he went down so hard I thought she might have killed him right there. But then I checked, and he was still breathing. We tied him up and shoved him into the Toyota. We’d picked the spot carefully—it was a little-used byway, and it was easy to conceal his car in the trees. Then we set off for the coast, where the drowning boat was ready. He was groaning a little when we chained him underneath that old boat, and Karen explained carefully that the sound he could hear, the tide coming in, would kill him in about an hour. Give or take.

	And that was that, or so I thought. Another week went by, then another, and they never found Chuck. I didn’t even see a news item about him. Two disappearances and two murders, all in the same small area, all involving guys of the same age, but the cops never joined the dots. Guess we really don’t train those guys properly, do we?

	I was relieved, as you can imagine. I mean, that was it, right? My little plan to give forgiveness hadn’t quite worked out, but at least it was over. Joe Parnaby and his gang were gone, wiped from history. Things went back to normal for me. I went for whole days without thinking about it.

	So, you can imagine my surprise when I got home from work today and found you down here in the root cellar. No, don’t try to speak. That gag’s tied good and tight. Don’t struggle, Karen’s really good at knots. Yes, I know, it’s really unfair on you, but that’s Karen—she loves me so much and she just has to solve my problems. In her unique and wonderful way. Now the principal, he died years ago. But, yes, I just happened to mention in passing how the school counselor was no help at all… And here you are! All bruised and scared and wanting help, just like I was back in the day.

	Kind of a weird reunion, right?

	No, no point in struggling, as I said. If I’d know she was going to do this, I might have tried to dissuade her, but she’s a very strong-willed woman. Once she gets an idea into that beautiful head of hers, she just goes for it! And I can hardly go against the one true love of my life, the woman who’s been my rock. But I promise I will try to make it quick for you.

	Ah, hear that? She’s back. She had to go visit this handyman who helps out with stuff—great guy, can fix anything, anytime. Really useful to know somebody like that, right? Guys like that are the backbone of small communities.

	I mean, who else would fix a chainsaw this late at night?

	 

	* * *


Caskets
By Ron Ripley

	 

	Redd Salvatore turned off the vacuum cleaner, returned the handle to the upright position, and sat on the bench. He took a pocket-square out of his breast pocket and dabbed at the sweat gathering on his brow. Redd glanced around, making certain he hadn’t missed anything.

	Why is it always such a mess when the new caskets are delivered? And it’s not that damned hot in here, he thought. Not at all. Why am I sweating so bad?

	Easy answer is the worst. Redd sighed as he folded the square and returned it to its place. I’m old. Too old. I should just retire. It’s what the kids want.

	He looked around the funeral home’s interior and let out another sigh. At seventy-eight, he knew he should retire. Redd had been working at the home almost non-stop, except for the six months he had spent in the Army, since he was fourteen. He smiled ruefully, reached up, and touched the scar on the side of his head. A Viet Cong sniper had ended his military career his first day in the field.

	Almost ended up in a funeral home rather than running one, he thought.

	The grandfather clock in the main office struck eleven, and he was surprised he had worked so late.

	What else am I going to do? he asked. Melania’s dead, and I sold the house to Derek last year.

	Redd got to his feet, walked to the outlet, and removed the vacuum’s plug. He carried the cord back to the machine, wrapped it up, and then put the vacuum away in the office closet. Redd checked the locks on the various doors, then paused to put on his reading glasses before he examined the new digital lock system his son Derek had installed after several other funeral homes in the city had been broken into.

	Everything looks good, he thought, nodding at the green lights blinking on the display. Removing his glasses, Redd looked around and smiled softly.

	“Well,” he stated, “I’m going to bed now. You know where I’ll be, should you need me.”

	The light on the office desk flickered and widened the smile on his face. “Goodnight.”

	With that said, Redd opened a small door in the back of the office, turned on the light, and walked up the narrow stairs that led to the mother-in-law apartment on the second floor. He had taken it as his own with the sale of the house, refusing to accept Derek’s invitation to stay.

	Redd had no desire to live in a house with his son, his daughter-in-law, and their four children.

	No, Redd smiled, locking the door behind him. I’ve gotten set in my ways. I don’t think they’d understand that I like to fall asleep listening to the news. Or that I really don’t want to worry about my habit of wandering around the house at all hours of the night disturbing other people.

	Redd grimaced at the thought of his chronic insomnia and changed into his pajamas. He pulled his Murphy Bed down, placed his pillows on it, and then tossed an old and worn blanket there as well. He turned the television on, smiling at the way the old vacuum tube had to take its time and warm up.

	Bet there aren’t too many sets like this left in the city. At least, not any that are still used to watch the news on.

	Within a matter of moments, the news at eleven was on, and Redd walked to the bathroom. He took care of his teeth and the necessities and then retired to the bed. Redd left the lights on, rolled over onto his side, and listened to the news while watching the pattern of light cast by the television dance across the wall. Beyond his window and barely audibly beneath the noise of the television, he could hear the noise of the city.

	Where are you all going? he wondered. He had never understood the compulsion to go out. There was nothing but trouble out there.

	I didn’t always think so; he reminded himself. Not at all. I was gung-ho to go to Vietnam. I was fortunate to meet Melania at Walter Reed Hospital. Even more fortunate that she agreed to return to New Hampshire with me.

	Redd smiled at the memory.

	Good times. Lots of good times. He closed his eyes and listened to the droning voice of the newscaster.

	Redd drifted in and out of sleep, never staying under for long. From the first floor, he heard the chime of the clock for midnight, then again when it struck one.

	Then the alarm went off for a brief moment before going silent.

	It’s not supposed to do that.

	Redd sat up and listened. Then, after almost a minute of silence, he got out of bed and walked to the door of the apartment. Beside the door was a display identical to the one on the first floor. And like that display, it should have had a bank of lights showing the home was secure.

	There was nothing.

	All of the lights were dark.

	Redd went to the kitchen, picked up the phone, and listened for the dial-tone. There wasn’t one.

	Electricity is on, he thought, glancing at the television. It wouldn’t matter if it wasn’t, though. Derek said the security system ran on the same backup generator as the freezers in the morgue.

	Is this how the other homes were broken into?

	The question bothered him. Not nearly as much as the idea that the intruders were stealing from his son. Redd knew he couldn’t do anything about it. He didn’t own a weapon or even a cellphone. He had never seen the need for either one.

	One or the other would be fine right about now, he thought darkly, returning to his bed. He sat on the edge of it and stared at the door. When will they leave? How will I know?

	He tried to remember what Derek had said about the alarm. His son had mentioned something about an automatic alarm being sent out if the power to the system went down.

	If they were smart enough to disengage the system, and the phone lines, wouldn’t they be smart enough to get around that?

	Well, I’ll have to wait and see.

	Redd sat, and he waited. In the stillness, he listened to the television set, and then a noise caught his attention.

	He heard footsteps on the stairs.

	Redd stiffened. Only a few people knew of the hidden door and where it led to. He glanced at the television and knew he wouldn’t be able to turn it off in time. Whoever was coming up the stairs would know he was there.

	Redd looked to the window, but the thought of getting the sash unlocked, up, and the fire-escape down was ludicrous.

	So, he waited.

	The footsteps stopped outside the door, and the doorknob rattled. The pressure was increased, and the wooden door groaned, but it held.

	The blood pounded through Redd’s veins as he stared at the door, willing the intruder to leave, to decide that robbing the funeral home wasn’t the best of plans.

	There was a pause, then a creak, and the door burst inward, startling Redd and causing him to stiffen with surprise. He stared as a trio of men entered the small apartment. All were roughly the same size, both in weight and in height. Each man wore black clothing and boots, and black masks hid the lower half of each man’s face. They wore black knit caps, and they were armed with small, semi-automatic handguns that could easily be mistaken for a child’s toys.

	Redd knew they weren’t.

	He swallowed nervously and didn’t move from his place on the bed. His eyes focused on the first man who came through the door.

	When that man spoke, his voice was pleasant but firm. “You need to stand up.”

	Redd didn’t consider arguing the point. He stood.

	The shoulders of the intruders lost some of their tension, but their weapons never wavered. Each remained fixed on Redd.

	“Where are the keys?” the first man inquired.

	Redd cleared his throat. “All the keys for the building are located in the manager’s office, which you passed through to come here.”

	“I told you we should have looked there,” the man on the left grumbled, his voice slight and feminine.

	“Shut up, Gordon,” the first man ordered.

	Gordon obliged and went silent.

	The first man motioned toward the door with his free hand. “Come on, Gramps, we need you to get those keys out.”

	“Hey, Bull, why is he comin’ with?” the third man asked.

	“Because, Ollie,” Bull said, his tone bitter, “we need to do this quick. Right?”

	“Yeah,” Ollie
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