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"Go to hell!"

Contorted, red faces shot across the screen. Gary Schottengreip took issue with them all, winning every argument.

Idiots!  They should put me on TV ― I'd show them what's what!

Gary snapped off the set with a snarl and headed to that corner of the room he called a kitchen to prepare some tea. Soiled pans and dishes cluttered the sink, and the smell of charred meat permeated the house. As he poured a cup, he stared at his little yard through the frosted window above the faucet. The comforting silhouette of the meat locker stood out in the moonlit dusk — a slight bulge in the lawn, dusted by early-season snow.  After a minute, he spat into the greasy sink and discarded the tea-bag.

She'd call soon.

Watching the minute hand on the clock, Gary tested his tea. 

The phone rang the very moment the brew had cooled to a tolerable temperature.

"Gary, Gary, Gary! It's that same drawer! You must come over again. Only really fix it this time. Such a nuisance!"  

"Mrs. Hayes, I told you before. Just lift the edge as you..." 

"No, no, no, Gary! If I lift it any more it will come right out. I tell you it's broken. Now scoot over and do it right!" 

Their houses sat one against the other on puny lots. Gary's life,  with all its commotion, transpired entirely under the old woman's scrutiny. In recent months, she had even started picking up his rent and utilities, what with Gary's various employments petering out.

Her summons knew only one answer.  "Be right there, Mrs. Hayes," he said flatly, and hung up. 

He stewed for a minute. Then he quaffed the now lukewarm tea, wrestled on boots and coat, and tramped out the back door.  The fine layer of snow beneath his feet sparkled beneath a rising gibbous moon as he padded between the yards.

He waited for a few cars to pass out front before knocking on Mrs. Hayes' rear door. Stamping his feet against the unseasonable cold, he heard the old woman rise from her chair, retrieve her walker, and scratch her way across the floor to let him in.

The door creaked open. 

The kyphotic Mrs. Hayes bid him enter with a grunt and meager gesture. Gary smoldered. Couldn't she even look him in the eye?  She retreated to her musty chair without a single word.

What was bothering her this time? It couldn't just be the damn drawer. 

Gary steadied his temper and set to work. He pulled up a stool, set out the tools he kept in Hayes' house, popped on a set of cheaters, and transferred the broken drawer's contents, knives and sundry, to the back of the counter and out of the way.  In a matter of minutes, he was submerged in his task, separating the emptied drawer from its cabinet and inverting it on the countertop for inspection. 

"Here's your problem, Mrs. Hayes. The runner is bent — just a little. It'd be best to replace it." He waited for a response. None came, so he continued. "Okay, then. I'll straighten it out as best I can. That'll hold you till I run down to the store." 

Ignored or unheard, Gary proceeded with the job, which took almost an hour. Then he tested the drawer. Running a little rough ― but it'd do until he got the replacement part.  He replaced the knives one by one, appreciating the reflective surface of each.

A nice collection, she has.

Gary cast an eye at the back of Hayes' chair as he stretched. 

"All done, Mrs. Hayes. You'll be okay until I get you a new runner. Don't worry; they're cheap." 

Mrs. Hayes' gray head emerged from behind the edge of her antique chair. 

"I'm not worried, Gary. I'm sure you can see your way out." She disappeared again behind the seatback. 

A sensation of forgetting something important seized Gary.  And then ― the snatch of a voice he could not understand. He blinked away his confusion and found himself sternum to nose with Mrs. Hayes. It was as if she had appeared out of nowhere.

"Oh!" he startled. 

Hayes toddled to the bathroom and returned with a box of gauze bandages and paper tape.

"Run your wrist under the water, Gary," she said.

Hayes' voice was papery, airy.

How does she talk without moving her lips? Has she always been that way?

Gary lifted his left hand to examine a fresh, shallow laceration running across the back of his wrist. He caught some drops of blood with his other hand as he turned to the sink, ran the wound under the tap, and wrapped it in a paper towel.

"Let's have a look," Hayes said, her face an impenetrable mask.

Gary removed the paper towel, and Mrs. Hayes applied a gauze sponge and secured it with the tape. A red spot materialized in the center of the bandage, and Gary clasped the dressing with his other hand. The old woman ignored his difficulty, turned away, and shuffled silently back to her chair.

When the bleeding slowed to a manageable ooze, Gary opened the drawer and inspected the knives for blood. He found none, but rinsed them all to be sure.

"Well, okay then, I'll be going," said Gary.

He fetched his coat and hat and set out, pulling the door shut behind him. The wind picked up, buffeting him with a blast of cold air. He swayed for a moment, his eyes darting about in evident agitation.

"Who's there?" he asked of the moon, grass, and trees.

It took him a few moments to realize he was alone.

Damn, I'm tired!  It's that biddy's fault, working me too hard!

He hissed angrily through clenched teeth, stomped the snow from his boots, and re-entered his own home.

Gary stayed up through the morning hours, watching reruns and eating chips. Sunrise found him on the couch, blinking away the morning rays. His neck was killing him.

He rose to his feet, brushed crumbs from his shirt, and lurched to the bathroom. His neck pain obliged him to hold his head at an awkward angle as he peed, and his resultant twisted gaze forced a view of Mrs. Hayes' front yard through the tiny bathroom window.

Sitting there was an old, mangy Labrador. Vaguely familiar, the dog hunkered down beside Hayes' undisturbed morning Globe.  Gary finished his business and stared at the animal through the casement. Its watery eyes gleamed in the early morning sunlight. 

Gary stood transfixed by the animal's frosty panting.

It yelped and Gary jumped. 

He cursed, changed his clothes, and rubbed some liniment on his sore neck muscles. Then he put on a coat and tramped out front to pick up his own paper. The dog had disappeared.

He headed back inside, sat down, dozed off with the paper across his chest, and awoke famished.

Why was Hayes' paper still out there, I wonder?

Could be she's dead. That'd be a shame.

Fixing himself a sandwich, he sniffed some salami three days past its expiration date before slapping it between two pieces of stale bread and wolfing it down. He rinsed the plate, downed a glass of water from the faucet, and stared out back at the locker's wooden door, flush against the angled ground. 

Could it have been the locker again that had been bothering Hayes? Not the noise, though, since he'd had it turned off for a while now, for the cooler months. The bill?  Not that, either, for the same reason.

As long as the locker was in the clear, any gripe of hers really didn't matter, as far as Gary was concerned. He smirked and contemplated steak again for dinner.

However, after spending the afternoon devouring a family-size bag of tortilla chips as he yelled at the TV, he  fell asleep, only to wake up after dark without an appetite.  He threw some water on his face, strolled to his front window, and flicked on the porch light.

Hayes' newspaper still sat out there, on the one remaining patch of snow.

"I hope you're not dead," he said, without conviction. He threw on his coat, hat, and boots and retrieved the paper. Wedging it under his arm, he trod between the houses to approach from the rear. 

He knocked twice and lost his bearings.

The lilting timbre of incomprehensible voices filled his ears, terminating in an opaque command.

He propped himself against the door frame until he regained his footing and his right mind. Recalling his purpose, he peered through the window. Hayes' kitchen counter light cast faint illumination through the adjoining living area. 

An overturned lamp and coffee table lay by the old lady's chair.

Gary groped beneath the mat for the key and let himself in. Throwing Hayes' newspaper on the counter, he turned on the overhead light.

The smell was dreadful.

Careful to touch nothing, he crouched near the upended furniture. An enormous bloodstain on the threadbare rug nearby was the source of the vile, metallic odor that suffused the pintsized house. There was a second, small patch of dried blood on the arm of the chair. 

Gary threw open the rear window to air out the stench.

What am I dealing with here? There was an assault, obviously, probably worse. There's no body, though. Had to have happened after I left last night. We're so well hidden from view out back ―  I've told her before how easy it is for some scumbag to hit us from the back and escape. Hard to believe she's still alive with all this blood, but why else wouldn't she be here? I dunno. Either way, bastards will think I did whatever it was, that's for sure. Nothing I can do about that.

He sat down at the kitchen table, composed himself, and called the police.
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"Run that by me one more time, Mr. um, Schottengrip, the part..." 

"That's SchottenGREIP, GRIPE at the, um, end if...if you don't..." 

"Oh, okay, Mr. SchottenGRIPE, could you just, please. From when you saw the dog."

No one's been in this house for months ― other than the old lady and this shabby bum. His story is plausible enough, I guess, but I don't buy it. Can't say it's more than a hunch, though. I'm sure something'll turn up on this guy, if not with the forensics alone, then after the records gets scanned, but I don't have it yet.

Then there was the matter of Schottengreip's wrist wound.

As he listened to the stray mutt story, Mills eyed the dressing on the back of Schottengreip's wrist. 

That's how I'll justify searching his house. Cut himself preparing dinner? Across the back of the wrist? Too trivial to confirm as a defensive wound. Could be as he says. But let's see the steak he prepared and the cutlery. Should be able to substantiate that story without much trouble, or at least not contradict it, if it's on the level. Have to corroborate, don't I?

And that gets me in the house ―  tonight, if he lets me.

The detective interrupted him midsentence. 

"That's enough of that. Let's go to your place and look around."

"What's the point of that?" asked Schottengreip.

Mills ignored his subject's resentful glare.

"Things look bad here, my friend, and we're missing a few items of interest. I think you understand what I'm talking about."

"Not now. I want some sleep."

"I can easily get a warrant, you know. why don't you just..."

"So get one."

"You're just making..."

"Get a warrant. Look, are we done here?"

"Sure, Schottengreip. We're done. For now. Expect me in the morning."

"Fine. See ya."

Mills watched Schottengreip slouch out the back of the Hayes house, and stared after the slammed door.

Dammit. The murder weapon ― hell, maybe even the body! ― could be over in that dickhead's house.  But the wrist isn't enough to go in on without that warrant. I can get it, but what a pain in the ass.

The warrant would take a couple of hours, and they'd never get a no-knock, given that the house was already under 24-hour surveillance.

No matter. Schottengreip wasn't going anywhere, and neither was any on-site evidence of the sort Mills expected to find. It was already past eleven ― no need to wake the judge. In the meantime, the patrolmen on lookout wouldn't miss any unusual activity in Schottengreip's miniscule house overnight. Mills could get his warrant first thing in the morning, and then they'd scour Schottengreip's home, and both yards as well.

The son-of-a-bitch is a moron, and a night's reprieve isn't gonna save him. 

Mills yawned.

"Alright boys. Rain check. Make sure all the tape's in place and set up a round-the-clock out front, and keep an eye out back, too. Payoff can wait a day."
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Gary had borne Mills' last gambit at a low simmer.

Search his house! The nerve! He's the one who called them! How could he be a suspect?

Recalling his neck strain from the previous night, Gary made sure to make it into bed before falling asleep that night. Upon waking, he vaguely recalled having dreamed vividly and his sheets were drenched.  His wrist wound had finally scabbed over. He rolled his head to test his neck.

Healed! Gary felt a great weight he had borne for the last twenty four hours had been lifted.

Gary retrieved his newspaper without so much as a glance at the Hayes' house. Then he helped himself to tea and eggs, leafing through the paper without finding any mention of the Hayes incident. He folded it to the sports section and stared at pictures of high school girls.

A dog barked, nearly knocking him from his chair. 

No! It can't be! It was gone!

The damn Lab was sitting in Gary's own backyard this time. Blinding autumn sunlight poured onto the brown, snow-free lawn. The dog pawed the wet ground, drooling. 

"Goddamn mutt, get the fuck out of here already! I am done with you, do you hear?" he said, shaking with fear and rage, and slamming through the rear door. He cast about for a rock to throw, and latched onto a heavy, sharp-edged stone. 

The hound fled before Gary could launch his missile.

He dropped the weapon and rose from a crouch. Standing stock-still, hands on hips, unmoving, he squinted in the sun, and wondered where he was. His lips moved silently, his face over time losing its angry lines.

Gary's torpor lasted well into late morning, when vehicles pulling up out front stirred him from his reverie. He snorted, shook his shoulders like a bull, and circled the house to find a police vehicle and an unmarked Ford SUV at the curb. Detective Mills stepped out of the SUV with two other men in plainclothes, and two uniformed officers exited from the cruiser.

"May we come in, Mr. Schottengreip?" Mills asked, a broad, cold smile creasing his face. 

Gary blinked at the five men in awkward silence until the detective fished out a warrant. Gary studied the paper for a few seconds before bidding the cops inside without inordinate concern.

Mills brushed past him as he entered the house, sniffing the air. The others followed, one by one and fanning out.

Mills opened his mouth to speak and stopped himself. He scrunched his nose.

"What's that smell?"

"What do you mean?" asked Gary in return.

"It smells like a sewer in here."

"I don't have a maid, detective. I'm a poor man. You invited yourself in—my apologies."

"We're going to tear this place apart, you know."

Gary returned Mills' glare until the detective finally turned to issue directions to his team.

They searched everywhere. Gary leaned against the wall with arms crossed as the plainclothes officers emptied the kitchen drawers and placed the knives in evidence bags, tied up the kitchen garbage, emptied the contents of the bathroom cabinet, and snapped pictures. Eventually, those two excused themselves, evidence in tow, leaving Mills and the two uniformed officers.

The detective drew his hand along the top rail of the chair in front of him, considering his options before sitting down. He draped his coat inside out behind him before sitting. The others each arranged themselves by the doors. One was a young guy, big as a football lineman, ducking as he crossed the threshold. The other was short, fat, and older — but alert, hand resting atop his sidearm.  Gary threw his own coat on the couch and sat across from Mills, who folded his hands in his lap and cleared his throat. 

"You see I keep my promises."

"Yeah, but you're wasting your time. And you destroyed my fucking house, which is abuse."

Gary locked a defiant glare on the detective.

Mills pushed his chair back a few inches and eyed his officers, who tensed in response. When next he spoke, the detective assumed an extra degree of circumspection.

"You know, you're entitled to a lawyer. Want one?"

"You arresting me?"

"Schottengreip, Schottengreip. I'm giving you a chance to come clean!"

"So that's a no."

"I have enough in that warrant, actually."

"You're lying, or I'd be in cuffs."

You're the only one who had access to the old lady's house. There's no sign of a break-in. You saw her almost every night, and acknowledge you saw her that very night. You..." 

"I didn't do it. And I'm not an idiot. You have no body and no weapon," said Gary, with the hint of a smirk.

The detective shifted even further back in his chair, but pressed on.

"Okay, wiseass. We have a bloodstain in that house, apart from the others, that doesn't belong to Clara Hayes."

"That's laughable. You've got nothing."

"Shut up. I am going to arrest you. And we're going to take your fingerprints and blood samples. Then..."

"Unwarranted arrest? Everything will get thrown out."

Gary smiled defiantly.

"We've got plenty right now, numbnuts," said Mills, spitting mad. "We're going to arrest you, read you your rights, and take a sample of your goddamn, motherfucking blood." 

Mills eyed the dried-up laceration on Gary's left wrist.

"Ridiculous. There's some animal out there and you're coming after me? You're joking. I'm the only person who ever did anything to help that poor, little old lady." Gary regarded each of the three armed men crowding his compact home in turn, sizing them up.  He added evenly, "These 'rights' you speak of. May I hear what they are?"

Mills read Gary his rights without hesitation, emphasizing the lawyer part. Gary said nothing in response, still smiling.

"Last chance," Mills went on. "Cooperation now will do you more good later than you can imagine. It must be obvious to you now that we're on to you. Just tell me what you did with the body ― we'll find it sooner or later anyway."

"Body? What body? You don't even know that dear woman is dead."

"Cut it out. Hayes lost a gallon of blood in that rug alone. Minimum. She ain't among the living."

"Well, either way. Dead or alive, it's got nothing to do with me."

"Your call, Schottengreip. I got a feeling anyway that you buried her out back. Should take two shakes to dig up your whole, dime-sized yard."

The locker!

Gary didn't mind the lawn getting wrecked. But the destruction of his prized possession was another matter.

"Excuse me, detective..."

"Something to say now, Schottengreip?"

"Yeah. Forget the lawyer, for now. There'll be time for that later. I'm gonna take you up on your offer and cooperate. Give you the grand tour, show you the lay of the land. You'll appreciate it, promise."

"Appreciate?"

"I'm not saying I have any idea where poor Mrs. Hayes is, of course, but it's in your best interest I show you around," Gary said.

"What difference should it make to us?"

"Well, I don't want anyone to get hurt."

Mills just raised his eyebrows.

"There are some tricky spots to avoid. I'd feel terrible..."

"Booby traps?" Mills chuckled.

Gary stopped smiling.

"I wouldn't say that. But there could just as well be."

"Now why would you put booby...I mean, tricky spots out back?"

Gary eyed Mills' two associates. They squirmed.  

"I didn't put anything anywhere. But it's like this.  I have a special place there, and it's just difficult to access. I don't want you to either demolish it or hurt yourselves getting into it. So I'll just show it to you. It's not going to change what you find in the end, after all. Which will be nothing, by the way."

"Sure, Schottengreip. But take note that what I said about cooperation goes two ways. Cooperation's great. But obstruction's bad. Try to hide or destroy anything and things will go much worse for you. But fine, and you know why? Because we've been at this game a long time, and we're wise to any shenanigans. You get that? Any schemes like that ― put them right out of your mind. So, agreed.  It won't hurt. Let's do it."

They let Gary put on his coat.  Then they cuffed him and followed him out back.

Gary led them straight to the locker. The weathered pine door, two feet square, sat at a low angle in the moist, dormant lawn. A rusted combination lock secured the handle.

It wasn't at all hard to see.

"You think we'd trip over this, Schottengreip?" asked the amused detective. One of the patrolmen snickered. 

"I keep meat in here." 

"Meat? Really? You kidding?" 

No. You know you're supposed to age beef, right? I'll show you."

But Mills wasn't having it.

"Just read me the combo, Schottengreip."

The linebacker-sized cop restrained Gary by the arm. Mills knelt and entered the sequence as Gary dictated it ― 31-11-17 ― twisted the handle, and yanked the door open. 

An appalling stench visibly rattled the three cops. 

"Jesus, Schottengreip, you left something more than beef in here, I think." 

The detective donned a pair of latex gloves and shot out an open palm; the chubby officer passed him a flashlight, which Mills shone into the locker.  His head and shoulders disappeared inside as he fished for evidence.

A large plastic bag was proffered and received the first object Mills hauled out. 

It was Clara Hayes' head. 

Mills pinned Gary with a contemptuous glare as he spoke into his radio.

"Ten forty-five at one oh one Huntington Boulevard. The whole team, over."

"That's a ten forty-five. Everyone. Over," crackled the response.

"You should wait for the team," said the cop by Mills' shoulder, as the other began to march Gary out of the yard. 

"I know, I know," answered Mills, diving back into the locker anyway.

"I don't know how that got in there. You've got to believe me," Gary said in an even voice as he and his escort walked away.

She could just as well have put her own damn head in there herself! Who's to say she didn't? Twenty years, it's been! And now, damn smack where she belongs!

A scream froze them in their tracks.

Released and shoved to the ground, Gary swivelled to watch the officer race back to the locker, where Mills sat beside the door, a bear trap having closed high up on his left arm, blood from the wound pulsating into the grass.

Mills' would-be rescuers strained fruitlessly against the trap's jaws.  As Mills' screams turned to whimpers, the muscled cop ripped his shirt to wring up a tourniquet. But the effort was tricky at the shoulder, and the shirtless policeman was trembling and none too facile.     

Mills went white as chalk. His breathing slowed, slowed...and stopped.  The blubbery cop called for help with his own radio, even as his younger confederate kneeled in the mushy, crimson turf to start CPR. A few compressions later, he gave up, sobbing.

Mills was gone. 

Both officers turned as one toward Gary, still on his knees, arms restrained behind his back. He cocked his head at the police officers and blinked, expressionless.

Unarmed, bound, and quiet, Gary was not, to all appearances, an immediate threat. The cop with the radio said, "he's not going anywhere. Help me with this."

Gary rose.

The cops squatted in front of the opening to the locker, placing a few other bits of evidence Mills had fished out into plastic bags. A human foot.  A trimmed, well-preserved, and sizable human muscle they stared at, transfixed, before depositing.

They never looked behind them.

Gary took off, aiming straight at the cops' turned backs. His legs pumped with preternatural fury.

He crashed into the gray-haired officer, throwing him through the doorway. There was a sizzling sound, smoke wafting from his legs, vibrating out on the grass. Gary rolled away, past both policemen. The other, still-kneeling cop glanced at Gary in surprise, turning to grab his comrade's ankles to pull him free. Gary caught the split second of regret in the officer's eyes as his hands latched onto his partner ― a moment when he realized, too late, his mistake.  Then he shook like an eggbeater and fell over. The acrid stink of the cops' burnt flesh joined the foul emanations from scattered body parts and spilled blood in a hellish effluvium.

Using the cops' rubber gloves, Gary dragged the three new corpses atop the locker. Avoiding the electric booby trap with ease, he retrieved a few items, including a two-gallon can of gasoline, from inside the underground room. Then he pried off the door, covered up the hole, and stamped the dirt smooth. The broken door and the human remains landed in a heap on top as well. Gary's unused, rotted lawn furniture made for convenient, additional kindling.

Gary contemplated his handiwork. Then he emptied the gasoline can over the bodies and wood and set the pyre alight. Flames licked the sky, and Gary's face turned black with soot. He waited, motionless, showered by sparks. When the wail of sirens reached the yard, he jumped into the flames, grinning.
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By the time the blaze had been doused, Gary Schottengreip's yard was a charred ruin. A seared skeleton was all that remained of the proprietor, identified by dental record. 101 Huntington Boulevard was a local curiosity for over a week as state police ― media in attendance ― descended upon and excavated the property. Beyond the incinerated corpses of the three cops and the various pieces of Clara Hayes, the remains of eighteen missing persons from the region — all teenage girls — were recovered, piled neatly, and protected from the fire within Gary Schottengreip's refrigerated meat repository, sans particular muscular portions of thighs and buttocks. 

Neighbors caught glimpses here and there of a scruffy, graying Labrador on one or the other abandoned properties over the ensuing days. No one ever thought to mention it. It was seen to wander into a nearby wood one week into November, never to be seen again.

How a bloodthirsty lunatic was able to live unperturbed for two
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