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“Tell me something about yourself you don't want anyone to know,” Brenda said.

All I could think about was the flashes. Brenda was new to the neighborhood, we were both thirteen, and she was my world that summer. Her eyes lit up when discussing comic books, and yet she was athletic and cool. I’d tell her anything, but there were other kids sitting in Tucker’s driveway playing Truth or Dare with us, and while Tucker and his sister Sandy were okay, I knew Eric and Larry would be merciless no matter what I said.

Brenda’s lips twisted into a grin and my heart sped up. “Don’t look so nervous, Alex. It won't go beyond this group.”
I took a deep breath. “I get flashes.”

“My mother gets hot flashes,” Eric said.

Brenda rolled her eyes, which made her even more cool.

“I can touch someone and get flashes of the terrible things they've done,” I said. “Sometimes they're really bad things and sometimes they're just things the person feels are bad.”

“Yeah right,” Larry said, glancing at Eric for approval.

I turned to him. “When I met you, I got a flash of you shooting a cat with a BB gun. That's why I don't like you.”

“What was the cat's name?” Larry said.

“I don't know. It was a flash. There’s no sound or anything, just an image like a snippet from a movie.”

“Poor kitty,” Sandy said. “Did you really do that?”

Larry grinned. “Ask me when I say 'truth.'”

“You're not making this up?” Brenda asked. “Touch me and tell me what I've done.” She held out her hand.

I took her hand in mine. “I don’t get anything,” I lied. “It doesn't always work.”

“I've done terrible things,” Eric said.
“I'll bet you have,” Brenda said. “But I don't want to hear about them.” She turned back to me. “You're lying.”
“About what?”
“About the flashes, idiot,” Eric said.

“No,” Brenda said. “That's true. You can tell by Larry's reaction if nothing else. Alex is lying when he says he doesn't get a flash by touching me.”

Eric grinned. “Let me touch you. I'll get flashes.”

I shrugged. “I don't want to embarrass you.” I leaned forward and whispered in her ear. When I pulled back, I said. “Did you do that?”

“Yes,” she said. Her face clouded, and I worried I’d said too much. “But I was nine. I didn't know any better.”

“You just told her to say that,” Larry said.

That's when Mr. Peabody drove into the cul-de-sac. We all turned to watch him. His garage door raised up and he pulled his black Bronco inside.

“That guy gives me the creeps,” Tucker said. “You think he's the one been killing all the kids?”

“What are you talking about?” Brenda asked.

“You haven’t heard about the Black Bronco?” Tucker asked. When she shook her head he said, “People say that there’s a guy who drives around Aurora in a black Bronco kidnapping kids to torture and kill them. Six bodies were found last summer and another this month, mostly in construction sites like the one across the street there.”

He pointed toward the site where they were building houses along the street that connected to our cul-de-sac.

“Oh my God!” She looked toward Peabody’s house. “He lives next door to me. You don’t think he’s really a psycho, do you?”

“Come on,” Eric said. “It’s an urban legend. You know how many black Broncos there are in Aurora?”

“How many?” Tucker asked.

“A lot.”

“No,” Tucker said. “How many exactly?”

“Tell you what. I'll hit you one time for each Bronco. You can count the bruises and tell me the exact number.”

“I was just curious.”

“He’s not the killer,” I said.

“If he's not the killer, why doesn't he ever go outside?” Tucker asked. “Why doesn't he have a wife or kids? Why’s he always watch us from the upstairs window?”

“He watches us?” Sandy asked.

Tucker nodded. “I seen him. I think he's the killer.”

“No way,” I said. “Let's play.”

When Eric’s turn came he punched me in the shoulder hard enough to hurt, but I refused to let it show on my face in front of Brenda. “Truth or Dare? And you don’t have a hair on your balls if you don’t say 'dare.'”

I knew what was coming, but I said, “I'll take your bait, Eric. Dare.”

He grinned. “I dare you to touch Peabody. See if he's the killer.”

“That's too dangerous,” Brenda said.

“Do you think he’s the Black Bronco?” Eric asked.

“No.”

“Then why is it dangerous?”

“I'll do it,” I said. I didn't want Brenda to think I was afraid of some old man. I summoned my courage and grabbed a soccer ball from the corner of the lawn.

“What are you taking the ball for?” Tucker asked.

I moved to the street and kicked the ball into Peabody's backyard.

“Oh,” Tucker said.

I ran to Peabody's door and rang the bell. A dog inside started barking. It took ages for Peabody to answer, but finally, the door opened.

“Back up, Slayer,” he said, pushing a big Doberman behind him. “What do you want, kid?” He towered over me. Although he was old, he looked like he still had plenty of muscle on his bulky frame. His gray hair stood out at odd angles and beads of sweat glistened on his forehead. He didn't open the storm door, so I couldn't touch him.

“Our ball went into your backyard.”

He studied me for a moment, and I thought he was going to say no, but he nodded. “You can go get it. But be fast about it.”

“Okay, can I cut through the house?”

“Use the gate, boy.” He pointed and I could have sworn there was blood around his fingernails, as if he'd wiped his hands but hadn't done a very good job. That had to be my imagination, of course. It was probably just paint.

I walked around the side of the house and tried the gate, but it was locked. So I jumped the fence to get the ball.

Everyone waited in the street. “Well?” Eric said.

I told them about the blood under Peabody’s nails.

Eric tilted his head. “Maybe when you rang the bell he was in the basement carving up his latest victim.”

“Hey,” Brenda said. “Don't try to scare us. I live next door to the man.”

“And you might be next,” Larry said, pointing at her.

“Well, the dare isn't over,” Eric said. “You have to find out if Peabody is the killer or if he just happens to drive a black Bronco. When you find out, you let us know.”

***

I couldn't sleep that night, so I crept downstairs and went outside. I sat on the driveway with my back against the garage, gazing at Brenda's house across the street. I had no idea which window was hers, but it didn't matter since all the lights were out. I wondered if she'd thought about me before she went to sleep.

My memory drifted back to her flash. She’d been in a hospital hallway, refusing to go into an old woman’s room.

I was about to go back inside when Peabody's garage door opened. He backed his Bronco out and drove off down the road.

Curiosity got the better of me. I looked around, didn’t see anyone, so I trotted over to Peabody’s house.

As I neared the house, I heard a car and saw headlights sweep across the half-constructed houses across the way. I leaped and rolled into the bushes in front of Peabody's door and the black Bronco pulled into the cul-de-sac, slowing as it bumped over the curb onto the driveway. He must have forgotten something. As the Bronco turned into the drive, the headlights passed over me. I tried to become one with the bushes. If he'd seen me...

The garage opened. Peabody pulled the truck inside.

I used the few moments I had to get out of the bushes and around the side of the house by Brenda’s place. Slayer started barking his head off.

“Shh!” I said, backing away from the fence.

That only made the dog go wilder.

“What's going on out there?” Peabody called. He walked out of the garage. I dropped to the ground and crawled under the bushes as he moved toward me.

The dog kept barking. A light came on in Brenda’s house.

“Quiet, Slayer.” His voice was icy cold, and the dog grew silent. He stood five feet from me, looking around. I lay still in the grass as far under the bushes as I could get.

Brenda's porch light came on and Mr. Taylor stepped out in his robe and slippers. “Is everything all right?”

If Mr. Taylor looked at the bushes, he'd see me for sure. I held my breath and tried not to move a muscle. Peabody stepped even closer to me.“The dog caught a whiff of something he doesn't like.”

“Probably a cat or a squirrel.” Mr. Taylor walked to the edge of his property.

Brenda came out behind her father. “What's going on?”

“Go back to bed, sweetie,” her father said.

Brenda looked over and saw me lying on the ground, but God bless her, she didn't give me away. She said, “Okay, Dad,” and took a few steps back. Once she was out of their line of sight she shot me a look that said, what are you doing?

I gave her a weak smile.

“Slayer doesn't bark at cats and squirrels,” Peabody said. “He eats them. He only barks at people. That means someone's out here.”

“Burglar?”

“Probably just a kid.” Crap. He knew it was me.

I should have stayed still. That was the smart thing to do, the only sane thing to do. But sanity goes out the window when you’re thirteen and in love. This was my chance to be brave in front of Brenda. I worked up my nerve and moved my hand closer to Peabody's foot. Brenda bit her fingers, then waved her hands down telling me to cool it. I shook my head slowly and she grimaced. I reached up Peabody’s pant leg and touched his sock-covered ankle.

I flashed on a wild violent scene. Blood splashing and someone falling. I jerked back, startled. Mr. Peabody either heard me or felt me because he looked down.

“What the—?”

I scrambled out from under the bush and rolled to my feet.

“Stop, burglar!” Mr. Taylor shouted.

I ran as fast as I could into the construction site across the street. Peabody and Taylor ran after me.

I dodged around a stack of plywood and vaulted over a pile of two-by-fours. I cut through the foundation for the new house and jumped into the unfinished basement.

Peabody and Taylor stopped a few yards from the opening that led to the basement.

“Did you see his face?” Mr. Taylor asked.

Mr. Peabody sighed, then said, “No.”

But I knew better. He'd hesitated as if weighing his options. He must have seen me thanks to the porch light. Panic tightened my chest, and I knew Peabody was probably doing a mental inventory of his knives, choosing the right one to carve me up.

Peabody took a few steps and kicked a loose nail. It rolled and dropped, hit me on the shoulder then clattered to the concrete floor. He’d done it on purpose. He knew right where I was.

“Want me to call the police?” Mr. Taylor asked.

“That won't be necessary. I was right. It's just a kid. I'm sure we put a scare into him. He won't be back.”

“Whatever you say.”Mr. Taylor said and walked away.

Peabody walked
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