
        
            
                
            
        

    

    




    




    




    




    




    




    




    




    CHILDREN OF CHAOS




    




    




    Greg F. Gifune 






    First Digital Edition 


    February 2009 



    




    Published by: 



    Delirium Books 



    P.O. Box 338 



    North Webster, IN 46555 



    sales@deliriumbooks.com 



    www.deliriumbooks.com 



    




    Children of Chaos copyright 
    2009 by Greg F. Gifune




    Cover Artwork copyright 2009 by Mike Bohatch 



    All Rights Reserved. 



    




    ISBN 978-1-934546-07-9 



    




    Copy Editors: David Marty and Steve Souza 



    




    This book is a work of fiction.  Names, 
    characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author's 
    imagination or are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual 
    events, locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 






    For Melanie Maxwell, the best teacher and one of the 
    kindest people I've ever known.  I've never forgotten everything you 
    did for me.  You're missed. 







    In Greek mythology, CHAOS is the first thing that 
    existed,  



    the void of nothingness from which everything else 
    emerged.







    "As men, we are all equal in the presence of 
    death."




    --Publilius Syrus 






Summer, 1978




    




    




    




    




    




    We all stood there awhile and watched him die. 



    "I think we just killed God."



    Somehow, despite the wind and rain, I knew Jamie had 
    spoken but couldn't be sure I'd heard him correctly. His voice 
    was a quiet, emotionless monotone, and as we all stood beneath the rain, 
    drenched and out of breath, neither Martin nor I answered him. At our feet 
    lay the scarred man, most of his massacred form concealed behind fresh 
    wounds. Martin still held the sword in both hands like a baseball bat, but 
    it was down in front of him, the tip pointed at the ground. Mixed with 
    rainwater, blood and small chunks of flesh coated the huge blade, the 
    excess dripping steadily into the tall grass. It all seemed like some 
    distant fever dream, like none of it could possibly be real.  



    How it rained that night. Pouring from the sky, it 
    spattered through the forest, lashed buildings, flooded the coastline and 
    drummed the ground, punching little holes in the earth then overflowing 
    them until the rains ran in furious rivers across every field and sidewalk, 
    driveway and road. A living thing had come to New Bethany, a vast and 
    unstoppable liquid entity, its tendrils spread across town and beyond. 
    Drowning some and baptizing others, it set everything in motion, making 
    even the most grounded things seem fleeting. A bank of dark clouds sat 
    perched overhead, overseeing the fury with eerie indifference. Through it 
    all, an oddly brilliant moon defiantly shone through, a beacon in the 
    darkness and blinding rain.  



    In the distance the midway had all but shut down. 
    Only the Ferris wheel was still lit up and slowly rotating in the rain, 
    providing additional light to the carnies rushing about and shutting down 
    the various rides and booths.  



    With that Ferris wheel as a backdrop, eerily turning 
    on an otherwise dark horizon, I first saw the scarred man. In the rain and 
    awash in moonlight, he looked like a burn victim, and I figured him for one 
    of the carnies in the freak show. Though not very tall, he was a large and 
    thickly muscled man, and moved with a powerful and surprisingly graceful 
    stride. It wasn't until he'd emerged from the tall grass and 
    crossed the dirt road separating us that I realized he was making his way 
    toward a modest encampment. He'd set up an old tent with a small 
    awning-like tarp outside the entrance, and there'd been a fire but 
    the rain had long since doused it, leaving a circle of stones, a battered 
    iron skillet and a tin coffee mug sitting in a soggy pile of mud and ash.



    At first I'd wondered if perhaps only the 
    man's bald-head, face and neck had been mutilated by flames, but as 
    he moved to the center of the camp and looked to the night sky, he slowly 
    unbuttoned and removed his shirt then let it fall to the ground. Like his 
    pants and jacket, it was wrinkled and tattered, and his work boots were so 
    badly worn they scarcely had soles. I imagined the small tent, the clothes 
    on his back and the few items scattered about camp were probably all the 
    scarred man had in the world, but my eyes remained locked on his upper 
    body. The scars were even worse there, slashed across his sculpted chest 
    and back, shoulders and arms, a hideous mélange of horror carved 
    into his skin like demonic brands. Across the back of his shoulders he bore 
    a large tattoo in black Gothic letters that spelled out a single word. 



    CHAOS. 



    He put his head back, catching the rain in his mouth, 
    and slid shut his eyes as his brawny arms reached for the heavens. I was 
    sure the mangled smudges that had once been lips were moving but I 
    couldn't make out anything he was saying. When he sank to his knees, 
    splashing mud and rain, I knew he was praying.  



    As I hid in the tall grass on the other side of the 
    road, I watched the scarred man kneel before his god, reminded of Sundays 
    spent in church with my mother, and yet there seemed something far more 
    powerful about this strange scene than anything I'd ever experienced 
    at Saint Gabriel's. There was something different about this peculiar 
    man, something beyond the obvious. By all appearances he should've 
    been frightening. But he wasn't. 



    I'll never know for sure if he finished his 
    prayers or simply realized I was watching him, but the scarred man 
    collapsed onto his backside and sat beneath the awning. "What are you 
    doing there, boy?" he asked in a gravely but surprisingly kind voice. 
    



    I stepped from the grass into the tiny camp. 
    "I'm going home."



    "Go on then. Home's a good place to 
    be."  The scarred man brought a big, square-fingered hand to his 
    face and wiped away the rain. The scars covered every inch of his head, 
    face and neck, and had even left his ears deformed and cauliflowered. Such 
    deep trenches of scarring, along with his olive-colored skin, made his ice 
    blue eyes even more pronounced than a normal man's, and when he spoke 
    his disfigured lips parted to reveal large, very white teeth. "This 
    is no weather to be out in. Go home, boy."



    "I'm not a boy," I told him. 
    "I'm fourteen."



    "Just a child."



    "Yeah, whatever."



    "Don't fight it. There'll come a 
    day you'll wish you could get it back."



    I moved closer. "What happened to you?" 
    



    "Didn't your parents ever teach you 
    anything?"



    "Like what?"



    "Like not to ask certain questions of 
    people."  The scarred man stared at me awhile then finally waved 
    me closer. "If you're not leaving get out of the rain and rest 
    a minute. Then go. It's all right, I won't hurt you."




    I gave him my best tough-guy stare. "I 
    ain't afraid of you."



    "No, I bet not."  He smiled a 
    little. "Come on, take shelter before you drown."



    I scurried under the awning and knelt down, making 
    sure to keep enough distance between us so I could escape if need be. 
    "What are you doing out here?"



    "Passing through is all."



    "The police catch you they'll beat you 
    down. They don't like bums hanging around town."



    "Tell you what," he said, gazing out at 
    the darkness as thunder rumbled in the distance. "I won't call 
    you boy if you don't call me bum."



    I nodded guiltily. "OK, mister."



    "Catch your breath then head home. 
    Storm's only gonna get worse."



    "How do you know?"



    "I just know."



    "Are you with the carnival?"



    "No. Happened to be in town the same time they 
    were is all."



    "Me and my friends just came from 
    there."



    "Have a good time?"



    I nodded. Even up close it was difficult to tell how 
    old he was, but I guessed maybe his middle forties. "It was pretty 
    cool. Did you go too?"



    He shook his head no. 



    "Were you praying before?"



    "Something like that."



    I studied his scars awhile. "Were you in 
    Vietnam?"



    His eyes took on a faraway look but he never 
    answered. 



    "Is that how you got like that?"



    Raindrops trickled along his scars. "Sins of 
    the world," he muttered. 



    "What do you mean?"



    The shadows shifted. The Ferris wheel had gone out. 



    "You always ask so many questions?"



    Embarrassed, I shrugged as if I didn't care. 



    "You should go now," he said. 



    "Does it hurt?" I pressed. 



    "Sometimes. But there are different kinds of 
    pain."



    The ominous undercurrent to his tone made me uneasy, 
    and for the first time I felt a twinge of fear in his presence. "My 
    friends will be coming soon."  I looked back out across the dark 
    field. "I had a big lead on them."



    "Just go."  The scarred man motioned 
    to the road. "Don't bother waiting on them. Some bad things 
    happened in town tonight, and there's worse coming."



    I inched closer to the edge of the tarp. "What 
    kind of bad things?"



    "Go home. Boy your age should be home at this 
    hour."



    Heart racing, I slowly stepped out from beneath the 
    awning and stood in the rain watching him. "You do something wrong 
    mister?"



    He shook his head no and reached for his shirt.  



    As he did so, he bent forward, no longer fully 
    protected by the tarp. Rain fell across him quickly, cascading along his 
    bald dome, arms and wrists, chest and stomach. Yet even then I knew it 
    wasn't just the rain moving over him, but something more. I 
    frantically brushed water from my eyes and squinted for a better look. 



    The scars were moving, rippling and 
    changing--one morphing into the next in a constant state of 
    flux--running over his flesh with the rainwater in a liquid motion 
    that made them look like separate living organisms. And though he tried to 
    pull his shirt on to conceal what was happening, the pain had apparently 
    become too great, and he groaned and slumped to his side, one shoulder 
    pressed deep into the mud just beyond the tarp. 



    "What's happening to you, how--how 
    are you doing that?" I stammered, stumbling backwards. 



    "It's all right," he moaned, 
    straightening and holding both hands to his stomach, eyes pressed tightly 
    closed. His chest heaved with one breath and then another, and finally the 
    movement of the scars ceased. The man's body relaxed, and while he 
    looked winded he no longer appeared to be in pain. "Go now," he 
    said breathlessly. "Just...go."



    My bladder nearly let loose, but despite my terror I 
    couldn't move. It felt like my sneakers were anchored to the mud. 
    Unable to accept what I'd witnessed, my mind rapidly rifled through 
    other possibilities. A trick of shadow, moonlight and rain, that--of 
    course that had to be it--there was no other explanation that made any 
    sense. 



    "Phil!"



    I looked back through the rain at the tall grass 
    behind me and traced the voice to Martin. He and Jamie stood at the edge of 
    the dirt road, two drenched rats trembling in the mounting storm. Both 
    watched us with horror, eyes wide and mouths open in shock. They'd 
    seen it too. 



    The scarred man struggled into his ratty shirt and 
    held it closed with an enormous hand. "D-Don't be 
    afraid," he gasped, trying to regain his feet. 



    "Run!" Martin screamed. 



    But no one did. 



    "It's all right," the scarred man 
    said again. He'd gotten to his knees but was still unable to stand. 
    Blue eyes gaping at us helplessly, he teetered, and it was then--when 
    I looked into his eyes and for the first time truly saw what resided behind 
    those scars--that I was seized by unbearable sadness. It was like the 
    sorrow of all mankind had manifested before us in the personification of 
    this strange man, and there was no escaping it. 



    For any of us.  



    Jamie blessed himself. "Did you guys see 
    that?"



    "Come on."  Martin moved up beside 
    me, grabbed hold of my arm. "Now."



    But I still couldn't move.  



    "Phil."  He shook me a little, and I was reminded how 
    strong Martin was despite his average size. "Come on."



    "You think he did it?" Jamie asked. He 
    still hadn't moved from the road. 



    "Did what?" I asked blankly, my mind 
    still a jumble. 



    Martin glanced at the scarred man to be sure he was 
    still down. "Somebody killed Sarah Bryant."



    He'd spoken so softly I'd barely heard 
    him. "David's little sister?"



    Martin nodded, his curly hair matted down against his 
    face. "Right after you took off the cops were all over the midway and 
    I heard Mr. Barrett talking with Chief Burke."



    "Why would anybody hurt Sarah?"



    "They found her body at the playground over by 
    the library. Some sick bastard cut her head off."  His voice 
    cracked and I couldn't tell if the water running across his cheeks 
    was rain or tears. I'd never seen him so frightened and frayed 
    emotionally, and it only added to my own mounting fear. 



    David Bryant was in our grade, and while I 
    didn't consider him a close friend I did know him fairly well. 
    I'd seen Sarah around town but she was a lot younger than us, only 
    eight at the time. I tried to remember what she looked like but for some 
    reason couldn't. It just seemed like one more unbelievable thing 
    thrown on the pile. People weren't murdered in New Bethany. There was 
    virtually no crime in town to speak of, much less the killing of children. 
    This was like something out of a drive-in movie, not real life. 



    "Cops threw down a curfew," Martin told 
    me, "and they're giving kids at the carnival rides home because 
    they don't know if the killer's still around."



    "We knew you were already out here," 
    Jamie added, "so we ran for it before anybody saw us."



    I looked at the scarred man. He was up on one knee 
    now and trying to stand again, pushing off with one of his massive arms but 
    still struggling. The episode--whatever it was--had weakened him 
    to a point of total exhaustion. 



    Some bad things happened in town tonight...



    "I think it might've been him," I 
    heard myself say, damning us all. "He said some bad shit happened in 
    town tonight."



     ...and there's 
    worse coming...



    "Plus he's got this freaky tattoo on his 
    back," I told them. 



    "We gotta get out of here!" Jamie called. 
    "We gotta get the cops!"



    If Martin heard him he gave no indication. Brow knit, 
    he stared off into the night, more mesmerized by his uncertainty and fear 
    than crippled by it. I could almost hear the thoughts churning in his head. 
    "Then he must have something to do with it. How could he know if he 
    wasn't involved?"



    "Yeah," I said, "Jamie's 
    right, let's get out of here and find the cops."



    "You don't understand," the scarred 
    man said. "You don't--listen to me, you 
    don't--"



    "Shut up!"  Martin pivoted and threw 
    a savage kick into the center of the man's face so suddenly that it 
    took several seconds before I realized what had happened. The scarred man 
    grunted and fell back, his shirt falling open as he splashed into a puddle 
    of mud and rainwater. "You fucking freak!"



    The level of violence Martin had shown so quickly and 
    effortlessly stunned me, and I stood there stupidly, my mind still 
    struggling to process any of this. 



    Writhing about on his back, the scarred man tried to 
    roll over onto his hands and knees. Blood leaked from his smashed nose, and 
    he began to speak in a rapid tongue none of us recognized. 



    Martin held an icy expression I'd never before 
    seen him display. "What the hell's he doing?"



    "I think he's praying."



    "What language is that?"



    "Come on," Jamie whined, fidgeting about 
    like he needed a bathroom. "Let's go!"



    "Yeah," I agreed, moving away from the 
    tent. "Come on, let's--"



    "Who's he praying to?"  Martin 
    slowly circled the fallen man, relishing his newfound position of 
    dominance. While fear had left Jamie and me horrified and wanting out, it 
    had made Martin stronger somehow, more focused. "Can't be God, 
    not with prayers like that."



    Now I was the one telling him we had to leave this 
    place. "Let the cops deal with it, man, let's book."



    Martin turned and looked at me, eyes narrowed in the 
    heavy rain. "And what was that shit with his skin?  How did he 
    do that?"



    "I don't know, I..."



    "Look at the size of him," Jamie said. 
    "If he gets up, we're all--"



    "He's not getting up," Martin said 
    evenly. 



    "Wait," I said, trying to think clearly 
    in all the madness. "We don't know for sure if he did 
    anything."



    "Yeah we do."  Martin spat the words 
    at him. "Look at him. He did it. Nobody in town would do something 
    like that to a little girl. Shit, he's probably not even 
    human."



    "Oh Christ Jesus," Jamie said, blessing 
    himself again. "Don't say that."



    "You guys saw the way those scars moved. A 
    human can't do that."



    I watched the scarred man roll onto his stomach and 
    begin to crawl back toward the tent. The tattoo showed through the rain and 
    darkness, slick on his otherwise ravaged back. CHAOS.  



    "Who are you?" I called above the rain. 



    Just short of the tent, the man managed to get to his 
    hands and knees. He seemed to have regained some strength, as he lifted his 
    head and looked back at me. Those ice-blue eyes bore straight through me, 
    and something flashed before me. I thought for a moment it might have been 
    lightning but it was too close, as if he'd sent it directly from his 
    eyes to mine. 



    "Did you do it?" I asked, head reeling. 
    "Did you do that to Sarah Bryant?"



    Rather than answer, the scarred man crawled toward 
    the tent and reached for a threadbare knapsack just inside the opening. 



    Martin vaulted over the man and snatched up the 
    knapsack before he could reach it. Stumbling away and splashing puddles as 
    he went, he opened the flap and reached inside. His hand came back holding 
    what looked like a rather ornate sword. 



    We all stood there gawking at it in the rain. No one 
    said a word. 



    The scarred man hung his head but remained on all 
    fours. 



    Martin held it up in evidence. The steel blade was 
    not terribly long--only a little over a foot perhaps--but came to 
    a severe point much like a dagger, and was thick, beveled and covered in 
    etchings of what appeared to be intricate and ancient symbols. The handle 
    had been forged to resemble a pair of wings, one on either side of the 
    handgrip and angled downward, and set into the center of the handle was a 
    solitary and rather beautiful blue stone roughly the size of a quarter. 
    Holding it up before him, soaking wet and eyes ablaze, Martin looked 
    completely insane. 



    I'd seen enough. Why would anyone have such a 
    weapon?  



    "Jamie," I said, calling to him over my 
    shoulder, "run back to the midway and call the police. We'll 
    stay here and watch him."



    Maybe it was the wind that distracted us. Maybe it 
    was the rain. Maybe just for a moment we all realized we'd completely 
    lost our minds. But in that instant, that second of silence, the scarred 
    man began to rise. 



    I remember Martin brandishing the sword threateningly 
    as the scarred man finally regained his feet, shaking his arms to get the 
    circulation moving again. Jamie stood frozen at the edge of the road where 
    he'd been all along, and I remembered thinking I should say 
    something. But all I heard was the rain as Martin stepped forward and swung 
    the blade down into the scarred man's leg. 



    An awful, gut-wrenching sound echoed above the wind 
    and rain as the sword cut through flesh and into bone. 



    And then that scream. Unlike anything I'd ever 
    heard before or since--equal parts agony and rage--it split the 
    night and convinced me that whatever the scarred man may or may not have 
    done, he was not human.  



    Nothing human could make such a sound. 



    As Martin yanked the sword free, pulling it loose 
    from the man's thigh with a double-handed grip, he lost his balance, 
    slipped in the mud and almost went down. The scarred man reached for him 
    with amazing speed and clamped a powerful hand onto Martin's throat. 



    The idea of running certainly would've occurred 
    to me had I been thinking. But I simply reacted, charged the man and 
    tackled him. We fell into the mud, and then suddenly Jamie was there too 
    and we were on top of him, pummeling him with our fists. 



    Released from the chokehold, Martin coughed and 
    doubled-over in an attempt to catch his breath. 



    Even with the horrible wound, the scarred man swatted 
    us away like bothersome insects and again rose to his feet.  



    But Martin was waiting, and this time when he swung 
    the blade it connected with the man's throat. 



    It sounded as if he'd smashed it into a 
    grapefruit, an odd thwack and then a squishy sound, followed by profound silence. 



    I'd never seen so much blood.  



    Martin seemed as shocked as anyone, and stood staring 
    at what he'd done, his face frozen in horror. He let go of the sword 
    and it fell free of the gaping wound, splashing down into the mud. "I 
    didn't...I didn't mean..."



    The scarred man dropped to his knees, hands fumbling 
    desperately with his slashed throat as those bright blue eyes looked out 
    beyond us at the field and the tall grass there, the darkness, the traces 
    of moonlight, or perhaps things only he was able to see. 



    Impossibly, he began to rise again. 



    Jamie and I attacked him a second time, punching and 
    kicking at him until he collapsed face-first into the mud. 



    He lay there at our feet, and for a while made 
    disturbing gurgling noises as his body twitched and convulsed.



    When he finally went still, I turned to Martin. The 
    man's blood had spattered his cheeks and chin, but the rain had 
    washed most of it away. His face bore no expression whatsoever, like 
    he'd died too. 



    An eerie quiet followed. The rain fell. The wind 
    blew. The tall grass swayed. But we'd all gone somewhere else, and I 
    wasn't certain we'd ever truly return. 



    "We need the cops out here," I finally 
    said. 



    "No."  Martin's voice was 
    surprisingly strong and clear. "No cops."



    "What did we do?"  Jamie brought his 
    hands to his head and began to cry. "What did 
    we--what--what did we do?"



    "It was self-defense."  I 
    couldn't get my hands to stop shaking. 



    "He might just be hurt, he could still be 
    alive, he--"



    "He's dead."  Impossible as it 
    seemed, there was no sense denying it now. 



    "He killed Sarah Bryant," Martin said. 



    Jamie frantically shook his head. "We 
    don't know that for sure!  Why did you kill him, 
    you--could've just wounded him you didn't have to stab him 
    in the throat, he--"



    "We killed him," Martin snapped. 



    "I was trying to help you, he was strangling 
    you, I--" 



    "Both of you shut-up."  I stepped 
    between them and the body, hoping they'd focus on me instead. 
    "We have to get the police and tell them what happened. This 
    man's dead."



    "He's no man."



    "We have to--"



    "I'm not going to prison."



    "We're minors, and it was self-defense. 
    Nobody's going to prison."



    "You remember Vince Rhodes?" Martin 
    asked. 



    "This is different."



    "He went to juvenile for BandEs when he was 
    thirteen. They sent him to that maximum-security place in the western part 
    of the state. The older kids beat him up every day and screwed him in the 
    ass every night. When he came back he was a fucking zombie. That's 
    never happening to me, and I won't let it happen to you guys either. 
    We gotta get rid of the body."



    "Get rid of it?  You think we're in 
    a movie?"



    "Nobody can tie this to us, Phil. They'd 
    have no reason to."



    "Oh God."



    We looked to Jamie. He'd knelt in the mud and 
    begun rummaging through the man's knapsack. "Maybe he 
    wasn't going for the sword," he said, pulling a tattered black 
    book free with an ancient sun-like symbol carved into the center. 



    "What is it?"



    Jamie carefully flipped through some pages, shielding 
    it as best he could from the rain with his body. "I think it's 
    a Bible or...something like a Bible. Looks like some kind of really old 
    holy book, but I--it's not in English."



    Martin bent down and pulled the sword from the mud, 
    holding it with both hands and pointing it at the ground. "He was 
    going for this," he said. 



    "What if he wasn't?" Jamie 
    screamed. "What then?"



    "He killed Sarah Bryant."



    "We don't know that," Jamie cried, 
    holding the book against his chest with both hands and rocking slowly on 
    his heels. "We don't know that."



    "What kind of person has a sword like this? 
     Look at it, man, it's like something some devil-worshiper would 
    carry around."



    I felt like I was coming apart at the seams. Terror 
    had given way to shock and disbelief and finally to the sad and frightening 
    realization of what we'd just done. I wanted to cry, scream, run, go 
    home and forget any of this had ever happened. But all I did was stand 
    there, soaked to the bone, my hands sore and swollen from punching the 
    scarred man. 



    "'Be not forgetful to entertain 
    strangers,'" Jamie sobbed, choking 
    on emotion as he attempted to quote scripture, "for 
    thereby some have entertained angels unawares.'" 



    "Shut up, Jamie," Martin barked. "I 
    don't want to hear your stupid Bible shit, you got it?  I mean 
    it, man, shut your fucking mouth."



    "What are we gonna do?"



    Martin looked at me. I nodded. Our fates were sealed. 
    



    Jamie suddenly went very still, and when he spoke 
    again, all the emotion had left him, replaced instead by a lifeless 
    monotone.  



    "I think we just killed God."



    A few weeks later summer was over and we found 
    ourselves in high school. Martin and I went to public school, Jamie to a 
    private Catholic Prep School a few towns away. We didn't see as much 
    of each other after that, and with the passage of each month then year, we 
    grew apart. In school, Martin and I moved in different circles. I was a 
    loner, rebellious and barely passed most of my classes. Though he was as 
    much a free spirit as I was, he handled it differently. He managed to use 
    his eccentricity to his advantage, and was seen by most as an enigmatic 
    character. I was just a pain in the ass.  



    When we graduated I went to a local community 
    college. Jamie attended Boston College then joined the seminary, fulfilling 
    his desire to become a priest. Martin disappeared, having announced he 
    planned to backpack around Europe for a year or two before deciding what to 
    do with his life. 



    It was as if for him that night had never happened, 
    and in some ways, I suppose it hadn't. Little Sarah Bryant's 
    murderer turned out to be her own father, a deeply troubled man who had 
    been concealing a double life that included an addiction to child 
    pornography and other assorted perversions. He confessed a few days after 
    her murder and the case became the most infamous in New Bethany's 
    history, as it was covered by news agencies all over the country.  



    Maybe the scarred man had been going for that book 
    after all. 



    His body was never found. We broke down the tent, 
    gathered his few belongings and carried them along with him to the river on 
    the far side of the field. After weighting the body down with the largest 
    rocks we could find, we dumped it in the water. Jamie cried and prayed the 
    whole time. Martin was oddly quiet throughout, and me, I was too numb to 
    feel much of anything.  



    We drifted apart, probably on purpose, and a few 
    years passed before we discussed it again. 



    Maybe the scarred man's body was still out 
    there, just a bunch of bones at the bottom of that river now. Maybe not. I 
    wasn't sure we'd ever know, and I often thought that was 
    probably best, because whether we'd killed a man or something more 
    that night didn't much seem to matter.  



    We'd have to pay for it either way. 





PART ONE 





ONE 


    




    




    




    




    




    Bad news always comes at night. It wasn't quite 
    dawn and I hadn't slept at all. On the rare occasions when I could 
    sleep, I always came awake terrified that I was back in that rain and mud. 
    But I never was. Some days I believed it was because I'd never really 
    been there at all, and others because I'd never really left.  



    The night was nearly gone and I'd spent it 
    awake, guzzling Jack Daniels right out of the bottle and smoking cigarettes 
    one after the next while staggering around my apartment naked, thinking and 
    talking to myself, crying and screaming and losing whatever was left of my 
    mind. 



    The phone rang three times that night. The first call 
    was from Mr. Cote, the guy downstairs, threatening to call the cops if I 
    didn't stop making so much noise. The second was the police telling 
    me they'd had a complaint and to keep it down or they'd have to 
    send a couple of officers my way for a chat. The third was from my ex-wife 
    Trish. She wanted me to meet her at the hospital downtown. Our daughter had 
    been in a car accident. 



    Through bleary eyes I checked my watch. It was nearly 
    three in the morning. What the hell was my fifteen-year-old daughter doing 
    out at that hour?



    "Is she all right?" I asked irritably. 



    "I don't know."



    "What do you mean you don't 
    know?"



    "Phil, I don't 
    know."



    "I'm on my way."  As I hung up 
    my daughter's face drifted past my mind's eye. There was no 
    safety. Control and sanctuary were cruel myths. And though I'd 
    already known that all too well, the shock still set in. Gillian was one of 
    the few things in my life I was proud of and truly loved. About the only 
    profoundly good thing I'd ever done was help bring her into the 
    world, and though I had my faults for sure, I'd always been there for 
    my daughter. I could be accused of many things, and I was probably guilty 
    of most, but being a bad father wasn't one of them. 



    I tossed the phone aside and found myself collapsed 
    against the side of my bed, two empty bottles of whiskey on the carpet. An 
    ashtray brimming with butts littered the nightstand, an empty and crumpled 
    pack of cigarettes next to it. My lighter was clutched in my right hand so 
    tightly it hurt. I eased up, opened my hand and let the lighter slide free 
    to the floor. It bounced soundlessly across the cheap carpeting. My last 
    cigarette was already between my lips, dangling there and smoking. I took a 
    pull, watched the gray ash grow longer then longer still until it finally 
    lopped off and fell onto the top of my thigh, breaking apart and vanishing 
    into the forest of hair there. 



    The mirror over the bureau was broken, the frame 
    still intact but the glass in pieces. Luckily I'm a southpaw, because 
    my right hand was slashed and coated with a glaze of blood that ran like 
    tiny crimson rivers between my fingers. It seemed rather useless in its 
    present state, and though I couldn't move it much, the pain was 
    severe even when I held it still. My left hand was sore and the knuckles 
    were scraped here and there but otherwise undamaged. 



    For some reason--probably because I was 
    literally drunk off my ass and terrified I'd soon be forced to face 
    horrifying news about Gillian--I began to laugh hysterically, 
    helplessly. I couldn't think of what else to do. I only knew if I let 
    myself cry I might never make it out of that apartment. 



    I only vaguely remembered punching out the mirror, 
    but the resulting pain was harder to forget as it pulsed and throbbed in 
    time to the beat of my heart. The bleeding had apparently stopped at some 
    earlier point. The blood was sticky and caked on my flesh. Guess I'd 
    shown the furniture who was boss.  



    Ten minutes later I was wandering around a makeshift 
    waiting room at the ER downtown. I downed a cup of black coffee from a 
    vending machine, and that, coupled with the fear, left me relatively sober. 
    My hand still hurt like hell but the pain had lessened some. I kept it in 
    my jacket pocket, concealed like the shameful thing it was. 



    I paced about, trying to occupy my mind with 
    something--anything--that would distract me from visions of my 
    only child in this horrible place, battered and bloodied in some distant 
    room. 



    For the life of me, I don't know why I pulled 
    this particular memory out of the ether just then, but it was a diversion, 
    so rather than question it I held tight and took the ride.  



    One afternoon when I was a kid, I was playing out in 
    the yard and came upon a couple of ants squaring off for a fight. There was 
    this narrow little paved path that led to the backdoor of the house we were 
    living in at the time, that ran parallel to the yard, and every so often 
    I'd see two different armies of ants soldiering back and forth across 
    the pavement. One team was black, the other red. For the most part they 
    didn't seem to bother with each other, but on this afternoon two 
    individuals had decided to stare each other down in the center of the path. 
    Strangely fascinated, I dropped into a crouch for a closer look. The black 
    ant was larger and looked more powerful, but the red ant was clearly more 
    aggressive and fearless. For a moment the black ant just stood there while 
    his adversary made quick little movements, its entire body jerking like it 
    was throwing jabs. And then something interesting happened. The black ant 
    moved forward, grabbed the red ant and almost instantly crippled it. The 
    way that ant struck, committing and never hesitating once the decision had 
    been made, was something I never forgot. But it wasn't a move without 
    forethought. It wasn't reckless--just the opposite in 
    fact--it seemed cold and almost logical, thought through and then 
    acted on, which is ultimately what made it so deadly.  



    Later, in my own life, I'd think of that black 
    ant whenever I needed to make a move. Every time I got in a fistfight as a 
    kid, or when I took up wrestling in high school and later in college, 
    I'd think of that ant every time I shot for a takedown. I'd 
    size up the situation and when the opening came I'd shoot, 
    committing, going hard and without hesitation. I took that lesson with me 
    when I took up boxing right around the same time. I never fought 
    professionally or anything, it was always more a hobby and way to stay in 
    shape than anything serious, but I trained for several years in both 
    traditional boxing and kickboxing, and always followed the black 
    ant's lead. Throw a punch--commit. Throw a kick--commit. Go 
    for a takedown--commit. Throw with conviction, clarity and extreme 
    prejudice. For a time I approached my entire life using that philosophy. 
    Assess then go. Sometimes it served me well. Other times, not so much.  



    Though the memory seemed so vivid in that moment, it 
    had been years since I'd remembered that black ant moving away 
    through the grass with the mangled and slowly dying red ant still in its 
    clutches. I'd just begun to replay it in my head when the need for 
    nicotine pulled me back to the here and now. I drew a deep breath and heard 
    my chest wheeze. Probably couldn't spar five rounds without dropping 
    dead these days. I was only forty-four but felt eighty.  



    Please Excuse Our Appearance While We Renovate. 



    Yeah, I thought. Mine too. 



    I glanced at the small sign perched atop an 
    inexpensive little table covered in old, dog-eared magazines. Equally 
    inexpensive chairs lined up on either side of the table were mostly empty, 
    but an older, dazed-looking man sat in one, and occupying another was a 
    heavyset woman in sweatpants juggling two small sleeping children and a 
    purse roughly the size of a suitcase. Farther down the line a young guy on 
    crutches was talking the ear off a female volunteer in a flowery smock. 
    I'd been to this hospital before but not in years, and the old 
    emergency room waiting area had been sealed off and hidden behind temporary 
    sheetrock blockades and yellow tape. What was essentially a hallway had 
    been converted into a waiting area. At the far end of the hall was a wall 
    made almost entirely of glass, the night beyond blurred from a heavy 
    downpour that had started the day before and continued with no signs of 
    letting up anytime soon.



    Seemed fitting somehow, all that rain, though I 
    wasn't sure why. 



    Without even realizing it, I started writing in my 
    head, absorbing everything and everyone around me like I'd done for 
    years, weaving it all together with my emotions and the thoughts firing 
    through me to form a narrative I knew at some point I'd be able to 
    use. In whole or only in part, it didn't really matter. Nothing was 
    without value. Everything could be used, regardless of how unpleasant. 
    I'd learned that long ago. Painful or not, always be in the moment, 
    notice what others take for granted, listen to that constant racket 
    rattling around your skull, working possibilities, angles, conflicts and 
    solutions. Lock it away and use it later. 



    Not that it's a voluntary process. It 
    isn't. Writers are always on, we can't help it. It must not be 
    far from what a schizophrenic experiences, all those voices constantly 
    babbling in your ear and refusing to shut the fuck up.



    Such is the mental state of a writer. And 
    that's the good part.  



    I'd been pacing in front of a water bubbler and 
    a restroom for more than an hour when I finally saw Trish round a corner 
    looking more pissed than concerned. The moment I looked in her eyes I knew 
    Gillian was alive. 



    "Is she all right?" I asked, meeting her 
    halfway. 



    "Shaken up and a little bruised and scraped 
    from the airbag but otherwise all right, thank God."



    "What the hell happened?"



    "The car she was in went through a red light 
    into an intersection and some guy in a delivery truck broadsided it." 
     She grimaced, like the words had just then made sense to her. 
    "The car's totaled. Police said she's lucky to be 
    alive."



    "What was she doing out in the middle of the 
    night?"



    "Don't take that accusatory tone with me, 
    Phil."  Her voice was remarkably calm, but it was a 
    façade I knew all too well. When Trish was really off-the-charts 
    pissed she got real quiet. "Apparently her friend Amy decided to 
    steal her father's car and go for a joyride. Doesn't even have 
    a license, she's the same age as Gillian, can you believe it? 
     And our daughter, being the beacon of good judgment she so often is, 
    decided it'd be a good idea to go along for the ride. She snuck out 
    of the house after we'd gone to bed."



    I was glad I still had a bit of a buzz. "Why 
    would she do that?"



    "Because she's fifteen-years-old, in 
    full-blown rebellion and a huge pain in my ass, that's why. And 
    I've had it with this crap. You still think of her like she's a 
    little girl, but she's not. You see her now and then. I live with her 
    every day."



    "That's how you wanted it."



    "And you didn't?"  She arched 
    an eyebrow. "Children need consistency. You're unreliable, and 
    that's putting it kindly. Come on, Phil, we both know you 
    couldn't be trusted with the care of a hamster much less my 
    daughter."



    "Our daughter. And I've always cared for her just 
    fine."



    She began to respond then changed her mind, too 
    exhausted to fight about it. Her posture slumped, like she'd been 
    punched in the gut and was only then feeling the delayed reaction to it. 



    Trish looked tired, but all things considered, not 
    too bad. Unlike me, rather than gaining a few pounds in middle age, 
    she'd lost quite a few. Too many, I thought. She looked hungry. Her 
    hair was combed down in front and shorter than she'd worn it back in 
    our twenties, and though she dyed it she'd apparently missed her last 
    appointment, because several gray roots dotted her hairline. The lines in 
    her face were more evident than usual, but she wasn't wearing any 
    makeup. Even after all these years I still couldn't look at her 
    without feeling something. She was the only woman I'd ever really 
    loved, and much as I could barely stand her these days, she was the mother 
    of my child. Gillian bound us together forever, whether we wanted her to or 
    not.  



     "I've been too lax," she 
    said. "These kids today, you can't give them an inch. She needs 
    more discipline, and after this little fiasco, oh trust me, she's 
    going to get it. She's grounded until further notice, and I'm 
    taking all privileges away, cell phone, her computer, all of it."



    I was about to ask when I could see her when 
    Trish's live-in boyfriend Albert appeared at the head of the hallway. 
    Between his tall, gangly, reed-thin body and exaggerated angular features, 
    he reminded me of a giant bird. Though he ran marathons and worked as a 
    personal trainer, to me he looked emaciated and anything but healthy. 
    Eighteen years younger than my ex-wife, he'd just turned twenty-six. 
    Per usual, he flashed me an insincere smile then addressed Trish rather 
    than both of us. "Honey, they're just finishing cleaning her up 
    and then she'll be released. Should only be a few more 
    minutes."



    "If you want to take off, it's OK," 
    Trish told me. 



    "I'll hang around. I want to see her 
    before I go."



    Trish hiked her purse up higher on her shoulder, 
    leaned against the wall and folded her arms across her chest. "Just 
    make sure you back me on this. She doesn't need a sympathetic dad 
    right now. She could've been killed tonight. You need to come down on 
    her. Hard."



    I nodded but didn't say anything. 



    "I mean it, Phil."



    Christ did I need a cigarette. "Yeah, I heard 
    you."



    "Just the other day," Albert chimed in, 
    "I told Gillian I didn't want her associating with Amy anymore. 
    She's bad news, that one. Didn't I just the other day tell her 
    that, honey?"



    Trish knew from my expression what was coming, but 
    before she could cut me off I said, "You really shouldn't be telling her 
    anything."



    He grinned nervously. "I'm just 
    saying--"



    "What are you even doing up?  Isn't 
    it past your bedtime, Skippy?"



    "Hilarious," he said. 



    "Knock it off, Phil," Trish sighed. 
    "We don't need this petty crap right now."



    "Oh, we don't?"



    "It's really not a joking matter." 
     Albert slid an arm around Trish and pulled her away from the wall and 
    against him instead. "Gillian needs more discipline and structure. 
    The patterns she establishes now will determine her habits for the rest of 
    her life. She also needs to exercise more and eat healthier starting 
    now." 



    I fought the urge to grab him by the throat. 
    "Gillian's needs are none of your business."



    Albert stiffened. "Well, quite frankly, Phil, 
    I--"



    "Fuck off."  I pushed by, making 
    sure my shoulder made contact with him as I continued on down the hallway. 
    "I'm going to see my kid."



    




*  *  *  *  *



    




    Once I identified myself a nurse escorted me through 
    the ER, past open-door rooms housing assorted patients in various stages of 
    distress, and several areas cordoned off with pull-curtains. Behind one 
    such curtain, I found Gillian sitting on the edge of a hospital bed. Her 
    hair was cut shorter than the last time I'd seen her a few weeks 
    before. A few strands had been dyed green. It didn't bother me, I 
    figured she was just expressing herself, trying to find her way, but was 
    surprised Trish had allowed it. Her entire outfit was frumpy and black. 
    Black jeans. Black sneakers. Baggy black sweatshirt. Even her earrings, big 
    retro hoops Trish might've worn when we'd first starting 
    dating, were black plastic. She'd entered a stage where she 
    hadn't yet mastered her own personal style, so she tended to mix and 
    match and try new things. I could never be entirely sure what sort of look 
    she'd have from one week to the next, but of late it was always 
    interesting if nothing else. She wasn't supposed to be wearing makeup 
    yet last time I knew, but her eyes were heavily made up with eyeliner and 
    mascara, and her lips had been coated with some sort of sparkly gloss. I 
    thanked the nurse, stepped through and pulled the curtain closed behind me. 
    My daughter gave me a sideways glance equal parts embarrassment and 
    apprehension then scrunched her lips up into an unintentionally comic 
    frown. The bridge of her nose was swollen and the skin beneath both eyes 
    badly scraped where the car's airbag had hit her face. I was mad at 
    her, but seeing even those minor injuries ripped right through me, and all 
    I really gave a damn about was that she was all right.  



    "You OK?" I asked her. She nodded. 
    "Ready to go?"



    "Waiting on the doctor to do the release forms 
    or whatever," she said. 



    Trish was right. I still saw Gillian as my baby. I 
    couldn't help it, that's exactly what she was and always would 
    be to me. I didn't give a damn how old she got. She'd always be 
    my little girl. She'd forever be that miraculous little bundle I 
    first held in my arms in the hospital, those impossibly gorgeous eyes 
    looking up at me with such innocence and wonderment. She'd forever be 
    the toddler running around in her diaper, the laughing little girl I took 
    to the public playground, and who threw her arms around me and screamed, 
    "Daddy!" every time I came home. I'd carried crippling 
    feelings of guilt and damnation in my heart for most of my life, but in 
    those moments with my daughter, I felt God in me again, like maybe 
    I'd redeemed myself in some way, or at least had a chance at it. Even 
    now, as my precious little girl hurtled toward womanhood, leaving those 
    childhood years to memories and photographs, I still saw her as the best of 
    me. Whatever hopes and dreams I'd once had, I only wanted for her 
    now. Her life would not be mine. Her life would be better, happier, and 
    free of the demons I'd been cursed with. 



    I touched her shoulder, gave it a gentle squeeze. She 
    brought her hand to mine and left it there awhile. I leaned in and kissed 
    the top of her head. "You scared the hell out of your mother and 
    me."



    Just above a whisper she said, "I'm 
    sorry."



    "What the hell were you thinking, 
    Gill?"



    She shrugged and stared at the floor. 



    "Answer me."



    "Amy was pissed at her mom and wanted 
    to--"



    "You could've been killed. You 
    could've killed somebody else."



    She nodded, still refusing to look at me. 



    "You weren't driving were you?"




    "No."



    "Why would you get into a car with someone who 
    doesn't even know how to drive?  Are you out of your 
    mind?"



    "It was stupid. I shouldn't have 
    gone."



    "Yeah, you think?"  A headache was 
    creeping up behind my right temple. I rubbed at it and let out a long sigh. 
    "Is Amy all right?"



    Gillian nodded. 



    I wanted to scream and yell but didn't have it 
    in me just then. The thought that I'd done more than my share of 
    stupid things when I was her age hadn't even fully formed in my head 
    when I realized Gillian was only a year older than I'd been the night 
    I saw the scarred man. The night we'd killed him. 



    I snapped shut my eyes in the hopes of heading off 
    the rapid-fire flashes that always accompanied memories of that night. 
    Rain...blood...that scream. 



    "The important thing is no one was hurt," 
    I said, doing my best to hold my voice steady. 



    "Mom's really pissed."



    "She has every right to be. So am I."




    "I'm gonna be grounded a long 
    time."



    "You'll be lucky if you see daylight by 
    thirty."



    She finally looked at me. A slight smile surfaced but 
    was gone quickly.  



    "I love you," I told her. 



    "I love you too."



    I never tired of hearing that. 



    "But if you ever pull a stunt like this again 
    I'll put my foot so far up your ass you'll be back here having 
    it surgically removed, we clear?"



    She nodded again. Her eyes filled with tears. 



    "Don't cry."  I reached out, 
    wiped some away. "Just don't ever scare us like this again. You 
    want to give me a heart attack you miserable brat?"



    I'd hoped she'd laugh. She didn't. 
    Instead she said, "If I ask you something do you promise to tell me 
    the truth?"



    "Sure. Shoot."



    "Do you think I'm fat?"



    "What?  No, why--what kind of word is 
    that to use about people?"



    "But am I?  Am I fat?"



    "No, Gillian, you're not fat."



    She wiped the remaining tears from her eyes with the 
    back of her hand. "You don't think I need to lose a few 
    pounds?"



    "I think you're the most beautiful and 
    perfect creation I've ever seen."



    "You promised to tell the truth."



    "I just did."



    She looked away. 



    "Sweetheart, why would you ask me something 
    like that?"



    Head bowed, Gillian shrugged. 



    "Things hard at home right now?"



    "Kinda."



    "Your mom being tough on you?"



    "Yeah," she said, slowly swinging a 
    dangling foot back and forth. "But she's always like that. 
    It's not mom."



    I felt every muscle in my body clench. "Did 
    Albert do something to you?"



    "No, he just--he's always saying I 
    should lose a few pounds and if I don't get healthier and all this 
    that I'll be obese and really unhealthy and--"



    "Look at me," I interrupted. She did. 
    "You're perfect just the way you are."



    "That's code for I'm 
    fat."



    "No it's not, you--you're 
    body's still filling out and changing and..."  I 
    fumbled for the right things to say, feeling completely inept. "Look, 
    don't listen to Albert, he's an idiot. You just be you, 
    OK?"



    She watched me awhile, those same loving eyes 
    I'd first seen all those years before in the hospital searching mine. 
    "OK."



    "I gotta go. Get home and get some sleep, 
    I'll talk to you next week."



    "Dad?"



    I hesitated near the curtain and looked back at her.  
    



    "Are you OK?"



    I couldn't remember the last time anyone had 
    asked me that.  



    "I'm fine," I said, trying to 
    swallow the lump in my throat. 



    We both knew I was lying, but she let it go. 



    I threw her a smile and a wink then slipped out 
    through the curtain.  



    




*  *  *  *  * 



    




    Trish and Albert were waiting in the parking lot.  



    "They're getting ready to release 
    her," I told Trish, "you should go in."



    Even before she'd left us alone I could sense 
    the tension in Albert rising. "These kids," he said, feigning 
    camaraderie, "they'll make you crazy, huh?"



    "I'm already crazy, Albert. That's 
    why I always have a baseball bat in my car. You know, for those times when 
    I just can't hold the crazy in anymore."



    He smiled nervously. 



    "I want you to listen real close to what 
    I'm about to tell you," I said. "It's very 
    important, and I'm only planning on saying it once. 
    Listening?"



    "Yes."  He glanced around, looking 
    for help. 



    "Gillian's fifteen-years-old. Now, 
    I'm no expert on teenage girls or child psychology or any of that, 
    but I do know this. Teenagers--especially teenage girls--are 
    extremely sensitive about their appearances and body images. It's a 
    very difficult time for girls. See, they're already going through 
    changes and trying to find their way and they have to face all these 
    unrealistic and shallow expectations advertisers and our culture places on 
    them from very young ages. Now this kind of thing damages their 
    self-esteem, which is already vulnerable and really delicate to begin with. 
    Like, for example, when some moronic asshole like you comes along and 
    suggests she needs to lose weight. It makes them feel bad about themselves 
    and can often have a negative impact that lasts for the rest of their 
    lives. It hurts them, Albert. It hurts Gillian. And when it hurts Gillian, 
    it hurts me."  I stood unusually close to him and lit a 
    cigarette, making sure I blew as much smoke directly at him as I could. 
    "Wanna take a guess at who comes next in the hurt parade?" 




    "I'm just trying to help her, Phil. I see 
    it all the time today, there's an absolute epidemic of obesity in 
    this country right now, particularly among children, and--"



    "She's not obese."



    "No, but she will be if she doesn't get a 
    handle on things now."



    "It's none of your business. Stay out of 
    it."



    "I care very deeply about Trish and Gillian, OK?"




    "Just because my ex-wife feels the need to 
    trawl junior high schools for boyfriends these days and came up with you, 
    doesn't make Gillian any of your concern. Leave her alone, I'm 
    not telling you again."  I exhaled a stream of smoke into his 
    face. 



    He waved at the air. "You really 
    shouldn't smoke, Phil. As if smelling like a liquor store isn't 
    enough of a bad example, I certainly hope you don't smoke in front of 
    Gillian too."



    I'm not sure he'd gotten her entire name 
    out of his mouth before I'd flicked the cigarette away, grabbed him 
    by the front of his jacket and slammed him onto the nearest available car 
    hood. 



    He let out a high-pitched, childlike squeal and tried 
    to squirm out from under my grip, so I slammed him again, this time 
    knocking most of the air out of him. Once he'd gone limp I pulled him 
    back to his feet and sat his ass on the front bumper, my hands still 
    holding him by his lapels. "If you ever say anything to my daughter 
    again about her weight or the way she looks or the way she walks, talks, 
    chews gum, scratches her ass or looks out a fucking window, I'll beat you to within an inch of your 
    life, you got it?"



    When he didn't answer I shook him until he saw 
    it my way. 



    "Yes," he gasped, "yes, I--all 
    right."



    I let him go and he slumped over, slid off the bumper 
    and fell to his knees. "You'll want to be keeping this little 
    misunderstanding between us."  I reached down, grabbed a handful 
    of hair and raised his head up until our eyes met. "Because if you 
    make trouble for me, or tell Trish about this so she can, or if you in any 
    way make my life more difficult or do anything that makes it harder for me 
    to see my daughter, I'll kill you."



    I could tell he believed me, which was good, because 
    I probably meant it. 



    By the time I got back to my car and started for home 
    the sun had started to come up. Another night gone. Another day coming.  



    But there was more looming on that horizon than a 
    sunrise. 



    I'd gone to Hell all those years ago in the 
    rain, and I'd been clawing my way out ever since.  



    What I didn't know then was that there were 
    places far worse. 



    And I was headed straight for them. 
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