There is nothing better or nore terrible than being al one.

| can still see vividly the way the light hit her face when
she opened the door to peek in on ne.

Those two thoughts ran through nmy mind as | opened ny eyes.
The first thing | saw was the highway racing past. It was night
and we were apparently in rural America because the stars were so
bright and street |ights nonexistent. The white reflectors raced
past us at a blurry speed that indicated how fast we were going.
| realized suddenly that we were on Interstate 1. |If we drove
far enough we woul d reach the small down of Isol ation, Mntana.

| felt the tickle of the stream of bl ood dripping down the
back of ny head and realized that we weren't going to be driving
all the way to Isolation. W were seeking a different sort of
isolation tonight. | smled grimy.

"He's awake," Jessica said coldly.
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From behi nd ne was an even col der voice. "I know Keep
driving. And for goodness sakes, slow down to the speed Iimt."
It was a mal e voi ce.

For the nonment | couldn't renmenber who he was or why he and
my wife were taking ne to isolation. Well, that |last part was a
lie, I knewinstinctively why they were taking ne to isolation.
The tickle of blood on the back of ny head would not let ne forget.

No one is nore alone than when they are being led to their
deat h.

My mind didn't want to dwell on THAT so | enbraced the key
word instead. "When you're alone, you're alone.” Bruce
Springsteen had said that in the song | nust have listened to ten
mllion tinmes during ny senior year. | |loved that song. The
musi ¢, which got into your mnd |like a splinter but could not be
removed with a nere pair of tweezers. It had to be desensitized

out with repeated listenings until your waitress nother begged

you to "find another dang song!" Then there were the lyrics

t henmsel ves. " Nobody knows honey where | ove goes. But when it
goes, it's gone gone." You didn't get nore al one than when you
were in a loveless relationship. | glanced at Jessica.

She kept her eyes straight ahead, her nmouth closed in a firm
white line. She seened |ost in thought as she continued to race
into the night at 80 mles per hour.

How | ong had she felt alone in our marriage?

She still didn't |ook over. | dropped ny eyes to ny | ap.
That | ong, eh?

A thought returned to ne. | can still see vividly the way

the light hit her face when she opened the door to peek in on ne.
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My not her, that had been. M nother the bar waitress who
| et drunks feel her ass in hopes it would increase her tip by 50
cents. M nother, who would spend the night with any man who
could get her closer to neeting the rent paynment and keep a warm
roof over ny head for another nonth. M nother, orphaned at age
13, alone all her life save for nme. The son who nust be fed and
sheltered at any cost.

"He's bleeding. | can snell the blood." The nman seated
behind ne said. There was a netallic click as if he were playing
wi th sonmething. Sonmething cold and danger ous.

"He should be," Jessica replied frostily. "You hit himhard
enough to knock himout for half an hour!"

Hal f an hour. It only takes half an hour to becone so
physically alone in Arerica. Not another car was in sight in
either direction. So much for overpopulation. O course, this
WAS Montana. The world popul ati on woul d have to exceed 10 billion
before any of the overspill reached Montana, a state where standing
down the bl ock from soneone was standi ng just too dammed cl ose.

My father left us when | was an infant. He drowned soneone
in a pool and spent the rest of his life alone in an 88 man dorm
at Montana State Prison. One of his fewletters to ne, urging ne
to never give into ny tenper, had stated with absolute sincerity
how al one a man can be even when piled in with a nultitude of
ot her people. M father nmade 15 bucks a nonth in "state pay" and
had that sent to us. M nother used the noney one nonth to buy
me a blue scarf that | have to this day. 1In fact, | realized
with a sudden shock that | was wearing it. M blood was presunmably

soaki ng the back of it.
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My not her never renmarried, though she would have for ny sake if
she had been able to find a man who would treat nme right.

We passed two cardboard boxes |ying on the side of the road.
They were rectangular and rem nded ne of coffins. | visualized
them for a second as the two by four and panel type coffins poor
peopl e were buried in two hundred years ago when this part of
America was still half settled. | visualized themwth little
red crosses painted on the top with watered down paint. Wat had
my boyhood friend called coffins?

Snooze boxes.

Step right in, it's confortable. Take a |long snooze. No
matter how crowded your life, your body spends the |ast several
hundred years of its existence on Earth alone in the dark, in a
rect angul ar snooze box. Unless you were |ucky enough to be a
menber of a culture vanished into the darkness of history and
your bones were renoved fromthe earth for display. No |onger
al one except for nights and the holidays the nuseum was cl osed.

My body woul d never be displayed in a museum A norgue
perhaps, during the nurder investigation, but never a nuseum
Assum ng ny bones were ever found. The scavengers around here
woul d i kely pick the bones clean and scatter them anong the sun
baked rocks and scrubs.

"You're right about the blood." Jessica conplained. She
rolled down the window a bit. The wind ripped in with a violent
roar. It sounded |ike a weeping nother.

She used to peek in on ne, wondering why | was hiding down

in the dark basenent.
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Wiy | would go downstairs into the clean and dry but very dark
basenment and sit in a corner for hours w thout noving. She would

peek in and the light fromthe kitchen woul d highlight her face.

Al I would see of her was her round, warm face and one hand
clutching the door. | loved the way the |ight would caress her
face. | enjoyed her peeks into the basenent al nost as nmuch as |

enj oyed being alone with ny thoughts and ny waki ng dreans.

What not her never understood was that | sat there in the
dar kness because being alone is good. Listening to your thoughts
i s good. You can't do that if there is a lot of |light and noise
present.

| loved being alone. There was nothing better.

"Cl ose the window." The man behind nme ordered. There was
anot her of those netallic clicks. It sounded |ike a robotic clam
snapping its shell open and closed. "That noise is giving nme a
headache. "

| was al nost anused. You didn't know what a headache was
until you had been knocked unconsci ous by what ever robotic clam
he was playing with behind ne. The bl ood dripping fromthe back
of your head defined a true headache.

"Why doesn't he say sonething?" The man asked plaintively.
They seened to be taking turns playing Good Killer and Bad Killer.
Ri ght now he was Good Killer.

Jessica smled grimy. "Wy are you tal king about himlike
he's not right here with us and awake?"

"Hey!" Sonething netal, perhaps the robotic clam s |ong

nose, prodded ny head, just below the wound. "Say sonething!"
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My not her had never been nmuch for conversation. She worked
or entertained nen nost of the tinme. Shopped, cleaned, cooked,
washed di shes and clothes ... endl ess drudgery between peeks into
the basenent at nme. | sonetines think that those peeks in on ne
were the highlight of her days. She died at the age of 56 having
never in her life possessed nore than $100 in her bank account at
any one tine.

VWhich is probably why I"'ma mllionaire. | wouldn't be the
first kid to devote his life to avoiding a parent's fate. But |
think that the only real way that | was richer than ny nother was
| can tolerate being alone with no noise to conpensate and she
could not. It was why, as nuch as for the favors, she always had
a man around. To ny nother, being alone was all bad.

"He's in one of his "waking dreans,'" Jessica said derisively.
"You know I caught himonce sitting up in the bedroomwth the
drapes closed and all the lights off. He wasn't even jacking
off, he was just sitting there. 1It's |like he goes into a trance."”

Unli ke ny nother, she had not enjoyed finding ne |ike that.
The light had not struck and hi ghlighted her nmuch nore beauti ful
face. Wiich actually made her face | ess appealing than nmy nother's
pl ain visage. Jessica had cl osed the door quickly and never again
did she check on me when I was in the bedroom by nyself.

This is probably why |I haven't done it very often the past
year or two. It's hard to feel properly alone wthout the contrast
of encountering soneone el se unexpectedly.

"I expected himto beg. To try and bribe us."” Jessica said.

Apparently she was Good Killer again.
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The man behind me was Bad Killer again. "He knows that once
he is dead you get everything. What could he possibly bribe you
wi t h?"

"I would beg even if | knew there was no hope. How could
you not?" Jessica replied, soundi ng uneasy.

The man behind ne snorted. "I wouldn't beg. [|f you know
you're going to die, what's the point? 1'd be all about FUCK YQU
and bury nme face up so you can suck ny dick after | die!" There
was anot her nmechani cal cli ck.

"WIIl you stop playing with that gun? It's nmeking ne
nervous!"”

"I"l'l stop playing with the gun if you slow the hell down.

If a cop stops us I'll have to do nore than play with it!"

Jessica sniffed. She always did this when she began to get
pissy. | didn't think she was aware of it, but it had been ny
signal for several years now to change the subject or |eave the
room "There's not a cop wwthin 20 mles! This is the Thursday
before a three day holiday weekend. They're operating with a
skel eton crew tonight to get ready for all the overtinme this
weekend. We tal ked about this."

As if | needed any confirmation that this had been pl anned
out well in advance.

| closed ny eyes and | eaned ny head back agai nst the seat.
The speed was maki ng ne feel nauseous. To quiet nmy stomach
focused on the concept of 'alone.” It was so conditional. Al one
was precisely what you wanted to be when it neant being one on

one with the stacked cheerl eader in high school.
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But it wasn't always what you wanted to be when it cane to speeding
time with your wife. Especially if she was sniffing. Nor did

you ever want to be alone with a starving tiger. However, alone
with a sunptuous feast could be a good thing.

But being alone with these two was going to be deadly for
me. And would lead to being alone with the predators until they
had conpletely scattered ny body.

The netal nose was pressed agai nst the back of my head again.
Hi gher up this time since ny |ower head was still pressed agai nst
the seat. "If you don't say sonething in the next five seconds
|'"'mgoing to bl ow your head off."

| ignored him They weren't driving ne an hour from our
house so they could shoot nme in Jessica' s car.

The man behind me counted down the seconds as if he were a
movie villain. Getting no reaction, he growl ed and rapped ne on
the top of ny head with the netal nose. | saw stars and ny hands
crept to ny head but | nmanaged to avoid groaning.

"Stop it!"™ Jessica shrieked. "What is there for himto
say? Jesus Christ, what has gotten into you?"

"You were just saying that you wi shed he woul d say sonething."
The man sounded sul ky. "What does it natter what we do to hinf
He won't know the difference in a couple mnutes."

Sayi ng sonmething that bluntly was a najor blunder on his
part. Not that there was any doubt what their intentions were,
but there was no need to be so provocatively blunt. M silence
had becone so permanent that they were starting to think of ne as

not being there. O, at least, acting as if | wasn't consci ous.
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"We're here." Jessica said. She finally, thankfully, slowed
and then turned into a narrow forgotten road.

| knew this road. It led to a deep |lake. | had spent many
ni ghts there under the gorgeous stars being alone. | brought
Jessica a couple times but she didn't do well with alone. Even
if it was alone with nme unless there was TV or sex invol ved.

Just being alone was not Jessica's style.

W were going to the old strip mne turned | ake, a hundred
feet deep in places. | imagined they planned to weigh nme down
and dunp ne there.

Jessica pulled off the narrowtrail, to call it a road was
to be overly generous, and stopped the car. The back door opened
qui ckly and the man behind nme got out. Jessica activated the
| ock and the man opened the door for nme. He was pointing a .45
automatic pistol at me. Not a robotic clam then. Too bad.

| funbled with ny seatbelt and got out of the car. M head
was swi mm ng and | grabbed the roof of the car to steady nyself.

"He's pale as a ghost."” The man worried. He was Good Killer
now. "Look at him he can barely stand. | thought the silent

treatment was a trick or peevishness, but | think he's nostly out

of it."

"You probably fractured his skull." Jessica snapped coldly.
Yes, she was Bad Killer again. "That'll just nmake this easier."

The man pressed his pistol into ny gut and | eaned close to
peer into ny eyes. "This isn't like your magic trees, is it witer
boy?"

Jessica swtched to her newrole swiftly. "Those child
stories made him and now ne, a mllionaire.
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| wish |l could wite."

"I never liked those stories as a kid, | sure as hell wouldn't
want to wite them W gives a fuck if someone won't eat green

eggs and han?" He backed away and | et Jessica approach ne.

She pulled an armaround ne to support ne. "Cone on, it's
not a far walk." She | ooked up at ny face as we began that not
very long walk. "This is just |ike our weddi ng ni ght when we

were both too drunk to wal k!"

O all the things she had said to ne so far tonight, this
was probably the col dest and the cruel est.

It was no surprise that Jessica couldn't wite, though lord
knows she had tried. You can't wite if you can't be alone with
your thoughts. | wouldn't be surprised if jealousy over ny tal ent
and success nore than lust or greed was her primary notivation
t oni ght .

Was that where her | ove had gone? Riding the coattails of
jeal ousy. How horrible it nust be to be jeal ous of soneone you
love. The only way to ease that pain was to nurder the |ove.

You toss your love into a car and take it out to a deep deep | ake
in the back of your mind and toss it in. Mirdering your |ove for
anot her person was al nost as crimnal as nurdering the person's
body. | thought so, at least. Knowi ng that she had with

f oret hought and nalice strangled her |ove for ne was nore pai nful
t han knowi ng how nuch and how | ong she had pl anned the nurder of
nmy body.

Her arm was around nmy waist. | could feel her lithe body
novi ng agai nst nme. She was wearing Wite Linen, a perfune |

despi sed. She knew this, so the choice was probably intentional.

( CONTI NUED)



Al one/ Dext er Goad/11.

She was noving too quickly and ny nausea rose again. This
time it would not be denied and | pitched forward to ny knees and
vom ted expl osi vely.

"Oh great! How are we going to explain this?" Jessica the
Bad Killer snapped coldly as she junped back, away from ne.

"You were noving himtoo fast!" He conpl ai ned
conpassi onat el y.

| had never felt less like laughing in ny life, but it was
al nost com cal the way they kept sw tching roles.

"H's car is down by the lake. The only tracks leading to
the lake will be fromhis car. His body will be di scovered down
there, an obvious suicide. H s noteis in the car. SO WY IS
H S PUKE A HUNDRED YARDS UP THE ROAD FROM HI' S CAR AND THE LAKE??!!"

"I't wll be days before his car is noticed. W'I|l kick sone
dirt over the vomt and it won't be noticed. The police wll be
driving over this road anyway, not wal king." The man expl ai ned
calmy.

"Don't take that soothing tone with ne, Kelly."

Kelly. He had been saddled with a fem nine nane. Perhaps
that explained his brash attitude. Overconpensated Macho Syndrone.

| was apparently done throwng up. | w ped ny nouth on the
sl eeve of ny three thousand dollar suit. | had put this suit on
si x hours ago, before the Christmas party, despite my wealth it
was the nost expensive article of clothing I owned and | never
woul d have dreaned before this nmonent that | would be w ping
anything on it. Nor did | imagine it would be ny burial shroud.

Jessica grabbed ne and pulled nme to ny feet. "If you cause

us any nore trouble I'mgoing to make himdo you slowy.
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Do you understand ne?"

How coul d | have ever thought during courting that she would
be the type of person to peek in on ne during nmy al one periods?
| have never been so wong about a person.

Jessica sl apped nme, causing nmy head to swi magain and the
nausea to rise back up. "Answer ne you prick! DO YOU UNDERSTAND
VE?! 2"

"Yeah, let's mark himup sone nore.” Kelly said
sarcastically. "'"Wat is there for himto say? " He did a good
job of m m cking her voice.

"Smart ass." She snapped. "Let's just get this piece of
shit in the |ake and be done with it. In his condition we won't
even have to hope he splashes his brains against the rock wall or
barring that keep himfromthe shore until he drowns. He'll go
right under. The head injury will be explained away as occurring
during the fall."

She had done sonet hing worse than nurder her |ove for ne.
She had flipped it over as deftly as a bl ackjack deal er revealing
her hole card. Turned it neatly into hatred that was just as
passi onat e.

There were worse things than being alone with a hungry man
eating tiger. Such as watching the woman you | ove eat her |ove
for you and then fall to her knees and vomt out hatred as bl ack
as a night predator's eyes.

Even the finest gournet neal ends up as black shit. But who
knew t hat the nobst passionate |ove could end up as this murderous

hat red?
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We were noving again, Jessica hel ping ne stunble along. She
was probably right about ny skull being fractured. | could barely
see out of ny right eye and | was suffering the worst headache of
my life. It was all | could do to wal k even with her support.

But none of this was a penlight conpared to the bl azing supernova
of pain that ny heart was enduri ng.

How coul d | not know how she truly felt until | wal ked into
the kitchen to see her cold grin not 90 m nutes ago? One footfall
behind ne and then a blinding pain in the back of nmy head | ater
and | was on ny knees under the cold Montana sky and puking the
| ast of ny illusions away.

Jessica's teeth were chattering. | was getting cold as well,
and was glad | hadn't taken ny jacket off before going into the
kitchen. These two hadn't bothered to bring along a jacket for
me. Me being cold was in their best interest.

| visualized hitting the water of the lake. | visualized
sinking down, ny arns too | eaden with cold to nove. | would sink
down into the arctic depths, not even seeing where the water net
the air above ne because it was too dark. Alone in the dark,
freezing lake, I would sink to the bottom

It probably wouldn't go down like that. Few things happened
as | visualized them which is why | wote children's books.
knew one thing. The air tenperature was near freezing tonight.
One dip into that water and | was a dead man. |If | stayed in or
got out of the water the result would be the sane. That water
was I nstant Death on a night like this.

Jessi ca stopped suddenly, about twenty yards from edge of

the ri se above the | ake.
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Two dozen feet below the rise the | ake would be calmy waiting
for its tribute. How many people had been executed over the years

by being tossed into bodies of water? A mllion in all of human

hi story? Probably nore Iike a billion.

"He's too heavy. | can't take himany farther. Let's
switch." Jessica suggested.

"You' ve never fired a gun, no way we switch." Kelly replied
nervously. "If he overpowers ne it will be us two going into
that water."

"I can't take himany farther!"™ She pulled out from under

me and | collapsed to ny knees again. This tinme | nmanaged to
keep whatever was left in nmy stomach where it bel onged. "Besides,
he's barely conscious.™

"Maybe it's an act." Kelly said. "Just rest a bit and we'll
keep going."

"It's cold as shit out here and I want this over with!"
Jessi ca whi ned but she stayed beside ne, panting.

| had been putting extra weight on her, |ike a boxer wearing
down an opponent. She worked out, but | was a good hundred pounds
heavi er than she was. And, now that | thought about it, her
exerci se diligence had begun 8 nonths ago, had it not? Five tines
a week, no exceptions. Perhaps she had never gone to the gym at
all and had instead been with the Kelly. Perhaps.

"Look, do you realize how big a favor |1'm doing for you
sis? I'mrisking nmy freedom perhaps ny life here! | would
appreciate a little gratitude. And | am NOT going to carry him

Your husband, your mllions of dollars, your burden to carry.”
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Her brother? So much for my suspicions. This had nothing
to do with lust and everything to do with noney then. Which was
ten tinmes nore awful. | could understand falling in love with
soneone else, or even lust. | wasn't the worst sexual partner in
human history but | was pretty close according to comments Jessica
had nmade over the years. And | liked to be alone. That was not
sonet hi ng many wonen could tolerate. But to eat her |love for ne
and then discard ny physical body for nere noney? For sonething

as abstract as nunbers on a bank statenment or fancy green paper?

I"'mnot a fool. People kill for noney every day. But soneone
who | oved you? This was ten tinmes worse. | fought another wave
of nausea.

| glanced up at Kelly. He was standing six feet away, the
pi stol pointed at the ground. He was |ooking up at the sky and |
thought | saw his face was wet below his eyes. That was probably
wi shful thinking. Wat | did realize was that | did now renenber
him The head injury and the fact that | had not really seen him
wel | had cl ouded the issue but | renenbered now neeting himat a
couple famly engagenents. He attended our wedding. | had not

spent a long tinme with himbut |I renenbered himnow. He once

invited me on a hunting trip, oh about three years ago. | had
declined. | wote too nuch about talking animals to want to kil
any real ones. | wonder if he would be here nowif | had accepted?

| was too much of a recluse to make friends easily, and | was
close to none of her famly. | barely renenbered the nanes of
all five of her brothers.

Did ny preference for being al one doomne to an eternity of

bei ng al one at the bottom of the | ake ahead?
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My gaze had shifted to Jessica. Her breathing had normalized
frombig gasps to light panting. The elevator had not been working
in the hotel we stayed at during our honeynoon. She had panted
just like this after we clinbed the five flights of stairs to get
to our room Panting, she had | ooked at ne with eyes shining
full of |ove. This was before she had eaten our |ove.

Now she turned those sane eyes upon ne and | saw only bl ack
hatred. | wanted to believe it was just the night sky I was seeing
but I now knew differently. "Don't |look at nme!" Wen | didn't
move she sl apped ny face. | left ny face where her hand put it,
so | was now |l ooking at Kelly's feet. "I thought this would be
easier." Good Killer Jessica said.

"Don't let himDoe Eye you. Just think of his Tal ky Trashcan
book. That's reason enough to kill him"

Jessi ca | aughed, and Kelly joined her. For a nonment both of
themwere Cruel Killers. Then she resuned the Good Killer role.

"It has to be this way, can't you see that? The | ove had obviously
| eft our marriage and you were getting close to Wlla. | had to

do sonething before you left me for her and took your noney with

you. "

As foolish as | felt, | suddenly realized that Jessica was
more the fool. | adored WIlla, she was the nost danaged woman |
had ever net and ny heart wept for her. | net her while reading

sonme of ny stories at a children's hospital ward. WIla was the
head nurse and she carried with her the pain of thousands of sick,
dyi ng, and dead children. M first sight of her, peeking into a
roomto watch ne reading to several sick children, had rem nded

me of my nother and that foreshadowed how cl ose we woul d becone.
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She was soneone who woul d peek in on nme while | was being al one,
| was sure of it.

But | did not love WIlla and never would. She was one of ny
few, if only friends. Jessica was one of those people who did
not conprehend cross gender friendships. Al she saw was a threat
to her lifestyle. But then Jessica was never confortable being
al one with her thoughts. What had Wlla once said? 'Only solitary
peopl e know the full joys of friendship.'

Jessica got to her feet. "lI'mready." She grabbed ny arm
"Get the hell up. Let's see if you can fuck Wlla fromthe bottom
of that |ake."

Jessica supported ne and Kelly foll owed as before. W cut
the distance in half in now tinme. That made ne think about the
old nental trick that went "if you continuously wal k hal f way
towards sonething you will never reach it." Cut twenty yards
into ten yards and then five yards and then two and a half yards
and then four and half feet and then two and a quarter feet
and so on. You can always cut a distance into another half. It
was nmental doggerel of course. Mathematical nasturbation on the
order of a silly riddle. Wen is a door not a door?

We where going to reach of the edge of the drop and then
woul d die alone. No trick questions were going to change that.
| thought again of the way the light hit ny nother's face as she
peeked in on me and | realized sonething. Thinking Jessica had
ever |loved ne was the nental masturbation. It was del usion of
t he highest order. No person could eat their |ove for another so
conpl etely.

"Move faster, you son of a bitch!™ Jessica grunted.
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Soneone who could say such a thing had never |oved ne. |
had it backwards. She had never |oved ne and then eaten her |ove
so she could vomt out this vile hatred. She had never |oved ne
at all and her cold, selfish, paranoid greed was com ng out now
because that was all she was truly capabl e of.

We passed nmy car. A new gun netal gray Lexus. They nust
have driven it out here while | was at the party. Jessica had
said she was too sick too attend with nme but insisted | make a
showi ng so as not to piss off ny publisher and agent. | had rented
alinm since |l didn't like to drive when wearing this suit. R ght
after | left they nust have driven this out here. Apparently
there was a printed out suicide note on the passenger seat.
wondered idly what reasons Jessica had given for ny cold plunge.
| just wanted to be alone? | found | could picture the printout
sitting on the passenger seat in an unmarked envel ope but | could
not i magi ne what she had witten for me. Perhaps a children's
rhyme, since she apparently hated ny stories so much.

Six feet fromthe edge now. One snooze box laid flat away
fromthe edge and icy depths below. | saw fromthe corner of ny
eye that Jessica's tongue was sticking out a little in
anticipation. She used to do this when initiating sex with ne.
Before she had coldly inforned ne how bad | was at intercourse, |
had foolishly assuned it was her way of anticipating pleasure.
Now | realized for the first tine that it was her way of indicating
she was nentally preparing herself for sonething unpl easant.
Digging in nentally for a necessary but distasteful task. Mich
as she wanted ne dead she apparently was not going to take any

pl easure in actually doing it.
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That did not confort nme, instead it brought to mnd that to
her, having sex with nme was | ooked forward to with the sanme
unpl easant relish as killing ne. Apparently there was going to
be no end to the ways she could hurt ne toni ght because that
realization hurt as nmuch as the others had.

Three feet. | could barely see the water below. The stars
were bright but the noon had either not risen yet or was yet to
rise. O maybe it was a new noon right now. | didn't know, but
| was thankful that | couldn't see nore of that icy, deadly water

Jessi ca ducked out fromunder ny arm but retained her grip
on ny right arm As | wobbled on ny feet | could hear Kelly cone
closer. Wuld he push ne or would Jessica try to swing ne over

usi ng ny arnf?

"Goodbye." Jessica panted, out of breath. | had really
| eaned on her this time. "I wi sh things could have been
different.” She was the Good Killer again. Taking another deep

gasp she gripped ny armw th both of her hands.

It would be her, then. Her fingers relaxed for a split second

as she took another deep breath. | glanced at her. The tongue
was still peeking out and the starlight hit the tongue just right
for me to be able to see the sweet texture of it. | still |oved
her. Dearly. | believed that | always woul d.

My ot her hand shot forward, seized her wists, and | swung
my body conpletely around. Jessica, caught conpletely off guard,
cane easily. | conpleted ny arc and swng her off towards the
edge, releasing her when the nonentum was the greatest. Her | oose
grip of ny right armwas ripped away and she stunbl ed past the

edge and dropped with a piecing screech to the water bel ow.
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The splash of her body getting the icy water was | ouder than
had i magi ned m ne woul d be.

| turned to Kelly. He was as frozen as Jessica nust now be.
Paral yzed with shocked disbelief. He had noved up to within two
feet of ne and was hol ding the automatic pointing at the ground.
Moving |i ke an automaton, Kelly lifted his arnms to push nme over.
| darted to one side, alnobst as surprised as he was how fluidly I
nmoved. No, not a skull fracture after all. | had just been
suffering froma heart fracture. Kelly was still noving forward
to push ne, apparently having forgotten all about his gun. He
was just looking to his side where I now was when | noved around
behi nd hi mand gave himthe push he had intended for ne.

Kelly followed his sister over the edge and into the water

bel ow.

| was al one up here now. Al one above the stars.

| made ny way down the faint trail to where water and ground
met. | used to sit down here on the nmakeshift beach with Jessica,

six feet fromthe water's edge. Neither of us aware our marriage
woul d end in that very water one cold w nter night under a noonl ess
sky. | doubted | woul d ever come back here again.

They were crying out and splashing. Jessica said sonething
that sounded like "My arns are like lead, | can't swm" But her
breath had no strength. The cold water had hit her |ike a Mac
Truck, ripping through her and stealing all strength. For Kelly
too. He squealed and fired the pistol twi ce before a wet choking
sound reveal ed that he had apparently swall owed sonme of the frigid

liquid. | imgined that it had gone down |ike frozen puddi ng.
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But then I was never good at inmaging reality. That was why
| wote children's stories.

Jessica screanmed out ny nane in a plaintive cry. It was the
first tinme she had used ny nanme since | entered the kitchen and
felt the robotic clamhit the back of ny head. | realized
sonmething. As far as | could renenber in nmy admttedly currently
i ncoherent state, Jessica only used ny nanme when she wanted
sonet hing. She never called ne by nane or even a pet nanme unl ess
she was asking for noney or a new car or a trip or sonething |ike
that. Which explained why she was using it now.

| reached the beach and wal ked to the edge of the water.

The water got deep very quickly. If | stepped in | would be in
over ny head before | was even one snooze box away fromthe shore.
Therefore, | was not worried that Kelly was a nere ten feet away
fromthe water's edge. Jessica had not been able to swimat al

so she was still near the mddl e of the mannade | ake.

Kelly had lost his gun in his struggle to cough up the water

he had swal | owed, so he coul d not shoot ne. | nst ead he reached
for me wth one shaking hand. "Please." He begged. "Don't |et
me die ... I'll do anything."

It crossed ny mnd to ask himif this is how he said ' FUCK
YOU and if he was going to next ask me to nake sure he was buried
face up. | would never utter that out |oud, though. @ oating
over his death with his own brash words seened nore norbid than
anything they had done to ne. Instead | said, "Go to her." M
voi ce was gentle yet insistent. "Don't make her die al one. She

hat es bei ng al one."
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| saw his love for her wash over his face and he turned away.
Jessi ca di sappeared under the surface of the water when Kelly was
within six feet of her. He dove under to try and reach her. M
i magi nati on visualized himreachi ng her underwater and taking her
into his arms. They would sink below as | had i magi ned nysel f
sinking, linbs stiffening and dying before they hit bottom

Then there was a splash as they surfaced together. They
wer e hol ding each other as | had imagi ned they woul d, but they
had not sank to the bottomas | had inagi ned they woul d. Not
yet, anyway. But they were notionless and obviously dead. Try
as | mght, noving to either side or raising and | owering ny head,
| couldn't see Jessica' s face. The starlight wouldn't hit it no
matter which way | noved or tw sted.

| was al one.

| stunbl ed back up to ny car, adrenaline nmaking way for a
bone weariness nore conplete than any 1'd ever felt. | opened ny
door and got in. Kelly had left the keys in the ignition. It
woul dn't do for the police to not find ny keys, after all.
turned on the car, noved the heater to full blast, and called the
pol i ce.

My eyes fell on the envelope. It was resting on the

dashboard, |eaning against the windshield, instead of lying in

t he passenger seat beside ne. | never was good at inmaging real
life. | knewthat it was evidence and that | shouldn't touch it,
but my curiosity overcane ne. | had to know what excuse she gave
for ne.

| opened the envel ope, pulled out the single sheet of paper,

and read the four lines. They were chilling.
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It was a stroke of brilliance so perfect | could barely believe
that Jessica was capable of this. | didn't think that Kelly had
witten this either. It had to have been Jessica. She hadn't

witten the standard "goodbye cruel world!" letter for ne. She

wanted to ensure she got her noney by making this an obvi ous
sui cide, but she crafted a |letter that woul d convince those few
peopl e who knew ne well that | had indeed witten this letter on
my conputer and printed it out. Only ne or someone who knew ne
wel | enough to have heard ne speak of nmy past could have captured
my essence like this note did. Another fine stroke, that occurred
to me just now. | had believed they chose tonight because it was
the day before Christnms weekend, but what | had not thought of
was that ten years ago this weekend ny nother died. Jessica had
kept that in mnd while witing this suicide note.

The note read:

| can still see vividly the way the light hit her face, when
she opened the door to peek in on ne.

She dwells in heaven now, and that is ny true place, so that
she may peek in on ne for eternity.

| set the note aside and cried into ny hands. | had never
realized that she truly understood why | had felt so close to ny
mother. | think | only said those first two lines to her tw ce
during our marriage. Neither tinme had she replied with any
understanding. Her inclusion of those lines into nmy suicide note
hinted at a great understanding of me. An understanding that can
only come with love. To understand ne this much, she nust have

|l oved ne on sone level, at |least at first. Mustn't she?
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| wept, alone, until the police arrived. | wondered if |
woul d ever again let the light hit a woman's face just that right
way.

EPI LOGUE

"I talk long, | have a date tonight.” WIla said a couple

mont hs | ater as she wal ked ne out of the Children's Ward after

one of ny reading sessions. "I nean, | know you're hurting and
if you need nme of course I'll cancel..."
| smled gently. "No, of course not. This is your first

date in years."

She seenmed defensive about that. "It's hard to think about
| ove when you' re surrounded by so nuch heartache. These poor
kids..." She stopped next to the elevator and trailed off.

"I think its great that you're finally dating."

She smled shyly and pressed the elevator call button for
me. To change the subject she asked ne how the investigation was
goi ng.

"Oh, the case was officially dropped | ast week. There is no
self defense law in this state, but they aren't going to prosecute
me. M blood was on the passenger seat of her car and they finally
found his gun at the bottomof the | ake. He never intended to
actually use it so he brought his own registered and publicly
purchased gun. Their famly is suing ne, though. M |awer is
urging ne to settle.”

"WIlIl you?" She asked as the elevator doors slid open.

| shook ny head di sm ssively, w shed her good |uck tonight,
and hugged her goodbye. | turned to step on board the car.

The el evator was enpty, of course.
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| rode down al one, ny thoughts, imagings, and nenories rolling
confortably around together in nmy head, all the conpany a person
i ke me could want.

THE END



