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PAUL HOSKINS 

December 2006 

 

 

If this were a movie, it would start with this shot: two men climbing out of an older 

model brown car, dressed in cheap suits and cheaper shoes. One of them is wearing a hat, 

a black panama, and it makes him look a little like a time traveler from the 1920s. But 

this is Denver in the year 2006, and it’s cold outside, so the man in the panama looks 

distinctly foolish. A man who is trying too hard to make an impression, trying to be 

something he isn’t. You might think it was a woman who gave him the hat, who teased 

him into wearing it, telling him he’d look so handsome in it, so debonair, and you’d be 

right. But this man, the fool in the panama hat, he isn’t important. If this were a movie 

he’d be an extra, an unnamed character who doesn’t matter at all. 

 It is the second man you should watch, the one climbing out the passenger side. 

He comes around the front of the car, not avoiding the snow piled by the curb but 

stomping right through it. He’ll regret this later, when he’s back at his desk, his socks wet 

and cold and uncomfortable. Paul Hoskins is that kind of man. He has always been that 

kind of man, until the end of time, amen—one who doesn’t think too hard about what he 

does, and regrets his decisions later. 

 “This is it, huh?” Hoskins says, looking at the house they’re here to visit. It’s 

large and brick, with trees and shrubs planted in tasteful clusters around the perimeter. 
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There’s a pond out back, too, with a handmade dock and a rowboat, now covered over 

with thin ice. Hoskins has seen the outside of this house from every possible angle, 

knows every inch of it. He’s been watching it for a long time, waiting for this moment. 

“Time to go get him?” 

 The man in the panama hat sighs, pushes back his jacket and unlatches the strap 

on the gun he has looped at his waist, so he’ll be able to pull it out quickly if he needs. 

These two are cops, partners, and Panama doesn’t know it yet, but he’ll be dead in less 

than two months from cancer, and Hoskins will refuse to work with anyone else. Not 

because of any undying affection he had for Panama—he actually thinks the guy is an 

idiot, and will feel some small relief when he passes—but because he likes to work alone. 

 “It’s about damn time,” Panama says. “If I never see this dipshit again, I’ll be a 

happy man.” 

 They walk up the long drive, which has been neatly cleared of snow by the kid 

next door for ten dollars, and up to the front door. It’s early, not even seven in the 

morning, and everything is quiet. The inside of the big brick house is dark, lifeless, but 

Hoskins catches a faint whiff of brewing coffee, and his stomach growls. 

 “Ready?” Panama asks. 

 “Yeah.” 

 Panama rings the doorbell, pushing his thumb down on the button so hard his 

finger goes white, and then starts pounding on the door. It makes a deep, wooden sound 

that makes Hoskins’s head hurt, but he doesn’t say anything. 
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 It takes a bit—maybe a few minutes, Hoskins doesn’t know—before the door is 

pulled open. Hoskins had thought the guy might be in a robe at this time of day, or maybe 

a pair of stained underwear, but he’s in blue jeans and a golf shirt, his hair neatly combed 

and parted to the left. 

 “Officers?” John Seever says. “Is there something I can do for you?” 

 “Oh, you fat fuck,” Panama says mildly, moving forward so Seever has to take a 

step back, let them in. “You know why we’re here.” 

 There is powdered sugar dusted across the front of Seever’s shirt, strawberry jelly 

on his fingers. Sloppy. He’s been eating more often, Hoskins knows. He’s watched 

Seever head into restaurants and gas stations, come out with armfuls of food. Seever eats 

when he’s under stress, and when he realized the police were following him, trying to 

nail his ass to the wall, he always had something in his mouth, and even in the last week 

he’s gained a noticeable amount of weight. His belly is softly ballooning over the 

waistband of his pants now, Hoskins sees, and his shirt isn’t long enough, so the 

underside of his gut is visible, hairy and purple with stretch marks. Like reverse cleavage, 

Hoskins thinks, disgusted. 

 Hoskins follows his partner inside, pausing long enough to shove a slip of paper 

at Seever. It’s a search warrant. It claims that they’re searching for marijuana, but they 

don’t give a shit about drugs. It wouldn’t matter if the living room wall were built from 

bricks of pot. But they needed a way into Seever’s house, and that’s all they could get. 

 “Weed?” Seever says, looking at the warrant. He laughs, a high-pitched tittering 

noise that’s like glass breaking. “You’re not going to find any of that here.” 
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 “That’s all right,” Panama says, grinning. He hasn’t taken off his hat. “I have a 

feeling we’ll find something else.” 

 Seever closes the front door, shutting out the winter morning light, and Hoskins is 

blind for a moment. This isn’t good. The blinds are all drawn, the inside of the house is 

dark, and his eyes haven’t yet adjusted. He wonders if Seever knows this, if he’ll take this 

vulnerable moment to lose his shit, to try and kill the two cops who’re here to put him 

away for the rest of his life. But Seever is still, standing just inside the door, his hands 

hanging down at his sides. 

 “Where do you want to start?” Seever asks. He’s pleasant, unconcerned. 

“Upstairs? Gloria’s at her mother’s, so you can—“ 

 “The crawl space,” Panama says. “Show me that.” 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

 But the crawl space is flooded, filled with rank water and unidentifiable floating 

bits, clouds of grease. Standing over the hole in the laundry room floor, Hoskins watches 

their three reflections in the black water, waves his hand so his twin below does the same. 
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 “Sump pump’s broken,” Seever says, shrugging. He’s smiling. Slyly, Hoskins 

thinks. Like he’s managed to fool everyone. “I’ve been meaning to get a plumber out 

here, but I just haven’t found the time.” 

 Panama coughs wetly into his fist. He’s been sick for the last few weeks. A cold 

he can’t seem to shake, he thinks, although it’s actually the first signs of his death. The 

other two men wait patiently as he coughs and wipes his mouth with a tissue he’s pulled 

from his pocket. 

 “The plug just needs to be replaced,” Panama says. For the first time, he takes off 

his hat, hands it to Hoskins. Then his coat. “It’ll take a bit to drain, but I’m not in a hurry. 

How about you, Hoskins? You got somewhere to go?” 

 “Nope.” 

 “And what about you, Seever?” Panama grins. There’s a black speck on his front 

tooth—a single grain of coffee, Hoskins thinks. Or pepper. “You got some pressing 

appointment to get to?” 

 Seever shakes his head. He’s not smiling that sly smile anymore. 

 “Great,” Panama says. He bends over, takes off his shoes. Tosses them to the side. 

One bangs against the side of the washing machine. Then he sits, dangles his legs over 

the rectangular hole cut in the floor, and slowly lowers himself into the standing water. 

“I’ll have this fixed up in no time, then we can all wait. Maybe have some of that coffee I 

smell brewing.” 
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* 

 

 

 There are photos everywhere in the house, mostly of Seever. His wife doesn’t 

appear in many of them—she’s behind the camera, Hoskins realizes, squinting into the 

little black box and clicking, capturing her husband’s image a thousand times. If they had 

children, or even dogs, it might’ve been different. But instead, there’s Seever in 

sunglasses, holding up a glistening fish. Seever at Disneyworld, standing awkwardly in 

the shadow of the huge silver ball thing. Seever at the Grand Canyon, the Golden Gate 

Bridge. Seever’s face, plastered everywhere in the house, his piggy eyes watching 

everyone who passes. 

 It’s in the bathroom, when Hoskins is drying his fingers on the absurdly small tea 

towel hanging on the rack, trying to avoid the roughness of the embroidered roses, that he 

notices a photo on the counter. It’s Seever, of course, and he’s posed in front of his own 

house this time, the street numbers clearly visible over his shoulder. He’s smiling, his 

arms thrown wide, a bouquet of balloons clutched in one fat hand. 

 He’s dressed up, like a clown. 

 “I love visiting those kids in the hospital,” Seever said. This was weeks ago, 

before Seever was nervous, when he thought that having two cops constantly following 

him was a good joke. He’d often see them parked, watching him, and he’d come up for a 

chat, shoot the shit about the weather or the upcoming football season. And once, he’d 

invited them into a restaurant—his restaurant, one of the many he owned in the city—and 
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bought them lunch. They sat in a booth, Hoskins and his partner on one side, Seever on 

the other, and had coffee and meatloaf, apple pie. “Just seeing kids smile makes me feel 

so good.” 

 “Why a clown, Seever?” Panama had asked, dumping a spoonful of sugar into his 

coffee. “Most kids are scared shitless by clowns.” 

 “That’s not true,” Seever said. The top buttons on his shirt were undone, and 

Hoksins could see the gold crucifix nestled at his throat. “Kids love clowns.” 

 “I’m not so sure about that.” 

 “Oh, everyone loves a clown,” Seever said. “They’re everyone’s friend. You 

know, I think a clown could get away with murder.” 

 

 

* 

 

 

 It takes four hours for the water to clear, and the moment the soft dirt floor is 

visible a technician goes down. He’s wearing a plastic suit, heavy gloves. A mask over 

his face. This man has a small shovel in his hand, the kind you might use to plant flowers 

in the garden. 

 But he’s not planting flowers. And he’s not looking for marijuana. 
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 He’s down there for less than five minutes when he calls up, frantically, and it’s 

Hoskins who drops down the hole this time. He duck waddles to the technician, who’s 

squatting in the furthest corner. 

 “It stinks over here,” the technician says. “Don’t lose your breakfast.” 

 And it does stink. It reminds Hoskins of the time his ex-wife threw a tray of pork 

chops away, claiming that the meat had turned, and the bin had sat out in the summer sun 

for days, slowly rotting in the heat.  

 “What is it?” Hoskins asks. 

 The tech just points at the ground in front of them, a shallow divot where he’s 

pulled back the dirt. There’s a piece of fabric there. Flannel, blue and white. A tee shirt, 

probably. Most of it is still tucked into the ground, out of sight. And beside the fabric, 

and partially wrapped inside it, is an arm. It is rotted enough that Hoskins can see all the 

way down to the bone at places, but enough of the flesh is still there to make it 

recognizable. 

 “It’s here!” Hoskins shouts, moving back, away. The smell is so strong, too 

strong. He’s going to be sick. “We found it.” 

 Hoskins hears a scuffle, just above his head, feet thumping on the floorboards. 

There’s a shriek of pain, and then Panama’s voice, calm and low. Hoskins can’t hear the 

words, but he recognizes the tone, the steady sounds of his partner. And then, louder, 

bleeding over the sound of Panama’s voice, is Seever. He is crying. 
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SAMMIE PETERSON 

December 2006 

 

 

 

 She prefers to stay in the kitchen while the work is done, likes to sit at the counter 

with her notepad and watch what’s going on. They’ve invited her to stay in the crawl 

space while they dig, to get a better sense of the crime scene, they say, but she doesn’t 

like it. The cops have ripped up most of the floorboards, so the crawl space isn’t actually 

under the house anymore but a part of it, a place where the men can stand upright as they 

look at what Seever has left behind, their hands importantly perched on their hips. It’s 

only three men who’re actually working to dig up the bodies, men who have spades and 

shovels and brushes, although there are at least a dozen men in the crawlspace at any 

given time.  

She’s uncomfortable here. There aren’t any other women, only her, and the men 

are polite, withdrawn. Wary. Not only because she’s with the paper, she thinks, although 

everyone hates a journalist snooping around, but because of Hoskins. They’ve been so 

careful in public, acting like strangers toward each other, not touching, even when they 

could get away with it, but everyone still knows. 

“Have you told anyone?” she had asked, not too long before. They were sitting up 

in his bed, the TV silently lighting up on the wall. She likes having the muted TV on 
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when they have sex, likes the room being filled with flickering lights. Without her contact 

lenses she’s nearly blind, and the glow above her head make her think of the northern 

lights, although she’s never seen them, never will see them, except on the internet. 

“About us, I mean?” 

“Why would I do that?” he’d said. “It’s none of anybody’s business.” 

“It just—it just feels like people know.” 

 “Like who?” 

 “I don’t know.” 

 It’s strange for her, to be here, in this house. Years before—practically a lifetime 

ago!—before college and jobs and marriage, she’d been a waitress at Don’s Café, one of 

the restaurants Seever owned. The first time she saw him, he’d come in to look over the 

place. He was wearing a nice tweed suit. That was before he’d gained all the weight and 

ballooned out to enormous proportions, although he’d always had a double chin, that 

extra skin resting on his collar like a shiny pink inner tube. He’d hadn’t said anything to 

her that first time—he’d come in during a lunch rush and it had been too busy for 

introductions, with everyone running back and forth between tables and the kitchens with 

trays of chicken fried steak and corn niblets, mashed potatoes and fried okra. It was the 

second time Seever came in that she actually met him, shook his hand and told him her 

name. He was in a clown costume that time, dressed up to entertain the kids in the 

restaurant with his clumsy dancing and balloon animals. 

 “Samantha?” he’d said. “That’s a pretty name.” 

 “Everyone calls me Sammie.” 
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 “That’s even better.” 

 He’d twisted her a dog out of pink balloons, and although it looked more like a 

giraffe, she didn’t say so. And later on in the afternoon, just before he left for the day, 

he’d given her the yellow daisy tucked in his lapel. 

 Seever wasn’t killing yet, according to the police, although it wasn’t long before 

he’d start. At first he was careful, choosing his victims at random, kids that no one would 

miss. It wasn’t like at the end, when he’d gone lazy and sloppy, and started picking over 

his own employees, kids that were on his payroll and could be easily traced back to him. 

She sometimes wonders what Seever had been thinking when he’d given her that daisy, if 

he’d been thinking about taking her to his home and tying her up, doing bad things before 

he killed her. Just like he did to all the others. Seven bodies had been taken out of the 

crawl space so far, and they’d all hoped that lucky number seven was where it would end, 

that they’d find nothing else but dirt and worms down there. Dead-kid-number-seven had 

been removed the day before last, patches of red hair still clinging to his skull, a punk 

rock t-shirt hanging on his wasted chest. Later, they would learn that the kid’s name was 

Kenny Fitz, that he’d run away from home, just like he had a thousand times before, but 

this time he’d never come back. Later, Kenny Fitz’s mother would give Sammie a 

photograph of him to run in the paper, and when it was printed the kid’s face was 

surrounded by all that black and white text, like a life preserver thrown in the middle of a 

dead sea. Sammie didn’t like to look at the photo. It was like a bad glimpse into the past, 

at the grinning kid who’d one day accept a car ride from a guy in a suit. She wanted to 

warn him about the boogieman who seemed so nice, who threw around money and 
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dressed as a clown to make sick kids laugh. But he’d never know, and she hoped that at 

the end, if Kenny Fitz had ever really been aware of what was happening, if his brain 

synapses had still been firing when Seever had wrapped that extension cord around his 

throat and tightened down, that his last thought had been a good one. About his mother, 

maybe. Or the dog he’d left behind, who still slept in his empty room, his snout 

twitching, his paws running through empty air. 

 “Someone cared about this kid. Loved him. You know how I know?” Hoskins 

said this to her, just after Fitz’s body had been slipped into a black plastic bag and 

wheeled away. “It’s his teeth. That kid’s got good ones. Lots of fillings. Looks like he 

had braces at some point. Good teeth aren’t free. Someone paid for all the work. 

Someone who loved him.” 

 

 

* 

 

 

 They found the eighth body the next day, while Sammie was in the kitchen, 

pouring herself a cup of coffee while one of the technicians bitched about his job. 

 “When I blow my nose these days, nothing but black shit comes out. It’s all that 

dust and dirt down there. I don’t know how much longer I can take this.” 

 “That’s too bad.” 
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 “Maybe that’s something you should write about. How fucking bad it is down 

there. I feel like I can’t wake up from a nightmare.” 

 She’d discovered, not long after taking the assignment, that it was best to just let 

the guys complain. At first, she’d tried to reason with them, to point out that it was their 

job, that they were actually being paid to go down in that hole and dig bodies out of the 

ground. It wasn’t like anyone was expecting them to do it for shits and giggles. But that 

only made the guys angry, and she’d overheard a few of them saying she didn’t know 

shit, that she was only allowed in because she was fucking the boss. After that she kept 

her mouth shut, acted sympathetic. 

 “Maybe it’ll be over soon.” 

 “I certainly fucking hope so.” 

 There were shouts, and she jumped a little, swerving around the island in the 

center of the kitchen, one corner of the granite slamming into her hip hard enough to 

bruise. She ignored it and poked her head around the corner, straining to see what was 

going on. The men in the crawl space were excited, grinning and high-fiving, pumping 

their fists in the air. 

 “They found another one,” the tech said, peering over her shoulder. His breath 

smelled like wet cardboard. “Fuck yeah! There’re more.” 

 Slowly, Sammie went back to the kitchen. In her rush to see what the commotion 

was about, she’d knocked over her mug of coffee, and it was on its side, still rocking 

back and forth a little. She grabbed the roll of paper towels and dropped to the tile floor, 
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trying not to hear the excited chatter from the next room as she reached for the steaming 

puddle. 
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GLORIA SEEVER 

August 2007 

 

 

 

 On Tuesdays she goes to the grocery store, stocks up her refrigerator with the 

plastic totes of salad greens and skim milk and fresh fruit. She still hasn’t gotten used to 

shopping for only herself—it’s strange, not to buy all the things Jacky used to eat—the 

potatoes and cheeses and ice cream. And all the red meat. She hardly ever eats meat now. 

There are even times she forgets to eat all together, when she’ll walk into the kitchen the 

next morning and find it perfectly untouched, as if it were a showroom kitchen, meant to 

sell the appliances and dishware. This never fails to surprise her, because it doesn’t seem 

that eating is something a person could forget. She doesn’t buy much at the grocery, and 

even then it sometimes goes to waste, the lettuce leaves melting into a black goo at the 

bottom of the drawer, the milk separated and sour. 

 It’s Tuesday, but she’s not going out to buy food. Instead, she’s headed to the 

house, the place she called home for so many years. It was a surprise when Jacky bought 

the place—she didn’t think they could afford something so big, but Jacky said differently, 

told her that the business at the restaurants was going well, that buying such a nice place 

was an investment in the future. She thought that they’d spend the rest of their lives there, 
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that they’d have kids and grow old there, but as it turned out none of that would happen. 

There were never any kids, no matter how hard they tried, and here she was, forty-six 

years old, living in an apartment while her husband was on trial. It wasn’t the life she’d 

imagined for herself, but it was what she had. 

 But the house. Her house. She’d spent so many years planning, so much time 

buying furniture and knick-knacks and making things perfect. It hurts her, to think that 

she will never again have a house that worked so well during the holidays, when the 

place was crammed with friends and family, the decorated tree glimmering in the big 

front window. Or those times during the summer, when they’d barbeque, and the young 

ones would be all over the place, catching frogs in the pond and jumping off the little 

wooden dock Jacky had built, their faces red and orange from popsicles. Her pastor told 

her she should be thankful for the good times they’d had, the memories, but she couldn’t 

bring herself to think that way. Maybe she was a terrible Christian, but how could she 

feel thankful when she’d been turned out on the street so the police could rummage 

through her things—her life? 

 “When will I be able to move back in?” she’d asked a few months before. She 

was tired of living in the apartment, which had already been furnished when she moved 

in. It kept her up at night, wondering how many people had slept on that bed, who had 

used the dishes in the cabinet. 

 “What do you mean?” the cop had said. She couldn’t remember his name, not that 

it mattered much. He was older and dignified, but he liked to wear hats, tilted rakishly to 
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one side, and those hats made him look sly, and if there was one thing she couldn’t stand, 

it was a sly man. “You can’t move back in there.” 

 “Of course I can. I own that house.” 

 The cop looked amused. 

 “The house is going to be torn down, Mrs. Seever. Completely demolished.” 

 “No, it’s not.” 

 “Yeah, I’m afraid it is.” 

 She didn’t believe it at first, until Jacky’s lawyer confirmed—the house, her 

house, was going to be destroyed, every brick on the place crushed into powder, the pond 

filled with dirt. It would be sent back to the way it was before the house, when it was 

nothing but a roughly rectangular piece of land, a little hilly and covered in trees and 

rocks. So people could forget, the lawyer said. So they could heal. 

 “Heal from what?” she’d demanded. She’d been scrubbing her mouth with a 

tissue she still had clutched in her fist, trying to wipe away the lipstick she’d meant to 

apply and never had, and her lower lip had begun to crack open and bleed. “I don’t know 

what you’re talking about.” 

 “Mrs. Seever—“ 

 “You can call me Gloria.” 

 “All right. Gloria. Your husband murdered a lot of people in that house—“ 

 “Jacky never hurt anyone in his life,” she’d said. She could feel a migraine 

coming on, a screaming-bad one, and the lawyer got her a cup of water from his cooler. It 

wasn’t real glass, but one of those red plastic cups, the kind that college kids used at 
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parties, and she had the sudden urge to crush it with her fingers, to send the cold water 

squirting straight up in the air. 

 “Gloria, the police found thirty-three victims on your property. And four more in 

the river.” The lawyer tried to touch her hand, wanting to be comforting, but she jerked 

away from him with a hiss. “John confessed everything. He even went out to the house 

with the detectives, showed them where he’d buried some of them.” 

 “That’s not true.” 

 “The house is being demolished. The cops have agreed to let you go in to collect 

whatever you want, but you can’t live there anymore.” 

 So here she is, on a Tuesday, her grocery day, pulling into her driveway as if she 

still lives in the house, her keys jangling loosely in her hand. There’s a car parked on the 

street, the engine idling so the air conditioner can chug away, keeping the two men sitting 

inside out of the summer heat. The one in the passenger seat raises his hand, and she 

nods. They’re cops, she knows. There are always cops here now, keeping watch over the 

house until it’s torn down. She’s heard that people have tried to break in, to write ugly 

words on the walls in spray paint and shit on the rugs, or just to steal their things, to take 

away some piece of Jacky Seever, something to hang on to and share with their friends. 

 She unlocks the front door, goes inside. Things are mostly the same inside, 

untouched. Except the smell. It’s horrible, a bad smell that seems to come from the walls 

themselves. She doesn’t know what it is, has never smelled anything like it. 

 “The police confirmed that several of your neighbors complained about a bad 

smell coming from your house on several occasions. Is that true?” That was a question 
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from the reporter, two months ago. The woman was from the newspaper, said she 

believed Jacky was innocent. That was why Gloria had invited her into the apartment, 

had set her down in the living room and served her coffee and cookies, the crispy butter 

kind out of the blue tin.     

 “We always had a rodent problem,” Gloria had said. “Jacky would set out poison, 

and sometimes those mice would crawl up in the walls and die. But I never noticed any 

smell.” 

 The girl frowned, tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. She was young, still 

pretty. Probably no children, by the look of her flat stomach, although there was a ring on 

her left hand, a small diamond that wouldn’t catch anyone’s attention. 

 “Mice?” 

 “Yes, mice. Having a pond out back attracts all kinds of pests.” 

 “Did your husband tell you that? About the mice, I mean?” 

 Gloria had sat back in the chair, which was made of shiny black leather with 

hideous silver buttons punched up the arms, meant to be southwestern style but instead 

just tacky. It suddenly struck her that this girl, who was drinking her coffee and taking 

polite bites of her cookies, didn’t believe that Jacky was innocent at all, and thought she 

was a liar, too. 

 “Yes, that’s what Jacky told me.” 

 “And you believed him?” 
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 Gloria bit down on the inside of her cheek, hard enough that it would be swollen 

and tender the next day, and then canker sores would form on the broken skin inside her 

mouth, causing her misery for the next week. 

 “Yes. Why wouldn’t I?” 

 “Your husband confessed to murdering thirty-seven people, Mrs. Seever, right in 

your own house,” the girl said. “I find it difficult to believe that you didn’t have any idea 

what was going on.” 

 Gloria had looked blandly at the girl. 

 “Your face looks familiar,” she’d said. “Have I met you before today?” 

 “I don’t think so.” 

 “Well, Jacky would’ve thought you were pretty,” Gloria said. “He would’ve been 

interested in knowing you better.” 

 The girl left in a hurry after that. 

 But this smell now—this can’t be mice, she thinks. Even if a million mice had 

died inside the walls, it wouldn’t be so bad. She stands in the front hall for a moment, 

taking shallow breaths and waiting to get used to the smell, the way she would during a 

trip to the zoo as a child, standing inside the moist heat of the monkey house. But this 

smell, it won’t fade the way monkey shit does, and maybe it’s worse because of the heat, 

the brick house baking in the summer sun and amplifying everything inside, and after a 

while she just turns around and leaves, flees from the house as if something is chasing is 

her, not bothering to even shut the door behind her. 
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November 2012 

 

 

A girl was fished out of the reservoir last week, putrid and swollen, reeking of 

death. It was easy enough for the police to identify her—she’d been missing for two 

weeks, and her face had been splashed everywhere possible. Carrie Simms. Nineteen, a 

college student, smart, pretty, her whole life ahead of her, only to be tragically taken 

away by a brutal act of violence. 

 That’s the story the public was being fed. 

 In all actuality, Carrie was one bad grade away from flunking out of community 

college. She drank heavily, smoked more. A hot mess, her sister liked to call her. She had 

a tramp stamp tattoo, a piercing in her tongue, and she’d been sticking straight pins into 

the hips for the last six years or so, just so she could feel something, even if it was only a 

single prick of pain that quickly faded into numbness. She spent her nights alone, left her 

bedroom window unlocked and open.  Carrie Simms was the perfect victim, so 

that’s what she became. When so many people are packed into a small area, one on top of 

the other, crammed together like a bag of cotton balls, there’s more likelihood for 

violence. People lose their shit. Sharpen their knives. Go bananas. 

 But Carrie Simms was a special case. She was strangled—but that’s not 

something unusual. She was raped—again, not out of the ordinary. But before she was 

dumped in the reservoir, one end of a rope knotted around her ankle, the other around a 
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big rock, her thumb had been cut off. Sliced completely away, right at the knuckle. It’s 

not something that was noticed right away—looking at a bloated corpse, a missing finger 

is usually the last thing anyone would notice. 

 But after a while, someone did notice. And someone remembered that when John 

Seever, the boogieman who’d haunted the city for so long, had used to cut the thumb of 

his victims away, sometimes at the first joint, sometimes right down at the base, taking 

the hunk of flesh with him and leaving behind a bloody stump. On Seever’s earliest 

victims, you can see he had trouble getting the finger off—he’d hack away at it with a 

dull knife, then end up twisting and bending until it pulled free, the same way a person 

might eat fried chicken, snapping the wing in two at the joint to get at the meat more 

easily. But then Seever got smart, found a better way to get that piece of finger. Or maybe 

he just bought a sharper knife. 

 No one knew about the thumbs Seever liked to collect—that was a tidbit never 

released to the public. And since Seever refused to talk about it, the police never figured 

out what he did with those fingers. Are they all in a box somewhere, hidden until the end 

of time? Did he pop the fingers into his mouth and dry swallow them like aspirin, only to 

shit them out later, so they’d be forever lost to the city’s sewage system? Nobody knows 

except Seever, and it doesn’t look like he’s going to tell. 

 Carrie Simms’s missing thumb—it’s a problem. It’s a small thing, but it’s the 

small things that’re actually the big ones, the ones that cause the most damage, like 

tumors hidden in the meatiest corners of your belly, patiently waiting for the right time to 
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spew their poison and kill their host. It’s the small things that’re almost always pointing 

at something important. 

 You see, Carrie Simms has been dead for two weeks. 

 And John Seever has been in prison for the last five years. 

 Seever confessed to all the murders a long time ago—as soon as he was arrested, 

actually, sitting in the back of the police car, his wrists handcuffed behind his back, 

crying and laughing and screaming enough damning evidence to keep him locked up for 

a lifetime. He told the cops everything. That he’d killed all those kids, that some of them 

were in his house, but once he’d run out of room he’d started driving out and dumping 

them wherever he could find handy. But not once did he ever mention that someone else 

had been involved, and no one ever thought to ask. One man, raping and killing alone—

people could wrap their minds around it. But two of them, working together? 

 “This can’t be right,” Paul Hoskins was heard to say, shaking his head as he 

looked over the dead girl’s body. “Seever wasn’t working with anyone. That guy didn’t 

have a friend in the world.” 

 Except, maybe he did. 
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JACKY SEEVER 

Summer 2006 

 

 

 He throws one big party during the summer, holds it in his backyard, which he’s 

made sure is the perfect place for people to gather. When they first moved in, the 

backyard was nothing but rocks and sand, and it took years and plenty of money to put 

down lawn and plant trees and dig the hole where the pond is, to make it all look 

effortless, like this little spot of perfect nature just happened to occur right here, in a spot 

Jacky Seever was lucky enough to stumble across. But even so, getting prepped for the 

annual summer party takes some time. Tables have to be set up on the lawn, fairy lights 

strung through the branches of trees, tiki lanterns plunged into the rolling lawns, floating 

candles set loose on the pond. And the food—there’s always more than enough, because 

if there’s one thing Jacky doesn’t like, it’s the thought of people not having enough to eat, 

of having anyone walk away from his house and not be bursting at the seams.  

 The invitations to the party go out three weeks before, and this year it’s a luau 

theme, and Gloria gives out those flowered necklaces at the door, and there’s a pig, an 

actual pig with an apple jammed so far back into its mouth the damn thing looks like it’s 

grinning while being turned over an open fire on two huge roasting forks. But there’s a 

grill, too, for anyone who doesn’t want care for pork, where Jacky stands and flips 
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hamburgers and hot dogs, and chicken legs coated in barbeque sauce. Everyone stops by 

to talk to him, because Jacky’s the man of the hour at these things, he’s the Prom King, 

the Grand Poobah. They let him know how much they appreciate the party, how much 

everyone looks forward to it all year long. They hug Jacky, clap him on the shoulder, slap 

him on the fat of the arm. And Jacky glows from the pleasure of it, of being liked and 

watching people have a good time because of him, what he’s done, and he stands at the 

grill, spatula in one hand and a beer in the other, looking out over the dozens and dozens 

of heads, watching the pretty girls spin to the music and the men put their heads close 

together and laugh, and he’s not thinking about how low he’ll be tomorrow, how he’ll 

shut himself in the guest room and lay in the dark for two straight days, how he’s already 

stuffed bags of potato chips and boxes of malted milk balls under the bed because that’s 

all he’ll want, he’s been through this before, he knows what to expect. He’s not thinking 

of that now, because right now the sun is out and the breeze is cool, and there aren’t any 

bad scents on the air, no one is going to complain today, the only thing he can smell is the 

roasted pig and all the meat on the grill, and Gloria is waving at him, smiling, her 

wedding bands catching the light, and everything is fine, everything is just fine. 

 

  



! 26 

 

 

SAMMIE 

December 2012 

 

 

 She spends a lot of time thinking about her own death. Not about suicide, 

although that has crossed her mind a few times, and not obsessively, the way some 

people do—but idly, at odd moments throughout the day. She imagines tripping while 

brushing her teeth, and landing on her toothbrush, having the little spear of plastic jam 

through the roof of her mouth and into her brain. She dreams about her car flipping on the 

interstate, spinning and spinning through the air, torpedo-style, before bursting into a ball 

of flame, like something out a movie. She imagines someone sneaking up behind her and 

looping rope around her neck, slowly tightening it as she struggles to see who is 

squeezing her life away, one breath at a time. 

 “It’s because of Seever,” her husband tells her. “Seeing all those dead people 

would do that to anyone.” 

 “But it’s been five years,” she says. 

 “Still.” Dean wets his lips with his tongue. He does this so often there’s a dry spot 

at the corner of his mouth, the skin flaking away from the pink, shiny spot beneath. “You 

need to move on.” 
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 It’s easy for him to say, she thinks. Easy for him to tell her to stop thinking about 

everything that’s bothering her and move on. It’s something Dean always says, about 

everything. Move on. Like the time she found out he was seeing another woman, taking 

her out for lunch and shopping, but never to bed. That was what he said, at least. That 

they’d never slept together. It was just emotional, that it was nice to spend time with a 

woman who made him feel good about himself. 

 “So how do I make you feel?” Sammie had asked, a week after the discovery. 

She’d been going through his pants before starting a load of laundry, and tucked in the 

bottom of his left pocket was a note. At first, she’d thought it was a gum wrapper, but 

there was writing inside, a handwritten letter. From the woman. The other woman. She 

can’t remember what it says anymore, but it was enough. And when she asked Dean 

about it that night, he confessed immediately, as if it were a relief, something that he was 

glad to take off his back and put on hers. 

 “Don’t be stupid,” Dean had said. “We wouldn’t be married anymore if I weren’t 

happy.” 

 “Are you going to keep seeing this woman?” 

 “Let’s just move on. It doesn’t matter anymore.” 

 She doesn’t agree with this. There are a lot of things Dean says that she doesn’t 

agree with, but she can’t find the energy to argue with him. After seven years of 

marriage, she’s learned that it’s usually easier to let things go. She can remember being a 

girl and going to the county fair with her parents, where her father would pretend to be 

deaf when the carnies screamed at him, and if one of them got angry and stopped her 
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father with a touch on the elbow, not liking to be ignored, her father would look puzzled 

and point at his ears, sadly shaking his head, and there would be a soft sound of pity from 

the carnie and they’d be allowed to move on, unmolested. She sometimes feels as if she’s 

walking through her marriage like that—willfully deaf. Pretending that things are one 

way, when she really doesn’t understand how they are at all. 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

 She has issues with men. Of course she does—it’s the curse of the pretty girl. 

When she was sixteen, an older boy said her tits were saggy. To her face, for no reason 

except to see her surprise, and then her upset.  

“It’s like you’ve already had kids,” the boy had said. “I bet your nipples point 

straight at the ground.” 

 Her friends had laughed, and the boy had felt like a champion, insulting a girl he 

didn’t know, and Sammie had gone home and cried, had spent two hours locked in the 

bathroom, staring at her bare chest. In her bed that night, she cried some more. 

 But the next day, smiling, she ran her fingers lightly down the boy’s arm so she 

felt how he broke out in goose pimples. She’d sit next to him in the cafeteria and lean 

over him to talk to someone else, her breasts pressing warmly into his shoulder. She 
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talked about sex and let her bra strap show and wore short skirts. Soon, the boy was 

chasing after her, desperate to have her. So she let him. One night, in a half-built house in 

a brand new neighborhood, she let him take off her clothes and climb on top of her, 

clumsily thrusting his hips until her ass was raw from rubbing against the unfinished 

wood floor.  

 And then they were dating, she was giving the boy who’d humiliated her handjobs 

in the school bathroom. Dry humping him at his house, when his mother wasn’t paying 

attention. Slipping a hand down his pants in the hallways and giving his junk a hearty 

squeeze. She did this all the time, for weeks, driving him crazy, making the kid think that 

the tingle he felt in his balls every time he saw her was love, making him all starry-eyed 

and ready to jump off a bridge for her, and then she broke up with him. Flat-out dumped 

him cold, not even to his face but over the phone, the TV blaring in the background and 

her voice distracted, so he would know that she cared more about whatever weeknight 

movie was playing than him. 

 “But I love you,” he’d cried. 

 She hung up on his tears. Triumphant. It had taken time, but she’d gotten her 

paybacks. 

She’s good at the long-term game. 

 

 

 

* 
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 She’s tired today. Not sick, although she knows everyone will assume she is, 

because it’s winter and she works in retail and the flu is going around and no one uses 

enough hand sanitizer or sneezes into their elbows, the way they should. She’s tired, 

although she went to bed early last night and slept well. She doesn’t have a good excuse, 

although she knows she’ll need one, because people expect it. 

“Are you feeling okay?” her boss asks. 

 “Just tired.” 

 “Did you get enough sleep?” 

 “I think so.” Sammie looks down at her hands. The nail on her thumb is cracked 

all the way to the bed, and it is sore and swollen, but she can’t stop fiddling with it. 

 “Is everything okay at home?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “And you’re not sick? I have vitamin C in my office. The chewy kind.” 

 “No, I’m just tired. I don’t know why.” 

 Sammie pretends to see something on the floor and moves away. She doesn’t 

dislike her boss, but she doesn’t exactly like her, either—it’s just the concerned questions 

that bother her, questions that strike her as distinctly insincere. It’s not that her boss 

actually cares so much as she worries about the business she’s running, and if Sammie 
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were to go home early with the flu, who would be around to move product off the shelves 

and into the awaiting, greedy hands of the Christmas shoppers? 

 She picks a piece of nothing up off the floor and moves on, further down the aisle, 

straightening boxes and wiping away streaks of dust with the pads of her fingers. Takes a 

careful look at her watch, hopes no one is watching. Only three more hours till her shift is 

over, and then she can go home. She has dinner plans with a friend, and she’s spent all 

morning trying to think of an excuse to get out of it, but nothing sounds believable 

enough. And she’s cancelled on this friend twice already. Anne isn’t a smart girl, but 

she’ll wonder what’s going on if Sammie cancels for a third time. 

 “Just go,” Dean said that morning, when she asked if he had any ideas. His spoon 

was halfway to his mouth, overcrowded with the sugary kid’s cereal he prefers. “It’ll be 

good for you to get out of the house and see people.” 

 “I see people every day,” she’d argued.  

 “You know what I mean,” he said, irritated. “Going to dinner with your friend is a 

lot different than going to work.” 

 “But I don’t feel like going out tonight.” 

 “So just tell your friend the truth,” Dean said. His hip hit the edge of the table 

when he stood up, and milk sloshed over the rim. 

 “I can’t do that.” 

 “Why not?” 

 She doesn’t know what to say to that. She could tell Anne the truth—just beg off, 

tell her she’s tired and isn’t up for a night out—but the idea of being so honest makes the 
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small of her back break out in a sweat. Sammie only has a passing acquaintance with 

honesty, and she thinks this must be because of the way she grew up, from having a scary 

mother who preferred a nice lie over the truth. When she talks to her mother now, once a 

week over the phone, usually on Sunday, she spins all sorts of lies, even about the stuff 

that doesn’t matter, the inconsequential things no one would ever care about. And she’s 

told so many lies, one stacked on top of the next until they’ve piled up all around her, 

reaching to dizzying heights, like mountains of garbage climbing toward the sky. 

 Some of the lies she tells her mother: 

 That she’s taking vitamins everyday, that she’s stopped eating so much red meat. 

That she’s still writing, that’s how she makes her income, not by working at a store in the 

mall that sells cosmetics and hopeless-hope to the women who wander in. 

 “I’ll just go,” she’d said.  

 “I bet you have a great time.” 

 And now here she is, thinking about the cell phone tucked in her bra, where an 

imprint of boob sweat will be left long after she pulls it out, and how easy it would be to 

take it out and call Anne, cancel the dinner. But then she’d have to go home, and Dean 

will want to know why she didn’t go to dinner, and there will be words, lots and lots of 

words, and if there’s one thing she can’t seem to stand these days, it’s all the words 

everyone throws around all the time. Or, more importantly, the ones they don’t. A few 

days before, a woman had dropped her purse in the store and Sammie had stopped to help 

her, kneeling on the hard tile floor to strain for the coins and mints and ballpoint pens that 
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had rolled under the displays, and the woman hadn’t thanked her. Didn’t even make a 

single grunt of gratitude. 

 “You are very welcome,” Sammie had said, rubbing her filthy palms together. 

“It’s always such a pleasure to help a person who knows how to say thank you.” 

 Later that day, the woman had called the store, complained to the manager. 

Because Sammie was rude, sarcastic. 

 “Yeah, I guess,” Sammie had said to her boss, standing in the tiny, overheated 

room that served as an office. “But she was a terrible human being.” 

 Sammie had waited for something to happen, for her boss to reprimand her, 

maybe even to let her go, to order her out of the store. Not that she wanted to be 

jobless—it had taken her a helluva long time to find anything after the newspaper, and 

the thought of filling out applications and sitting through interviews made the back of her 

hands itch—but nothing happened. Her boss just turned back to her computer, and asked 

Sammie to prop the office door back open when she left. 

 

 

 

* 
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 Anne has pink lipstick on her teeth, from where she’d been chewing on her lower 

lip, but Sammie doesn’t bother telling her. Anne is the type of woman who’ll always 

have lipstick on her teeth. 

 “You should write a book about Seever,” Anne says, twisting the stem of her 

wineglass in her fingers. “You’ve still got all that material, don’t you? Publish it, get rich. 

Then you can quit that lousy job.” 

 Sammie smiles a little, doesn’t answer. Anne makes it all sound so easy, pushing 

those words out of her sloppy pink mouth. Write a book. Get rich. She’d once thought 

something like that might happen, she had some half-completed novels saved on her hard 

drive, short little pieces she’d written in her off time, but instead there’d been nothing, 

just a job for the local paper that had ended when the internet swept in and took over. 

 “I don’t know,” Sammie says. “That all happened a long time ago.” 

 “Five years isn’t that long,” Anne says. “Besides, people would eat it right up. 

Especially since the cops are taking another look at Seever’s case. That’ll definitely drum 

up some new interest.” 

 “What’re you talking about?” 

 “That girl they found last week—didn’t you hear about that?” Anne is smiling. 

She is the type of woman who always has lipstick on her teeth, and the type who loves 

having information no one else has. Her husband works for the police department, and 

even though he’s just a geek who processes paperwork and sits on his ass behind a desk 

deep in bowels of the station, he still catches the latest gossip. 

 Sammie shakes her head. 
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 “A nineteen year old girl was outside smoking, and disappeared. It was just like 

when Seever was doing it. Those kids just gone—just vanish. And then they found her, in 

the reservoir.” 

 “Huh.” Sammie breaks off the end of a breadstick and shoves it between her lips. 

The piece is too big, and she can’t close her mouth all the way as she chews. “What does 

that have to do with Seever?” 

 “The girl—her finger was cut off,” Anne says, her eyes dropping down to 

Sammie’s mouth, fascinated. “Just like Seever used to do. The cops think he might’ve 

had a partner, some sick fuck who’s still on the loose.” 

 Sammie stands up, the lump of half-chewed bread heavy in her mouth, and goes 

to the bathroom. The restaurant is a small one, so she doesn’t have to go far, but she still 

barely makes it in time. She shoves back the metal door of the stall, hard enough that it 

bounces back and hits her shoulder, nearly knocks her over. The food that dredges up out 

of her stomach and out of her mouth is thick, ropy. Some of it looks like it just came off 

her plate—strands of linguine, unblemished and perfect; hunks of tomato that’re still cut 

into perfect squares.  

 She washes her hands and rinses her mouth, swishing to get all the sour taste out, 

even the stuff caught in the far back corners, the leftovers hidden between the fat of her 

cheek and teeth. She is sweating, and the inner corners of her eyes are smarting, like she 

has to weep, although she’s not sad or happy or angry, but instead doesn’t feel much of 

anything at all. 
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* 

 

 

  

 Sammie stumbles home after dinner, not at all drunk despite the four glasses of 

wine, but feeling sick to her stomach. She needs to vomit again, to get rid of the tiramisu 

Anne had ordered for them to share, but the only bathroom in the house is stuck right 

between the two bedrooms, and although Dean is probably sleeping, he could easily get 

up and listen at the door like he’s done so many times before, his head cocked to one 

side, his nostrils flaring, straining for the scent of guilt. 

 Can’t I use my own bathroom in peace? she screamed at him once, throwing the 

door open hard enough that the knob knocked a hole through the plaster. 

 And she can’t do it in the kitchen, although the sink would do in a pinch, because 

Dean will know, somehow he’ll find out no matter how many times she rinses or squirts 

bleach into the basin, and there’ll be another fight, an argument that lasts well into the 

night, and she doesn’t feel up for it. So she swallows the bile rising in her throat and slips 

into the second bedroom, the one they use as an office, and carefully shuts the door. 

There’s a desk and a chair here, a bookcase, but she’s afraid that one day it’ll all be gone, 

replaced with a crib and a dresser stuffed full of tiny clothes. It won’t matter if there’s no 

baby—once Dean gets an idea in his head he won’t let it go. 
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 The blinds in the office are still twisted open, and standing in the dark of the room 

she has a perfect view into the neighbor’s kitchen window. A couple lives there, no kids. 

They’re standing at the kitchen counter now, the big tiled island that runs down the center 

of the room, and she can’t tell if they’re talking or just standing there, in the middle of an 

intimate moment they don’t realize is being shared with an audience. She’s seen them 

before, spent lots of time watching them, although they never do anything especially 

interesting. But they seem pleasant enough. Normal. They like to touch, to sit on their 

couch and hold hands, to eat dinner and pat each other on the thigh. They seem content 

with their lives together. 

 Another lie she tells her mother: That she’s happy. 
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HOSKINS 

December 2012 

 

 

 

He goes to the same coffee shop every morning, a little place dropped on the 

corner of a Walmart parking lot like an accident, way out where the RVs and the 

donation bins usually sit. It looks like a refrigerator box that been thrown on its side, like 

a playhouse some poor dumb kid would make, sloppily cutting out a door and windows, 

scribbling on the sides with crayons. But it’s a real business, where a person can pull 

their car right up along the side and watch through a big window as their coffee is being 

made. The coffee is overpriced and tastes like shit, and there aren’t many choices. No 

pastries or granola or breakfast sandwiches. Nothing like that. Just coffee. 

 But what the place lacks in choices, it makes up for in other ways. Mainly, the 

employees. They’re all women—girls, really—and they’re always dressed in bikinis or 

lingerie. It’s part of the concept, to satisfy the customer. Get some coffee, get an eyeful. 

Like a Happy Meal for adult men. It’s like the time he was on vacation on the east coast, 

and went into a barbershop where the stylists worked topless. The girl who cut his hair 

had nipples that were small and pink and hard, like dials on a radio. She kept pressing 

those nipples into the back of his neck as she worked, rubbing them against the tiny hairs. 

Her breasts were small but very, very warm, and having them pressed against his skin 
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was enough to make him hard. Luckily, he was covered with a plastic cape, and the girl 

couldn’t see what she’d done to him.  Maybe she knew. Women always seem to know. 

 He knows every girl who works at the shop, all their names. The girls tell him 

how lucky they are to have a cop as one of their regular customers, to know that he’ll be 

in every morning to check in. He hangs around sometimes, parks a bit away and fills out 

paperwork, or checks email. And he watches. A place where girls are prancing around in 

barely anything at all attracts plenty of freaks, and he wouldn’t want to see any of the 

girls getting hurt. 

His coffee is always on the house. 

“We’ve got some donuts today,” Trixie says, leaning out the window and handing 

Hoskins a steaming foam cup. He doesn’t think Trixie is her real name—what kind of 

parent would name their kid that, he thinks—but he doesn’t ask. He figures it’s none of 

his business. And it gives the girls a sense of security to give people a fake name, as if 

it’s not really them flashing their tits and ass but someone else. He can understand that, 

telling a little lie to make life easier. It’s not as if he hasn’t done it himself. “A couple 

powdered sugar, one with raspberry filling. You want one?” 

“Is it because I’m a cop?” Hoskins asks. 

The smile immediately falls off her face. 

“Oh, I didn’t mean it like that,” she says. “I just thought you might like some 

breakfast—“ 

He reaches through his car window and touches her wrist. It’s cold outside, and 

her arms are dotted with goose pimples. She looked unsure for a minute, and just below 
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the uncertainty another emotion hovered: fear. Hoskins has seen it plenty of times over 

the years, usually on a woman who’d just had her face smashed in by the man in her life. 

“I was kidding,” he says. “Bad joke, sorry. If you don’t mind, I’ll take the 

raspberry.” 

She smiles again, but it’s weak. Trixie’s his favorite out of the girls, and he 

doesn’t like to see that on her face. Like she’s waiting for the other shoe to drop. 

“Have a good day,” she says, handing him a donut wrapped in a napkin. For the 

first time, he notices the tattoo on her hip, just above the lacy waistband of her panties. 

He thinks it might say five-by-five, but he can’t be sure. It’s blurred and sloppy, the black 

ink gone purplish over time, and he isn’t going to ask, because it isn’t like Trixie is dying 

for him to hang around. By the look on her face, Hoskins knows that she wouldn’t mind 

seeing the ass-end of his car disappearing into the distance. 

“Thanks,” he says. “See you tomorrow morning?” 

“Nah. I got the day off.” 

He parks a few dozen yards down and drinks the coffee. It’s too hot at first, makes 

his tongue feel fuzzy with pain. The line of cars is wrapped around the shop now—

Hoskins watches the guy at the window straining behind his wheel, trying to get a good 

look at Trixie’s ass as she pours his drink. By the looks of the guy, he’d be saving up the 

image for later, when he could slip into the bathroom at his office and jerk off into some 

bunched up toilet paper. 

“Can you believe some people?” Nat had asked him, months before. “Why can’t 

these whores go and get real jobs?” 
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That’s how he’d first discovered this place—his girlfriend reading the morning 

paper, getting her panties in a bunch over a girls serving coffee in their bras. He didn’t 

give her his opinion—that the girls could be doing much worse. Hell, he’d seen women 

doing much worse with his own two eyes. They could be sucking dick and taking it up 

the ass for a dollar, but they weren’t. But Nat wasn’t the kind to understand. She was a 

good girlfriend, and she’d make a good wife if they ever got to that point, but as far as he 

could tell, she had an opinion on just about everything that she didn’t know shit about. 

But he doesn’t tell her that. 

He drains the last of the coffee—there’s a handful of grounds left at the bottom 

and a few washing through his mouth—and pushes the donut into the cup, jamming his 

finger down until the raspberry filling comes oozing up through the pastry, thick as 

honey. He doesn’t know why he took the donut in the first place. He isn’t all that hungry. 

The sun still hasn’t come up when he pulls out of the lot and heads to work. Some 

people bitch about having to wake up early, but he’s always thought this is the best time 

of the day, before the streets are jammed, when everything is still quiet. He thinks of rush 

hour as The Idiot Parade, which was what his old man had called it, and he’d come up 

with that little witticism long before everyone kept a cell phone glued to their ear every 

minute of the day. If Hoskins had to get up earlier and lose an hour of sleep to avoid 

traffic, he’d do it, but he doesn’t have to. He already gets up early enough. 

As far as Hoskins can tell, the only bad thing about early mornings is the radio. 

For his birthday the month before Nat had given him an MP3 player, and tried to show 

him how to download music so he’ll have tunes to listen to in the car, but he never got the 
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hang of it, and Nat quickly commandeered the little rectangle of plastic, using it during 

her daily trips to the gym. Hoskins isn’t old enough that he missed all the tech changes—

he’s good with a computer, handy with a cell phone—but there’re just some things he 

doesn’t want to do the new way. He wants his coffee to percolate, his daily news printed 

on a paper, and for his music to be played on a station he knows, operated by real human 

beings who come on between songs to give an update on the weather and traffic.  

 But radio in the morning makes him want to drive his car off a cliff. There’s no 

music, just people talking. And none of it has to do with anything important. Instead, it’s 

about what celebrity is getting married or having a baby or was arrested. And these 

people are usually no one at all, famous for doing nothing, who haven’t made a 

difference with any single part of their lives. 

 Morning talk radio severely pisses him off. 

 “We have some big news in our own city today,” the voice coming through his 

speakers says. Hoskins can’t tell if it’s a man or woman, but he figures it’s some 

marketing stunt. A voice with universal appeal. “Carrie Simms, a nineteen year old local 

who’s been missing for the last few weeks, was found last week in the South Reservoir. 

Her death’s being investigated as a homicide, and here’s the kicker—“ the voice lowers 

to a conspiratorial whisper, “—the police think John Seever may have something to do 

with it.” 

 “John Seever?” It was a woman now, low and throaty. She sounds sexy, but 

Hoskins thought it likely she’s a cow. A woman with a voice like that—well, the voice 

was usually her best asset. “But hasn’t he been in prison for years?” 
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 “Yeah, but police suspect he might have had a partner back then, someone who’s 

still on the loose—“ 

 Hoskins twists the dial, cutting off the voices.  

“Who’s been talking?” he asks his secretary. Assistant, is what she calls herself, 

but Jenna’s nothing more than a secretary in his view, someone who sits at a desk and 

files papers and answers emails. What the hell could she possibly be assisting him with? 

“They’re talking about Simms on the radio, saying Seever’s connected.” 

“Who’s on the radio?” Jenna asks. She’s pretty, top-heavy. Likes to wear tight 

sweaters and no bra. Hoskins has to constantly remind himself not to look, to keep his 

eyes on her face, or to just gaze off into the middle distance, as if he’s trying to write a 

fucking poem. Jenna wants him to look, wants everyone to look at her, but if she catches 

him there’ll be problems. She’s like one of those spiders, curled up under a rock and 

waiting for an unsuspecting victim to wander by. She wants a husband. Or a lawsuit. 

She’s not a dumb girl, just one looking for an opportunity. 

“The—the people,” Hoskins says, waving his hand impatiently. “The ones who 

work on the radio. It was part of the news.” 

“I don’t know. I haven’t heard anything.” 

He goes into his office. A small room, with two windows that look out on a dark 

parking lot. Nothing fancy. He tries not to spend much time here, closed in by four walls, 

but sometimes it’s nice to get away, to shut the door and be alone, away from the chaos 

outside. He occasionally masturbates, hunched over his desk, his pants hooked around his 

knees, grunting into the crook of his elbow, but mostly he just sits, stares at the walls. 
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Sometimes he falls asleep and when he wakes up the sun is in a different part of the sky, 

or has disappeared all together. 

 “The girl’s parents are comin’ in to see you,” Jenna yells from outside his door. 

“The mother sounded pretty upset.” 

 He grunts, tosses his coat over the hook on the backside of the door. This, he 

thinks, is the worst part of the job. The families. The parents, especially the mothers, torn 

to pieces by the death of their kid, not understanding that a part of themselves is now 

gone, cold and dead and laying on a metal table in the county morgue. There are tears, 

and there’s usually anger—but the worst is the disbelief. Out of the thirty-seven dug out 

at Seever’s place, Hoskins personally visited thirty of the families, broke the news. It 

took him most of a week to do it, to go to one house after another, tell the hollow-eyed 

parents or aunts or grandfathers that they wouldn’t need that bedroom anymore, that all 

the clothes could be given away or burned, because a jackass named John Seever had 

been strangling kids with twine and then burying them in his basement, pouring quik-dry 

cement over the bodies so it was sometimes hard to tell where the concrete ended and the 

bone began. 

 It was the longest week he’d ever had. 

 He knows why Simms’s parents are coming. They were listening to the radio, too, 

or they got the news from a friend-of-a-friend-of-a-friend that maybe Seever had 

something to do with their daughter’s death. If they know about it, then everyone else in 

the damn city does, too, and everyone and their mother will be knocking on his door, 

demanding an explanation.  
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 “Jenna, cancel everything on my schedule,” he said. “After the Simms leave, I’m 

heading out for the day.” 

 “Where you going?” Jenna asks. He hates that, her constant need to know what 

he’s doing, what’s going on. He considers telling her to mind her own fucking business, 

but that’s just the kind of thing she’s waiting for, so she can go right to HR and complain. 

That would fuck him royally. 

 “I’m heading over to Rockton,” he says, shaking a few aspirin out of the bottle on 

his desk and onto his palm. He dry swallows them, the pills tracking a bitter path down 

his throat. He doesn’t bother keeping a lid on the bottle—that’s how often he dips into it. 

It’s almost empty. He makes a mental note to get more. He could send Jenna out to do it, 

but he has a feeling she’d try to get in a car accident or slip on the sidewalk. He’s been 

trying to think of a way to get rid of her for weeks, but nothing has come to him yet. 

 “Rockton? For what?” 

 “I need to talk to Seever,” he says. He puts the pads of his fingers down over his 

closed eyes and pushes, hard, until he sees bright flashes of silver in the darkness. 

 

 

* 

 

 

 It takes him two and half hours to get to Rockton, the prison where Seever will 

stay until he’s put in an armored transport and taken south to another prison, where he’ll 
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be strapped to a chair and zapped with electricity until the blood squirts from his nose and 

he shits his pants and isn’t breathing anymore. It’s east, a downward slope away from the 

mountains and onto the plains, where the land is nothing but scraggly bushes and yellow 

dirt. It’s colder out here, where the wind blows without breaking, although there’s less 

snow on the ground than in the city—only a dusting that blows across the interstate, 

whipping around like tiny snow tornadoes. This place makes his eyeballs ache. It’s all the 

sky, he thinks, unending blue stretching from one side of the world to the other, with 

nothing else to look at. Even the buildings are low here, the house hunkering close to the 

ground. He feels like he’s suffocating under all that sky, like a fishbowl has been turned 

over and plunked on his head. 

 He has to pass through town to get to the prison. It’s a small place, pleasant 

enough. But the houses and schools and little rows of shops are far off from the prison, so 

citizens can forget it exists, although the prison is the only reason the town is there at all, 

because the guards and nurses and even the warden need a place to live. 

 “Haven’t seen you around here in a long bit,” the guard at the front desk says. 

He’s not wearing a badge, and Hoskins can’t remember his name. Willis, or Williams. 

Something like that. But he remembers the guard—the skinny guy with the teeth that’re 

just a bit too big for his mouth, and too white. Like florescent beacons growing out of his 

red gums. “Come for a little sit down with Mr. Popular?” 

 Hoskins frowns. Seever gets bags of fan mail every week, and there is a constant 

stream of horny women trying to find a way into the prison for a conjugal. And then 

there’s the art—Seever has spent the last few years painting, using watercolors to create 
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all kinds of pictures. They’re all pleasant, nothing you’d expect to see from a killer—the 

seven dwarves crossing a log on their way to the mines; a mountain stream; Seever’s own 

face smiling back from the reflection of a mirror. And the clowns. Always with the 

fucking clowns. People are constantly amazed at how talented Seever is with a brush, and 

are constantly trying to buy his work, although the warden had long ago put a stop to it. 

Hoskins isn’t all that impressed with the paintings. If you give a monkey a paintbrush and 

all the time in the world, he’d churn out something good sooner or later, too. 

 “Yeah,” Hoskins says, emptying his pockets into a drawer that disappears into the 

wall. Everything that makes him who he is goes in—his wallet, car keys, badge. And his 

gun. Always his gun. “Had a free afternoon, so I decided to pop in.” 

 “Yeah, right,” the guard says, pulling the drawer shut with a clang and gathering 

up all Hoskins belongings. “Spending time with this dipshit is the first thing I’d do on my 

day off, too.” 

 Hoskins gives the man a half-smile. 

 A loud buzzer sounds, and a door opens. There’s a pat-down, and a metal 

detector. If you’re visiting a prisoner, there’s a room full of tables where you’d sit, where 

the guards stand against the walls, one hand restlessly thumbing at their gun. But visiting 

a prisoner on death row is different. It’s a single room, split down the center with a sheet 

of bulletproof glass, a chair on either side. And a phone, the old fashioned receiver that 

no one used anymore, so you could hear the other person. 

 Seever is waiting for him, his mouth moving before Hoskins even picks up his 

phone. The plastic is moist and clammy, as if someone had just gotten finished using it. 
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 “Say again?” Hoskins says. “I didn’t hear you the first time.” 

 “You’ve gained weight,” Seever repeats, slowly and loudly, so Hoskins’s eyes are 

drawn down to his livery lips, forming the words and pushing them out of his mouth. 

“You must have a girlfriend. When there’s a woman at home to do the cooking, men get 

fat.” 

 “Is that what happened to you?” Hoskins says. 

 Seever grins. When he was first arrested, Seever had been a huge man, with man-

tits and quivering jowls. After five years in prison, he’s still big—when you get used to 

eating huge portions you never change, Hoskins figures. He’s lost quite a bit of the fat, 

but his skin hadn’t been able to keep up, and hangs loosely, emptied of what it’d once 

held. 

 “Gloria always did like to cook,” he says. “She used lots and lots of butter.” 

 “Sounds delicious.” 

 “Oh, it always was, don’t you think?” 

 Seever lapses into silence, the corner of his mouth twitching. He’s still a smarmy 

bastard. Hoskins thought he probably walked around the prison with that shit-eating grin 

on his face, feeling superior to the other prisoners, feeling smarter, even though he’d 

barely graduated high school. Some people were just born already riding their high 

horses, a spoon crammed so far up their ass they could taste the silver. 

 “Is there something I can do for you?” Seever asks. 

 “Don’t you get the paper in here?” 

 “I do. Read it while I’m taking my morning shit. But we don’t get internet.” 
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 “Aw, man. That’s too bad. You’re really living the rough life out here.” 

 “That’s what I’m saying.” 

 “So if you read the paper you know why I’m here.” 

 Seever’s nails are long, like a woman’s, and shiny. Hoskins imagines him giving 

himself manicures in here, buffing and trimming crouched over the toilet, to keep the nail 

bits off the floor. Hoskins had seen him doing that once, through a pair of binoculars, in 

his master bathroom. That was before the arrest, back when they had detectives following 

him every hour of the day, waiting for him to fuck up so they could pounce. 

 “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

 “I think you do.” 

 Seever had cried when they first arrested him, and then he’d started laughing, 

short hiccupping sounds that were like a woman screaming, and Panama had punched 

him right in the mouth, once, and then a dozen times. If Panama hadn’t died, he would’ve 

lost his job for that, for hitting the man who’d killed so many kids, but Hoskins hadn’t 

stopped him, just let him keep knocking the fat fuck around, because he’d understood. It 

wasn’t just Seever’s laugh, or that fact that he was a killer, or that they’d spent the last 

four months trailing him, morning and night, watching him cram cheeseburgers and ice 

cream down his gullet—it was because of his grin, and his hair, parted so sharply that the 

white of his scalp shone like glass, and the nails. Those fucking nails. 

 “If you’re not going to get to the point, I think I’ll head back to my cell,” Seever 

says, shrugging. “I’m missing my nap to be here.” 
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 He starts to put the phone back on the hook, until Hoskins hits the flat of his palm 

against the glass. There’s a flurry of movement behind the door—the guards, Hoskins 

knew, jostling to see what was going on. And they’re listening, of course. Guards in 

places like this are always eavesdropping, picking up juicy gossip to take home to their 

friends. 

 “We found a girl a few days ago, pulled her out of the reservoir,” Hoskins says. 

 “Yeah, so? That’s not the first time you’ve pulled one outta there.” 

 “She’s missing her thumb. It’s been cut off.” 

 Seever froze, and some emotion flickered across his face. Uncertainty? Or maybe 

it was fear. Before he could really get a good look it was gone, carefully tucked away. 

 “Your detective skills have failed you. I’m afraid I didn’t do this one,” Seever 

says, laughing softly. “My alibi is skintight this time.” 

 “You mean airtight.” 

 “I don’t think so.” 

 There is a bad taste on the back of Hoskins’s tongue—sour and thick, as if a dog 

had taken a massive shit back there. He casually patted his pockets, then dug in, pulling 

out a pack of gum. Seever’s eyes watched greedily. Hoskins wondered how long it’d 

been since the guy had chewed gum.  

 “So, the girl could’ve been killed by the guy you were working with?” 

 Hoskins doesn’t look at Seever right away—instead, he busies himself with 

unwrapping the gum from the silver foil and putting it in his mouth. He has the sudden, 

horrible urge to laugh, and he’s afraid that if looks at Seever, it’ll be over. When he dares 
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to take a peek, Seever is grinning broadly, tapping his long fingernails against his teeth. It 

makes a clicking sound, like a fly desperately tapping against a windowpane. 

 “Detective Hoskins, it sounds like you need my help on this investigation.” 

 “No, that’s not it. I want to know who helped you kill all those kids.” 

 “Helped me? Helped me?” Seever laughs. “I never had help with anything in my 

life.” 

 “You really expect me to believe that?” 

 “I could care less what you believe.” 

 “A girl was murdered, and I think you know who did it.” 

 “So you are asking for my help?” 

 Hoskins sits back, chews his bottom lip. 

 “I guess I am.” 

 “Then shouldn’t you have some sort of deal for me?” Seever says. His grin has 

stretched so big that Hoskins could see the very last of his teeth. Most of the white was 

dotted with silver fillings. “Like, if I help your investigation I get an extra hour of free 

time? An hour a day on a computer so I can look at pictures of women going down on 

each other?” 

 Hoskins sets the phone down, takes a moment to rub his eyes. He knows there’s 

no chance Seever would leave now, not when he thought there was a prize almost in his 

reach. 

 “I don’t have any deal,” Hoskins says, picking up the phone. “It didn’t even cross 

my mind that you’d want something.” 
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 “Of course I want something. Only fools work for free.” 

 “Give me a name. Who were you working with?” 

 “Really, Paulie? You really want a name?” 

 “Yeah, I really do.” 

 “I don’t know,” Seever says, his tongue darting out of his mouth, wetting his lips. 

“I’ve never really liked you.” 

 “Oh, I forgot. I should’ve sent in one of my guys fresh out of the academy. Based 

on your history, you like your dick young, don’t you?” 

 Seever inclines his head, his expression bland. They might have been commenting 

on the weather, for all his face changes. Hoskins’s heart is thumping in his chest in a way 

he doesn’t care for, heavy and slow, like a machine that’s having trouble moving. 

 “I like it any way I can get it, detective.”  

 “I think you’d better give me a name, or I’ll make sure the rest of your stay here is 

god-awful.” 

 “And how would you do that?” 

 Hoskins grins, hears his lips squeak as they pull back from his teeth. 

 “How long do you think it takes twenty-four hours to pass when you don’t have 

TV?” Hoskins asks. “No newspaper, no books. Nothing. Just you and four walls of your 

tiny little room. I don’t think you’ve got enough goin’ on upstairs to keep yourself 

entertained every day for the rest of your life.” 

 Seever’s left eyelid twitches. 
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 “Looks like you’re thinking pretty hard,” Hoskins jeers. “You try any harder, 

smoke’ll start pouring outta those big ass ears.” 

 “Shut the fuck up.” 

 “Little sensitive about the size of those bowls stuck to the sides of your head?” 

 “You want a name, I need a deal.”  

 “Who the hell do you think you are?” Hoskins snorts. “Do you really think you 

can just sit over there, wheelin’ and dealin’ and I’m gonna pull out a pardon? You’ve got 

one awesome imagination, I guess.” 

 “What about that girl you were fucking before?” Seever says softly. Silkily. “You 

know, the girl from the newspaper?” 

 Hoskins slowly ground his jaws shut, his teeth sinking deep into the gum. The 

mint flavor squirted down his throat, and he fought the urge to gag. 

 “Who?” 

 “This was back when you were constantly following me around, and I’d pretend 

like I had no idea,” Seever says gleefully. “I saw you two one night, saw her climb onto 

your lap and fuck you, parked right in front of my house, where anyone could see. But I 

don’t think anyone did see. Just me.” 

 “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

 “She used to work for me, you know,” Seever says. “At one of my restaurants.” 

 “So what?” 

 “If you could get that young lady to pay me a special visit, I’d definitely spill my 

guts,” Seever says. He winked, but made it look like an accident. “Her name’s Samantha, 
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isn’t it? Sammie. I want her, and then I’ll tell you what I know. Or maybe I’ll tell the 

warden who I used to chum around with. He’d find that interesting, I think. For some of 

that poontang, I’d tell you everything you wanted to know. Or not. Do you know what I 

mean, Detective Hoskins?” 

 “I don’t have a deal for you,” Hoskins says. His head is beginning to ache again, 

and he thinks longingly of his open bottle of aspirin, so far away. “You can go fuck 

yourself.” 

 “Or I could fuck your little friend,” Seever says. “Shoot, I’d get her up on top and 

spin her like a top on my dick. I’d bend her right over and—“ 

 Hoskins didn’t bother putting the phone back on the hook, just tossed it onto the 

counter. Then he stood up, smoothing down the front of his shirt, and knocked on the 

door, waiting for the guard to open up and let him out. Faintly, he could hear Seever’s 

voice still, like a squeal coming to his ears from the far end of a tunnel, listing every dirty 

deed he’d like to perform on Samantha Peterson. 
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JACKY 

Summer 2006 

 

 

 He first dresses up like Batman, but some of the kids don’t know who the caped 

crusader is, which makes him wonder what the hell kind of childhood they’ve been 

having. Who doesn’t know who Batman is in this day and age? He’s found the answer to 

that question right here, in the children’s wing of the city hospital, where sick kids go to 

get better, and sometimes to die. The kids here see his costume and smile but don’t come 

close, because he’s a man they don’t know, behind a black mask they don’t recognize.  

The other problem with dressing as Batman is the costume itself, which is meant 

for a smaller man, someone with a trim waist and broad shoulders, and although Jacky 

has tried everything he can think of to keep his weight down, it still keeps jumping, the 

quivering arrow on his scale ticking higher and higher every day.  

So Batman is out. 

 The costume he finally settles on, the one that is plenty forgiving around the 

middle and doesn’t require a kid to read comic books or own a television to recognize is a 

clown. A funny, balloon-twisting clown with a bright red smile. 

 “You should try a different way with your makeup,” Gloria says, standing just 

over his shoulder in the bathroom mirror, her arms crossed over her thin chest. “It looks 

scary that way. The corners of your mouth—they’re too sharp.” 
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 “It’s fine,” Jacky says, impatient, wishing she would leave him alone. Gloria 

doesn’t understand why he does this, why he would take time every week and get dressed 

up and go down to visit some sick kids in the hospital—kids he doesn’t even know, she 

reminds him, kids who’re so sick they might be dead before he makes it back in again. 

He tells her that he goes for the publicity, because he wants to be seen doing good things, 

that owning your own business is like living in a vacuum, and everything you do turns 

around and comes right back. So parading around like a dope to make kids laugh can 

only help their business, and this is something Gloria understands, maybe the only thing 

she can understand, especially since her dad is so tight he squeaks. 

 And while it’s true that Jacky wants his business to succeed, there’s another 

reason he goes, although he doesn’t give this explanation to his wife. He likes the kids, 

likes to be around them. He doesn’t like them in a bad way, but he’ll be asked about it 

over and over again later, after his arrest. Did you touch any of those kids, Seever? What 

did you do to them? Everyone assumes that he must have done something, because what 

grown man with no children of his own would spend his day off entertaining kids, giving 

them horsey-rides and telling jokes and pulling pranks on the nurses? A pervert, that’s 

who.  

 But the truth is that he likes to be around kids, reminds him of the few years when 

his mother ran a daycare out of their house. He was older then, in high school, but he still 

liked to come home and help out, and they all liked him, they’d scream (Jacky’s home!) 

when he unlocked the front door and there’d be a thundering of footsteps and any number 

of hugs and squeals and giggles, and it would take a while for everyone to settle down. 
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He liked kids, the little ones especially, because they hadn’t learned to be cruel yet. They 

didn’t care that he was fat and ugly, and if one of them mentioned his weight it was 

matter-of-fact, in a way that didn’t hurt his feelings. It wasn’t like the boys at school, who 

were always pinching and slapping and flicking, who called him names (Fatty LaRue!) 

and looked at him with pity and disgust, because little kids only cared that you were 

there, didn’t ask you questions about being a prevert, only wanted to play blocks or dolls 

or fall asleep on your lap. They’re innocent when the rest of the world is gone to shit, and 

could anyone else really say that, that they were completely innocent? 

 “You have plenty to do around here without running off,” Gloria says, staring at 

his reflection. “That stretch of fence in the back needs to be repaired—“ 

 “I’ll be back in a few hours,” he says, smoothing the white pancake makeup over 

his cheeks with a damp sponge. “Jesus Christ, Gloria. Could you give me a fucking 

break, just for once?” 
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SAMMIE 

December 2012 

 

 

 She has a friend—no, not really a friend, more like someone she once met who’d 

never remember her again, who happens to be connected to her by a few other people—

who is also a writer. A woman who never wrote a word before, who’d gone to school to 

be a nurse and couldn’t pass the tests and could only be trusted to take blood pressure and 

urine samples, who’d decided to write a book, completely on a whim. This woman, this 

terrible person who had surely never spent hours in front of a blank computer screen, 

desperately looking for something besides writing to do, had written a book and 

published it, and this book had become an overnight bestseller and now the woman was 

famous. The woman who couldn’t be trusted to stab a needle into human flesh was now a 

big fucking deal, and Sammie found herself googling the woman all the time, 

obsessively, trying to figure out what the secret is, how this homely looking woman had 

managed to succeed while she kept failing. 

 “Every decision I’ve ever made has been the wrong one,” she said once, to her 

husband. “I haven’t done anything right.” 
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 Dean hadn’t said anything, only stared at her. This wasn’t long after the idiot-

woman had become hot shit in the book world, and not long before Sammie started 

fucking Paul Hoskins. Not long before John Seever was arrested. 

 But that was all a long time ago. It’s been years since she said something so cruel 

to Dean; years since she felt Hoskins’s hand cradle the back of her neck as he thrusted 

into her open mouth. Those things are long ago, but the sting from this woman’s success 

is still fresh, a cut that’s never healed. The woman is still writing, still successful, and 

while Sammie knows it’s crazy, that one person’s success shouldn’t bother her so much, 

it still rankles her to the core, to know this person is still out there, unknowingly rubbing 

her success in her face. 

 “I think a book is a great idea,” Dean says. They’re at the kitchen table, eating 

chicken out of a cheap Ikea dish Sammie thought was classic when she bought it years 

before, but it now stained and chipped. She wishes it would break, or that Dean would let 

her throw it away, but he just keeps sticking it back in the cabinet. “You’ve already got 

all the material, don’t you?” 

 Dean doesn’t know about Hoskins, although he knows that something happened. 

Something with a man, something he still asks her about, as if the questioning will wear 

her down at some point and she’ll admit everything. Completely spill her beans. Dean 

didn’t realize something was going on until it was over, after Hoskins had told her to 

leave her husband and move in with him. She’d just lost her job at the paper, and she’d 

known the demand was coming, knew that her tears and depression would bring 

something new out in Hoskins, who was the kind of man who would always cast himself 
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in the role of the hero, saving helpless maidens from danger. If Hoskins could make his 

life into a movie, she knew it would be a western, and he’d be wearing a ten-gallon white 

hat, and she’d be the woman tied up on the train tracks, screaming her fucking head off. 

But she didn’t leave Dean. Instead, she let her phone go to voicemail when 

Hoskins called. Deleted his emails. Crouched out of sight when he rang her doorbell and 

pretended not to be home. It took time and patience, but cutting a person completely out 

of your life always did. 

“I don’t have enough for a book,” Sammie says. The chicken smelled funny when 

she first cut away the plastic wrap, faintly chemical. She cooked the breasts anyway, 

dumping a can of mushroom soup over the pink skin, hoping it would disguise the smell, 

but it’s still there. “I didn’t save hardly anything after I left the paper.” 

After the paper left me, she means to say. 

“But you could catch up,” Dean says. He stabs a hunk of chicken with his fork 

and unloads it into his mouth, his teeth scraping against the tines. “You still have 

connections at the police department. Someone will give you everything you need. Just 

pick up the phone and call.” 

She hates the way he tells her to do things, always assuming that things will work 

out exactly the way he says. He doesn’t suggest, but orders, and she wonders if this is 

something all men do, or if it’s only her men, the ones she’s pulled into the orbit of her 

life. They’ve all been that way. Telling her how she should feel, what she should do. 

Hoskins used to twist her nipples until she cried out in pain, and he’d just smile. 

“I know you liked it,” he’d say. “Don’t act like you didn’t.” 
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But she didn’t like the pain, and in the end that was part of the reason why she 

stopped seeing him, because he thought she liked it when he was mean, that she liked the 

pinching fingers and the way he’d bite down on her shoulder when he came, and the way 

he made her feel like an idiot, because she was just a reporter for the newspaper and he 

was a cop, the good guy, fighting the good fight against all the evil in the world. In the 

end, she couldn’t stand to even be near Hoskins. 

“I guess I could call someone,” she says. “Maybe someone will fill me in.” 

“They will,” Dean says, stabbing another hunk of chicken. She puts down her 

fork, lining it up right beside her plate, suddenly sick to her stomach, but she doesn’t get 

up, just swallows back the bile and watches her husband finish his dinner. 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

She’s supposed to be at the grocery store, picking up the pork chops that are on 

sale, the ones Dean likes so much, but instead kept driving until she ended up parked in 

front of Hoskins’s house, a little place on the opposite end of town. It’s one of those 

deceiving buildings that looks tiny from the outside, but opens up when you go through 

the door, like it’s been enchanted with some weird magic. It’s different than the last time 

she saw it. Better. He’s been putting effort into the place. Trimming back the trees and 
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putting up drapes. Shoveling the walkway. She can remember a time before Seever was 

arrested, when Hoskins was running on nothing but nervous energy and caffeine, she’d 

showed up at his house, meaning to ask for a quote for the newspaper. This was before 

they’d actually started sleeping together, and she’d been nothing more than a girl working 

for the paper and he was the guy in charge of the investigation of the missing kids. But 

that wasn’t completely true, was it? Hoskins was part of the investigation, but he certainly 

wasn’t in charge—that was his partner, a man she can’t remember anymore, who smelled 

like wet newspaper and had kind eyes. She could’ve gone to Hoskins’s partner for the 

quote, probably should’ve gone to him, but instead she’d found out where Hoskins lived 

and showed up, uninvited and unannounced, and had slipped on the icy driveway and 

fallen right on her ass, screaming as her ankle twisted and her palm hit the frozen 

concrete with a jar that sent jitters all the way up to her eyeballs. She hadn’t even stopped 

screaming when Hoskins was there, helping her to her feet, keeping one hand on her 

elbow. He’d helped her inside, saying something about getting warmed up, and they were 

barely through the front door when he’d turned her around, yanking her wool skirt up 

around her waist and her hose down to her knees and shoved himself roughly inside of 

her. But that’s what she’d wanted, she supposed, what she’d come there for. And Hoskins 

had known it. Men like him could smell that need on a woman. And that first time, with 

his hands jammed roughly up her sweater and his moist breath in her ear, she’d loved it. 

Begged for it. 

There are Christmas lights stapled up around the gutters, an inflatable Santa on 

the dead lawn, waving and holding his bag of gifts, rollicking in the wind. A basket of red 
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poinsettias beside the front door. For the first time, Sammie wonders if Hoskins has sold 

the house and moved to something bigger, something nicer. It has been five years, after 

all, and things can change fast. Or not change at all. 

She isn’t sure what to do. What she meant to do: get out of the car, go to the door, 

ask Hoskins if he’ll tell her what’s going on, if Seever had a partner or if it’s just a copy 

cat, ask him to tell her that she has what it takes to really write this book. What she 

decides to do: nothing. Nothing at all. She turns off her headlights and slumps back, her 

seatbelt cutting uncomfortably into her neck, and just watches the house. She can’t see 

through the filmy curtains in the windows, but she can see that the lights inside are on. Is 

he inside, making dinner? It’s funny, to think of him at the stove, pushing noodles and 

meat around in a pan with a wooden spoon. She never saw him use his kitchen, and when 

she once opened it there was nothing inside, not even a box of baking soda, just the frosty 

bluish light. It could’ve been a brand new fridge, unboxed and plugged in, except for the 

exterior, which was peeling back at the corners from wear-and-tear, the white flaking 

away to the metal beneath. The empty fridge made her laugh at first, and then it upset her, 

although she didn’t know why. When she’d first started dating Dean, his fridge had been 

filled with food, and she’d found it comforting. Slices of cheese and wrapped butter in 

the door, plastic containers of leftovers stacked neatly on the shelves. Sometimes she had 

opened Dean’s fridge just to stare at what was inside, to run her eyes over it all. 

Her hand is wrapped around the door handle, ready to push it open and spill her 

out on the street when a car pulls into the driveway. It is an old brown sedan, the same 

one Hoskins used to drive. Sometimes, he would pull that car into the parking lot of a 
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church or a bookstore and pull her onto his lap, and the steering wheel would rub 

uncomfortably into her ass as they ground their hips together. The car parks, the lights go 

off. Hoskins climbs out. He’s gained weight, she sees. He’s thicker around the middle, 

his face looks heavier. She isn’t excited to see him, or even nervous. Instead, she doesn’t 

feel much of anything at all. He stops in front of his car, glances at the other houses. 

She’s parked on the other side of the street, a few houses down, and he doesn’t see her. 

And even if he notices her, sees the little red car with its engine running and the shadow 

of someone sitting behind the wheel, he couldn’t know it was her. She’s just some 

stranger, waiting for her car to heat up and the warm air to come blasting through the 

vents. 

Sammie opened the car door and started to yell when a woman comes out of 

Hoskins’s house and hurries down the walk. A sound actually left her mouth before she 

choked it back, a shrill scream that trails away to nothing, and she sees Hoskins’s head 

jerk in her direction for a moment before turning back to the woman, who has her 

shoulders hunched against the cold. It’s his girlfriend, Sammie thinks. Or his wife. She 

leans back into the car, quietly shuts the door. The woman is saying something to 

Hoskins, clouds of steam pushing out of her mouth like she’s a cartoon. And then 

Hoskins gets in his car again, and pulls back out into the street. The woman goes back 

inside. Neither of them is angry, but just matter-of-fact. Hoskins is going to the store, 

Sammie thinks, sent for a galloon of milk or tampons. Something like that. Which means 

he’ll be back soon. 
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She thinks about staying there, waiting for Hoskins to come back, maybe even 

moving her car closer to his house so she can stop him before he goes inside. But then her 

phone rings. 

“Where are you?” Dean asks. She has a brand new phone, but his voice still 

sounds tinny and distant. “Who do you know on that side of town?” 

“Are you tracking me?” Sammie asks. This is a new habit he has, one that 

developed when her new phone showed up.  

“I can tell wherever you go,” he’d said. 

“You can tell where my phone is,” she’d said. “The phone has GPS, but I don’t.” 

“You’ve been gone for a long time. I was worried.” 

“I just wanted to drive,” she says, flicking her lights back on. She steps on the gas 

pedal, and the car’s engine whines, the wheels spinning madly on the packed snow. 

“Clear my head.” 

“When are you coming home?” 

“Right now,” she says. She knows he’ll be parked in front of the computer until 

she walks in the door, following the little dot that is her across the glowing screen, and 

when she’s almost home he’ll shut it down. She’s never caught her husband looking at 

pornography, but sometimes she wishes she would, that it would be normal than this. 

“I’m coming home.” 

 

 

* 
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She wakes up to watery morning light filtering in through the windows, and the 

clicking of the furnace as it turns on and pushes warm air through the vents. Dean is on 

his side, facing her, his hand tucked under his cheek. He’s wide awake, no sleep in his 

eyes. 

“Hey,” she says. 

“Hey.” 

“How long have you been up?” 

“For a little while.” 

“What’re you doing?” she asks, jamming the pillow up under her head. All their 

pillows had gone flat and yellow long before, but she can never remember to buy new 

ones. “Shouldn’t you be getting ready for work?” 

“I was watching you.” 

“Watching me?” 

“Yeah,” Dean says. “You were so peaceful.” 

“That’s weird.” 

“No, it’s not.” 

“Watching someone when they sleep is creepy, Dean,” she says. “What, do you 

want to live in my skin?” 

“It’s just that you’re so beautiful,” he says, rubbing his hand against her cheek, 

the curve of her jaw. “I love you so much.” 
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He’s having a moment. Sammie understands this, but she still doesn’t want to 

play along. Dean’s always done this—these strange, random moments of tenderness that 

feel so phony to her, so staged, that it usually makes her wonder if there’s a camera 

watching, its electronic eye trained to capture the special moment. And then she feels 

guilty, because she believes Dean is being sincere, that he really does love her, that he 

thinks she’s beautiful. Maybe it’s a sign there’s something wrong with her, that she 

doesn’t like being coddled and loved by her husband. That she’d rather he leave her 

alone. 

“I love you, too,” she mutters, jumping out of the bed. “I’m gonna take a shower.” 

“Can I join you?” he asks, but she closes the door on his words, pretending like 

she didn’t hear the question over the shuffling sound of her bare feet against the carpet, 

and jams the doorknobs button lock all the way down with her thumb, as hard as she can. 
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HOSKINS 

December 2012 

 

 

 Sometime during the night it started snowing again and didn’t stop, hard little 

flakes of ice falling from a slate sky. He’d woken from a dream and hadn’t been able to 

sleep, and had stood at the bedroom window, two fingers parting the cheap vertical blinds 

so he could see out on the street, watching for a long time while nothing at all happened. 

Nat never even knew he was up—he’d somehow forgotten that he could be so still and 

quiet, that he didn’t always need to move, to have words being pushed out between his 

lips. 

 It was early when he drove through the coffee shop, and the cold. The girl who 

came to the window—not Trixie this time, but some other girl, one with long legs and a 

mole sitting at the corner of her mouth, with a single dark hair growing from it—was 

shaking from the cold, even though Hoskins could hear a space heater blowing right 

beside her. 

 “You’re here early,” she’d said. And later, when he had parked, he saw the girl 

pointing at him, peering out the window with another girl who’d come in. Trixie, he 

thought it was, and she was frowning, her arms crossed over her white bra. He didn’t 

look at them as he drove away, hoping that he looked busy, like he had something else on 
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his mind. He felt bad, as though he’d done something wrong, although he hadn’t done 

anything but get his coffee and park a bit away, just like he did every morning. 

 The only places open so early were coffee shops, so he went to another one, went 

inside and ordered a latte and sat at a table in the corner. He took his cell phone out, 

stared at the screen. He usually didn’t mind sitting alone, didn’t bother pretending to be 

busy with other things, but the girls at the coffee place had left him scattered. They’d 

been staring at him, pointing. They’d been talking about him. It was stupid, he thought, 

like being back in fucking high school and getting all worked up over the bullshit, but it 

still bugged him. Trixie had looked afraid as she’d looked out the window. Afraid, and 

maybe a little worried? But why? He’s just there to look out for them. He’s a cop, that’s 

what he does. 

 “Are you still doing okay, sir?” There’s a boy standing beside him. A boy with a 

zitty face and a green apron wrapped around his waist. 

 “I’m fine.” 

 “Would you like some help with that?” 

 The kid looks nervous, and Hoskins sees that his coffee is knocked over, that it’s 

spilled all over the table and the chair sitting across from him, and he had no idea. He’d 

been too involved in pretending to be occupied to notice. The other employees are 

standing behind the counter, watching. They probably drew straws to decide who’d go 

out and talk to him, or played paper-rock-scissors. Whatever kids were doing these days. 

The crazy guy in the corner, spilling his coffee without even knowing it. 
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 “Yeah, go ahead,” Hoskins says, but the boy doesn’t reach for the coffee but for 

Hoskins’s right hand. Hoskins’s first instinct is to jerk away, maybe to even give the kid a 

hard shove, but then he sees that he’s bleeding, that the cup of his palm is filled with red. 

The kid shoves a napkin into Hoskins’s hand and backs off, quickly. 

 Hoskins mops up the blood—there isn’t much of it, but enough, enough to 

notice—and looks at his palm. There’re four little half-moons cut into his skin, and at 

first he can’t figure out how they’d gotten there, until he sees the blood packed beneath 

his nails and realizes that he’s been clenching his hand into a fist, hard enough to draw 

blood, hard enough to cause pain that he never even felt. 

  

 

 

* 

 

 

 It’s still early when he knocks on Sammie’s door, maybe too early, but he knows 

she’s a morning person, that she likes to get up and putter around. Not exercise—he can 

remember Sammie scoffing at the women she’d sometimes see on the street, gleaming 

with sweat as they chugged along, sometimes pushing strollers, their dimpled thighs 

gleaming under the spandex wrappings. She’d always been that way. A little cruel, but 

funny. 
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 There’s a car parked in front of the house, covered in a thin layer of ice. It’s small 

and red—her car. There’s an empty spot just behind her, and a blank spot of asphalt left 

uncovered by snow. Sweet hubby, he guesses, off to earn the bacon. Hoskins wonders if 

they passed each other on the road, although he wouldn’t know even if they had. He’s 

fucked the man’s wife, slept in his bed, but never met him. Doesn’t know what the guy 

looks like, except in the few pictures he’s seen. 

 He climbs out, takes his empty coffee cup along. It’s getting colder with every 

passing minute—the weatherman was finally right about something, too bad it had to be 

about more shitty snow—so he hustles up to the house and jams his thumb down on the 

doorbell. There aren’t signs of life from inside, but that doesn’t mean anything. For all he 

knows, she could be splashing around in the shower. 

 There isn’t any movement from behind the door, and he stomps, trying to warm 

up. The cold is creeping in, starting at his feet and ears, curdling the hairs inside his nose. 

He rings again, then starts knocking. He starts to think she’s just on the other side of the 

door, counting to thirty under her breath before pulling it open, keeping her feet planted 

and her eyes screwed shut. But that’s just paranoia, he thinks. She wouldn’t be expecting 

him—she probably hasn’t thought much about him at all in the last five years. When a 

woman dumps you, stops taking your calls and gives off the impression that she hopes 

you end up dead in a hole, it doesn’t seem likely that she’s spent much time with your 

face on her mind. 
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 “Is that—Paul Hoskins?” Sammie says, pulling open the door a crack and peering 

through, then flinging it wide open. She’s wearing an old sweatshirt, spattered with wet 

spots, like she’s spilled something. “Come on in, get out of the cold.” 

 She looks good, he sees. Five years, but she still looks the same as she did before. 

A little thinner—she has the sweatshirt pushed up to her elbows, and her wrists looks 

delicate, like bird bones, light enough to fly on—but it doesn’t look bad on her. Her 

hair’s darker than he remembers, and she’s not wearing her wedding ring. But that’s not 

new, because she never wore her wedding ring before. 

 He scuffs his does against the doormat and follows her in, stepping to one side so 

she can shut the door. He wonders if she’s nervous, letting a man into her house when 

she’s home alone, but it’s probably fine. They aren’t strangers, or anything. They know 

each other very well. 

 “Do you want some coffee?” Sammie asks. “I have some brewing.” 

 He stumbles a little, following her down the funny little hallway that makes up the 

front of the house. His eyes haven’t adjusted yet, and all he can make out are the vague 

shadows of furniture and the outlines of frames on the walls, and golden motes of dust 

floating by. 

 “C’mon into the kitchen,” Sammie says. “The light is better back here.” 

 He can see now, and he doesn’t follow her right away, but looks around. It’s 

something cops are taught to do, to see everything, to really look, but Hoskins has been 

doing it for much longer than that. It sometimes feels like his entire life has been made up 

of looking, of watching, with only the briefest moments of action. His father had liked to 
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call him a goddamn snoop, and even now, although his father barely remembers his own 

name these days, he still calls his only son the detective in a snide voice when Hoskins 

goes to visit. But it isn’t a bad thing, he thinks, to be observant. He’s heard some other 

cops talk about how looking at a person’s facebook page or going through their email 

will tell you everything you need to know about them, and he agrees. Somewhat. He just 

got into an argument with a guy at the office last week about it, a kid who said that pretty 

soon all detective work would be done online and they’d never have to leave the building, 

and Hoskins disagreed, said that the only way you could know a person, really get a good 

sense of who they were, who they are, is to look at how they live. Not at a fucking 

electronic page full of phony photos and dumbass quotes.  

 So Hoskins looks. The hallway isn’t much different than the last time he was here, 

five years before, but there are some changes. There’re dried flowers hanging upside 

down from a tarnished copper hook, a mirror with a heavy gilt frame. And all kinds of 

those cutsie little plaques, printed with sayings like Stay Calm and Shop On, or 

Remember, everyone thinks we’re normal.   

 “How’ve you been?” Sammie says once they’re in the kitchen. She has the blinds 

pulled wide open, so the cold, watery morning light came filtering in. He set his empty 

coffee cup on the counter. “It’s been a while.” 

 “Yeah, it has.” The grout between the counter tiles is dingy and gray. “A long 

time.” 
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 “Did you get married?” Sammie asks. She’s not looking at him, but down at her 

nails. She’s been biting them, and the skin around the nail beds is ragged and crusted with 

dried blood. “If you did, you forgot to send me an invitation.” 

 One side of her mouth quirks up at that, the lopsided half-smile he remembers. 

She’s trying to make a joke, just like she always does when she’s uncomfortable. 

 “No,” he says. “I never got married.” 

 Sammie’s eyes flicker up to his, like she’s waiting for him to keep talking, and he 

wonders if she knows about Nat, who was already up and baking when he left. Banana 

bread, and a few dozen Christmas cookies. She promised there’d be pork chops for 

dinner, ones she’d bought on sale.  

 “I heard about that girl,” Sammie says. “They’re saying it was connected to 

Seever. Is it?” 

 “I thought you didn’t work for the paper anymore.” 

 “I don’t.” 

 “Then why do you ask?” 

 “Just curious, I guess,” Sammie says. “It’s been all over the news.” 

 She’s lying, he thinks. She’s not just curious, the way any person off the street 

would be. She looks the way she did after more victims were found in Seever’s place, and 

she knew she’d have another story to write. She would take her notes and snap some 

pictures and then she’d want to fuck, and once they did it right here, on her kitchen floor 

while the dishwasher hummed beside them. She’d lain on her back and propped her heels 
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up on the seats of the kitchen chairs so she could lift her hips into him, and she’d 

screamed when she came. The memory of it makes his neck hot. 

 “Are you still writing?” he asks. 

 “Not for the paper.” 

 “I’d heard that.” 

 “No more dreams of being Lois Lane,” she says, smiling again. “Those days are 

long gone.” 

 “Where’s Dean?” Hoskins asks. There’s an empty bowl sitting in the sink, a thin 

layer of milk left at the bottom. “Already at the office?” 

 “He likes to go in early.” 

 She sits down at the little kitchen table, so he does the same. 

 “Okay,” he says. “I should be honest.” 

 “Yeah, that might be better.” 

 “The girl that was murdered last week—it might have something to do with 

Seever.” 

 “Okay.” 

 “And Seever has agreed to tell me what he knows.” Hoskins takes a deep breath, 

feels the oxygen sink into the deepest part of his lungs. “If I bring you to visit him.” 

 “What?” For the first time she looks surprised, and it occurs to Hoskins that she 

hadn’t been at all surprised to find him at her door, to see that he’d come looking for her 

after five years. And he isn’t sure why. “What are you talking about?” 

 “He’s asked to see you. He asked for you specifically.” 
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 “What do you mean, he’s asked to see me? Why would he want to see me?” 

 Hoskins sighs, runs his thumbnail along a cut in the table, one that’s long and 

deep, maybe made by a steak knife. 

 “I don’t know,” he says. 

 “What does he want?” 

 “I don’t know.” 

 “Are you—I’m part of the deal to make him talk, is that right?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “That’s all I have to do? Make some conversation?” 

 “Yeah, that’s it.” 

 “And what do I get out of this?” 

 Hoskins opens his mouth, closes it. He feels like an idiot, showing up and here 

and just expecting that she would do this for him for nothing. He still cares about her—he 

thinks. He can’t say for sure. He still thinks about her, still fantasizes about her, still picks 

up the phone and dials her number and listens to someone else pick up even though it’s 

been years since she changed it and it’s always a stranger on the other end of the line. He 

still wants to fuck her, but that’s not something he can say, and it may be, he thinks, that 

he’s mistaking lust for love. Or maybe it’s the other way around. He doesn’t know, and 

he’s not sure if he ever did. 

 “Okay. I’ll do it,” she says. She’s watching him, her brow furrowed, a strange 

look on her face. He doesn’t know what she thinking, has never been able to tell. “But 

I’m going to think about what you owe me.” 
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 “Great. I’ll need a few days to get things sorted, anyway. Get you on the list to 

visit Seever.” 

 Sammie walks him to the front door, and when he steps out onto the icy stoop, he 

turns, expecting that there’ll be an awkward farewell, that they’ll hug, maybe even kiss, 

and he’ll drop a kiss at the corner of her mouth, not on her lips, but very close. But 

instead she’s already pushing the door shut. He hasn’t been inside her place long, no 

more than twenty minutes, but his car has gone stone cold, and he has to let it run for a 

few minutes, the freezing air blowing through the vents and onto his face, making his 

eyes water. It isn’t until he throws his car into drive and goes creeping down the street 

that he realizes that Sammie didn’t ask how Seever knew who she was. She never even 

asked how he knew her name. 
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GLORIA 

June 1979 

 

 

 When Gloria was young, strangers would stop her mother on the street, just to tell 

her that she’s beautiful. I think you might be the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, 

they’d say, and her mother would thank them and move on, her purse looped over one 

arm and the other holding tight to her youngest daughter, yanking her along as they 

walked away. And when those people didn’t say anything to her mother, they’d just look, 

sometimes throwing glances under their lashes, but more often it was open staring, and 

sometimes there were whistles and catcalls. Her mother never mentioned it, never 

repeated what anyone said to her. It was like it had never happened at all, like it didn’t 

matter. 

 “A man told Mama she was pretty today,” Gloria said once. She was eight years 

old, sitting between her brother and sister at the dinner table. It was meatloaf on the table. 

Mashed potatoes and gravy. 

 “And what did your mama say to that?” her father asked. He put his fork down so 

slowly that it didn’t make a sound as it touched his plate. Her mother, sitting on the other 

side of the circle table, didn’t move. Didn’t even look at anyone, although they were all 

looking at her, waiting for her to say something. 
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 “She told him thank you, Daddy,” Gloria said, not understanding why everyone 

was so tense, how things had gone so suddenly bad. 

 Her father was a tall man. Thin, but wiry. When he came into a room it felt like he 

sucked all the air out of it, all the life. He wasn’t all that handsome, even in the wedding 

photo that hung in the dining room, but anyone would look plain standing beside her 

mother, who was spectacularly gorgeous in her white gown, although she wasn’t smiling. 

Gloria had sometimes wondered how her parents had found each other, how her mother 

had ended up cooking in the kitchen of the family’s diner, dripping with sweat and 

exhaustion, but no one ever asked, and her parents never volunteered the information. 

She always felt bad when she had those thoughts, because she loved her father, even 

though he had long black hairs growing from his nose and pits from old acne on his 

cheeks. 

 “That man was right,” her father said. He was staring at his wife, hard enough that 

there seemed to be heat in his gaze, hot and stifling. “Your mama’s so pretty, I might 

have to kill her before some other man steals her away.”  

 And then he laughed. 

 

 

 

* 
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 Gloria wondered what it would be like to be so beautiful that it made men look 

hungry, like dogs panting over a bone. But sometimes it wasn’t hunger, but anger that 

colored the faces of men as they watched her mother, as if her perfect face and her dark 

eyes were a personal affront, as if they’d been created just to offend. 

 But she didn’t know what it was like to be beautiful, she’d never know. She took 

after her father—tall and thin, plain-faced. The other two, her brother and sister, both 

looked like her mother, but she was the youngest, and maybe all the good looks had been 

used up on the other two, they’d somehow stolen her share of attractiveness in utero and 

left her with nothing but a scattered pile of leftovers. Her mother never said anything 

about it, although her father did. 

 “I always liked smart girls better than pretty ones,” he’d say, although they both 

knew it was a lie, because he liked nothing better than to stare at his wife, who wasn’t a 

dummy, but not exactly a genius, either. “You’ll be a good wife someday.” 

 Not that her mother wasn’t a good wife, but her beauty brought out something in 

her husband, something ugly and stupid and possessive, although almost no one saw it. 

When Gloria was eleven, her father thought his wife was having an affair with the pastor, 

and he held a gun to her head for three hours while the TV played on in the background, 

until he became so tired that he gave up and fell asleep in a kitchen chair. The kids were 

asleep for that episode, and neither of their parents ever brought it up, so they never 

knew. So Gloria never really saw that her father’s love for his wife bordered on 

obsession, that he treated her in the same way a greedy man treats his money, like he 
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owned her, worshipped her, like she was something to capture and store away where no 

one else could see. 

 

 

* 

 

 

 Even though she was ugly and didn’t look a bit like her mother, Gloria was her 

father’s favorite. If you ever get married the restaurant is yours, her father said, so often 

that when she was a kid she’d sometimes sit in the diner, deep in a booth with a malted 

and fries, and imagine the things she’d change once it was hers. She’d have the tables 

replaced with shiny new ones, and throw away the old tablecloths. Put some new stuff on 

the menu. Cakes, maybe. Gloria’s mother could cook just about anything, except cake. It 

was the altitude, she complained. It was just too damn high up for a cake to rise—hers 

were always sunken in the middle, like they’d been hit by a giant meteor.  

 But Gloria didn’t meet a boy in high school—didn’t go out on a single date, not 

even to her own prom—and in college the only ones who asked her out were the guys 

who were sure she’d climb into their back seats after dinner and a movie. And she did, 

once or twice, although the most she ever got out of the experiences were damp panties 

and a painful scrape up her back, from when she’d leaned back onto the door and the 

handle had caught her right up the spine. It wasn’t until she came home that summer after 
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her first year in school and worked in the diner, waiting tables and smoking cigarettes out 

by the dumpster, that she met Jacky. 

 “Can I bum one?” he said, coming up behind her, making her jump. “Left mine at 

home.” 

 She pulled the entire pack out of her apron and passed it to him, more out of 

surprise than anything else. No one had spoken much to her—she was the boss’s 

daughter, after all, and a stranger—and she wasn’t sure how to act. 

 “Thanks,” he said. “Appreciate it.” 

 “No worries.” 

 He stood beside her, leaning back against the green dumpster, one foot propped 

up on the metal. He wasn’t handsome, she saw, but there was something about his face 

that made her want to look at him some more, something about the way he moved. He 

had a slip-slidey way about him, like the way a crab might move if it was up on two legs, 

sidling along. 

 “I’m John,” he said. He didn’t stick out his hand. “But you can call me Jacky. I’m 

the dishwasher.” 

 “I know.” 

 “And you’re Gloria, right?” he asked, looking at her sideways with his bright 

eyes. “One of the waitresses?” 

 Yeah. 

 If she were a different girl she’d have something to say. She’d comment on his 

watch, or on the weather or the way the dumpster always smelled like sour milk—
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something, damnit, anything to keep the words going. But she wasn’t a different girl, just 

herself, and she found that she couldn’t think of one interesting thing to say to Jacky, so 

they just stood beside each other, taking long inhales of their cigarettes and blowing 

clouds of smoke toward the sky. 

 Three days later, Jacky took her to a movie. 

 “Why did you ask me out?” she asked him. They were parked outside her house, 

watching moths flit around the light on the front porch. 

 “Why wouldn’t I ask you out?” he said. “I was just surprised that a girl like you 

didn’t already have a boyfriend.” 

 Her cheeks felt warm. 

 He took her out again. To dinner at a nice restaurant, where everyone on the staff 

stopped by the table to chat. She was mystified. She’d never met anyone like Jacky, who 

could work a room and remember the name of a person he’d met only once years before, 

and he was always asking questions—about a person’s work, their school, their family. 

People loved that, to talk about themselves. It took her some time, but she realized that 

Jacky was saving up the information, like a squirrel stows away nuts for the winter, to use 

later.  

 “Did you used to work here?” she asked at the restaurant, as one of the prep-cooks 

walked away, headed back to the kitchen. 

 “No. Why?” 

 “They all know you.” 
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 “I’ve never met any of them,” he said, smiling a little. “But now they all know 

me.”   

 A year later, they were married. 

 “What do you want me to do?” Gloria asked. This was on their wedding night, 

when they were in the honeymoon suite at the hotel. Her father had offered to pay for a 

trip to somewhere exotic—Niagara Falls, maybe, or the Grand Canyon—but Jacky had 

turned him down. He hadn’t wanted to be beholden to anyone, he said, even if it was a 

gift. 

 “What do you mean?” Jacky was watching her from the foot of the bed, his tie 

flapping loose around his neck. 

 “I mean—“ She gestured lamely. “How do you want to do this?” 

 She meant sex, of course. Not that she was entering their marriage as a virgin—

far from it—but in the past year they’d never once done it. It was Jacky’s idea to abstain, 

and she’d gone along with it willingly enough. She didn’t want him to think she was a 

whore, begging to sleep with him, especially when things were going so well between 

them, and especially since her father thought so much of him. Jacky wasn’t a dishwasher 

anymore. He’d moved up, and was now the head cook, and he’d be manager soon. 

Owner, her father promised. He’ll be running the whole place in no time. 

 “I don’t know,” Jacky said. It was one of the only times she’d ever seen him 

nervous.  

 “Are you okay?” 

 “Yeah.” 
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 Do you want me to turn out the light?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 He came to bed when the lights were out, came to her. He was shaking, and 

finished fast, and he was gasping for air in the cup of skin between her neck and 

shoulder. 

 “I didn’t know.” 

 “What didn’t you know?” 

 “Nothing. Nothing.” 

  

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

 He’ll only have butter in the restaurant. Real butter, not margarine or oleo, not 

even the good stuff that no one can tell isn’t butter. She once tried to fool him, to replace 

the stuff in the butter dish with margarine, thinking that he’d never know the difference 

and she could save some money on the grocery bill, but somehow he knew, he knew even 

though she’d thrown the wrapper away. And not even in her own trash, but one of the 

bins at the grocery store. She’d leaned way over the side of the bin, shoving the 
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margarine wrappers way deep down, covering it with old bags of fast food and crumpled 

newspapers, looking over her shoulder as she did it, like he might be standing a few feet 

away in the parking lot, staring with accusing eyes. She covered her tracks, did 

everything perfectly, but somehow Jacky still knew, and he’d thrown her crystal butter 

dish on the ground and screamed at her, little flecks of spit gathering in the corners of his 

mouth. 

 He’s picked up all sorts of little quirks like that, mostly about things at the 

restaurant. Her father, who handed over the restaurant three months after the wedding, 

says it’s good. That it shows Jacky’s a discerning man. That he’s just what the restaurant 

needs to run properly. And even though it’s only been a year since he took over, Jacky’s 

already talking about expanding, about taking out a loan and opening up a second 

location, in a newish building where a barbershop used to be. 

 “Do you think that’s a good idea?” she asks him, but Jacky doesn’t answer. He 

doesn’t pay much attention to her anymore, but she’s heard that happens, that a couple 

will lose interest in each other—she just didn’t think it would happen so damn fast. Oh, 

he’s always paid attention to some things—like when she comes out of the bathroom 

naked as a jaybird, beads of water from the shower still clinging to her skin like sequins, 

purposely tempting him because she wants a baby, more than anything. But even his 

interest in what’s between her legs has waned, and more than once, she’s found herself 

sidling up to him in bed, running a hand beneath the waistband of his boxers and tangling 

her fingers in his pubic hair, only to be pushed away. 

 “I’m not in the mood,” he says. “I feel disgusting.” 
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 “You look fine,” she says. 

 “Are you kidding me? My stomach sticks out farther than my chest. I can’t even 

see my dick anymore.”  

 It’s true, that he’s gained some weight, but she doesn’t care, doesn’t mind any of 

it. But he feels badly, she thinks, because he’s told her about his uncles, who used to 

tease him, who would pull up his shirt and smack his belly and tweak his nipples until he 

was red, calling him a fat pig, or a pretty boy. She’s seen the photos of him when he was 

younger, and he was heavy, big-boned, her mother would’ve said. Fat? No. A little extra 

meat on his bones. Yeah, she guesses so. One night, when Jacky worked his way through 

most of a case of beer, he told her that his stepfather had never called him fat, although 

he’d once asked him if he was queer, a fairy-boy who liked to prance around in women’s 

underwear. All because he never had a girlfriend in high school. 

 “Your dad sounds like an asshole,” she’d said, trying to say what she thought he 

wanted to hear, but his cheeks immediately turned red. 

 “He’s my stepfather,” he’d said blearily. “And you don’t know what the fuck 

you’re talking about.” 

 “You’re not fat,” she tells him now. “I’m still attracted to you.” 

 He grunts and pulls the covers up over his shoulder. 

 Jacky hasn’t touched her in six weeks, no longer gives her ass a squeeze when he 

walks by, doesn’t seem interested when she wears a thin tee shirt with no bra.  

 “Are you having an affair?” she asks. “Is there some other woman?” 

 “No.” 
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 “Then what’s wrong with you?” 

 He sits up, throwing off the blankets, and she thinks he’s finally going to talk, 

open up to her and tell her what’s going on, but instead he shoves her back on the bed, 

hard enough that she shrieks in surprise and immediately tries to get back up, but he’s too 

strong. 

 “Shut up,” he says, working on the drawstring of his pants with one hand and 

holding her down with the other. “Just shut up.” 

 She stops fighting after he slaps her, just puts her hands over face and cries, 

sucking in air so hard she can hear it wheezing through the cracks in her fingers. 

 “Let me see your face,” Jacky says, grabbing her wrists and trying to pull her 

hands away, his hips not slowing down, but she doesn’t let him. Even when he pinches 

her, taking flesh in between his fingers and squeezing until the skin squirts out of his grip, 

she screams, but she doesn’t put down her hands. “I want to see your face.” 

 

 

* 

 

 

 Jacky doesn’t wake her up the next morning when he leaves for work, so it’s 

almost noon when she wakes up, smeary eyed. She slept like the dead, but she’s still 

exhausted. She pads into the kitchen, turns on the coffee machine and watches it drip into 

the pot, not noticing that her robe is untied and open, and that she’s naked beneath, not 
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aware that she’s swiveling her hips back and forth, her tufts of pubic hair rubbing against 

the lip of the counter. 

 Gloria thinks her husband might have raped her. Or maybe not. Can that even 

happen? She’s not sure. 

 She slops the coffee over the mug’s rim when she pours, burning the back of her 

hand. She could leave Jacky. Ask for a divorce. That happens. She doesn’t know any 

women who’ve actually left their husbands, but she’s seen it on TV, knows it’s possible. 

She could go to her parent’s house, start over. All day she thinks about this, about 

leaving, even gets a suitcase out of the hallway closet and puts a few things in—just some 

panties and blouses, a pair of slacks. If she packed all her clothes, she thought, that meant 

she’d made up her mind, that she was ready to go. 

 But she isn’t sure. Of anything. 

 Later that night, when she’s sitting across from Jacky at the dinner table, not 

looking at him but down at her plate—meatloaf and mashed potatoes, boiled green 

beans—she decides to say something. That’s what women are supposed to do, aren’t 

they? Speak their minds? Get their feelings out in the open? She thinks she might have 

read that little tidbit of wisdom in a magazine somewhere—probably in the waiting room 

at the dentist’s office. Clear the air, work things out. Or be an independent woman, and 

leave. She didn’t need a man who’d treat her badly, the magazine told her.  

 “About last night—“ she begins, but Jacky won’t let her finish, because he 

suddenly has an awful lot to say, even though he hasn’t said a word since sitting down, 
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and has spent the entire meal sinking the tines of his fork into the top of his meatloaf and 

then licking off the warm catsup. 

 “I won’t touch you again,” Jacky says. “I’ll move into the guest bedroom.” 

 “That’s not what I was going to say,” Gloria says. This sounds bad, very bad. And 

it’s one thing if she plans on divorcing him, but something completely different if he’s 

trying to leave her. He’s in the wrong, after all. Isn’t he?  

 “You didn’t enjoy it,” he says. 

 “I never said that.” She can’t believe the words coming out of her mouth. The lies. 

But is she lying? She’s not so sure. It’s like she can’t remember anything anymore, and 

the only thing she can feel is an overpowering need to hold on. She had all sorts of 

intentions, but they’d all jumped ship. “When did I say that?” 

 “I guess you didn’t,” Jacky says, slowly. “But from how you were acting, I didn’t 

think you liked it all that much.” 

 “Then don’t just assume things for me,” she snaps. She scoops more beans out of 

the bowl, thumps them down on his plate. “I’ve got my own mind, and if I don’t like 

something, I’ll let you know.” 

 “All right, then,” he says, leaning forward and digging his fork into his potatoes, 

as if he’s finally ready to enjoy the meal. “You’ll let me know.” 

 “I’ll let you know,” she says again, firmly, and then again. She remembers the 

half-packed suitcase upstairs, and excuses herself from the table and goes up. She doesn’t 

bother taking out the clothes but just sticks it back in the closet, quietly, so Jacky won’t 

know what she’s doing, so he’ll never know. 
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* 

 

 

 

 Nothing like that ever happens again. Jacky starts bringing her flowers once a 

week, when he comes home on Saturday night. He buys whatever’s in season—daisies in 

the spring, mums in the fall. Carnations all year long. Tall, fresh flowers, their heavy 

heads drooping over the sides of a glass vase, their delicate stems barely able to keep 

them upright. 

 “I don’t need a new vase every time,” she says. “If you just bring the flowers 

wrapped in paper, that’ll be fine.” 

 But he doesn’t listen, and he keeps coming home with these glass vases, a new 

one every week, and she feels bad tossing them out with the trash, so she stacks them in 

one corner of the garage, in a careful pile. They get dusty there. Dirty. She doesn’t touch 

it, this precarious mountain of glass that gets bigger by the week, but sometimes she goes 

out into the garage to look at it, the bottoms of her bare feet cold from the concrete, her 

arms crossed over chest. After the first few times, she noticed that spiders would climb 

inside the glass, not knowing that they’d never be able to get out again, that they’d end up 
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dead at the bottoms, their legs crinkled up close to their bodies, the whole rest of world 

right there, close enough to see, but still not close enough. 
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SAMMIE 

December 2012 

 

 

 “Is there something you need to tell me?” Dean asks. It’s morning, and she’s 

sitting in front of the TV, balancing a cup of hot tea on her knees and watching the news. 

Nothing much has happened in town since the cops pulled Carrie Simms out of the 

reservoir, so the murder’s being pulled apart, rehashed, looked at from every angle until 

none of it makes the least sense. Dean’s sleeves are rolled up to his elbows, to keep them 

from getting wet when he washes out his cereal bowl. That’s one of the things she fell in 

love with—they way he’d fold up his long sleeves, and the glint of the soft hairs on his 

forearms. His arms are still the same, not any different than they were years before, but 

it’s not the way it used to be. 

 “What?” 

 “Is there something you need to tell me?” he says, again, but slower this time, as 

if he’s talking to someone who’s hard-of-hearing, or stupid. Maybe both. 

 “I don’t think so,” she says. But she’s already feeling guilty—but about what? It’s 

the way she’s always been, guilty for everything, or for nothing. There are times at work 

when some employee is stealing from the store, either dipping into the cash registers or 

walking out with product, and the manager will call all the employees together and 
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lecture them on honesty and doing the right thing, and Sammie will feel guilty, although 

she’s never one the one who’s stealing.  

 “It’s woman-guilt,” Anne told her once, over plates of raw oysters. “You 

automatically get it when you have a vagina.” 

 “Are you sure?” Dean asks. 

 “Yeah, I am,” she says. Suddenly angry, because she hates it when he does this, 

when he plays these head games like she’s a kid and he’s trying to trap her with words, 

get her to say something she doesn’t mean. “Why don’t you just spit it out? If you have 

something to ask me, just do it.” 

 He slowly lifts his arm, and holds out his hand. At first, she’s confused. It’s a 

coffee cup, a flimsy cardboard one you can get anywhere, with a sleeve stuck around the 

middle. She doesn’t understand, until Dean turns the cup, until she can see the logo 

imprinted on the side. It’s cheaply done, and sloppy, but still legible. Bikini Xpresso, it 

says, and beside the words there’s a picture of a coffee bean. But not just any coffee 

bean—this one has legs, and a set of juicy red lips. It’s a sexy coffee bean, and she 

laughs. 

 “Where did you get that?” she asks. 

 Dean turns the cup again, upside-down, and she hopes that it’s empty or they’ll 

have a mess on their hands, and shows her the lid. There’s a name printed on the top, in 

black sharpie, in big, loopy letters. 

 Paul. 
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 “Oh, that’s mine,” she says. The words come out of her mouth quickly, too 

quickly, and it sounds like a lie to her own ears, so how can she expect to fool the man 

she’s been married to for so long, the man who is constantly listening and watching with 

this weak story. “They gave me the wrong one by mistake.” 

 “You got coffee at this place?” Dean says. His face hasn’t changed, but he knows 

she’s lying, she can tell. “They wear bikinis, don’t they?” 

 “Yeah,” she says, shrugging. “I was curious.” 

 “What?” 

 “I heard some people talking about it,” she says. It would be easier to tell the 

truth, to let Dean know that Paul stopped by and it was completely innocent, that it was 

about the book and Seever, but she keeps on with the lies, not willing to backpedal and 

apologize. Lies have always been that way for her—she tells them again and again, 

refusing to give up the story, repeating until she believes it herself. A stubborn liar, her 

mother used to say, is the worst kind of liar there is. “I wanted to see what all the 

commotion was about.” 

 “And?” 

 “It wasn’t all that great,” she says. “Some of those girls shouldn’t be going 

anywhere in a bikini.” 

 She expects him to laugh, the way he always does when she says something cruel, 

but he doesn’t. Dean just walks out of the room, the empty coffee cup still in his hand. He 

doesn’t believe her, but he’s not going to challenge it. He’s going to let her live with it, 

stew in her own lie. This is new, she thinks. This is different.  
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TUCKER JONES 

December 2012 

  

  

 He doesn’t have a car, so he has to walk everywhere, point his feet in a direction 

and just go. He doesn’t walk on the main streets, but takes shortcuts whenever he can, 

through neighborhoods and parks, over fences and along sewage drains. He doesn’t like 

people to see he doesn’t have a car, doesn’t like to imagine the pitying looks he gets as 

people drive by, looking at his shoulders hunched against the wind, his eyes squinted 

against the sun. So he takes the back routes, the ways he thinks none of his friends will 

go. 

 “Why does it matter what anyone thinks?” his mother demands. “So what if you 

have to walk?” 

 “You don’t understand,” he says. “You don’t walk anywhere.” 

 And she doesn’t, not if she can help it. He sometimes looks at his mother, who 

has ballooned to gigantic proportions over the last few years, and feels a welling of 

disgust, tinged with affection. She’s eating herself to death, he thinks, stuffing herself full 

of as much diet coke and twinkies as her gut can possibly handle, and has been, ever 

since his old man had a heart attack and died, fell down right in their front yard in the 

middle of mowing the lawn, so by the time they found him, he was sunburnt. Some 
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people stick a gun in their mouth and eat a bullet, but his mother just eats. He has a 

feeling it all evens out in the end. It’s just taking his mother longer to get to the finish 

line. 

 “I have a car because I’m an adult,” she says. “I have to get to work.” 

 “So do I,” he says. “You could just buy me a car, you know.” 

 She grunts, her eyes shining darkly, like two marbles pushed down into bread 

dough, and goes back to pushing pretzels into her mouth, stopping to lick her fingers 

every few minutes, her lips making a sucking noise he can’t stand. She does it on 

purpose, he thinks, or maybe she doesn’t. Maybe she doesn’t know how disgusting she is 

now, or she’s just indifferent to the way people look at her in the supermarket, sneaking 

looks in her basket to see all the shit she’s buying so they can laugh to themselves at the 

pig-woman who just doesn’t care. 

 “It’s not that far for you,” she says. “Besides, you’re young. You need the 

exercise.” 

 You more than me, he thinks. But he doesn’t say it—this is important. He doesn’t 

say it out loud, because even though his mother is a fat slob, he doesn’t want to hurt her 

feelings. He just leaves, shrugs into his coat and zips it up as far as it’ll go before heading 

outside, out into the cold. 

 He’s never felt cold like this. Everyone thinks Colorado is all freezing 

temperatures and nonstop skiing, but it’s not. It’s usually not cold at all. But this—this is 

something else. It’s so cold that the schools are all closed, since they don’t want any kids 

getting frostbite while waiting for the bus or walking to class. So all the kids get to stay at 
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home, fuck around all day and keep warm, and he has to trudge through the piles of snow 

that his dickhead neighbors won’t ever bother to shovel off their sidewalks, and by the 

time he gets to work, his feet’ll be soaked through and he won’t be able to feel them, until 

they start to thaw and hurt like hell. 

 It’s mostly because the thought of his feet, and how much they’ll hurt that makes 

him decide to take the bus, although he hates everything about public transportation. He 

hates the extra-long buses the city has, like two worms connected in the center by an 

accordion, and he hates the fact that although most of them are brand new, they still smell 

piss. He doesn’t know how that could be. The plastic seats are still shiny and free of gum, 

and the floors are still mostly spotless, but they still smell like piss. Like some guy just 

stood in the center of the bus, right in that accordion part that keeps the whole thing 

connected, and unzipped, spraying urine everywhere. 

 But what does he hate most about the bus? That anyone can see him riding it. 

Anyone. And riding a bus is even worse than walking, especially if your friends see you 

do it, and they blast by while you’re waiting inside the clear plastic walls that’re the bus 

stop and shoot you the finger, screaming and laughing, because their parents bought them 

a car to drive, and you’re the fucking loser waiting to take the bus to the restaurant where 

you wash dishes and get so greasy that your hair always shines like it’s wet.  

 “If you signed up for some classes I might let you drive my car to class,” his 

mother said that fall, just after everyone went back to school and the streets had emptied 

out. 

 “I just graduated.” 
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 “But nowadays everyone should go to college,” his mother said. 

 “You didn’t. 

 “Things were different back then,” she said. “Times have changed.” 

 “I’ll think about it.” 

 But he really didn’t think about it, because he had no interest in going to college. 

College was for smart kids, kids with brains, and Tucker wasn’t all that bright. At least, 

that’s what his dad had always told him, and that’s what the teachers had said, too. 

Actually, the teachers had usually said something like not living up to his full potential, 

which was a polite way of calling him a fucking numbnuts, which was how his dad 

always put it. And even though his mom told him not to believe it, told him that no one 

understood him, he thought that all those people were probably right. He’d spent a few 

years in middle school wondering if he was retarded, like full-on, short bus retarded, but 

then he realized he was just stupid, although not stupid to benefit from the lack of brain 

cells. So why waste the money for classes, he figured? He’d stay at the restaurant, work 

his way up. He could move from dishwasher to line cook, then maybe into management. 

It had happened before. 

 This is what he’s thinking about as he waits in the bus stop, huddled in a corner, 

the sleeves of his coat coiled over his hands like mittens and his face nuzzled into his 

collar, leaving a damp patch on the fabric. He’s alone in the plastic booth, because every 

one else is either too smart to be out on a day like this, or has a car. He’s so occupied 

thinking about this, so furious about how his mother will spend hundreds of dollars on 

food every month and not even consider cosigning on a car loan with him, because she 
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doesn’t believe that he’d keep making the payment, that he barely notices the guy come 

into the booth and sit right beside him, even though there’re three other metal benches, all 

of them empty. He doesn’t notice the guy until he feels a sharp point digging into his 

side, poking all the way through his coat and tee shirt and into his skin. 

 “What the fuck’s your problem, dude?” he says, trying to jump up, but the guy 

has one hand on the back of his neck and the other pushing the knife deeper into his side. 

The year before, one of Tucker’s friends had accidentally been stabbed in the thigh at a 

house party, and he’d told everyone that it had taken awhile to feel the pain, that he 

hadn’t actually felt anything until he looked down and saw the steak knife sticking out of 

his leg. But now Tucker knows that’s bullshit, because the pain is immediate, even 

though the knife can’t be very far in, maybe an inch, maybe not even that. 

 “There’s no problem,” the guy says. He’s casual, like this is something he does all 

the time. “Not problem at all.” 

 “I don’t have any money, man,” Tucker says. He’s sweating, big balls of it 

running down his back and into the crack of his ass. “I’ll give you my wallet, but there’s 

nothing in it.” 

 “I don’t want your money,” the guy said, keeping such a tight grip on Tucker’s 

neck that he couldn’t twist around to get a look at the guy. 

 “Then what do you want?” 

 “You’ll see.” 

 “See what?” He’s going to piss in his pants, he thinks. He’s never been so scared, 

and his bladder is about to let lose and soak right through his pants, run down his leg and 
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into his shoes. Maybe, Tucker thinks, he’ll laugh later, because he thought his socks were 

going to be soaked through by the snow, although he didn’t know how bad things could 

possibly get. Now, having a little bit of snow is a joke. 

 This is what I get for trying to take the fucking bus, he thinks. 

 “Shut up,” the guy says, and he forces Tucker to stand, makes him walk out of the 

bus stop and back into the cold. There’s no one around, no one on the street and no cars 

on the road, as if everyone is dead and they’re the only two left alive, trudging across the 

ice under a gray sky. It reminds him of that TV show his mom likes so much, where most 

everyone is dead and there’s nothing but groaning zombies lurching down the streets. 

That show makes the idea of everyone being dead seem almost nice, like it would be a 

great time, but this is different, this is wrong, he doesn’t like this at all.  

 “Where are we going?” Tucker asks, but it’s too late, because the guy is shoving 

him, hard, and kicking him in the back of the knee, so Tucker crumples forward, 

slumping into the open trunk of a car, a neat and easy trick, like they’d planned the whole 

thing, practiced the move until they got it perfect. He tries to sit up, to get up and move, 

because he’s heard that you should never let some psycho take you to another location, 

somewhere secluded where they can have their way with you, and although the advice is 

usually given to girls, he thinks it probably holds for him, too, but he barely manages to 

lift his head up before there’s a flash of silver pain and— 
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SAMMIE 

December 2012 

 

 

 They like to play games. Not sex games—after seven years of marriage, there 

isn’t much of that sort of fun left in them. And they don’t play board games, or card 

games. Sometimes there are mind games, but Sammie likes to think that they’re mature 

now, that they don’t have to screw around like that anymore. 

 It’s really just one game they play, and it’s not even all that often anymore, not 

since they’re getting older and tired, and the few minutes before sleep are a blur of face-

washing and teeth-brushing. But they used to play it all the time, late at night, after the 

house has been locked up and the lights turned off and the house was dead quiet, expect 

for the occasional murmurs from the furnace. It was always easier to play the game at 

night, when they are nothing but two disembodied voices pushing through the dark. In the 

dark, they don’t have to see each other. This makes being honest easier. 

 They’ve played the game since before they were married, teasing and laughing, 

poking each other and ripping away the sheets so the cool night air makes their bodies 

ripple with gooseflesh. But sometimes the game would turn serious, and they would both 

get upset and angry, and the bedroom seems too warm, even with the ceiling fan whirring 

ceaselessly above their heads. It’s a game of questions and answers, of endless 

possibilities. Surely, she thinks, all couples play a game like it. But she isn’t sure.  



! 103 

 “Are you still in love with me?” Dean asks. They’ve been in bed for an hour, and 

she thought he was already asleep, he seemed tired when he got home, barely spoke a 

word over dinner. At first she thought he might still be upset about the coffee cup, but he 

didn’t bring it up. And maybe he had fallen asleep, but he’s awake now, and she can hear 

the flicker of his eyelids, up and down, the wet, smooching sound they make as they open 

and shut. 

 “What?” she asks, turning over, impatiently yanking the blanket out from where 

it’s twisted in her arm. She was nearly asleep when he spoke up, her eyes finally drifting 

shut, but now she’s suddenly awake, her eyes wide in the dark. 

 “Are you still in love with me?” 

 “Why would you ask that?” 

 “Because I want to know.” 

 “I’m married to you, aren’t I?” 

 “What does that mean?” he asks. “Just because we’re married doesn’t mean we’re 

in love.” 

 “If I didn’t love you anymore, I’d ask for a divorce,” she says.  

 “I don’t think that’s true.” 

 She wets her lips. She once complained about Dean to some of the girls at work, 

about all his unending questions and the way he’d stop by the shop a few times a week 

with a coffee, although it didn’t feel like a loving visit to her, but just a check-in, to make 

sure she was where she was supposed to be. 
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 “If that’s your only problem, you don’t have much to complain about,” one of the 

women said, one who looked more like a drag queen than an actual woman. “You bitch 

about that man all the time, but it sounds like you deserve each other.” 

 “What does that mean?” 

 “Nothing,” the woman said, shrugging her beefy shoulders and peering into the 

little mirror she’d pulled from her pocket. She ran the pad of her finger beneath her eye, 

although there was nothing there. “It ain’t none of my business.” 

 “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” she says, scooting across the span 

of chilly sheets and putting her head on his chest. “Quit being stupid.” 

 It’s about the cup, she knows, the damn coffee cup Hoskins left behind. She 

wonders if he did it on purpose, if Hoskins had wanted to cause trouble. He’d been that 

way before, threatening to call Dean at work, to let him know that they’d been fucking. 

He usually started up with it when he was tired, or when he was drinking. 

 What if I told him that you’d been sucking my dick? Hoskins would say. Jeering, 

ugly. Do you think he’d like that? The thought of his wife’s mouth around another dick? 

 But he’d never made that call, even after Sammie had broke it off, although she 

lived in terror for weeks, waiting for her husband to come home angry, ready to pack his 

things and leave. She sometimes thought it would be better if he knew the truth, if he was 

gone, if they were divorced, but even after everything she can’t imagine not being with 

him, her life without him. 

 There’s another long silence, and Dean’s breathing is slow and the thump of his 

heart in her ear is steady, and she thinks that he must really be asleep now, until he 
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speaks, his lips moving against her scalp, tickling the hairs, but it’s not a question, it’s not 

part of the game, so she doesn’t know how to answer, isn’t even sure if he wants a 

response. 

 “I’d do anything to make you happy,” he says. He isn’t angry or sad, just matter 

of fact. “But you never let me in.” 
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HOSKINS 

 

 

 At seventeen he was handsome. Blonde and tall and athletic. He went to college 

on an athletic scholarship—track and field, but really it was discus, that was his game—

and studied and fucked and went to parties where something called jungle juice was 

served out of huge trash cans and there was always a girl in the bathroom, weeping 

uncontrollably. Through college, he dated a girl named Crystal, who was a cheerleader 

and was just as blonde and beautiful as he was, and he thought that everything was 

perfect until he heard she was sleeping with some guy in her English class, some 

douchebag who called himself a poet, although Hoskins was pretty sure that he just said it 

to get girls, it seemed to work just fine, because the poet had managed to stick it to 

Crystal, even though she said she loved Hoskins, that she’d never been happier. And 

when he confronted her about it, she tried to break up with him, said that he’d be happier 

on his own, that they were still young and needed options. 

 “I didn’t want to tell you like this, but I’m dying,” Hoskins said flatly. “I have 

cancer. They found cancer. In my neck.” 

 “Cancer?” Crystal’s face was blank, and then seemed to cave in on itself, because 

her grandmother had died from cancer the year before, and it had been hard for her whole 

family. And Hoskins knew it, he’d been there, lived through it with her, held her hand at 

the funeral and rubbed her back when she cried. “But you. You can’t have cancer.” 
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 “But I do,” he said. “See this lump? No, it’s right here. Put your hand on it. It’s 

been hurting, so I went to the doctor. They ran some tests, they say it’s cancer. 

Malignant. And it’s spreading.” 

 Crystal was crying by then, so he kept going, telling her that he’d be going 

through treatment soon, but there wasn’t much hope, because the doctor said it had 

already spread to his brain, that he had about a year to live. And she wept, grabbing him 

by the front of his shirt and pushing her wet face into his chest, and she’d never looked 

better, with her eyeliner streaming down her cheeks and her skin covered in blotchy 

spots. She was still crying when they had sex, rubbing his cheeks and looking at him with 

a combination of pity and love, but it only kept her around for another month before she 

was trying to dump him again. 

 “I don’t believe you really have cancer,” she said, before stalking out of his room 

and slamming the door. “I don’t think you ever had it. I think you made it all up.” 

 Of course he had, he was lying, lying right through his teeth. The lump on his 

neck was tiny, had been there since he was a kid and was nothing more than a harmless 

cyst, but it had come in handy, at least for a while. It had gotten Crystal to stick around 

for an extra month, and it wasn’t so much about the sex as it was about everything else. 

 “You’re such a control freak,” Sammie had said once, during one of the rare 

occasions they’d gone out for dinner together. He’d ordered her entire meal for her, and 

she hadn’t said a word in protest, just watched the whole thing bemusedly.  

 “So?” he’d said. “I don’t see anything wrong with that.” 
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SAMMIE 

December 2012 

 

 

 

 There’s an artificial Christmas tree in the living room, still unassembled and 

smashed down into a cardboard box, winding pieces of packing tape holding the whole 

thing together. Every time she walks by, she flips open one of the flaps and peers inside, 

like something might have changed. Finally, she just nudges the box into a corner with 

her foot, out of the way. Maybe when Dean gets home and sees it, he’ll put it up. They 

usually do this together, on Thanksgiving, pulling out the boxes of decorations they’ve 

collected over the years, but somehow they forgot this year. They ate their turkey and 

stuffing, the can of cranberry sauce with the ridges still cut in the jellied sides, just the 

same as they always do, but instead of putting up the tree, they went to bed, and Sammie 

didn’t remember what they’d forgotten until a few days later. It’s so hard to start a 

tradition, she thinks, to create this thing that done at the same time every year, but it’s so 

easy to forget it. To just give up and let it disappear. 

 She still needs to buy Dean a gift. Every year it’s the same—they promise each 

other that they won’t buy anything, that if they want anything, they can just go buy it 

anytime, that they don’t need a special day to give them a reason to spend money. But 
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every Christmas, Dean gives her a gift, something he picked out months before and had 

professionally wrapped. 

 “But you said we weren’t getting anything for each other,” she’d said, the first 

Christmas they were married, when he slid a package across the kitchen table, so it 

skidded to a stop just beside her coffee. It was a watch, one she’d admired at the mall 

months before, shining silver with a ring of tiny diamonds embedded around the face. “I 

didn’t get you anything.” 

 “It doesn’t matter,” he’d said, but it must have mattered, because he spent the rest 

of the day in silence, his lips pressed together in a taut line. He is the kind of man who 

shows his love in gifts, likes to package his emotions in boxes and ribbons, likes to see 

the surprise and pleasure on her face. And he wants the same in return—to measure her 

love by the things she gives him. That first Christmas taught her that much. Now, she is 

always prepared. 

 “No gifts this year?” she’d asked him, just that morning, as she watched him eat 

his cereal. “Same as usual?”  

 “What?” he said. A dribble of milk hung from his lower lip. “Of course I’m 

getting you something.” 

 “But we never—“ 

 “And you’ll never guess what it is,” Dean said. “Not in a million years.” 

 “But that’s not—“ 

 “How’s the book coming?” 

 “What book?” 
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 “You know,” he said. “The one you’re going to write. About Seever.” 

 “Slow. I don’t know how to start.” 

 “Maybe at the beginning?” he said, standing and smoothing down his tie. “Isn’t 

that where things usually start?” 

 She doesn’t know what to do now, besides sit on the edge of the sofa and stare at 

the weathered box holding the Christmas tree in the corner. Start at the beginning, she 

thinks, angry. Dean can be such a dick. She didn’t know that about him in the four 

months they’d dated before they married—that he could cut her with words, hurt her deep 

enough that she’d feel it for the rest of her life. Those first few months were filled with 

late nights and long dinners and plenty of sex—so much sex that she was constantly sore 

down there, that she couldn’t wear a bra because her nipples were so tender from him 

sucking on them, that she’d sometimes sit down and smell the musky odor of sex drifting 

up from between her legs, coming right through her cotton panties and blue jeans, even 

after she’d taken a shower. But then they were married. Bought a house. Had jobs and 

bills and aching backs, and before the wedding she hadn’t realized that she’d have to kiss 

the same man every day forever without complaint, even when his tongue slips into her 

mouth, bringing along the little bits of food that have spent days jammed between his 

teeth. Or that he’ll always shit with the bathroom door open, and ask where she’s going 

when she gets up during a movie, even if he knows it’s only to the bathroom. Seven years 

of marriage have come down to dinners eaten out of an Ikea casserole dish they’d gotten 

as a wedding gift, the one that now has a crack running along the bottom and brownish 

stains that won’t scrub off the white porcelain, the one he won’t let her throw away. 
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Instead, he hand washes it, carefully wipes it clean, and puts it back in the cabinet. That 

dish is like a metaphor for her marriage, she thinks, although she can’t decide how, or if it 

would even make sense to anyone but her. 

 

 

* 

 

 

  Here is the place where John Seever once lived, the place where his house once 

stood. It was the house where he lived with his wife, where he had a little office off the 

dining room where he kept his account books for the restaurants and a desktop computer, 

the same computer where police found hours and hours worth of pornography after his 

arrest. This is the place where Seever made love to his wife, built model cars on his 

kitchen counter, and murdered more than thirty people. 

 But it’s all gone now, every brick of the place torn down and trucked away, to be 

used elsewhere, or quietly dumped and buried. To keep the gawkers away, the sickos 

who’ve come searching for a souvenir, some bit of John Seever to take home with them. 

But it looks strange, this empty lot in the center of the other houses, even though the 

HOA keeps the lawn watered and trimmed, and the snow shoveled off the sidewalk. 

Sammie wonders how long it’ll take them to put a playground up on the lot. A few park 

benches and some flowerbeds. Maybe it’ll happen. Maybe it won’t. Maybe this place is 

just too damn sad to be saved. 
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 She’s parked in front of the empty lot, one side of car tilted up because she’s 

rolled up onto the sidewalk. Just sitting. Not doing much of anything except staring at the 

empty lot. Start at the beginning, Dean had said, and he was just being a smart ass, but 

here she was, at the beginning, at the place where it had all started. If she was being 

completely honest, this probably wasn’t where John Seever’s story really started—its real 

beginning was most likely somewhere completely different, deep in his childhood—but 

this was as good as any. To her, this place feels like the beginning. 

And the end. 

 She hasn’t been back to this place for years—not since the time before the house 

was demolished, when they were still pulling bodies from the crawlspace and she was 

writing for the paper. Except for the house being gone, not much has changed. 

 She’s been parked for almost thirty minutes, and she’s only seen one person in 

that entire time, a couple walking their dog, who stopped long enough to stare. She 

waved at them, a half-smile on her lips, but the woman just turned and kept walking, and 

the man gave her the finger. It doesn’t upset her. They must get a lot of strangers on this 

street. 

 Sammie crosses her arms over her chest, sits back. She turned the engine off as 

soon as she arrived, so the inside of the car is freezing, and her fingers have gone stiff and 

stupid. There’s a little pile of stones in the lot, right in the middle of where the house used 

to sit, built up like a pyramid. A cairn. She can’t see the whole thing—the ground is too 

hilly for that, and it’s far, but from what she can see, the rocks aren’t covered in a fresh 

dusting of snow. So they were left recently, although she’s the only person around now. 
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 She still remembers what Seever smelled like. She wishes she didn’t. He wore the 

same cologne the boys at her school used, the cheap stuff that sold at the drugstore, kept 

locked up behind the cash register. They still sell it, and there are times when she’ll catch 

a whiff of it, when she’s out at the grocery store or walking through a parking lot, and her 

skin gets hot and uncomfortable, and the inside of her mouth feels dry. It’s a complicated 

reaction, a mix of flavors that don’t exactly make sense—ketchup and ice cream, 

chocolate syrup poured over mashed potatoes. It’s the same way she felt when she went 

searching for erotica online, on a night when she was feeling horny and Dean was staying 

late at work, and came across a short story of the incestuous relationship between a father 

and daughter. 

 “It’s no big deal,” a friend told her later, over the phone. Sammie would never 

have admitted it to anyone in person, but confessing to a friend who lives thousands of 

miles away and never visits is completely different. “We all have daddy issues.” 

 But that wasn’t exactly it. The story made her feel embarrassed, but also turned 

her on in a way she had never felt before, and after reading it she’d laid on her stomach in 

bed and jammed both her hands between her legs and played with herself until she came 

so hard she screamed, her face buried in a pillow. Then, afterward, she’d cried. 

 She feels that same way about Seever. 

 “Did you ever meet him?” Hoskins had asked her, once. “I heard you worked at 

one of his restaurants when you were in high school.” 

 “I was in college,” she’d said. “Yeah, I saw him a few times. But that’s it.” 
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 That’s what she told everyone, what she’d almost started believing herself, that he 

was the boss and she was just a waitress, and he was constantly in and out of the 

restaurant, checking on how things were going. And that part was true. But what she 

always left out was that she’d let Seever fuck her, on nights when he’d stop by and send 

the manager home early, saying that he’d be staying late to do paperwork in the office. 

And Sammie would hang around, working more slowly than the other girls, taking her 

time filling the salt and pepper shakers and the paper napkin dispensers, so they could be 

alone. And then she’d peel off her uniform and slink into his office wearing nothing at 

all, and let him spread her out on his desk and do whatever he wanted. 

 “I want to put my baby in your belly,” he’d liked to say, which would’ve made 

her laugh hysterically at any other time, except when she was on his lap, thrusting her 

hips frantically against his. “I want to see you get all fat and round.” 

 Seever was old and not all that handsome, not like the men she went to school 

with, who had full heads of hair and smooth hands and golden hairs on their forearms, but 

she still kept coming back for more, and she didn’t know why. It might’ve been the way 

he cupped his hand against her waist the first time she laughed at one of his stupid jokes, 

or how he would help her wipe down the tables and asked her questions about her life 

and always remembered her answers. It was stupid, she knew it was stupid—she had 

plenty of guys asking her out, wanting to take her for dinner and then to bed, she was a 

pretty girl, not at all desperate, but she still kept coming back to Seever. Until, suddenly, 

she didn’t want him anymore. He’d nuzzled his face into the sensitive spot where her 

neck and shoulder met, and the only thing she felt was a tired disgust that she could 



! 115 

barely choke back. The thought of touching him, of feeling the sandpaper of his tongue 

inside her mouth, made her skin crawl. Two days later she’d found another job, in 

another restaurant. It was that way with her, she noticed. Hot one day, ice cold the next, 

for no good reason at all. 

 And when she heard that Seever was arrested for all those murders, the first thing 

she’d thought of was the way he’d held her naked hips, the rough feel of his hands 

grabbing at her ass and pulling the cheeks apart so he could nudge his way in a little 

deeper. He’d asked her, more than once, to tie the sleeve of his shirt around his neck and 

choke him while he masturbated, and she’d laughed and rolled her eyes, but sometimes, 

she remembers it and thinks that if she’d just done what he asked, if she’d done it and had 

just kept tightening until he’d ended up dead on the floor, his fat face blue, things 

would’ve turned out much differently. 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

 As Sammie trudges across the frozen lawn, picking her away toward the cairn of 

stones, she feels the weight of her truth hanging on her shoulders. What would people say 
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if they found out about her and Seever? Sympathy, maybe—or just curiosity? Because 

she was the girl who’d lived, making her sound like a character from a children’s book. 

But it was true. She’d lived, Seever had let her go. It bothered her, that he’d let her live, 

when so many others hadn’t. Not that she has a death wish, but why did he do it? And 

why, now, is he asking to see her? 

 She can’t remember the last time it was this cold. Winter in Denver is usually a 

joke—blizzarding one day, warm enough for short sleeves the next—but this has been an 

unending stretch of bluish-gray skies and clouds, powdery snow falling so slowly that it 

seems to hang indefinitely in the air, blurring everything out, making it all look like static 

on a broken television screen. It reminds her of another kid’s book—she’s certainly on a 

roll today, she thinks, her brain is working at lightning speed—about a place that’s 

always winter, but never Christmas. She can’t understand how people can handle living 

in the Midwest, in places where the snow comes and then doesn’t leave for months, 

where the landscape quickly turns from white to a filthy black. 

 She gets to where the foundation of the house would’ve started and kneels, 

presses her hand against the ground. She’s heard people say that this spot of land is 

haunted, that the ghosts of all those dead kids hang around, angry and wanting revenge. 

But she doesn’t feel anything. Maybe because she doesn’t believe in any of that, or 

maybe because there aren’t any ghosts here, no echoes left behind to cause problems. 

Maybe it’s just another place, not really all that different from any other place. 

 There’s a man on the ground, not far from where she’s kneeling. 
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 She stands up, quickly, her knees popping. She hadn’t noticed him before, which 

seems stupid, to not see a human being laying ten feet away, but the ground is covered in 

snow and the man is pale and naked, and even his hair is a whitish-blonde, so he blends 

right in. 

 “Hey, there.” She takes a step closer. He’s dead, of course he’s dead, but she still 

has to check, because that’s what people do. And maybe he’s not dead. People have been 

caught doing weird things out here—a group had been arrested not long before for having 

an orgy in this spot, lighting candles and coming together in a writhing ball of human 

flesh, ignoring the police until the pepper spray and the tasers were brought out—and it 

might be something like that. This guy might be out here, naked, obsessed with John 

Seever and getting his rocks off, right here, right in front of her. 

 But probably not. 

 “You might want to get up,” she says. Her voice sounds higher pitched than usual. 

“It’s really cold out here.” 

 The snow has settled in the man’s pubic hair, turning it to a huge puff of white, 

and his eyes are open, cut away from her, to his left, like he’s watching someone. There’s 

a gaping cut in his side, red and pink and open, but it isn’t bleeding, and the snow had 

furred the edges of the wound. It reminds her of freezer burn on half-gallons of ice cream 

at home. She looks at his right hand, at his pinkie finger. But it isn’t there. There is only 

the shortest nubbin of flesh, like a hunk of raw hamburger meat. The snow beneath his 

hand is pink, stained with blood. Seever did that to his victims, Hoskins had told her, one 

night in his bed, when he was drunk and tired and spent, and that no one could know. No 
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one could know about they way Seever would cut away the littlest finger, but she already 

knew some of it, because he’d like to suck on her pinkie when they fucked, sucked on it 

like it was a pacifier, sometimes scraped his teeth along it, leaving tiny little indentations 

in her skin. 

 She goes back to car, cranks the engine. The air coming through the vents is ice 

cold, but it’ll warm. She wonders what it’ll be like to Seever again. She wonders what he 

smells like now. 

And she calls the police. 

 

 

 




