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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    September 2010 
 
      
 
    “Doc! Doc! You gotta help my friend… he’s dying! He’s fucking dying over here!”  
 
    Second year resident Dr. Beckett Campbell leaned back and observed the two young men who stumbled into the hallway. The first, the very definition of frat boy, had his arms wrapped around a man who was bent at the waist and clutching his midsection. A chorus of pained grunts were coming from one, or both, of them. 
 
    “Right,” Beckett said, raising an eyebrow. “I can see that. Well—” 
 
    “Excuse me! Excuse me! You can’t just come in here!” 
 
    Beckett looked past the two men and focused his attention on a surly woman in scrubs. 
 
    “Dr. Campbell, these men… they need to be triaged. They just barged in here and—”  
 
    “Lady, do you know who I am?” the ambulatory frat boy demanded, as he craned his neck around to stare at the nurse. 
 
    Beckett cringed. 
 
    Now that’s a mistake. 
 
    He may have only been a resident in the ER for three months now, but he’d learned on day one on that you don’t fuck with Nurse Ruby Troy. 
 
    The woman was only five foot three with heels on, but she had the temper and constitution of a honey badger. 
 
    Normally, he would have been inclined to intervene, but today had been an unusually slow day, so Beckett decided to sit back and watch the fireworks. 
 
    His only wish was that he had some popcorn to enjoy along with the show. 
 
    “Excuse me? What did you just say to me?” Ruby placed her clipboard down on the nearest counter. 
 
    Oh, this is going to get good, Beckett thought with grin.  
 
    “I said, don’t you know—” 
 
    Ruby’s right hand shot out and she stole the words with a slap. The frat boy was so surprised that he simply stared at the woman, eyes wide, mouth rearranged into a near-perfect ‘o’. 
 
    “Talk back to me again,” Ruby threatened. 
 
    “What the fuck?” The frat boy looked at Beckett for support, but he just shrugged. This was too good to put an end to just yet. “This is a—” 
 
    Ruby slapped the man again, this time on the back of the head. 
 
    “Don’t you dare swear in my emergency room.” 
 
    The frat boy shrunk into himself like a Ralph Lauren-inspired turtle. When he opened his mouth to speak, Ruby cocked her head and raised her hand like an organic machete. 
 
    This impasse lasted for a good five seconds before the man who was bent over broke the silence with a particularly haunting groan.  
 
    As much as Beckett wanted to see what happened next, it was clear that the kid required medical intervention. 
 
    “Alright, alright, enough flirting,” Beckett said, unfolding his arms and stepping forward. “Ruby, thanks for keeping order, but I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    Ruby’s scornful gaze remained locked on the two men for a moment longer, then her expression softened, and she lowered her hand. 
 
    “You’re welcome, sweetie,” she said with a smile. “Are you sure that you don’t want me to triage them, first?” 
 
    Beckett observed the frat boys, then beyond them and into the waiting room, which, aside from two sniffling teens and a man who was already quite possibly dead, was empty.  
 
    “Naw, that’s okay, I’ll take them into examination room three. If they give me any trouble, though, I’ll be sure to call you right away.” 
 
    Ruby nodded, her smile growing. She picked up her clipboard again and went back to doing what she was doing before as if nothing had happened. 
 
    When she was out of earshot, the first frat boy found his tongue.  
 
    “Did you see that? She just—” 
 
    “I saw,” Beckett admitted. “If you want, you can go fill out a complaint form in the waiting room. But… then you’ll lose your place, and I might not be able to get to you for, oh, an hour or a week. Or you can suck it up, buttercup, and take your buddy into room three. Your choice.” 
 
    When the man’s friend made a sound as if he were giving birth to a cactus through his urethra, their decision was made. 
 
    Beckett led them down the hall to room three. After the mouthy one helped his friend onto examination table, he said, “What’s your friend’s name?” 
 
    “Brock.” 
 
    Yeah, no surprise there. Frat Boy Brock. 
 
    Beckett turned his attention to the man curled on the table. 
 
    “Okay, Brock, where exactly does it hurt?” 
 
    “Uhhhnng.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, can you look up? Can you just—” 
 
    Brock did as he was instructed, revealing a red face slick with sweat. But this wasn’t what cut Beckett short.  
 
    It was the man’s breath.  
 
    Beckett recoiled, but not fast enough to avoid the brunt of the ungodly stench. He covered his nose and mouth with his hand, but his dinner, consumed mere minutes before Brock and Brick had barged into the ER, still tried its darnedest to extricate itself from his stomach. 
 
     “What? What’s wrong?” the other man asked, his face now nearly as red as Brock’s now. “What is it?” 
 
    Beckett dry swallowed several times before answering. 
 
    “What’s wrong? What’s wrong is that if your friend breathes on me again, I’ll be the one who’s gonna die.” 
 
    “What? What do you mean?” 
 
    Beckett gagged again and shook his head. 
 
    “Jesus, you don't smell that? It smells like he ate a soiled diaper for breakfast—” Beckett looked at his watch. It was coming up on eleven-thirty at night. “—and lunch and dinner.” 
 
    “Yeah… I know. I guess I just got used to it. But you said he’s going to die? What's wrong with Brock?” 
 
    Beckett did his best to look at Brock, but it was difficult what with his eyes watering so profusely. 
 
    “When's the last time you took a shit, Brock?” 
 
    The man's eyes bulged, he swallowed hard, and then managed to whisper, “I dunno. More than a week, at least.”  
 
    And there it was: Beckett knew exactly what this man's problem was. And it wasn’t anything as sexy as an ulcer, a burst appendix, or gastrointestinal cancer. 
 
    The man was compacted and just needed to defecate. 
 
    Beckett peeked out the door, trying to locate a more junior resident, anybody who could perform perhaps the worst job in the history of medicine. But there was only Ruby in the waiting room, surveying the scene like a homicidal sniper seeking their next victim. 
 
    Just as Beckett was about to turn back to his whimpering patient, he spied a young man with thinning black hair and stubble on his face. 
 
    He wiped the tears from his eyes and attempted a smile. 
 
    “Dr. Swansea! Dr. Swansea, come on over here,” Beckett shouted, waving his hand in the air. The man looked up, saw Beckett’s grin, and his eyes immediately narrowed. “No, no, it's not like last time, I swear,” Beckett continued. “You have to check this out—it's a fascinating case.” 
 
    Dr. Ian Swansea remained suspicious, but he couldn’t resist the prospect of witnessing a rare condition.  
 
    “What is it this time, Beckett?” the man asked as he peeked his head into examination room three. He took one breath, then pulled back. “Jesus, what is that smell?” 
 
    “You’re not going to believe this,” Beckett said, laying it on thick, “this man, he has an extremely rare—” 
 
    “Brock hasn’t shit in a week and a half!” Frat boy number two interjected. 
 
    Shit!  
 
    Beckett was about to contradict the mouthy asshole, but it was too late. Dr. Swansea was already backing into the hallway. 
 
    “No—no way, Beckett.” he shook his head. “You brought him in here, and you're going to be the one who decompacts him.” 
 
    Beckett cringed. Removing the bolus of impacted fecal matter that was causing Brock severe discomfort threatened to not only curdle his stomach but to render him impotent for a week. 
 
    Perhaps even longer. 
 
    And that just didn’t vibe with his social life. 
 
    Beckett shot Brock’s friend a look. 
 
    “Thanks a lot,” he grumbled. 
 
    “I have—uh, something else to do,” Dr. Swansea said as he continued to put space between him and the odor. “Have a good one, Beckett. Enjoy your afternoon.” 
 
    Instead of a wave, the man gave Beckett a two-finger salute.  
 
    “Asshole.” 
 
    Beckett grabbed a pair of latex gloves from the box to his right. 
 
    “Doc, is he… is Brock gonna be okay? Is it a tumor?”  
 
    Beckett shook his head and then put second pair of gloves over the first. If the hospital had been equipped with gloves that came up to your elbows, the ones for inseminating livestock, he would have worn those, too. 
 
    Hell, if a hazmat suit had been handy, Beckett wouldn’t have hesitated to put it on.  
 
    “Doc?” 
 
    Beckett swallowed hard. 
 
    I should have been an electrician or a tow truck driver. He cocked his head to one side. Or a sex education teacher.  
 
    “Just tell it to me straight, Doc—is Brock going to die?”  
 
    Beckett snapped the wrist of one of the gloves dramatically. 
 
    “No, he’s not going to die. He’s just full of shit. Literally. Now, Brock, I need you to pull down your pants.” 
 
    To his credit, Brock tried. But the pain and/or humiliation was too great, and he gave up after a few seconds. He was in so much pain that just undoing the button on his jeans was tantamount to solving a Rubik’s cube with your toes.  
 
    Beckett sighed and looked over at Brock’s friend. 
 
    “Hey, Bluto, give your boy a hand with his drawers.” 
 
    “Bluto? No, my name’s Thad.” 
 
    For fuck’s sake. Thad? 
 
    “Okay Thad, help Brock remove his pants.”  
 
    The man's eyes went wide, and he showed his palms. 
 
    “No, no I can't—” 
 
    Beckett shrugged. 
 
    “I can do it. But first I’m going to have to take these gloves off, wash my hands again, pull down his pants, put them back on…” 
 
    Brock moaned. 
 
    “Fine,” Thad relented. 
 
    Leaning back as far as possible, Thad undid his friend’s zipper and then teased the man’s pants to his ankles. Then he jumped back triumphantly.  
 
    But that wasn’t good enough and Beckett gestured toward the man’s plaid boxers.  
 
    “No, come on,” Thad pleaded. “This is—aw, fuck.”  
 
    With a delicate touch, Thad pulled Brock’s underwear down. Then the man actually covered his face with his hands, as if just glimpsing Brock’s flaccid penis would instantly turn him gay. 
 
    Fucking frat boys. 
 
    Beckett grabbed a cardboard bedpan from his right, thought about it for a split-second then grabbed two more. 
 
    “Okay, Brock, I’m going to need you bring your knees to your chest.” 
 
    Another moan. 
 
    “Yeah, I know, it hurts, but the faster we get this ball of shit out of your ass, the better, alright? You’re backed up so high, your molars are caked with fudge. Capiche?” 
 
    Once again, Brock gave it a valiant effort only to fall short. He could barely raise his feet, let alone cradle his knees. 
 
    Knowing what was coming next, Thad muttered preemptively, “I can’t, I just can’t do it.” 
 
    Beckett stared at him until the man’s fingers, which were still holding his face, parted a little.  
 
    “Thad, if you don’t—”  
 
    A shout from the hallway drew Beckett’s eyes away from the half-naked frat boy.  
 
    “Just a sec,” he said, stepping into the hall. 
 
    “Code Orange! Code Orange!” An EMT yelled as he shoved a gurney into the ER. Beckett could see at least two more patients being wheeled in behind the first. “Multiple traumas! I need a fucking doctor—I need a fucking doctor, or this family is going to die!”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got three—no, four victims, all gunshot wounds,” the EMT continued, speaking quickly but not so fast that Beckett couldn’t understand. “One’s just a kid.” 
 
    “Gimme the ABC’s,” Beckett demanded, as he examined the first patient. It was an unconscious middle-aged man with an apparent gunshot wound to the midsection. He was breathing and a preliminary examination revealed a weak, but present pulse.  
 
    “All airways clear, breathing normal, circulation poor in John here—BP 95/50,” the EMT said. “The kid, Kathy, was shot in the leg, had to sedate.” 
 
    Beckett nodded and turned to Ruby who had appeared at his side. Next to her was Dr. Swansea. 
 
    “Call Dr. Walcott, get him—” 
 
    “Already did, he’s on his way.” 
 
    “Alright, take—what did you say his name is?” 
 
    “John,” the EMT confirmed. 
 
    “Take John to OR two. Take the girl—” Beckett stopped when he saw a police officer hooking a pair of handcuffs on the unconscious man lying on the fourth gurney. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “This piece of shit is responsible—” the cop began, but he was cut-off by Dr. Walcott, the attending ER physician.  
 
    “Why are these patients still in the hallway?” he demanded. 
 
    “This—” 
 
    Dr. Walcott cut the officer off again. 
 
    “Get them into the OR, now!” 
 
    The EMT rolled John into OR two, while Ruby took the girl who had a gunshot wound to her leg into another operating room. The cop and Dr. Swansea took the last two patients to adjacent rooms. 
 
    Beckett was about to follow Ruby, when the officer said, “Hey, I don’t think this guy is breathing over here.”  
 
    Despite his words, the cop didn’t sound all that concerned. But Beckett could barely detect a pulse. 
 
    “Ruby?”  
 
    But Ruby was already out of earshot.  
 
    “Fuck.” Beckett looked at the cop. “Let’s go, over here.” They rolled the man who was handcuffed to the gurney into the final empty OR. “Help me get his clothes off so I can see the wounds. I’m going to have to intubate.” 
 
    The cop frowned and Beckett saw for the first time that he was young, perhaps even younger than himself. 
 
    “I can’t do this on my own. I need—” 
 
    “Uhh, doc?” 
 
    Beckett spun around, hoping that it was one of the nurses coming to lend a hand.  
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    It was Thad. 
 
    “My friend, he—” 
 
    “He what?” Beckett barked. “I’ve got a person dying here and you’re bothering me about your friend who has to shit? He’s impacted—you need to get the ball of fecal matter out of his ass, and he’ll be fine.” 
 
    Thad's eyes went so wide that it looked as if his lids had retracted all the way to the optic nerves. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Beckett didn't have time for this discussion. 
 
    “No, don’t give me that look—and don’t act like this is the first time you’ve rooted around in your friend’s asshole. Get the shit out, and he’ll be fine.” Beckett turned back to the cop. “This guy needs to be intubated. I’ll do that, but you need to take off his clothes so I can see the wound.” 
 
    “Wounds,” the cop corrected, but still didn’t move to help. As Beckett began preparing the patient for intubation, the cop added, “I’m not touching him.” 
 
    Beckett tilted the man’s head back and lubed up the tube before inserting it into his mouth. 
 
    “Listen, officer—” 
 
    “Drake, just Drake.” 
 
    Beckett shoved the tube past the man’s teeth and into his trachea. 
 
    “Okay, Drake, I don’t know if you’re scared of blood or whatever, but if you don’t help me now, this guy’s gonna bite the big one.” 
 
    When there was no answer, Beckett looked at the cop. 
 
    “What the fuck’s going on?” 
 
    “This piece of shit…” Drake scowled, “This piece of shit is the one who shot the family in the other rooms.” 
 
    Beckett froze. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yeah, he broke into their home while they were asleep. Walked right up to the parents and shot them in their bed.” 
 
    As the cop spoke, Beckett finished intubating the patient and hooked him up to several monitors.  
 
    “He coulda just left then—taken what he wanted and been on his way. But instead, he walked into the girl’s room and shot her, too.” 
 
    Beckett cringed. 
 
    Shot the sleeping girl in her bed?  
 
    He took a step back from the patient and paused for a moment. He’d taken an oath, of course—an oath to try his best to save every one of his patients. Man, woman, child, convict, priest, and pervert alike.  
 
    But this piece of shit? If only he had a reason— 
 
    “Dr. Campbell?” 
 
    Beckett spun around. Ruby was standing in the doorway, a severe expression on her face. 
 
    “Is your patient stable, because Dr. Walcott needs you—the girl, she’s coding.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Beckett glanced down at the man on the table. He was borderline stable, at best. “He’ll make it…” 
 
    “Okay, you go help Dr. Walcott, I’ll stay with him,” Ruby said. 
 
    “I’m staying, too,” Drake added with a nod.  
 
    And I’m going to try and save a little girl’s life, Beckett thought as he hurried out of the room. If that means the man who shot her dies in the meantime? Well, then, cry me a fucking river. 
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    Two of four.  
 
    For a casino game, fifty percent was damn good odds. In medicine, it was utter dog shit.  
 
    They lost half of the people who rolled in with that Code Orange—both parents.  
 
    Beckett, Swansea, and Dr. Walcott managed to save the girl and the perp. 
 
    But it wasn’t good enough. 
 
    Not even close. 
 
    “Fuck,” Beckett said as he stepped outside the hospital. Things had been slow after the debacle, for which he was not grateful. This simply gave him more time to think.  
 
    I wasted time saving a guy who shot three people in their beds, including a child, when I could have been saving them.  
 
    It was an irrational thought, but that didn’t make it any less painful.  
 
    “Fuck,” he said again as he leaned up against the exterior wall. Beckett wasn’t a smoker, but if he’d had a cigarette available, he sure as hell would have smoked it. 
 
    As he sighed and stared up at the moon, he felt a strange tingling in his hands. That, and a headache started to form behind his eyes.  
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    Beckett tried to shake the sensation from his hands as he turned to his left.  
 
    It was the police officer who had come in with the gunshot victims.  
 
    “I’ll be alright.” 
 
    The officer held out his hand and Beckett shook it. 
 
    “Name’s Drake, by the way—not sure if you caught it in there.” 
 
    “I’m Beckett. You off duty, too?” 
 
    Drake nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, finished an hour ago. Came around to see about the girl and her parents.” 
 
    This, too, was unique for Beckett. Today wasn’t the first-time cops had brought someone in, victim or perp. It was, however, the first time that both had been brought in together. Typically, the EMTs made sure to separate them and send them to different locations. Especially if they looked like gang bangers. But for whatever reason, today, the asshole who had murdered two people and nearly a third was brought in not just to the same hospital, but at the exact same time.  
 
    “Not good—lost both parents, managed to save the girl,” Beckett informed him. 
 
    Drake chewed the inside of his cheek. It was clear that he wanted to ask about the final gunshot patient but didn’t know how. 
 
    “He’s alive,” Beckett said flatly. 
 
    “Guess I’m a shitty shot, then,” Drake replied instantly. 
 
    This gave Beckett pause. For some reason, he hadn’t considered that this officer was the one who had shot the man who he’d come to know as Larry Duffy. It made sense, of course, but it just wasn’t something that he’d thought of. 
 
    “You need to go and stay with him?” 
 
    Drake turned his gaze to the nearly empty parking lot.  
 
    “Naw, my partner will do that—he’s pulling a double. I need a break.” 
 
    “Fucking tell me about it,” a figure said as they emerged from the ER.  
 
    It was Dr. Swansea, and he looked worse for wear. Dark circles spread from his eyes to his sullen cheeks. 
 
    “Drake, this is Ian, but he goes by Swansea,” Beckett said, as way of introduction. The two men shook hands.  
 
    “Did you…” Swansea began. 
 
    Beckett nodded.  
 
    “He knows.” 
 
    Swansea sighed. 
 
    “I need a fucking drink.” 
 
    It was a sentiment that Beckett shared, but the vehemency of the comment, he did not. He had to remind himself that no matter how shitty he felt, Dr. Swansea was destined to feel worse. 
 
    Even though they were a team, and there was no official scorecard, the psychological burden of losing two people like Swansea had was hard to overlook. Beckett, on the other hand, had directly participated in saving two lives.  
 
    “What’s wrong with your hands?” Swansea asked, changing the subject. 
 
    Beckett hadn’t realized that he’d been massaging his palms, alternating every few seconds. They were still tingling uncomfortably.  
 
    “Nothing. Hey, listen, I’d love to join you for that drink, but I have a date.” 
 
    “Ah, so that’s why you’re rubbing your palms.” 
 
    This got a smirk out of Beckett. 
 
    “No, with another human. I swear. But if it bombs like all the others, I might meet up with you after. You going to Stages Nightclub?” 
 
    “You know it.” Swansea turned to Drake. “What about you?” 
 
    Drake was taken aback.  
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yeah, need a drink?” 
 
    When the cop nodded, Beckett said, “Hey, look, Swansea, you’ve got a date, too. Maybe you should be the one keeping your hands warm.” 
 
    “Funny guy,” Swansea said out of the corner of his mouth.  
 
    Drake chuckled. 
 
    “I’ll go for a pint—no kissing on a first date, though.” 
 
    Swansea put one hand on his heart and raised the other. 
 
    “I’ll keep honest.”  
 
    Drake, still smirking, turned to Beckett.  
 
    “Take it easy.” 
 
    “I will. And you be gentle with my friend. We’ve gotta be back here in the morning.” 
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    Beckett knew that the date wasn’t going to go well even before they ordered their food. The restaurant was decent—a little too white tablecloth for his taste, but the ambiance wasn’t terrible. And his date, Christina, was an absolute smoke show—blonde, tall, tight ass, firm tits—ticked all the boxes. It wasn’t even the fact that she was on the low end of the average intelligence scale—Beckett didn’t mind getting his tip wet with a potato brain every once in a while. 
 
    It was her voice.  
 
    Christina’s voice had a nasal quality to it that grated up and down his spine. 
 
    Normally, Beckett was talkative during his dates, which, admittedly, had become less frequent now that his schedule in the ER had become so hectic. But not tonight. Suffice it to say, inspiring conversation was not high on his to do list. 
 
    “Would you like to start with a bottle of—” 
 
    “Yes,” Beckett said enthusiastically, cutting the waiter off. “Please.” 
 
    The man, who was dressed all in black and had a mustache and mop on his head to match, frowned. 
 
    “And what—” 
 
    “Red wine, Cab Sauv. Whatever you recommend.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll be right back to take your order.” 
 
    After the waiter left, Christina said, “I usually drink white wine.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? Well, then you’re in luck because the Cab is for me, you can grab a white of your choice.” 
 
    “Okay.” Christina flicked her hair. “Don’t you just love the waiter’s English accent?” 
 
    Beckett shrugged. 
 
    “An accent is just a fancy lisp,” he said, nonchalantly.  
 
    Christina leaned forward and lowered her voice as if discussing state secrets.  
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Beckett shrugged a second time. 
 
    “I’m a doctor, I should know.” 
 
    “That’s… that’s so interesting,” Christina admitted as she straightened. “I can’t believe you’re a doctor and that you work in the emergency department. You must have so many cool stories.” 
 
    It was clear that Christina had meant this as a segue into one of said stories, and Beckett took the bite. Normally, he would shy away from talking about his work—not because it made him uncomfortable, but because he liked to leave work at work. The alternative in this case, however, was listening to Christina AKA Lewis Black speak, and that wasn’t happening. 
 
    You want an interesting story, Christina? How about this one: Four patients are wheeled into the ER, a family, mom, dad, kid, and another man. All have gunshot wounds and are fighting for their lives. But here’s the thing… the man, like the extra one? He broke into the family’s house and shot them while they were sleeping. What’s that? Yeah, yeah, the little girl, too. Real sick fuck. Anyways, the cops showed up and they shot this guy up pretty good. So, like I was saying, all four get wheeled into the ER at the same time. We worked for hours, did everything we could, but everyone except for the little girl and the bastard responsible for this whole mess, died. Yeah… yeah, I saved the guy. Honestly, though? If I had known what he’d done in the beginning? Before I started working on him? I’m not sure if I would have acted so quickly. And now, I dunno why, but I just have this fucking tingling in my fingers that won’t go away. That and a blistering headache.  
 
    “Beckett?” 
 
    “Yeah? Oh, yeah,” Beckett said, shaking his head ever so slightly. “Well, today these two guys came into the ER—we’ll just call them Brock and Thad. They—” 
 
    “Wait, Brock Brently and Thad Rocheria?” 
 
    Beckett startled. 
 
    “Uhh—” 
 
    “From Alpha Phi Alpha? I know those guys!” Christina exclaimed, proud of herself. 
 
    “Uh, no—I just made those names up. Anyways, these two Beta Phi Beta frat boys come into the ER and one of them, Brock, is in a lot of pain. He’s doubled over and honestly? Smells like absolute dog water. I’m talking really nasty, like—” 
 
    Beckett stopped when the waiter returned with his wine. It was the perfect timing, too, because the story was going to get even more disgusting, and if the current expression on Christina’s face was any indication, she was going to love it even less. 
 
    Beckett did the whole dog and pony show of tasting the wine, then when the waiter poured him a reasonably sized glass, he indicated that he wanted more. 
 
    The waiter grew increasingly distressed and attempted to stop several times, but Beckett continued to encourage him.  
 
    “Sir, I can’t—” 
 
    “Just keep going, please.” 
 
    It was like a magic trick. The entire bottle of Cab fit in his standard wine glass. The real trick, however, was taking the first sip as the red liquid came right to the rim. 
 
    He managed a quick slurp, then looked at Christina. 
 
    “What? I’m thirsty.” 
 
    She shook her head in amazement, then ordered a glass of white. A normal-sized glass. 
 
    “Are you ready to order?” 
 
    Beckett slurped his wine again then looked down at the menu. 
 
    “I need a moment, you go ahead,” he said. 
 
    “Umm, okay… umm, I’ll have the… the, uhh…” 
 
    The tops of Beckett’s ears lifted. It was like listening to screws raking down a linoleum tile. 
 
    “The Cesar salad. But, please, no nuts.” 
 
    Beckett’s eyes drifted to the salad on the menu. 
 
    It came with dressing, shaved Parmesan, homemade croutons, and fresh lemon. All the ingredients were proudly displayed, but there was no mention of nuts. 
 
    “Why did you say no nuts? It doesn’t come with nuts,” Beckett remarked absently.  
 
    “I’m allergic,” Christina replied, matter-of-factly. “I get this rash all over my face and arms if I eat nuts.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it doesn’t—” he sighed. “Never mind. I’ll have…” Beckett quickly scanned the menu. To his surprise, they served wood oven-baked pizza here. “Yeah, I’ll have the open-faced sandwich with fermented dairy and cured pork meat. No penicillin, please.”  
 
    Both the waiter and his date stared at him, identical bewildered expressions on their faces. 
 
    When Beckett didn’t clarify, Christina spoke up. 
 
    “No pen-i-cillin?” she asked, struggling with the word. 
 
    “I’m allergic.” 
 
    “Right, but that’s medicine, right?”  
 
    “Indeed,” he confirmed. 
 
    “But…” she let her sentence trail off, finally realizing what Beckett was doing. To her credit, instead of being insulted, she offered a tight giggle. 
 
    “Sir, we don’t have sandwiches on the menu.” 
 
    “Sure you, do.” Beckett was now inadvertently imitating the man’s accent… or fancy lisp. “It’s right here.” 
 
    He indicated the item on the menu.  
 
    “You mean the pizza?” the waiter asked, incredulous. “The pizza with cheese and pepperoni?” 
 
    “Where I’m from,” Beckett began, his accent even thicker than the waiter’s this time, “we refer to this delicacy as open-faced sandwich with fermented dairy and cured pork meat.” 
 
    “Rrright.” 
 
    The waiter left and an awkward silence came over the table. Beckett considered, ever so briefly, finishing his story about Brock and Thad, if only to ensure that Christina didn’t chime in. But, alas, he missed his opportunity. 
 
    “I stopped eating meat once I learned that animals had a soul.” 
 
    That was a bag of worms, and while Beckett was very interested in where one might acquire such celestial insight, he was feeling particularly surly and ironic following the day’s events. 
 
    “When I die, I only have two wishes: for my remains to be spread all over Disneyland.” 
 
    When Beckett ended his sentence there, Christina asked, “What’s your second wish?” 
 
    “Not to be cremated.” 
 
    Crickets. Literal crickets.  
 
    “Well, I want to be cremated.” 
 
    Perfect, light, pre-dinner conversation. They said very little else until Beckett’s pizza arrived. 
 
    “Your meal, sir.” The waiter said with perhaps the fakest smile Beckett had ever seen. The man placed the pizza down in front of him. “Without penicillin, as requested.” 
 
    Somehow, this sounded like a threat and Beckett weighed the real possibly that someone in the kitchen might have an infection that required the antibiotic. And said antibiotic might have made it, completely by accident, into the tomato sauce.  
 
    As Christina picked at her nutless salad, Beckett reached for a slice of pizza only to immediately pull his hand back. It was scalding and as he’d become particularly fond of his upper palate, decided to wait before taking his first bite. 
 
    And, to put a final dagger in any possibility of spending the night with Lewis Black trapped in Charlize Theron’s body, he said, “Hey, I’ve got a doctor joke for you. Wanna hear it?” 
 
    “Sure,” Christina replied between bites. 
 
    Beckett looked at his pizza before starting. 
 
    “What do a pizza delivery driver and a gynecologist have in common?” 
 
    Christina pursed her lips. 
 
    “I dunno, what?” 
 
    Beckett paused for effect before blurting the punch line. 
 
    “Both get to smell it, but neither get to eat it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “Swansea, where you at now?” Beckett said into his Razr cell phone.  
 
    “Beckett?” Swansea shouted. It was clear by the background noise that he was still at the night club. “Aren’t you on a date?” 
 
    Beckett glanced up and saw Christina getting into a cab. Several men who had finished their meals and were standing outside, some smoking, others just loitering, stared. Even Beckett couldn’t avert his eyes. She was stunning. 
 
    But that voice… 
 
    “Nope, not anymore. I guess you can call me Kevin.” 
 
    “What? Kevin?” 
 
    “Yeah, because I’m always the one going home alone.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, you’re the weirdest motherfucker on the planet, you know that? Just get your ass over here to the club.” 
 
    Beckett wasn’t fond of the idea of going to a club; it wasn’t his scene, but he wasn’t ready to go home yet, either. He wasn’t drunk enough to forget about what had happened at the hospital earlier in the day. 
 
    “Alright, on my way.” 
 
    He hung up the phone and rushed over to Christina, who was just starting to close her taxi door. 
 
    Beckett grabbed it. 
 
    “So, this is kinda awkward, Christina, based on how we parted, but it’s hard to get a cab around here. Think I can hop in with you?” 
 
    The corners of Christina’s perfect heart-shaped lips dipped. 
 
    “No, Beckett, what’s awkward is you asking to split the bill. And your jokes. Those were, like, really awkward.” 
 
    Beckett let go of the door and Christina closed it.  
 
    Great.  
 
    He raised his hand high above his head as the cab pulled away with his date in the back seat. 
 
    “Taxi! Taxi!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stages Nightclub had a sort of reverse magnetic effect on Beckett: the closer he got, the greater the urge to turn around and run. 
 
    The music was throbbing in the worst possible way, and it instantly exacerbated his headache.  
 
    But just as Beckett was seriously considering leaving, Swansea spotted him. And, judging by the goofy, lopsided grin on his face, the man was doing a much better job of drowning his short-term memories.  
 
    “Beckett! Beckett get your ass over here!”  
 
    There were no spaces between any of Swansea’s words.  
 
    “Swansea, this—” 
 
    He grabbed Beckett roughly around the shoulder and swung him around. 
 
    “I know, I know, this isn’t your vibe. But guess what?” 
 
    The question seemed rhetorical, but Swansea refused to continue without an answer. 
 
    “You’re transitioning?” 
 
    “What? No. You’re going to have a drink with me, okay?” 
 
    Beckett grimaced, but it was too late to turn back now. They were already entering the mouth of the beast, and if you were destined to traverse through the bowels of hell, you might as well do it with a buzz. 
 
    Unfortunately for him, the effects of the entire bottle of wine he’d drunk had already started to wane. 
 
    “Fuck it,” he said with a shrug and Swansea squeezed his shoulder even tighter.  
 
    “That’s my boy! That’s my boy!” 
 
    They took three steps into the club, with Swansea awkwardly saluting the bouncer, when another man stepped from the shadows. 
 
    “I thought you said he was too much of a pussy to come out?” 
 
    Beckett smirked.  
 
    It was Drake, the police officer who had brought the gunshot victims into the hospital. 
 
    “He said that?” 
 
    Drake shrugged. 
 
    “Someone did.” 
 
    Together, the trio braved the masses and somehow made it to a bar. It was near the back of the club, which meant that it wasn’t as crowded as some of the others, which were closer to the dance floor. The bad news was that it was near a wall of subwoofers that were loud enough to make Beckett’s eyelids flutter and for his balls to jiggle in his sack. 
 
    And it did nothing to help his headache. 
 
    Drake called the bartender over, but Beckett was the one who ponied up the cash. He ordered them all a beer and a shot of something particularly toxic.  
 
    “Thirsty,” Beckett said, turning to cheers his friend first. He was going to add something offensive, but when he saw the sad smile on Swansea’s face, the deer-in-the-headlights look in his eyes, he realized that the man was hurting. So, instead, he went with, “To the people who lost their lives today. And to those who did their best to save them.” 
 
    Swansea gave him a subtle nod, and they clinked glasses. Both men did the same with Drake and then all of them downed their shot. It was watered down, but Beckett figured if he drank enough of them, it wouldn’t matter all that much. 
 
    “Three more,” he hollered at the bartender after sipping his beer. 
 
    “I’m going to pass on this one,” Swansea said. When Beckett glared at him accusingly, the doctor shrugged. “Gotta piss.” 
 
    “I’ll do his,” Drake offered. 
 
    “Naw, I will.” 
 
    And he did. The moment the bartender returned with their three shots of watered-down Jamieson, Beckett drank Swansea’s then cheersed Drake with the other.  
 
    Whether it was the alcohol or just the fact that it was clear that they both hated the place, both men were in foul moods.  
 
    This was evidenced by Drake’s next question, which was artfully placed between a break in the near constant bassline.  
 
    “So, you saved that prick, huh?” 
 
    He was clearly drunk, but that didn’t excuse the accusatory tone. Or maybe it did. But Beckett was also feeling the booze, and he wasn’t about to let the man have a pass, police officer or not. 
 
    “I guess I’m just too good at my job,” he said. And now it was Drake’s turn to scowl. It wasn’t so much what Beckett had said, but what he hadn’t that irked the man. 
 
    I guess I’m just too good at my job… and if only you had been, too, then we wouldn’t even be having this conversation. 
 
    Drake had one hell of a stare, but so did Beckett, and cop or not, he wasn’t about to be intimidated by any man.  
 
    Drake broke first.  
 
    “I wish I’d shot that motherfucker right between the eyes,” he said, finally averting his gaze.  
 
    They both sipped their beers. 
 
    “You and me both.” 
 
    The anger that they felt was nearly palpable and it was only a matter of time before something, or someone, caught the brunt of it. 
 
    I shouldn’t be here, Beckett thought. He had an inkling that something bad was going to happen.  
 
    And then it did.  
 
    Swansea stumbled toward the bar, covering his nose and mouth awkwardly with one hand. 
 
    “Fucker hit me right in the face,” he mumbled. 
 
    “What?” Beckett snapped. “Swansea you alright? What happened?”  
 
    Swansea pulled his hand away from his face, revealing a palm full of blood. 
 
    “Some asshole in the bathroom opened the stall door on me—hit me right in the fucking nose!” 
 
    Beckett glanced at Drake, one eyebrow raised. The man nodded. 
 
    “Stay here,” he told Swansea. Then to the bartender, he shouted, “Get this man another drink! We’ll be right back.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Every once or twice a lifetime, the stairs align, chakras unite, and your shit really does smell like roses. 
 
    The man who had smashed the bathroom stall door into Dr. Ian Swansea’s face was none other than Brock the Frat Boy. 
 
    Beckett could barely believe it. He blinked multiple times just to make sure that his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him after the physically and psychologically taxing day he’d had. 
 
    But no, this was no fortuitous mirage. The man standing in the ridiculously small bathroom given the size of the club was indeed Brock. What’s more, was that Thad was with him.  
 
    “What are the odds?” Beckett whispered. 
 
    Thad turned, his face nearly as red as his friend’s had been earlier in the day. He was drunk, but if the white dust beneath his nose was any indication, he was also high. 
 
    “Wha—wait, hey, I know you,” the man slurred, wagging a finger in Beckett’s direction. Given their close proximity, the finger almost grazed his chest. 
 
    “And I know you,” Beckett said. “The thing is, you also know my friend.” 
 
    Thad looked at Drake and then he shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t know him.” 
 
    “No, not him. The man you bashed in the nose with the door while you were fondling each other.” 
 
    “The door—what? Wait ,whadju you say?” Thad’s brow furrowed. “You can’t talk to me like that. Suck my dick.” 
 
    Beckett rolled his eyes. 
 
    How original. 
 
    “No, sorry, I’m allergic to shrimp.” 
 
    This barb took a moment to register, and it sunk into Brock before Thad. 
 
    “Are you fucking—” 
 
    “No, not you, I wasn’t talking to you,” Beckett continued, his eyes still locked on Thad. “Besides, I’ve already seen your little dinky—cute little snail.”  
 
    Beckett curled his pinky finger as a representation. 
 
    “This isn’t your hospital, doc, but if you keep running your mouth, you’re gonna need one.” 
 
    Beckett made a face.  
 
    “Well, to be fair, I do have unfinished business there. But in the meantime, I’m thinking now that you’re no longer backed up—” Beckett sniffed the air. Instead of shit, Brock reeked of Axe body spray. “—and you can walk on your own, why don’t you head over to the bar, and apologize to my friend whose nose looks like Fabio’s after riding a roller coaster.” 
 
    This reference was too obscure and went over the top of everyone, Drake included. Beckett looked over at the cop, wondering what the man’s state of mind was. He’d been in enough altercations to know that this one was on the verge of escalating, and Beckett wondered when, or if, Drake was going to play the trump card: ‘I’m a police officer.’ 
 
    To his surprise, Drake appeared more eager to bruise his knuckles than even Beckett. And Beckett wanted nothing more than to throttle these pricks. 
 
    “I don’t even know—” Thad began. He rubbed his nose and sniffed. “Wait, that fucking loser? He came in here all crying ‘n shit. Fuck him—fucking pussy. Next time if he don’t like it, go to the chick’s bathroom.” 
 
    “Now, now, that’s not very kind,” Beckett said.  
 
    Brock’s reply was predictable, as was the male ritual of pulling your shoulders back and puffing out your chest. 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    And that was the response that Beckett was hoping for. With just a little more effort… 
 
    “No, fuck you.” 
 
    With this exchange, Brock reached out and almost gently gave Beckett’s right shoulder a push. 
 
    …yep, there it was.  
 
    Beckett turned to Drake. 
 
    “That’s assault, right?” 
 
    Drake grinned. 
 
    “You bet.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    Brock was obviously still trying to wrap his head around what was going on because he simply repeated the awkward half-push half-caress of Beckett’s shoulder. The man’s hand lingered, and Beckett’s thoughts went to his brown belt in Jiu Jitsu. But the thing about Jiu-Jitsu is that it’s a wholly impractical self-defense methodology in a real-world setting. What was he supposed to do? Work Thad and/or Brock into a triangle choke in the minuscule bathroom stall? 
 
    No.  
 
    Sometimes, simpler was better and a head butt was pretty much as simple as it came.  
 
    “A man can only take so much physical abuse before he strikes back,” Beckett whispered.  
 
    Then he slammed his forehead into Brock’s nose. Unlike the trickle of blood from each of Swansea’s nostrils following his injury, this was something to write home about. 
 
    A veritable geyser of red fluid-soaked Beckett from his hairline to his eyebrows. This was preceded by a loud crunch, followed by a prolonged moan.  
 
    Brock stumbled backward, clutching at his face, and burst through the stall door. As he collapsed onto the toilet, the lid of which Beckett was pleased to see was open, Thad lunged. 
 
    That’s when Drake intervened. The man was fast, and he grabbed Thad’s arm mid-punch like in some cheesy anime fight scene.  
 
    “Da fuck?” 
 
    Drake spun Thad around and drove his fist into the man’s jaw.  
 
    Thad’s lights went out and he started to fall onto Beckett.  
 
    “Shit!”  
 
    Beckett grabbed the man by the shoulders and shoved him into the stall. He landed on top of Brock, eliciting another moan from the latter. 
 
    “Should have just said you were sorry.” 
 
    Brock tried to get up, but Thad was too heavy, and he was pinned down.  
 
    “No way,” Beckett exclaimed, reaching down, and picking up a small baggie of white powder. “Looks like they dropped something, Drake.” 
 
    He wagged the baggie and Brock made a half-hearted attempt to grab it. 
 
    “This is evidence, my friend! Evidence.” Beckett held the bag up to the light. “Evidence of one helluva good time. Wouldn’t you say so, Drake?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “Well, that was fun,” Beckett said as he and Drake left the restroom.  
 
    “I needed that,” Drake replied, mostly to himself. “Oh, you still have…” 
 
    He pulled a tissue out of his pocket and Beckett leaned forward while the man dabbed his forehead. There was something oddly romantic about this gesture. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it.” 
 
    Beckett laughed. He was thinking about it—thinking about sealing this new friendship with a kiss. 
 
    But it wasn’t necessary. A good way to start a great friendship was to fight side-by-side with someone. 
 
    “I’ll go talk to the bouncer, smooth things over,” Drake offered. 
 
    “Show him your big shiny badge.” 
 
    Drake hmphed. 
 
    “I’ll find Swansea.” 
 
    It wasn’t a difficult task—the doctor was exactly where they had been before heading to the shitter. Beckett sidled up next to his friend, grabbed the glass of beer in front of him, and chugged half of it. Then he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. 
 
    “You alright?” he asked Swansea, who still had his back to him. 
 
    When the man didn’t turn right away, Beckett reached out and grabbed his shoulder. Swansea jumped as he whipped his head around. 
 
    “Beckett what—your forehead!”  
 
    Beckett touched his forehead. Feeling dampness, he grabbed the wet napkin from beneath Swansea’s beer and wiped it away. Apparently, Drake had done a poor job at cleaning him up. 
 
    I’m going to have to teach that boy how to clean. 
 
    Then Beckett laughed. 
 
    He was perhaps the messiest human on earth.  
 
    “This fucking period, I tell you,” he said. “Heaviest flow I’ve ever had.” 
 
    “No, seriously, what happened?” Swansea pressed. 
 
    “Nothing.” Beckett observed his friend’s face. “You seem alright?” 
 
    There was some dried blood in both of Swansea’s nostrils and a small bruise forming on the bridge of his nose, but he was otherwise no worse for wear. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. Fucking fantastic. Did you… did you see those guys?” 
 
    “Naw, they… uh…” Beckett’s eyes darted back and forth, “…they were already gone.” 
 
    Swansea didn’t believe him but that didn’t matter. What the man didn’t know couldn’t hurt him. They both reached for the beer at the same time.  
 
    “That’s mine,” Swansea said. 
 
    “Trade you.” 
 
    When the man saw the bag of coke, he grinned. 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    “Ian?” 
 
    Beckett realized that they were no longer alone, or, more likely, they never had been. A dark-haired woman leaned against Swansea. She wasn’t a ten like Beckett’s date had been, but for Ian, she wasn’t a bad catch. 
 
    “Oh, shit, this is…” Swansea hesitated, clearly not remembering the maiden’s name, “…my friend.” 
 
    The woman frowned. 
 
    “Claire.” 
 
    “Claire,” Beckett repeated before downing the beer. “Nice to meet you, Claire, short-lived as it was because I’m getting the fuck out of here. Be good.” 
 
    He clapped his friend on the back and started to make his way around the bar. There was some commotion near the bathroom, and he spotted Drake talking to a bouncer who was a spitting image of Ronnie Coleman. The kindred spirits that they were, Drake looked up and he gave Beckett a nod. 
 
    Beckett saluted him. 
 
    He left the club and jammed his hands into the pockets of his jeans to keep them warm. The night had cooled significantly since they’d entered. And that, combined with the adrenaline finally being broken down by his liver, gave Beckett a chill. 
 
    Still, he didn’t mind walking in the cold. What he did mind was the shaking in his hands and his headache. 
 
    The fuck is going on with me?  
 
    Now Beckett removed his hands from his pockets and shook them out. This didn’t help. 
 
    He wanted to go home—which was within walking distance—but he was worried that his supply of powerful painkillers had been exhausted. More likely, his place was such an abomination of a mess that even if he had a few percs sitting around, he wouldn’t be able to find them. 
 
    “Fuck this.”  
 
    Beckett took a left and headed back to the hospital instead. He’d be able to grab something for his headache and shakes there, maybe top it off with something to help him sleep, as well. 
 
    Oh, just a day in the life, he thought as the hospital came into view. Saved a murderer, got the Michael J. Shakes, headbutted a frat boy, and now looking for some opioids to numb the pain. If I’m not living Brittany Spears’ best life, then I don’t know who is.  
 
    The ER was nearly empty, which was about to change. Soon, two men would roll up. One with a broken nose the other a broken jaw. 
 
    Frequent Flyer Miles for Thad and Brock. 
 
    And Beckett didn’t want to be there when they arrived. 
 
    “What are you doing back here?” Ruby asked. 
 
    “Headache,” Beckett said simply. 
 
    Ruby nodded in understanding. 
 
    “I’ll get you something.” 
 
    Beckett followed her over to the desk and she opened the drawer. She handed him two innocuous white pills and Beckett took them both without examining what exactly they were. 
 
    He dry swallowed them. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Hey, you know that guy from earlier? Had to be put on a ventilator. Lung collapsed.” 
 
    Beckett lowered his voice.  
 
    “Who’s on the floor right now?” 
 
    “Walcott. But he’s—” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s jerking off in the nurses’ lounge again.” 
 
    Ruby smirked. It was an ongoing joke, one between the lesser staff. Dr. Walcott, senior as he was, had some sort of extreme IBS. Either that, or he was like Sting, edging for hours in the bathroom. The man was just never around until an emergency struck.  
 
    “Larry Duffy is in room six,” Ruby said.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m not—” working now, Beckett intended to say, but he realized that Ruby already knew this. Of course, she did; the woman was like the comandante when it came to scheduling.  
 
    “Oh,” Beckett uttered awkwardly.  
 
    “Well, I’ll see you in the morning,” Ruby exclaimed, as she once again became one with the shadows. 
 
    “Yeah, in the morning,” Beckett replied as he started back toward the entrance. He was almost outside again when something unexpected entered his head. 
 
    A dark thought.  
 
    Then, like a man standing before a fork in the road, Beckett had one foot inside the hospital, and the other outside.  
 
    He wasn’t a particularly introspective person, but for some reason Beckett knew that his decision to stay or leave would have a lasting impact on him for the rest of his life. 
 
    And not just because he presently had to shit and had no clean underwear at home. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    What Ruby had failed to mention was that the little girl who had been shot was in room three. Beckett passed this one first and stopped at the window.  
 
    As per habit, he read the girl’s vitals through the glass, noting that everything seemed within the normal range. But this did nothing to temper his anger when he saw her face. She was either sleeping or unconscious, but either way, her smooth features appeared pinched. She was in pain.  
 
    And so was Beckett. 
 
    Seething now, he pulled away from room three and headed directly for room six. Once there, he didn’t stop at the window. After glancing up at and down the hallway to make sure he was alone, Beckett stepped inside the room. 
 
    Serenaded by the beeps and blips from several monitors, he walked up to the human piece of shit lying on the bed. Unlike his young victim, Beckett couldn’t tell if the man was in pain on account of the ventilator stuck to his face. 
 
    Every second or so, there was a click, a hiss, and the man’s chest rose.  
 
    “You really had to shoot her, didn’t you?” he whispered, remembering what Drake had told him. “You killed her parents, but couldn’t just leave, could you?” 
 
    Beckett leaned in close. 
 
    “What’s that? You’d do it again? Hmm?” 
 
    His tongue suddenly felt thick in his mouth and the tingling in his hands had reached new heights.  
 
    Beckett used his thumb to roughly lift one of the man’s eyelids. His pupil was rolled back, revealing only a half-crescent of brown iris.  
 
    “Yeah? You would?” 
 
    The eye suddenly rolled forward, and the pupil constricted. 
 
    “Fuck yeah, I would. But next time I’ll make sure to kill the bitch.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Beckett staggered backward so violently that he started to fall. One hand shot out and somehow hooked on the man’s handcuffs. The other, however, grazed the ventilator and a portion of the tube came out of the man’s mouth.  
 
    Blinking like a mad man, Beckett scrambled to right himself. 
 
    What the fuck just happened? Did I do the coke, or did Swansea? 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    Or did I do some fucking LSD? 
 
    As he watched the murderer struggle to breathe without the ventilator, Beckett decided that what he’d seen had to have been a hallucination. He glanced at the monitors and saw no spike of activity. 
 
    But that voice… it hadn’t been his voice, that’s for sure. He couldn’t know for certain if it was the man in the bed’s voice, though, because he’d never heard him speak. 
 
    Where the fuck did it come from?  
 
    The beeping from his right started to become more intense and the patient’s breathing became something reminiscent of a series of burps. 
 
    Instinct took over, and Beckett reached for the ventilator tube, with the intention of jamming it back down the man’s trachea when he stopped himself.  
 
    This man deserved more than a little distress. 
 
    Beckett held the tube firmly in his hand. By his estimation, it was still partially in the man’s trachea, but the air was leaking back out as much as it was entering his lungs. 
 
    There was beeping coming from his left as well as his right now, and he saw that man’s oxygen saturation was plummeting.  
 
    A few seconds later, the murderer started gasping. And yet, Beckett still didn’t replace the tube. He bit down on his lip so hard that he tasted blood.  
 
    You deserve to die. 
 
    This time, the voice inside his head was most definitely his own. 
 
    And it was an anchor point if there ever was one. 
 
    Without further thought, Beckett pulled the tube all the way out. There was a disgusting grating sound—earlier, Beckett had gone easy on the lube—and then the man really went into distress. A cacophony of beeps filled the small room, escalating in intensity in sync with the patient’s gasps.  
 
    Put it back in, Beckett. Put it in before Ruby enters the room.  
 
    But in the back of his mind, he knew that Ruby was conveniently indisposed. Beckett had convinced himself that the awkward interaction they’d had earlier was the nurse’s way of silently encouraging this act.  
 
    It was also what Drake wanted, that was without doubt, but the real question was, is this what he wanted? 
 
    Beckett cocked his head and observed the man, whose face was starting to turn a sickly shade of gray. 
 
    Larry Duffy walked into a stranger’s house. Who knows why? He didn’t look like a meth head—still had all his teeth, and wasn’t wasting away—but maybe it was a smash and grab gone wrong. Beckett could understand that. He didn’t condone it but understood it.  
 
    But the girl… to shoot a helpless child? 
 
    That was unforgivable. 
 
    A constant beep drew Beckett out of his head.  
 
    And in that moment, he had his answer. 
 
    He did want this.  
 
    And he’d done it.  
 
    Larry Duffy was dead.  
 
    Beckett waited another thirty seconds, then roughly jammed the tube into the man’s mouth, not caring if it went down the esophagus or the trachea.  
 
    If he’d had time, perhaps the weight of what he’d just done would have pressed down on Beckett. But that was one luxury he didn’t have. 
 
    Swallowing hard, he raised his eyes and looked around like a Meerkat scanning the horizon for predators.  
 
    “You’ve really done it now, Beckett,” he whispered, then made his way to the door. He peeked through the glass, half-convinced that there would be several police officers standing in wait.  
 
    None of whom were his pal Drake. 
 
    But there was no one there. 
 
    Beckett opened the door and slipped into the hallway, making sure to close it quickly behind him to mute the still ringing flatline. 
 
    He took three steps when he spotted her. Ruby the diminutive nurse was hurrying in his direction. Their eyes met and she quickly looked away—but not until after he thought he saw her nod. As Beckett passed the woman, she turned even more dramatically, showing him her back as she pretended to observe the young victim in room three.  
 
    Ruby knew what he’d done, and she’d already come to terms with it. All of this information passed through them with that single glance and nod.  
 
    Beckett kept his head down as he walked brisky through the waiting room. If Brock and Thad were there, they didn’t notice him. 
 
    Outside, he took a deep breath of fresh air.  
 
    Then he stared down at his hands in disbelief. 
 
    You killed that man, Beckett thought. You pulled the tube out and let him die right there in front of you.  
 
    The revulsion, nausea, vomiting, and sheer horror that he thought would rise up in him never came. 
 
    In fact, only a tangentially related thought entered his head and for some inexplicable reason, it made him smile. 
 
    My hands… they’ve stopped shaking. And guess what, ma, my headache is also gone. Who knew that murder really is the best medicine? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Dr. Ian Swansea’s nose hurt. But it wasn’t from the door smashing into it.  
 
    It was from the coke.  
 
    “Goddamn!” he shouted, looking up at the lights and shaking his head back and forth.  
 
    His female companion for this evening—Claire, he was pretty sure her name was Claire—laughed. She snorted coke of the webbing of her own hand and pinched her nostrils closed. 
 
    “Fuck, that stings,” she said.  
 
    “No kid—” 
 
    Claire kissed Ian sloppily, her alcohol-soaked tongue leaving wet tracks on his lips and chin. Swansea reciprocated, intoxicated enough that he didn’t care that his efforts were even more messy than hers. 
 
    “You wanna get out of here?” Claire asked.  
 
    Swansea nodded vigorously.  
 
    “Hell yeah, I do.” 
 
    It wasn’t like him to hit the hard stuff, nor go home with a stranger, but he needed to forget today. 
 
    This was the first time Swansea had lost anyone. He knew that Beckett had done a rotation at the palliative care facility, but he’d had opted for a more uplifting placement, if there was such a thing in medicine. 
 
    And not only had Swansea lost one patient today, but two.  
 
    “You alright?” 
 
    Swansea shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah, fine, let’s go.”  
 
    There were no cabs outside and none of the dispatchers he called answered. It became apparent after about five minutes of trying that Claire was losing her buzz.  
 
    Fuck it, he thought. It’s only a short drive. 
 
    “Come with me.” 
 
    Swansea grabbed Claire’s hand and dragged her around back of the club to his car. His initial plan had been to leave his vehicle here and hitch a ride into the ER with Beckett tomorrow, but things had changed. 
 
    “You sure you’re okay to drive?” Claire asked as she slid into the front seat. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. I don’t live far and it’s away from the city—not too many cars on the back roads.” 
 
    Swansea wasn’t sure who he was trying to convince, Claire or himself. 
 
    “Let’s go, then!” Claire exclaimed, strumming the dashboard. 
 
    Swansea grinned as he started the car and pulled out of the parking lot.  
 
    “Got anymore coke?” 
 
    He shifted onto his hip so he could dig in his pocket for the baggie. There was only a little left and he tossed it to her.  
 
    As Claire tapped some of the white powder onto her wrist this time, Swansea concentrated on the road.  
 
    I am fine, he thought when nothing catastrophic happened within the first thirty seconds or so. Just focus—you just need to focus. 
 
    Swansea’s eyes drifted to the yellow line that marked the center of the road, only to float back to the sidewalk a few seconds later. They were passing the hospital now and he thought he spotted someone familiar leaving the ER.  
 
    The man’s head was down, but he was staring at his hands. It was such an odd pose that Swansea stared longer than he should have. 
 
    “Beckett?” he said softly. Then he leaned out the window. “Beck—” 
 
    “Watch out!”  
 
    Swansea slumped back into his seat and wrenched the wheel. They’d crossed over the center line and the car had veered into oncoming traffic.  
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    Swansea blinked rapidly and refocused his attention on the road—now he just wanted to get out of the city as fast as possible. 
 
    Against his better judgment, he picked up speed as he left the city lights behind him. They’d just turned onto the winding back road that led to his rental when Claire leaned over and started to kiss his ear. At first, he pulled back, but it felt fucking good. No one had ever done this to his ear before. 
 
    What she did next, however, was something that he had experienced. Claire snaked her hand down the front of his pants and started to massage between his legs. 
 
    “Wakey-wakey,” she whispered.  
 
    And then she dropped her head from Swansea’s ear to his zipper. 
 
    “Fuck,” he moaned. “Maybe this—” 
 
    But she was a wizard with her teeth, this Claire. And before Swansea could get the words out, she’d released his cock from his trousers and went to work. 
 
    “Fuuuuuck.” 
 
    He didn’t remember closing his eyes, but he remembered opening them. 
 
    If only it had happened a few seconds earlier, Dr. Ian Swansea’s life might have turned out differently. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    Moments before his Hyundai’s front bumper smashed into the man in the khakis who was inexplicably crossing the quiet road in the middle of the night, Swansea experienced a curious thought. 
 
    It was, absurdly, about ‘fuck’. Not the act, but the word.  
 
    He realized that a doctor should have a much more… loquacious… vocabulary. He’d used fuck in three different contexts in the past two minutes: incredulity, enthusiasm, and now sheer terror. 
 
    It wasn’t the man who cried out, it was Claire when her head banged against the steering wheel.  
 
    “Ow!” 
 
    Swansea hammered on the brakes. When the car screeched to a halt, he gently guided Claire, who was holding the side of her head, back into her seat and then jumped out of the car. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    Swansea knew the man was dead before he made it within six feet of his body. It had nothing to do with his newfound experience with death, either. 
 
    It was the stillness of the scene that alerted him to this fact. 
 
    The man was completely and utterly unmoving. 
 
    And then there was the fact that his neck was twisted too far around, his eyes were open, and that there was blood slowly oozing from between his open lips. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    “Ian? Ian, what’s wrong?” 
 
    Swansea whipped around and saw a groggy looking Claire approaching. He quickly stepped toward her, trying to block the view of the body with his own. 
 
    “Nothing, just back in the car.” 
 
    “What do you mean, nothing? Was it a deer?” 
 
    Swansea shook his head and held out his arms. 
 
    “No, it was nothing. Just—” 
 
    Claire lowered her eyes a little. 
 
    “Oh my God.” 
 
    She’d seen.  
 
    Despite his best efforts, the woman who had been high on cocaine and was sucking his dick while he’s driving home drunk, had seen the body. 
 
    The body of a man that he’d killed. 
 
    And that meant that Dr. Ian Swansea was good and royally fucked. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Present Day 
 
      
 
    “No, Suzan, I told you a thousand times, I didn’t kill him. How could I have?” 
 
    Suzan Cuthbert crossed her arms over her chest and said nothing. 
 
    “Like—like no, I—Bradley found it.”  
 
    Beckett knew that he sounded like a petulant child, but he couldn’t help it. Suzan just had this effect on him. 
 
    “Well,” she began, her tone labored. “Did Bradley do it?” 
 
    Beckett recoiled. 
 
    “No! Suzan, did you?” 
 
    And herein lay the plight of the typical American serial killer family. You find one decapitated head, and more fingers are pointed than in a packed elevator within which someone just broke wind. 
 
    “Me?” Suzan shook her head in an exaggerated gesture of defiance. “I didn’t even find the damn thing.” 
 
    “You coulda planted it. Made it look like Bradley discovered the thing.” 
 
    “And why the hell would I do that?” 
 
    “Kill the guy or frame Bradley?”  
 
    Another head shake. 
 
    “Frame Bradley? Beckett, are you—” 
 
    “Stared at your tits too long. The headless man stared and stared and wouldn’t look away. So, you had to teach him a lesson.”  
 
    As he said this, Beckett let his own eyes drift down to Suzan’s chest. Unfortunately, her forearms blocked his view. 
 
    “Beckett? What the fuck?” 
 
    Beckett pursed his lips and craned his neck. 
 
    “Stop it.” 
 
    He walked forward, bobbing his head like a chicken, now. 
 
    “Titties. Tittiiieees.” 
 
    He grabbed her arms and pulled them open. Then he motorboated Suzan’s breasts through her cashmere sweater. 
 
    She laughed and playfully pushed him away. 
 
    “Suzan?” 
 
    Beckett cringed and pretended to smooth his hair. 
 
    “Bradley, did you… did you have breakfast yet?” Suzan asked awkwardly. 
 
    “I’m almost done. What are you guys up to?” 
 
    Beckett cleared his throat and spun around. Bradley Bumacher was standing in the doorway to their bedroom, wearing just jeans. In one hand, he held a half-eaten Eggo. 
 
    “Just—adult things. Why don’t you head downstairs, and we’ll meet you there in a minute?” 
 
    The boy’s narrow shoulders lifted. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    When he was gone, Beckett turned back to Suzan. 
 
    “That was close… what have I told you about seducing me with the door open?” he said. 
 
    Suzan rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Listen, I don’t know how you found it, Beckett, but I’m sick of having a damn decapitated head in my freezer. I want it gone by the end of the day.” 
 
    Beckett raised one eyebrow. 
 
    “What? Why are you giving me that look?” Suzan asked. 
 
    Beckett’s grin grew. 
 
    “What? Beckett, stop fucking around.” 
 
    Beckett was beaming now, and Suzan socked him in the arm. 
 
    “You’re so annoying.” 
 
    “Am I? Am I, really? Because it came today.” 
 
    “What came?” Suzan’s eyes suddenly went wide. “No!” She punched him again. “No way!” 
 
    “Yes, way.” 
 
    “Where is it? Let’s see it!” 
 
    Beckett hurried over to the bed and reached beneath it. He mock searched for several seconds before pulling out a large yellow envelope, which he held up, taunting her. 
 
    “You want me to dump it out?” 
 
    “Yes, for fuck’s sake, Beckett. Dump it out!” 
 
    Beckett tipped the package and emptied its contents onto the bed. There were a variety of cards as well as several sheets of paper. Suzan scrambled for the former. 
 
    “Yes!” she exclaimed, holding on of them up.  
 
    “You like?” 
 
    “Do I like? Hell yeah, I—” her smile faded. “Wait! No, Beckett, no! My name! You fucked up my name?” 
 
    “Let me see,” Beckett said, reaching for the card.  
 
    It was Suzan’s new driver’s license. It had her headshot, her birthday, but it didn’t read ‘Suzan Cuthbert’. Instead, it read, ‘Amanda Lick’. 
 
    “Fucking Amanda Lick—A Man to Lick? Beckett, you did this on purpose!” 
 
    “I-I didn’t. It was—it was the only name they had.” 
 
    Suzan was incredulous. 
 
    “What? What does that even mean? You could have literally picked anything you wanted to for these fake IDs, but you had to troll me. What the hell is your name?” Suzan started flipping over credit and bank cards all in Amanda’s name before finally finding one of Beckett’s. She looked at for a second, then angrily threw it onto the bed with the rest. “You’re a fucking idiot, you know that?” 
 
    “What?” Beckett feigned. “What’s the problem?”  
 
    He picked up the card that she’d just tossed. 
 
    “The problem? The problem, is that we’ve been waiting months for these new IDs and when they finally arrive, meaning we can actually restart our lives, you had to get us some stupid names. Stupid, stupid names.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Yours was an honest mistake, but my name? It’s a fucking classic.” 
 
    “Don Keedic? Donkey Dick? Fuck, Beckett.” 
 
    “Uhh, that’s Don, to you, M’lady.” 
 
    Suzan shook her head and Beckett laughed.  
 
    “Change it. You have to change it. I’m not going through the rest of my live as Amanda Lick.” 
 
    “You can always be Amanda Keedic.” 
 
    “No, Beckett get them changed. I don’t care what it costs.” She walked to the door and then spun and wagged a finger in his general direction. “And get rid of that head, today!” 
 
    “You’re no fun, but I’ll get your name fixed. Can’t do the head, though, not today, at least.” 
 
    “I’m afraid to ask why.” 
 
    “Well, because you asked politely, I start my job today.” 
 
    Suzan’s face contorted. 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    “I start today—my job. Without a purpose in life, grinding nine to five for the man, what else is there?” 
 
    Suzan looked like she was going to cry. 
 
    “You found a job? How? We didn’t even—you know what? I don’t care. Don’t even tell me.” 
 
    “But aren’t you proud of me?” 
 
    Suzan left the room and Beckett chased after her. 
 
    “Suze? Suzan, aren’t you even going to ask what my job is?” 
 
    “No!” Suzan shouted from downstairs. “Because I know that it’s just going to be something incredibly stupid that has a high probability of getting us caught.” 
 
    Phhf, stupid. Beckett thought. This isn’t stupid. This is a real job, an important job. And I’m going to give it one-hundred and ten percent. Aren’t you, Beckett? You’re not satisfied being a regular killer, you have to be the absolute best.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Naw-lins was damn hot. And Beckett was sweating. No, ‘sweating’ didn’t do what he was experiencing justice. He had rivers of liquid dripping down his chest, streaking into his ass crack, and soaking his now brown hair. Every step had an adult film vibe, what with all the squeaking and squirting that was happening. 
 
    And his outfit… golly, it was nigh impossible to see. But he had a plan, and no matter how uncomfortable he felt, he was going to do it for the kids.  
 
    Anything for the kids. 
 
    He could hear them now—they were loud and obnoxious. Beckett wasn’t sure what it was about high school students, whether it was because some of the boys’ balls hadn’t dropped yet, and the girls sounded like gerbils who had found a secret stash of helium, but their voices just grated on him. 
 
    Which probably wasn’t going to bode well, considering his new job. But he had a feeling—a sneaking suspicion, a tickling of an inkling—that they wouldn’t be loud for long. 
 
    Squinting, trying to see the numbers on the outside of the classroom doors, which was difficult given his limited scope of vision, Beckett thought he found the right room. 
 
    It had to be the right room, based on the fact that it was the noisiest one around. If it wasn’t, well, he might very well be taken to another one later today. One with rubber walls and a suspicious paucity of shoelaces. 
 
    Beckett took a deep breath only to immediately cough due to the acrid taste that entered his mouth. Then he opened the classroom door and stepped inside. 
 
    As he’d predicted, upon seeing him, every single student in Beckett’s class immediately went quiet.  
 
    Following a collective intake of breath, the only sound that could be heard was Beckett’s squeaking as he made his way to the blackboard. 
 
    Squeak, squeak, squeak.  
 
    Sweat trickled down from his hairline and into his left eye. He reached up to wipe it, only to stick himself with the leather glove. 
 
    “Fuck,” he grumbled. 
 
    He gave up and grabbed a piece of chalk off the metal rail and then turned his back to the class as he started to write. 
 
    In addition to the squeak of wet leather and the scratch of the chalk, he started to hear murmurs from behind him. There was the predictable smattering of ‘What the fucks’ along with ‘Is he drunk’, ‘Is this real life’, and ‘Someone get this on TikTok’. 
 
    He was done writing his name, and part of the class description, when someone said this last part.  
 
    Beckett whipped around. 
 
    “Nnnn sshhellfffns.” 
 
    Several of the students just glared at him, horrified expressions on their faces. 
 
    “Nnnn shlllllfnnnnnns.” 
 
    Spit flew from his mouth as he attempted to speak. 
 
    “Call the cops, get this psycho out of here,” a student who looked like Master Splinter what with his narrow face and whiskers threatened. 
 
    To Beckett’s horror, another student looked like he’d already started to dial. Thinking fast, Beckett reached up and flicked a clasp behind his head. The glistening red ball gag that had been obscuring his speech fell from his mouth and hung there. He stretched his jaw, licked his lips, and said, “Please, no cell phones. You’ll learn very quickly that my class is like Camp Fear—I have very few rules, but the one rule I do have is no cell phones.” He raised his right arm and waved it about. Squeak, squeeeaaak. “I know what you’re thinking: who is this fucking psycho in a gimp suit asking us to put our cell phones away? Our cell phones? That’s like sucking the air out of the room or deleting our Instagram accounts. But please, respect this rule.” 
 
    Maybe it was the outfit, or perhaps it was his commanding presence. Whatever the reason, it actually worked. Cell phones disappeared into pockets and out of sight.  
 
    Beckett licked his lips again, his expression souring at the taste of latex still on his tongue. 
 
    “Okay, okay!” he clapped his hands together, then cringed. Squeak, slap, squeak. “Well, as you can see on the board, my name is Mr. Keedic. First name, Don.” 
 
    Beckett scanned their faces through the mask’s eye holes. Either the students were too shocked by his appearance or didn’t get it yet. 
 
    They will, he thought. One day, they’ll get it. 
 
    “And this class, is Sex Educa.”  
 
    “Sex Educa?” one of the students asked. 
 
    Beckett frowned and he quickly finished the word.  
 
    Squeak, scratch, scratch, squeak, squeak.  
 
    More sweat dripped into his eye, and he squinted as he addressed the class again. 
 
    “Sex Education. And I know what you guys are wondering—why is this sex pirate dressed in a gimp outfit teaching the class?” 
 
    He saw a single nod. 
 
    “Well, the reason is this,” Beckett gestured toward his body—Squeaaaaaaak. “This was my first very introduction to sex, and I don’t want it to be yours.” 
 
    “Pshh, like we don’t know about sex, yet. Like we ain’t doin’ it all the time.” 
 
    Beckett wasn’t surprised by the comment, but he was surprised by the source. It was Master Splinter. He lifted his palm—squeak—and spat in it. Then he made a jerking gesture with the same hand. 
 
    “Doesn’t count.” There was a smattering of laughs. “But we will be talking about beating off, too. Now, please take a seat and let me get out of this goddamn thing. There is literally a river of sweat between my cheeks right now.” 
 
    Again, the class listened, and Beckett was pleased to see that most of them were grinning. After they were all seated, he started to extricate himself from the suit. It was harder than he’d expected, and he only got the top off before giving up. 
 
    Then he leaned forward, a smile on his own face, and said, “Now listen up, because Mr. Don Keedic is about to teach you all about plugging holes, alright?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Beckett tossed his bag onto the couch and immediately went to the kitchen for a beer. He leaned back against the counter as he opened it, then took a sip. 
 
    A loud sigh escaped his lips as the cool liquid went down. 
 
    Good for you, Beckett—or should I say, Don. You did good, son. 
 
    “What are you smiling about?” 
 
    Beckett raised his eyes and saw surly Suzan enter the room. 
 
    “Oh, you know, Amanda, just celebrating a successful first day at work.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that. And I don’t want to hear about your day until,” she held up one finger, “A) the frozen head is gone,” she held up another finger, “and B) I get a proper ID.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t that be one and two and not A and B?” Suzan’s scowl deepened and Beckett clawed back. “Sorry, sorry. Well, I’ll get that stuff done, that’s for sure. Just let me enjoy this beer and tell you about my day.” 
 
    Suzan shook her head. 
 
    “Don’t want to hear it. But in case you didn’t know, it’s eleven in the morning and you were at ‘work’ for a grand total of forty-five minutes.” 
 
    Beckett tilted the beer back and forth, watching the liquid slosh about in the bottle. 
 
    “Hours are a social construct.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. Anyways, you know how I love teaching kids, right? Like in my past life?” Suzan pretended she wasn’t listening, but Beckett knew she was. He watched as she started to walk over to the couch and began snooping about his bag. “When I was teaching the pathology residents, I mean?” 
 
    “You hated that.” 
 
    Beckett shrugged. 
 
    “Well, I was good at it. I was—” 
 
    “No, you weren’t,” Suzan interjected. “You were terrible. Made three people quit, untold number of them went home weeping, and one of them probably committed suicide.” 
 
    “Suicide, phhf. To be fair, Tyler had psychological problems long before—” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure his name was Trevor.” 
 
    Beckett downed the rest of his beer. 
 
    “Well, he had a man bun. Anwywayyyyys,” he drew out the word, “so I’m working with kids again.” 
 
    “Ankle bracelet didn’t stop you?” 
 
    “Very funny. No, for real, Amanda, I’m—” 
 
    Suzan reached into the bag and pulled out Beckett’s gimp suit. Her mood had gradually brightened with their playful jibes, but the innocuous outfit set her off again. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” 
 
    “It’s a prop, Ama—Suzan. For the Sex Educa class I’m teaching.” 
 
    Beckett had been with Suzan for a long time now—he didn’t know the exact number of years, but it felt like an eternity. And the hell they’d been through meant that he’d seen every side of her. Examined every nook and cranny. But this face… it was new. 
 
    Suzan, who had been holding the gimp suit up with one finger, let it slip back into the bag. 
 
    “I don’t understand you.” 
 
    “To be fair, I don’t understand me either. Maybe it has something to do with this lil brain tumor I had?” 
 
    Suzan wasn’t about to be played this way, and she ignored the comment. 
 
    “You taught a sex ed class? You?” 
 
    “Now you’re just being mean.” 
 
    Once again, he went ignored. 
 
    “And on your first day, you brought this?” 
 
    Beckett cringed. 
 
    “No… not brought but wore.” 
 
    “You wore this?” Suzan was incredulous and Beckett wished he’d kept his mouth shut. “You actually wore this?” 
 
    No point in lying now. 
 
    “The things I do for these kids… Suze, you can’t imagine how damn hot that outfit is… wait, can you? Have you… you know?” 
 
    “No, I’ve never worn it. But I swear, Beckett, you just want to get caught, don’t you?” 
 
    “No, no.” 
 
    “Then why do you do this stuff?” 
 
    “Why does the scorpion sting the toad while they’re crossing the river?” 
 
    Suzan rolled her eyes. 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is that you’re an idiot and always will be an—” 
 
    A knock at the door interrupted her kind words. 
 
    “Hold that thought.” 
 
    Beckett skirted out of the room and went right to the door. He pulled it wide without even looking through the peep hole first. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but we don’t believe in Tupperware,” Beckett said to the dark-haired woman standing on his steps. He went to close the door, but her foot shot out and stopped him. “Wow, you really need to hit that quota, huh?” 
 
    “Let me in, dickhead,” the woman said. 
 
    “What’s going on here? I really don’t want your Tupperware.” 
 
    “It’s me, Hanna.” 
 
    Beckett squinted. Perhaps it was because he’d gotten sweat in his eyes earlier in the day, but he hadn’t recognized her at first. To be fair, her hair was different—a dark brown color that came to her shoulders—and she looked like she’d aged a considerable amount since the last time he’d seen her. 
 
    “Hanna?” Beckett was still incredulous. “What the hell—” 
 
    “Let me in,” she said and then entered on her own, anyways.  
 
    Safe to say she’s not a vampire.  
 
    He quickly closed the door behind her, still confused as to, 1) how she found him, and B) why she was here. 
 
    “Beckett, who is it?” Suzan asked. 
 
    “It’s… it’s Hanna.” 
 
    Suzan appeared out of thin air. 
 
    Maybe she’s the vampire. 
 
    “Hanna?” Like Beckett, Suzan needed a moment for her eyes to confirm that it was indeed their colleague from New York City. “What—what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Well, for starters, I go by Robin, now. And I had to leave New York.” 
 
    “I’m Don, and this is Amanda,” Beckett replied on instinct. Hanna looked at him, then addressed Suzan as if he wasn’t really here. 
 
    Am I the vampire? 
 
    “I chopped a man’s head off with a machete,” Hanna said flatly. “The Straw Man.” 
 
    Beckett puffed air into his upper lip and looked to and fro. 
 
    “I think she meant, why did you change your name, but that works, too,” he said softly. 
 
    “Wait—the Straw Man, the man who was making skin suits of those girls?” 
 
    Hanna nodded. 
 
    “That’s the one.”  
 
    A thought suddenly occurred to Beckett, and he snapped his fingers. 
 
    “What?” Suzan and Hanna asked in unison. 
 
    “Wait here.” 
 
    Beckett rushed out of the front hallway, leaving the two women to scheme, and made his way to the basement. There he grabbed the only item in the freezer, a large plastic bag, and hauled it upstairs. 
 
    When he got back to the entrance, he held the bag up. 
 
    “Is this his? Mr. Straw Man’s?” 
 
    “Beckett!” Suzan exclaimed, trying to block Hanna’s view of the bag. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Is that a human head?” Hanna asked, strangely cavalier about the notion. 
 
    “No, it’s—” 
 
    Beckett interrupted his girlfriend. 
 
    “We’re all friends here, no need to lie. It is a head, but we—I—found it. We’re just searching for its rightful owner.” 
 
    “A missing head? Really? Where did you find it?” Hanna asked.  
 
    This response was equally as strange as the woman’s first question. It was as if they were asking about a wallet that they’d found—one with money in it, but no ID and, being the good Samaritans that they were, were desperate to find its owner. 
 
    “In the swamp. My son, Brad, found it.” 
 
    “Your son?” 
 
    Beckett sighed. 
 
    “Not son. My—our—charge, I guess. I dunno, it’s complicated.” 
 
    Hanna chewed her lip. 
 
    “Well, I only know of one man missing his head. A college exchange student in New York. Can I see it?” 
 
    Beckett shrugged and started to remove the head from the bag before Suzan stopped him. 
 
    “No, we’re not taking the damn head out right here in the foyer,” she hissed. “What if Brad comes home?” 
 
    Beckett shrugged.  
 
    “He’s already seen it, and I’m not sure he’ll—” 
 
    “No. Put it back.” 
 
    “Okay. But first, Hanna, how did you find us?” 
 
    Hanna glanced over at Suzan. 
 
    “You,” she said, her eyes drifting back to Beckett. “I only found you. And that was pretty easy.” 
 
    “Really?” Beckett asked, incredulous. “How?” 
 
    “The TikTok,” she replied simply. 
 
    “The—oh, no.” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” 
 
    “Show me,” Suzan demanded, and Hanna pulled out her phone. 
 
    Beckett couldn’t bear to look.  
 
    “Master Splinter,” he cursed under his breath, remembering the student. “Damn you.” 
 
    When the video was over, both women glared at him, and Beckett started to blush. 
 
    “You idiot,” they both said at the same time. 
 
    “I’m—I’m sorry?” 
 
    “You know what this means, don’t you, Beckett,” Suzan said. 
 
    “That I make a beautiful sub?” 
 
    Suzan apparently wasn’t in the mood for jokes.  
 
    “It means that if Hanna can you find you, so can they.” 
 
    “DNR,” Beckett said softly. “Cult motherfuckers are coming for me.” Then he glared at Hanna. “Or maybe they’re already here.” 
 
    Hanna rolled her eyes.  
 
    “I’m not part of DNR.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what someone who is part of DNR would say.” Realizing that he was still holding the head, he raised it slightly. “Maybe he was DNR. Ever thought about that.” 
 
    Suzan frowned. 
 
    “Beckett, would you stop messing around for just one minute? If Hanna found you this easily, then so did they. And that means they’re coming. Coming for you; coming for us.” 
 
    Beckett sighed. 
 
    “Everyone’s fucking cumming. It’s like a goddamn porno around here.” He shook his head, then added, “My life… can you believe that this is my fucking life? Someone… someone should write a book about it.”  
 
    There was silence, then Suzan said, “Yeah, but who would want to read that shit?” 
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    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    WWBD? Sometimes when I’m stressed, I think of this axiom – What would Beckett do? – and things instantly get better. Don’t believe me? Just try it! 
 
    In all honesty, writing Beckett is a cathartic experience for me, an outlet of absurdity in this absurd world. And this book (novella, short, ‘just the tip’, whatever you want to call it) was some of the most fun I have had in a long while. It was also something that I wanted to write for an eternity, but what with the two fiction podcasts (and two more on the way) and other books on the go, I just hadn’t found the time.  
 
    But I’m glad that I finally managed.  
 
    Who knows? Maybe there will be a full-length Beckett novel showcasing Hanna and Suzan in the future… 
 
      
 
    You keep reading, and I’ll keep writing. 
 
    Pat 
 
    Montreal, 2022 
 
      
 
    P.S. Leave a damn review, wouldja?  
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