Chapter 1

 

 

Some say the dangers lie in the cities—they do—street crime, pollution, traffic, all gone mad.  But the real atrocities take place in the countryside:  pesticides pass muster only because of a cluster of money; newborn peaks of grass-covered garbage reek; voracious strip mines undress the surface; machines constantly burrow beneath for precious fluids; madmen make dumps of toxic streams, and the top-secreting machinations of the government’s armed forces declare war on nature.  

True, all this carnage is found in the countryside; and the misfit, the incorrigible, the psychotic are housed there, too.  Prisons try to bottle-up the most dangerous, and the asylums institutionalize the uncontrollably insane right next door to the misdiagnosed.  Most of these sinister shelters are found far from the city crowds; all just futile efforts to keep the butcher’s knife from the necks of the free.  Walk any of these halls and look closely at the caged; it seems like the Creator must have run out of souls.  Unfortunately, society can’t catch all the damned—they breed fast!  




This species, more diabolical and selfish than Homo sapiens, is cloistered everywhere—they look like humans, but they were thrown out of the Garden of Eden long before Adam sprang from the soil and Eve cleaved from his rib.  The Creator made this subsect on His worst day, and they repaid Him by committing egregious crimes against the Lord—sinful trespasses.  Some call them sociopaths, psychopaths or just plain evil; others believe they’re God’s biggest mistake controlled by the Devil.  Humans must keep in mind—the damned were here first, waiting to feast.

 

Chillyard Asylum in Upstate New York is one of the institutions where the lost and damned live lonely.  Chillyard sits on the east side of Seneca Lake, branded on the edge of the steep hill like a neon crucifix.  Shaped like a cross of double fencing lit by spotlights, the asylum glows at night, reminding all who see its terrifying glimmer that insanity is just one unbearable burden away; incarceration only a turn of the page, and all who wander over the prescribed line risk a sequestered existence.  

One of the loneliest is Jane Peyton Investment, of the mega-bucks Investment family.  Her mother and father were mysteriously killed in a boating accident awhile back, and the county sheriff murdered her brother just this past summer.  Not that it matters—none of them gave two shits about Peyton, except maybe when daddy used to sneak into her room for his late night visitations to her Forbidden Closet.  A victim of abuse and neglect, she’d been in and out of loony bins for thirty years, mostly because nobody wanted to take the time to discover Peyton was special.  She had gifts.  Not the least were:  she could tell when someone was out to get her, get’em first, and no one was ever the wiser because she meticulously planned her retributions.

Preparing, Peyton caressed the stolen Bic pen like a lover, sliding her fingers from tip to base, longing to plant it where it belonged.  She knew it would go in so much smoother if she had left the ballpoint and ink stem in the plastic body of the pen—the steel-balled tip would slice the iris nicely, easily; but in her nightmares and delightfully decadent daydreams, Peyton killed her doctor with an empty Bic tube.  Using fingernails and teeth, she’d sucked the ink tube and ballpoint tip from the center of the Bic’s shaft.  In her fantasy, the straw-shaped Bic sliced easily through her shrink’s eyeball and had the added attraction of acting like a vessel, pumping out blood from the psychiatrist’s brain so Peyton could wash her hands and face in it, celebrating liberation day.  

Today was the day—one way or the other, Peyton was getting out of Chillyard.  She deserved to be free.  Besides, now that her crazy brother was dead, she wasn’t as afraid of the outside.  It was her duty to spend the family fortune wisely and avenge her brother Sharky’s death.  His name was Edmund but everybody called him Sharky because he liked to eat bloody things.  I guess it runs in the family, Peyton thought, as she got ready to see her shrink for the final time.  

She smoothed down the gray hospital gown, teasing her hands over her tiny breasts, feeling her loins turn to liquid from the thoughts of freedom and gore.  Before she put her panties on, Peyton ran a finger over her heated core, tucked the Bic pen against her secrets and pushed the weapon into her love cubby.  Inmates at Chillyard weren’t allowed to use pens—a writing implement was just one more item on the long list of no-no’s at the asylum, so most females carried contraband where the sun don’t shine.  Accustomed to using her furry pocketbook for bootlegging, she could barely feel the murder weapon pulsing in her as she put on socks and shoes, thoughts of slaughter twinkling in her noggin.  Then she sat on the cot, folded her hands in her lap and waited for the guard to escort her to the doctor’s office.

 

As he drove toward Og’s Music Emporium, James Raid’s face was flushed crimson, not by the brilliant sunlight but by irritation.  His girlfriend, Sandy Rivet, could be absolutely exasperating.  No man could ever make her content, not to mention happy—she lived to work, and ever since she’d stepped down as Sheriff of Bates County, Sandy had been a miserable ice cube chilling the air and their double bed.  To Raid, she was the most beautiful woman in the world—even her foibles gave him chuckles filled with adoration, but she was so paranoid, lost, discontent, it was almost impossible to talk to her.  She perceived every glance, gesture, and word as a put down.  Guilt from not working was eating her up, plus she missed the action, the power of being the number one law official in Bates County.  If only her mood was as good as she looked and tasted.

When he’d left rather than argue with her, she was wearing a wisp of a red bikini and lounging on her dock on Keuka Lake, baking her beaded-oil tan to copper, basking in the heat of another idyllic day in the Finger Lakes, fuming from boredom.  She’d looked good enough to eat, a golden blond creamy pie, but going in for a lick would've been like trying to kiss a viper.  All in all, even though he was a loafer, Raid prayed for a job to keep them both busy.

His surrogate father, General Frank Bredfore, had promised Raid weeks ago that a pretty little morsel from Miami would be in need of his services soon.  Frank said she’d have strawberry-Kool-Aid-colored hair and would want to hire the Jimi Miami Secret Detective Agency, which Raid owned and operated.  The Sheriff had quit her job, hoping to work for the agency, and a detective case, any case, would get little Miss Frigid back on track and perhaps, Raid back in her pants—some folks just have to work.

Not the folks at Og’s joint, though.  Even off-duty policemen have been known to drink beer and piss in the grass before noon at Og’s.  His store, nestled in a mahogany barn in the Flatlands up north from Keuka Lake, is a place for lollygagging.  And there must be a snootful of what Sandy would call slothful behavior going on inside the Music Emporium—Raid had to park on the narrow dirt road because the lot was full of familiar cars.  Breathtaking backpats, handshakes and friendly bellows greeted Raid as he entered the shop.  Squeezing between the rows of Marshall amplifiers, Raid smiled his soul across his handsome face—a lifetime of pals was packed into Og’s prize-winning barn amid the CD’s and sound systems.  

As Raid made his way toward the back of the barn where Og was holding court, Og said, “…so’s I hands him a toothbrush and tells him, ‘Ya can’t grow no trees if ya don’t take care of the roots!’”  All the guys laughed their guts out, including Raid, even though he had no idea what Og was talking about—there was something contagiously funny about Og’s attitude, and anyone who entered his emporium was doomed to laugh, drink, and smoke the day away.  Og was big, blond, bearded, beer-bellied and boisterous.  If he were anyone else, Og might scare the hell out of people, but he was just one of those men everyone wants to hug and hang around.  Someone passed Raid a joint; he took a hit and grabbed Og’s proffered hand.

“You’re a sight for sore eyes, Raid!  We was wondering where the hell you was…ain’t seen you in too fuckin long…ya been hiding…you outlaw?”  Og’s voice grated out like phlegm over gravel, mixed with love and unruly enthusiasm.  “God…it’s good to see you, boy.”  To show it was a special occasion to have Raid aboard the Og train, he put a big arm around Raid’s shoulder and proclaimed, “Raid ain’t been here almost all summer…ever since he started scratchin the Sheriff.”  Everybody bellowed and the sniggers bounced off the three-story walls.  Even though he had been the lead singer in Og’s band and used to the spotlight, Raid was embarrassed.   

Baiton said, “I’ll tell you what, she ain’t the sheriff no more, Og…I heard tell…her brother is running the whole department nowadays.  You know, cause she got a bum left hand from when she killed that bastard Sharky.”  He came shuffling to the forefront on his canes, amazingly, with a joint in one hand and a beer in the other.  The canes were strapped to his wrists, freeing up digits to grasp his favorite things.  He hunkered down to the joint with his big ass pointing toward the entrance, took a drag and handed the roach to Raid.  “What’s up, Raid?”

“I’ve been good, Baiton, what’s been happening with you?”

“Oh…the same-ol-same-ol…been getting up…smokin a bowl…goin to the Tavern, having a few toddies…eatin…goin home and havin a bowl or two in front of the tube.”  Baiton finished his beer.  “Hey Raid, you want a toddy?  I was just gonna get me a fresh brew,” he said, tilting his head way back, trying to get the last of the Pabst from the can.

Most everybody yelled, “Raid don’t drink alcohol!”

“Shit, I knows that…what I meant to say was, do you want a Coke, Raid?  I know it’s your favorite.”

“Sure, Baiton, I’d love a Coke Classic, that’d be nice.”  A few other voices spoke up, putting in their orders for Pabst, and Raid wondered if anybody else ever drank sody.

Freewheeling Frank Winsen—everybody just called him Free, slurred with a wry smirk on his face, “Can he carry that many beers?”  It was easy to see how Frank got his nickname—he looked just like the infamous cartoon character of the sixties.  In fact, Free was wearing a sleeveless T-shirt depicting the longhaired, bulb-nosed caricature on the front.  The shirt was threadbare from over thirty years of wear, the cloth showing pink skin where ink should be.  Still, Raid could easily read the T-shirt.  Under the picture of Freewheeling Franklin, the Fabulous Furry Freak Brother, was Free’s favorite saying:  ‘Dope will get you through times of no money better than money will get you through times of no dope.’

Og gargled out, “Shit, you oughta see what Baiton can do on them crutches…man, he can waltz a women across a court with one arm and put the basketball through the hoop twit ta other…it’s the truth…I seen him do it, and it was after he had about a case of Pabst Blue Ribbon, too.”  Sometimes when Og spoke, he would run out of oxygen and kind of gasp out the last few syllables—he smoked way too much ganja.

Free always drank too much—not just Pabst, he’d drink anything with alcohol in it, so people hid their cough syrup when Free came to visit—he was the Village of Tennten’s loveable town drunk.  “So, I hear your girl is working with your best friend there, for the Jimi Miami Detective Agency.  Ain’t that keepin the two of them busy?” Free asked.  Each syllable sloshed out with saliva because Free was six sheets to the wind and had left his teeth home on the dresser.  “That why you ain’t with her?” he hissed out in a mean tease, and to cover up his rancor, Free came over and put his arm around Raid’s shoulder.  

Raid said, “No, Deepray’s busy installing burglar alarms, but there isn’t any work for Sandy to do…I guess.”  Only three or four people knew Raid owned a detective agency, and for his own safety, he needed to keep it that way—the Finger Lakes were his stomping grounds, and most folks know and like him from his days of being a rock and roll bar star; but even with this plethora of friends, Raid ached with an inhuman emptiness only Sandy Rivet could fill.  More than most, he needed love and camaraderie; the quickest way to lose friends would be to announce that he was the secret detective.  

Smoothly hobbling from the front part of the store where the refrigerator is kept, Baiton brought beers all around and a coke for Raid.  Many thanks and a joint were his reward.  Toking a lung full, he gasped out in a squeaky voice, “Man I’d give anything to do a little installin for the Sheriff.”  No matter what happens, Sandy Rivet, like her father, grandfather and great grandfather before her, would always be called Sheriff.  The sheriff’s department was a century-old Rivet tradition—for more than a hundred years, only Rivets had been Sheriff of Bates County. 

“So’s when are ya gonna come down to Seneca Lake…to the Whitehouse and watch a Winston Cup race with me?”  Free looked around at all the boys and said, “You should see this place…it’s fabulous…man…I lucked out when the Investment Estate hired me as caretaker for Sharky’s old mansion.  What a place…boats, cars, big screen TV…huge bar…you guys are assholes for not comin down and partying with me.  Ya know, you can just buzz me by the front gate there on Route Four, and I can hears ya no matter where I am in the estate…”  It was sort of sad—Free was begging for a visit, a friend, and there didn’t seem to be any takers.

Og handed a roach to Free before it burned his fingers and said, “Well, ain’t you the father of Jane Investment’s daughter?  Didn’t you knock her up when we was younger…ain’t that why you got the job?”

 Free stuttered out a nervous laugh.  “Don’t you go callin her Jane to her face…she’ll only answer to Peyton or JP.  She hates the name, Jane…was her mamma’s moniker.”  He took a healthy toke from one of the weeds circulating through the barn, chugged the Pabst Baiton had brought him, looked a little sheepish and burped in Og’s direction, “Well sure, I got the job so’s me and the kid could live at the family estate now Sharky’s dead…but my skills as a handyman was what got me the job…ya know.”  No one said anything—they didn’t want to strip him of the little dignity he had left.  Then he spoiled the mood by saying to Raid, “Ya gotta thank Sheriff Sandy for killing Sharky…if’n he was still alive…no way would we be livin there.”  It was true—Edmund “Sharky” Investment was the Finger Lakes number one mad tycoon and mutually hated by all, but most everyone in Western New York also knew how badly Sandy Rivet felt about shooting Sharky.  After all, it was her first kill—it just wouldn’t be her last.  Then, in another desperate attempt to win friends, Free took out a fat joint, handed it to Og and said, “Here guys, why don’t you smoke one of mine…I growed it myself…it’s good shit.”  Slamming the final swallow of Pabst down, he stated, “Well, I best be moseying…I got me a peck a work to do down at the mansion.” 

“So…you goin to pick up your daughter from school…what…she in high school now?” Harddog asked.

“Chastity’s in junior high…eighth grade…honor student taboot!”  Free puffed up proudly and pretended to straighten feathers on his chest.  “No, she’s staying with her Grandmother Winsen…down in Miami.  That’s why I’m half in the bag…celebrating my freedom…I don’t drink nearly as much when my darling’s home.”  He scouted the barn, as if to see if anyone swallowed that yarn, hiccuped and continued, “Naw, I’ve just got me some futzing, diddling and puttering around to do down at the Whitehouse…so…I guess I best be goin…”  It would only take a disappointed shrug from one of the boys to convince Free to stay the rest of the day.  Everybody froze.  Free looked around and reluctantly started trucking.  Gliding out the door, Free’s gaunt body bowed, so it looked like his back was trying to catch up with his face and feet, long blond hair wafting out behind. 

Shortly after he left, Smellie, the largest man in Bates County, walked in.  “Wow, what a nice day it is out there.  It’s just perfect…blue sky, warm breeze, balmy seventy-eight degrees…couldn’t be more beautiful…eh?”

Og grabbed Smellie’s hand and shook vigorously, “What?  You a fuckin weatherman now?”  Everybody laughed at the king; after all, it was Og’s domain, not to mention marijuana, beer and sody.

“No…I just can’t believe how splendid it is, you know, after all the rain.”  He put down a twelve pack of Pabst on a counter, opened it and cracked a can.  “Was that Free I just saw driving off?”

“Yep!  You just missed him.”  Everybody smiled.

“Then that just tops off an already perfect day.”  All the boys roared with laughter, and the barn tripled the sounds of joy with echoes.  They all knew how aggravating Free could be, when he wasn’t being pathetic.  Even Raid, who liked everyone he met, found Free a wee bit hard to take in long doses.

“Oh, now don’t be so hard on Free, boys…he’s a truly nice guy…there but for the grace of God…”  Og stopped, took a lung-jarring toke and blast of Pabst to illustrate his point, burped and continued, “Ya know what brought Free to these here parts, don’t ya?  He come up to take care of his sick aunt.  He done for her right up to the last…took years…I was helpin him more’n a few times, and I’m tellin ya, you couldn’t a asked for a more loving person to look after you when you was sick…he’s a goddam saint…a Good Samaritan…I’m tellin ya.  And the way he looks after his sickly daughter.  Well…say what you will about Free…I know…he rubs me wrong sometimes too, but he’s an angel in Skid Row clothes.”

Smellie looked around, said hi to everyone with his eyes, took a hit from the circling doobie and hissed out a cloud of smoke.  Taking a second puff, he squeaked out sarcastically, “As hard as he works, it’s hard to see how he got the name Free.”

Baiton said, “I’ll tell you what, before he had a kid, he was free as a friendly ghost.  He was the ultimate hippie by the time puberty hit him…the same time every Finger Lakes boy is given a nickname…that’s when they started calling him Free.”

“I know…I was just joshing, again…Free still is the preeminent hippie…no doubt about it…he just glides through life like it’s greased by beer…a lucky Deadhead.”  

“I’ll tell you what…his luck might be about to change…I hear tell Peyton’s gonna get out of Chillyard,” Baiton said.

“No.  I don’t believe it…where’d you hear such a thing?”  Harddog shook his head and asked, “Anyone need another pop?”  Most folks called beers pops when they were at the emporium.  The boys put in their orders and Harddog went out front to grab a handful of PBR’s.

“It’s the truth,” Og butted in, as he picked up each of the Pabst cans, shook them to see if they were empty and put them in his recycle garbage can.  “My old lady heard the same thing…JP might be out as early as tomorrow.”  The barn went eerily silent, as Harddog delivered the Blue Ribbons.

Sipping his Coke, Raid said, “I asked Peyton out one time…she turned me down.”

“Well, that was your lucky day,” Baiton quipped.

“Why’d you say that?  She’s real pretty and seems very nice,” Raid said in her defense.

“Man, if you had dinner with Hitler, you’d think he was a nice guy…ask Harddog about Peyton…”  Baiton laughed.

No one had to prod Harddog for a story.  “Yeah, me and Peyton went out and everything was goin rosy until's I tries to kiss her…the bitch was carrying a knife.  She threatened to cut my pecker off…put the blade right over my gonads.  I took her home quick as shit after that…ain’t seen her since.”

Baiton asked, “When was that?  I’ll tell you what, she’s been crazy as long as I know’d her.”

“Oh…” Harddog paused, rolling his eyes as he sipped his beer.  “Must a been ten years ago…when she was out of the asylum for a brief moment, back when she was in her early twenties.  I gotta admit…she’s a looker all right…and smart…like her brother.  Makes you wonder what their parents did to the two of them.”  He paused for a sip and a toke and continued, “People what been up to visit her say she still looks mighty fine…even with her hair dyed like strawberries.”

Raid’s ears pricked up.  “She has strawberry colored hair?  They let her dye her hair up in Chillyard?”

“Oh sure,” Og said knowingly, “they let the women dye their hair in prison, too…gives em somethin to do.”

“Yeah, my friends who saw Peyton up at Chillyard say they let the inmates dye their hair with Kool-Aid…JP chose strawberry, I heard tell…God’s honest truth.”

Raid finished his Coke Classic and said, “I got to get goin…Deepray should be done with putting in those alarms at Moonpie’s mansion on Keuka Lake…he and I are supposed to watch some tube tonight at my house.  Ya know, I haven’t slept at my place since I started dating the Sheriff.”  

Og escorted Raid, shaking his hand warmly and putting an arm around his shoulder.  “Now you take care Raid…you knows how accident prone you are.”

As Og and Raid wandered through the stacks of Marshalls, Baiton was saying, “I’ll tell you what, it looks OK when a woman dyes her hair, but I’m not about to do that to mine …you know…it’s just not …manly.  Look how much better Raid looks since he stopped dyeing his hair and let it go white.  Besides, ya pick up some young honey at a bar with your juvenile hairdo, and you’re lucky enough to get her to go to bed with you, what happens when you take off your clothes…turn out the lights?”  He waved a hand over his portly body and proclaimed, “The whole package turns gray…you’re not just gray up here,” he pointed to his head.

Harddog said, “What we needs is a Grecian Formula Body Wash!”  

The rafters were resounding with raucous laughter, as Og and Raid went outside.  Og patted Raid’s shoulder and proclaimed, “Ain’t it a glorious day, hey Pal?”  Raid climbed in his Cadillac convertible and drove away, wishing he could stay, thinking about the girl with the strawberry hair, hoping for a job, longing for love. 

 

Peyton was what most people would call a handsome woman.  In her mid-thirties she still had a fawn-like lankiness.  Slim to the point of alarm, she moved with the grace of a starving cat in heat.  Even the drab sack dress the asylum made her wear couldn’t cover up her lascivious nature—she just oozed female pheromones.  Only her face wore the years spent behind insanity’s walls:  a waterfall of strawberry hair cascaded from her ivory scalp, surrounding an angular, pretty face, starved to the bone; big beautiful doe-eyes peered from the skull; the mug made more shocking because she had no eyebrows—nervous fingers had plucked every last strand of eyebrow from her face.  Idle hands are the Devil’s addendums; Peyton knew, better than most.

She smiled sweetly to the plump guard, Annie—it pays to be nice to your keepers.  How nice was where Peyton drew the line—sexual favors were never dispensed.  Ever since Peyton’s ‘husband’ had stopped coming for conjugal visits, she’d been celibate, autoerotic and ravenously horny.  Some lucky man is gonna get his ass balled off when I get out, Peyton thought, as she politely nodded in her doctor’s direction, bowed subserviently, and seated herself primly, trying to muster up the obedient schoolgirl she had once been.  “Good morning Doctor Angeles.  How are you feeling today?”  She pursed her puffy lips, trying to draw deep down inside for her method acting lessons.  Feel the sanity…feel like sanity…

“I’m fine, Peyton, the important question is…how are you?”

“Oh…I’m great, doc, just great…ahum…”  The doc is a pretty lady for such a mouse.  She bit her lip too hard and tried to kiss the pain away from her upper lip and blink moisture from her eye.

“Tell me dear…have the nightmares stopped?”

“Oh yes…they stopped the day Sharky died…” she lied, throwing up her hands in submission and shouting gleefully, “Unbelievable!”  Ever since Sharky breathed his last, she’d been steering the doctors around to the idea that Sharky was the nucleus of all her troubles, fears.  She thought, my finest performance was reliving the nightmare of growing up in a huge lonely mansion with a madman older brother and an indulgent Nanny instead of parents…all this for the enjoyment of my keepers.  I told my story in my ‘Made for TV Movie way’…Peyton’s expose.    
Tapping a clipboard with a yellow pencil, the doctor said, “I see by your chart here, you’ve been eating…that’s great…and you’ve been going to the dances and crafts…your meds have fewer side-effects…and you haven’t missed a single session…these are all good signs.”  The doctor poked her mole above her lip with the pencil eraser and looked Peyton in the eye.  “Tell me, have you been in touch with your daughter…your husband?”  She paused to look at the chart, correcting herself, “I mean, the father of your child…I understand they’re living at your family estate…he’s been hired as the caretaker…am I right?”

  Well, here goes…time to stop the whining and sell yourself.  Either that or…kill the bitch!  Peyton’s love cubby squeezed the Bic in anticipation.  “Oh, yes!  I talk to Chastity every week on the phone…more sometimes…as often as I can.”  She put on a beatific smile to show motherhood made her glow.  Basking in happiness, she just sat there, staring off into space, as if blissful memories of mother and baby were coursing through her brain.  I wonder why the doc cuts her hair in a mushroom shape…it sure makes her look dorky.  Just in time to prove sanity, she came down from her reverie and said, “Chastity’s staying with her Grandfather and Grandmother Winsen in Florida…”  The previous pause was too long and spelled continued incarceration, so she quickly interjected, “…Which is good because…this way…me and her daddy can…have…”  Dead air.  “…Have time to get to know each other again.”

Doctor Angeles leaned over, pretending to have deep concerns for Peyton’s welfare, “So dear, how do you feel about…”  She checked her clipboard.  “...Frank…they call him…Free…was it?”  

Peyton nodded yes enthusiastically, as if she really cared about the conversation.  “Oh, I’ll always love him…because he’s the father of my adorable little girl, ya know?  But we both wanna be…just friends…know what I mean?  He and Chastity will continue to live in the guesthouse, and if I’m released, I’ll be staying in the main house…everything will work out perfectly.  What do you think, doc?”  Peyton bowed her head and peered for approval from under her skull-brows.  The doctor nodded and smiled.  Peyton continued, “He’s a real sweetheart…everybody in town loves him.”  The worthless scumbag of a drunk.  ”He’s…unbelievable!”  She laughed.  Where the heck are you taking this conversation, doc?  You witch!  “You know, doc, I owe it all to you…I’ve gotten in touch with my true feelings about Free,” alcoholic asshole “…my family,” money-grubbing perverts “and my daughter” burden, shame, starving love cubby.  “I’ll never be able to thank you…repay you…for all you’ve done for me…it’s miraculous the steps we’ve taken together these past few years…since you’ve been at Chillyard…”  Pause for dramatic effect.  “I used to think I’d never get out of here…but since you’ve been in control of my treatment…”  You electroshock sadist…zombie pill pusher  “…I feel…alive…I’ve found the real me!  It’s…unbelievable!”  Standing up for the finale, bubbling with delight, clasping hands close to the heart, she professed, “I feel ready for anything…I’m ready for the real world!”  Now, that’s what this meeting is all about, you pissy slit…now it’s your turn to talk…it’s time to take this conversation…and me, home.  Peyton sat back down, smoothed her skirt in lady-like fashion and held her hands captive in her lap, staring adoringly into the doc’s insipid brown eyes.

The doc looked down at her clipboard for another personal inspection of Peyton’s debits and credits sprawled-out before her, and proclaimed, “You know, Peyton, I think it’s time you go home!”  There was only silence.  “Peyton…are you OK?  You look…disappointed…”

Peyton quickly shook herself to the correct response, stood up and with the broadest smile she could muster, screamed, “Yippeee!”  It was a stupid thing to yell…I hope the doc thinks that’s normal.  “I just can’t wait…when…how soon?  Disappointed…no…no way…not on your life…”  Big smile.  Of course I’m disappointed, you twat...I didn’t get to stab your eyeball with my forbidden Bic pen…and bathe in your upper-crust, la-dee-da-doctorate, sanguine fluid.  Peyton could tell the doc felt she deserved a hug.  Gesturing with her arms widespread, a look of glee plastered all over her kisser, Peyton enticed the doc to come from behind the security of her desk and embrace.  

She peered into Doctor Angeles’s brown wimpy eye, one hand sneaking toward the secreted Bic, but the doc sensed something and stepped back quickly, politely, and cleared her throat.  “Well, we have to continue to have weekly sessions…up here at Chillyard, of course…and except for that…I guess…you’re free to go.”

“I love you, Doctor Angeles…thank you…”  Free to go…free to be…free to see Free…
 

Even though the estate was one of the largest on any of the Finger Lakes, Peyton thought everything seemed smaller than she remembered.  It wasn’t until she climbed out of the cab, filled with trepidation, accompanied by tympani-drum heartbeats, that she recalled how young she’d been the last time she’d spent a night at the Investment Whitehouse—twelve years old.  Sure, she’d had a few years of independence since then, but because of her hatred for momma and daddy, combined with a fear of her brother, whenever Peyton’d vacationed from the asylum, she’d always stayed in Miami—that’s where she’d met Free.  She’d sworn she’d never spend another night near the Forbidden Closet, but now she yearned to see it, smell it, fill it.  She wondered if it would look small, too—like the wrought iron gates before her.

The gates towered above Peyton, but in her memory, they were as tall as the Empire State Building.  Blocked entrance to her own estate, she felt mortified in front of the cabby, so she walked up to one of the two gigantic pink cement blocks, which supported the gates to Peyton’s new world, and angrily pushed the doorbell—nothing on the squawk box except static.  Flipping her long strawberry hair in the wind, she looked apologetically at her driver, stomped her foot and leaned against one of the nine-foot-high iron ‘I’s’ scripted on each gate, and the entrance squeaked open.

“Unbelievable!” Peyton exclaimed, more to herself than the cabby.  Vibrating with panic, she climbed in the backseat and said, “Take me home, driver!”  Knots tied up her intestines, making her hemorrhoids ache and her heart hate her father.  The place looked magnificent, which was surprising considering the estate lawyers, in their almighty wisdom, had hired the laziest drunken slug in the entire county to be the caretaker of the Whitehouse.  

She couldn’t see any of the structures yet, but the lawn looked golf green; the trees manicured, and the driveway they were coasting down was smoother than an unspanked baby’s butt.  The oak, maple, willow and elms trees were each encircled by red, white or blue mulch; six-foot tall urns coughed up gallons of flower blossoms, which trickled to the ground, teasing the closely cropped turf.  The driveway had its own sign—Investment Row—and with yellow posies accenting the edges, it was the focal point of the entrance and a gold-carpet welcome.

Once Investment Row was traversed, however, the splendor of the grass lawn paled in comparison to the luster of the Whitehouse, which was a smaller replica of the real White House in Washington, DC.  The circular drive, studded with luxury cars, centered by a huge statue of two naked lovers entwined in eternal lust, just screamed her father’s name.  Right here:  everything was gilded in dollar signs spelling $ex—the reason for her father’s, grandfather’s, great grandfather’s existences—sex and money, and money and sex mean power, making Peyton’s love cubby churn.

“Are you gonna be all right here, lady?” the cabby asked, as she handed him a fifty.  She had no idea if that was enough for the ride, so she waited for the dumb ass to say something, thinking, well pig breath, is that enough money from the rich honey, or are you gonna go tell your cabby friends the dizzy bitch stiffed ya?   

When he didn’t say anything, Peyton gave him another twenty and said, “Keep the change,” ignoring his question and feigned show of chivalry; after all, it was none of the help’s business if she was all right or not—Peyton could take care of herself, she hoped.  Cooking might be a problem.  “Do you know if they deliver pizza out this far?” she stammered just as he was about to drive off.

He looked at her like her keepers at the asylum always did, furrowed his brow and said in a very condescending manner, “Sorry, lady…I’m not from around these parts,” and sped off.  

I should probably walk all the way down to the gate and lock it…just to keep assholes like him out.  Then she remembered she had a caretaker to take care of her needs, and a caretaker she needed to take care of in the worst way.  Fuckin worthless drunk.  She didn’t have any suitcases—the only things she brought with her from the asylum were bad memories.  She looked around, twirled on the spot, ran over to the dry fountain, hugged the two stone lovers and exclaimed in a voice that echoed over Seneca Lake, ”Unbelievable!”  After dancing in the drive for a while, Peyton stumbled toward the guesthouse where she knew Free was staying.  It used to be a kennel but had been converted to spacious living quarters ages ago.  She opened the barn-like door to the one-story white structure and found the room was surprisingly feminine—everything was in shades of pink—even Free’s face and reddish doorknob-shaped schnozzle.

The phone’s shrill ring accompanied Free’s slobbering and snoring.  Drool stained the pink pillow, and the reek of day-old puke permeated the place.  The room was littered with half-eaten cartons of food, beer bottles and clothes.  Peyton hoped the main house was a little cleaner than this pigsty, as she picked up the phone to stop its incessant jingling.

“Hello, Investment Estate, how may I help you?”  It felt good to answer a phone, really good.

“This is Ms. Mavis at Chillyard Asylum, could I please speak with Mr. Frank Winsen?”

Peyton kicked her belching ex-boyfriend as hard as she could in the breadbasket, producing a little upchuck, a gargle and a whole lot more drool.  “Ah…he’s a little tied up right now…with his job…ahum.  Can I take a message for him?”

“Will you please inform Mr. Winsen that Peyton Investment will be coming home today?  We would have called sooner, but there was…there was…a mistake in the paperwork.  Please give my apologies to Mr. Winsen if this has caused any inconvenience for him or his staff…I’m awfully sorry.”  

Ms. Too-good-to-visit-the-inmates-Mavis sounded flustered, and part of Peyton wanted to make the bitch feel bad and the other half needed to please the woman.  “I’ll make sure he gets the message…I promise…you’re welcome…see ya.”  She hung up thinking, in a rat’s ass I’ll tell em.  Puffing up her courage, Peyton turned heels and headed for the mansion and her Forbidden Closet.

Opening the door to the Whitehouse, she was flabbergasted—surely not all the rooms were as empty as the foyer; yet the living rooms, halls—the whole first floor was barren.  Where were all the paintings, furniture, family heirlooms?  Hysterically, she ran from room to room, greeted only by morbid gray walls, shining hardwood floors and drab drapes.  After thirty minutes of rabid scrutiny, Peyton realized the place was vacant, and centuries of Investment trophies and antiquity were missing.  Only a few big comfy beds still inhabited the third floor of the vacuous mansion.  

Finding her room still held her hateful bed, she glared at it as if it were to blame for her shame.  She knew in her heart it wasn’t the bed’s, daddy’s, or her fault—the disgrace should be placed in the Forbidden Closet, which was behind her.  Keeping her back to the sick wardrobe, she could feel heat on her back, as if it were staring at her with laser-fired eyes.  The flame on her back made her feverish, like she had the flu, but rather than give in to the sickness and faint sublimely at the foot of her fears, she boldly turned to face her worst nightmare.  She glared at the closet wall, and the wall scowled back.

In the evening dusk, the barrier separating the closet from Peyton’s bedroom had eyes, bright eyes, casting rays of silver light into the room, fire-beams sent to eat up Peyton’s soul and puke it out into Hades.  Peyton swooned, like a lady of proper breeding should do under the circumstances, and fluttered to the floor, the Devil’s eyes from the Forbidden Closet following her into unconsciousness.

When she awoke, night had descended on the Finger Lakes and turned out Satan’s eye sockets.  Uncurling from a fetal position, Peyton trembled from loneliness, feeling like the child who had once waited for the nasty snake and her father’s voice to fill the closet with sin, yearning for safe caresses from her Nanny, craving warm soup to replace a momma’s devotion.  She didn’t even remember where the light switches were—she’d been in the dark all her life, but Peyton had never felt more isolated—fences, doctors, nurses, keepers and guards supplied a certain amount of security now definitely lacking in the real world.  She needed attention, food, but first, she had to check out the Forbidden Closet.

Standing unsteadily, ready to swoon from fear and famine, Peyton put out her hands to steer her blind body to the wardrobe’s wall.  Bumping her nose into plaster, she felt around for the forehead-high holes the Devil used to see into her confessions.  She found the two openings, and by standing on shaky tiptoes, was able to peer into the center of her nightmare.  Something was moving in the closet—something alive!  The odor was appalling—like ten-day-old dead skunk.  Peyton felt another stupor coming on but held her ground, and with her right hand, examined the wall for the third hole—the nasty snake hole—and found it.  Waist high, the taboo chasm caressed her wicked digits, as she plumbed the depths of the opening and found a world of perversity swirling from her past.  Something tickled her fingers, sending pure panic pulsing through her bony breast.  

She pulled her wayward hand from the nasty snake hole and backed slowly from the Forbidden Closet, gasping for air, wondering if the serpent would once more attack her chastity.  In her mind she saw thousands of poisonous snakes writhing and biting in the walk-in closet, waiting to make her tummy bulge and send her packing for the asylum or another nine-month stay in Miami.  She put her hands over her damp face and screamed, searching madly for the forgotten light switch.  Bumping into every wall, flailing her arms wantonly over each bulwark like a soldier pleading for one more drink of life before execution, Peyton hunted for the buttons to push the darkness from her life.

Click.  Dim light bulbs swallowed the night and turned down the cacophonous beating of her heart, so she could examine the wall and wardrobe under the faint light of reality.  Slowly she opened the closet door, something she had never done as a child, and found waving, smelly bushes.  Someone, probably Free, was growing the Devil’s weed in her closet.  Rage wrapped around her brain and made her want to throw all the marijuana plants out the window—there must be fifty, and just as many grow lights hooked to a timer.  She turned the fluorescent lights on; the closet glowed and the Devil’s eyes once again sent beams of light streaming through her bedroom.  Just then, she heard the front door to the mansion open and slam shut, so she turned out the lights and sequestered herself in the closet, her nose drinking in the acrid smell of ganja, and hoped Lucifer would allow her a small modicum of revenge before taking her soiled soul to Hell.

Peering out the Devil-holes, she saw only ebon, but heard someone coming up the stairs, clomping like work boots operated by a hangover.  Water running.  Waiting for Beelzebub.  Bedroom door creaking open in the dark.  Breath held—chest about to burst.  Satan clinging to her skin like liquid cancer.  More boot shuffling followed by a flicked switch, and light filled the void, revealing Free.

He was carrying two five-gallon pails filled with water.  When he looked toward the closet where Peyton was hiding, she thought his mug registered awareness of her body heat.  She felt his senses go ‘ping,’ as if he’d smelled her perfume, anger or lust.  Water sloshing over the bucket-rims, he cautiously came to the closet door, and she knew she had to get out of there fast—it was way too early to reveal herself; she had games to play.

Scurrying quietly through the six-foot tall weeds of wanton behavior, Peyton came to the secret door leading to her daddy’s bedroom.  Praying the knob was not locked, she twisted, and daddy’s dark empty room stood before her like a world before sin.  She closed and locked her father’s secret gateway, tippytoed to the hall, rushed through her bedroom and slammed the door on Free, locking him in the closet with his green disease.  A flick of the switch, and darkness followed imprisonment, as Peyton danced down three floors of stairs, joy singing in her heart, stomach ordering her to the kitchen.

“Unbelievable,” Peyton said, as she preheated the oven and read the directions on the Top of the Line TV Dinner package.

After eating her overdone Top of the Line, drinking half a bottle of the house’s best wine, and puzzling over the newfangled kitchen:  the way the microwave splattered tea all over its insides in less than six minutes, Lady Peyton decided it was time to play.  And she liked to play rough.

A trip to the guesthouse and the groundskeeper’s shed produced all the necessary ingredients for revenge.  Mincing into her bedroom, she ever so quietly slipped six pints of Captain’s Whisky under her closet door.  She placed the hedge clippers beneath the snake hole and a pack of rolling papers and a Bic lighter on her sinful bed.  Then she went to take a bath and put on her birthday suit.

After showering, she dotted perfume on all her naughty spots and entered the vacant corridor.  Waltzing down the hall naked made her feel free, and she also wanted to feel Free.  The night air made her cherry tips spring to life and yearn for lips of lost love.  Her loins felt empty with a thirst never quenched.  Especially by the drunken ass in the closet! she thought.

Click.  “It’s time to wake up and smell your keeper,” she purred, as she danced seductively in front of the eyes of the Forbidden Closet.

“Peyton, is that you, girl…how has my baby been?  I didn’t know you was getting out…would have got you…something.  You know, Chastity and me was gonna come up to see you as soon as she got back from Miami…honest we were.”  She could hear him slide to the floor and saw him look out the snake hole.  “Oh Peyton, you sure are a sight for sore eyes…let me out of this closet so’s I can kiss you all over…you’re still my honeypot…ain’t ya?”

“Oh…I’m your honeypot, all right…and a whole lot more pot than that…”  She swayed lasciviously, bumping and grinding to an invisible band; tongue licking lips to a luster; fingers feathering over strawberry hair, peaked nipples, taunt rippling belly, flaring hip, thirsty fur.  Fingers, moist with her yearnings, touched her lips, turning on a tornado in her head and an oven in her womb.  She bent down and offered her pursed lips up to the snake hole, slitted eyes begging for a kiss.

Free kissed her with his rancorous breath and worlds of happiness swam in her tummy, her flanks turning to jelly and then liquid heat, bubbling—calling the pristine cat inside her to be quiet and let the jungle take over, where animals eat their young and all are free to do as they damn well please.  She pulled away from the nibbling, the tongue, just enough to kiss the words, “I love you,” you pathetic bastard, and then she dove in for more.  After minutes, hours, a daze, she gasped, “Oh, I’ve got to feel you honey…slide your rattlesnake through the hole so baby can kiss the no-no…oh please Freezy-weezy…baby needs her man…it’s been too long.”

“Too long is right, honeypot…I missed you so much,” he said, standing up.  

Peyton enveloped his no-no with kisses, squeezes and lollypop licks.  When he was rock hard, Peyton’s damp fingers traced over the hedge clippers.  Using both trembling hands to lift and open the giant scissors, she raised them towards his viper.  Just as the clippers were in proper position to snap off the offending python, Free came.  Damn it, she thought, as she put down the shears, smoothed away the mess and climbed the wall, so she could look Free in the eye.  

She sighed, “Oh baby, was it good for you?  I just love your dinky.”  They kissed through the eyehole and moaned from the soul.  She skipped away and giggled, “Do you want to roll us a joint?”  She knew the answer before he did and went to get the papers from the bed, taking one from the pack and handing it to him.  They smoked, passing it through the eyeholes, retelling times of their brief stint together as lovers.  

When the doobie was history, Peyton announced, “I’ve gotta run…I got a billion bucks to spend and a world a waiting.”  She sashayed to the door and posed, hands wandering sensually over her nude body.  Looking brazenly in his direction, she sighed, “Do you need anything, lover?”

“Ain’t you gonna let me out?”

“No.”

“Well, when are you gonna be back?” he whined.

“Awhile.”

“Can I have the rolling papers and Bic then…you know…so I can smoke dope?”   

“You won’t need to smoke it.”

“Why?”

“Cause you’re gonna have to eat it,” Peyton said laughing.

“Where are you going, honeypot?”

“Miami…Florida…to see our daughter,” she said, closing the door to her bedroom and bouncing down the hall to the bathroom, wondering how one does get to Miami.      


Showering off the sin, she thought, revenge is just…and we’re just friends.

 

Weeks later, James Raid received a call from his best friend and partner, Deepray Johnson.  It seems a woman had left a message on the Jimi Miami Detective Agency’s answering machine that stated she wanted to hire a secret dick.  “Those are her words, not mine,” Deepray had said.  

So, Raid was hiding in the closet, looking through the two-way mirror, waiting for their first client in weeks, and saying, “I hope we get a case Sandy can work on…she’s been a real bitch lately…the lady needs a job.”  

From inside the cramped closet, Raid glanced over the office; the décor was amazing.  Every time he thought he had Deepray pegged, the man surprised him.  The office now had class.  A few weeks ago, Deepray asked to use some of the money from their last case to spiff up the room they rented.  The place was above Pearson’s Drug Store, Main Street, Tennten and still had an apothecary smell in the closet; but in the office itself, flowers freshened the air and brightened the place.  An ornate hand-carved desk sat facing the monogrammed glass door leading to the dusty hall.  Chinese paper lanterns supplied the glow, and an Oriental rug softened the footsteps.  The dark oak woodworking glimmered with its new coat of stain, and oil paintings of the Finger Lakes highlighted the beige walls.  Candies were offered in an ornate pewter dish, and doilies adorned the two stuffed chairs waiting for clients.  Deepray lounged back, seated behind the desk and said, “I think I hear someone coming…be quiet now.”  He put a finger to his lips and shushed.

 

With a flourish, a woman with strawberry hair pranced into the room, and without waiting to be asked, sat down.  Looking at her shoes she whispered, “So, how does this secret dick thing work, anyhow?  When do I get to meet him and how much does he cost?  Not that money is a matter of concern…”  She rearranged her duds, as if she were climbing out of her skin.

“Well, it wouldn’t be a secret if you knew who you were hiring, now would it?” Deepray said, crossing his big arms on the desk and leaning closer to Peyton in order to pick up her scent.  Deepray figured she was a loon; that’s what everyone said; she might not even have access to her fortune—good-looking chick, though.  “And we’d need a sizeable retainer…up front.  But first…what do you want to hire us to do?”

“Then you’d be working my case?”

“Three of us work here…Sandy Rivet, me…and the secret detective…you’d be hiring the three of us…to do…what?”  Deepray didn’t have much patience for this kind of folderol—he liked things cut and dried and delivered next day.  “So, where did you say you flew in from?”

“Miami,” she stuttered, obviously not used to talking with people.  “Family jet…kept at the Tennten Airport.”  Peyton took out her traveler’s checks, hands shaking, searching for a pen in her new Gucci bag—everything she wore looked right out of the box.  She tried to smile, but it was more like a sneer.  “Maybe you and I could go for a jet-ride sometime…you know…”  She giggled nervously, “Fly me to the moon…and all that…you remember me, don’t you?  I’m from Seneca Lake…I’m…”

“Peyton Investment…of course I remember you.  How could anyone forget a pretty thing like you?  I’m so sorry about your brother and all…your troubles.”  Deepray felt in control now.  Two tours in Vietnam—no reason to be afraid of a 

skinny lady.  “And I’d love to fly with you…” he said, feigning interest, compassion, “…but not while I’m working for you…so what’s the case?”

“I need you to find my furnishings…they’re missing…everything!”  She found a gold pen and looked ready to write, when she said as an afterthought, “Oh yeah, my daughter’s grandparents won’t release her into my custody without her father being present…so I guess…”  She gazed at the oak ceiling, kissed the air as if waiting for a word from God and sighed, “I need you to find her father…my ex-boyfriend…Freewheeling Frank Winsen.”  Needing fresh air, Peyton scratched her signature on thirty, one-hundred-dollar checks and handed them to Deepray.  “This should get you started…I hope.”  She stood up and offered her hand.  “Well,” Peyton diverted her eyes and fluttered, “So…I’ll be hearing from you soon?”  She spun, flipped her scarf around her neck and left.
