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      There wasn’t much time. About five minutes to untie the rope and drag the kid into the pick-up. And Pat figured on the knot being tight from the drizzle. He left the engine running. Rick was a few steps ahead, striding up the driveway alongside the shabby house. The moment he reached the backyard his steely eyes fixed on the boy.

      Pat looked at everything but the kid. He tried seeing into the dull, dirty second-floor windows of the house next door, then looked back at the truck and the street. He was edgy. He peered over the fence at the neighboring lawn. He heard a motorcycle rev somewhere blocks away and he looked back at the street again. Damn it, we’re doing this. Really goddamn doing this. His eyes settled on Rick’s fingers working at the knot. He didn’t dare look at the kid yet.

      “Help with the rope!” Rick shouted over his shoulder as Pat came toward him with uneasy steps across the lawn. The grass hadn’t been cut and was damp from the rain.

      “Keep it down,” Pat hissed. “You want the neighbors to hear?”

      “Give me a hand,” Rick snapped. “Ain’t no landmines round, pussy.”

      Pat reached him and stopped, looked down at the burly knot tied to the rusty fence. His fingers clamped onto a bulging loop and he yanked it, but its hold didn’t slip or even budge. It felt as if it had been there as long as the fence. The kid pulling the rope taut sure as hell wasn’t helping.

      Rick left the knot for Pat and grabbed a handful of the kid’s hair to pull him closer to the fence. “Slack,” he said, though it didn’t make the knot any looser. Pat tugged away at each knuckle-thick loop. Rick looked down at the kid. He let go of his hair and used his knee to force the boy flat against the ground. The boy was whimpering, and had said a few words, something about wanting his mother. “We’re doing you a favor, mutt,” was all Rick said.

      Pat had loosened part of the knot and was starting to untie it. He kept looking over the fence at the yard and back toward the driveway, thinking the kid’s mother might come back at any moment.

      “Got it,” he said.

      “About time. And the goddamn note?”

      Rick picked up the rope from the grass after it fell from Pat’s hands. Pat searched his pockets for the note. Rick had to get the kid to stand up. He was big for an eleven-year-old, wouldn’t get up of his own accord. Already tight around his neck, the rope got the boy on two feet when Rick yanked it. That wasn’t the first time he’d been pulled that way, but now it wasn’t his mother doing the pulling.

      Behind the boy, Rick steered him toward the truck as Pat unfolded the note and then wedged it between tangled fence wires. It had taken less than two minutes to untie the knot, get him in the truck, and put the note on the fence. Rick was now seated and holding the kid beside him by the back of his shirt so he wouldn’t squirm. The rope still hung from his neck, with an end lying slack over Rick’s grass-stained boots. Then they were gone.
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      Deanne Donnelly got home at about a quarter past three. She put away the groceries—a couple of frozen dinners, a can of Campbell’s cream of broccoli, four tins of tuna, some bread, and a mickey of vodka. She put the mickey in the cupboard under the sink, noticed an ounce or so left in the last bottle, and drank that down in one go. She plopped the empty into a trash bag slumped against the wall, then picked up the remote and turned on the TV. She watched a string of commercials while she got comfortable on the club chair her husband had sat in for years before one day he stood up and left for good.

      If it had been three or four months ago, Deanne would have remembered to let her son back into the house by now. She had put the groceries away, so there was nothing left to do except watch her usual shows and later heat up their dinners.

      Letting her son in didn’t occur to her much these days. Twice he’d spent the whole evening out there because she’d forgotten. Sometimes he would occur to her for an instant. There wouldn’t be any harm, she’d think. A little extra fresh air would do him some good.

      Deanne started on the fresh bottle before dinner. She had watched one of her soap operas and a particular scene had brought her back to her childhood. She cried, then tittered, then went to the cupboard under the sink for consolation. The phone rang then. She was tipping the bottle and put it down after the third ring.

      “Mrs. Donnelly?”

      “Yes?”

      “Officer Howard. I’m a police officer, ma’am. We’ve found your son. Mrs. Donnelly, he’s in real bad shape.”

      “What is it, officer? There something I can help you with?”

      “Ma’am, we’ve found your son. You’ll need to come to the hospital. Right away. Rosedale General. We’ll need to talk to you, ma’am. About what’s happened, you understand.”

      “No. I understand you’ve made a mistake. He’s here.” She hung up.

      Deanne picked up the mickey and took a drink. Then she made her way out of the kitchen, through the living room, and opened the window. The kid wasn’t there. She saw the note on the fence and thought it was a rag. She went out back anyway, to see if the kid had got loose and was hiding behind the shed or the tree.

      “Where are you, you little shit? I had enough of you. You get yer ass back in the house now and you’ll get only half the smacks as you deserve.”

      But the kid didn’t come out from behind the shed. He didn’t come out from behind the tree either.

      The note had soaked up some water and the black ink had streaked a bit. Some blood from Pat’s finger was smudged across the bottom. Deanne picked it off the fence and looked at the paper for a second before reading it. She saw the word “dog” first. It stuck out stronger than the others.

      
        
        We know how you treat your kid. We seen you do it all the time. You want to treat your kid like a dog, we’ll do it for you.

      

      

      The note fell out of Deanne Donnelly’s hands and to the ground.
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      The kid had been quiet in the pick-up. Pat and Rick had been quiet, too. Pat drove slowly, took the turns carefully, and Rick’s hand had let go of the kid’s shirt and was now at the back of the kid’s neck above the collar of rope. The boy had resigned himself to a bent posture. He was looking up at a spot on the windshield. He was between Pat and Rick and Pat could see his face out of the corner of his eye. He focused on the road and leaned forward over the steering wheel.

      “It’s up here to the right,” said Rick, pointing a finger.

      “I know,” said Pat. “Been here a thousand times. And I told you that a hundred!”

      “Just hurry up, will you?”

      Pat remembered Sedgy Brooks from when he was a kid. His dad had taken him fishing for pike in the crick. He’d taken him hunting for ducks there a few times, too. A long time ago though, and Pat didn’t like to think about his dad.

      Sedgy Brooks was outside Lenton County. Kids drove out there at night to drink and smoke pot. Sometimes someone would be fishing out there in the morning, but only those who didn’t know, or didn’t care, that there was nothing left to catch. Dirt-bike tire tracks criss-crossed the dirt paths, and there were blackened fire pits all over. Folks dumped garbage there, and over the years it had become a graveyard of rusting refrigerators, ovens and washing machines. Wild daisies offered spots of brightness to the gray mounds of moribund earth. Walking around the garbage and the flowers, you could taste the smell of piss and shit.

      Rick told Pat to park the pick-up at the end of the dirt road and Pat did. When Pat stepped out he recalled the time he and a friend had found a bag of dead kittens behind some bushes. Pat took one by the neck and carried it over to the side of the crick. He remembered his friend saying, “Let’s see its insides—step on it.” Soon and with a flick of a stick the mutilated kitten was flung into the water.

      “Help me with the kid,” said Rick. Pat went over to where he was struggling to pull the boy over a mound of dirt. The kid’s knees were dragging along the ground and one forearm. His other arm was twisted in the rope. Pat came over and wrapped his arm around the boy’s waist and lifted him up and forward a few feet at a time. He was resisting with all his body’s weight, and Rick and Pat had to struggle to drag him into a patch of bushes.

      When that was done, Rick put his foot on the rope. The kid tried pulling with his whole body but couldn’t get his head out of the loop. His chin and cheek scratched against the ground.

      Rick was the first to kick the boy. His boot struck his shoulder and chin and sounded like a log hitting the ground. The next one hit his side, under the armpit, with the sound of a stick bending to crack. Pat went down onto the boy’s lower back with a fist and the kid sunk to the ground with a shriek. Another kick to the side forced the boy to turn over, and as he went into the fetal position Pat started kicking the back of his leg over and over. Rick worked his face, which had gone from grass-stained green to red. It was all happening quickly, and Pat was saying “mutt,” every time he hit the boy. “Mutt, mutt, mutt, mutt,” he went on and on. Then the kid didn’t make any noise. Pat and Rick may have thought he was conscious, since there were still jerking movements with the force of each kick, but he wasn’t.

      Rick stopped first. He turned round and began walking back to the truck. Pat kept going for a minute, until he heard Rick shouting for him to get his ass back in the pick-up. He lifted a rock with both hands and let it drop before walking away. It made no sound when it hit. The engine started and the pick-up left Sedgy Brooks and a trail of tawny dust.

      When the Jacob brothers found him an hour later they’d been firing their pellet guns at a rusted-out water heater. One had gone off to take a leak, and saw him lying there all twisted up.

      He first thought the boy was dead, then figured it wasn’t real—a mannequin or something. Then he went back to thinking he’d found a dead body.

      He called his brother over, and they stood staring at the boy and the blood. Their hearts punched and their throats narrowed as if they themselves had done something bad. Half an hour later Officer Howard was there with an ambulance and paramedics and another officer. No one could believe he wasn’t dead. He wasn’t dead yet, anyway. More surprises would come the next morning when the doctors found the boy breathing on his own and somehow able to open his left eye.
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      After his morning shift and afternoon nap, Norman usually got up at around three or four. He’d lie around for an hour listening to the radio, then take a shower and head over to the local bar. He’d have his final meal of the day there—always fried chicken with potatoes—and wash it down with a mug of beer.

      He would stay at the bar till two in the morning. That’s when it closed. Until then, he’d sit on a stool at the end of the counter, next to Mick. The bartender’s name was Ray. Mick and Ray weren’t Norman’s friends, but they talked to him more than anyone else did. Ray told lewd jokes and Mick had dozens of mostly bullshit stories about his days trucking all over the country.

      Sometimes Mick and Ray would stop by the coffee shop in the morning and Norman would come out from the kitchen and give them free donuts. Norman had worked there for eleven years. He’d get to the coffee shop early, still buzzing from the bar, and try to sleep off some of the dullness before four. Then he’d start his work.

      To make the donuts, Norman mixed the sugar, shortening, vanilla and eggs. Next he added the flour, baking powder, salt and the buttermilk mixture which made it all soft and doughy enough to knead on the counter. He cut the donuts with a cutter and placed the holes on a sheet of wax paper. Then some more flour, to take the stickiness off them, before putting them into the oil. Bubbles came up out of their centers as they cooked. When the donuts were ready, he put them on the cooling rack before starting a new batch.

      Someone had once read him a newspaper article about donut holes. There was a sea captain in 1847 who disliked the uncooked centers in his cakes. To solve the problem, he impaled the fried dough on the spokes of the ship’s wheel. Norman liked this story. He liked how neatly the captain had come up with a solution.

      One summer day, Mick and Ray walked in for coffee. Mick had grown up in Lenton County, but Ray was from a “string of dirty towns.” Norman hobbled over and gave them each a chocolate glazed donut. Mick ate his in a few bites and swallows, while Ray didn’t so much as nibble his, just sipped his coffee.

      Norman took off his apron and sat near them. His shift was done, and the woman serving brought him a cup of coffee, too. He sat there, leaning over the counter, tired from all the baking and cleaning. He half listened to Mick and Ray, who were talking about small towns. Mick told Ray about Lenton County and Ray told Mick about the blur of places he’d been raised.

      Mick recalled his father mentioning a kid who used to get tied up by his mother. “And then these guys took him and beat the living shit out of him and left him for dead.”

      “What happened to him?” asked Ray. “Anyone know? And why’d they do it?”

      “Don’t know and don’t know. My pops didn’t know either. No one did, I guess. As for the boy—if it’s true and all—rumor had it he died. Some fools say he haunts Sedgy Brooks, over by the golf course.”

      “They catch the assholes who done it?”

      “Can’t tell you. Like I said, maybe never happened. You know how it goes. The horror stories folks tell kids to keep ’em from fucking around on the outskirts.”

      They were silent for a little, then Ray struck up a fresh conversation about a ball player who’d been hitting home runs. Soon after that they said bye to Norman and left. Ray’s unfinished donut sat there on the white plate, dumb and untouched. When the counter girl came over to clear the dishes, she picked up the plate and said, “You want this?”

      Norman waved his hand, in a way that could’ve meant “sure” or “no, take it away.” She placed it in front of him anyway, then wiped the laminate with a cloth that reeked of vinegar.

      Norman looked down at that perfect donut, stared into its hole. He touched the thing but wouldn’t pick it up. It felt coarse, so he rested his hand back on the counter, which was cool and clean. He checked to see if the girl was watching, then finished his coffee. He looked once more at the donut, broke it in two, and put it back on the plate. Then he wiped his hands on a tissue, said goodbye and left.
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