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The accepted definition of a serial killer is a person who kills at least three times with a cooling-off period in-between his murders. — criminal profiler Pat Brown

The truth will set you free. But not until it is finished with you. — David Foster Wallace





 
My father said you had to have a good reason to kill a person. But he always had a reason.
He taught me about the world we live in, you and me. He told me the priests and the Cub Scout leaders are pedophiles, the rich people are consumed with greed, every salesman has his hand in your pocket, and the only thing a boy wants from you, Darla, is to use your body to satisfy his animal urges.
He told me everybody lies. We studied syllogisms in school. Philosophy 101: Logic. Everybody lies. My father is part of everybody. Therefore, my father lies.
The only thing was, I spent 15 years with him and I never could tell when he was lying.

This diary was James’s idea. He said I needed to examine my own narrative. He said I had to close the book on my father’s story and start writing Darla’s story. I didn’t have to let him read it, but he would like to read it, if I let him.
Now I’m still writing my story and there’s no one left to read it. But I try to remember what James said: that it was mostly for me. So I could take a step back and try to make sense of the things that happened to me. So I could tease apart the pieces of the story that were my father’s and the pieces that are mine.
I think James thought I’d mostly write about the past. But the thing is — that shit just keeps on happening.

I argued with James that my father was not a serial killer. I watch TV. I see movies. A serial killer wants to kill people. Then they choose who to kill. The desire comes first, then the plan. Maybe they have some rules, like my father had rules, but my father wouldn’t have killed anyone if everyone had just let him the hell alone. He didn’t have “kill someone today” at the top of his to-do list. He just set a straight path and walked it and unfortunately people tended to cross it, or cross him. He said everyone he killed deserved to die.
But again, he was the one who decided what people deserved.
I don’t want to kill anyone. I see myself in those kids whose dads want them to hunt, but the kid wants no part of it. No thanks, Dad. Not for me. When you go in the big outdoor stores, they have those snapshots on the bulletin board by the front door, all those kids posing with dead bucks, holding up their lifeless heads by the antlers. Posing in camo with one knee in the mud, smiling for the camera. How many of those kids just go along because they know the reward will be a little attention from Daddy? How many of them wake up on a Saturday morning in November and think, you know what I want to do this morning? I’m eleven, and I cannot imagine a better way to spend this bright autumn day than getting up at 4:30 in the morning, sitting in the cold, dark woods, and murdering some deer who’s peacefully nibbling a shrub. Then I’ll pose with his corpse, watch my dad tip a few Budweisers with his friends, and call it a day.
My father trained me the way those kids were trained by their dads. How to shoot, how to use a knife, how to lay in wait for prey, how to wait for the clean kill. How to keep my complaints about the cold and discomfort to myself.
He filled me up with training I didn’t want to use and wasn’t interested in practicing, but it just kept coming. He pointed out the Pedophiles, the Liars, the Cheats, the Thieves, the Rapists. The Crazies with the stumbling walk who veer toward you as if drawn by the smell of your blood. He told me how to dispose of them quickly, cleanly, and how to walk away and leave no trace. He prepared me for war, and he convinced me that we were in that war and the two of us were the only ones on our side. And the war would never end. Hoorah.
Still, I went 15 years without killing anyone. I have my own rules. If someone crosses my path, I ignore them. If they cross me, I ignore them. I don’t kill anyone unless I think they’re aiming to kill me. Those are my rules.

There is the ability to do a thing and then there is the willingness to do the thing.
It’s a statistical truth that most people who own handguns are unwilling, when it comes right down to it, to shoot another person, even if that person is a Bad Man bent on doing them wrong in their own home. Even if they wake up naked under the covers and find evil standing at the foot of the bed.
They think a gun is a sort of remote control and they can hold it up and point it at the scene underway and say “Pause”. “Mute”. “Off”. When they realize that it is not a remote control but an instrument of death, they hesitate and are lost.
Funny that people own an instrument of death and have never thought about the taking of human life, but that’s how it is.
It’s an awkward time to realize that you are not, after all, capable of causing someone’s death — the very moment you find yourself smack dab up against evil intent in your own bedroom. You have the impulse to hand the gun over to the bad guy — here, I just realized this is more your kind of thing than mine. And the bad guy is happy to oblige. And now he has a gun.
Many people can learn to shoot a gun or handle a knife; not that many are willing to use it to end another person.
Nature? Nurture? I tend to lean toward the latter, though with my family heritage, obviously I can’t form a good argument against the former. I have never doubted that my father was my real biological father. I inherited his almost colorless gray eyes, his high forehead, his slight build, and his remarkable lack of empathy.
I knew that I could kill when I was eight years old. We were cutting across the countryside from a train track toward town. My father had slowly gained ground, leaving me further and further behind, as was his habit. If I stopped to do anything at all other than trudge, he said I was lollygagging. So I was walking through a gully by myself when the dog came out of nowhere and attacked me.
Maybe I was trespassing. Maybe it was rabid. I don’t know. I’m not that familiar with canine psychology. Whatever the reason, it was hellbent on ripping into my tender girl flesh and there wasn’t going to be the opportunity for a sit-down discussion on the matter.
I didn’t have to stop and think, Oh God, am I the sort of person who would harm a dumb animal, even in self-defense? Nature? Nurture? I killed that dog. Cut him down in the prime of his life without turning a hair. It was him or me. I chose me. That’s when I set my rule. Before that, I’d thought I would never kill anyone. I’d decided that. (Easy thing, you might say, seeing as how I had my father with me 24/7 and he was going to kill anyone that endangered me, but still. I had articulated it.) After that, I slightly changed my outlook. I would only kill someone who set out to kill me first. Looking down at that dead dog, it seemed more realistic.
I’m not going to tell you how to kill a dog. I’ve read those zines down at the college bookstore — the ones that tell you how to hop a train or scavenge food in the city. This is not going to be a many-times-xeroxed tome of how to kill dogs. Google it.
It’s not hard to kill. It’s just a different skill set. I keep reading book and movie reviews where they praise the “kick-ass heroine”. Do you know what a kick-ass heroine is? It’s someone who fights back and wins. Do you know what they call someone who fights back and loses? A statistic.
You could go out tomorrow and buy a knife. Buy a gun. Learn how to use it. Take a judo class or whatever — we don’t all have daddies willing to whip us themselves until we learn how to fight. Do what you have to do.
And when you’re all done, and you have the gun skills and the knife skills and the kicking and punching skills, figure out if you have the thing you can’t buy — the willingness to use them to snuff out someone’s life. Or don’t. But it’s probably more useful to know now, before you wake up and find the stranger in your bedroom.

Here is the problem I have with the lessons Daddy pounded into my head. Truth from lies. Sane from crazy. How do you know what’s what? All the time things happen and his words rise up in my mind like a fish surfacing in a pond. Or like a bad taco coming back up your throat. That greasy thug trapped me in the food locker and smirked at me and I thought, goddamn you, Daddy. Right again.
Robby has that bad acne, the stuff that parents with money take their kids to the dermatologist to fix. It looks like somebody took a cheese grater to his face. It hurts to look at him.
He stood there between me and the door, leering at me, so sure that he was going to get what he wanted. Like I was going to so desperately want to keep my job stirring cauldrons of cafeteria chili that I would bend over for him by the giant cans of tomato sauce. Like I would rather lose my virtue than my hairnet.
When these things happen, I don’t feel rage. I just feel tired. Bone tired.
“Hey baby—“
I cut him off. I really did not want to hear the words that were going to come out of his mouth. He wasn’t going to physically assault me, and he wasn’t going to do me any emotional damage. I refused to let him drop his garbage-y words into my brain where they would take an eternity to decompose.
“Robby, move.”
He was irritated that I’d cut off his speech. He took a breath to start again, and he eased forward a little, bending his knees slightly like a farm boy gearing up to chase a greased pig.
I stood in front of him, not flinching, not shrinking back, totally relaxed. I didn’t show fear, but then, I didn’t feel any fear. I just felt a pinching between my eyes that foretold of a headache and the deep exhaustion already mentioned. I reached out and took a regular-size can off the shelf and hefted it in my right hand. His eyes went there and he barked a laugh. Like, bitch, do you think you’re going to throw that can at me?
He started to talk again and I threw it at his private parts, hard. I have excellent aim. My father drilled me on throwing rocks. You may not have a gun and you may even have, somehow, lost your knife — although my father would not have countenanced that — but you can almost always find a rock, at least in the places where we usually lived.
I could kill a good-sized bird with a rock at ten paces, so you can imagine what damage I did to poor Robby’s crotch.
I didn’t lean over and whisper anything in his ear or make a speech, and I didn’t kick him in the kidney as I walked past or stomp his knee. I really didn’t think he’d bother me again after that. Bullies are usually so docile when they figure out they accidentally went after a non-victim. He seems that sort.
Of course, I knew I hadn’t bought his permanent absence. Unless he decided to quit his job, but I doubted he’d do that. We don’t have the kind of lives where you quit your job if you have a bad day. We exist in the economic strata that actually requires a constant thin stream of money to survive. So he’d probably come to work again as soon as he could walk.
My father would have said Robby is a Pervert and a Rapist and he needs to be put down before he traps some other poor girl in a pantry. But my rules state that it’s every woman for herself. Rocks are free. There’s nothing stopping you from building up some muscle and practicing your aim.
I stepped over Robby and hung up my apron. I had two more hours on my shift, but I was done for the day. I tapped on the door of Merle’s office and she looked up from her computer.
“I just threw up. I got to go home.”
She made a face. “Get on, then. Feel better. Can you call someone to cover before you go?”
I held onto my stomach and shook my head no fast. She pointed to the door. “Go!” No one wants vomit in the kitchen.
The next time I saw Robby, I expected things would slide back to the way they were before he thought to come after me in the food locker. We’d avoid looking each other in the face, he’d think I was a cold dyke bitch who used to play Little League, and I’d stir my cauldron of chili and think my own thoughts.
Unfortunately, it didn’t go that way.
I had hours to kill and nothing to do with myself. My homework was done. It wasn’t challenging. I’m living in a bland Midwestern town with the flavor and personality of a Saltine cracker with no salt. I’m majoring in Business Management. From what I can tell so far, it’s preparing me to work the counter at the gas station. My guidance counselor says I will be employable in a variety of semi-professional occupations. I’m frankly just aiming for something where I won’t have to wear an apron or overalls and absolutely nothing made of rubber. No rubber apron, no rubber gloves — you get the idea. No philosophy major, no sociology, no arts and crafts — I need a degree that will point me toward a desk by an air conditioner.
I’m just going through the motions, doing the paperwork, phoning it in. I don’t participate in class, and absolutely no one cares. I have spent some time in various schools and sometimes they make a real point to insist that you raise your hand and get in on the discussion. Not here. There are two or three people in every class who take it on themselves to do all the heavy lifting, and everyone else slumps down and puts their eyelids at half-mast. I’m one of those. I’m a solid B– student. I’m never going to pass on a good TV movie to make my paper on Upton Sinclair 10% better. No professor is ever going to pull me aside and tell me he thinks I have something really special.
So I had no homework in my backpack that I needed to do. There was no reason to go to the library. There was certainly no reason to take three different buses back to my crappy apartment that looks ten times worse in the daylight. I had about two dollars in my pocket so my dining options were extremely limited.
I decided to walk across campus to the Natural History Museum. It was more like a museum of taxidermy blended with a science-flavored episode of “Hoarders.” It takes up the whole third floor of the Natural History building, and from what I can tell, they’re storing old professors on the top two floors.
Along the way, I stopped at a kiosk and bought a large coffee, black. I had nothing to eat and no money to buy food, but hunger pangs weren’t enough to drive me back to the apartment before I had to be there. I’d shut my stomach up with the coffee, then drift around the museum and just relax for once. There’s never anybody else there.
It did occur to me that Robby might hit back after he got up off the floor. It was no use telling Merle not to give him my address. There’s always some lie to tell to weasel information or some way to sneak into the office and get it off the computer. If he wanted to find me, he would.
It didn’t occur to me that he’d hit back a little faster.
Just before I got to the Natural History building, I cut down a quiet walkway, the kind with some trees in pots and a couple benches and no people hanging out because it’s so far away from everything. Between classes there would be a stream of students cutting through there, but right then it was dead.
I took four steps and realized there was somebody walking up fast behind me. I popped the top off my coffee. I heard him say, “Hey, bitch” and take two quick running steps to catch up to me.
When I whipped around he was reaching out to grab my shoulder, and his expression signaled his ill intent. I threw my coffee in his face.
He screamed and tried to wipe it away but it stuck and burned. It was Ramón, another guy who works in the cafeteria. If he hadn’t cursed at me, I might have thought he was just saying hello. If I didn’t know he was supposed to be working right now. Robby must have told him to follow me.
He was bent over and shaking his head like a dog with a burr in his ear and he took a big swing out at me without really seeing. I hopped back out of his range, then turned around and left. He screamed out a string of uncomplimentary-sounding words in Spanish.
I went on to the museum. Ramón isn’t the sharpest pencil in the box. I figured he’d think I was running for help or I had a class or an appointment with a professor. I really doubted he knew about the free museum on the third floor with the molting stuffed animals and the butterflies on pins.
Inside, I climbed the wide stone stairway and walked over to a window on the landing to peer down on the courtyard and see if Ramón was still there. He was stumbling back toward the quad.
Now I probably have to get a new job, and that’s a problem. The institution arranged for my work-study, and they droned on and on about how lucky I was to get the spot and how many people want them, blah blah blah. I’d rather have a job off their books anyway, but it isn’t allowed. I’m still under their microscope, still wearing their invisible ankle bracelet.
I won’t report what happened with Robby. I’m not going to instigate anything official. I know Robby and Ramón won’t mention what happened. But I can’t watch my back every second worrying about one of them dropping a pot of boiling water on me, not when there are two of them and only one of me.
I’ll figure something out.

My plan to relax for a couple hours was wrecked. Robby and Ramón had attracted the full attention of my lizard brain, that part of you that focuses on survival. Their aggression had woken my mirror aggression. The adrenaline tap was flowing. They set off those alarms my father planted deep in my brain. I figure they aren’t done with me yet. They’ll want satisfaction. Revenge.
I took my three bus rides back to the apartment and saw no one. I got off one stop early and walked the long way around, checking the neighborhood. I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. It strained my brain to think that Robby might have more than one friend — I hadn’t even expected Ramón — but I looked just in case. No one stuck out. I cut through the backyard where all the residents’ dogs take their copious shits, and went in through the propped-open backdoor. There are no security measures in this building. One, nobody owns anything any respectable thief would want to steal. Two, the kind of dodgy types you wouldn’t want getting into your building already live here.
My door looked unmolested, and the apartment was in the same dingy shape I left it in this morning. I tore open a microwave meal and heated it up in a saucepan on the stove and ate it watching TV. Robby and Ramón will probably plan their revenge for work. Easier that way — and less chance they’ll get caught. I’ll have to figure out a way to excuse myself from the cafeteria and request something else. I’ll come up with something.

I woke up around one-thirty to the sound of someone breaking into my apartment. My eyes snapped open in the blackness. I rolled out of bed without making any noise and pulled on my jeans. I reached under the mattress for my big knife and stuck it in my back waistband. My small knife was in the front pocket. I don’t have a gun here.
I snapped on the bedside light and let my eyes adjust as I padded barefoot to the front room, where the lights were blazing. Robby and Ramón were pushing the door shut behind them.
Before I could say a word, Robby had a gun on me, a cheap plastic thing that he held with his arm fully extended and his hand shaking. It looked like he got it at the toy store.
“How do you like me now, bitch? You surprised to see me?”
Ramón was dancing around off on the side like he was warming up for a sparring session at the gym. He seemed a little nervous. His face was covered with raised red patches like poison ivy. Coffee burn. He wasn’t watching me, though. He was watching Robby. He was probably afraid Robby would accidentally shoot him.
“What do you want, Robby?” I kept my voice deadpan. His eyes kept cutting down to my shirt and I wished I was wearing a sports bra or something.
“You surprised to see me, bitch?” He underlined every other word by stabbing the gun at me. He obviously hadn’t spent much time working on his script.
“Yeah, I’m surprised to see you. What do you want?”
He looked a little uncertain. Like maybe this wasn’t going the way he thought it would go. Ramón was still hopping around like he was on hot coals.
Women have much better peripheral vision than men. It’s helpful in a situation where you have one wing nut swinging a Saturday night special around and another one doing the Mexican tap dance off to the side. I kept my eyes on Robby but I could still see Ramón.
Men, on the other hand, suffer from tunnel vision. Robby kept his eyes on my face, looking for something good, like fear and capitulation.
He was disappointed.
“We’re gonna have a little party, huh? You scream and I’ll shoot you. Yeah. I’ll shoot you.”
The two of them were hard pressed to make a joint IQ contribution in the double digits.
“You shoot me, Robby, the neighbors are going to come over to see what’s going on.”
“I don’t think so — they won’t want a piece of this, huh, Ramón. ’Sides, you’ll have a big hole in you, Carla, right? A big ol’ hole.” I wanted him to stop stressing his words by stabbing that gun at me. It was more likely as not to go off even if he didn’t intend it to. I’m sure discharging prematurely is something that happens to him all the time.
“My name’s Darla. Not Carla.”
Robby laughed a really disturbing high-pitched giggle and I realized he was nervous and maybe even high on something. I felt a little bad for him. I emasculated him with that can I threw and he sent Ramón to teach me a lesson and when that didn’t work, he came over here with a gun to show me he was a real man. And that wasn’t going to work either.
I raised my hands, not straight up in the air like he was holding me up in an old Western, but just a little bit, like I wanted to show him I had nothing to hurt him with and wanted to be friends. Like I was saying, Let’s just be reasonable. I stepped closer to him. I tilted my head to the side like I was a listening bird. I’ve noticed that men like it when they can see your vulnerable, exposed neck.
He smiled, delighted to see me come down a notch. He kept the gun stretched straight out toward me and cocked over to the side, his shoulder rolled forward. He looked like something off TV. I grew up around guns and I never saw anyone hold a gun like that.
I was angling toward him so that I could keep Ramón in my field of vision. Ramón was still doing his little boxer’s dance, off in his own world, riveted by Robby’s performance.
I wished then that I hadn’t put on my jeans. It would have been easier to distract Robby if I weren’t wearing any pants.
I kept my hands right about even with my breasts and decided it was better, distraction-wise, that I didn’t have on my sports bra.
I suddenly turned my head fast, widened my eyes, and looked at Ramón in alarm. Robby whipped his head to see what I was looking at. I took a big step to get on the far side of the gun and then clamped onto his arm with both of mine.
He jumped in surprise. His reaction time was pitiful slow. I stomped his instep — he was just wearing tennis shoes — and then kneed him in the balls. I didn’t really have the right angle, but they must have been sore still from the can. He gave a little scream and dropped the gun.
It thunked to the mangy carpet and I swept it up quick and pointed it at Ramón, who was just standing, dazed, looking from Robby to me and back again.
“I don’t want to shoot you, Ramón, so why don’t you and Robby just leave now.”
Ramón’s brain had gone off-line and he looked at Robby like he was waiting for Robby to make the decision, but Robby was in the fetal position keening.
“Ramón!”
He looked at me blank and then his face got angry. He already looked a little angry because of the coffee burns. He flexed his fists a few times and then started stomping over to me.
The gun didn’t seem to phase him.
I didn’t want to shoot anybody in my apartment for obvious reasons. Robby started screeching something at Ramón that made no sense to me but diverted Ramón’s attention for a second. I pulled out my big knife and exchanged it for the gun. I didn’t want anybody to bleed in my apartment either, but we were in lesser-evil town now.
I got Ramón’s attention again when I made the switch. Robby was still talking up in that register only dogs can hear, but Ramón’s eyes were on the knife. He swallowed hard; I saw his Adam’s apple bob.
Ramón was flexing his hands again but nervously this time and he wasn’t steaming toward me anymore. He was back to making those little dance moves.
“How come you don’t get a gun, Ramón?” I flashed the knife at him, and then, to make my point, I threw it to my other hand. He looked a little paler around the red patches.
Robby started clawing his way across the floor. I don’t know where he was going. I could feel the itch to just throw the knife and bury it in Ramón’s gut, like a natural impulse, like having somebody hand you a basketball when you’re under the basket and you just want to sink it. I hated that warring sensation I felt when I had to slap myself down. I’m so tired of running up against these situations that smack of Daddy and his rules and his ideas and trying to fight back with my own.
Seeing the knife took the heart out of Ramón. He was just half-assing it after that, and he kept glancing over at Robby either for approval or instructions or to make sure Robby wasn’t leaving without him.
I stopped flashing the big knife and pulled out my small knife. Now I had a knife in each hand and a gun in my waistband and it felt familiar in a not-great, familial sense.
“Ramón, last chance. Pick him up and get out.”
Every time I talked to him, he woke back up and looked mad again. He looked like a cartoon bull and steam was coming out his ears. He started to give a sort of roar, and I threw the small knife and chunked it in his leg.
He just stared down at it, thunderstruck, like he’d been stung by a bee or something. Then he bellowed in pain. He grabbed it — there seems to be a human instinct that says “get foreign objects out of body as soon as possible” — and yanked it out and stared at it. Blood started soaking his jeans. He looked at me, and I was holding the big knife in my throwing position.
“Next one’s going in your throat.”
He dropped my knife and crabbed over sideways to get Robby, never taking his eyes off me. He never said a word the whole time he was in the apartment. He reached down, still staring at me, and hauled Robby up by the armpits. Robby was feeling a tiny bit better and screamed something fuzzy at me as Ramón dragged him across the floor to the door, propped him for a second, then worked him out into the hall.
Robby was right. None of the neighbors wanted to get involved.

I cleaned the blood off the carpet where the knife fell. I ejected the magazine from the gun, jacked the slide for the bullet in the chamber, and then broke the gun down. Robby and Ramón might be done for the night, or they might come back with reinforcements. I needed to clear out, and fast.
I got dressed and wiped the gun pieces down, then wrapped them in newspaper and put them in my backpack. I was packed and ready to go inside of ten minutes. I didn’t have much to take with me. Old habits are hard to break.
I checked the street very carefully and didn’t see anything or anyone. I left and walked fast down the street to the playground. I had an idea of where I could wait until daylight.
Unfortunately the playground is lit up at night like a ball field. It’s surrounded by a chain-link fence with a sign saying it’s closed from dusk to dawn, but the lights are so bright I could always tell the cops I thought the sun was up. I hopped the fence and stayed in the shadows as much as possible till I got to the jungle gym.
I climbed up and hopped into the plastic cube on top of the metal spider legs and slid inside. No grown man could follow me in here. There are holes in every direction and I didn’t see anyone moving anywhere. I’ve got on a pair of flannel pajama pants under my jeans and I’m wearing half the t-shirts I own under my jacket, but it’s still cold.
It’s going to be a long night.
The only personal items I brought from the apartment are my knives, Robby’s gun, my tape player and headphones, my school stuff, and the tapes. And this diary.
I can’t talk to James anymore, but I can still listen to the tapes. Carl would say I have transference issues. Carl’s a creep. James is just the only person I ever really talked to, in a meaningful way. He’s the only one who sort of knew me. Even though he stopped talking months ago, I’m still listening.
D: I wasn’t abused.
 J: Your father…
 D: I wasn’t abused.
 J: You didn’t get to go to school.
 D: I didn’t get to go to school? Where have you been? Kids don’t want to go to school. They hate school. Besides, I went to school sometimes. I wasn’t missing anything.
 J: You didn’t have friends.
 [static]
 J: Your father kept you away from other people.
 D: You know what he thought of other people.
 J: He didn’t think everyone was bad.
 D: No, but someone always was. And you can never tell who it’ll be.


I don’t want to leave town. I can’t believe Robby and Ramón are making such a big deal. My apartment’s burnt now and on top of a new job I have to get another place to stay. I left the door standing open. I figure that will invite some level of vandalism, which is what I’m going to report to the institution. They’ll want to know why I didn’t call the cops, and I’m going to say I panicked and ran off to a friend’s house. Girls panic.
I don’t want to leave town.
Robby pushed me and I pushed back — maybe a little harder than he did, sure, but not as hard as I could have. (Voice of my father in my ear: Some people need killing.) Is he going to let it go now? I’m changing jobs and moving, that should be enough.
I need a place to stay.

When the sun came up I was running to catch the first bus back to campus. I thought about Robby and his bruised man parts tucked up in a warm bed last night and ground my teeth. That playground plastic was ice cold.
I couldn’t go to the cafeteria and use my student ID to get cheap breakfast, so I went to McDonald’s. There’s a pay phone on the wall back by the restrooms. A pay phone is a rare amenity in these technologically advanced times. They’re almost impossible to find now that most people have cell phones.
The privilege of being able to make a phone call whenever you need to used to cost you one thin quarter. There were pay phones conveniently located on every block and you could step into a booth, close the door, and be talking to someone a moment later. You could even call collect if you were lacking that thin quarter.
Now the same privilege of convenience costs you fifty dollars a month. Progress?
Society trims away the excess from the bottom. The very bottom, that’s who needs public phones. The Others shell out their money and shove a cell phone in their pocket, then go on about their day. The very bottom — bus didn’t show? Car broke down again? Bad neighborhood? Sorry, you’re on your own. For the Others, a public phone is just a convenience they don’t need and not a very pleasant one at that. Phone booths smell like homeless guy piss. Someone hacked on the receiver. Gum in the slot where your quarter goes. Who needs it?
I didn’t have a phone in my apartment. Too much money considering how many calls I make: none. Order a pizza? I learned my father’s lessons too well. Invite a stranger to come to my home? Stand in my open doorway while I hand him a wad of cash? Let him look past me and scan the room, see that I live alone and the only thing keeping my windows shut is 16 layers of paint? No. I pick up my food, walk home. Varying routes. Daylight. Aware of who else is on the street. Aware of anyone who looks at me too long, pays too much attention, shows too much interest. It’s a curse. It’s a habit. It’s the kind of thing that keeps you out of harm’s way.
Ninety-nine percent of not being a victim of a crime is staying on the statistically good side of chance.
Don’t want to die in a car accident? Never ride in a car.
If you’re poor, you’re already playing with a stacked deck. You’re more likely to be a victim. Female? Sorry. Your odds just got worse.
I’ve been going to college for the better part of a year and I am still amazed by how students play fast and loose with their own safety.
They get drunk and stumble around vulnerable to whoever wants to rob them or rape them.
They walk around at two thirty in the morning, impaired.
They get into cars with people they don’t know. They get into cars with people they don’t know who are drunk or high.
They put pictures of themselves half naked on the internet. They let the internet know when they’re going on vacation, when they’re home alone eating ice cream on the couch. They let the internet know where they are 24/7 and what they’re doing and who they’re doing it with.
A little girl disappeared here last year. The last time anybody saw her, she was playing in an empty lot full of junk and broken glass. She was playing in garbage and somebody mistook her for garbage. They found her body two miles away in a drainage ditch. Her father didn’t teach her about the Bad Men.
A college girl got grabbed last year, taken on a long car ride she didn’t want to go on by two guys who burned her with cigarettes, raped her, beat her to a pulp, then dumped her in the woods outside of town. She couldn’t remember any details to locate the Rapists. Her brain was pudding. Her daddy didn’t teach her about the Bad Men, either. She was walking home from a girlfriend’s house in the middle of the night, tired from studying, thinking she was safe because it was such a short walk. She was wrong.
Statistics are already against me. The deck that deals out pain and anguish is stacked in favor of the Others, the ones with real houses in good neighborhoods and cell phones in their pocket. I live in a dodgy area in a cheap apartment with paper-thin walls and zero security measures. My bus ride is long and I can’t vary it. I spend a lot of time standing on street corners waiting for buses that are forever running late. I have a small physical stature that sends a message of weakness to would-be victimizers. Often, when someone gets within range, they smell something in the air and decide to let me alone. I do have that. Girls in public bathrooms make like they’re going to maybe pick on me a little then close their mouth and move away. Scuzzy guys at the bus stop sidle up to me and then change their minds. But I have to swim around in the dirty end of the pool; that’s just how my life is right now. I’m working to better my situation, same as everyone else.
Despite all these problems, I make good decisions where decisions are possible. I never travel at night. I never give anyone the wrong impression. No one is ever going to get a mixed signal from me. I walk with strength and purpose and keep my head up and my attention on the alert. I’m never too weighed down to run or fight. I’m never in danger of being boxed into an alley or a corner. I’m never at a bar or a party, and I’m never impaired in public. I never trust strangers.
I used the pay phone to call work. I left a message for Merle and told her my apartment had been broken into. Truth. I told her I was okay. Truth. I told her I didn’t know when I could come back to work. Truth. I’d have to go in eventually to pick up my last paycheck.
I have to find somewhere else to stay while I find another apartment. I have to explain it to the institution. And I have a ten-page paper due on Friday. But first I have an appointment.

At the municipal building I was getting ready to walk through the metal detector when I remembered I still had the gun in my backpack.
I pivoted and went across the street to the bus station and stuffed the backpack into a locker, dropped in a quarter and got back a key. All my worldly possessions. And Robby’s gun.
Carl’s waiting room is aptly named. He always starts me late, then wants me to stay past the hour. He works his little bit of power like a dog working a bone.
He finally came to the door and waved me in impatiently, like I was the one who’d kept him waiting.
How to describe Carl. He always wears a plain-colored shirt — a weird shade of green or brown never seen in nature — with a skinny, cheap tie that turns over on itself halfway down his skinny, caved-in chest. He always has sweat on his upper lip. He tepees his fingers together and smirks when you talk, balancing his elbows on the arms of his office chair. He’s not bald, but he wears his hair in a combover anyway. He smells like corn chips.
He sits in a chair that pivots, leans back, and rolls behind a big metal desk and the chair I get is hard wood with a crack running down the seat that pinches my ass if I shift wrong.
He leaned back and did the tepee thing with his fingers. “And how are we today, Darla?”
“I can’t speak for you, Dr. Warner, but I’m fine.”
He has a sour little smile. “I heard from your social worker that you left work early yesterday.”
They keep tabs on me like I’m one of those bears they shoot with a dart, tag, and then follow around. Like I have a shaved ass and a bad attitude and can’t be trusted around campers and picnic baskets.
“I wasn’t feeling well.”
“Hmm.” He pursed his big shiny lips and nodded real slow, looking at the ceiling. You know how some people will raise their voice to talk to someone who doesn’t speak English? Carl always exaggerates his expressions like I was raised by wolves and don’t comprehend human emotion.
“Your supervisor mentioned your ‘illness’ when we had our conference call. I asked her about the quality of your work, Darla, and do you know what she said?”
“No, Dr. Warner.” I wished I still had the gun. “What did she say?”
“She said you don’t make friends easily. Is that true?” He picked up his pencil and twiddled it between his first two fingers. “Do you not make friends easily?”
“I’m there to work. It’s not a social occasion.”
“And what is a social occasion for you, Darla?”
This is what got me into trouble when they first brought me in. They weasel around and ask questions that I can’t fake the answers to. But I’ve been out for the better part of a year. I’m better at faking now.
“A social occasion is when I get together with my friends and relax.”
“So you do have friends then.”
Talking to Carl was like choking down cold, lumpy oatmeal. You get halfway through the bowl and you think you’ll never make it the rest of the way.
“Sure. I have friends.”
“And what would their names be?”
Sometimes I try to focus on his sweaty upper lip and just stare at that so I don’t have to look into his beady little eyes.
“Well, last night I ordered a pizza and watched some TV with Robby and Ramón.”
His eyebrows went way up and he leaned forward, cocking his ear toward me, making a fake “wow” face. “Robby. And Ramón. Those are boys’ names, aren’t they?”
If I let a pause hang too long before I answered, I felt like it was a point for him.
“Yes, they are.”
“So … your friends are male.”
“Some of them.”
“And are you special friends with one of them? Robby? Or Ramón?”
I started to answer but he cut me off. “Or are you special friends with both of them?”
He never riled me, but he never stopped trying. I kept my voice pleasant. “Are you calling me a whore, Dr. Warner?”
He tapped his index fingers together and smiled. “I’m not calling you a whore, Darla. Are you calling yourself a whore?”
This is why people hate psychiatry.
The only assumption I could make about my “therapy” was that if I survived a year of sessions with Carl without beating him to death with his stapler, I would prove that I was sane and untroubled enough to merge with society.
The rest of our session was more of the same. Veiled insults and mockery from his side of the desk, bland refusal to engage from mine.
Every time I was there, I would try not to look around the room and think about the differences from when it was James’s office. I would try not to think about the painting James had behind his head instead of Carl’s framed certificates. I would try not to remember the heavy blue pottery rabbit he kept on the corner of his desk. I wish I’d taken that rabbit. But that would have broken so many rules. My father’s, about having things you care about. James’s, about stealing. Although you can’t really steal from the dead, can you?
When I got up to leave, Carl stretched out his arms and drummed his fingers on the top of his desk. “Darla, I’m afraid I may have to make a negative report about your cooperation with the program.”
I held onto the back of that torturously hard chair and imagined throwing it at his head. “Why is that, Dr. Warner?”
He shook his head sadly. “I just don’t feel we’re seeing the kind of progress we should expect to see at this point.”
I let my gaze wander up to the ceiling. I pursed my lips. I cocked my head to the side. I nodded slowly and exaggeratedly. “I see what you’re saying.”
He purely glowed with smugness. He started to talk, but I cut him off.
“Maybe—” I pursed my lips and touched my fingertip to my chin. “Maybe I should try a different therapist.”
That got his attention. He looked like a peanut had just lodged in the wrong pipe.
“Maybe a woman.” I raised my eyebrows as high as they could go. “We might have a better rapport.”
He glared and started to come back with what was no doubt going to be a very sharp retort, but I was already sliding backwards through the door and waving a cheery goodbye. I sprinted for the elevator.
I hope that sweaty upper lip is a sign of impending stroke.

At the student services building I rode the rickety elevator up to the third floor and checked out the bulletin board at the front of the work-study office.
There were a dozen index cards stuck there with various jobs people needed done. I passed over the ones for babysitting and yard work and found what I needed. I checked to make sure none of the secretaries were looking my way, then I ripped the card down and shoved it in my front pocket.
I went down a floor and walked into an office, smiled, and asked nicely, with tones of apology, if I might borrow a campus directory. Then I looked up the professor’s address. Telephoning was no good. I needed to jump to the front of the line. No time to waste when you’re homeless and jobless.
The bus ride over was uneventful. In the light of day, I could feel myself waver. It seemed a little foolish to abandon my apartment and my job just because of Robby and Ramón. They were probably just trying to scare me. Impress me with their manliness and their toughness and their little plastic gun.
But my father had trained me better. First instinct, best instinct. Whatever scares you in the deep, dark night is just as dangerous in the daylight — more so, because you’re less afraid and therefore less cautious.
Daddy didn’t abide by second thoughts. He operated entirely by first thoughts. Robby and Ramón came for me with a gun. Robby and Ramón threatened my life. They are Violent Offenders. They are would-be Killers and probably would-be Rapists. They are Bad Men. My father would have killed them, then left town. I didn’t kill them, but I did injure them. I’m not leaving town, but I will take the bolt hole. I’m going to hide out, double back, triple-check. Then I’ll come back out and resume living aboveground, once the threat has faded away.
My father wouldn’t have accepted a faded threat — only a completely obliterated threat. That is just one difference between him and me. I’m willing to settle for something less than the complete obliteration of my enemy.
I was thinking about what Merle said to Carl about me not making friends at work. I admit that stings a little. I do more than my fair share of the labor and I never leave scut work for the next shift. As cafeteria workers go, I think I’m solidly in the top ten percent.
But I remember a conversation I had last week with a washed-out blonde named Melody.
Melody told me she wanted to be a veterinarian. That’s the kind of job an eight-year-old wants. “Why?,” I asked her. “Because I love animals,” she said. “Really?,” I replied. “Then why would you want to be around sick and injured animals all day? Ones who got hit by cars? Ones who’d eaten poison? Ones who…” Well. She stopped me there.
Seems to me the only person who’d want to be a veterinarian is someone who hated animals. That’s one reason I don’t have friends. I’ve been infected with a poison called reality and it’s always trying to leap onto a new host.
This is how it works. If you do your share of the work and smile pleasantly at your coworkers and say “I’m sorry, I can’t, but thank you for asking” to the first three invitations, they will simply assume that you go home to a husband that beats you or a mother who’s sat in her wet adult diaper all day waiting for you to come home and heat up a can of soup. They get it — there’s no reason to belabor it. You’re excused from further invitations and again, as long as you do your fair share of the work and cheerfully cover for Margaret when she has her dental surgery, there’s no problem at all.

I knocked on the professor’s door. The house is big and brick with dark green trim and a tile roof overhung with century oaks. The front walk has buckled from tree roots but it still manages to look like money. The houses along University Row all have that same slightly beat-up look to them — the same look the professors themselves have. Where the profs have cashmere sweaters with holes and nice suits going threadbare at the cuff, the houses have gutters full of leaves and fancy trim flaking paint. They don’t look like they can’t afford to get things fixed up. They look like they have so much money they just don’t give a shit.
I knocked again, using a tarnished brass knocker shaped like a lion’s head. I hunted for a doorbell but didn’t see one. Just as I was about to give up and go snooping around the back, the door opened.
The professor, glasses falling off the end of his nose, cardigan buttoned wrong, was holding a red leash in one hand and looking mighty annoyed.
“Hello, sir,” I said in my best fake brought-up-right voice. “I’m here about your ad looking for a dog walker.” I looked pointedly at the leash.
“Thank God. Come in.” He stepped backward and waved me in absentmindedly. The hallway was wide, the ceiling was tall, and the oriental rug was faded.
He walked straight back to the kitchen, passing through a swinging door. A big golden retriever jumped up and greeted me like a long-lost friend.
The professor rifled around the countertop, which was piled with papers and snacks and magazines. “Did Marilyn send you?”
“Um, no, sir. I got your information from the work-study office.”
He wheeled around and pushed his glasses back up his nose, frowned, and looked me up and down, but not in the sexual way, just the “you look mighty small for a college student” way. “And Marilyn didn’t send you?”
“No, sir.”
He went back to his search. “Do you have any experience with dogs?”
“Yes, sir. I’ve had dogs my whole life.”
“What’s your major?”
I didn’t want to say Business. He was a professor of Literature. “Undecided. I’m just a freshman.”
He harrumphed and then gave a little crow of satisfaction and came up out of the clutter with a ring of keys. He searched through them and started working one off the ring.
“What’s your name?”
“Darla.”
“Let me see your student I.D.”
I dug it out of my backpack and handed it to him. He looked at it, grunted, and handed it back.
“Darla, I am late for a departmental meeting. I’m going to trust that a lengthy interview is not necessary for a job requiring so few skills.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Here is a key to the house. You’ll need to come by and walk the dog twice a day — once in the morning and once in the afternoon. I would prefer late afternoon. You need to walk him at least a mile or he won’t get enough exercise to settle down in the evening. Can you handle that?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Never let him off leash outdoors. He’ll run for the hills. There are bags for his waste in that drawer; never forget to take them. The neighborhood watch in this area is almost entirely focused on people who don’t pick up after their dogs.”
“Yes, sir.”
“You can feed him when you return after the afternoon walk. The food is here. The scoop is in the container — he gets one scoop in his bowl. And make sure he has fresh water.”
“Yes, sir.”
He stopped then and really looked at me for a moment. “Do you have any questions?”
I cleared my throat. “I have an afternoon class a couple times a week. Is it okay if I come a little later on those days?”
“Fine.”
My next question was a delicate one. “Will there ever be anyone else here? When I come?”
He didn’t even hesitate, didn’t even wonder if there might be a nefarious reason for my asking.
“Unlikely. My wife is an attorney and works long hours. My son, who until this week was responsible for the walking and feeding of Horatio, has decided to pursue some extracurricular activities that will keep him away from home until later in the evening. You can ring the bell before you let yourself in as a precaution, but I highly doubt you’ll ever run into one of us. The only reason I’m here is because — good God, I’m late. I have to go.”
He shoved the leash at me and grabbed an overstuffed leather bag off a chair. Lifting a hand halfheartedly, he went out the front door, slamming it shut.
Horatio, staring at his leash in my hand, whined softly.
I looked around. The professor just walked out and left me standing in his house with everything he owned at my disposal and he’d known me all of five minutes. I shook my head and addressed the dog. “All this, Horatio, and they don’t worry one whit about losing it.”
I walked over and opened the junk drawer where the professor had tossed the ring of keys, searched through it for the one I wanted, and worked it off. I tucked it in my front pocket and patted it. Mission accomplished.
I hooked the dog to the leash and let myself out. I was halfway down the sidewalk before I remembered we hadn’t discussed when I was getting paid.

The night of no sleep caught up to me around three o’clock when I was sitting in Comm 101 being baked by the sun coming in through the ceiling-high windows.
Unfortunately it was a small class and a small room, so I couldn’t ease myself down into a good napping position. I should have skipped class and taken a study carrel nap at the library.
The guy who teaches that class is young. He wears stained white button-ups and dark pants with a cheap sheen to them. His hair is down to his collar and he swings his head to the side to knock it out of his face.
He droned on about Marshall McLuhan and the global village and wrote some complicated graph I couldn’t decipher on the blackboard. It felt like there were weights tied to my eyelids.
I had my ballpoint propped on my notebook page and every once in awhile I’d startle and notice that my sad attempt at note-taking had degenerated into just a shaky line trailing off across the paper. I caught the guy one row over looking at me. He grinned a little and made that quacking motion with his hand, rolling his eyes toward Shaggy. Without cracking a smile, I looked back at my notebook and my spirit writing.
I don’t know why I bothered going to the lecture. Hopefully Shaggy didn’t notice my eyes sliding shut and my head slipping forward and then snapping back. I don’t want him in a poor frame of mind when he grades my final paper.
When the clock finally ticked over to ten till the hour, people started shuffling their papers and sliding things into their bags. Shaggy summed up with his voice raised, but it didn’t appear anyone was listening. It was a relief to stand up and stretch.
The wide hallway was crowded with a traffic jam of human bodies. I had another class across the quad. I stack my schedule so I can get my work hours in. The next one was an auditorium lecture so I thought I could grab a cup of coffee, sit in the back, and bail if I got too tired.
“Darla.”
Some guy I didn’t know was leaning against the wall. Good-looking. Dark hair, slim build. He said my name again and beckoned me over. I didn’t move. I just stood there and let the students pass around me like floodwater around a post. I didn’t know him. And he sure as hell didn’t know me.
A hand gripped my elbow and another guy was standing right next to me. “He wants to talk to you. So talk to him.” The flunky had a high, breathy steroid voice and big gym muscles.
The crowd of students was already breaking up. If I wanted to raise a stink, I needed to do it quick. I yanked my elbow away from the flunky and stepped away from him, but he was on me like my own shadow. I walked over to the good-looking guy. He looked mid-twenties and he was wearing a leather jacket and a nice shirt. No jewelry.
“What do you want?” Might as well cut right to it.
He smiled a little. His flunky was standing right behind me, a little to the left.
“I think you know a couple of friends of mine.”
“I don’t think so.” I spoke flat. My tone and my posture were meant to convey, Let’s just get this over with.
His tone was soft and friendly. He set off my radar. Liar. Thief. Rapist. Con Man. Bad Person. “Robby and Ramón.”
Of course. “They’re not friends of mine.”
His eyebrows went up a bit. “Really? They speak so highly of you.”
“I bet.”
He did that thing that guys do and looked me up and down from the part in my hair to my shoes and back again. Finally he looked me in the face and smiled that “So sorry, love” smile.
“When Robby and Ramón stopped by to visit you last night, they lost something that belongs to me.”
I shrugged. “Good help is hard to find.”
He smiled. “So true. Times are tough.” Then he pushed off the wall and leaned toward me. I couldn’t back up due to Flunky standing behind me. He tucked his mouth up by my ear and spoke soft. “I thought you might know where it went.”
“I don’t.”
He leaned back again, looked at me thoughtfully. “Are you sure? Maybe some other friends of yours got into Ramón’s car while they were upstairs with you.”
“I don’t…” I started to say I don’t have friends, but it wouldn’t do to let this guy know that no one had my back. I corrected myself. “I don’t think so.”
His eyes narrowed just a touch. He was like a dog that wags its tail but only wants to lure you close enough to sink its teeth into your hand.
“I’m no Sherlock Holmes, Darla, but Robby and Ramón went to your place with my item and when they left, the item was gone. So I think you either know where it went or have an idea of who does.”
I shook my head and stole a glance down the hallway. I was losing the audience that was keeping the conversation borderline civilized. “It doesn’t have anything to do with me.”
He had a menacing smile. “It does now.”
I shrugged again. “I don’t have your stuff and I don’t know who does. Robby and Ramón are probably lying.”
He grinned wider and I saw for the first time that he had little black spaces between his teeth. The good-looking thing went out the window when you saw those little headstone teeth.
“People don’t steal from me, Darla, and they don’t lie to me. Unless they don’t know me. So maybe you need to get to know me a little better.”
That was my exit line.
I looked him up and down the same way he’d given me the once-over. I stopped on his face. “I don’t want to know you at all.”
That was Flunky’s cue to deal out a little punishment for sassing the boss, but I knew it was coming, so when he grabbed for me, I dodged his big, meaty hand and slipped around him. I bolted for the stairs where there were still some people. By the time Flunky pounded over, I was already dodging and weaving my way down. A skinny girl in a crowd functions much like a motorcycle on a city street — she can go where the big guys can’t.
I got to a side door and slipped out and ran flat out. I didn’t know if they had guys set outside to wait for me if I tried to escape. They probably hadn’t planned on me getting away. I didn’t see anyone, and I flew across the lawn, hurdled a couple of sorority girls soaking up the sun, and kept going as they yelled after me. I didn’t stop until I jumped on a bus three blocks over.

The bus took me in the wrong direction, but that was fine. I sank down in my seat by the window and kept a lookout.
My situation keeps getting more complicated, the opposite of what I want. Things aren’t going to fade away if Robby and Ramón told their boss I have whatever it is they lost. Or maybe they sold it and then said I took it.
The longer I rode, the calmer my mind was. Robby and Ramón lost something. Or sold it. Or it was stolen. That meant someone else had it. If it was something valuable enough to send their boss over to threaten me, then it would resurface again. Someone else will pop up with it, sell it, or pass it along, and they’ll realize they’re on the wrong track with me. They’ll forget about me. The information just has to bubble up to the surface. If I can keep my head down for a few days, the situation should resolve itself.
I know my father would be fading into the dusk right now, calling this town a loss and moving on. But I don’t want to move on. The whole point of letting them keep me locked up for six months and putting up with the crap apartment and the crap job is so I can finish school. I’ve already given up most of what makes life a little less mean in order to just get this done. I’m not willing to toss it and walk just because someone else has stirred up trouble.
Nice of Robby and Ramón to throw the blame on me. Not only did they come over to rough me up and God knows what else, but then they threw me under the bus when they lost their boss’s goods. Drugs, probably.
I climbed off the bus at the end of the line and slumped down on a bench to wait for one going back the other way.

I enrolled in college at 16. I had my GED and I had excused myself from institutional care. The state takes responsibility for you until you’re 18, whether you want them to or not. But when I entered the system, I cheated. I told them I was two years older than I was. They didn’t have any actual papers on me, and I couldn’t help them out. I didn’t know what county I’d been born in, what state, or what woman’s name had appeared on the line labeled “Mother.” So I said I was 17 and they looked at me and maybe they saw a hardness there. Or maybe they thought I’d failed to grow due to malnutrition. Anyway, they didn’t argue. I passed the tests that proved I could do the schoolwork, and they stamped my file and put me in the system.
If you want to look younger than you are, and you’re female, just don’t wear makeup. Wash your hair and comb it straight down. And smile. Smile and you look happy, therefore you look younger. Teenagers don’t stand around grinning while they’re waiting to get on a bus or see a movie. Smile and you look dopey. People say, “Are you traveling with your mother?” They say, “Are you here with somebody?” And you smile and nod and say yes, yes, my mom is in the bathroom. And you pay half-fare and move on with your life.
Only the innocents smile, and the innocents in this world are getting younger every year.
If you want to look older, wear makeup, dress like a whore, and look sullen. There are women on the covers of fashion magazines that are really little girls, but they sure don’t look it.
Honestly, I think my father made me old before my time and that’s why they bought it when I said my birthday was January 21st and I was 17. I wasn’t stupid enough to say 18. “I’m eighteen — I’ll just be going now.” I let them snare me, I played dumb, and I set my freedom a comfortable half-year away. No one would make up a January birthday. Who wants a January birthday?
I try to forget Daddy’s lessons, but they’re there, overlaying everything I can see like some futuristic techno-screen. Perv. Thief. Weasel. Liar. The waitress who spits in your food, the apartment super who drills a peephole in your bathroom wall. I see Daddy’s dotted, glowing lines superimposed over all of them, bullseyes centered over their faces. I hear his raspy voice saying he only kills the ones who need killing. I look around and think, if I killed everyone who needed killing, I’d be buried under bodies six feet deep.

Back on campus as the sun was slipping over the horizon, I stopped at the drugstore and bought a cheap knit hat. It’s a little too warm for it, even at night, but I need the slight change in appearance.
My backpack is black and my clothes are nothing worth noticing. With any luck, I can blend in with the student crowd and avoid meeting any more of Robby’s colleagues.
I walked to the English building. Plenty of students out on the sidewalks. I was very aware of everyone around me, and I didn’t sense any unusual attention.
Inside, I walked past the atrium where students were studying on beat-up sofas and spread out at tables with their laptops. You can get a soda out of one machine, a coffee out of another, and a sandwich or a snack out of a third. There’s no reason to ever leave the building.
Upstairs, there were a few evening classes going on and study sessions meeting. I walked on up to the third floor.
It was quiet, and the hallway was dimly lit. There was a light on down in the mailroom at the end of the hall. The offices were all locked, and the pebbled glass in the doors was dark.
I found the door with number 321 in flaking black paint, checked up and down the hall, then slipped the professor’s key stamped 321 out of my pocket.
In goes the key, turn, slip inside, and quickly re-lock. I was in my hotel room for the night.
I couldn’t turn on a light. I had a keychain flashlight to check my new digs. Hard linoleum floor. Wooden desk and chair. Bookshelves to the ceiling stuffed with books every which way and leaking papers.
I felt more comfortable putting the desk between me and the door. I’m sure there’s no night watchman or anything, but someone might call security if they see something strange. Students stay in the building late and janitors come in early. Still, no reason to take any extra risk.
I tucked his chair all the way under and lay down on the cold floor pressed between the desk and the radiator. Stuffed my backpack under my head. It doesn’t make a bad pillow, what with holding my extra clothes.
The floor’s hard and cold, but I’ve slept in places way less comfortable than this. At least I’m safe behind a locked door where no one can find me.

I closed my eyes and don’t remember thinking two consecutive thoughts before I was out.
My eyes flew open to see morning light leaking through the old metal blinds. There were noises in the hallway. It felt early. Probably just after sunrise.
I sat up, stretched, and picked up my backpack. I was still wearing my new hat.
I listened at the door and heard something on wheels rattle down the hall, a door open, humming, then the muffled bang of a metal trashcan.
I walked out like it was perfectly natural, like I was a T.A. dropping something off for my boss. But there was no one there to grade my performance.
I went downstairs and had a vending machine breakfast. While I ate, I realized that during the night my brain had turned my situation over a few times and come up with a new set of answers. I ate slower and slower as I reviewed its findings. End result: Game over. I have to move on.
What was it that Robby and Ramón lost? Drugs? Money? I don’t know. They lost it or they didn’t lose it; either way, they’re lying and involving me. Whatever happened, I don’t have it and I don’t have any way to find it.
When I chucked that can at Robby I didn’t know what I was starting. Now I can see that the sand I stepped in is actually quicksand and no matter which way I move, I just keep sinking in a little bit further.
Sometimes you have only a few seconds to make a call, and you guess wrong. It comes back to haunt you later. But what can you do? I live by a different set of rules than my father. I don’t kill people just because they cross me. I don’t kill where I can get the same result — their absence — by throwing a can of soup.
It makes me angry, having to leave when I’ve put in so much time toward an identity, an education, and the chance for a real job. But I can hear Daddy’s rules reciting in the back of my brain like a whisper getting louder. This place is burnt. The longer I stay, the more chance something is going to happen that will put me at odds with law enforcement. My picket fence and a paycheck plan does not mesh with jail time and a record.
Daddy’s rule: Leave as soon as something happens. We were so good at leaving, it was like we were never there in the first place. He could smell a no-trace living situation from a mile away. Cash to rent that trailer in the woods. Sleep in that boarded-up house in exchange for clearing out the broken glass and trash. Stay in the old lady’s basement and do her odd jobs until her son gets out of jail in the spring. And so on. Small, nothing-looking man and a scrawny, nothing-looking girl. They live over there yonder and then one day you notice they’re not there anymore. Or more likely you never notice and they slide right off the back of your memory. Absolutely nothing about them strikes you as worth remembering.
We drifted in like smoke, left no sign, and drifted back out again. We never left a trail.
Now here I was breaking Daddy’s rules all over the place and leaving a trail any halfwit could find, which includes Robby and Ramón. Maybe working in tandem, but still.
I’m not smoke anymore. I have a job, an apartment. People know my name. They know what I look like. I have professors and a boss and a really bad counselor.
I committed to this when I let them snare me and bring me into the system. I purposefully let go of being smoke and said yes, my name is Darla, I’m 17 years old and my birthday is January 21st and yes I would like an education and an apartment and a crappy job in a cafeteria kitchen, thank you very much.
But we all draw the line somewhere and my line has been preordained by genetics to be further out than most. I’m not going to accept casual abuse from people like Robby and I’m not going to trade any part of my soul to better my living situation even a smidge. I’ll do it the hard way, put in my time, not shirk any of my duties. But I’m not going to get down on my knees for anyone, anytime, ever.
I guess I’m finding more complex layers to my rule. I won’t kill anyone unless they try to kill me. But I also won’t bend over. That’s becoming clear.
I guess I could have played the Robby thing another way. I could have screamed and cried and somehow convinced him I wasn’t worth the trouble. My mind just doesn’t go there. He was such a nothing threat. I didn’t bother thinking about how it would play out. I just squashed him like a roach in the bathtub. Done. And halfway to being forgotten before I got out the door.
Now I can see, with a sigh, that it would have been much easier for me in the long run if Robby would have walked away from that encounter no longer interested, with his manhood and his pride intact. 20/20 hindsight, what can you do. Daddy and I never worried about hindsight, because we never looked back. Now I want to live a life that doesn’t require constant moving on. But that means if I dirty the water, I’m going to have to sit in it.
Daddy and I stayed clean by always moving on, never setting down roots, always walking away from the mess before we got any on us. If I want to stay in one place, I have to figure out how to stay clean. Either I turn away from what I know how to do and how I was taught to live and find another way, or I’ll never be able to make a real life.
I hated the way we lived when I was a kid — always knowing something was going to happen and we’d have to leave. I couldn’t let myself get attached to any person, place, or thing. There was no point in it. It was all going to be in the rearview mirror sooner or later.
As hard as it was at the time, I can see now that my father’s moving on was his way of seeking peace. He always kept looking for peace. He never quit. Trouble came looking for him time and time again, and it found him every single time. But he’d set out again looking. I’ve never pegged Daddy as an optimist, but at least he kept trying.
I can see the sense of it — putting this trouble in my rearview mirror. Trying again somewhere else. But a thought nags at the back of my head: if trouble always found Daddy, won’t it keep on finding me?

Before I left the building, I walked back up to the prof’s office and slipped a note under his door. Sorry, I’m not going to be able to keep taking care of your dog after all. He’d be majorly pissed to get it. I kept his office key. I’d just slip it back on his ring and he’d never know I was here. He’d never know I betrayed him, other than quitting after one day. Two days. I said in the note I’d take care of the dog today and he didn’t have to pay me and I’d leave the house key on the counter. I said sorry one more time. Never hurts to apologize.
I’m going to have to leave town without a lot of cash. I don’t have time to hang around and get my paycheck from Merle. The university is pitiful slow about paying students and I’m not due for another check till next week. I can’t afford to stay around that long for my puny salary.
I have a run bag stashed in a coin locker at the bus station. Old habits. There’s some extra money in there and some clothes. It’ll get me to the next town, anyway.
I’m mostly pissed about losing my school credit. Not to mention the time I sat in the institution biding my time to get the free ride. All wasted now. At least I’m taking what I learned with me, although that’s precious little. I’ll start over somewhere else, start school again. It’s a setback, but I’m only 16, so really I’m still ahead of schedule.
Daddy always said don’t dwell on the dark parts of the story. Put your face into the sun.

When you grow up with a thing, you take its normality for granted. You don’t know there’s anything different about your life until you get old enough to be around other kids your age or watch a good amount of TV. Until then, you just assume that everybody’s daddy is like yours.
When they first put me in the institution, they made me go to group therapy. That’s where I met James. He was volunteering there, one session a week. And it was my session. How lucky is that?
We had to go around a circle and say sad things that had happened to us in our life. With my background, I am never sure where the edge is between fairly normal and not at all normal. I looked to the others for clues on what was okay to say. When it was my turn, I said my father was an alcoholic, like Amber’s, and my uncle was too interested in holding me in his lap, like Noelle’s. James totally caught onto me, and he talked to me about it later. Carl wouldn’t have noticed. Carl thinks we’re all alike, cut from the same pathetic cloth. He would be sure my father was an Alcoholic and my uncle was a Pervert. Carl and my father have that in common — always assuming the worst about people.
James called me on it and told me the therapy wasn’t going to do me any good if I didn’t share real stuff. I was sitting on the equivalent of Indiana Jones’s warehouse of secrets and didn’t know where to start. What, just walk over and pull a single wooden crate out and pry it open? Tell you about the time my father … never mind. It was just too big a job and I didn’t see the point of it. It was boxed up for a reason. I’d rather just draw a line and say that was his life and this is my life and I’m starting over. I had no desire to go backwards, even just in casual conversation with ten of my closest fellow inmates.

I spent the morning on the bus going back and forth. No reason to go to class anymore. I sold my books at the bookstore and picked up my run bag from the bus station. The key to the locker was hidden on campus, so I had to get that first. I felt like a mom in a minivan with all my stupid errands. At least I didn’t have to take the kids for Happy Meals.
I kept my eyes peeled for Bad Men. I considered just buying a bus ticket but thought better of it. That’s the kind of place they might think I’d go if I was running away with their lost merchandise. I have no idea how organized they are or how many more bosses there are up the chain, but for all I know they could get a peek at the manifest and see who left town and where they went.
Paranoia: It keeps you safe.
I’ll find some kids heading to a concert a couple towns over and pitch in some gas money to ride along. It’s college. Always something happening.
In the meantime I have to get back on the bus and run across to the professor’s house and walk Horatio. Return the keys, then my time here is done.
I won’t bother to call Carl. Let him wonder.

I let myself in and whistled for Horatio. I walked on through to the kitchen, pushed the door open, and dropped my backpack. I walked over and helped myself to a free glass of tap water.
I heard a creak in the hallway, on the other side of that swinging door that was still swinging. It was a man creak, not a dog creak. Where was that dog?
I pulled a knife out of a wooden block on the counter and eased around to the far side of the door. I heard the dog coming down the stairs, his nails on the wood and his grunts of joy. Then I heard him come up short with a yelp.
I jumped through the door and landed in a ready crouch to see a tall boy with wide-open eyes and mouth hanging open. He was deadly pale and had a tight grip on the dog, who struggled to get loose and come see me.
I dropped the knife down to my side. “Who the hell are you?”
He opened and closed his mouth, then sputtered into speech. “Who am I? Who are YOU?”
He must be the son who I would never see. “I’m the dog walker.”
“What dog walker? I’m the dog walker. He’s my dog and I live here and…”
I rolled my eyes. “Your dad hired me yesterday to walk him. He didn’t tell you?”
“Oh.” He stood up and let go of Horatio, who bounded over to leap on me. I held the knife up where he couldn’t catch on it and petted him with the other hand.
“No,” he said. “He didn’t tell me.”
I turned and went back in the kitchen and slid the knife into its little slot. “Where’s his leash?”
The boy, who was a lot taller than me, was staring like I was a ghost or the tooth fairy. “I already walked him.”
“Why are you here? Your dad said you had extracurricular activities.”
“Oh. Well.” He looked furtive, his eyes darting around. Liar. Deceiver of parents. He walked over and opened the fridge, pulled out a soda. He held it up. “Want one?”
“Yeah.”
He tossed it to me and got one for himself. He leaned on the counter and popped it open, took a long slug, and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Yeah, well, I told my dad I was going out for track. And theatre. And maybe debate.”
“Busy.” I drank my soda and surreptitiously checked him out. He was good-looking — brown hair, brown eyes. Young, though. Baby-faced. Probably only a little older than my real age.
It was his turn to roll his eyes. “Yeah. I had to tell him I was doing all that stuff because he was on me every second about how I don’t do enough, I don’t have enough stuff on my college resume.” He held up finger quotes for “resume”. “I told him I was doing all that stuff and I couldn’t get home till later on, ’cause…” He trailed off and his gaze wandered away from my enquiring eyes.
“’Cause you had something better to do?”
He pinked up some. “Yeah. I mean, I might be asking this girl out, and my parents never let me go anywhere after school. They make me come straight home and do chores, walk the dog, do homework.”
“And you needed some free time.”
He grinned. “Pretty much, yeah.”
“Okay, then. Well, if you already walked the dog, I guess I’ll be going.”
Then I remembered I still had to put the prof’s office key back. I paused while reaching for my backpack and he slid into the opening.
“Well, uh … you want to have something to eat first? I was going to make a frozen pizza.”
I needed a chance to be alone in the kitchen so I could put the key back, so I said, “Yeah, okay.”
He pinked up again. I hoped he wasn’t getting the wrong idea. But he’d just said he maybe had a girlfriend or something. So probably not.
I needed him out of the kitchen, so after he stuck the pizza in the oven, I suggested we go check out the TV.
He led the way to a room off the kitchen that was a kind of den, although it was probably too nice to be called a den, with a big flatscreen TV and built-in bookshelves full of books. He searched around in the couch cushions and found the clicker, then he started flipping through the channels. He would come to something and kind of look over at me like he was waiting for me to say “Oh, yay, Spongebob” or something. I just stood there, waiting to make my move back to the kitchen.
“I think I’ll have another soda. You want one?”
He dropped the clicker and jumped up off the couch. “I can get it for you.”
What a gentleman. The prof and his lawyer wife obviously taught him good company manners. “No, I got it.” I waved him back down and went back to the kitchen. I waited a few seconds to make sure he wasn’t going to follow me, then I quietly pulled out the junk drawer to get the key ring.
But it wasn’t there.
I was swearing to myself and searching through the litter on the counter when the doorbell rang. The prof’s son — I realized I didn’t even know his name yet — shouted that he’d get it.
I didn’t think if I just dropped the key into the junk drawer the prof would ever buy that it had fallen off that ring. It had taken him quite an effort to work the other one off. But maybe…
The kitchen door swung open and prof boy walked in with an awkward gait, his body in a strange position and his pupils dilated. The flunky was walking him like a life-size doll, holding his arm bent behind his back. The boy’s mouth was working like he wanted to say something to me but didn’t know what.
My backpack with my knives and Robby’s gun was halfway under the dining table. The block with the prof’s nice chef knives was too far away to reach without broadcasting my intention. And then I saw a little glint that showed me Flunky had a knife to prof boy’s throat.
Horatio came in the kitchen door from the den and starting his flag tail waving back and forth, ready to say hello to our new visitor. Dog has zero taste.
Flunky startled when he saw the dog and his knife hand came straight out, pointing at him. “Put that dog away!” Prof boy made a little noise and I saw the knife had nicked him on its way. A fat drop of blood ran down his neck into the collar of his shirt.
“Fine. Chill out. He’s not an attack dog.” Horatio was now feeling uncertain about our guest and starting a low, inquisitive growl. I grabbed his collar and walked him over to the pantry and pushed him in, then closed the door in his confused face. He immediately started scratching and barking.
I turned around. Flunky had the knife back at prof boy’s throat.
“Hey, baby,” he said in that weird high voice. Prof boy’s eyebrows knit together, like he was thinking Flunky and I were an item. I met his eyes and shook my head.
Flunky was still talking. “Did you think you got rid of us, huh? Did you think it would be that easy?”
I shrugged. “I’ve got what you’re looking for. I was going to give it to Robby tonight. I already told him.”
Flunky didn’t know how to take that. “He didn’t say anything.”
“Yeah, well — he wants to be the big hero, I guess. He wants to be the one to bring it back to the boss.” I walked over and picked up my backpack and set it on the table.
“Toss it here.”
“Yeah, hold on.” I dug in the bag.
“STOP!” I looked up. Prof boy was making a noise and turning gray. Flunky was hoisting him higher by his bent arm. “Toss me the whole bag!”
“God, fine.” I picked it up by the straps and carried it over. I held it out to him. “Take it.”
He loosened up on prof boy’s arm and the boy sagged down. It looked like his knees might buckle. Flunky neatly folded his knife with one hand and slid it in his pocket. Then he shoved prof boy and he went sprawling across the floor, making a bad noise.
I didn’t have a whole lot of maneuvering room. There was nothing in my backpack but the took-apart gun and my stuff. He was going to figure out fast I didn’t have it, whatever “it” was. So when he reached out and grabbed the backpack from me, I jammed my small knife in his arm.
He looked down at the knife sticking out of his arm in pure disbelief. Everyone’s always surprised when there’s a knife suddenly poking out of their body. And there was that human instinct to pull out foreign objects again. He grabbed the handle — which looked tiny in his big hand — and yanked it out.
Here’s the thing about arteries. You probably know about the one in your neck and maybe the one in your leg, but they’re all over your body. There’s one running down the middle of your arm, too.
When I stuck him with the knife, I hit that artery, and when he pulled the knife out, blood spurted in an arc out of his arm. He dropped my knife and clamped his hand over the wound. Blood pulsed out around his fingers. He gave me a look of pure animosity and roared like a stuck bull.
Since both of his arms were out of commission, while he was taking time to roar at me, I boxed his ears as hard as I could. Don’t do this to anyone you care about, but if it’s someone you don’t care about, be sure to cup your hands a little — works better. He screamed and fell to his knees. His ear drums were probably ruptured. He was buckled over and blood was still coming out of his arm. It was spreading all over the floor.
Horatio was howling at the top of his lungs and clawing the pantry door to splinters. Prof boy had scrabbled over and was still on the floor with his back to the fridge. His skin was gray and sweaty and his lips were working but no sounds were coming out. He had a tight grip with one hand on his opposite arm, and I could see his shoulder was popped out of place.
I knelt down in front of him. “Have you dislocated your shoulder before?”
He seemed to have to exert some effort to fasten his eyes on mine. He nodded fast.
He was already partly on the floor, so I eased him all the way down. Don’t try this at home, kids. Get yourself to a doctor — someone who won’t accidentally cripple you. I laid him out with his arms at his side, held his upper arm still against him, and pulled his hand up to bend his elbow, then put his arm across his stomach and then back. I tried to be slow and careful, but he screamed as it popped back in. It’s a disturbing sound. At least he had someone to help him. It’s a lot harder to work it back in on your own. I have experience in that regard.
Flunky’s blood was still pumping and I guess his hand bandage was getting weaker because when I stood up I almost slipped and fell down in his blood. Prof boy sat up and when he saw the mess his eyes got big and then went blank. I thought he might pass out. I wiped my hands on my jeans and went to the junk drawer to get some duct tape.
Horatio was still making such a racket that I didn’t hear anyone come in. I turned around and Good-Looking Guy was standing in the open kitchen doorway, holding a gun. He wasn’t holding it like Robby. He was holding it like he knew how to use it. And there I stood, holding a roll of duct tape, with my bag across the room and my knife still on the floor.
He took it all in — Flunky lying in a swiftly growing pool of his own blood, prof boy still splayed out on the floor, the racket the dog was making in the pantry, and me, spattered with blood, holding the duct tape. He raised his eyebrows a little.
“Why don’t we take a little ride?”
I held up the tape and indicated his friend on the floor. “If we don’t wrap that up, he’s going to bleed out.”
He looked down at his right-hand thug lying in the fetal position, moaning. “You said it, sweetheart. Good help is hard to find.”
I moved toward Flunky, and Good-Looking Guy spoke sharply: “Leave him.”
“But…”
“I said leave him.”
I tossed the tape to prof boy, who caught it, barely. “I need my bag.” I pointed it out, lying between me and Flunky.
He smiled a little. “One finger. Hand it to me.”
I hooked the strap with one finger and walked it over to him, and he took it.
“Let’s go.”
He held the door open and I started to walk through.
“Oh, you, too, cowboy.”
We both froze. I looked back at prof boy and he looked at me. He was still gripping the tape, still sitting on the floor with his legs stretched out looking limp and useless. Horatio was still going wild on the other wide of the pantry. The room was starting to reek of that hot, metallic smell of a lot of newly spilled blood. He swallowed hard. “I…”
Good-Looking Guy smiled at him. “It wasn’t an invitation. Get up.”
He stood, awkwardly, favoring his shoulder. He was still holding the duct tape. He stepped over behind me and GLG held the gun up between us, stopping him. “You won’t need that.”
Prof boy looked at me. Keeping his eyes on mine, he dropped the duct tape on the floor.

We walked out of the house ahead of GLG. A windowless panel van, the favored conveyance of all Rapists, Pedophiles, and other Bad Men, was parked in the driveway. He opened the rear doors and waved us in.
Lucas stopped cold. What looked like a rolled-up carpet in the back of the van had shifted and suddenly it was clear it was a human being rolled up like a burrito. Only the top of his head showed. His eyes were wide open.
It was Ramón.
I was feeling warm and loose and thinking about how I preferred to never accept rides from strangers, but GLG wisely kept his gun on the back of Lucas’s head. If he’d shifted it to me, things might have gone differently. We took a moment to somberly take in the Ramón burrito, then I climbed into the van and Lucas followed.
GLG chunked the doors shut. The front was walled off from the back, so we were alone in the dark. It was hot and close back there, the air tainted with Ramón’s sweat and desperation. “Hey, Ramón,” I said. His mouth was evidently taped. His only response was a muffled struggling noise.
There was nothing back there that could be exploited as a weapon. I checked. I felt every square inch of bare metal like I was reading braille. I checked all around the piece of dirty carpet wrapped around Ramón and regretted I couldn’t reach his pockets. I found two pieces of heavy paper, and I folded them both and put them in my back pocket.
We were locked in with no way to escape or access the front seat. The engine started and he pulled out. We were thrown back and forth across the space until we managed to wedge ourselves in place. Then we only rocked back and forth when he hit the brakes or made a turn.
We drove a few blocks and stopped and started a few times before prof boy spoke.
“Do you know this guy?” His voice was squeaky with disbelief.
“Which one?”
“Either one!”
“Not really. The guy driving the van is some criminal who thinks I have something of his. He’s wrong.”
There was a slight pause.
“And this guy?”
“Oh. This is Ramón.” Another bout of futile wiggling from behind us. “We work together, but I wouldn’t call us friends.”
Any remnant of fresh air we’d brought into the van with us was officially gone. It was hot and stifling. We hit a bad pothole and bounced hard. I heard prof boy gasp. His shoulder was probably still hurting.
I heard him clear his throat. I thought he was going to ask me if Flunky was going to die. Because he was going to die. He didn’t look like he was in any shape to get up and dial 9-1-1.
“What’s your name?”
“Darla.”
“My name is Lucas.”
We rode in silence most of the way. I estimated we were somewhere at the edge of town. We bumped over some railroad tracks and a little while after that we started making a lot of turns. Wherever we were going, we were almost there.
“Darla.”
Your eyes don’t adjust to the blackness inside a rape van. I couldn’t see his face, just hear his disembodied voice. “What are we going to do?”
The van slowed and made a sharp turn up a small incline. “I don’t know yet.”
I could have ripped the tape off Ramón’s mouth but I doubted he was going to contribute anything useful. All told, I was glad he was trussed up and gagged. It’s always awkward being locked into a small confined space with someone you’ve recently stabbed.
“Lucas.”
“Yeah?”
“Whatever they say, don’t believe them.”
A pause in the darkness. Then he said, with no particular conviction, “Okay.”
The van swung around hard and came to a stop. The doors opened and sunlight flooded in and we were blinded. Hands reached in and grabbed me and dragged me out. I stumbled a little and squinted, trying to get a look at where we were. Generic industrial park down on its luck. Sea of empty parking lots and cracked cement roads. Nondescript metal buildings without windows. Big wooden “For Lease” signs.
No witnesses.
I got a shove in the back and looked around to see Lucas being pulled blinking from the van. There was one last desperate thrashing from Ramón before the doors slammed shut on him.
GLG had been joined by a couple of thuggish friends. Young. Student-age or a little older. Acne and bad haircuts and cheap clothes. They led us inside into a warren of cheap offices that had a stale, abandoned look. The walls and floors were dirty. Shreds of trash littered the floor.
The doors to the half-dozen “offices” were open and each one had some kind of bed or couch in it, maybe one other piece of furniture, and, as I glanced into the third one we passed, I saw a table pushed up to the opposite wall with a cheap laptop on it.
Behind a closed door we could hear someone crying.
They led us all the way through, past a big open space with a couple of beat-up and abandoned desks floating in the middle — some kind of secretarial corral. Just past it was a short hallway and a closed door. GLG leaned up against the wall by the door, smiling at me. He reached out with one hand and lightly tapped the door with one knuckle.
A muffled voice answered from within.
Lucas seemed more confused than afraid. I was aware of him standing a few feet to my right and slightly behind me, with a couple of thugs roping us in. He didn’t exactly radiate calmness, but he wasn’t shaking. He wasn’t in shock. He was just wary. Which our situation definitely called for.
The door opened and another young guy with bad skin and no expression was standing there. He looked us over, then stepped back so we could go in. GLG came in behind Lucas, and the others stayed in the hall.
The door shut again. We were in the corner office — as luxurious as it gets for people who sell widgets for a living out at the back end of a beat-up industrial park. The windows had been covered and the room was dark. Three heavy metal folding tables were set up in a U-shape holding three giant computer monitors pushed together and a pile of other electronics I couldn’t identify. A guy sat in an expensive-looking executive chair in the center, tapping a keyboard and ignoring us. GLG stood at relaxed attention. Junior thug #3 had faded back into the shadows by the door.
There were a row of TV monitors along a shelf above the desk set-up and each one showed one of those rooms we’d passed. They were all empty except one. In that one, a girl was crushed into one corner of a cheap sofa wracked with muted sobs.
The guy in the computer chair sighed and pushed himself away from his keyboard. He glanced up at the TV monitors and reached over to click off the one where the girl was playing out her silent performance. Then he slowly spun his chair around to look at us.
He looked like nothing to me — a computer store geek with glasses, in his early 20s and already starting to lose his hair, bit of a soft belly rolling over his belt. He drummed his fingers on his knees and looked us over. He addressed himself to the dark corner. “Daryl, we don’t need you right now. Wait outside.” The doorman immediately slipped outside, closing the door softly behind him. The light from the hall made me realize what a dark cave the room was. My eyes had already adjusted.
He laced his fingers over his stomach and rocked back and forth a little. GLG had moved to lean against the door.
“So, Darla.”
I didn’t answer. But I didn’t like hearing my name come out of his mouth.
“We went through your bag. We found Robby’s gun. I guess it’s looking like you were better friends with him than you let on.”
I just looked at him.
He looked me up and down. “How old are you?”
“Eighteen.”
“Huh. You look a lot younger.”
I waited. He waited for me to crack and ask him what he wanted, and I just stood there. Lucas did a good job. He didn’t talk either. I was afraid he might start demanding to be let go. ‘My dad’s a professor’ — that kind of thing. But he just stood there. Maybe he was following my lead.
Finally, the creepy geek gave up on me becoming curious and started talking again.
“Let’s just cut to the chase. You’re going to bring the girl back here by—” He looked at his watch. “—this time tomorrow. Four o’clock in the afternoon.” He pointed up to a grainy black-and-white monitor perched at the end of the row of TVs. It showed the gravel area outside the metal door we’d come through. I could see the side of the panel van. “You’ll come to that door with the girl, and we’ll let you in. You come to that door without the girl, and we won’t let you in. Clear?”
I just looked at him.
He turned to Lucas. “What’s your name?”
Lucas cleared his throat and said his name. Just his first name.
Creepy geek nodded. “I hope you like it here, Lucas, because you’ll be our guest until your friend here comes back.”
Lucas looked startled. I think up to that point he was thinking we’d be leaving in a minute and he’d have a story to tell his friends.
“But—”
The geek had already rotated back to me. “I heard what happened. I’m thinking Lucas’s mom and dad are going to be quite alarmed when they get home tonight and find a dead man on the kitchen floor and their boy missing. What do you think?”
He was soft and flabby, like something pale and white that had slid out of its shell. His wrists and ankles were just bone. I was thinking about how I could snap him like a twig. Like a handful of twigs.
Then I heard the unmistakable sound of GLG clicking the safety on his gun. He was still standing behind us in the deeper shadows by the door. It was like he could read my mind and wanted me to know I wouldn’t get too far if I went for his boss.
Creepy geek smiled at me. His mouth looked strange. It was hard to see in that light, but I finally realized that he had those plastic braces — the ones that are supposed to be almost invisible. He was running some nasty little operation that made girls cry and he was straightening his teeth at the same time.
Creepy geek kept his eyes right on mine. “Say goodbye, Lucas.”
Lucas made a sound like he was wetting his lips. “Goodbye.” He almost whispered it.
GLG opened the door behind me and the light from the hallway came streaming in. I glanced back at Lucas on my way out. I had told him in the van I didn’t have whatever it was they wanted. He either believed me and thought I was walking out and leaving him to God knows what, or he thought I was a Liar. And if I was a Liar, why would I come back and save him?
I said it for him, not for the geek.
“I’ll be back.”

The junior thugs walked me down the hall. GLG stayed in the office with Lucas and the geek. I didn’t catch his expression as I walked out.
I wasn’t really thinking about what I was going to do, but I think in the back of my head I wasn’t planning on leaving the building before I went back for Lucas. Twenty-four hours was about twenty-four more than I needed. But then I saw something that made me change my mind. Someone.
As we passed that big open secretarial area, I glanced over and saw two girls standing in a kitchenette on the far side. They looked at me, too, and one of them recognized me. I sure recognized her. It was Melody, from the cafeteria.

When we got back to the metal door, I stopped and waited for them to open it. One of them came around, but he was facing me and smiling in an unfriendly way. The other two were close behind with their legs spread wide, standing well into my personal space.
When I was nine, I went to school for awhile when we were living in West Virginia. My father had stumbled by chance into a good job and it came with a little house on the edge of town where there could be no bullshitting about me being homeschooled. There was no way to hide me from sight, so I went to school.
A skinny new girl with no existing friends and no talent for making new ones is a bully magnet. It must be hard on a regular girl to draw such immediate and rapt attention followed by the worst mental and physical cruelty children can dream up. For me, it was always interesting. I had been trained to take down a full-grown man, so it was like a little field exercise.
It got to where I could see in the first few minutes which one was the bully, which ones were his little toadies that would sneak around behind me, and which ones were the weakest of the lot, the ones that would be sent to lure me to the far side of the playground or the hidden corner of the gym out of fear that they’d be the next victim if they failed.
That boy when I was nine was a vicious little shit and in the end, I broke his arm. The other kids, including the toadies who’d circled around behind me to keep me from getting away, couldn’t hide their glee. The teachers and the principal hated him as much as the kids did, but they had to punish me so I was suspended on my first day. I didn’t get expelled because it was generally agreed upon that he was twice my size and three times my weight so the broken bone must have been a freak accident.
That might have ended things, but it turned out the boy got his nastiness the old-fashioned way — he inherited it from his father. Long story short, some months later my father ended up killing the bully’s father, and once again we had to move. I was sorry because of the good job and the little house, but I didn’t miss school one bit.
Now here we were some seven years later and that old familiar feeling was stealing over me again. Bully and toadies, quiet corner with no one to see, etc., etc.
They all looked alike to me — skinny, pimpled, and badly dressed — but the one in front was obviously used to calling the shots. He was going to get first crack at me and the others could match to see who got sloppy seconds and thirds.
If I was going to postpone my return, then I obviously didn’t want to tip my hand by leaving these three in a damp heap of splintered bone on my way out the door. Once again I thought about just ending things now, maybe before they managed to traumatize Lucas for life. But my curiosity had been engaged by Melody. Melody and the missing “item” which had now been revealed to be a human girl.
I smiled back at the skinny thug in front of me. I’m not in the habit of smiling and I’ve been told that when I do smile, it can be disconcerting. He looked a little thrown.
“Do you know what your boss said to me,” I said, still showing him my teeth.
“What?” His voice faltered a little. I felt the others behind me draw back a bit, and they couldn’t even see my face.
“He said … wait. I want to get the words exactly right.” I took a breath and looked skyward like a child getting ready to recite a Bible verse. “He said, if those human shit-stains lay a finger on you, tell them I’ll cut their balls off on camera and feed them to my dog.” I smiled a little wider and tipped my head to the side.
The guy in front of me looked pale. I heard one of the ones behind me mutter to the other one, “I didn’t even know he had a dog.”
He opened the metal door and leaned way back while I passed. “Road back to town’s that way.” Then he slammed the door.

I looked at the van as I left, standing there on the cement, baking in the sun. I cocked an ear and listened just a second but I couldn’t hear anything inside.
It was a long walk back. I used the time to prepare myself mentally. I thought about the door, the camera, the offices, the crying girl, the geek, GLG and his gun, and the young thugs. I thought about Lucas, and I thought about Ramón rolled up in his dirty carpet.
I figured when the prof and his wife found Flunky lying in a sea of his own blood on the kitchen floor, they’d come around to my name pretty quick — assuming the prof even remembered it after looking at my student ID for three whole seconds. I wondered how soon they’d come looking for me.
Then I wondered what, exactly, they’d be looking for. Some skinny girl in jeans and a t-shirt? With nothing-colored hair and a nothing face? A girl who had no job, no house, no driver’s license, no family, and no friends. Good luck picking up that smoking-hot trail.
Maybe someone saw Ramón or GLG go into the prof’s house. Maybe they noticed the panel van with the mud-covered plates. It might get them started. Maybe they’d get back to that industrial park and rescue Lucas before I had to get involved.
But I was not raised to have a lot of trust in the system. I was raised to just solve problems on my own.

The two pieces of paper I took from the back of the rape van: One, a cardboard menu for a Chinese restaurant. Nothing written on it. Two, a photograph, shiny and new like it had just slipped out of an envelope picked up at the drugstore. It was a picture of GLG at the playground with a little boy. His brother? His son? In the photo, GLG had his arm around the boy, waving at the camera. He smiled with his mouth shut. He’d learned to hide those little headstone teeth.
It’s disheartening when the bad guys have families.

I walked into the cafeteria and straight back toward Merle’s office. It was the dinner hour and the air was all steam and the smell of canned beans and the crashing sound of aluminum pans and plastic trays. Crowd noise from the tables seeped back into the kitchen.
Merle was standing over the steam table wearing an apron as big as a bedspread and her face didn’t so much light up when she saw me as flare up.
I cut around the workers to get over by her.
“Dammit, Darla, where’ve you been? We’re so shorthanded the last couple days…”
“Sorry, Merle.”
“Girl, you better be here to tell me you want hours, because if you just came waltzing in here looking for a check…”
“No, Merle, I want hours.”
She gave a sigh of relief and pointed over to the dishwashers. “Well, go help out…”
“I can’t work right now.”
Her mouth came together like a bunched-up fist but before she could light into me, I twinkled my fingers at her. “Doc says I’m still contagious and can’t be around food for two more days.”
She canted back a little and raised one eyebrow. “What’s wrong with you?”
I looked at my fingers like I’d never seen them before. “Some kind of bacterial thing. Felt like my insides were trying to escape out my ass.”
She made an ugh face. “Fine. Whatever. If you can’t help, get out of the way. If you’re contagious, why the hell are you in my kitchen?”
“I’m not touching anything. I need Melody’s address. She borrowed my book and I got a test tomorrow.”
Merle didn’t even go through the “not university policy” routine, she just pulled the plastic stretchy bracelet off her wrist that had her office key on it. She wrinkled her nose as she handed it to me with forefinger and thumb. “Just leave it in there and leave the door unlocked. I’ll come lock up when I’m through here.”
“Thanks, Merle.” She’d no doubt bring a can of Lysol with her.
I walked through the noisy kitchen back to her little phone-booth-sized office and let myself in. I slid into her seat at her little metal desk with the shelves about caving in over my head piled with binders leaking yellowed paper. The computer screen was so old it looked like an antique, if antique computers are a thing.
I pulled up the right file and wrote Melody’s address and phone number down on my hand with one of Merle’s pens. I hesitated, then went ahead and looked up a couple other addresses while I was at it. Then I stole one of her energy bars out of her drawer. I felt like I hadn’t eaten in two years.

Melody lived in a neighborhood of falling-down houses just off campus, the ones with the asphalt shingle siding where the pizza guys won’t deliver.
I was worried Melody wouldn’t be there, but when I rang the bell she opened right up. She gave me a wan little smile, like she’d been expecting me.
Based on the number of broken plastic toys in the front yard, she lived with her family. The couch looked like somebody was using it for a permanent bed, and the coffee table was buried under pizza boxes and empty cans of beer and soda. There were sleepy flies buzzing in the windows and the place smelled like the inside of a hot lunchbox. It made my place look like the Four Seasons.
She led me back to the kitchen. The counter was heaped with dirty dishes and pots and pans. She sat down at the piled-high table, pulled her bare foot up onto her ripped vinyl seat, and gave me a tired smile. “You want a soda?”
“Sure.”
She pointed to the fridge. I helped myself to a can of generic orange soda and sat down at the table with her, keeping clear of the sticky top. I popped my can open and drank. Tasted like kids’ cold medicine.
Melody was picking at her toenail polish. “I figured you’d come over after I saw you out there.” She raised her eyes to mine. “I’m sorry you got involved.”
I wiped the back of my hand across my mouth. “I’m not really involved. Yet.”
Her eyebrows went up. “Really? Well, that’s great. Good for you. If they don’t have you in it, though, why—?” She trailed off and frowned at me, like she was trying to puzzle it out.
“How’d they get you?”
She sighed, rested her chin on her knee, went back to picking at her toes. “Oh. Same way they get all the girls. Robby’s the one who got me in there at first, the little shit.”
“How’d he do it?”
She shrugged, embarrassed. Her face turned a little red, and she didn’t look up at me. She glanced over at the doorway. “It’s so stupid, but he got me in the food locker at work. I was so dumb. He told me he liked me.” She rolled her eyes. “I didn’t care anything about him until he said that. I can’t believe I fell for it. But he was being real nice to me, kept pulling me in the locker every chance he got. Finally, things…” She pinked up some more. “… progressed. Stuff happened. Then he took me out there one day to show me where he worked. Took me into one of those rooms. I was so weirded out. I didn’t know what they were doing there, right?” She glanced up at me. “Then he showed me on the laptop how he’d been taping us. In the food locker. He had video.”
She lifted both her hands and pressed them to her face, like she was checking herself for fever. “He said nobody’d seen it yet, but they could if he said so. And he said he wanted me to do some things on camera. And I’d get paid. And if I didn’t, then maybe he’d show that tape to his friends. And other people.”
She shook her head. “God, stupid, right? So stupid.” She looked out the window. “He said the stuff we did at the building wouldn’t show my face, but then after I did it — and they made me sign a form saying I wanted to do it — after that, he showed it to me and goddamn it if they didn’t have a second webcam that totally did show my face. And he said nobody would have to see that part, unless I did anything to piss them off. And if I did, it would go on the internet.”
She looked at me then. “I’m the first one in my family to go to college. I’m barely making it with my loans and that stupid cafeteria job. I tried doing telemarketing but the pay was so bad, and I was getting strung out from not sleeping enough. I can’t let my grades slip too far down or I’ll get kicked out of school. I’m not making excuses. I’m just saying, when he offered me that money, I didn’t just want it. I needed it.” She bit her lip. “I didn’t know what I was getting into. It just snowballed.”
“I understand.”
“I wanted out of it right away, but Robby said I knew I couldn’t quit. He said my parents would get a DVD in the mail.” She shivered. “He had a little flash drive — one of those little plastic things you can store files on. He called it his ‘insurance’. He used to take it out of his pocket and waggle it at me at work. God, how I hate that son of a bitch. I’d like to kill him for what he did to me.”
As fast as she flared up, she wilted back down. “How’d you end up out there if they don’t have anything on you?”
I set my can down on the table, pushing aside a pile of junk mail. “They want me to find a girl for them.”
She got real still. “What girl?”
“I don’t know. Somebody that Robby and Ramón had but she got loose from them. They think I can find her and bring her back. And they’re holding a friend of mine until I do.”
She didn’t say anything, so I knew she knew who the girl was. I just looked at her.
She licked her lips. “Would you do that? Trade some girl in for your friend?”
“No.”
She looked relieved. Why did she believe me? In her place, I wouldn’t have believed a word I said. “But I need to know who she is and what her story is.”
She shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“Yeah you do.”
She put both feet on the floor and crossed her arms tight across her chest. “Believe me, if somebody manages to get away from them, I wouldn’t help them find her, even if I knew where she was. And I don’t.”
I just looked at her. “What if they found out that you know where she is?”
She turned pale and licked her lips again. “But I—”
A little boy with dirty blonde hair appeared at the doorway and goggled at us. He looked around seven or eight. He had a dirty face and a dirty shirt and no shoes on. He stared at me and I stared back at him.
Melody jumped out of her chair and stomped a foot at him, sending him running. “And stay out, Dylan! I mean it!”
She slumped back down in her chair. “My brother.”
I took a deep breath. “Let’s cut the bullshit, Melody. I think you want to deal with me instead of them. I need to know who the girl is and what her story is.”
“But you said—”
“You need to not worry about it and just let me take care of it.”
She was digging her fingers into the skin on her arms and chewing her bottom lip like she was an animal caught in a trap trying to bite its way out. I let her wrestle with it and work it out in her own mind.
“I don’t want to … shit.” She started to cry a little. I looked away. My own arms were crossed now. There wasn’t going to be any girl hugging session here. When she let me in, she was acting like we’d both been inducted into the same sad little club. Like we’d both been felt up by the same social studies teacher in the back of the bus on a field trip. Like we should have a secret handshake or something. Now she was going to have to rat out one of the club members to save herself.
In the end, she told me everything. When I left, I felt like I’d beaten her up, and she looked it. She looked like telling me the story had bruised her inside and out.
This is what she told me.
They started out by paying guys on campus to give them naked pictures and videos of their ex-girlfriends. Then they blackmailed the girls into coming in and doing stuff on camera. They had them sign forms saying they were doing it of their own free will and they gave them money. They probably pulled the same scam they pulled on Melody — told them they wouldn’t show their face, but used a second webcam to get a different angle. Then they could blackmail them again, and they’d be in it even deeper.
They checked IDs to make sure all the girls were at least 18, but they favored the ones who looked younger.
The girl who was missing was called Celia.
Celia was a skinny little thing who looked 12, Melody said. She wasn’t the type to usually get attention from guys, so when a good-looking guy started paying attention to her, she was flattered. She fell for his bullshit hook, line, and sinker.
It was GLG who did it. Melody didn’t even like saying his real name: Glenn. She said it in a whisper. She didn’t know his last name. She said he brought in a lot of girls. “They get bonuses for the girls they bring in. Like a bounty.” Glenn was so good at it, they called him the Collector.
She told the rest of the story in a strained and quiet voice, like it was making her sick to remember it. It was making me sick to hear it.
“Celia was so upset when Glenn showed her what he had on video, she threw up. They made me and another girl go in and clean her up, calm her down. There wasn’t much to say. We’d all been caught the same way.”
Melody kept shaking her head over and over. “But what they did to Celia was worse, way worse. They basically raped her on camera. They got her to sign something first, saying she was doing it because she wanted to do it. She couldn’t say no. And she’s no actress. But they didn’t care. It wasn’t like they wanted her to pretend like she liked it.
“They got some boy they found drunk or high and told him she was into it and she was going to act like she was being forced. The boy was good-looking, like a TV star, and he had, um, well, he looked good naked if you know what I mean. Then after, they told him he really raped her and it’s all on camera. Now they’ve got him, too. They’re telling him he’s going to go to prison if he doesn’t do whatever they say.”
She wiped away a tear. “Once they have that video, they have your whole life. Because if they put it on the internet, everybody’s going to know. Your grandma, your boss. Later, when you get married, your husband … your kids, even. You’re never going to get away from it. You can maybe change your name, but you can’t change your face. And you can’t run away, either. The internet is everywhere.”
She leaned forward and touched me on the knee. I saw it coming and I didn’t flinch. She didn’t need any shame from me. She had plenty for herself.
“Darla, if they don’t have you for anything, don’t go back there. Just don’t go back. Once they have you for something, they own you. Do you understand? That boy they tricked, the one with Celia? He cried afterward like he was crying at his own mama’s funeral. Do you understand? And now we’re all even more scared than before. We don’t want them setting us up like that, so they can get us to do … other things.” Her eyes filled up again. “I’m telling you, if you can stay away from them, stay far, far away.”
“I don’t understand how they get away with it. That can’t be legal — there’s no paper you can sign that gives someone permission to rape you.”
She gave a real deep sigh. “I don’t know. It’s probably not, but they signed it, right? I mean, what’re they going to do? Tell the cops? Tell their parents? The whole reason they get trapped in the first place is because they don’t want anyone to know. Then it just gets worse and worse and they want to keep it a secret even more.”
She avoided looking me in the eyes. “Plus, I know it’s wrong but … the money. Some of them really need it. They get roped into it and then the money starts coming…” She bit her lip. “Some girls get a bonus if their stuff does well. They offer you more money than the others.” She stared down at her toes and shrugged. “My stuff’s pretty popular.”
Oh, Melody. Poor, stupid Melody who loves animals and wants to spend her life looking at run-over dogs and mangled cats.
I asked her if the guys I saw at the building, the thugs keeping guard, were ones who’d been blackmailed.
Her eyes turned dark. “No, not those guys. They want to be there. They’re into it.” She gave me a bleak look. “It’s the money, but they like the rest of it. They … like hurting people. And watching people get hurt.”
The amateur porn business must pay well if the geek could keep so many creeps on staff. “Does the geek work for somebody else?”
She frowned and shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. He sure seems like the boss.”
“You’ve never seen anybody else out there?”
“No. Well, there’s one guy, but he definitely works for the boss.”
“Who?”
“Big fat guy. Some kind of computer guy, I guess.”
“Young or old?”
“Young. Our age or thereabouts.” She looked exhausted. She wiped her eyes and looked at me. “What’re you going to do?”
“I don’t know yet.”
“Are you going to hunt down Celia?” Her voice broke a little. I could tell that by making her tell me, I’d made her feel even worse about herself than she did before.
“I don’t know.”
Her eyes filled with tears again and her mouth trembled.
“Calm down, Melody.” I leaned forward, planted my elbows on my knees. I looked up into her destroyed face and raised my eyebrows. “What does Celia look like?”

Robby’s apartment building and mine could have been twins. In fact, we only lived a few blocks away from each other. I didn’t have to break in when I got there, because the door in back was propped open. A guy sitting there smoking a cigarette just nodded at me as I went past. When I got up to Robby’s floor, I didn’t have to jimmy the door because I found his extra key under a loose piece of carpet a few feet away. Robby’s not exactly a Mensa candidate.
The apartment was rank and stuffy. It was like pressing your nose to a taxi floor mat and breathing in deep. It smelled like old gym clothes, old food, and cat pee. I flung my arm over my nose and went over to yank the windows open and let in some air.
The living room looked like garage sale central. A cockroach peeked out of a pizza box and waved his feelers at me.
The story of Robby’s life as told by his apartment was depressing. A cheap TV set, a beat-up video game system, a tangle of wires as big as a dog. Worn-out porn mags on the coffee table. Carpet that had never seen a vacuum cleaner. A sofa that looked like it had lived through a couple floods and maybe even a touch of fire.
The bathroom was straight off a don’t-do-meth billboard.
There were yellow and brown striped sheets tacked up over the windows in the bedroom, giving everything an odd golden hue. I could hear flies buzzing. I didn’t want to touch those sheets to open another window.
A laminated desk at the foot of the bed was piled with crap — wrinkly magazines and scarred video game cases and used tissues. The only thing not thickly overlaid with dust and threads of cobweb was a perfectly clean square in the center — presumably where his computer used to sit.
There was another smell in the bedroom, unfortunately familiar. It was so hot and close in there, I had to wipe the sweat off my forehead before I made myself look on the other side of the bed. There, soaked into the carpet and bedeviled by the aforementioned flies, was a big sticky patch of blood.
There wasn’t enough there to definitely confirm his demise. I walked over and eased his closet door further open with the toe of my shoe. Wherever he went after he leaked some essential fluids, he took off without his shoes or his fake leather jacket. I suppose he could have had a second pair of shoes — although I doubt it. But I’d never seen him without the jacket, unless he was exchanging it for his apron at work.
They’d come for his computer and maybe him, but it didn’t look like they’d picked through the rest of his stuff yet. They’d be back. There was maybe no hurry, depending on whether that blood was from an appendage or a vital organ.
On the way over, I’d thought about an old black-and-white detective movie I saw on TV awhile back. The detective was searching some guy’s apartment for a key. I can’t remember if he found it or if it was revealed later on, but the key was hidden inside a bar of soap in the bathroom.
Now that’s good hiding.
On the other hand, this is Robby we’re talking about. Robby whose apartment key was stashed three feet from his front door. I felt around in the pockets of that cheap brown plasticky jacket and found the thumb drive snapped into one of the chest pockets. It doesn’t take a master sleuth to deal with the short-bus contingent.
I pocketed the bit of plastic and took a hard look around the room. I knew I should check under his mattress, but the thought turned my stomach, and my stomach was already uneasy.
Then I heard an exclamation from the sidewalk down in front of the building. I stepped quick back into the living room and to the window to peek out. Two of the thugs from the industrial park were goggling up at Robby’s open windows, evidently surprised to see someone was home. Either they weren’t expecting him or maybe they weren’t expecting his ghost to need fresh air. They pounded up the front steps double time.
I was close to rabbiting out the back when my thoughts turned sleuthward again. Robby’s closet had an attic access in the ceiling. Lickety-split I was back in the bedroom hefting myself up there, one foot braced on the door jamb. I was just settling the square of plywood back down when they burst in.
If I thought I was hot before in that hellhole of an apartment, I didn’t know how hot it could get in an unventilated attic surrounded by fiberglass insulation that stuck to my sweaty skin, my hair, and my clothes until I thought I was going to die of lung cancer or get baked to death or both before I ever got out of there.
If it was a TV show, those two thugs would have chit-chatted to each other and run through all the details of their boss’s operation, where their money was hid, their evil intentions, and every other thing, but it not being a TV show, they didn’t say a damn thing but just grunted at each other as they tossed the apartment to bits.
Whatever was under Robby’s nasty mattress was theirs along with whatever was hiding under his furniture, in his drawers, and in his kitchen cabinets. I crouched there breathing in insulation and feeling more and more like I was going to pass out, waiting for them to say something useful. It never came.
I heard one of them come back into the closet underneath me and root around again. Evidently they hadn’t found what they were looking for yet. I really doubted it was the little chunk of plastic in my pocket — I’m sure Robby’s boss would have thought it was a bad idea to carry evidence of his crimes around on his person. Still…
The square of plywood I was crouched over suddenly came up. Oh shit. They were going to make sure Robby didn’t stash something up here. Why hadn’t I thought of that?
This wasn’t a granny attic with a solid floor, a headless rocking horse, and a sea captain’s chest — this was just two-by-fours and cancer-causing pads of insulation and mouse shit. And walls of hell-hot darkness pressing in on all sides.
The plywood square bobbled under me like a pot lid dancing over boiling water as the guy in the closet tried to figure out why it wouldn’t lift right up. He was probably becoming more convinced by the second that he’d found Robby’s secret stash.
The bit of light that his fumbling let in was just enough for me to hotfoot it up and backwards, keeping my feet on the two-by-fours so I didn’t shock anyone by suddenly making a leg appear through the ceiling. I grabbed for the joist above my head and caught splintery wood with one hand but just a fistful of insulation with the other, teetered for one bad second pinwheeling uselessly, then froze in place, my heart hammering so loud I couldn’t hear what was happening below.
The plywood square was up and a hand was crab-walking its way around the opening, feeling for treasure. Then I heard his voice, plain as day: “You got a flashlight or something?”
“No, I don’t got a fucking flashlight.”
“Hand me that lamp, then. I got to make sure he didn’t stick nothing up here.”
“Shit. It don’t reach.”
“Unplug it, shithead. Plug it in right there. Give it to me.”
The lamp came rising up into the black attic like a miniature sun as I let myself silently down into Robby’s neighbor’s apartment.

Lucky for me, there was no one home. I could have hung out awhile, waited till the coast was good and clear, maybe even grabbed a quick shower, but I could feel the dregs of my luck ebbing away. I went out the back window onto the fire escape and dropped ten feet from the guy smoking his cigarette. His mouth fell open, the cigarette dangling from his lower lip, as I gave him a small salute. I was covered in bits of pink insulation.
Robby had a computer and they took it. They came back to make sure he was gone or else — if they knew he was gone for good — make sure he didn’t have anything else they wanted. That, or they were looking for something specific.
Ramón was either still a big carpet burrito or he was dead or he was otherwise preoccupied. I doubted they’d let him go. It looked like they had plans for him.
Maybe they hadn’t tossed his apartment yet. Maybe he still had his computer.

Ramón’s apartment was on the other side of town, closer to Melody’s place. He rented the basement from a Hispanic family with about two dozen kids, most of whom stared at me at I walked up and examined his below-ground door.
“Donde esta la key?,” I asked them, miming opening the door. Foreign languages are not my strong suit.
One little kid with big chocolate eyes pointed silently to the porch light, where, once I looked, I could see the outline of Ramón’s key where it leaned against the glass. Again, we’re not talking Mensa material here.
I was fully prepared to tell his landlord that I was his girlfriend. If she argued with me and said Ramón had some other girlfriend, I was fully prepared to pitch a fit about him cheating on me. But, as it turned out, she wasn’t interested enough to trudge downstairs and ask.
The inside of his place was dark and dank. I snapped on a light and tried to be quick. This place didn’t have a back door.
His computer was still sitting there. No one had come to collect it yet. I powered it up and confirmed that he wasn’t smart enough to keep it password protected, then fired up his web browser.
I had an idea that his history might feature his boss’s website, and I was right. There was a public portion that was sickening enough — especially if you knew the story behind it — but there was a private portion, too. It required a password, thoughtfully scrawled on a sticky note and stuck to the side of the computer by Ramón.
I sat perched on the old kitchen chair Ramón had used as a desk chair, trying not to sit but unable to hover that long. It was deadly quiet in the basement. With the heavy wooden door shut, the earth pressing in on all sides muffled the shrieks of the kids playing outside. There was a loud ticking clock and a hum in the walls and I could feel the moisture seeping through the cement all around me. I clicked through to the back room of the geek’s website and tried to prepare myself for degradation.
After a few minutes I knew that they’d lied about hiding the girls’ faces. A few minutes after that I saw Melody and stopped looking.
I fingered the plastic flash drive in my pocket. Melody’s “insurance” was no good to her if her worst nightmare was already on the internet.
I went through Ramón’s desk. I could hear my internal time clock clicking down. How many minutes was it safe to linger here? I found a stack of DVDs in plastic cases, no labels, just numbers written with a marker.
I put in disc #1 and found a collection of files dedicated to unwilling encounters. Melody’s handsome campus boy and Celia were on there.
Disc #2 was pictures of kids. I stopped after the fourth one, too sick at my stomach to go on. I’d never get this garbage out of my head. It was in there for good now.
I didn’t want to look at disc #3. I figured household pets were the only thing left and I didn’t want to know. I stuck all the DVDs inside my backpack and walked out.

The fat man took a long time opening his door, balancing a grocery bag and a pizza box, a six-pack hanging from his finger, jangling a key ring and swearing under his breath.
He shut the door and shot home three deadbolts, dropped the keys on a table, and turned around to take his load of foodstuffs to the kitchen.
That’s when he saw me sitting in his chair in front of his computer set-up. It was a pretty intense set-up, almost as good as the geek’s. A big table with a lot of computer screens and it floated a few feet from the wall. There was no regular living room furniture. Why buy a couch if you don’t have friends, right? He probably watched some form of TV there on his computer. This chair I was sitting in, a fake-leather throne made for a extra-big man, was comfortable enough to spend 18 hours a day in, which is about what I estimated for his routine.
I sat there with my legs crossed, my fingers laced together in my lap. There was one little lamp by the door and another on the desk behind me.
The shock could have killed him. He looks like a man courting his first heart attack. He dropped the bag and hugged the pizza box with both arms like it was a baby.
“Hello, Marcus.”
“Wh—who are you?”
I unfolded myself from the chair. It was so big I almost had to hop down to the floor from it. He was clear across the room and still he shrank back a little. I’m a girl, small of stature, slight of build. I guess I was giving off a foreboding aura. His fingers were digging into that cardboard box and I imagine his legs were shaking inside those XXXL jeans.
“Sit down, Marcus. I need to talk to you.”
He walked over obediently and sat in his chair, still holding the pizza box against his chest like a schoolbook. He licked his lips. “Who sent you?”
I dragged over one of his kitchen chairs and sat it down a few feet away. I really didn’t want to get that close.
“I have some questions for you about the geek.”
Unlike the thugs I’d been dealing with, Marcus had a fully functioning brain. He got on the same page quick. He didn’t pretend he didn’t know who I was talking about.
“How’d you find me?”
“Well, Marcus, that was fairly easy. I called the pizza places on campus and asked them if they had a customer who was a really fat guy on the young side. There were two of you, and the other guy didn’t have seven computers.”
He sputtered.
“It’s hard to go underground when you weigh 400 pounds, Marcus. That’s why they’ll have to bury you in a piano case.”
“What do you want from me?”
“I want you to tell me about the geek’s business.”
He looked at me warily. “Can I eat while we talk?”
“Sure.”
He set his pizza down on his lap and opened the lid, peeked inside and sighed. “Man…”
“Focus, Marcus.”
“Okay, shoot.” And he scraped up some cheese, dropped it on a triangle of crust and stuffed it in his mouth.
“I know what he’s doing out there. I want to know how the computer side works.”
“All right.” He talked around a mouthful of pizza. “He created a darknet — a private place online where certain trusted individuals can upload and download stuff anonymously. Share their hobbies.”
“Like kiddie porn.”
He choked. “No! Hey, no way — no kids. It’s not the material that’s hush-hush. It’s the customer. They want to be untraceable, see? They want to keep their proclivities to themselves.”
“Proclivities like they enjoy watching college girls get raped?”
He shoved the pizza box onto his desk with one hand and waved the other at me dismissively. “No, no, look — it’s all surface. Just look and feel. It’s not for real.”
“That’s not what I heard.”
“Well, you heard wrong. I mean, that’s the flavor of what he’s selling, sure, but it’s just a show they’re putting on. It’s what the customer wants.”
“Really. ’Cause I heard the girls weren’t willing and the geek blackmails them into putting on that show.”
“No. Absolutely not. Trust me, nobody around here wants to go to prison.”
I sat there, taking his measure, wondering if he was for real.
“I want to know how to pull the plug on the geek’s operation.”
He shook his head. “You can’t pull the plug. I mean, you can take out his local stuff but it’s all out there." He gestured wide, indicating the whole world. “It’s like a spiderweb — something flies in and breaks one part of the web, the rest still holds. The spider just fixes the part that’s broken. You can’t get to all of it. That’s the beauty of it. You just replace the equipment, set up somewhere else, and plug back in.”
“So I can’t kill it then.”
“Nope. It’s not a single thing that can die. It’s a network. It’s a system. It’s a whole group of people trading data. If one part goes dark, the rest will just keep going. Then a new part can start up somewhere else.”
I exhaled in frustration, ran my fingers through my hair. “What’s the point of it, then? His darknet? How does it make him money?”
He leaned back. “Well, these things don’t just happen. Somebody makes them happen. He makes it happen, and people pay him to be a part of it. They want a safe place to — you know. They don’t want it to get back to their wives or their bosses or whatever.”
I gave him a black look. “The internet is forever.”
He smiled. “Exactly. If you don’t want to leave a trail, you need something like this.”
“So I can’t kill it.”
“No. Even if his office shuts down, there’s no way to get the data back. It’s out there and circulating. They’ll all just move to a new network if this one stops functioning. He’ll just set it up again somewhere else.”
The knowledge that there was nothing I could do to fix it felt like a burning in my stomach and my chest. There wasn’t a gun or a knife or a rock that could reverse the damage the geek had done. There wasn’t anything you could blow up that would get those girls back their innocence.
I stood up from my chair, and Marcus flinched. He was jittery for a big man.
“What are your proclivities, Marcus?”
He blushed.
“Do you avail yourself of the geek’s porn offerings?”
He cleared his throat. “That’s not my kind of thing.”
“Never?” I packed a lot of disbelief into that one word.
He pointed limply to one of his computer screens. “I’m a gamer. That’s how I spend my free time, when I’m not coding. I’m a level 90 elite—”
“Uh huh.” I unzipped my backpack and pulled out the three DVDs I took from Ramón’s.
“No offense, Marcus, but you really need to get out more.”
I handed him the first DVD. He just looked at it, then at me. I pointed to his computer.
He opened the case very slowly, hesitated, and turned to ask me a question. My expression made him hurry up and put the damn thing in.
A list of files came up. I leaned over and pointed to the one I wanted him to open.
“Please don’t touch the—”
“Marcus, so help me God I will break this monitor over your head if you don’t hurry the fuck up.”
He swallowed hard and double-clicked on the file.
I leaned over him and floated my head over his left shoulder and rested my hand lightly on his right shoulder. “See that little girl? She isn’t putting on a show, Marcus. She’s getting raped by that happy boy there who’s been told that she is just acting a part. He doesn’t know he’s raping her. He didn’t find out until after.”
Marcus turned green. It really was a high-quality picture on that screen. He fumbled for the keyboard to stop the video, grabbed his trash can, and puked into it.
I went back to my chair.
“I don’t think you’re an evil person, Marcus. I don’t think you meant to help make this. But you deserve to be punished.”
He kept a hold of the garbage can like he might have another go. His hands were shaking. He choked out his question. “What are you going to do to me?”
“I could turn you in to the cops and you could spend some time in county jail. You’d probably come out with a lifetime of empathy for what those girls went through.”
He turned from green to gray. “Please … no.”
“No. I thought of something easier. You’re going to look at every single image on this DVD." And I held up the disc marked #2.
I pulled my chair to where I could see his face but wouldn’t have to see the screen. I wanted to make sure he didn’t turn away or shut his eyes, but I didn’t need to see anymore of those hellish images myself. I wished I could burn away what I’d already seen.
He looked at four pictures before he started crying. He only made it through a dozen more files before I let him stop. His big shoulders were shaking and his face was swollen. I was pretty sure he couldn’t really see anymore anyway.
It seemed like an appropriate punishment. He didn’t look close enough at what the geek was doing with his business. He took the money and looked the other way.
So I made him look.

I ended up sleeping in Melody’s bed that night. She was relieved when I showed up alone. She said she could bunk with her sister. I wasn’t in any active danger, and neither was she. The geek and his crew weren’t looking for me — they wanted me out here doing their job for them. So I wedged a chair under the door handle, climbed into Melody’s grimy sheets, and fell into a hard sleep.
I woke up six hours later just before dawn. I had the beginnings of a plan in mind the night before, and my brain had worked it out while I was sleeping. I lay there and stared up at the cracks in the ceiling and ticked down the list of things I needed to do.
Melody wasn’t keen on lending me money, but I told her the guys at the building had taken everything I had, and she sighed and gave me forty bucks. It wasn’t even close to enough, but I accepted it because I knew she didn’t have more.
I took a shower in her grungy bathroom, making sure not to touch the curtain. God only knew what diseases were lurking there. And I say this as a person who has stayed in a lot of no-star establishments.
I spent some of Melody’s money buying breakfast, then went to the drugstore and bought black hair dye. I walked to the student union and went to the ladies room in the basement. That early in the morning, I had the place to myself. I dyed my hair in the sink. It made a huge stinking mess.
I didn’t have time to get across town to the thrift store, so I had to waste too much cash on a shirt I’d never want to wear again, way tighter and pinker than I’d usually wear. Then I stopped in the hardware store.
I have a pretty good internal clock, so I didn’t bother asking anyone what time it was. I wasn’t sweating. I had till four and I didn’t need nearly that long.
My new black hair and my new pink shirt made me feel like I was wearing a Halloween costume. I had to walk all the way across campus feeling like a fool with a neon sign over my head saying “Look at me.” I tried to use the time to get more used to looking like that. It didn’t work.
I arrived outside the Dramatic Arts building and saw exactly what I was looking for: a bunch of theatre types standing around looking arty and pretentious. One of them was wearing a Shakespeare get-up and holding a fake sword. Another had on obvious stage make-up.
I walked up to them. “One of you guys have a car?”
The one who had a car was thankfully not the one in costume. “Uh, yeah. I do.” He was skinny and blonde and wearing a t-shirt with the comedy and drama masks on it. Guess which it’s going to be today, theatre boy.
I crooked my finger at him and led him away from the crowd. “Some friends and I are filming a little movie and the guy who was supposed to drive this afternoon bailed on us. You interested?”
Was he interested? Yeah, he was interested. He immediately looked back at his friends, then leaned toward me and pitched his voice low. He didn’t want to share. “What’s the film? Where’s the set?”
“Industrial park on the edge of town. It’s a thriller. How well do you drive?”
He had stars in his eyes. “I drive great. Industrial park? Cool. Will I have lines?”
I shook my head. “Not this afternoon. We just need you to drive. But if you do a good job…”
“Sure, sure. When?”
“What time is it now?”
He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and looked at it. “Eleven-thirty.”
“If you’re free, we can shoot it now.”
“Well…” He hesitated.
“But if you’re busy, I can find someone else.” I looked back over at his friends.
“No! No, now’s fine. I can go now.”
“Okay, then. Where’s your car?”

His car was reasonable — a dark sedan that looked like a million other cars. When we got out to the edge of town I had him pull over and take the license plates off. I handed him the dollar screwdriver I’d picked up earlier. While he was doing that, I sat in the back and got ready.
I wrapped clear packing tape around and around my ankles, holding them carefully apart the distance I wanted them to be. Then I used my new pocketknife to saw through the tape. I experimented a little with another small piece of tape until I got it where it looked solid but I could rip it right open just by kicking my foot.
By that time, my driver was done taking the plates off and was admiring my work.
I had him help me with my wrists. The first layer by my skin was doubled so the tape wouldn’t pull my arm hair off. I had him wrap my wrists and then use my knife to cut me loose again. He concentrated so hard, his tongue was poking out the side of his mouth. I had him cut the tape on the underside of my hands, where it wouldn’t show.
We experimented some more until we got it to where it looked real but came right off. Then I told him I needed to borrow his phone.
I walked a few feet down the road. I dialed a random number, let it ring a couple times, then killed the call. I talked into the dead phone, being quick and hoping it wouldn’t ring in my ear and give me away.
“Hey, I found a guy—”
He interrupted me, calling over from the car: “Lance!”
“—Lance to drive the car. Yeah, he seems great. He’s in the theatre department, too.” I gave Lance a thumbs-up and he gave me two in return, beaming. “We’re ready to shoot it. We’ll be there in the next ten minutes. Yeah. Okay. No problem.”
I turned around and tossed him his phone. “Let’s go over this one more time. We only have enough tape to shoot it once.”
Lance looked a little confused. “Are you using tape? Aren’t you—?”
“Yeah, the producer’s old school. We can only do it once. Don’t come back, or you’re going to spoil the shoot and they won’t ask you back again. Understand?”
“Yes. Totally.” He nodded.
“Tell me what you’re supposed to do.”
He recited obediently. “I pull up to the door and slow way down but don’t stop. You roll out of the backseat onto the ground. When you’re clear, I punch it and drive away fast. I take off down the road.”
“And don’t come back.”
“And I don’t come back.”
We got back in the car and taped my ankles and my wrists up again. I directed him to the industrial park.
He was excited. “Will you be able to see me? On screen?”
“Not in this scene. Next time, though.”
“Do you need me today? Because I could come back later or meet you guys wherever you’re shooting next. It’s no problem.”
“This is all we’re doing today, but I’ve got your number. We’ll work you in for something else. As long as you do this right and don’t mess it up, I’m sure they’ll use you again.”
“That’d be great. You know, my parents think being in drama is a waste of tuition money. I was in plays in high school, I mean I starred in plays in high—”
“Okay, we’re almost there. Lance — remember, do not stomp the gas until I am clear. Be careful. I don’t want you driving over me.”
“I can handle it — no worries! Do you do your own stunts like this all the time?”
“Unfortunately, yes.”

On their grainy black-and-white monitor, they saw a car pull up without stopping, the back door open, and a girl get pushed out onto the gravel. She rolled to a stop and started struggling against her restraints. The car peeled away.
There was no one else.
After a minute, the door opened and a thug stood there, looking down on me, my hair in my face, my cries muffled by the piece of tape pressed across my mouth, my pink shirt riding up and showing my belly. He looked left and right and then called to someone inside. The two of them hauled me up by the armpits and dragged me in.

They dumped me on the floor and I squirmed to sit up with my back against the wall, my head hanging down and my hair in my face. I was careful not to accidentally rip the tape off my hands and wrists.
One of them nudged me with the toe of his shoe.
“Who’re you, little girl? I didn’t know we were getting deliveries now.”
He looked over at his friend.
“Maybe we should keep her tied up, what do you think?”
He leaned over and trailed his finger down my cheek, my neck, and then pulled my shirt open to look down inside it.
A plastic intercom on the wall buzzed. The second guy walked over to it and punched the button. Creepy geek’s voice came out: “Bring that girl back to me.”
“Sure, boss.”
When he turned around, I was up and the other guy was already dead.
I didn’t want to use a gun. Too loud, and I didn’t want the others to have any warning. I was sure GLG was there somewhere. He wouldn’t miss me coming back with Celia. And the geek was obviously in the house. I didn’t want them to know I was coming.
Thug #2, the doorman. His mouth fell open when he turned around and saw me standing there holding the knife, my hands and feet loose, my hair back from my now-familiar face, and his colleague lying at my feet. If he’d had a better response time — if he’d had the least bit of protective reflexes — he would have grabbed that card table by the corner and flung it at me. Instead, he just stood there while I lifted thug #1’s gun up and leveled it at his chest.
“Turn around and face the wall.”
He turned around.
“Hands on the wall.”
He put his hands on the wall.
I had second thoughts about coming close enough to use the knife. It wasn’t my preferred weapon. This knife, I mean — the cheapie I got from the hardware store. In general, a knife is my preferred weapon. Mine was in my backpack somewhere in this building. His arms and legs were tense, and he turned his head just a hair to glance back at me over his shoulder.
“You don’t scare me, you little bitch.”
“See? That’s the difference between you and me. I don’t use guns to intimidate people. I use guns to shoot people.”
And then I shot him in the back.

The noise was extremely loud in that small space by the metal door, but the others were way at the other end of the building. I listened carefully and heard nothing. No screams, no running feet. I hoped there were no girls in the building. If there were, I’d have to order them out, and now they’d have to step over two dead guys along the way.
I patted down their pockets in case they had something I could use. Thug #1 had a handful of Polaroids in his front pocket. The girl did not look like she was enjoying herself. I dropped them on the floor.
I put thug #2’s gun in the back of my waistband and the cheap knife into my right front pocket. I held the other gun with a two-hand grip and walked carefully down the hallway, checking each room as I passed it. Nobody.
I edged carefully to the end of the hall where it opened up into that big room. I crouched down and did a quick peek. I could see under the desks. No one there. On the far side was the darkened hallway where the creepy geek’s office was. Off to my left were a couple of closed doors and the half-open door to the kitchenette. All was quiet. The only noise was the grinding of the ice machine in the kitchen and the buzz and crackle of the fluorescent lights.
I ran lightly on tiptoes down to the far hallway and quickly checked around the corner. Nobody.
I stood to the side of the geek’s office door as far away as I could get and still reach it by stretching out. I rapped my knuckle against the fake woodgrain: two taps.
Somebody on the other side put three quick bullets through the center of the door, splintering it all to hell. When the shots faded away, I could hear labored breathing from inside. It sounded about six feet on the other side of the door. Whoever it was was listening carefully and probably trying to peer through their new XXL peep hole.
I hunkered down and sat on my heels, reached around and shot three times through the door, about 18 inches off the floor. Something connected with flesh and bone, and whoever I hit was screaming as he went down.
I kicked the door down. Thug #3 was lying on his back on the floor, eyes trying to look up into his own brain, fingers spasming on the gun still lying on his open hand. I kicked it away.
It had been so dark in there the day before, I’d missed that there weren’t just windows covered up, but also an outside door. It was ajar now. I walked over and yanked it open. An empty concrete parking lot where the geek’s car had probably been sitting when I came in the front. He must’ve taken off when he heard the gunshot. He could have taken his bodyguard with him, but he left him behind to die. I looked down at him. He wasn’t twitching anymore.
I heard a scuffle in a nearby room, like a mouse in the wall, but bigger. A rat.
I stepped in the hallway and listened. It was coming from one of the rooms off the kitchen.
I walked over. There was the muffled sound of struggle and complaint, then a heavy thud and silence. I took a quick step to the far side of the door and ever so gently checked the doorknob. Locked.
The doors in this place were built of something only slightly more substantial than balsa. I thought about it for a second, scratched my chin with my thumb.
“Hey Glenn.”
Silence.
“Your boss took off. There’s nobody else here.”
I heard movement inside that sounded like GLG dragging Lucas. I backed up and edged myself into the kitchen. The ice machine was between me and his gun now.
The door banged open and he came out into the hall holding Lucas like a limp doll. He was having trouble holding his dead weight with just one arm while he held his gun with the other. He kind of propped Lucas up with his knee.
“You going to walk him all the way outside like that?”
He couldn’t even go three feet. Lucas started to slip down and he had to grab for him with both hands. I stepped out into the hall with my gun aimed toward his head, squinting carefully down the sight.
He’d finally lost a little of his cool. “I’ll shoot him.” He had one arm wrapped around Lucas and the gun pointed up at his chin. “Get that fucking gun off me.” I could see him taking in my changed appearance and trying to figure it out, pressing his brain to work a little harder than it was used to.
“I told you,” I said patiently, “I just met him yesterday. Go ahead and shoot him. Then I’ll shoot you.”
“If you don’t care about him, why’d you come back?”
He was holding Lucas’s belt with his free hand and the strain of holding him up — maybe mixed with the sight of me holding a gun on him and the overwhelming silence in the rest of the building — was making a vein in his temple pop out. He was sweating like he was bench-pressing his top weight and there was no one there to spot him.
His eyes shot sideways back to the room he’d come out of like he was thinking of jumping back in there.
I was only standing ten feet away. I thought about taking the top of his head off but that high up on his skull I wasn’t sure this crappy ammo would penetrate. I shot him in the leg instead.
He screamed and dropped both Lucas and the gun, staggering backward. I was right up on him then and I shot him again in the gut. Then I kicked the gun away. Lucas was just a heap of flesh and bone on the floor. But he was still alive. I could see him breathing.
GLG was chalky white, with his hand pressed to his belly and the other one opening and closing on nothing. I leaned over him and spoke pleasantly. “Celia says hi.”
He licked his lips. “Don’t kill me.”
He started talking, stumbling over his own words, trying to get it all out, but it still came out slow. His voice was raspy. “I killed somebody once. My foster brother. I lived with him for five years, from when I was eight till I was 13. He was three years older than me and a lot bigger. He did things to me for that whole five years. I couldn’t stop him. And our foster parents, they didn’t care. They were just in it for the money.” He took a ragged breath. “I ran away twice but I got brought back both times.”
“I’m not really interested in your life story, Glenn.”
“I went back four years ago and found him. He was a mess. He’d been using meth. He looked like a walking corpse. I shot him and killed him. It was hardly murder – he was already mostly dead.” His voice was slowing down, like a tape at the wrong speed. “It wasn’t like I thought it would be. It made me sick. He was a piece of human shit and he deserved to go to hell for what he did to me. But when I killed him…” He reached out one white hand toward my foot, beseeching me for mercy.
I looked down at him. “I saw a picture of you. It was in the van.”
He looked up at me, confused.
“It was a nice picture. Taken at the playground. Who’s the little boy?”
He licked his lips again. “My brother. My baby brother.”
I sighed. “Aw, Glenn. That’s a lie, isn’t it? I know that wasn’t your baby brother. You know how I know?”
He blinked.
“Because that was Melody’s little brother.”
And then I shot him in the face.

I don’t know much of anything about computers, as is probably clear. I went back to the offices and got all the laptops and brought them to the geek’s office. Then I went around and scavenged whatever I could find that was flammable. I lucked out and found a bunch of boxes of old computer paper, the kind with holes along the side. It was dry and brittle and would burn like nobody’s business. I pulled it out of the boxes and filled the room with piles of it. I’d picked up a book of matches at Melody’s. Lots of smokers there.
While I was looking around, I found my backpack. Everything was still there except Robby’s gun. They hadn’t found the money I had hidden in the strap. My tapes were all there. My notebooks were there, including this one.
I figured the place would burn but I didn’t realize such cheap, shitty construction would go up like tissue paper.
I stood in the outside doorway of the geek’s office until I was sure it was going good. I wiped my fingerprints off the doorknob and started the long walk back to town.

I left Lucas there. Not inside, of course. I dragged him out past the parking lot to a grassy spot far from the building and laid him out under a scraggly tree. I couldn’t pick him up; he was too heavy. I took a blanket off one of the beds and rolled him onto that, then pulled him along. I didn’t see another soul. It was possible some security camera caught me dragging him across the cement and then walking away from the burning building. At least I was in disguise, more or less. Long black hair, etc.
I washed the dye out of my hair before I went back to the apartment. No reason not to go back. Everyone except the geek was dead. Well, Robby and Ramón were question marks. But I was pretty sure I didn’t have to worry about them anymore.
The apartment was locked up tight. Despite the fact that I’d walked away from it leaving the door open, it was fine. One of my neighbors must have closed it up for me. I had a key hidden out back. I let myself in and it was like I’d never been gone.
That night I laid there in my own bed and listened to my tapes for a long time before I finally fell asleep.
D: What about cops? What about the military? They kill more than two people and they have rest periods in-between.
 J: They operate under a code of ethics.
 D: My father operated under a code of ethics.
 J: Your father invented his own rules.
 D: The military invents their own rules. Don’t you read the papers?
 J: When soldiers or police officers break the law, they’re punished.
 D: [unclear]
 J: The military and the police force are people that society has chosen to uphold its laws…
 D: My father upheld the laws.
 J: When one man decides to do what he thinks is right, despite what anyone else says, despite what the laws say, and when he’s willing to break the law to do it…
 D: When you let society have dominion over you, you give up your soul.
 J: That’s your father talking.
 D: You’re saying he was a vigilante.
 J: He murdered people.
 D: You’re saying he was a serial killer.
 J: He killed people. Many people.
 D: He didn’t kill people because he wanted to kill. He killed bad people.
 J: Darla, it wasn’t his job to decide who was bad and who deserved to die.
 D: See there — that’s the problem. If no one gets to decide, fine. But when you start saying some people get to decide but not others, then you naturally come to ask yourself — why not me?

There is a difference between being a killer and a murderer. There is a difference between being a murderer and a serial killer. A serial killer kills multiple people, usually at least three, over a period of time, with times in-between when he doesn’t kill.
My father was a serial killer. He didn’t kill for psychological gratification. He didn’t dream about the kill. He didn’t crave the kill. He lived by a set of rules that he created himself. He killed people who needed killing. The Rapists, the Murderers, the Pedophiles, the Liars, the Frauds, the Thieves. He killed the Bad Men.
I did not want to be a killer. I did not want to be a murderer. I am both.
I did not want to be a serial killer. I did not want to be like my father.
I wanted James to forgive me, but then he died and it was too late. I wanted him to forgive me, but all he would ever say was that I was the one who needed to forgive me. He said he thought he could help me do that, in time. But we ran out of time.
When I met James, I was already a killer and a murderer. But I wasn’t yet a serial killer. I believed that I could live my whole life and not kill again.
I knew that the things my father had been saying to me since I was born were like slow poison he dripped into my veins. Men lie. My father was a man. Therefore, my father lied.
But I am living and walking on this earth and everywhere I go, I see evidence of my father’s truth. I look for his lies and I think I see them out of the corner of my eye, but when I turn, they’re smoke.
The men at that industrial park were Bad Men. They were young, but they were Rapists and Thieves and Murderers. They raped girls and stole their future and murdered their idea of themselves. They tricked boys into raping girls and murdered their souls as well.
I tried to make my own rule: I would only kill someone who tried to kill me first. But then I found myself doing Daddy math. The world minus this person equals X. The world plus this person equals Y. How many innocent people will suffer if this evil stays in the world?

I waited two weeks before I went back to the professor’s house.
Lucas answered the door. His eyes widened when he saw me. He checked behind me and then invited me in.
He didn’t see me at the industrial park when I went back for him. He didn’t know what happened. I said I’d be back, then the next day all hell broke loose. Glenn came in the room where he was being held and they struggled and Glenn ended up knocking him unconscious. He woke up outside and the building was burning and there were sirens and cops and firemen and EMTs. The bad guys at the industrial park had turned against each other, or maybe some other crew had taken them out. No one knew for sure what had happened. Only that it was something bad.
He asked me if I was okay. He asked if I went back. I told him I did.
He asked me if I saw the building burning. I told him I did.
He said it was lucky that we both got away without being hurt. I said it was.
I asked him if he told the police about me and he said he had to, because my bloody fingerprints were all over the kitchen and his parents had already told them my name. I was surprised the cops hadn’t already showed up at my apartment looking for me, but evidently they weren’t in a big hurry now that everyone was dead. It was probably a drug thing, and Lucas and I were two lucky kids who escaped some very dangerous men.
I was a little offended that no one had bothered to follow up and make sure I was okay. I was even a little irked they hadn’t dug into my story a little, made sure I wasn’t in on the operation. I had no family to demand my return and no criminal record. My file was on the bottom of a pile somewhere. Maybe they’d never get to it.
Lucas fiddled with the zipper on his hoodie. He said they wanted to know about Flunky and he told them two men came, he didn’t know them, they got into a fight, and one killed the other then took us hostage.
He looked embarrassed. “I told them you pulled the knife out. Because … you know. Your fingerprints.”
“Thanks.” Some guys bring you flowers or candy, but there’s nothing like a boy who will cover up your felony.
He reached out and tentatively touched my arm, then pulled his hand back. “It wasn’t your fault he died. It was the other guy’s fault.”
I stabbed him. But I would have bandaged him up. So I acknowledged the truth of it. But Flunky’s name is written on my account. He died because Glenn wouldn’t let us tape up his wound, sure, but he also died because I stabbed him. Hard to say, but I believe it goes on my reckoning. Still, I nodded. I let Lucas say it wasn’t my fault.
The cops were suspicious, of course. They poked into Lucas’s life looking for drugs or some other kind of trouble. But he came up clean. The professor dad and the attorney mom thanked God to have their son again, and the authorities couldn’t find a single connection between him and the Bad Men. So they wrote it off as an unresolved question, a permanent mystery. Maybe it was meant to be a kidnapping. Maybe it was a case of mistaken identity. No one would ever know.
They would never know, because everyone at the building was dead.

Everyone except the geek.
I have no techno-skills. There may have been some way to trace him through all that computer equipment in his office. But I wasn’t looking to crack his password; I was looking to set his world on fire.
I knew he probably walked out with everything on a laptop. He could just go somewhere else and start over. Find new thugs. Rent a new office. The economy’s so bad, there are plenty of places to start up a new business in some rundown, out-of-the-way corner.
But he had to be looking over his shoulder. He had to be wondering.
It was more than a month later when he came for me.
I rode the bus over to the prof’s house and Lucas was waiting for me. He’d already walked Horatio. We threw a bag of popcorn into the microwave and collapsed on the couch. I pulled my homework out of my backpack.
Horatio growled low in his throat and I looked up and there he was. It’s seriously the worst house for letting in creeps. We may as well leave the door wide open.
The microwave pinged and there he was, standing in the doorway with a gun.
I muted the TV and set the clicker down on the cushion between us, and I saw the dark spot spread across the leg of Lucas’s jeans. He pissed himself out of fear. There was no shame in it. Most men waver when they see their own mortality. Especially when they’ve recently slipped away from it and then it shows back up looking extra-determined.
The geek didn’t look good. Slimy white things that belong in their shell never look good when they’re dragged into the daylight.
“You fucking bitch. You ruined everything.”
“Me? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
I could hear Lucas’s teeth chattering. The geek edged over in front of us.
“You think I don’t know it was you?” His voice ramped up till he was shouting. “Who the fuck do you work for?”
I was slumped back on that soft couch. That couch is ten times more comfortable than my bed. “I work at the cafeteria.”
Horatio stood up from the carpet real slow. His hackles were raised and his hair was on end. He was making a sound from way down deep in his throat. I thought about that first time when he saw Flunky, when he was all happy we had a visitor. He’d learned better.
The geek swung his arm to point the gun at the dog. “Put that fucking dog away!”
I raised my hand up. “No problem. Calm down. He’s a retriever, not a pit bull.” I stood up and he whipped the gun back on me. “Wait! Have the kid do it.”
Lucas was in shock. He could no more put the dog away than he could get up and do a cartwheel. I looked down at him. “He’s not feeling too good right now. I’ll do it.” I grabbed Horatio’s collar. Somehow my doing that revved him up even more and he lunged toward the geek and started barking in that crazed way he’d done I put him in the pantry before. I dragged him backward toward the kitchen, but he had dug down for some superdog strength. He really wanted to kill the geek.
Didn’t we all.
It took everything I had to shove Horatio in the pantry and shut the door on him. Right before I let go of his collar I looked at the cans of soup lined up on the shelves and thought — Maybe?
Nah.
When I came back in the den, the geek was standing right in front of Lucas with the gun pointed directly at his forehead. Lucas’s eyes were closed.
Good thing I didn’t bring the can.
“Show me your hands — up high!”
I held them limply in the air. “Calm down.”
“I’m not going to fucking calm down, you fucking bitch! Get over here!”
I stayed where I was. “What do you want, anyway? Did you come over here to kill us or what?”
The room was starting to smell of urine. The geek grimaced and took a step back from Lucas, picking his way around to the other side of the coffee table. A cartoon played silently behind his head on the prof’s big-screen TV.
“I’m here for the money.” His voice was like metal grating on metal.
What money? I opened my mouth then shut it again. Telling him I didn’t have his money seemed like a bad idea.
“Yeah. Well, I don’t have it here.”
“No fucking duh. Where is it? Who has it?”
I glanced up at the ceiling. Evidently when you lie you look up and to the left and when you remember, you look up and to the right. Or maybe it’s the opposite — I can never remember. In case the geek knew, I looked both ways. But I looked left first, so that must be where you look when you lie.
“Cuchillo.”
“Who the fuck is that?”
I shrugged. “He’s the guy who paid me to burn your operation.”
The geek had a full-on fit, screaming curse words and flinging his arms around. I just stood there, eyebrows raised, waiting for him to come back to earth.
“Listen to me, you fucking bitch, I want you to take me to my money right now—”
“Fine.” I reached over for my backpack.
“No!” He pointed the gun at my center of mass. He talked like his teeth were superglued together. “Don’t you touch that fucking backpack. We’re leaving right now and you’re bringing nothing with you.”
“Fine.” I rolled my eyes. “Lead on, Macduff.”
“Him, too.” He pointed the gun at Lucas.
“No.”
He was apoplectic with rage. He could barely stutter out his threats and obscenities. I interrupted him.
“Listen to what I’m saying to you. I can take you straight to the money. I know where Cuchillo hid it. But I can’t bring him.” I thumbed back at Lucas, who wasn’t even looking at us. He was staring at the silent cartoon. “If you want to bring him, you’re going to have to carry him, anyway.”
The geek walked over to Lucas, leaned over, and spoke directly into his face. “If you call the cops, little boy, I’m going to come back and tear you up, do you hear me?”
Lucas nodded.
The geek stood up and looked at Lucas. His gun wavered a little.
“Hey, ho," I said, waggling my fingers at him. “Remember me? Shoot the kid and I won’t take you to the money.”
The geek’s face darkened. “You’ll do whatever I tell you to do.”
“Well, let’s start with getting your money. How’s that?”
He looked back down at Lucas, who was flinching and angling his face away. Then he raised his gun and crashed it into Lucas’s skull.

I was worried about Lucas having a concussion or even dying from being hit that hard. I wanted to call 9-1-1. I thought about killing the geek right there. The cops would buy it, right? Self-defense. He was in the house.
Of course, they might go back and look at the whole Flunky thing again.
I stalked over and put two fingers against the side of Lucas’s neck to feel his pulse. It was nice and strong. I peeled open his eyelids to check his pupils. They looked fine. Meanwhile the geek was hopping mad and screaming at me to go right now or he’d kill me.
I looked up at him and spoke in a quiet voice. “You’re not going to kill me because you don’t have your money yet.”
He stopped jumping around and got quiet as well. “I don’t have to kill you to make you very, very sorry.”
“Make me sorry enough, and I won’t want to take you to your money anymore.”
“How about this, then?” He pointed the gun at Lucas’s head. “We leave right now or I shoot your friend in the head and then we leave.”
I waited a full ten Mississippis before I said, “Let’s just get it over with, then.” And we left.

I rode shotgun in his car. I told him where to drive and where to make the turns.
He drove with one hand and kept the other in his lap, pointing the gun at me. He was left-handed.
“Where are we going?”
I sat back, relaxed. “A barn just outside of town.”
“A barn?”
“Yep.”
“Will there be anybody there?”
“Nope.”
“Why should I believe you?”
I shrugged, looking out the window. “I don’t really care whether you believe me or not.”
We drove along and after several minutes of nothing momentous happening, the geek seemed to relax a little.
I spoke casually. “What’s that scar on your wrist?”
“What?” He angled his wrist away. “We’re not talking about me, you fucking bitch.”
“I’ve seen a lot of scars. I’ve got a collection myself. It looks like a burn to me.”
“Shut up.”
I let the car fill up with silence before I spoke again.
“It’s distinctive. I noticed it right away when I saw it on Ramón’s DVD.”
I was looking out the front window, squinting a little in the sunshine, but that female peripheral vision showed me how he froze when I said it.
“It was in the picture with the little boy. He looked about two. He was wearing a diaper. You couldn’t see your face, of course, but a scar like that’s as good as a fingerprint.”
His knuckles were white on the steering wheel and his words came out like he was chewing glass. “What do you want?”
What did I want? I wanted the girls’ pictures and videos erased from the internet and the minds of ten thousand dirty men. I wanted to rewind the tape on those little kids’ lives and give them mothers and fathers that protected and loved them. I wanted a lot of things.
I couldn’t have what I wanted.
I spoke easily. “I want half the money.”
Anger burned through every cell of his body, then suddenly it was released. “Done.”
I knew why he was so calm. He’d decided to kill me.

I directed him to turn down a weedy lane with a canted-over mailbox at the end. He drove slow down the deep ruts to a clearing of tall, weedy grass. Straight ahead was a burned-out trailer. Off to the right side was a falling down wood barn.
In the movies, the serial killer has his victim hanging from the rafters, bound. He has metal trays full of surgical tools, a pair of garden shears, maybe a chainsaw. He’s going to take his time and do things no human body should ever have to endure. Because that’s what gives him pleasure.
That wasn’t Daddy. He took men out the way you’d cull a crippled animal from the herd. No chit-chat, no games, no science experiments, no joy. Just identification and then death.
That’s how I took out the geek.
I know you want me to say that I took him into the abandoned barn and strung him up and tortured him the way he deserved to be tortured. But really, no one deserves torture, not even the worst of us. His torture had already happened at the beginning. Somewhere on the internet, Bad Men are trading old pictures of crimes against children, and one of those little boy babies is the geek. He already got his torture.
Because I’d known he was coming, I was prepared. I had a new gun and it was so much a part of me by then, it was like it grew out of my own skin. I’d slept with it, ate with it, bathed with it. I’d practiced till I could give a gnat a haircut with it.
I didn’t say, “You deserve to die.” I didn’t say, “You’re a terrible thing that needs to be expunged from the earth.” I just pulled the gun out of the waistband of my pants and shot him in the head. I’m not even sure he had time to see it coming.
He didn’t need a few seconds of bladder-emptying fear before he took his leave. His whole life was made of fear and hate. It felt good to punch the button and end it. It was better for him, and it was a whole hell of a lot better for humanity.
I had a bag with cleaning materials and fresh clothes in the barn. I removed every bit of blood and bone from my skin and hair, then I changed my clothes.
I was sure I’d left a CSI episode’s worth of evidence in the car, so I burned that with the geek and my clothes and everything else inside. Was it good enough? I don’t know. By that point, I didn’t really care. You do what you can, then you move on.
I hiked back to town. It took a long time, but that was okay. I needed the exercise and the fresh air.
I called the professor’s house and found out Lucas was at the hospital with a concussion, but he was going to be okay. I thought maybe I’d get back before they found him, but they’re nervous since the whole dead guy/kidnapping incident and they check in on him a lot more often.
I felt bad that Lucas would be thinking about the geek and feeling fear that he would come back, but the alternative was to tell him the geek wasn’t going to be a problem for either one of us ever again, and that wasn’t really an option.
Instead, I decided to teach him how to take care of himself a little, so he wouldn’t have to be so afraid. Some of the lessons I learned from my father I can’t pass on, obviously. But some of them are just common sense. Just useful knowledge, acquirable skill. You can teach someone to fight without teaching them how to kill. I’m sure it can be done.
I plan to prove it to myself.

It’s a terrible thing to slaughter a being that knows and loves you.
Farmers do it all the time. They raise an animal from birth, like a family pet, then slaughter it like so much meat. Literally, from love to meat in a single day. A single hour. A moment.
The worst is when the animal has time to feel fear. He’s in the auction barn or the slaughterhouse and he picks up the scent of terror from the other animals. He shakes. He looks to the face of his owner for comfort and reassurance. You’re getting me out of here, right? Right?
The best, if you can call it that, is when there’s no moment of fear. The warm head nuzzles into the hand for a familiar caress. The knife slips in and death comes too fast for the recognition of betrayal.
My father did not trust a living soul on this earth other than me, his daughter. His blood. I often think back and wonder that he bestowed that trust on me. It seems more in keeping with his character that distrust would bloom.
The road where I directed the geek to drive was familiar to me. I’d lived there with my father; it was the last home we’d shared. I rode down those weedy ruts in perfect equilibrium, knowing that there was no one for miles that would hear the gun, no one around to see me wipe down the surfaces in the car and then set it to burning.
I burned the geek in his car the way I had burned my father in that trailer. I had come full circle, from my first kill to my last. Hopefully my last. And they rested less than a hundred feet apart. I couldn’t help but appreciate the symmetry.
I did not let my father feel that moment of fear and betrayal. I waited until target practice in the woods so the cock of the trigger would signify nothing. He was simply staring at the sun just settling into the tops of the far trees when I shot him in the back of the head. From life to death in one heartbeat.
That was my gift to him.

James said I had to take charge of my own story and decide what the narrative would be. He said your whole life, people will be trying to make you part of their story, make your part smaller, decide what your lines will be. You have to write your own story or they’ll write it for you.
I knew my father had tried to write my story. When I was about eight, he started referring to the future time when I would have to kill someone. “Have to” being the operative phrase. There was never any doubt that the time would come. And eventually I understood that even if the Bad Men never came for me, then there would still be a time when my father’s luck would run out and I would have to back him up. The older I got, the more full of pride he was, just thinking about it. His own built-in army of one skinny girl backing him up. His ace up the sleeve. His secret weapon. She shoots, she knifes, she punches and kicks. He might slip up — surely he would have to slip up sometime? — but there I’d be to pick up the slack. The day was coming. It was always on the horizon. He talked about it like it had already happened. A sure thing.
My father had written out the story and it was him and me against the world, but I can see that he gave himself the starring part and I was best supporting daughter. He’d assigned me my role, trained me up for it, and it was going to play out the way he wanted it to, if he stayed in control.
One hot July day he told me to start packing up. I froze, thinking something had already happened. I liked the trailer. I liked the woods. I’d planted a little garden and I had my first little hard green tomatoes on the vine.
It hadn’t happened yet, and he told me who it was who had to die. Our landlord. A man with a tired-looking wife and three or four children under the age of ten, a man who drove a truck that was more rust than paint but kept the old appliances in the trailer running. A man with more troubles than most but a ready smile. A man who still calls me every three months to check in on me, still sorry about the tragedy that befell my daddy while he was living in the trailer, even though the man’s trailer burned and he had no insurance.
Better than dying, mister.
My father was close-mouthed about what crimes our landlord had committed to earn his death sentence. He and my father had had some kind of run-in, an argument about something. My father hinted that the man had a patch of weed growing somewhere way out toward the back of the property. And maybe Daddy saw something or thought he’d seen something that indicated he was not the upstanding family man he seemed.
None of that added up to “deserved to die” as far as I could see.
On my worst nights, I wonder if my father was putting me to some kind of test — waiting for me to say, This isn’t right. Seeing if I would stop him.
I’m not sure whether he trained me a little too well or not well enough.
You could say my father never tried to kill me, but the way I see it, he was killing me sure enough, just one little piece at a time. In another few years, there would have been nothing left of me worth saving.
I didn’t know James yet, but I already didn’t like the way my story was playing out. I didn’t need anyone to explain it to me. I knew I was just acting out a part that had been written for me, and with less and less enthusiasm.
I told you what my rule was, the rule I wrote to replace my father’s rules. I wouldn’t kill anyone unless I thought they were aiming to kill me.
That day, I knew that my father was going to kill me. He wasn’t going to use a gun or a knife or slip his hands around my throat while I slept. But he was going to destroy my life. He was going to destroy my soul.
For the first time, I felt the full weight of culpability come down on me. Since I was old enough to keep track, my father had killed 17 men. This was the very first time I had the opportunity to change the story.
And I took it.

James said that was the day my real story started. The story of my own life — the one I was writing for myself.
When James died, I didn’t find out until almost a week later. They don’t call your institutional patients to say your car slid off the road in a storm, killing both you and your fiancé instantly. They don’t invite your institutional patients to the funeral. They just wait for them to show up for their regular appointment and tell them then.
I came back at night and broke into his office. I didn’t take the blue pottery rabbit. James frowned on stealing. He believed I should be setting high standards for myself. I only took my file and our session tapes. I figured those belonged partly to me.
I read my file before I destroyed it. Some of it was in some kind of shorthand. I couldn’t make heads nor tails of that. But other parts were just regular writing. I read what James wrote, and I could feel my face get hot. I read right through it and toward the end I was thinking that maybe I had read the situation wrong. Transference. When a patient starts to feel things for their psychiatrist, but the psychiatrist doesn’t feel anything in return. They just see you as a broken thing — a bug under their microscope.
But way at the back I found two things. One was a drawing I did one day when he was making me explain the difference between a groundhog and a gopher. I picked up a pencil and drew a quick sketch for him. He said it was good and I was embarrassed. I didn’t know he kept it, but he did.
Then at the very back of the file, stuck to the inside of the folder, was a picture. It was taken at a picnic they had at the institution. It was a place generally barren of merriment, so when they made even the least effort, it was a big deal. The kids would get very excited. Me, not so much, but James had handed his camera to someone and had them take a picture of us. In it, his fiancé Melissa is standing next to me smiling, with her arm around my waist. And James is on the other side, with his arm across my shoulder. He’s smiling, too. And I’m in the middle. And I look happy, for me.
There was nothing written on the back of the picture. After I looked at it for a long time, I burned it twice. Once in my memory, then in the metal barrel behind my apartment building.

I didn’t want to be a serial killer. I didn’t want to kill anyone at all. Like my father, I just wanted to set a path and walk it, and I wanted to be left alone. Unlike my father, I was willing to take a few steps to the side to avoid someone who got in my way.
I used to argue with James that my father was not a serial killer, but he eventually won that argument. The definition is pretty simple. It’s someone who kills at least three people, spread out over time, with periods of rest in between.
When I killed my father, I knew I was a killer, but I could rationalize to myself that it was self-defense. If my father wasn’t on his way to putting a bullet in my brain, he was at least on his way to destroying my life and my soul. I could feel utter destruction breathing on the back of my neck.
When I killed Flunky, it was an accident. You could even argue that Glenn killed him.
But when I went to the industrial park, there was malice aforethought. I knew what I was doing. I went there to kill. I went there to rewrite history. Future history. They were taking over the stories of those girls, those boys, those children. They were ruining their stories. They were planning to keep on doing it. So I rewrote the ending.
I knew the geek would come for me. I knew it, and I planned for it dispassionately. My father’s training came back to me like the ability to swim when you plunge into deep water. I simply did what I knew how to do.
I knew the geek would come for me, and I knew I would kill him. I would seal my fate. I was a serial killer like my father. I had killed multiple times, over a period of time, with time in between to consider my crimes and fail to repent.
So much time. That’s what separates the serial killer from the others. So much time to think about what’s happening and see it coming, passing by, disappearing in the rearview, then coming again.
For me, James was the better side of life. He was the better side of everything. He represented the future I could just barely glimpse for myself, a future that had nothing to do with weapons and killing, a future where I could be a good person.
James never forgave me for killing my father. I never asked him to, but I wanted him to. I wanted him to say that it was okay. He died before he had the chance.
Now I’ve done more bad things he never even lived to know about. My sins are piling up high and there’s no one left to absolve me. No one I care about.
James said I was the only one whose forgiveness was important. He thought I needed to forgive myself.
I guess I just don’t have a forgiving nature.

There are those who aren’t willing to take human life and there are those who are. Without any say on my part, I was raised to be one of the latter. Before I could form my own opinions about things, I was being prepared to take vengeance.
I said I haven’t learned anything much yet in college, but that’s unfair. In the beginning, they make you take 101 this and 101 that. It’s all the very basic, beginning parts of whatever it is they want you to know — the parts you could probably learn in five minutes on Wikipedia, but stretched out over a whole semester. And there is a thread that runs through all those very basic, beginning rules about things.
When you fight a man, you watch how his body moves corresponding to what he does. You see how he signals his intent. He feints left and punches right. He shifts his weight to one particular foot that points in one particular direction and that tells you how he will kick or punch. The intent is buried at the beginning.
In Literature 101 they tell you that the writer lays in a little signal near the front that foretells the whole story. If someone is going to die, there is a tiny signaling death — of a plant, maybe. Or a dog. If someone is going to use a gun in the last act, you see it lying on the table in Act I. The intent is always there, buried in the first few paragraphs, quietly signaling where the punch will land.
I look back at my own life and see that I was raised from my first days of memory by a serial killer. What did God intend with my story?
As the twig is bent, so grows the tree.
Am I rationalizing?
I broke my own rule, but I give myself partial credit for trying. My rule changed to fit the action. My father killed those who needed killing. And he was the one who decided who deserved to die. Perhaps I have done the same. I played God and I decided who would die according to their sins. But I could feel the vengeance of the women who’d been victimized (the once-innocent girls, the mothers, the sisters) and the men also (the once-innocent boys, the fathers, the brothers) when I took the lives of those Bad Men. I did for the innocents what they could not do for themselves.
Besides, just because I killed these men doesn’t mean I have to kill any others.
Tomorrow is a new day.






 

 
The newspapers call him the Blue Valley Killer. I call him my own personal nightmare.
He takes his victims right under our noses, blinking them out of existence as they’re walking down the sidewalk or getting the mail. Then they’re found dead a couple weeks later. He doesn’t kill them right away. Sick bastard. He’s killed four girls in the last 18 months: two college co-eds and two high-school students. He just keeps coming back for more.
At 17 and living in the center of the Valley, I’m smack dab in the middle of this psycho’s demographic.
At this point, it’s hard to believe he can snag another victim. Every girl I know between the ages of 12 and 20 goes nowhere without at least three friends and a six-pack of mace. Every parent in four counties has their daughters on 24/7 lockdown.
Even the college campuses — of which there are two in the dead zone — are like ghost towns after dusk. Free rides by crisis counselors, escorts from frat guys doing community service — no girl has to walk alone after dark in the Valley.
How much does it suck to have a serial killer named after your pretty little slice of New England countryside? Evidently a lot, since they’re thinking about changing our name after they catch the guy. No one wants to buy Blue Valley t-shirts or Blue Valley keychains when they conjure up CSI morgue footage instead of fall foliage. Well, nobody you’d want to babysit your kids.
I’m not the sort of girl who jumps every time a door squeaks. I don’t think the boogeyman lives under my bed, and the monsters in my closet don’t scare me. I think of teen slasher flicks as comedies.
So you tell me: Why is it that every time this creep gets down to his dirty business, my brain starts broadcasting 24/7 murdervision?

Murder Vision by Jem Fox
See it on Amazon
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