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    Pinpoints of Light



1


    It seems the more I try to do good things, the more bad things happen to me and those around me.
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    Leaving school for summer break, closing out my junior year of high school, is much different than when I last left for winter break. It was not a graceful exit I made. Back then, I got into a fist fight with both Julie and Cameron, power heaved my guts out into an unfamiliar toilet and then I lied about all of it straight-faced to my friends. Plus I was pissed at Damien for leaving without saying good-bye. After everything we survived solving the mystery of his step-sister’s death, what he did was ungracious. What he did was downright rude. But that was December, and here we are at the start of summer break. I can hardly believe when I come back next it’ll be as a senior!


    It’s funny how things can change with just one semester. Except it’s not funny funny, because after everything that’s happened, I’m still waiting to develop a more appropriate sense of humor. Right now, what matters most is I’m really scared for Georgia. She could die and this reality eats me up. And Maggie? She’s coming home with me for the summer on account of the perverted ways of one scumbag music executive, and the depression that followed. I hoped bringing her into our circle of friends would lift the veil of guilt and self-loathing, but so far I’m sucking ass in that department.


    On a more cheery note, at least this time—before leaving for a couple of months—I’m able to say proper good-byes to Damien, and now Jake. The licentious ways in which I said these good-byes, and the timing by which these scandalous interactions occurred, just might make me the biggest slutbag ever, but whatevs. I prefer to view these two experiences as pinpoints of light in oceans of darkness.


    It sounds a lot less whorish that way.


    My bright mood doesn’t last long, though. The more pressing concerns sitting in the back of my mind are kick, kick, kicking at my psyche, demanding my attention. God I miss Georgia! I pray for her all the time. Her and Maggie.


    Ah, Maggie…


    She’s my obsession right now. Fixing her. Some days that girl is a freaking train wreck! The way she manages to dive head-first into a hellish depression, there is no freaking way I’ll let her spend three whole months with her asshole step-sister, Blake.


    I just hope I’m a competent enough friend to do what I’m hoping to do for her this summer.
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    Maggie and I say our final good-byes to Tempest and Cicely, and to Damien, Brayden and Caden, and then, without further incident, we slide into my sexy-as-hell Audi S5 and jump on I-80 west heading to Palo Alto.


    On the way home, Maggie and I talk about this and that, what we’re going to do this summer, her family and my family, us as seniors, and then we sort of lapse into an uncomfortable silence. After an impossibly long moment of neither of us saying anything, I turn on the radio and put a much needed end to the imperfect quietude.


    Thank you Jesus for good music!


    The feeling of Maggie continuing to pull away is fast becoming a palpable thing. Like invisible walls growing taller and thicker between us. Like the thinning of oxygen. Looking at her, I almost feel starved for breath. She’s withdrawing again, tucking herself away inside herself. Even worse, I know I can’t do squat about it. Surviving a sexual assault will do that kind of thing to you.


    What I hoped would be casual, carefree conversation between us now bears the dead weight of Maggie’s depression. I put myself in her shoes for a moment. At least, I try. Honestly though, how do you imagine yourself being forced into sex with a stranger? If it never happened to you, then you can’t. Which means I can’t. I try though. So much so that thinking about it makes my skin crawl.


    I crack the sunroof, just for some fresh air. I’m feeling queasy, but it isn’t motion sickness. It’s worse. It’s my body being in pain for Maggie. For the abuse she endured.


    All I see is her pinned under that bare naked animal. Paralyzed. Made to surrender her virginity, her innocence and her dignity all because her father thought this man would be her lucky break in music. What a prick. My insides shiver thinking of the violation.


    Rape is an injustice for which there is no cure, except perhaps, vengeance. Even then, there will never be an acceptable cure. Not ever being raped, that’s the cure. Vengeance, the lure of it, it’s just a place to shove your hatred. Someone like me needs that place. That’s why my mind is churning out all forms of retribution. Anger is the by-product of my kind of thinking. It stirs, it deepens, it expands like dark matter inside me.


    Metallica’s song, “Nothing Else Matters” comes on the radio and all the sudden my boy DNA has my foot mashing the accelerator. The throaty roar of the engine is all I have. The car jumps forward. It roars, the speed nearly erotic, the thrill a substitute for my need to avenge my friend. Inside, my male, more antagonistic side has taken charge. It’s now in full control.


    The needle sails to eighty, pushes past eighty-five. Ninety. My fingers find the stereo’s volume, crank it up. Ninety-five. Part of me hopes Maggie will snap out of this horrible funk and at least yell at me to turn down the music, or slow down. She barely seems to notice.


    I’m zig-zagging my way through traffic at thirty miles an hour over the speed limit and she barely seems to notice!


    One hundred miles per hour. One hundred five.


    My entire blood supply is soaked with adrenaline; the more dominant parts of me are adamant that I push the car’s limits.


    One-ten.


    One-fifteen and jetting past other cars like they’re standing still.


    Suddenly this need of mine to lash out, to leave my rage on the road, it flattens. My aggression is now a switch flipped off.


    I ease off the pedal. Slow back down to seventy-four. Set the cruise control.


    “This douchebag music executive,” I finally blurt out, my voice rich with hostility, “I think we should kill him.”


    “Me, too,” Maggie says, distant, like I asked her to lunch rather than offered to help orchestrate a murder.


    “No seriously,” I say.


    “Seriously,” she replies, her voice more lost than ever. If I didn’t know her better, I’d guess she was on drugs. Downers, of course, not uppers. But she doesn’t do drugs. None of us do.


    Regardless, that’s all we say for the next hour.


    Maggie doesn’t know I’ve killed before, but the prospect of doing it again has me thinking of my past. The genetic, scab eating freak who threatened me and attacked me, the genetic beast Gerhard so lovingly referred to as his war model, there’s no way I could let him live. I thought about telling Maggie some people are better off dead, but really, what would be the point? Dopey eyed and distant, she would only agree with me, yet again.


    Or perhaps she would stop thinking of me as a friend and start seeing me as a murderer. Maybe I am a murderer. In a court of law, I’d get life with no possibility of parole for sure. Then again, a jury of my peers would never see the impossibility of decision I faced in those few moments, and how—when push came to shove—that motherfreaking animal had to be put down.


    In the bigger scope of things, Gerhard’s war model was never a real human being. He was an inhuman, genetic super-freak. An abomination of science whose sole purpose was to assassinate with efficiency. To operate only with brute force. His brain was broken, manipulated, molded for nefarious purposes. Like the battle-ready version of Frankenstein’s monster.


    For killing him, I refuse to feel remorse, although sometimes the aftermath of having taken a life, even one as twisted as his, affects me in unexpected ways. For one, I’m no longer an innocent.


    Like Maggie, my virtue was stolen from me long ago. Like her, I’ve lost something treasured inside myself. Sometimes it’s all I think about.


    Nowadays, the part of me who once knew restraint, she’s gone. Bred clear of me. The new me feels slightly out of control. Slightly manic. Controlled more by emotions than logic or common sense. The way I’ve been behaving since I received my DNA upgrades, it’s unsettling at the very least. Take right now, for example—what I want most, what I’m absolutely panting inside over, is the need to pull the guts clean out of the rapist music executive until he’s dead, dead, dead.


    Why?


    Because he’s like Gerhard’s war model: inhuman, unconscionable.


    Of course, this is my anger talking. It’s me wanting to avenge a friend. It’s me desperate to do something to save Maggie from all this pain, even if it adds one more mistake to my rapidly mounting stack of impossible mistakes.


    Still, says the little voice in my head, there must be justice. And I agree. The little voice says, there are other, more permanent ways to exact your vengeance. I think to myself, yes there are.


    Yes, there most certainly are…
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    “Are you going to miss your family?” I finally ask. At this point, I really don’t know what else to say, I just don’t want her to sit there not talking anymore.


    “No,” Maggie replies, stoic.


    Inside, I’m hoping to somehow revive our conversation, but deep down, I’m pretty sure that’s not going to happen. Already I can feel her depression bearing down on me. In a tug of war, I’m sure I’m going to lose. Actually, I’m positive.


    “Is Blake’s mom nice?” I ask.


    Without any significant signs of life, she shrugs her shoulders and suddenly I’m thinking, if she’s going to be like this all summer, I’d better text Margaret and tell her to keep some extra bottles of Xanax around.


    “Are you sure you want to do this?” I say. “Come home with me?”


    The question sparks something inside her, perhaps awakening the old Maggie. Her face lifts in the weakest of smiles, then she looks at me and says, “I just need a distraction. Are there any cute boys in Palo Alto?”


    “Yeah,” I say, relieved she’s trying to get back to the world of the living. “Absolutely.”


    “Tell me about them.”


    “Uh, Stanford’s nearby, for starters. And my neighbor’s cute, but he’s douchey. Then again, there’s a decent chance him and I will go on at least one date. I’m sure I’ll tell him to take a freaking hike, though.”


    “If he’s cute, why tell him to take a hike?”


    “Of all the people who teased me most when I was fat Savannah, he was the worst. A real blue-ribbon prize. Even though he’s super good looking, I can’t stop seeing him as that boy I once liked but grew to hate. It’s weird, I’m dysfunctional, and he’s sort of a butthole.”


    “Then why date him?”


    “He was my first crush. Going on a date, it’s kind of like I’m getting him out of my system, you know? Or maybe he’ll be different and I’ll like him.”


    “Boys are like that. Sometimes they suck, other times they surprise you.”


    “On the flip side, if I can get him to like me enough, then I can torture him, too,” I say with a mischievous grin. “Really make him hurt. So that’s a dark and wicked idea I’m considering.”


    She looks at me, her entire demeanor completely still, like she can’t believe it. I’m looking back like, yeah, believe it bitch, but in a bestish-friend kind of way.


    “He’s not the only dick in town, though,” I explain. “Like I said, Stanford is nearby and we look old enough for college guys now. Certainly pretty enough.”


    Sadly, almost sheepishly, she says, “I don’t know why I’m even asking about boys, I doubt I’ll even have time for dating. I have to work on my album.”


    Um, hello depression, I haven’t missed you.


    “Have you always wanted to sing?” I ask, trying to stay the gloomy side of her. “Professionally I mean?”


    Again, she shrugs her shoulders. These kind of non-committal answers remind me I don’t really know the real Maggie. The deeper parts of her anyway. She has this thing where she keeps most of herself to herself most of the time, and it makes it hard to connect. The fact that she’s like this, even with people she considers friends, speaks to her inner demons, and how tortured and betrayed she must feel.


    “Seriously, Mags. I want to know about your singing.”


    She turns and looks at me, like she’s trying to read my thoughts. Memories of her getting teased about the demo of her first single spring to mind. How her step-sister Blake took pleasure in humiliating her in front of the entire school. Forget that the radio version of her debut single sounds amazing; it was that rotten little bitch who aired an early, not-so-good YouTube version in the cafeteria for everyone to hear twice that really set Maggie on edge. Like playing it the first time wasn’t torture enough. The fact that Blake played it twice attests to the awfulness of her character.


    “My mother was a professional singer, you know.”


    “I didn’t know that.”


    “When she was putting me to bed at night, when I was a kid, she’d sing to me,” she says, her face breaking into a moment of sweet delight. “One night, I started singing with her, and that’s how I discovered my voice.”


    “Where’s your mother now?”


    Her face falls flat, the color washed away. “Dead.”


    I’m startled by her nonchalant, almost unemotional response. I don’t show it, though. Instead I ask how it happened.


    “I found her on a Saturday morning when I was ten. She was in the tub. She’d slit her wrists.” She’s staring straight ahead when she says this. No emotion. Completely monotone. “I guess I sing to remind myself of her. Sometimes I hear her voice in mine and it’s comforting, you know? Like I have somehow preserved a piece of her in me.”


    “That’s really beautiful, Maggie,” I say. “And really sad, too.”


    She doesn’t say anything back, but I’m not expecting her to either. I just can’t believe this is the same girl from last semester, the one who could sometimes be chipper and bubbly, the same girl who helped me find my friends. She turns away from me, looking out the window at everything and nothing. Is she reflecting? I wonder if she’s crying.


    The traffic on I-80 is spotty here and there, but mostly it’s a perfect flow. Even the day is bright with a big blue sky that seems to go on forever.


    “Sounds like you loved her a lot.”


    “She was selfish to leave me and my father like that. But she was sick also. She had to be. I mean, to do something like that and know the only people in the world who love you are going to find you dead in a tub of your own blood…”


    “I’m sorry, Maggie.”


    So much for light conversation.


    “The music industry took her soul, you know. Just like it’s going to take mine. It already has.”


    “If her memory brings as much pain as it does happiness,” I ask, “then why sing?”


    “Because something inside me refuses to do anything else. My voice, my mother’s voice, it has to be heard. I wish this weren’t the case, but I guess I’m just stupid like that.”


    “You’re not stupid, Maggie. Not one bit.”




    Box Trauma and the Fractured Mind




    1


    Standing in the concrete hallway of the Richmond, California branch of Monarch Enterprises, Shelton Gotlieb pressed his thumb to the new biometric reader and waited. A second later the light clicked from red to green and the metal door unlatched itself with a weighted clack. He stepped inside the enormous, climate controlled room where seventeen extra small, coffin-sized boxes housed seventeen children in various states of dissociation. There was nothing like being locked in a small box for days without food, water or sufficient air to fracture the mind.


    Fractured minds led to multiple personalities. A child with multiple personalities, especially if that child can be controlled by professional handlers, laid the foundation for a reliable child assassin.


    Gotlieb fought the urge to hold his nose. Rather than breathe shallow, he inhaled deeply, forcing himself to accept the over-ripe conditions. The air held a damp, urine smell. It burned thick with fecal odor and the stink of unwashed bodies.


    Unofficially, Gotlieb thought of the room as a tomb for the undead. Officially it was called the Coffin Room. The Coffin Room was one of the most important rooms in the entire facility.


    Coffin Trauma, or Box Trauma, kept each child’s multiple personality whole and in tact, and it did so without the steady need for human-administered trauma. Being locked in a box for long periods of time without food, water or a proper toilet was just as torturous as electro-shock therapy, physical and mental torture, sleep deprivation or rape. Intense emotional and violent trauma is what kept the amnesic walls strong.


    “Defining the amnesic walls” was the process of keeping one personality from knowing about the others. A child-assassin who couldn’t keep their multiple personalities separate was useless. With the exception of the Gem alter—or the system’s managing personality—one personality could never know about the other. Should “integration” occur, all kinds of chaos in the body would ensue, making it difficult for the system to properly carry out its specified tasks. In other words, if interrogated, the asset (child; slave; assassin) might compromise himself, Monarch Enterprises and/or the client.


    That would be bad for business. It would be detrimental.


    From one of the coffins in the back of the room came the muffled sounds of crying. Gotlieb turned his eyes and ears to the source of the noise. The crying went on and on. The sobbing and the sniffling. It could sometimes be like that. He felt himself relax. With these wondrous sounds came a deep and lasting satisfaction, one that swam syrupy slow through his abdomen like just-melted honey.


    The crying stopped.


    Gotlieb’s state changed; he became dour.


    When the crying didn’t continue, he headed for a different, more specific box. He unclasped the metal latches. The ventilated lid popped softly in the near silence. He opened the box. Inside lay the boy. The eyes were open. Gotlieb snapped his fingers in the creature’s face. Nothing registered.


    “You could be a doll in a box,” he said into the crush of silence. “A doll on display, for all the world to see and no one would have the slightest clue what you’re capable of.”


    Gotlieb’s gaze slid to the pulsing in the boy’s neck. Not dead.


    Good.


    Sometimes children died in the boxes. Mostly, they didn’t.


    “Wake up,” he said.


    The thing about some of these kids was trauma made them sleep with their eyes open. This one was no different.


    “Wake up.”


    The sleeping boy with the opened eyes shifted ever so slowly, his nostrils flaring the tiniest bit, his eyes blinking slow, labored, then faster. He took a breath. Flexed his fingers and his toes.


    “Wake up.”


    The third command brought the boy fully into awareness. He looked directly at his new handler, but said nothing. He simply awaited orders.


    Gotlieb recited a certain series of commands, accessing one part of the boy the same way you use a password to unlock a program on a computer. Then: “Delta 1A, rise.”


    Something in the boy’s face changed, like a ghost easing comfortably into his pupils. Whatever made up the soul of Delta 1A just slammed headlong into the inside of the boy’s face. Gotlieb felt a small charge within him, the same as he always did when a slave was ready to do his bidding.


    The child’s face moved into a curved, almost mischievous grin. “Yes,” the mouth said, like an excited whisper. The boy’s expression made him seem so much older than his teenage years suggested.


    “We must prepare for your next mission. Are you ready?”


    “I am,” the boy’s mouth said, his grin held eerily in place.


    “Good, then we shall start training.”


    “We shall start training,” the boy’s mouth echoed. “For what, may I ask?”


    “It’s not your place to ask questions,” Gotlieb said with a fair amount of disappointment. “Your only task is to follow orders.”


    “My only task is to follow orders,” the boy’s mouth echoed.




    Playing Impossible to Get



1


    I’m looking forward to seeing my father, although in the back of my mind I’m wondering how he’ll act when I see him. The thing about being a genetically modified kid is you’re still you, but the you that you knew before, it sort of melds with the DNA of the perfect-looking clone or clones used to enhance you. We inherit the personality traits that lie dormant within them, even though our core personality is still mostly intact.


    For me, one of my clones is vengeful and brash. This is new. I was a sarcastic kid when I was a big fat fatty with a love for ice cream, candy and chemically enhanced, over-processed foods. With the new DNA, my sarcasm has only grown worse. My appetite, however, has all but died. Athleticism is a trait bred into all clones, I’m told. That I’m more adventurous, more bold, and somewhat violent, which I think are all alpha tendencies from the male clone used in my creation, is of no surprise to me. This is the key to me. I’m no longer weak.


    I’m still pissed off at Gerhard, though. I never wanted to be a boy, not even the twenty percent Gerhard said I was. Asshole. The look on his face when he told me this, it was the kind of cruelty I’ve come to expect from him. I think he was hoping I’d check between my legs for a penis.


    Gerhard said this was a stipulation of my father’s. He said this would provide me with business instincts for when he leaves me his fortune. I suppose there’s a certain logic to his thinking, not that I’m all that thrilled about it. Trust me, joy was never my first reaction.


    My father clearly doesn’t want me squandering his life’s treasures on purses, shoes and things like pink Bentley’s or houses in the Hamptons. My best guess is he wants me to make something of myself, and perhaps trump his successes with some hard-fought victories of my own. That’s what all rich people want for their kids, isn’t it? Someone to further their legacy?


    At least, that was what the fresh-out-of-the-wrapper version of my father wanted. Now that he’s been Christian Swann for nearly half a year, will he be different, or the same?


    When I get home, I swear to Jesus, he’d better not be stoned. Or drunk with a harem of topless women. Or playing Xbox in his undies for heaven’s sake. Honestly, who he is now, I can’t say. But I shudder to think.


    “You know my father’s like us,” I tell Maggie. “Which is to say, I don’t know exactly how he’ll be. He’s kind of like a social twenty-something in the body of a forty year old who’s really well into his fifties.”


    Maggie smiles, but not real big. She’s either nervous or ambivalent. Or perhaps she’s pushing other thoughts away. I swear I’d pay a small fortune right now to know what is going on in that pretty little head of hers!


    “I guess what I’m trying to say is, I’m sorry in advance.”


    “Don’t worry about your dad,” she says, soft, distant.


    “He’s just so unpredictable,” I say. “It drives me crazy sometimes.”


    We pull into my neighborhood and right when my house comes into view, I see Margaret’s Bentley parked in the driveway. I can’t stop the groan that boils up from my throat automatic.


    “What?” Maggie asks.


    “The monster. That’s her car. The Bentley.”


    We walk inside and there’s Margaret, waiting to greet me like some damn welcoming committee I’d rather not suffer.


    “Hi honey!” she says, overly excited. Not at all herself. She hugs me and kisses my cheek and it’s so not her I’m not sure what to do. My sphincter puckers. It wasn’t the reaction she wanted, but if she plans on channeling Martha Stewart, she can’t expect me to be all sweet and gushy about it.


    Margaret eyes Maggie, smiles wide and says, “Now who is this gorgeous young lady?”


    “This is Maggie,” I say, sullen. “She’s a friend from school.”


    Margaret introduces herself; they shake hands and she says, “Any friend of Abby’s.”


    I hate to admit it, but Margaret actually looks good. And even though she’s officially gone over the top too much, overly nice and fake is preferential to cruel and cutting. That and she doesn’t smell at all like booze.


    My father is there to greet us, too, and already I see he’s on his best behavior. He looks…stately, reserved. Not so carefree. I told him Maggie was coming to stay with us for the summer and asked that he not act like some kind of wanna-be gangster or worse, a college man-whore in an adult’s body. He said he would make me proud. That he’d come into his own since I went back to school.


    I wasn’t sure I believed him on the phone; perhaps he finally got his shit together, although deep down, I’m kind of hoping he didn’t. I might miss the strange side of the new him I once saw.


    For now, he’s coming across as charming and handsome and, well, fatherly. If I’m breathing a huge sigh of relief, it’s because I care more about him than Margaret. Everyone I know knows she is a freaking monster. I’m not exactly shy about reciting that fact. As for Margaret, we’ll see how long this charade lasts. Could she be on uppers?


    It’s possible.


    The thing about the monster is she has this way of screwing up a good thing. It’s her modus operandi. And it’s my M.O. to level her with pent up teenage angst. If anything, just to see how far I can bend her before she breaks. I don’t want to be this way, but honestly, I can’t help it.


    I say, “You can’t be over here, Margaret. Me and dad are on the down low.” Her eyes widen, like I just gave away our secret, or said the worst thing ever. “It’s okay, Maggie’s a GMK, too.”


    Margaret says, “A what?”


    “A genetically modified kid,” Maggie explains, as if it’s no biggie. “One of Gerhard’s dolls.”


    One of Gerhard’s dolls? I haven’t heard it put like that before. I guess we all have our own way of viewing ourselves now that we’re…different. Now that we’re…improved.


    “Oh,” Margaret says, appraising her with new eyes. “Really?”


    “Absolutely.”


    I say, “Margaret, you’ve got your own home and your new boy toy, yet here you are. Why is that?”


    “I wanted to welcome you home,” she says, fighting the urge to appear taken aback. My father flashes me a look I plainly ignore, then tries to mask it with a genial smile.


    “So you say,” I reply.


    Maggie says, “Thank you for letting me stay this summer, Mrs. Van Duyn.”


    “Don’t thank her,” I say. “This isn’t her house. It’s my dad’s house.” Looking at Margaret, I say, “Speaking of this not being your house, where is Fifty Shades of Grey? Am I ever going to meet this ass clown who doubles as a home-wrecker?”


    “Abby,” my father warns. Again, I dismiss him, although I’ve officially stepped over the line and I know it.


    It’s hard to stop pushing her. “Or is he too busy trolling the country club for other men’s wives?” I ask. Yep. That’s the cherry on top.


    “That’s enough!” my father snaps. Ladies and gentleman, Mr. Stately has left the building. In his place stands the father-type, willing and able to defend the floozy who renounced him.


    “That’s low, Abby,” Margaret scoffs, “even for you.”


    “Go away, Margaret,” I say, as if bored. “And take your bag of tricks with you.”


    I know it’s not healthy to hate, and I know she’s now working for the Mother of the Year award, but sometimes, there’s that unforgiving part of me who just can’t keep her big mouth shut.


    The angry silence is heavy enough to crush bugs. Margaret’s eyes are bulging with disbelief, embarrassment and anger, and my father…let’s just say he’s not gunning for Team Abby anymore.


    Yes, I’m ashamed. It’s settling in. For a second, I can’t even sneak a look at Maggie because for that one long moment I’m thinking twice about having been so rude to Margaret in front of her. There was no tension in the room except what I shoved into it with my animosity. Something like regret starts to work its way inside me.


    “I’m sorry,” I blurt out. “I should be more diligent about keeping my feelings to myself.”


    “I just wish you didn’t have those feelings at all,” Margaret says, the Holly Homemaker act all gone now. With my apology, the tension starts to leave my father’s face.


    “Well, you know what they say,” I announce, that little voice in the back of my head telling me to seriously shut the hell up, that what I’m about to say is reckless on a multitude of levels, “wish in one hand and shit in the other and see which fills up faster.”


    Margaret and my father both scoff out loud and make a big deal of me talking like that and I simply shrug my shoulders and say, “I’m a genetically modified kid. It’s not really my fault. It’s the boy in me. So technically, dad, this is your fault.”


    “That’s ridiculous!” Margaret snaps.


    “Actually it’s not,” I say, my eyes boring right into my father’s.


    Maggie clears her throat loudly and we all turn to look at her. She smiles and says, “Abby, if you’ll show me to your room, I can let you guys have some privacy.”


    “That’s an excellent idea,” my father says.


    Big sigh, roll of the eyes. “This is my fault,” I finally admit, lightheartedly. “Sorry Margaret. Sorry, dad.” Then turning to Maggie, I say, “I’m most sorry to you, Mags.”


    Margaret and my father are trading confused looks when I take Maggie with me to my bedroom. I hear the engine in Margaret’s Bentley turn over a few minutes later and then she’s gone. At last! In the silence I’m left wondering if I should stop giving her such a hard time. But if I do, will I naively fall for her newly minted charm? Will she then suck me in and turn on me like she has done so many times before? I don’t know.


    Probably.


    There’s a part of me who wants to trust her, but there’s that smaller, younger part of me who’s terrified to open up. To become vulnerable. Am I still so desperate for her love? I don’t know.


    Maybe.


    God, I think so.
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    Mags and I are heading to town to Oren’s Hummus Shop on University Avenue where they serve the most amazing Mediterranean food when I see Jacob pulling into his driveway. He’s with a friend I don’t recognize. Jacob sees me. Shit. He brightens immediately. With everything I did at the end of the semester, me kissing Jake (Professor Teller), and then kissing Damien like right after that, I’m not really itching for more boys in my life right now.


    Jacob hops out of his car, crosses the lawn and comes over and says, “I was wondering when you’d get home.” He gives me a hug and a kiss dangerously close to my mouth, then introduces me to his friend, Chad. Chad’s not really my type of guy. I introduce them to Maggie, who’s acting like she could give a f*ck less. Chad is alright looking, but he’s short and stocky, which is so not my thing. I think it’s because he looks like a wrestler, which is just so…Ew.


    “You look phenomenal,” Jacob says. “I only barely know you, but you coming home is what I’ve looked forward to most these last months.”


    “That’s sweet of you,” I tell him. And it is.


    “What are you doing right now?”


    Playing with my hair, smiling, I almost forget how much I hated him. I almost forget all the terrible things he said and did when I was that portly bridge troll, Savannah version 1.0.


    “We’re going to Oren’s on University.”


    “How’d you feel about company?” Chad asks.


    “Sorry,” I say, faking a disappointment I just don’t feel (and not doing a very good job of it by the look on his face), “this is a girls only lunch.”


    Then, right out of the blue, Maggie says, “Plus it’s easier to pick up Stanford men if you don’t have high school boys hanging around you.”


    None of us know what to say. Me personally, I’m baffled. The first two boys she meets and Maggie’s totally cock-blocking us. Bridget once said, “It’s one thing to play hard to get, but playing impossible to get never got you anything but too much time with your vibrator.”


    “Well, on that uncomfortable note,” I say, acting overly chipper, “Maggie and I are off.”


    “Can I stop by later?” Jacob says. He’s pretending Maggie didn’t just blow them off. Chad, on the other hand, is not. He just stares at us. His manners gone. We could be naked the way he refuses to even blink. Freaking rude-ass creeper.


    “I guess. But we might not be here. How about I stop by your house, if it’s not too late?”


    “Okay,” he says.


    He leans in to give me a hug and instead, like a total slut, I kiss him on the mouth. He’s the third boy I’ve kissed this week, and I know I should feel bad, but whatever, this is the new me.


    When we get in the car, Maggie says, “They were cute.”


    “You treated them like lepers,” I say.


    “Makes them try harder. Plus, you can tell they’re so full of themselves. If you don’t break their ego down in the beginning, they’ll try to have their way with you later, and then move on to the next girl that catches their eye while you sit at home waiting for them to call.”


    “I don’t think they’re all like that.”


    “If they’ve got a dick and two balls they’re like that,” Maggie says.


    “So what do you think about Chad?”


    “Too short.”


    I laugh. “He’s definitely too short.”


    Maggie says, “I just can’t go out with a guy if I’m taller, you know? I don’t know how Nichole Kidman did it with Tom Cruise all those years.”


    It’s like she’s reading my mind. Pulling the S5 out of the driveway, I say, “Maybe he’ll hit a late growth spurt.”


    “What, when he’s twenty-five?”
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    The thing about Oren Dobronsky and his wife Nancy is they know Mediterranean food, and—in the land of tech geeks and dreams of funding the next billionaire start-up—who knew an Israeli restaurant with the name “hummus” in it would be such a hit?


    Oren and Nancy, that’s who.


    Maggie orders the Fatush salad, and I have the Mozy’s Rice Bowl, which is Basmati rice with simmered tomatoes, garlic, mint, and parsley, all topped with grilled chicken. Maggie orders lemonade and I get a coconut water and we both head toward an open table facing the decorative brick wall.


    Oh, and by the way, the place smells euphoric.


    I expect us to fall into an easy conversation about whatever, but once again there’s this palpable silence falling over us that is very dark-cloudish, and a teensy bit irritating. I mean seriously.


    All around us, people are conversing, food is cooking, orders are being taken and great music is playing. The bright environment is energizing, at least, it could be. There’s this vacuum of solitude that seems to envelop us, the same way you’d feel squeezed to death if you were ejected into space. To say I feel bad for my friend would be the understatement of the year. I want to cheer her up, I do, but dammit, raising the dead just isn’t my specialty. I’m much better at putting people down. Or fighting.


    Being a friend, a one-on-one friend, it’s harder than you think. For a second I’m wondering what the hell I did, forcing her to come home with me.


    “Why are you just staring at me?” Maggie says. She says it like she’s prepared to be offended. I want to say something reassuring, I do, but I also want to shake her back to life! I have seen the side of Maggie that’s fun and airy and easy. This isn’t it. Now, what…she’s wanting me to do all the talking? I’m trying, I swear.


    “Hello?” Maggie says.


    I realize I’m staring not at her but through her. My eyes clear and I stumble all over my words. “Sorry. I guess I’m just thinking about school, I mean, not being there anymore. The summer is what I’m thinking about. I guess.”


    Maggie gives a sarcastic laugh and says, “You sound stupid. Just say it. I already know, Abby or Savannah, or whatever.”


    The way she says my names so flippantly, so rudely, I’m hurt. And maybe a bit offended. I’ve only been there for her as a friend. I’m not one of the Bitch Brigade. Not one of Julie’s hit squad. We are who we are, GMK’s, and it mostly isn’t our fault. At least it isn’t mine. “Abby. It’s Abby, and you don’t need to be so snarky.”


    She takes a bite of her salad, chews it, and swallows. The way she looks at me without saying anything rubs me the wrong way. It’s like she’s channeling demons.


    “Well, do you have anything you want to say for yourself?” I ask. On a scale of one to ten, the way I can get into arguments scores a solid eleven.


    Unfortunately she just shrugs her shoulders. Before I can complain, she stabs her fork into her lettuce and tomatoes then shoves it all into her mouth. She’s chomping like a racehorse and eyeballing me. She isn’t blinking. Isn’t talking.


    “That’s it? I bring you home to stay with me for the summer so you don’t have to think about, you know, and you’re rude to the first boys we see and rude to me and now you won’t even talk? Jesus H. motherfreaking Christ, it’s like you’re bipolar or something.”


    She finishes chewing, not having blinked once the entire time, then swallows hard. She sits there for a moment, her eyes clearing, perhaps bringing in a more hospitable host, then she says, “It’s not that I’m trying to be rude. There’s just so many things wrong I’m having a hard time sorting them out. Plus, with you not being yourself—”


    “Me? How about you?!”


    In a softer, almost apologetic tone, Maggie says, “I know. I’m being terrible right now.” After another monumental stretch of silence, one so long it almost becomes unnerving if not for all the noise and activity around us, she says, “I just don’t know how to be happy anymore. I feel like being here, with you, and away from everything that’s been so bad in my life. I should be happy, but I’m not. I’m in this fog, and I just feel…really empty. Like all the time. Plus he’s texting me again. He won’t stop.”


    “He? He who?”


    She shoots me a sour look, like I should know the answer. And I should. The record label’s executive producer. The rapist.


    “Really,” I stammer.


    Her eyes shine with pain; she lowers her face, hides those same eyes from me.


    Somewhere in the back of my mind I realize I brought her home to fix her, but now, in my naiveté, I’m realizing this is the kind of broken you can’t fix.


    “Let’s go do something. Anything you want. What will cheer you up?” It’s a stupid question I already feel like chastising myself for asking. How do you cheer up someone who survived the things she’s survived? The only acceptable right-of-passage into the music industry should be talent and hard work, but apparently, in Maggie’s case, it involves letting a sleazy music executive take your virginity while everyone else seems so unaware.


    “Where was your father when…you know…when it happened?”


    Head still down, running her fork through her salad, she pulls her hair across her face and—in a voice so vanquished I have to strain to hear her—she says, “I don’t want to talk about that. Don’t talk to me about that.”


    Dropping my voice to match hers, leaning forward, I say, “You have to talk to someone about it, Mags. You can’t just shut down. That’s why you have friends. Why you have me.”


    I can barely see her face through her hair. People are glancing at us, their darting eyes saying they see problems occurring.


    “I know,” she says.


    She doesn’t say anything for a long time, so long I wonder if I’m being brushed off. I hate this feeling. Then finally she says, “When we’re done, can we just go back to your place? I’m really tired.”


    Now it’s my turn to shrug my shoulders.
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    We’re settling in to our meal when three sumptuous looking guys breeze into the restaurant with great energy, five o’clock shadows and confident laughter in their voices. Their presence is a sexual force felt by every unclaimed vagina in the place. Except maybe Maggie’s. It takes an act of will power to look away from them. My eyes return to Maggie. She hasn’t seen the boys yet. Then her head turns toward their voices, and almost in slow motion, she sees them. Her entire demeanor shifts so fast it’s practically unbelievable. She has the look of someone struck with an overwhelming need they can’t control. Like the scent of orgasmic promise set the air on fire and all she can do is just sit there burning, shivering.


    The three of them see us seeing them and all the sudden I’m sucked into their gravitational pull. It’s a crackling in the air, a profound, swallowing silence. It’s the look of Stanford men aching to make girls like us into women. Looking at these guys makes high school boys seem so silly, so immature. So very, very bush league.


    They look at me and I smile, choosing sexy and mysterious over the Hollywood smile. Then, oh my God, it feels like the air just spiked ten degrees. All three smile back. I fight the blush. They grin. In that moment, I look away, then give a half glance back. They’re still looking and I’m like, holy cow, is this really happening?


    OMG, it is.


    They’re coming over.


    For some completely unfathomable reason, Maggie looks away from them and goes back to eating her salad. The gods are descending upon us and she’s tits deep in her f*cking salad! I tap the foot of her chair. She looks up, like she wants and doesn’t want this, then she looks up at them again. Her breath catches. Yes, that’s right, they’re coming to us, these…


    ….freaking gods.


    What they say next, I can’t remember for certain. I just smile a whole lot and they smile a whole lot and next thing I know, we’re accepting invitations to a party.


    You know when you lose time for a minute or ten? It was like that. I can’t say much of what happened from the moment we said yes to their party to the moment we left.


    Time just happened.


    I’m a silly school girl with a crush. Some part of me remembers waving good-bye. In the car, I frantically check my back pocket to make sure I still have the number they gave me. One of the boys, he said make sure we show up.


    “We’ll be there,” I promised.


    In the car, I open the slip of paper given to me. The sigh I heave when I see those seven digits scratched in blue ink is enormous. I don’t even remember their names, they’re that hot. But I’ve got the number, so who really gives a crap? Names are so inconsequential when you’re in love.


    “Will someone pinch me please?” Maggie says as we’re pulling into traffic. For a second, we’ve got the old Maggie back. Well freaking Hallelujah!


    “That happened,” I say, breathless.


    Next thing I know we’re giggling and it seems—for the barest of moments—that maybe Maggie will drag herself out of this momentous funk after all.
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    All the way home we talk about the boys. Maggie likes the tallest of the trio and I like the one with blonde hair and green eyes. We’ve already decided the one with too many muscles likes himself better than either of us do so he can fend for himself.


    It’s when we get home that the sexually charged adrenaline burns off, like some spell cast on us completing its cycle. Sitting in my bedroom, Maggie’s lying on the bed next to me with her shoes off staring at the ceiling. I say, “Do you ever think about our clones? The ones we come from, I mean?”


    For some reason, my dumb brain won’t stop revisiting this. I think of them as our gods. The DNA we come from. Also—and this is more of a semi-conscious secondary agenda—I’m looking for ways to avoid sinking back into the mire of Maggie’s past.


    “Not really,” Maggie says, her voice faraway, like she’s not even taking the subject serious. “I mean, sometimes I think of my clone, you know, but not in an obsessive compulsive type of way. Not like you do.”


    “I’m freaking A.D.D. about them, Magpie. Seriously, I swear it’s a problem. A fixation.”


    “Damien said you had a hard-on about them. Like preserving their rights is going to be your cause or something.”


    “It almost is. But it isn’t, you know? I mean, to have a cause, you have to be fully committed.”


    “You should be committed alright,” she jokes with a grin and a sly look from those gorgeous, ocean deep eyes. I almost don’t want to object because she’s not sucking the sunshine out of the sky with her misery right now.


    “The way things are going, I’ll probably end up institutionalized or dead. It’s my new DNA, I think. I don’t know.” I blow out an exhausted sigh, then say, “Half the time I feel crazed with these thoughts of mine. And half the time I’m not sure they’re my thoughts at all. They feel like someone else’s emotions crammed into my head, laying down their roots, growing their leaves of dissent in the darkness.”


    “Why do you even care about them?” Maggie asks.


    “Why do people worship God? Because He’s everyone’s father. At least, that’s the belief if you’re not into Darwinism or Scientology, or whatever. But with these people, our clones, you and I know for sure parts of us came from them. We’re hybrids, Magpie. It’s verifiable.”


    “Yeah,” she says, “I guess.”


    You guess?! Man, I get frustrated with this conversation! I unhook my bra, yank it through my shirt sleeve and lob it into my closet. How can anyone not care where they came from if who they came from was a clone?


    With an edge and a depth to my voice that only surfaces when my blood pressure gets cranked up, I say, “Don’t you ever feel—I don’t know—ungrateful when you just dismiss them so easily? It’s the reason you’re healthy and beautiful, Magpie. Me, too. And the non-triplets.”


    She pins me down with those eyes. “Jesus, Abby, you don’t think I know that?”


    “So why don’t you act like you care? They gave you everything, and you barely even give them your consideration.” Exasperated, I say, “You’re like my father.”


    Slowly, Maggie sits up straight, but not like she wants to fight. When she answers, it’s in a soft, solemn tone. The kind of velvety tone you just know carries with it a tremendous amount of pain.


    “If I weren’t so beautiful, maybe I wouldn’t have gotten raped. How I look, how I feel, this was once a gift. Being pretty has its downsides, too. I feel like a target now.”


    Her body goes boneless. She lays back down, as if the weight of that single admission drains her of whatever strength she has left.


    Simmering, feeling selfish, I let my breath out gradually and even, and I say, “It didn’t seem like that with those Stanford boys, did it? Did you feel like a target?”


    “For a minute, no, but then I considered what they’ll want from us and it sort of all crashed down on me at once.”


    “They’re just boys.”


    “Boys rape girls, Abby,” she says. “It happens.”


    The heat in my voice simmers, the edge all but gone. What’s left is sadness and concern for my friend. The male DNA part of me makes me think I can solve her problems. Or perhaps offer her some kind of perspective that won’t leave her feeling so wounded all the time, or so vulnerable.


    “Not all boys rape girls,” I say. “Some boys, they believe in love. And those same boys, they’re scared too, and insecure. Just like us, you know? They just want to be seen, to feel valuable, to at least feel…I don’t know, wanted. It’s not always about taking. A lot of guys are desperate to earn that.”


    “You’ve read too many Nicholas Sparks’ books,” she says, teasing. Okay, so I have. I still think The Notebook was amazing. And Best of Me made me cry for hours. But still, isn’t there always a little truth in fiction?


    “The point is, something horrible happened to you and you’re letting it define you. It changed the way you see things, the way you think. Your entire perspective on life and love, it’s been poisoned. But that doesn’t mean it’s right. Or accurate.”


    “God you sound like such a guy right now.”


    “I know.”


    “I love you for trying to help me though,” she says.


    “I love you, too,” I say, “which is why I’m anxious to help you.”


    Tears boil in her eyes and I can see everything rushing forward at once, taking her body, pulling her into a fetal position. She can’t help the sobbing that starts inside her. I lay down beside her, pull her into my arms. For the first time since I learned of her defining trauma, she lets go of everything inside her. It’s the saddest most tragic thing I’ve ever seen and before I know it, I’m crying, too. Not that me doing this is any great surprise. I cry like all the time.


    The way I feel, so immersed in sympathy right now, I can almost be her. I can almost feel the depths of her anguish, and I can feel her depression like it’s my own. I also feel her hate. This man—this music mogul—he can’t be allowed to do this to anyone else. In my heart, where love, devotion and justice beat their drums, I know he must pay for the pain he’s caused. I want that pound of flesh.


    I know this like I know my own soul.
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    How Maggie is held hostage by her defining traumas, that’s how much I’m held hostage by my need to do something. Anything! I have to help Maggie, and I have to help the clones. It’s not right, the way they live. Someone has to do something for them! Someone should at least try giving them some sort of dignity!


    When I wonder what to do, all that happens is I start feeling really small against that cause. It’s a cowardice I can barely admit. But it has me thinking. I’ve been wondering if they can be integrated into our world, and I reason that it might be possible. Seeing Maggie tortured by her memories, knowing the clones are hostages to science, I decide that—unless I do something for both of them—all I will do is obsess about killing the rapist.


    Which I can’t do.


    The rapist is not a genetic freak, not like Gerhard’s war model. That piece of shit is a real flesh and blood person. A flaming prick that deserves to be set on fire and burned to death, yes, but he’s real never-the-less. What I decide, while laying there with Maggie—what is critical to my survival—is that if I don’t put my energy elsewhere, I’m going to do the unthinkable, which is kill that motherf*cker for real.
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    When it comes time to go to the Stanford party, we get ready together until about halfway through, I see Maggie crashing again. She just stops doing her hair. It’s like she quits breathing for a moment. Then these gigantic tears gather in her eyes like storm clouds and I know our night with the Stanford boys is going to be a bust.


    “I can’t do it,” she says, the tears finally dripping from her eyes onto her cheeks. Some people are ugly when they cry; Maggie isn’t one of them. For some reason, she looks so beautiful when she’s crying and that makes me feel so much worse. I hug her tight, holding her shaking body up against mine for safety.


    “It’s okay, Magpie. We don’t have to go.”


    “It’s just, what if one of them wants to, what if he—?”


    “Let’s stay in,” I say. “We can stay in.”


    Instead of partying with the Stanford men on campus, we end up chilling with my father. We watch The Host, a movie about aliens taking control of our minds, and it seems fitting. All these crazy thoughts of rape and murder and genetic modification, they’re alien thoughts to girls our age, but not us. Sometimes it feels like our minds are not ours anymore.


    We turn in by eleven, Maggie to the guest room and me to mine, and I just lay there, worrying, plotting, seething. I can’t scrape my brain clear of these toxic thoughts. Maggie was made to endure a grievous injustice, one I feel compelled to do something about. What is it about having boy DNA that makes you want to break things?


    I kick the covers off my legs, punch the pillow to fluff it, cross my arms. Why can’t I be more of a normal girl? Why can’t I obsess over purses and shoe shopping and makeup and clothes? OMG, life would be so cake and ice cream if that were the case!


    It would be so easy.


    God in heaven, I swear my life was more manageable when I was fat and unpopular. Netty and me were besties, I had no boy problems, and fugly or not, I was all girl. Not some science experiment. Like I said, easy. Or maybe not.


    I don’t know.


    My feet kick the covers completely off the bed. Violently my hands re-fluff my pillow. All this thrashing around, trying to get comfortable…it isn’t working. Will I ever get comfortable? I guess it’s the newness of my pretty-girl problems that has me flustered. Jesus, I hate feeling like I’ve got sand in my vagina all the time. My life is good! Blessed. It’s just…I don’t know…I can’t really ever seem to get my bearings, and it has me bristling. The way I’m feeling so quick tempered, I could be a feral cat.


    Or a terrorist.


    I roll over in bed and it’s two thirteen in the morning. Here I am, wide awake with my thoughts. Wide awake fighting for sleep, fighting my linens.


    Man, I hate this.


    It’s about fifteen minutes later when I decide I’m going to do the right thing and kidnap one of the clones. Two minutes after that I decide to do it first thing in the morning.




    Georgia




    1


    The lab was quiet. Dr. Evan Cameron’s mouth sat perfectly shut. He looked at Gerhard who appeared equally puzzled. The naked girl in the tall glass canister, she was improving, but they couldn’t get her to look the same. Her facial structure was different. Not vastly so, but enough that she looked more like a cousin to the girl she was before. That should be okay, shouldn’t it?


    “I don’t understand,” Cameron finally said. He looked older than Gerhard, but just as fit. With wispy blonde hair combed neatly to the side, and wire-rimmed glasses sitting halfway down the bridge of his nose, he looked more studious. More introspective.


    “We replicated everything,” Cameron said. “The original solution, the same DNA components, the same base components.”


    “Nature is anything but an exact science,” Gerhard said. He couldn’t take his eyes off the girl. “She’s still beautiful though. Don’t you think? I think so.”


    “There’s that.”


    “We don’t have informed consent for the additional…modification, do we?”


    Gerhard was lost in the girl. “The C-714 modification?” he said, unblinking.


    “Yes.”


    Gerhard finally blinked, then turned to the unlicensed and previously disgraced doctor and fixed him with a stare. “You didn’t really think you’d get permission for that, did you?”


    “I’d hoped to try. If anything to avoid any unnecessary scrutiny.”


    “Hope is a fool’s burden,” Gerhard said. Turning his eyes back to the girl, he said, “Better to ask for forgiveness than permission. Besides, the girl looked like a giant, newborn cat, and now she’s not.”


    Cameron took a moment’s pause. “So we do the modification?”


    The girl floated in stasis in the glass canister filled with a viscous, pink solution. Her hair was suspended in motion, a snap shot of that space between life and death. Like a recently drowned victim not yet pulled from the still waters that held her.


    “Of course we do the modification,” Gerhard said in a clipped tone. “When the hell else are we going to have this kind of opportunity?”


    “She could die,” Cameron replied. “The body could reject the serum.”


    “I’m well aware of the risks, Doctor.”


    “I thought you liked this girl,” Cameron said.


    “The time for compassion, or even caution, has passed. This child has all but expired in the minds of her parents. A perfect opportunity. Besides, we’re scientists, are we not?”


    “We are,” Cameron said with a creeping grin.


    “Young Georgia here,” Gerhard said, his tone less grating and more poetic, “will be our greatest triumph.”


    “Or she’ll be another dead child,” Cameron said, the grin melting.


    Gerhard turned to Cameron and, with a straight face, he shrugged and said, “I can live with that.”


    After a moment’s consideration, Cameron said, “As can I, Doctor.”


    “Good. Now let us administer this new serum and pray she does not expire.”




    History Favors the Bold
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    Normally I’d say you would have to put a shotgun to my head to get me up at six A.M. on summer break, but not today. Today I’m going for a premature evacuation. I’m pulling out early. Heading to the city. Finally. I say finally because I made the decision to kidnap the clones not last night, but several nights ago. Since then I’ve had a gigantic case of the chickenshits.


    But not now. Not anymore. This morning, I reach into my panties and find my big girl testes.


    I’m awake long before the alarm goes off. Lying in the dark under the not insignificant weight of my comforter and a throw blanket on top of it, I turn the plan over in my mind. It’s got all kinds of holes in it. Oh, well.


    I convince myself it’s best to do something, even if it’s wrong, over doing nothing. And so it goes. Silencing my alarm before it goes off, I haul myself out of bed and go to the bathroom. Standing in front of the mirror, I pull my hair in a ponytail, put on black sweats, a black sweatshirt with a hoodie and a kangaroo pouch, then grab the bag under the counter containing my tazer and my stun gun. They should be charged enough to take down a decent sized man.


    Maybe two.


    When it comes to assault, you can never be too prepared. Besides, it won’t be a man I’m taking down. It will most likely be Nurse Arabelle, which leaves me conflicted. We’ve been getting along so well lately.


    As I’m silently wolfing down a menial breakfast, I’m rolling over the details of what will soon be my first daylight B&E/kidnapping. Before anyone can so much as crawl out of bed, I’m in my Audi, racing toward the Bay Area. Weaving semi-erratic through traffic, my restless mind continues to refine this otherwise haphazard plan.


    F*ck it. History favors the bold, the brazen, the absolute fearless, right? The more complex the details, the greater the chances of failure. So I keep it simple because I’m not an idiot, I’m courageous.


    Yeah, right.


    The truth is, I’m terrified.
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    San Francisco’s morning traffic is a veritable nightmare, but eventually I get to Gerhard’s downtown office and by God’s will alone, some douchebag in a beamer pulls out of a spot like twenty yards from the front door. I edge out some dick in a beat-to-crap Toyota Corolla for the spot, do a bang up job of parallel parking, then swallow hard and deep and prepare to do my thing.


    One twist of the knob of Gerhard’s office door tells me it’s locked. Great. Looking around, knowing I must be as conspicuous as possible, I pull out my tazer, conceal it in my kangaroo pouch, then knock on the door. I slide my hoodie over my head, lower my face into the shadow of it, then I wait.


    As I expect, Nurse Arabelle opens the door. I don’t look up. She says, “Can I help?” and I say nothing. I don’t even move. She steps forward, like she’s going to touch my shoulder, or pull back my hoodie, and that’s when I step forward and zap her. She slumps in the doorway, cracking her head on the door frame sideways before dropping like deadweight onto the cold, tiled floor.


    Dammit.


    I kneel down, take a closer look. She’s out cold, not from being tazed, but from the fall. The act of tazing someone, it’s a pretty sick thing to do. Even if you’re a cop. But tazing Arabelle—a woman I worked extra hard to play nice with—holy balls, this is worse than horrible. I betrayed her trust. Now she’s hurt. The only reason I don’t double over and puke is because I’m considering the greater cause.


    I step past her, drag her electrified, knocked-out body inside before anyone sees us, then close the door. Her neck is bent at an odd angle. Red-tinted saliva bubbles slowly on her parted lips. Her Amethyst eyes are rolled back. Perhaps this is a blessing in disguise: she hasn’t seen me yet.


    It’s crucial I keep it this way.


    I’m assessing her when suddenly someone digs their fingers into my shoulder, spins me around and socks me in the gut so hard I double over from the pain. Before my brain grasps what’s happening, this monster in a white lab coat throws me to the floor and starts soccer-ball kicking me. Like, over and over again.


    Both my tazers skid to the floor.


    The size ten feet in leather-soled dress shoes stomp on my ribs and shoulder. They hammer my arms, my hands, my legs. I curl into a ball, pull my knees to my chest. One kick after another, it keeps coming—the assault. Finally, I scurry loose, weathering more kicks, grab the tazer and flip awkwardly toward my attacker. The foot kicks me right in the forehead. Pain flares in starbursts of light and heat. Reflexively, my hand relaxes on the tazer, my will slowly but certainly seeping from me.


    Ohmigod, I’m thinking. It isn’t supposed to go this way…


    Blood runs hot down my face, dripping onto the white tiles. He kicks me again and again. The same feet in the same place at the same unrelenting pace. My eyebrow splits and a niggling, vibrating, incredibly painful force works its way into my organs. Like things are being rearranged and punctured. My organs maybe, and my bones.


    I cough, I choke, I swallow massive quantities of blood. One thought climbs over the rest: if I don’t do something now, I’m dead.


    Through the flurry of kicks and German insults, my hand finds my tazer, the dart-pack loaded. Seeing the weapon, the man’s attack on me intensifies. OMG, he’s f*cking ruthless! I work to a knee, raising my face enough to see the lower half of his body coming at me. I try blocking the kick. It’s worse than I thought. The full force of his shin hits my forearm like a battering ram. A bone breaks. Mine.


    My body sags, pitches forward. The tile meets my cheekbone, hard, the impact like a punch of stone thunking my whole skull. Then my mouth moans in pain. Already, my broken arm feels useless.


    He keeps coming. Keeps kicking. My back, my sides, my butt and my legs.


    Rolling over, pushing off a heel to get away from him, the thing I feel most is desperation. He’s a stern faced animal with a high, black hairline who takes a half-second break from his forward assault. I manage to point the tazer up at him and fire. I was aiming for the chest, but my efforts to survive left me all but depleted. The two darts bury into flesh: one in his outer crotch, one high on his thigh.


    With everything left in me, I light that motherf*cker up. Yes, even as I’m zapping the hell out of him, I’m censoring my language. Trying to act like a lady in the midst of roasting some maniac’s nuts, it’s as stupid as it sounds. The truth is, a lady should never drop f-bombs, except in the company of her friends. And maybe not even then.


    Then again, the situation being what it is, I say society’s unwritten rules can go f*ck themselves. As for now, my finger won’t let off the trigger. That crackling, electric sound is a symphony to my ears. After too long, I let go of the gun and the reception room falls silent.


    My body softens with the weight of victory. There’s blood all over the floor. All over me. I try to stand, but the slightest pressure on my fractured arm and destroyed midsection has me barking out in pain. For the first time since nearly being radiated to death, I berate myself for being so single-minded. This cause, good God, it’s going to get me killed.


    Yet some part of me likes this. Craves it. That boy part of me that yearns for trouble, chaos and aggression, the part of me dying for justice to be meted out, I swear I’m so in heaven right now! Except for the pain. Holy crap, I’m really hurting right now.


    I work my way to my feet—trying not to slip in slicks of my own blood—then stagger down a long, sterile hallway leading to the lab. My fingers find my face; they return with smears of red.


    So much for my perfect looks.


    But thank God for adrenaline. If not for that, the swelling and pain might be unmanageable. I mean, for shit’s sake, my freaking face is soooo hot and swollen right now! And the tingling starting in under the skin, it’s like the fire ants marching. Pushing past my physical woes, I force myself forward. Remind myself why I’m here.


    Down the hall in the lab, I expect to find one or maybe two clones, but there are four of them and once more I’m overwhelmed. At best I can get one of them free, maybe two. But all four of them? My arm won’t do the work. And my beat to crap face, it’s a throbbing mess that feels worse with exertion.


    Plus, I’m sweating like a pig right now. The thing about adrenaline is sometimes it hits so hard you feel nauseous. I force myself to think. To focus. Make a decision! I tell myself. Whom do I save? Is one less deserving than the other?


    Holy balls, my arm burns! And I’m sweating worse than ever. Seriously, the fire ants with their gigantic torches are marching! Finally I choose a girl who looks about my age—a startlingly attractive red head—and get started releasing her.


    The flush of adrenaline has me high as a kite, and I’m terrified of the come down. The pain is starting to dull. All that’s left is a muted, scalding hot version of it. I’ll hit bottom sooner than later, I tell myself, so I keep moving. I keep my mind occupied.


    After haphazardly pushing several buttons right next to the girl’s glass canister, the pink fluid starts to drain. Outside, in the hallway, I hear moaning and a physical bump. Like a drunk stumbling around at night. Or falling down. Instantly I’m alert to more than just myself and the clone.


    Grabbing my tazer with my good arm, I change out the spent head for a fresh dart-pack, then move toward the lab door. I ease it open, peek into the hallway. Down the corridor, ten feet away, a shaky looking Arabelle is trying to rouse the fallen man, who must be a doctor judging by his lab coat. She’s trying to pull him to his feet.


    My brain is trying to figure out just what the hell to do when Arabelle’s eyes flick up and find me. Shit. The change in her is instant and disturbing. Like the very sight of me has her possessed by demons.


    “Вы гнилые мало баба!” she snarls in her native tongue. I don’t know what all of that means, but I’m pretty sure баба means bitch.


    She’s really unloading on me now, with that angry, foreign mouth. The purple-eyed woman is standing up tall so she can adequately project the force of her rage. Her words are fast, sharp as daggers. Her once beautiful face is inflamed. No longer is she the gorgeous nurse with the killer body and those wild, mesmerizing eyes. Not at all. What this one hundred and five pound Ukrainian minx has become is a homicidal maniac, the kind of blue-blooded psycho normal people turn and sprint from because you can just see the train’s coming off the tracks.


    Practically paralyzed, I’m looking back at her and what I see is a hatred only the worst betrayal can produce. I clench and unclench the hand attached to my injured arm and find it no longer hurts so bad. Interesting. Stepping into the hall, I face her.


    Wait for her.


    She doesn’t see the tazer, or she’s too crazed to care, because she practically drops the fallen man in a heap and starts after me like she wants to kill me twice.


    “Don’t do this!” I warn her. I raise the tazer; she keeps coming. Her rage seems to stabilize her, and her impossibly large eyes narrow as she picks up speed.


    “Dammit Arabelle, don’t do this!”


    When she’s mere feet away, I shoot her square in the chest. The voltage hits her with force. She reacts the way you’d expect someone to react when they’re struck by lightning. She crashes to the floor like a toppled plank, her face hitting the tile with a sickening thud. I crank the juice, loosen my trigger finger after a long burst, pop the dart pack and go for my handheld tazer. The fallen man in a lab coat is trying to get to his feet.


    “Nein,” he says, his German accent impossibly thick.


    I torch the son of a bitch even though his deep-set eyes are woozy looking and wounded. Even though he’s holding his hand up for mercy. For what he did to me, for his viciousness, his unrelenting assault, he deserves nothing less.


    Time to go, I’m thinking. Like right freaking now.


    In the lab, the clone’s canister is fully drained of the pink goop. I swing the glass chamber to its horizontal position, then find a lab coat and dress the red headed clone’s naked body. She isn’t moving.


    Son of a bitch!


    I smack her face lightly, urge her to wake up. No response. I strike her cheek this time with force and still nothing. Is it sad that I’m thinking, when she wakes up I don’t want her vomiting pink fluid all over my car?


    Time to change plans. I wheel over a gurney, my mind churning out what could be called plan C, or plan D, or whatever.


    Working the clone’s body onto the gurney is practically impossible, but somehow I manage. I roll her out of the lab, gently but quickly scooting both Arabelle and the downed man in the lab coat aside to make way. That’s when her body starts convulsing.


    Oh, no.


    I turn her on her side and out comes the pink goop. Over and over again, she vomits, her eyes wide, her body wracked with seizure-like effects. Then it stops. Looking at her, she’s not even awake.


    WTF?


    With no time to spare, I wheel her outside on the street. Pedestrians are staring at me, but that’s probably because the clone’s lab coat isn’t secured and half her breast is exposed. Or maybe it’s all the blood on me and her looking dead. Jesus H. motherfreaking Christ, what a disaster!


    After a short, exhausting push uphill to my car, I wrestle the door open all the while ignoring the growing sounds of people talking about me. Talking to me. The clone’s eyes flicker open, but she shuts them and her hand sort of spasms. Some hippie kid says, “Whoa, I thought she was dead.”


    “Clearly she’s not,” I frantically spit out. “But if she doesn’t get to a hospital, she will be.”


    Someone steps forward to help. A boy with a patchy beard and eyes that won’t stop seeing the clone’s small pink nipple. At this point I don’t care. And the clone? She probably doesn’t care either. What is modesty when you’ve spent your entire life naked, floating in a glass canister in a lab?


    “Thanks,” I say.


    “Is she going to be alright?” he asks.


    “Her and her nipple will probably be fine, thanks to you.”


    He scoffs out loud, but in seeing me leaving so quickly, he says, “What about you?” Strangely enough, I actually feel fine. I tell him just that, then slide behind the wheel of the S5, fire it up and tear the hell out of there as fast as possible.




    Marquee
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    Vegas at night, according to Brayden’s new friends, was a players’ utopia. Forget gambling. They told him to think of Vegas as the ultimate sexual playground. Think bright lights and inebriated party girls. Think eager and corruptible. Think sexy as hell. That’s what Brayden’s friends and mentors from last Christmas break told him when he migrated to the Nevada desert for the summer.


    His wingmen, Titan and Romeo—both older than Brayden by at least four years—said he would get laid every single night. They said with the right ID and a skillset in the art of seduction, he’d have so much sex that by the time school started he wouldn’t even want to think about girls for months. Titan told Brayden this was how he would get good grades. How he’d really focus on his studies for a change.


    They told him similar things when he originally went to their seminar over Christmas break. It was a hands-on, in the field workshop he attended with several other guys as dorky as him. Apparently all those guys were getting laid now.


    The truth Brayden didn’t tell Romeo and Titan was that he just wanted to be good at talking and interacting with women. That he wasn’t necessarily on a pilgrimage to lose his virginity. The kind of girls those two pulled, though, they weren’t the type of girls who would do the dirty in-and-out with a guy like Brayden anyway. His friends didn’t know about him, about his scarred torso, and he couldn’t stop thinking about it. For Christ’s sake he was road-mapped with the abuse that had since defined him. No girl would ever think of him as dreamy or seductive, and they most certainly wouldn’t tear off their panties and throw away their inhibitions for a damaged kid like him.


    The way he thought of himself when he was with his friends was the way you’d think of a beat to crap Camaro in a parking lot full of Ferrari’s, Bentley’s and Rolls Royce’s.


    Titan looked like a male model, the kind of guy you would see on those giant posters all around Abercrombie & Fitch. The very same posters that once made all the girls in the mall say A&F was the best store ever. Titan was six foot one, with a solid build, black hair and the darkest blue eyes you’ve ever seen. His mother was Spanish and his father was an A-list actor, so yeah, the cards were stacked in his favor. Last winter, when Brayden first met Titan, they were at a club and some girl who—on a scale of one to ten was a high twelve—asked Titan if his mother blew the gods to get such a sumptuous child, and he was like, “You know, that’s what I heard.” He just said it straight faced, like girls said that kind of thing to him all the time. Not to belabor the point, but Titan was so good looking you could hear girls aching to have his child just by staring at him. Just by dreaming of him. Just by lusting after him.


    And Romeo? He was five nine with blonde hair and brown eyes, and his rail thin body somehow intrigued the ladies. Romeo exuded an air of recklessness, or perhaps indulgence, like he wasn’t afraid to stay up all night laughing and drinking and doing coke and having sex with four girls at a time. Girls were always saying he smelled good, that he was hilarious. The life of the party. Titan was the obvious catch, but Romeo, he kind of snuck up on girls in such a way that made them powerless. And when he really wanted to wreck a broad, he’d lay down his lines in his most practiced English accent. Some girl said he was Emo-Metal, and he thanked her, telling her it was the sexiest compliment ever. Even though it wasn’t. To this day, Brayden still had no idea what Emo-Metal was. Neither did Romeo.


    When Brayden first arrived for the summer, Romeo picked him up at the airport, then he picked up two more girls not twenty minutes later. Both girls told Romeo they just dropped their boyfriends off, that they were being deployed to Afghanistan, and then they said they totally wanted to party that night. When Brayden told him he was amazing, Romeo was like, “One day you’ll be like me. Better probably.”


    Brayden couldn’t imagine that.


    On the way to the summer house, Titan said, “Are you ready to move to the master level?” and Brayden was like, “I’m not here for the weather if that’s what you mean.” Master level meant sex every night to pick-up artists like Titan and Romeo. Of course, Brayden was still a virgin, partly because of his looks, but mostly because he was terrified of how women would respond to his scarred body. Still, at the thought of losing his virginity, he was thrilled and terrified. Either way, virgin or not, by the end of summer he was going to be a different person. That was his promise to himself.


    “First off,” Romeo said in his brilliant English accent, “we need to get you your own style.”


    “And second,” Titan added, “you need a wingman with tits.”


    To Brayden, Romeo said, “Here it is my man, follow this closely. The thing about guys like you is you need DHV’s. Demonstrations of Higher Value. If we send you into the clubs as a solo act, or if we try to be your wingmen at this point, you’ll go home every night alone. But if we send you clubbing with the kind of girl most girls hate because she’s that hot, chicks will stare at you, their minds boggling with the idea that something makes you special. They won’t know what it is. They’ll be thinking about it for hours.”


    Titan said, “Yeah, man. It’ll kill them not to know.” Brayden couldn’t stop the smile spreading across his face. “The girl we’ve got in mind for you, she’s going to turn you into a fucking rock star.”


    “When do I meet her?” Brayden asked.


    “Ten minutes.”


    Ten minutes later Brayden met Aniela. The minute he saw her, he got very, very nervous. Maybe it was love at first sight. Maybe it was lust amplified. Either way, he damn near passed out when he first saw her.


    Some of Brayden’s friends from grade school used to make jokes about the Polish, about how dumb they were, but Aniela was full blown Polish and she was not only witty and smart as hell, she was an absolute angel to look at. We’re talking blonde hair shoulder length, d-cup breasts that weren’t obscene, itty-bitty waist and a perfectly rounded butt that looked more at home on a Brazilian yoga instructor than a pale-skinned Pollock. How he was even standing in the same room as her made no sense at all.


    Immediately he stuck out his hand and said, “I’m Brayden, pleased to meet you,” but she looked at his hand like it was offensive and said, “What kind of cock-suckery is this?”


    He dropped his hand, unsurprised by the rejection (uh, duh, anyone could’ve seen that coming). That’s when she stepped forward, planted a soft kiss on his mouth and said, “When I’m done with you, you’re going to make the Marlboro man look like a gigantic pussy. Lesson number one, when you meet a girl who’s way hotter than you, never act so eager to know her. Just give a ‘what’s up’ nod, as if she doesn’t really matter all that much. Trust me, that shit works.”


    Titan and Romeo both laughed, but in a good way, then Titan said, “How many times have I told you to stop using your real name?”


    Brayden was like, good freaking God, did that just happen? She hadn’t rejected him; she merely rejected his greeting.


    “You want me to use that name? Even with her?” Brayden asked Titan, nodding at Aniela. Last semester, his friend Cicely Wright, a.k.a. Victoria Galloway, said, “What is it about gorgeous women that makes boys turn stupid?” In that moment he knew the answer.


    The non-triplets were more beautiful than Aniela, but there was a rawness, a realness to Aniela the non-triplets could never match. There was something firm and certain about her, a confidence that came from cultivating the kind of sex appeal no straight man could ignore.


    “Use the name,” Aniela said, “even with me. Especially with me.”


    “Enigma,” Brayden finally said. “That’s my avatar.”


    “Enigma,” she said, her smile so seductive it nearly hobbled his knees. “I like that sooo much better.”


    Brayden was scared to say the wrong thing, nervous to the point of perspiring. His bowels felt loose and unpredictable; he wanted to go to his bedroom, but he also wanted to know what she looked like naked. For the love of God, he was thirteen years old all over again!


    Romeo just stood there looking at him, grinning.


    “Holy shit,” Romeo said, “I think he’s in love.” This snapped Brayden out of it. But before he could say anything to save himself from further humiliation, Titan leaned in and kissed her on the cheek and said, “I’m in love, too. Every time I see her.”


    Aniela smiled, then turned into Titan’s face and said, “Where are we going first, lover?”


    One word fell from Titan’s sculpted mouth, and only later would Brayden realize this one word represented everything sexy and hip and perfect about Vegas.


    That one word was Marquee.
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    Dusk fell hard and fast on the desert landscape, and the Vegas strip lit the night so bright the glow could be seen not only from their second floor window, but from space. Aniela had long ago plopped down on the long, art deco styled couch. She was practically bored. Romeo yelled upstairs telling Brayden and Titan to hurry up, that it was time to go.


    Upstairs, Brayden stood rooted in front of the vanity mirror trying but failing to figure out how to look good with such a weak chin and an ugly nose.


    Inside, his insecurities raged.


    Titan finished his hair, hit it with the Big & Sexy ultra hold hairspray, then looked at Brayden and said, “Dudes with big noses get laid, too, you know. It’s all about your personality, your lines and how interesting and funny and at ease you are around gorgeous women. Guys with game, their looks almost never matter. Serious. If you think I’m full of crap, go talk to Neil Strauss.”


    Brayden fought not to get discouraged. It felt like a losing fight.


    “Here,” Titan said. He turned Brayden around, then penciled a thicker line of guyliner on his lower eyelid and said, “Now chicks will look more at your eyes and less at your nose. You just had to go darker is all.”


    Aniela appeared in the doorway looking like sexual candy and said, “What the hell already?”


    “It’s his nose,” Titan said. “I’m pushing it into the background.”


    Aniela walked over to Brayden, grabbed his baby-maker and held on. Leaning in dangerously close, in a sultry, spearmint-flavored voice, she said, “Girls like guys with big noses because usually their dicks are big, too.”


    She practically whispered this into his ear.


    She turned into Brayden’s face a gave him a knowing smile and a wink, then let go of his junk and nonchalantly said, “Let’s roll bitches.”


    The four of them piled into Aniela’s pearl white Maserati Quattroporte and headed for the Cosmopolitan Hotel where Marquee was located. Instead of waiting with hundreds of people trying to get into the club on the ground floor, they found the third floor entrance where Titan knew the doorman. He was an old roommate, and a friend, and he let them in ahead of everyone else.


    “That’s the first DHV, Enigma,” Titan said loudly so as to be heard over the noise in the club. “When you skip the line, when the doorman shows you that kind of splendid nepotism, it means you’re someone more important than everyone else. Make sure the people standing in line see your face. Trust me, you’ll be remembered.”
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    Marquee was Vegas’s sexiest, most popular club, which meant it was not only packed night after night, but it was for ages 21 and over. Brayden’s fake ID was flawless. It cost him pretty penny and was, of course, as illegal as any fake ID should be. If you want to hit the town with masters of seduction, you sometimes do things that might later land you in jail. Ask anyone though, it’s totally worth the risk.


    Inside the club, it was another world entirely. The heart pounding throb and rhythm of music mixed with the white noise of people talking, laughing and flirting, mixed with the airy scents of body heat and perfume, proved to be a dizzying combination. He felt primed with anticipation. Drunk with excitement and fear. These girls, they were nothing like the ones he knew at Astor Academy. These weren’t girls. No, the girls at Marquee, they were one hundred percent real women.


    Their clothes were too tight, their blouses way too low, their dresses so short you saw flashes of underwear when they walked, when they sat, when they giggled in groups. If a girl had piercings on her nipples, you knew it without even looking too hard. And dudes, even the dudes wore their clothes way too tight. One guy, he was wearing leather pants so snug, everyone in the club—whether they wanted to or not—knew he was circumcised. The guys, they didn’t want to acknowledge this, but for a minute it was all everyone talked about. Then it was this girl with no panties and too short a skirt, then two girls making out in front of everyone, then the music, the dancing and the drinks.


    “Is this heaven?” he leaned over and asked Titan. All his friend could do was smile.


    Before long, they were settled in with a four-set of girls with this one girl who said she just loved Aniela’s breasts. Aniela curled up beside Brayden, snaked her hands around him and said, “So does he, don’t you Enigma?”


    “I do,” Brayden replied, smooth, casually. “I really, really do.”


    “You can touch them if you want,” Aniela said to the girl, and she did, and that’s how the night began.


    It was perfect.


    After awhile, Brayden ran out of interesting things to say so he just sort of sat there smiling, wondering where he fit into this kind of scene. If he would ever be like Romeo or Titan. Just when he was starting to feel like a wallflower unbecoming of this lifestyle, one of the girls started talking to him again. He thought she reminded him of Abby and he missed her. Suddenly he didn’t want to be at the club, or with Titan and Romeo. Or even with Aniela. What he wanted most, and the admission almost surprised him, was to see Abby again.


    It surprised him how much he missed her.
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    To his minor disappointment and his huge relief, Brayden did not get laid that night. He did however, get two phone numbers from two semi-hot girls Titan said he could have had if he wanted. Looking at Titan, Romeo and Aniela, the truth was, deep down he didn’t think he deserved to be laid. Not looking the way he did. Not with his multitude of imperfections. He hauled himself out of bed the next morning and went for a run because he felt emotionally constipated. Mentally vexed.


    The cool desert air drifted lazily across him, like silk draping over his body, and though it was refreshing, after the first mile, his lungs began to seize. He hated running. He hated not being able to breathe. He hated being around so many beautiful people because it only made him feel worse about himself.


    For the next hour, he ran and walked intermittently, thinking about this new direction in his life, thinking about Abby. He couldn’t fix his wide, beaked nose, or his scars, but the rest of his body he could most certainly continue to improve upon. There were plenty of guys with good bodies and shitty noses who got girls like Abby. Was it so hard to think he could be one of them?


    He told himself when he got back home he’d do more push ups and more sit ups. He started doing them on the side of the road instead. He did them on people’s lawns. He even tried to lift the back end of a VW Passat when he thought about his father not letting him get Gerhard’s makeover. The VW’s alarm went off and a morbidly obese woman with a half-ashed cigarette hanging out of her nasty, pitted face came hustling out of the front door telling him to get the hell off her car. She had gigantic breasts and a pulled-loose robe. It kind of scared him.


    Back at the bachelor pad—the executive estate Titan and Romeo rented for the summer—he hit the weights hard then gulped down a strawberry flavored protein shake. He felt better. Exhausted and pumped full of blood, but better.


    As a group, they stayed in that night, watching movies with the girls they met the night before. The girl he invited over seemed less interested in him than before when she gave Brayden her number. Then again, one look at his friends and any girl would realize she was with the ugliest guy in the room. Talk about blistering her self-confidence! He told himself he didn’t want her, that he wanted Abby instead, so he sort of shut down. Titan kept throwing him “WTF?!” looks.


    He went to bed alone that night thinking about Abby. To keep himself from feeling too bad, he tried to remember what she looked like when she was a giant, lopsided sea cow. It didn’t work. All he could see in his head was how amazing she looked now.


    The following morning Titan and Romeo ran with him, lifted weights with him, ate breakfast with him. Brayden wasn’t one to open himself up, but it felt natural to bond with these guys. They asked about him mentally checking out last night and he admitted he was thinking of Abby.


    They were like, “If you’re in love with her, you should transform yourself out here, then take that person back to her.”


    He was about to protest the part about being in love, but he couldn’t. Maybe he was in love. Or just stupid. He didn’t give it much thought because, truthfully, he appreciated what they were doing for him, and the things they knew about women. Also, secretly, he admired them because they weren’t rich kids with entitlement issues. Even Titan kept his A-list father’s identity to himself. He worked for what he got. They all worked to be beautiful.


    On the third night he, Titan, Romeo and Aniela found themselves at the ultra chic nightclub Pure in Caesar’s Palace. Around eleven, when Aniela was mingling with a three-set of two righteous blondes and a brunette, some girl he’d been talking to about the dangers of not having sex before you’re twenty leaned in and kissed him on the mouth. He kissed her back, but then the girl, Polly, pulled away and cleared her throat. Like she’d been caught. Her eyes flicked away from Brayden, then sunk to the floor with embarrassment. She got nervous all the sudden.


    Aniela sat down beside him and put her hand on his leg. Polly apologized to Aniela, but Aniela said, “He’s a big boy, he can kiss whoever he wants. In fact, I think he wants to kiss you again.” Polly looked at Brayden, then back at Aniela—who smiled—then back to Brayden. She leaned in and they made out for like five minutes before Polly went to the bathroom to freshen up. When she came back, Brayden got her number.


    “Her number is fine,” Aniela said after Polly left. “It’s just that you should have taken her home already. That’s what the bad ass home is for. You getting laid.”


    He shrugged his shoulders. The thought of being with a woman always left him thinking about how girls would see him. What they’d really think but wouldn’t say. That always brought him to Abby. She knew about his scars, but she didn’t judge him. She knew all about his defining tragedy and how it kept him closed up, and she trusted him enough to show him hers as well, when she had them.


    Maybe that’s why he liked her. She already knew him, and his insecurities, and still she didn’t seem to treat him better or worse for it.


    But she wasn’t here. He was. He was in Las-freaking-Vegas! Out here, reality was what you made it, and when you could be anyone you wanted, did you really want to be a Debby downer? Um, no! Titan said he could be whoever he wanted to be, so be creative.


    Later that night, out on the strip in front of Circus Circus, some guys in an SUV whistled at Aniela, or Titan perhaps; either way, Aniela, pressed one of her gigantic Polish breasts into Brayden’s arm, then squeezed his butt cheek and kissed him on the face. They howled and drove off, and Aniela laughed. They all kept walking.


    That was how Aniela was: flirtatious, unapologetic. Brayden liked her like that, but he also knew he was just a prop for her sexually-charged persona. If she liked him, it was not for who he was but for what she was doing for him. As much as he was hanging out with her, he was certain whomever the real Aniela was, he’d never meet her. And if he did, she would have nothing to do with him. But that didn’t matter because right now, they were out together, having fun, using each other for whatever it was they were using each other for.


    They got home around two A.M., and around two-thirty—as Brayden was drifting peacefully off to sleep—his bedroom door opened and a very naked Aniela crawled under the sheets. She curled up to him and he could feel the warmth and heat of her body pressing against his back. He panicked, thinking she was going to finally discover his worst secret. He also realized tonight was going to be the night and it made him sick with lust and need and fear and insecurity.


    After tonight, he wasn’t going to be a virgin.


    She started to slide her hands around to the front of his chest and he covered himself fast. It couldn’t be like this, he thought. She can’t be “the one.”


    “I had an accident,” he said, feeling her hands traveling over the rugged lines of his scarred skin.


    “You came already?” she teased.


    “No dummy, a car accident,” he lied.


    Her hands stopped moving.


    “My upper body…”


    That’s all he could say.


    “So,” she confirmed, slowly, “it’s not okay to touch your chest?”


    “I want you to, but I don’t want you to either.”


    “That’s alright,” she said. “I will confine my touching to the lower half of your body, if that’s okay with you.” He nodded in the darkness, and damn her if she was true to her word. She was so very, very true to her word.


    He rolled over into her and they kissed, and then she said, “We’re not going to do it tonight, but I thought you should know what it’s like to have a naked woman in your bed. It helps with visualization.”


    “Visualization?” he said, relief coming to his voice. Tonight wasn’t going to be the night and he found that was okay with him. For whatever reason, he began to relax.


    “All the best athletes do it. They see their success before it comes. They do this with the belief that seeing it in advance will bring them future success. It’s what you will begin doing to get more girls. It’s okay to touch me.” He hesitated. “Touch me, Enigma.”


    He did.


    “Put your hands on my ass,” she said.


    And he did.


    “Oh, and just so your dick’s not always in the dirt, chicks dig a guy with scars.”




    Tossed Trash and a Nose Job
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    Making my way out of the city, getting onto the freeway, I’m sweating bullets. It’s not hard for others to see inside my car. It’s even easier to see the knocked-out, half-nude girl in the front seat. The clone’s head, right now it’s slumped forward and unnatural looking. If not for a string of saliva drizzling from her mouth, she could be dead.


    I consider putting her seatbelt on, but now that the Audi’s seatbelt chime has stopped beeping, I tell myself she’ll be alright.


    We merge onto 101 South. The traffic is heavy for the moment, but not so heavy that we can’t go a few miles an hour above the speed limit.


    When it’s safe to do so, I lean over and push the clone’s body back against the seat. She flops over sideways against the window, her lab coat falling over her milky white breast. Her head smacks the glass with a weighty thunk! Crap. For a second, I’m sure her breast is exposed to other drivers. Without being too obvious about it, I reach over and pull her lab coat straight. The S5 swerves a little into the other lane, but whatevs.


    Using my Bluetooth, I dial Brayden. The line is ringing when I glance in my rearview mirror and see the cop.


    Oh, no. Oh, this is so very, very not good!


    He’s right behind me, changing lanes. He slows his pace, eases up beside me. Is he tracking me? God, I hope not! I let my hair fall over my bloodied face just in case.


    Now he’s dead even with the Audi. I hit the button on my steering wheel to hang up the phone. The line disconnects before Brayden answers.


    In my peripheral vision, because my fallen hair is now in the way, I don’t see the cop or what he’s doing. What I feel, however, is him looking inside my car. Dread coils my guts. I feel like peeing my pants. Right then and there, my heart all but stops beating.


    I can’t breathe. Can’t think straight.


    The cop continues on ahead of me, but before I can heave a sigh of relief, he matches my speed. Again. He’s angling to look at us in his rear view mirror. Is he trying to see the clone? It’s impossible not to panic. He reaches up to adjust his rear-view mirror in my direction. He is definitely trying to see the clone! My foot hits the gas, quickly but not recklessly. I ease into his blind spot.


    If he sees the clone, I’m done for.


    As in game over.


    The cop continues to push his cruiser forward. While in his blind spot, I refuse him the view by matching his pace. Except now I’m speeding. Knowing this is a game of chess and the odds are firmly stacked in his favor, I press the brake pedal just right. The cruiser shoots forward. To my utter horror, however, the bold move results in another thump! that startles me so bad I nearly jump out of my seat.


    My head whips around, and I see the clone smashed face-first into the dashboard. A muffled cry escapes me. I should have put her in the seat belt! Now, the way she’s face-planted into the dash, how her back is bowed in a deep, unnatural curve, I’m suddenly crossing new thresholds of panic.


    She isn’t moving.


    And dammit, her nose is bleeding!


    Thoughts in my head are crashing into each other. I’m tits deep in sensory overload! The phone rings too loudly through my speakers and this time I jump for real. I stab the answer button, say hello.


    “Did you just call?” Brayden says.


    I’m now glancing back and forth from the clone to the cop and back again. For a second, I wonder if the cop is going to slow back down.


    “Hold on,” I say, the tension in my voice as tight as piano wire.


    Moving fast, timing it as best as I can with where the cop is at, I lean over and shove the clone’s body against the seat. The Audi briefly swerves into another lane again; the driver in that lane leans on his horn. I jerk the wheel, get back in my lane. By now I’m sweating like a pig. By now, I’m sweating like a fat kid in front of entire plates of chocolate glazed donuts.


    “I think I’m in trouble, Brayden.”


    “Yeah, you sound like your asshole’s puckered pretty tight,” he says.


    When I get pulled over—and I’m convinced I will—if he can see past the beating I’m wearing, the cop’s going to want to know if I’ve got a concussion. He’s going to want me to walk a straight line, recite my abc’s backwards, touch my finger to my nose. But when he sees the kidnapped girl…when he sees the half-naked clone and her bloody nose, he’s going to arrest me.


    Then he’s going to start asking questions.


    The cop’s brake lights flash. I tap my brakes. He slows more. Still jockeying for position, I step on the accelerator and speed up. Right now, I’d kill to be in his blind spot. Knowing my game, he hits his brakes harder, causing me to shoot past him. He slips into the lane behind me, falling right into my rear view mirror. Shit, shit, shit.


    He’s reading my plates. Running them in his onboard computer.


    That’s it, I’m dead. Breaking and Entering. Assault. Kidnapping. Oh boy am I royally freaking screwed!


    “Abby?” Brayden says, his voice coming through my speakers startling me. I’d forgotten he was there.


    “Hang on,” I say, my tone clipped.


    To my sheer horror, the cruiser’s light bar blazes red and blue. I think about running. Then, in a burst of speed, the police cruiser roars past me, off to the scene of another crime, or an accident, or God knows what. Last call for donuts. Whatever the case, I feel every single karate-kicking beat of my heart as I will it to slow down. As some point, I tell myself, it’ll go back to normal.


    “Holy cow, that was close!” I say to Brayden.


    “Where are you?” he asks. His voice is coming through a dozen speakers, finely tuned by Bang & Olufsen, and it’s almost too much the way that cop nearly made me poop myself.


    “San Francisco. This cop was tailing me. Plus—” In the background, I hear what sounds like another person yawning.


    “Abby?” he says when I stop mid-sentence.


    “Is there someone with you?” I try not to sound jealous, or even mad. The way the question comes out though, it’s not exactly the most friendly of tones.


    “My friend, Aniela.”


    “What’s she doing there?”


    A long pause, then: “Waking up.”


    All the sudden, I completely forget about the clone beside me, the cop who almost busted me, my crimes against others and those leveled against me. “She slept over?”


    “Uh, yeah.”


    “With you?”


    “Is that so hard to believe?”


    “No, I mean yes. No, it’s just, like I said, I have a problem.”


    “You’ve got several problems,” he says with a fair amount of sarcasm.


    That’s when I tell him everything that happened—the breaking and entering, the tazing of Nurse Arabelle and the unknown doctor, the assault that bloodied my face and broke my arm, and the theft of the clone—and he’s like, “Are you insane?”


    “Look,” I say, pleading, “I really need a friend right now.”


    “What you need is professional help,” he says.


    “Gosh dammit, Brayden—”


    “What about Maggie?” he asks.


    As it is, I’m doing all I can to keep from cracking here. It has my eyes bouncing back and forth between the clone’s bloody nose and all my mirrors. For whatever reason, I keep expecting more cops.


    “Maggie’s on another planet right now,” I say. “I need you out here. Seriously!”


    “Abby, I’m doing things here. I have friends. I mean, why the hell did you even do that? Do you even know how stupid that was?!”


    “You know why I did it!” I’ve already told him several times how I think the use of clones to make average people beautiful is not only morally unconscionable, but inhumane.


    I hear him breathing heavy in and out, bewildered, contemplative. “I don’t know, Abby. Going to jail isn’t on my list of things to do this summer.”


    The giant black balloon expanding in my chest leaves me breathless and short tempered. My fuse is lit. The bomb is going off. “Holy freaking shitballs, Brayden,” I practically scream, “if you don’t get your ass out here and help me you can pretty much kiss our friendship goodbye!”


    There’s a lot of silence and angry breathing on the end of the line. My chest is pumping hard. I’m fairly certain I’m having a panic attack. Or a heart attack.


    “Hello?!” I say when he doesn’t respond.


    “I want a nose job,” comes the cool voice at the other end of the line.


    “What? You want what? How can you talk so casually about nose jobs at a time like this?”


    “Jesus, take a breath,” he says, way more in control of his emotions than me. “If you’re going to screw up my summer, you’re going to pay for it. Get me the nose job, that’s the payment. Do that and I will come out.”


    Looking at the mess on the clone’s face, I pull off the highway and look for a parking lot. One that’s not terribly busy. Someplace to buckle the clone in properly. I brake for a yellow light, hold my hand out to keep the clone from pitching forward into the dashboard again. Someone behind me stands on their horn. Yep, right now I’m the bitch who power brakes for yellow lights.


    “Are you serious right now?” I say. “About me buying you a nose job?”


    “Serious as testicular cancer.”


    The yellow light finally turns red and some guy moseying across the crosswalk looks into the car and sees me with my hand on the clone’s almost bare chest. I pull the lab coat in place and put my hand back on the wheel. The clone is a beautiful wreck. Or tossed trash. It’s hard to tell anymore.


    “Fine,” I agree, “a nose job.”


    “Yeah?”


    “Yes, just get on a damn plane and get out here already.”


    The guy crossing the street looks back once more and I wave him off. He shakes his head in dismay, keeps going. That’s when I see my reflection in the mirror. My face is a blood smeared mess; my hair has what Bridget/Tempest would call the freshly f*cked look; my eyes are swollen with abuse; and the whole right side of my cheek is hot as hell and puffed out with lumps and abrasions. This isn’t my face. This is a boxer’s face after a twelve round slug-fest.


    “You don’t know what I’m giving up for you,” he says, almost like he’s whispering into the phone.


    “I’m grateful never-the-less.”


    “Seriously,” he’s whispering into the phone so low I almost can’t hear him. “There is a gorgeous naked girl in my bed…”


    “Ew.”


    “Ew yourself,” he continues. I turn up the volume knob to hear him better. “I’m not exactly up for the hottest guy of the year award.”


    “Brayden, stop.” Deliberately enunciating each word, like I’m talking to someone with a severe mental deficiency, I say, “I kidnapped a clone and I assaulted Nurse Arabelle. I got my face beat to crap and my arm is broken, and you’re whining about your sex life? Are you f*cking kidding me?”


    “Give me a moment to mourn the life I could have had, Abby. Hold on. I’m doing it right now. You should see the pain in my face, Abs. It’s sad. Really, really sad.”


    “Jesus Christ, Brayden.”


    “I’m on my way you goddamn nut job,” he says jovially.


    I’m about to thank him when the line goes dead. There’s a Motel 6 up the street. I pull in, find the emptiest part of the lot, then wrestle with the seatbelt and the clone. It’s not the easiest thing in the world, trying to buckle up an uncooperative body.
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    After Brayden hangs up on me, and after I finally secure the clone in a seatbelt, I feel desperate to talk to someone. No, not just anyone. I need to talk to my best friend. To Netty. This will be the first time I’ll get to really talk to her this summer.


    I called two days ago, but she was at work and couldn’t talk. Apparently she’s with this start-up company in the city. I almost asked what the hell she was doing working, but then I remembered. With her dad in jail and her mother’s swinger parties the only source of income, it makes sense that she would need a job.


    I call, but the phone rings through to voicemail. I leave a very tempered message. “Netty, I have to talk to you. Something’s happened. Call me as soon as you get this message.” Okay, so maybe it’s not so tempered. She calls three minutes later. She sounds like she’s in a restaurant, or in close quarters with friends.


    “Can you talk?” I ask.


    “Sort of,” she says. She sounds different. Like she’s not as desperate to talk to me as I am to talk to her.


    Before I go and spill my guts, I say, “You sound…distracted.”


    “Sorry,” she says. “There’s a lot going on.”


    Now that we’re driving through town, the pace is slower and I feel less worried about cops. I glance at the clone. She looks okay. At least the bleeding in her nose has stopped. “Look, I have a problem.”


    I hear the muffled sounds of her giggling. Like she’s covering the phone with her hand. In the background, other girls are laughing and talking too loud. Deep down I try not to be pissed, but I am. I’ve got this gigantic problem and she’s not even paying attention!


    “Listen,” I say, trying but failing to hide my irritation, “call me when you have some free time.”


    I hang up.


    The heat steals fast into my face. I cuss silently and repeatedly, then look at the clone with her lab coat pulled haphazardly over her pale body and blood-crusted nose. I try scrubbing some of the blood off her face, but it’s drying, so some of it just smears while other parts of it stick in place. I lick my thumb, taste her blood, re-wipe.


    “Jesus, what have I done?” I whisper to myself. My phone rings. It’s Netty. I pick up then hang up. I start to cry. The phone rings again. I reject the call.


    The car falls silent, except for the power of the Audi’s engine and the sound of the tires gripping the road. At the next red light, which is just around the corner from my house, I glance at the clone. A steady pulse beats in her neck. She’s okay. Why isn’t she waking up? If she ever does, though, I have no idea what she’ll be feeling, or what the hell I’m going to say. Will she even understand me? Has she ever been outside her tank? Has she ever been awake? Does she talk? Probably not, but I want to know all these things anyway. I have to know.


    Not for the first time today, it occurs to me: I am way out of my freaking depth here! I’ve made some big mistakes in my life, but with the adrenaline wearing off and the weight of my decision setting in fast and hard, I gag, like I’m about to vomit. But I can’t puke. The way the car seems to feel so hot and stuffy, it makes me crack the windows a bit.


    Gosh damn, I can’t breathe!


    You’ve started something, I remind myself, and you’re going to finish it. I reach out and take the clone’s hand. It’s warm, lifeless.


    “I’m going to take care of you,” I tell her, throwing all my conviction and the entire weight of my soul into those seven words. “I promise.”
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    By the time I pull into my driveway, my mind is split in so many directions I feel crazed. What if I see Jacob out front? What will I say to my father? He’s going to shit bullets when he sees what I’ve done! Now that I’m thinking semi-rationally, I can’t imagine any kind of circumstance where I won’t have to admit my plan was stupid, reckless. Completely asinine. All I know is I didn’t think this far ahead. As in my plan was too simple. Too unrefined.


    Screw it.


    What’s done is done.


    I cinch the clone’s coat around her as best as I can, pop her seatbelt off, then get out of the car and hurry to the passenger side. When I open her door, she practically slumps into my arms. The stiff white fabric of her lab coat loosens and her lady business flashes. Other than her needing some serious gardening down there, at this point, I really don’t care. She needs to be inside. Like now! I circle her arm around my neck, hoist her up, then use what’s left of my insubstantial strength to drag her up the walkway. At the porch, I get under her and fold her over my shoulder, lifting her in a fireman’s carry. Under her weight—which can’t be more than a hundred pounds—my exhausted body wobbles and sways. Twice I nearly drop her.


    When I try the front door’s handle, I realize it’s locked. As graceful as I can—which is to say, not graceful at all—I set the clone down. It’s not pretty. She smacks her head on the stucco wall, then sags sideways. Her coat is undone and I’m panicking. Boobs, bush, belly button and knees. All out in the big, wide open. She would so hate me if she knew I was letting this happen to her!


    I fumble with the lock. The damn key won’t go in right! Finally, it slides in, clicks open. As I’m putting the clone back together and preparing to move her inside, I’m thinking, what will I say to Maggie when she sees her? Will she feel cheated out of a summer? Cheated out of my attention? In my heart, I know she’s going to feel betrayed. Great, I hadn’t thought of this either! The sad thing is, right now, I’m thinking of everything. We’re talking about a post-traumatic 20/20 moment where everything is being shined through the lens of perfect clarity and I’m left looking like a total jack-ass.


    Pushing and heaving her into the house, she’s all deadweight. Something like a bone or a joint bumps across the threshold and I wonder if all these minor injuries are going to hurt later. The bruises this poor thing is going to have…


    I’m sweating now, completely exhausted. I shut the door and listen for anyone. Inside, all I hear is silence.


    Thank the Lord.


    Grabbing her by her ankles, diverting my attention from her wide open privates, I drag her across the hardwood floor to my bedroom (her bare butt skipping on the floor) then practically fall into my bed panting, out of breath.


    Totally, utterly graceless, I think to myself.


    It takes me a moment to recover. That’s when I realize my broken arm isn’t feeling too broken. I touch it gingerly, then harder. I tap it. Nothing. I give it a solid punch. What the hell? Earlier I heard it break. I did! The way the bone snapped, it was the same way a twig stress cracks if you stomp on it.


    Yet here I am, hauling around a hundred pound girl. Somehow I manage to get her onto the bed, and by now the lab coat might as well be gone. What would she say if she woke up to a strange girl staring at her unclothed body? I can tell you what I’d do: I would shit out barking toads, that’s how bad I’d freak out.


    Because I value her modesty, I remove the lab coat and maneuver her under the covers. It doesn’t make sense, me doing that, but anymore I’ve lost my gosh damn marbles. She’s not tired, I tell myself. It’s not bed time. She’s a clone! Then again, what else am I supposed to do?


    In Maggie’s room, there’s a note on the bed telling me she’s gone to a recording studio inside the city to work on her album. Yesterday she told me she needed to go, that her label booked the studio for her for the week. She said she couldn’t dodge her producer’s calls anymore. Not without risking being sued for breach of contract.


    In the kitchen is another note, one left by my father. He’s gone for the day as well. It says not to wait up. Do I ever?


    After an already long day where just about everything that could go wrong has gone wrong, I’m grateful for the break. In the fridge is a carton of Tropicana OJ, some fruit punch and several beers. I crack a beer, lean against the island and drink deeply. I don’t like the taste as much as my father does, but after what I’ve gone through, and what I’m about to go through, I’m drinking the beer just to keep from going for my father’s not-so-hidden stash of premium Vodka.


    That’s when I hear the car pull in the driveway. I hurry to the window where Margaret’s Bentley is in plain sight. I panic. She’s already getting out! The beer goes back in the fridge and I run straight for my room. Harried, I grab a handful of clothes from my dresser and pile them over the clone’s body and face. The front door opens, Margaret calls my name. I freeze.


    Mother freaking hell!


    Fix my hair, tuck in my shirt. Then she’s here. In my doorway. Looking at me in pure shock. I smile and say hello, then remember all the blood still left on my clothes and face. Wait a second, why is my face feeling fine?


    “What the hell?” she says.


    “Why are you always here?” I say in my most unkind, most impolite voice.


    She has that Sharon Stone from Basic Instinct look—except with darker skin and slicked back black hair instead of blonde. Her fitted white dress stops just over her knees. She’s wearing killer heels and a heavily jeweled necklace that would sparkle in the pitch black of night. She looks AMAZING.


    “You’re my daughter—”


    “As if that explains anything,” I say, defiant, like nothing’s amiss.


    “Who did that to your face?”


    She comes forward to attend to me when her eyes flick over to the bed, then back to me, then fast back to the extra lumpy bed. What she sees gives her pause. After a moment, she goes and pushes the clothes away revealing the clone’s face.


    “What the fu—?” she says. She snaps her fingers in the clone’s face to wake her, but she doesn’t stir.


    Margaret pulls the covers back. I try to stop her, but it’s too late. She actually gasps. Like the kind of gasp you hear in the movies, or read about. A real, honest-to-God gasp.


    She rips the covers all the way down exposing the nude clone to her knees.


    “You’re a lesbian,” Margaret says, looking at me like this is the first time she’s really seen me. “Jesus, I knew something was going on but I couldn’t figure it out. Now it all makes sense.”


    “I’m not a lesbian, Margaret.”


    “Why isn’t she awake? Is she drugged?”


    “She’s…asleep?”


    God, I suck at lying.


    “Plus, her nose is bleeding. Holy shit, you roofied her, didn’t you?”


    “I did no such thing!”


    “You did! You used the date-rape drug on this girl!”


    “Margaret, stop!” She does, but only for a moment. She starts to open her mouth again, but I choose a different tact: I try stopping her with the truth. “She’s a clone. I kidnapped her.”
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    The iron-blanket weight of those six words sinks in. Margaret stares at me for a long moment, wordless, then turns back to the girl. She looks at her with a gentleness I’ve never seen (I wish she would look at me like that sometimes), then sits down on the bed beside her. The clone’s face is pale. Is this normal? Is she dying? I don’t know what to make of her complexion, and dozens of thoughts careen through my head as a result. Then it dawns on me that being out of the pink-goop environment she spent her entire life in might be a bad thing.


    “How did you get her?” Margaret all but whispers.


    “I took her.”


    “You already said that. I want to know how.”


    “By force,” I say.


    “Jesus,” Margaret sighs, her eyes still taking in the girl’s body. “So you’re a criminal now.” The way Margaret’s body starts to move contrary to her customary grace, it’s her falling apart while fighting to maintain her composure.


    “Say what you want, but what they’re doing, it’s not right. She may be a clone, but isn’t she human, too?”


    The monster turns and fires me a look. “This is kidnapping, Abby. Kidnapping!” Seeing my face, examining it with greater focus, her voice softens and she says, “Honey, how did your face get like this? What happened?”


    First thing that goes through my mind is this: why is she being so calm? Second is: how do I explain this? This is a new Margaret, and a new me. Is it even possible for the two of us to co-exist?


    Probably not.


    “Part of the whole kidnapping thing. I got into an…altercation. Well, several altercations.”


    She shakes her head, like she can’t believe it. “Come here,” she says. “Let me see you.”


    “I’m okay, I guess.”


    Margaret rifles though her purse then pulls out a compact and hands it to me, as if to make some point. “Look at yourself and then try telling me you’re okay.” I open it up and take a look.


    Yep, my face is still a bloody mess. It’s not all red and drippy as much as it’s starting to take on that dried brown look with the edges separating and cracking apart.


    At least the swelling seems to have gone down. Which is strange for the kind of beating I took. The way the nutcase in the lab coat was kicking the holy living shit out of me, I felt things in my face split and break. Pulling the mirror closer, however, reveals no cuts. I look even closer, confused.


    What the shit? I should be cut!


    I feel around my face. Nothing. I lick my thumb and rub away the blood that ran from a gash just above my eyebrow. But there’s no gash. I press my fingers hard against my broken eye socket and it doesn’t even hurt.


    Margaret looks at me and says, “Whose blood is that?”


    “It was mine, but…”


    It can’t be. But maybe it is. The thoughts I’m having right now feel like insanity. Then they get a little more crazy. We’re talking nuthouse crazy. I grab Margaret’s purse and pull out her keys. There is a particularly sharp mail key. I put the key in my fist, the sharp end protruding from my knuckles like a weapon.


    “What are you doing?” Margaret snaps. “Give me those keys back.”


    I walk over to the desk, flatten my left hand, palm-down, then with all my might, rear up and punch a hole in my hand. The pain is brilliant starbursts of light. I stagger backwards a bit, dazed, my hand flaring hard. My eyes wobble in their sockets. They look around the room, which blackens on the edges and threatens to close in on me. I’ve just lost control of my face. The way my mouth is hanging open, like a old country mailbox with the door pulled down, it can’t even sob, the pain hurts that much.


    Margaret’s face, it turns sheet-white with horror. All kinds of blood is pouring out of my hand and now she’s officially freaking out. What I’m feeling right now, it’s… indescribable.


    No, worse.


    “My God, Savannah, what have you done?!” Some stupid thought in my head tells me to correct her, to tell her my name is Abby now, but something about her using my birth name is comforting.


    Warmth and color flood back into her face. The monster is pulling me close, trying to staunch the bleeding, not even caring that blood is getting all over her expensive white dress. She’s crying now, telling me I need help. She’s saying she’ll be the one to help me. That she knows just the right doctor.


    The pain doesn’t last long.


    Margaret runs to the bathroom to get a towel and warm water. I look at the cut. I watch it. By the time she wipes up the blood, the wound is almost closed shut. Within minutes there is no wound at all. Margaret can’t believe what she’s seeing.


    “How is this possible?” she asks.


    “I’m a gosh damn superhero is how,” I hear myself say with a fair amount of dark sarcasm. It’s like someone else used my mouth to say this.


    The truth is, my hand is blazing hot. Fire ants are marching under my skin with their torches lit. The sweat that breaks out on my body, it starts with my hand, then moves up my forearm and into my armpits, which now have a swamp-like quality to them.


    “Gerhard must have done something to accelerate my healing capabilities.”


    “How is…this…even possible?”


    I want to answer her, to say, “You saw it with your own eyes!” but I don’t. I merely stand there burning up, sweating, standing in awe of my own godlike body. If Gerhard did this, it couldn’t have been done on purpose, could it? Was I his personal guinea pig? Wiping the dampness from my brow, I shove the thought away.


    He wouldn’t…


    “We need to do something,” Margaret says.


    “About what? My hand? There’s nothing to do but—”


    “Not your hand. The girl. We need to get her dressed.”


    The way Margaret deals with an overload of stress is to shelve one problem and focus on another problem not so close to her. Like the naked red head in my bed. In the bathroom, I pull a white towel from the rack and clean my face and underarms. It comes back with brownish-red flakes of blood. My body is starting to cool, finally, thankfully.


    Unfortunately, I’m not wired the same way Margaret is wired. What I can’t do is stop thinking about my body’s ability to heal myself. It’s all I can think about! Even with a naked clone in my bed, I can’t stop thinking, did I really just stab myself in the hand? The red evidence, however, is all over the front of the monster’s white dress. I shudder to think about what happened as being real. But it was. It is. Am I having an out-of-body experience right now? Deep down, I’m horrified at the idea of doing all that damage to my hand, yet I’m so enamored with the results I want to do it all over again just to watch the miracle unfold.


    “Help me out here,” Margaret says. She’s got the clone half out of the bed. My body jumps into action, but my mind is elsewhere. Imagining the possibilities. Trying to conceive of a world where this kind of healing power is possible.


    We’re in the middle of dressing the clone when she starts to stir. We’ve got her in panties and a t-shirt, and we’re trying to get some pajama bottoms on her. Her movement, however, makes us stop what we’re doing and hold our collective breaths. Her body shifts ever so slightly. Margaret takes the pajama bottoms off, sets them aside. Her toes curl, her fingers curl—then both uncurl at the same time and she yawns. Like a newborn child.


    Um…holy crap.


    Finally her eyes flutter a little bit and she opens them, blinking away what must be a lifetime of sleepiness. Her brown eyes have the most amazing polish to them. They close the minute they open. A reaction to the lights? To not being in a tank filled with goopy…goop? A soft whimper rises from her perfect Cupid’s-bow lips. Her body moves against this new awareness, slowly, almost painfully.


    “Her muscles must be atrophied,” Margaret says. “We should massage them.”


    “Won’t that scare her?”


    “It’s for her own good. Besides, she looks like she’s still out of it.”


    “How do you know these things?” I ask, astonished by her selflessness, her knowledge. The old Margaret wouldn’t have helped the clone because she is so beautiful. More beautiful than Margaret. In fact, I’d bet my Audi the old Margaret would let her die out of jealousy.


    “Grey’s Anatomy,” Margaret answers. “The TV show, not the book. Massage her arms, lightly at first. Very lightly. I’ll do her legs.”


    The minute our hands touch the clone’s skin, she half-startles, like her senses are there, but still not in full alert. She stirs the way a baby would stir, makes the same face you’d make if you’re about to cry. Then it happens: the tears come.


    Big, quiet crocodile tears.


    I feel a bout of sick nervousness boiling inside me. Knowing the clone has been treated the same as a dog staked to a post its entire life is the same as poison flooding my heart. The thought of her in the pink goop for so long sears my emotions. Enrages me. Makes me blister for revenge.


    More than anything, my boy DNA wants to make someone pay.


    Nurse Arabelle and Gerhard, they aren’t the top of the food chain, I know this now. The people behind them, they tried to kill me, to radiate me to death. These people, they’re the top of the pyramid. These are the people who need stopping. At least that’s what the more vindictive parts of me now think.


    But doing something so brave and impossible, these are the dreams of fools. Of children. What can I do? I mean, really, what can I do?


    Nothing. Just take care of her. Nurse her to back life.


    That’s it.


    I work my fingers over her muscles, feeling helpless, powerless, so very, very small. Writhing, she moves against mine and Margaret’s touch. Her mouth quivers. A whimper falls painfully from her lips. The way her body fights us, you would have to be blind not to see the tremendous toll it’s taking.


    “Not so hard,” Margaret warns.


    “I’m being gentle.” At this point my voice is sharp and defensive. I take a deep breath, blow it out slowly, then say: “I didn’t mean to snap, it’s just…this isn’t working.”


    “It is,” she insists. “Keep doing it.”


    “How can you be sure?”


    “This is what it’s like having a child,” Margaret says. “Except this one looks twenty and not so much like a sweaty little alien thing with vagina soaked hair.”


    “Will she be okay?” I ask.


    “I don’t know.”
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    All day long we’ve been tending to the clone and I’m exhausted. She just barely stopped crying. And now she’s back to sleep. Thank God. The doorbell in the front hallway chimes. I leave the clone with Margaret and hurry to answer it. When I open the door, it’s Maggie.


    Note to self: make her a house key.


    Man, I’m thinking, she looks worse than I feel. She pulls me into a desperate hug and starts crying. Not quietly like the clone, but super heavy sobs. Big giant pain-filled sobs.


    “Mags, what happened?”


    She stays in my arms crying a minute longer, then she pulls her cell phone from her purse and hands it to me. It’s evidence of something, but what?


    She wipes her eyes and says, “The creep won’t stop texting me.”


    “The creep creep?”


    Maggie nods her head, her eyes still rolling out fresh tears.


    “Did he hurt you?”


    “Not yet, but he’s telling me he needs to see me, and I’m like, ‘what for’ and he won’t say. I can’t face him, Abby. I can’t!”


    Suddenly Maggie stiffens up and I know it’s Margaret. I turn around and she’s at the other end of the hallway looking at us. “Maggie, are you okay?”


    “Yes, Mrs. Van Duyn, it’s just been a long, emotional day is all,” she says, wiping her eyes. She gives a half-smile and says, “Plus I think maybe I’m about to have my period. I don’t know.”


    The way Maggie lies, it’s masterful.


    “Why don’t you let me make you something to eat?” Margaret suggests.


    Maggie nods her head, then closes my fingers around her cell phone and says, “Read it.” I take it. And Maggie? Maggie walks down the hallway where the monster puts her arm around her and says something encouraging. Is it stupid that I feel jealous?


    Probably not.


    I should feel jealous. Margaret isn’t like that with me. She’s never been that way. Or perhaps I won’t let her be. Is this my fault? Maybe. Maybe not. Either way, it looks like she won’t be failing my friends the way she’s spent her entire life failing me. With her, my friends are safe. But me?


    Not so much.


    This is, of course, why I choose to play it safe with my emotions. Why being standoffish is my modus operandi.


    With Margaret and Maggie in the kitchen, I take a deep breath, then turn on Maggie’s phone and scroll through the messages. Within seconds I’m horrified. By the end of the thread I’m planning to kill this motherfreaking bush pig. Swear to God, this shit cricket has to go.
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    Sitting at the kitchen table, Maggie talking to the monster about recording her first album, you can almost believe Maggie isn’t suffering inside. You can almost imagine the things I read and saw on her iPhone never happened. The text messages, the video that prick sent to her…swear to Jesus, it’s worse than horrible. How she can hide something of this magnitude confounds me.


    These things Maggie pretends not to have experienced are forever scalded into my memory. Her terrifying secret. Every image of the video the producer sent, every single frame, it’s there, polluting my thoughts. Like a tattoo you absolutely hate. Or an illness you just know is permanent. Mouth gaping, I stare at Margaret—this holy terror in my life I’ve referred to as “the monster”—and I am now redefining my definition of the word “monster.”


    For the first time ever, I know the face of evil, and he works in the music industry. I shake my head, force my thoughts elsewhere. My mind moves swiftly to the string of texts between them. The thread re-appears in my brain, like the page of an exceptionally disturbing book you’ll never forget.


    PRODUCER: I’M TIRED OF YOU NOT FULFILLING YOUR OBLIGATIONS. GET YOUR ASS IN THE STUDIO AND DO THIS ALBUM OR I SWEAR TO CHRIST I’LL SUE YOU FOR BREACH OF CONTRACT!


    7:58 A.M.


    MAGGIE: I’M GOING TODAY. DON’T THREATEN ME AGAIN, NOT WHEN U DID WHAT U DID.


    8:09 A.M.


    PRODUCER: YOU HAVE A CONTRACT TO FULFILL. DO WHAT YOU’RE LEGALLY OBLIGATED TO DO OR I WILL NOT ONLY MAKE YOU RETURN YOUR ADVANCE, I’LL SUE YOU FOR UNPAID ROYALTIES AS WELL AS BREACH OF CONTRACT. AND SINCE YOUR FATHER IS ON THE CONTRACT AS YOUR MANAGER, I CAN SUE HIM TOO, BUT FOR MORE THAN THE ORIGINAL ADVANCE. KEEP THIS SHIT UP AND I’LL BANKRUPT YOUR ENTIRE FAMILY!


    8:16 A.M.


    MAGGIE: I’LL DO THE ALBUM BUT IF U THREATEN ME OR MY FATHER AGAIN, I WILL START TELLING PEOPLE ABOUT R FIRST MEETING.


    8:18 A.M.


    PRODUCER: YEAH? WHAT WILL YOU TELL THEM? WHAT I’LL TELL THEM IS I MET WITH AN AMBITIOUS YOUNG LADY WHO TRIED TO SLEEP HER WAY INTO A CONTRACT. OOOOH, EVERYONE WILL BE SOOO SURPRISED! A GIRL TRYING TO SLEEP HER WAY INTO THE MUSIC INDUSTRY. HOW FUCKING ORIGINAL! NO ONE WILL EVEN BAT AN EYE.


    8:21 A.M.


    MAGGIE: IS THAT HOW U JUSTIFY NON-CONSENTUAL SEX WITH A MINOR? U FKNG ASSHOLE. U CAN’T BURY THIS WITH A LIE.


    8:22 A.M.


    PRODUCER: WHATEVER YOU SAY DOESN’T MATTER. YOU WERE WILLING. BESIDES, I OWN A PRIVATE ISLAND AND HOLIDAY ESTATE OUTSIDE THE U.S. IF YOU CRY RAPE, I’LL JUST GO THERE ON EXTENDED HOLIDAY UNTIL IT BLOWS OVER. IT’S PARADISE. BUT WHAT WILL YOU HAVE ACCOMPLISHED YOU UNGRATEFUL LITTLE BITCH? YOU’LL DESTROY YOUR SINGING CAREER AND RUIN YOUR FATHER’S AND MOTHER’S GOOD NAME. AND JUST IN CASE I HAVEN’T SHOWN YOU THE LIGHT, IF YOU CROSS ME, BEFORE I LEAVE THE COUNTRY, THIS VIDEO WILL BE POSTED ON YOUTUBE AND GIVEN TO TMZ STAT. THAT PART WHERE I ASK IF YOU’RE OF AGE AND YOU JUST STARE AT ME, I THINK A LOT OF PEOPLE WILL HAVE A PROBLEM WITH YOU NOT ADMITTING YOUR AGE BEFORE WE ENTER A CONTRACT WHERE YOUR LEGAL AGE IS VERIFIED.


    8:31 A.M.



    What followed the text was the video that turned my stomach into a hard, angry knot. The video, it shows the back of a man unbuttoning Maggie’s shirt. He’s in a suit. All I saw of him was the back of his head. It was disgusting. The curly fringe overgrowth with the patchy bald spot, it totally creeped me out. He wasn’t fat, but he wasn’t thin either. His body—the soft sloping of his shoulders, the extra skin piled around his waist—it had me thinking that nude he was probably bone white and hairy and smelling sour. I don’t know how that thought got so fast into my mind but it stayed there. Festering.


    I nearly threw up in my mouth.


    I can’t believe he actually taped this! That’s the worst part. One violation stacked on another. Does this man have no conscience?


    In the video, Maggie pushes his hands away, tries to pull her shirt closed. He said, “You’re of age, right?” She just stared at him. And she wasn’t defending herself full force. She was just sort of gently struggling against him, like she wasn’t sure if she could go through with it. Like she was afraid to scream or act out, and just as afraid to do nothing at all. This is a girl at the precipice of her dreams not realizing it took this kind of sacrifice to get here. She kept looking to the left, to the door I presume. Was she hoping her father would come through any minute and save her? On video, the producer prick was saying this was how it’s done. He said this was how everyone in the industry gets their start.


    With a sacrifice.


    Maggie finally resigned herself to the loss of her shirt. It came off. He pawed at her covered breasts for a minute, then reached around and unsnapped her bra. Maggie’s shoulders slouched forward, fast; she tried to hold on to her bra, her dignity, her innocence. Then the bra came off, too. Her arms snaked over bare breasts, covering her tiny, cold nipples. Eventually he pulled her arms apart and saw what Maggie didn’t want him to see.


    Even though the camera couldn’t capture the glimmer of every tear, I saw the first ones fall. The look of a girl’s body shuddering out fresh tears is unmistakable and painful to witness. He reached for the buttons on Maggie’s pants. That’s where I stopped watching.


    Enough was enough.


    The text messages didn’t continue. Apparently, to him, the threat had been neutralized and no further communication was required. In my mind, he’s already done…


    Already dead.


    But at what cost? If I expose him, he will be ruined, but Maggie will be collateral damage. The pig owns an island. The pig has money, safety, an escape from the fallout. If I can’t expose him for the rapist he is, there must be another way.


    Sitting at the table with Maggie and the monster, my face shivers silent with hatred. Since the moment I saw the back of his ugly freaking skull, with that nasty fringe of hair and that sloppy motherfreaking back, I killed him in my mind. Already I’ve killed him ten times over.


    Each time I envision his death done differently, each scenario burning brighter and more violent than the rest. With every imagined execution, the little details work themselves out.


    It’s now twelve times I’ve killed him.


    Thirteen.


    A plan is hatching. Fueled by my righteous indignation, my horror, my absolute need to make the perpetrator the victim, plans are evolving as we speak. For a minute, I think I can actually kill him.


    No, I take that back…


    Before summer is out, I’m going to feed that hairy Sasquatch his own pulled-out intestines.
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    The way things are, by the end of dinner, the monster might as well ask Maggie if she wants to be her honorary daughter. The way she’s being so nice, so sugary sweet, bile is collecting in the back of my throat. I want to puke at the way the monster is gushing all over her.


    But I don’t. I can’t.


    Is it strange to want your old disorders back, if only to demonstrate a more physical form of self-expression? If I puked on Margaret, what would she say? Would she see the pain I’m in, watching how easily she can be nice to others? From my steaming pile of vomit, would she know how deeply the past still affects me?


    Probably not.


    Even worse, the clone is asleep in my bedroom, in my bed, and I’m not sure how to tell Maggie. Right now Maggie is the center of my attention and this seems to stabilize her. If I tell her what I have done, if I tell her that somehow I’m superhuman in my ability to rapidly heal, will she retreat downward inside herself? Will she accuse me of being selfish? Or worse, will she be jealous?


    I’ve gone too far. These things, they’re going to tear us apart. I just know they are. Whatever happens, though, I refuse to make her problems worse. There’s no way I will be the reason she crashes into the abyss. I’m trying to be a good friend, I swear. Then again, it’s making things hard knowing my jealousy is soaring. I’m jealous of my friend’s relationship with the monster.


    My mother.


    It so hurts to even think of her as a mother. I look across the table at Margaret and for the first time I don’t look away so quickly. We don’t even look like we’re related anymore. She’s this Spanish beauty with bronze colored skin, petite features and the biggest brownest eyes ever. Not like shit brown; more like the kind of brown you’d see in gemstones. She’s gorgeous. And naturalish.


    Not like me. Not a fake.


    I’m looking at her hair, the way it’s perfectly black, thick and lustrous. I’m studying her almost the way an infant studies the world, and then I notice her looking back. I want to look away, but I don’t. Maybe it’s out of defiance, maybe it’s because I think I might finally be ready to get to know her. She smiles; I smile. She looks away.


    I continue to stare at her, at the details of her: the faintest of lines near the edges of her eyes; the arch and shape of her eyebrows; how long and perfect her lashes are. It amazes me to think all of this is natural. Except for maybe hair dye or lash extensions or the waxing and shaping of her brows. Plus her tits are fake and she’s had a ton of liposuction. I guess what I mean is, she isn’t a genetic freak like me. She wasn’t manufactured and perfected in a lab.


    I don’t even have her brown skin anymore. Do I even have any of her left in me? I’m not racist or anything, but I so want my old skin back. I so want to be brown. If only to make this one connection with her.


    For some stupid reason I feel like crying, so I excuse myself and leave the two of them to talk about music or school or whatever.


    In the bathroom, I pull down my pants, plop down on the toilet and concentrate on going pee. But I can’t go. My bladder feels dry. Crispy, almost. I want to throw up, but my stomach refuses to cooperate. I almost try to poop, just for the distraction, just to feel better, but the truth is, I’m empty in there, too. I have nothing. Not even one hopeless turd.


    I pull up my pants and go to my room where the clone is sleeping softly against the pillow. I crawl in bed beside her, careful not to disturb her. Her hair smells like no shampoo I’ve ever smelled. It’s the pink gel. I remember it clearly. It’s the smell of a newborn’s skin.


    In the morning, I’ll give her a bath with some proper shampoo and conditioner. I’ll wash her skin and brush her teeth and comb her hair. Taking care of her seems incredibly important. Her liking me, this feels essential. Anymore, if breaking and entering, and battery and kidnapping is what a girl has to do to feel unconditional love, then by all means, don’t ask me to feel bad about what I’ve done.
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    Outside the daylight is burning off and night is settling in. The day has officially worn on me and I’m feeling super tired. Gosh damn exhausted if you want to know the truth. Before closing my eyes for good, I scoot closer to the clone, wrap my arm around her and pull her close.


    And then I shut my eyes for good.


    It’s only at six in the morning when I’m roused from my sleep. I roll over to Maggie standing over the top of me. She’s just staring at me, her eyes ablaze with anger.


    She’s glaring at the clone and glaring at me and she says: “What in the freaking hell is this?” Except she doesn’t say freaking. Nope. Not her. Not with that angry face. When she says what she says, it’s not PG-13 at all. No, she goes nuclear and straight up slams me with the f-bomb.


    I can’t really blame her, though.


    I deserve this.




    Boy Soldier



1


    Delta 1A knew the mission would come. He wondered if it was already planned. Either way, he was training again, and as brutal and unrelenting as training was, it was still better than the box.


    He spent the mornings honing his hand-to-hand combat and weapons techniques. His martial arts instructor, Sensei Hu, was a fifty-one year old Okinawan sadist with dark, leathery skin. A ruthless, thorough master. Despite being accused of being inhuman, Sensei Hu created as many karate legends as he did mercenaries, for he was always pressing, pressing, pressing. He demanded perfection. Nothing was ever good enough. Ever.


    According to Sensei Hu—a lightning fast ninth degree black belt—Delta 1A’s kicks and strikes were lazy and slow. They lacked proper snap, form and body dynamics. During both weapons training and kumite (sparring), Delta 1A would have died a thousand deaths and had multiple bones broken, had their combat been full contact.


    Against Sensei Hu, Delta 1A fought like an amateur. An undeveloped child against a merciless beast. It was like David’s left testicle trying to do battle with Goliath.


    In other words, against his master, Delta 1A lacked everything. He was a proficient killer, even at such a tender age, yet he was also nothing.


    Sensei Hu never let Delta 1A stop moving. Not during kata (forms), not during kumite (sparring) and not during kobudo (weapons). If Delta 1A didn’t throw up at least three times each day, Sensei Hu said he simply wasn’t trying hard enough. Not throwing up, that meant push ups. Sit ups. Wall sits. All things to purge the boy of weakness. When Delta 1A showed an ounce of pain, or worse, if he gave up, Sensei Hu would say, “This is the way of the old masters,” and then he’d push harder still.
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    At noon he was fed either a medium-well slab of beef, eight ounces of cod, or two chicken breasts. Add rice, sweet potatoes or some other carbohydrate and that was his lunch. Plus, half a gallon of water so he didn’t dehydrate. He was now eating six times a day. Plus protein shakes. Three a day. Anything to help his body recover. Anything to put on size, mass.


    At the on-site indoor firing range, he shot a thousand rounds from the nine millimeter Sig Sauer, putting all but two of them in the center ring. For those two shots he missed, his shooting instructor—a retired marine sergeant and one of the private contractors now guarding the facility—forced him to do one thousand push ups and one thousand sit ups. The man was a bull. Ripped, shredded, cut. His buzz haircut fit his personality, and his t-shirt strained against his chiseled physique. If Delta 1A could feel anything for this man it would be animosity.


    During the push ups, his instructor loaded his pistol and kept it aimed at the boy’s back. He kept saying, “Quit and I’ll put one through your spine. You wanna quit, boy? Go ahead. Shooting you will only simplify my life.”


    On his last hundred push ups, he started to waver. His arms shook furiously and his pace slowed so much Delta 1A was sure he’d be shot. He felt his will shrinking. Imagined himself quitting. Getting shot. The instructor spun the gun around and pistol whipped the boy on the back of the skull, not to the point of unconsciousness. Just enough to fill him with fire.


    “Get moving!” his instructor screamed. Delta 1A picked up the pace.


    When he was done, when he threw up then wiped his mouth clean, he felt more than ready for dinner. Before he left the training area, his instructor looked at him long and hard and, with a sideways grin, said, “You’re going to be a lethal fucking thing of beauty.” Delta 1A didn’t know what beauty was, but he understood lethal.
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    Dinner was two breasts of broiled chicken. Dinner was a cup of brown rice and a bushel of steamed broccoli. Dinner was no butter. His handler forced him to drink another half gallon of water. At six thirty in the evening, after dinner had settled, weight training began.


    One day was upper body. Then lower body. And finally cardio and abs.


    Then it began again.


    Muscles were ripped. Muscles rebuilt. He made gallons of sweat. He replenished his body with gallons of water. There was no fat on his body. Only muscle. Taught, lean muscle. It wasn’t enough.


    He was a boy, but not a boy. He was human, but not human.


    When his arms trembled with exhaustion, he was beat and told to finish out the set. When his legs were shaky, when they felt like they were going to buckle, he was beat and told to push it out. He couldn’t quit. Was told to despise the very idea of it.


    Like his shooting instructor, his weights and conditioning coach carried a gun. It seemed like the more difficult the workout, the more he did it staring at a loaded gun for motivation. He did squats with the gun in his face. He did bench press with the gun jammed into his groin. He did curls with the gun pressed to the back of his neck.


    “You want to be thrown from The Freedom Train?” the boy’s instructor would routinely ask. The body’s termination. Death.


    “No sir,” the boy’s mouth said.


    But words were meaningless. Finishing the set was life. Finishing the workout meant survival.


    So he finished. And he survived.


    But barely.




    Melting Down
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    Maggie stands there staring at me, hands on her barely curving hips, her brilliant, angry eyes seeing me in bed, asleep with this beautiful stranger. I guess I’d be shocked, too.


    “It’s not what you think,” I say. I don’t know why I say that. Anytime someone in the movies says that, they have that look on their face that says it’s exactly what the other person thinks.


    “What it looks like is you and the fire-crotch here are bumping donuts.”


    I huff out loud, now fully awake with my anger. “It’s not like that! Jesus, Maggie, it’s not like that.”


    “Oh, yeah?”


    I look back at the clone, sleeping, her pale skin vampire-like, her body so pure and untouched by the weather of life. I look back at Maggie, my eyes pleading with her, begging for understanding.


    “I need to explain,” I say.


    It is right then that the clone opens her eyes and starts screaming, like full-bellied, glass-splitting, eardrum-shattering screaming.


    I jump out of bed, roll my ankle on landing and fall on my butt. She’s still screaming as I get to my feet.


    When her lungs finally give out, Maggie and I are standing there startled into silence. A wide-eyed, baffled silence. The clone’s big eyes suddenly shimmer, then flood. She pushes herself against the wall, trying to get away from us, trying to not be awake, aware.


    “What the hell?” Maggie says.


    I turn to her and say, “Magpie, she’s a clone.”


    “No,” Maggie whispers. More a statement of dread than anything.


    I look at the clone and she’s cowering in the corner, tears dripping down her eyes.


    “I stole her yesterday,” I finally admit.


    “You what?”


    “I might have assaulted some people to get her.” Maggie just looks at me with that shocked look. Then back to the clone. Then back to me. I say, “People assaulted me, too, Mags. Like, real bad.”


    The clone is now sobbing. She’s pulling the blankets over her body, covering herself even though she’s in a t-shirt and underwear. How would she know to do that? If she’s been naked all her life, and not awake, how would she feel anything at all for modesty?


    It must be instinctual.


    Primal.


    “You don’t look hurt to me,” Maggie says. She doesn’t look so mad now. She’s looking back and forth between me and the clone. Like she’s worried about her, but not sure how to react on account of the clone not being a real girl.


    “It’s because I’m not. I mean, I was hurt yesterday. But not now.”


    “What are you saying?”


    “Gerhard did something to me.”


    “This should be good,” Maggie says, hands on her hips. She’s getting angry again. She’s still looking back and forth between me and the clone and I can see she thinks I’m lying.


    “This is going to sound…I don’t know…impossible, but I think maybe I’m…immortal.”


    Maggie laughs at this, then turns away, looks back at me and shifts from one foot to the other. The cruel smile on her face becomes a frown of disbelief. “You’re so full of crap right now.”


    “Okay, maybe not immortal, but I heal like super fast.”


    “Prove it,” she says with narrowed eyes.


    “Look, I get what you’re going through, Mags, but you’re coming off like a real bitch right now and I know for a fact this isn’t you, so please, tone it down.”


    “I said prove it.”
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    I’m looking around the room for something I can use to stab myself with when my phone starts to ring. Great!


    It’s Netty.


    On second thought, maybe the distraction is just what I need. The truth is, I’m not all that excited about hurting myself again. The clean-up sucks, but more than that, the way my body burns afterwards, it’s like having flashbacks from my first transformation, and that felt worse than a swing-shift in hell.


    I answer the phone. “Netty,” I say, an unintended edge to my voice.


    “What’s wrong?” she says, her Russian accent thick. Whenever I hear her voice, I feel a sense of home. She’s my best friend, and I miss her terribly. I just wish I wasn’t so stressed out, because I really want to talk to her.


    Looking at Maggie, scared for what she’s about to do or say, I measure my words carefully, then say to Netty, “Oh, you know, everything.”


    “You hung up on me three times,” Netty says.


    “These problems I’m having, they’re bad, Nettles.”


    “Yeah? Well don’t make me beg.”


    “You should come over,” I say, refusing to take my eyes off Maggie. She looks like she’s ready to come out of her skin. “Like right now.”


    Maggie blows out a breath, her face getting redder by the minute. Finally she turns and stomps out of the room. I twist my body to look at the clone who’s now curled into my blankets on the far edge of the bed. She’s still crying. Still not looking at me.


    “I can’t,” Netty says, matter-of-fact. “Working today.”


    “Can’t you call in sick or something? I’m having a motherfreaking crisis over here and I need my best friend.”


    “Dude,” she says, “I live in the city now. It’s not just a drive up the street, plus I have this great job and it’s really—”


    “Netty, dammit, don’t you hear me? I need you right now!”


    God, I sound so demanding.


    “Jesus, Savannah, do you hear yourself?” Savannah, not Abby. She must be mad. I force myself to breathe, an old trick from my social anxiety days. I feel myself coming down a notch.


    “I know, I know,” I say. “I sound like one of those girls we hate so much.”


    “You sound like a bitch,” she says, which is exactly what I said to Maggie. The thing about her is Netty isn’t one to mince words. Plus, being Russian, she doesn’t get how deep the word “bitch” can cut. In this instance, it’s a wake-up call telling me to rein it in.


    I run my hands through my hair, try not to scream out of sheer frustration. The clone is still crying, but it’s more of a muffled thing right now.


    “I’m sorry.”


    “So what is it?” she asks. “Boy problems?”


    Just then the other line beeps. It’s call waiting. On my iPhone’s display is Damien’s name. Great. It wasn’t boy problems a minute ago, but now…


    “Netty, can you hold on for a second?”


    “You’re putting me out,” she says. When Russian girls sound irritated, it’s so much worse than any American girl irritation. I’m clicking over when Margaret comes into the room. I hold up a finger and say hello to Damien.


    “Hey,” he says.


    “Hey back.”


    “I got tired of waiting for you to call,” he says.


    I’m looking up at Margaret who isn’t going away. She looks vexed. Jesus, everyone’s so short tempered! She mouths the words, “What did you say to Maggie?”


    I shrug my shoulders, then nod over at the clone.


    “Oh,” she mouths.


    “Hello?” Damien says.


    “Sorry. It’s just that Margaret’s right here and Netty’s on the other line and Maggie’s kind of freaking out about some stuff right now, so it’s not really a great time.” Then quickly, I add: “But I’m really happy to talk to you.”


    More than anything, I want to tell him I’ve been thinking about our kiss ever since I left, but with Margaret standing there, saying anything of the sort would be worse than awkward. Plus, I don’t really need her having that kind of dirt on me.


    Finally, out loud, loud enough for Damien to hear, Margaret says, “I think you need to attend to Maggie, sweetheart.”


    Sweetheart? Did she really just call me sweetheart?


    “Damien, I’d love to talk to you, but the monster’s pestering me.” Margaret bristles at the name and I must admit, her reaction is rather satisfying. “Can I call you later?”


    “Sure,” he says, disappointed.


    “I’m really sorry.”


    I click over and say, “Netty? I’m sorry, I had to get that.” I wait for her to respond, but there’s only silence. I look at the display screen and realize I’m talking to an empty line.


    Did she hang up on me? “Netty?”


    OMFG, she hung up on me!


    “Margaret,” I say in a most unkind way, “what can I do for you?”


    “Is that what you call me to your friends?” Margaret asks. “A monster?” At this point, the clone has stopped crying and it’s almost as if she isn’t even there. Even though she is.


    “Not a monster, the monster. Can you just go away, please?”


    “Go talk to Maggie,” she snaps, the familiar chill back in her voice. Then, looking at the clone, she adds: “And take care of her. She’s not some goddamn toy you can play with anytime you want.”


    “What are you doing here anyway?” I say as she’s leaving my room. “And why are you always here?!”


    She turns to face me in the doorway. She’s making her angry face. The air between us, it might as well be made of ice crystals. “I came to see your father.”


    “You had your chance to see him when you were married, but you cheated. Now I have the chance to not see you and this is how you repay me for my suffering? You just show up all the gosh damn time?”


    She just looks at me, the heat simmering in her eyes. Here we go again. When is this ever going to stop?


    “Just because your father and I aren’t together anymore doesn’t mean we can’t hang out. We were always friends, you know. We’re still friends. Plus we’re raising you together, so we have that in common.”


    “No one’s raising me but me, Margaret.”


    The comment has her standing up straight with defiance. Obviously I struck a nerve. “That’s not true.”


    Oh dear God, is she serious right now?


    “Yeah, like you’re the benchmark for personal responsibility and moderation. You haven’t taught me anything, Margaret, except how to be an asshole. You’re a recovering drug addict. A home wrecker. An adulteress. An alcoholic. Do you even have a conscience? I don’t think so.”


    “Stop!” Margaret shouts.


    “No! You want to tell me you raised me and I call bullshit! The only thing you ever did for me was push me out of your vagina and slap a name on me. Beyond that, you’re a terrible role model with nothing significant to add to my life, and honestly I’m better off raising myself!”


    “Someday when you’re a mother—” she says, her eyes sparkling with tears.


    “Go back to your douchebag writer, Margaret. Let us adults rest here in peace.”


    The glassy shine in her eyes becomes tears streaking down her cheeks. She brushes them away, not making a big show of the event, even though she would be well within her rights to do so.


    “If I’ve taught you anything,” she says, humble, almost whisper soft, “it’s how to assert your cruelty.”


    “Yes,” I say. “I’ll give you that.”


    Just then my phone starts buzzing again and Margaret says, “That’s my cue.” She turns and closes the door leaving me with the clone and my iPhone.


    I answer it without looking at the number or the clone. “Hello?” I say, feisty, thoroughly pissed off.


    “It’s me,” Brayden says. “I just landed. Where are you? I thought you were picking me up?”


    I’m about to bark out directions when the phone beeps again.


    “Good freaking God!” I practically scream.


    “Well now that’s about the worst greeting ever,” Brayden says, sarcastic.


    “Sorry, hang on. The other line’s ringing.” I switch lines. “Hello?”


    “Sorry, I had to hang up for a second,” Netty says. “I’m having breakfast with some friends and I needed to order.”


    Then it happens. It’s this one thing—this one, singular event—that occurs and pretty much changes the way I see everything. The word “paradigm shift” springs to mind.


    “Where am I?” says the voice behind me, small as a mouse’s.


    Holy crap, my baffled brain thinks, did that just happen? My body says so because it’s frozen stiff. Paralyzed. Even my soul is hit with the longest, hardest chill ever. Slowly I turn around and the clone is staring at me, her lips lightly parted, the question still sitting in her eyes.


    “Where am I?” she says again.


    “Holy f*ck,” I mumble. (Obviously, the asterisk is for your benefit. In real life, the whole word just came right out).


    “Who are you?” she asks.


    I manage to stammer out a question: “How come you can talk?” I don’t realize it just then, but my finger hangs up the phone on both Netty and Brayden. Subconsciously my brain knows this event is too significant to process with two friends waiting to talk to me. The moment seems to last fifteen years rather than fifteen seconds.


    “You’re not supposed to be able to talk,” I hear myself say.


    “Why?”


    “Because…you’re a clone.”


    “No,” she says, “I’m not.”
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    Between me and the clone, the air bears all the consistency of churned butter. She sits with the blankets pulled up to cover her while I stand mere feet away, at the edge of the bed. Have I time-warped into a different dimension?


    “I said I’m not a clone,” the girl says.


    I barely heard her the first time. Now it’s all she’s saying.


    “Yes, you are,” I tell her. But she’s not. Her modesty, the fact that she speaks intelligently, do clones do that? Can they? Of course not! Not if they’ve been born into a canister of pink goop and remained there all their lives. They wouldn’t know anything.


    “No,” she says, louder, more insistent. “I’m not.”


    “Then who are you?”


    “I…I think my name is Rebecca.”


    “You think?”


    “My head is…fuzzy. And it hurts.”


    “How old are you?” I ask.


    “I don’t know. Twelve? I think maybe I’m twelve.”


    Holy shit. If she thinks she’s twelve, could it be possible she was…taken…at twelve? As in kidnapped? She looks nineteen or twenty, easy. Could she have been stolen from someone nearly a decade ago?


    “Do you know your last name? I mean, do you have one?”


    She thinks about it, then: “I…I don’t know.”


    I reach for her hand and say, “Come with me, I have to show you something.” She lets me take her hand and I start to pull her out of bed. She clings to the blankets, again, but for whatever reason I can’t figure. She’s dressed for heaven’s sake.


    “You don’t need those. I’ve already seen you.” She doesn’t let go. “Serious,” I say, “let go.”


    Reluctantly she releases the blankets. I pull her out of bed and she slowly, shakily walks across the floor, her barely clothed body now flush with blood and not so clammy looking.


    In the bathroom, I show her the full length mirror and she gasps. I watch her eyes slink down her beautiful, perfect body. From her face to her young looking breasts (which she cups with her free hand like it’s the first time she’s felt them), to her hips and legs. She pulls open her underwear and runs her fingers through her pubic hair, which is thick and curly and strawberry blonde.


    It’s terribly odd for me—to be perfectly honest—but in an uncomfortable, voyeuristic way. Like watching someone else give birth. Or have sex. I want to turn away, but I can’t. For some reason, my mind thinks she might see this as a sign of rejection.


    “I’ve never had this before,” she says, looking at her triangle of overgrown hair. Her eyes scale back up her body, pausing again at her chest. She lifts her t-shirt and stares at her breasts. “I’ve never had these either.”


    “What is the last thing you remember?” I say, not looking at her tits.


    “I…I don’t know,” she says, lowering her shirt. “My birthday, I think? I’m pretty sure I just turned twelve.” Her eyes fill with tears and she starts to come apart. I’m still holding her hand, to steady her, to comfort her. This sudden lapse into helplessness has her leaning on me for strength.


    I pull her into my arms and tell her it’s going to be okay. But it isn’t. If this girl is not a clone, if she’s real—maybe she’s someone’s lost daughter or sister—then nothing will ever be okay for her again. This just isn’t something you recover from.


    “Why am I here?” she finally asks.


    “Because I took you. Because I thought you should be free.”


    “Free from where?”


    “You were in a canister of pink fluid. I think you were being used for your DNA.”


    “A canister?” she whispers. “DNA?”


    “Your DNA. It’s what makes you so beautiful.”


    In my hand, my phone starts buzzing again. I didn’t realize I was still carrying it. I pick up and it’s Brayden. “What the hell, Savannah?”


    “Jesus Christ, Brayden, it’s Abby.” If I’m going to become Abby, the least everyone should do is stop calling me by my old name every time they get pissed off at me.


    “Fine, Abby. What the hell?”


    “You won’t believe this.”


    “What?”


    “The girl, the clone I took, she’s not a clone. I think she was kidnapped.”


    “Okay, wow. Holy balls, okay. Tell me where you live already. I’ll catch a cab.”


    “It isn’t safe. Tell me what terminal you’re at and I’ll come get you.”


    “What about me?” the girl asks.


    “We need to get you some pants and a bra. We’re going to pick up a friend of mine.”


    Just before I hang up, I hear Brayden asking if she’s naked. If I wasn’t feeling so overwhelmed, or so confused thinking this whole time maybe these clones were real people after all, just kidnapped, I might have laughed.
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    Me and the non-clone are leaving the house, heading to the airport to pick up Brayden. I’m holding her hand to give her stability, and we’re walking her down the hallway when Maggie steps out of her room and says, “Where are you two going?”


    The hurt in her voice is obvious. This was to be her summer with me and I’ve already betrayed her. Inside my mind, I’m wondering: which is worse, being raped or being held prisoner for seven or eight or nine years? In the contest of who gets the biggest dose of sympathy, I can’t really say who will win. All I can say is I’ll most definitely lose.


    “I have to pick up Brayden from the airport. Do you want to go?”


    “No,” she says. It feels like a thinly veiled lie.


    The phone rings. It’s Netty. Holy cow, I so don’t have time for this already!


    “Hello?”


    “Dude, WTF?”


    “I’m so sorry, Netty. I’m in the middle of a huge crisis right now. Can you come over? In like, maybe an hour, or hour and a half?”


    “I can’t. I already told you I have to work.”


    “Dammit, Netty. Can I just give you the money you’d make on your job and you can come live with me for the summer?”


    “Spoken like a true rich girl.”


    I cringe. Perhaps I shouldn’t have said that. Yet somehow my mouth just keeps on saying the wrong thing.


    “I’m sorry, Netty. I’m being selfish. Things really are insane right now.” Maggie turns and walks back into her room, shuts the door. Rebecca is looking at me with those blank, confused eyes. She’s still not fully back. She’s still looking almost doll-like.


    I remember when I came out of my tank, how the fog that hung over my brain lingered for hours. That was me being under for a few weeks. Rebecca, from what I can tell, has been under for years.


    “Can I come over tonight instead?” Netty asks. “I can be there at six.”


    “That’s fine. Thanks. And sorry for being like this. It’s just that I’ve gotten in way over my head this time. But in a really bad way.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “It’s too long of a story, Nettles.”


    “Okay, but you suck for not giving me details right now.”


    “I know. Sorry.”


    Before leaving to pick up Brayden, I say, “C’mon, Maggie!” but she doesn’t respond. I knock on her closed door; she doesn’t answer. I try the handle and it’s locked. I pound for a few minutes. “Seriously, Mags?!”


    “I’m going to sleep for a bit,” she finally says, distant.


    “Fine. Suit yourself. I’ll be back shortly.” I wait for a reply, but nothing. “Okay then,” I tell Rebecca, “let’s go.”


    It only occurs to me after leaving the house that Maggie should have been at the recording studio this morning.


    Inside the car, we don’t talk. Rebecca is taking in the sights, mesmerized, or scared. Finally she says, “Am I ever going home again?”


    The question takes me by surprise. It shouldn’t have, but it does. “Where’s home?” I ask. “Is any of this familiar?”


    She shrugs her shoulders.


    “As soon as we know where your home is, I’ll take you there.”


    “Promise?” she says, sleepy.


    “Promise.”
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    Brayden is at the airport waiting just outside the United terminal. He’s sitting hunched over on his bags. He looks bored and annoyed. When he sees me drive up, he stands and opens his hands in a palms-up WTF-type gesture. Then he sees Rebecca and his demeanor brightens.


    “Get out and let him pull the seat forward,” I tell Rebecca. She looks at me like she’s trying to process the words I’m saying, then opens the door and steps out, using a hand to balance on her wobbly legs. Already I’m asking too much of her. Already I’m wondering if the pink goop somehow keeps your muscles from atrophying, but only barely. It has to otherwise I would be rolling her around on a f*cking gurney.


    Still, she shouldn’t be walking, I tell myself. My brain is trying to make this impossible. But there she is, standing on her own two legs. The more I learn about myself and Rebecca, the more I wonder what we’re really capable of as humans. I also can’t help wondering if the things that have been done to us will one day have catastrophic, physical repercussions.


    The kind we can’t recover from.


    The whole time, Rebecca doesn’t once look at Brayden, much less speak to him. He says hello but she doesn’t reply. She looks away. Then she looks at the gigantic airport sprawl, seemingly lost in the chaos of so many vibrant distractions.


    “Is she okay?” Brayden asks.


    “Just get in.”


    He crawls in back, mumbling, “No hello? No thanks for coming, nice to see you? Nothing? You know what I gave up to be here, don’t you?”


    Turning in my seat to face him, I say, “It doesn’t look like it, but I’m super glad to see you.” My God, why can’t I smile when I tell him this?


    “Rebecca, get in,” I say loud enough for her to hear. She doesn’t move, she’s just staring at the airport traffic. A horn honks behind us. Two cars back is a policeman. My pulse quickens. I can feel him looking at us, at me. Gosh damn Rebecca, really?


    I get out of the car, walk around front and take Rebecca’s hand. Her eyes are streaming with tears. She’s like a child so overwhelmed with emotion it’s left her paralyzed. Inside I feel bad for her, but the male DNA in me is like, enough crying already!


    “What’s wrong, honey?” I say, tapping into the more nurturing parts of me.


    “What is this place?” she says. “I mean, what year is it?”


    “2015.”


    She coughs out a startled cry.


    “How…old am I?”


    I pull her into a hug and say, “I don’t know. Twenty, maybe? Maybe younger or older. I don’t know. Do you remember when you were born?”


    “Some things, they aren’t coming back and it hurts my head to think. To try to remember. And my body…this isn’t my body, or my face.”


    “We have to go, sweetheart. The police are watching us.”


    She slides out of my arms and into the car. I shut the door behind her.


    “So what’s the deal?” Brayden says, leaning into the center console, looking at Rebecca. I slip the Audi in gear and we get moving, but my eyes are mostly on the side mirror. On the policeman.


    When Rebecca doesn’t speak, I say, “I think she was kidnapped. Maybe all the people we thought were clones, maybe they aren’t.”


    “What?”


    “She’s been kidnapped, Brayden. Well, kidnapped before I kidnapped her.”


    “That’s what you said,” he replies.


    Looking at them both, I say, “Don’t talk to her just yet. She’s like a baby calf on unsteady legs. For Jesus’ sake, she just woke up after nearly ten years.”


    “So you’re still a kid in the head?” he says to Rebecca.


    “I told you not to talk to her!”


    “Who are you?” Rebecca says, her voice airy, wounded. Her eyes on Brayden are indeed the startled eyes of a newborn calf.


    “I’m Brayden. Her ugly best friend. Sort of. Not best friend, but ugly.”


    “I’m ugly, too,” she says. “Well, I was. I don’t know who I am anymore.”


    “Join the crowd,” I mumble.


    Keeping up with the flow of traffic, we pull away from the cop. I breathe a sigh of relief and it’s only then I realize I’ve been holding my breath for like, forever.




    Circles of the Flesh
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    Georgia was exactly the way she should be, Gerhard told himself. Perfect. But different. This is how he convinced himself she was a returnable item and not something non-salvageable. Looking at her, contemplating everything that has gone into making this version of her, he resigned himself to the fact that she would never look the same again. Not like the previous rendition anyway. Not like the version of the girl her parents paid tens of millions of dollars for.


    Still, she was close enough.


    Between himself and Dr. Cameron, every attempt to return her to her previous incarnation only made her look a little more different. This new version of her was a little darker. Less fun and a lot less vivacious. Almost like she bore a malevolent weight to her. Even the color of her skin seemed less pale and more…more…translucent at times. He watched her, studied her as she floated in stasis.


    He studied her a lot lately. Contemplating. Running theories and genetic equations in his mind. It was all he ever did anymore. And yet he couldn’t understand how, even in such stillness, she emitted an air of restlessness.


    Before, when he transformed this sick, ugly duckling into a swan, there was a lightness about her he was proud of. An aliveness. In this version of her, that peace was gone. Turning away from her, he shook the thought off, wondering if he was projecting his own failures upon her.


    “It’s the best she’s going to be,” Cameron said, coming up beside him. The man was practically reading his thoughts.


    “I know,” Gerhard said. These days, acquiescence sounded a lot like despair.


    “Have you figured out the circular markings on her palms yet?” Cameron asked after a long silence.


    “No,” Gerhard answered.


    He often wondered about her palms. It was a genetic mutation, but what kind of an error was it? Did it have something to do with their new donor’s DNA?


    He was sure it did.


    Cameron’s gaze slid over to the other glass canister where the much smaller girl hung suspended in the pink gel. She was barely five years old. Yet she was a killer. Not on purpose, but a killer never-the-less. The murder, Gerhard knew, was committed in self-defense. Still, it was one of the darkest of murders, one never before seen in Canada, or really anywhere. The country was still reeling.


    Still hypothesizing.


    An older boy at school, a six year old deviant puke of a child—and the byproduct of a violently dysfunctional home—had taken to tormenting her. The teasing was relentless. Beyond cruel. The boy didn’t like that the five year old girl rarely spoke. She was the perfect target.


    The quintessential target.


    It was later discovered that the girl’s fear of the boy turned to anger, which became rage—hardly a reaction for any normal five year old. Kids threw tantrums, yes, but sustained rage? Not normal.


    One afternoon on the playground, after a suffering a torrent of abuse, the girl turned her hidden rage on the boy and, without even laying a hand on him, the boy’s eyes began to bleed. He started to scream. With both hands he clutched his face and screamed like a girl. Blood ran thick from his nostrils and ears, from his mouth, from his anus. His eyeballs went solid red then popped. Red mucus flopped down on his cheeks. He dropped to his knees, still screaming, bleeding from everywhere. The girl just stood over him, glaring from above, seemingly unfazed by what was happening.


    When she was done with him, the bully’s insides had liquefied, including his bones. He was nothing more than a heaping pile of smoked meat, bloody clothes and hair. She then raised her hand toward the ruined boy and the pile caught fire. All this in under a minute.


    It was a most gruesome affair.


    The media was not allowed to cover the story, however, the online press ran rampant with the news and soon word of these events hit media outlets across the globe. To minimize the public’s reaction to what some were speculating as the first “supernatural homicide” ever witnessed, the five year old was sent to a “special hospital.”


    They locked her away in isolation.


    Officials said her incarceration was for “the greater good.” Off the record, she was sent there to alleviate the public’s fear. No one knew what she was or how she came to be that way, they all just knew they were terrified of her. That “out of sight” was eventually going to be “out of mind.”


    The country was dying to forget her.


    Eventually Monarch Enterprises gained possession of her. The parents, they wanted a better life for her, and Monarch promised to give their little girl a more humane existence. They said they might even be able to fix her. It didn’t hurt that they paid the parents five million dollars for her, a sum these “regular folks” found to be more than acceptable considering the condition of their baby.


    When Monarch couldn’t get the girl to kill on command, they reached out to Dr. Evan Cameron in Canada, a colleague and friend of Monarch Enterprises’ many outlets.


    She was just a little girl, yet her capacity for murder by telekinesis was not only fascinating, it was the kind of mutation men like Cameron and Gerhard had been dreaming about all their lives.


    Cameron took the girl on loan, for a tidy sum, of course. Two hundred fifty thousand a year. He phoned Gerhard the moment he got off the phone with the Director. Naturally, Gerhard was coming out of his skin to get up there. To lay eyes on this delectable gift. He told Cameron about the problems he was having with Georgia.


    Cameron said, “It looks to be an interesting summer, this summer of yours and mine.”


    By the time Gerhard arrived in Canada, Cameron had already identified the genetic indicators that made this child-on-loan a supernatural killer. Gerhard wondered if the man had even slept since acquiring the girl. He assumed not.


    Gerhard and Cameron wasted no time working on Georgia. Within weeks Cameron found the corrupted strand of DNA and the two men were able to trace it back to the virus used to deliver it. The corrupted genetic material, with the use of the virus as a delivery source, continued to replicate itself creating new, damaged DNA. The mutation. A new, more intrusive virus was sent in with new DNA and tested antibodies to counteract the old virus and stop it from continuing to degrade Georgia’s body.


    The idea that two minds were better than one is what saved Georgia’s life. That and Cameron was every bit the genius as Gerhard. Although Gerhard would never admit it.


    Within days, they fused genetic material from the five year old’s DNA with Georgia’s DNA. This was genome sequencing 101, the rapid introduction and integration of new genetic material from one person to another. The super virus they used to deliver the new genetic coding (the only way to make sure it spread and replicated properly) was a super virus worse than AIDS, small pox, or even the black plague. It positively scared the shit out of Gerhard. Cameron said it would be okay. That it was stable. He said the super virus was created in the same labs as the original AIDS virus, so it was safe if handled properly. Tangible, successful results occurred in days rather than weeks, a feat Gerhard could not seem to grasp.


    Georgia’s body took to the genetic sequencing nicely until the external anomaly appeared: a set of perfect circular rings (like the rings of the old stove top burners from the seventies) imprinted in the palms of Georgia’s hands. There was one on each palm, with a circumference of only two inches..


    “What do you think that means?” Cameron asked. He was looking at Georgia again. At the crop circle design of flesh on the surface of her palms. Gerhard, who knew his fair share of human genetics, said nothing. The silence grew into this immeasurable thing between them. Finally he strolled over to the glass canister and began the sequence that would drain the pink fluid.


    Soon Georgia was on the table. She lay naked, a girl so lovely and so perfect looking, she could be Georgia’s more beautiful sister. Or a close cousin. Her hair was blonde, thick and wet. It lay like a mop on the stainless steel gurney. Her body was stretched out, the structure more perfect and shapely than before. For all her beauty, neither man could tear his eyes from the girl’s palms, which both faced upwards.


    Gerhard finally touched the circular flesh pattern. The hand twitched, and from the raised flesh appeared hundreds of stingers. Both men took a reactionary step backwards.


    Cameron drew a startled breath.


    Gerhard and Cameron both leaned forward and peered at the stingers. They bore a metallic, almost barbed look. From a distance, they could be fuzzy, like bees’ fur, but upon closer inspection, they appeared menacing, industrial.


    Gerhard and Cameron, they weren’t creating a new girl. They were creating a weapon. But whose weapon she would become still had to be determined. Maybe she was no weapon at all. Maybe the skin anomaly was just that: a non-functioning mutation.


    Gerhard hoped for the best. He hoped for a human weapon.


    Cameron put a hand on her bare belly, just below her breasts. The girl didn’t move. She didn’t even twitch. Goosebumps, however, prickled on her skin and her nipples tightened.


    “Don’t,” Gerhard whispered.


    Cameron moved his hand along her flesh, over her belly button, not in a sexual manner, but in such a way that she might gently awaken to his touch.


    Suddenly the cold, sterile environment chilled Gerhard. And the bright lights, they hurt his eyes.


    “Don’t,” Gerhard said again, louder. Inside him, an unexplainable agitation was building. He didn’t know why he was feeling the way he did.


    Just as Cameron looked up, the girl’s hand shot out and grabbed the Canadian doctor’s arm. The strength of Georgia’s grip twisted Cameron’s face. He screamed. Then he bucked and jolted, his voice silenced in shock, and Gerhard knew the stingers penetrated his partner’s arm. Cameron’s flesh started to smoke, to blacken.


    “No!” Gerhard shouted stepping forward. “NO!”


    The girl’s eyes snapped open and they were black and swimming. No pupil. Just the look of a thousand tiny leaches writhing in domed glass. Even her skin had changed pallor. She was tinged in a light grey, her skin taking on a slight transparency. Veins once hidden now became visible against her almost see-through skin.


    “Georgia, STOP!”


    She stiffened at the sound of her name. The pupils drained, the inky mire of blackness bleeding out before completely disappearing. She blinked fast, her color returning. Her eyes were now the most startling green. He was mesmerized by her gaze, snared in the weight of it. Recognition hit her face and her hand snapped loose of Cameron’s arm. The doctor crumpled to the floor, dead, half his body seared and smoking. But Gerhard could not take his eyes off Georgia.


    “Dr. Gerhard?” she said, childlike, innocent.


    “Yes,” he replied. He smiled, genuine, soft. Like he did many decades ago to his other patients, the ones whose minds he fractured through torture, trauma and pain. They abhorred him, but they loved him. Those were different times.


    She looked around, trying to assess her situation. She should not have woken so early, and she should not have done what she did to Cameron, but she did.


    She was superhuman. A killer.


    Her skin was still the kind of light, smoky hue like you might find on a rotten corpse. The color was changing back though. Slower than her eyes, becoming brighter. More natural looking.


    He went and pulled her fragile body into his arms and said, “You’re perfect, my sweet Georgia. Simply perfect.”


    Her arms went around him, too, and she nestled into him, the way a dog moves into his master’s body for comfort.


    “What…am I?” Georgia asked.


    “My finest creation,” he said.




    You Are My Rabbit
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    Autumn LeBeau had been given explicit instructions on where on the internet to order food so it would arrive at Dr. Gerhard’s home, where she was staying, and how to take care of the house and bills while the doctor was in Canada. She was also given books to read, a schedule of television programs to watch and responsibilities around the home. She was under strict orders not to leave his home for any personal reasons.


    Not even if it was on fire.


    Fortunately, every morning at eight o’clock, and every night at six o’clock, Dr. Gerhard called to remind her of these instructions. At least, her mind told her she was receiving reminders.


    The minute she picked up the ringing phone at exactly eight A.M. and six P.M., her dizzy brain would just shut down. Like an ON switch in her head was suddenly switched to OFF. When she came into awareness again, her eyes would be staring at the phone, but no one would be on the line. And she would feel good. Really good. Like she had purpose.


    She didn’t know exactly what was said on these phantom phone calls or if Dr. Gerhard spoke at all, but she always felt like he had, and this made her feel more stable. Like she was being looked after. Like she was loved.


    What a strange and wonderful thing to feel loved by another while stuck in isolation. As if love alone infused you. Became you. Possessed you.


    Living with the doctor, for the short time she did live with him, was so much better than living with the other man, whom she could barely remember. Robert Seabird. That disgusting sloth. Images flashed into her brain. She saw herself clawing at the walls. She remembered wailing, everything in her drained, yet aching. She remembered the relentless sex, the sleepless nights, the bleary eyes from all the drugs and alcohol she was forced to inject and ingest. At some point, some part of her mind reminded her that she tried to eat Seabird’s face. Hatred bloomed like black roses inside her. Sometimes images of this gruesome event tried to overtake her brain, but she pushed them away by pounding on her head. Twice she knocked herself out and ended up on the floor with bruises.


    That couldn’t be her, could it? A girl eating a man’s face? She didn’t do that.


    Maybe it was a dream.


    Was it?


    She told herself that was another time. Not even real. Dr. Gerhard, however, he was real. He was now. And then she told herself that with him, she was almost normal. Except for those agonizing minutes at the beginning and end of the day when she stood by the phone. Waiting for what felt like an eternity for him to call.


    There were other calls, too. Calls during the day where a different phone would ring, a black one she kept deep inside her purse. The purse she had no use for since she never left the house. The phone would ring, but when she would pick it up to speak, her mind would shut off. Twice she found the same phone in her hand, and for some reason she was about to dial a number that seemed important to dial just before she blacked out. When she woke up, it was no longer important to dial that number. Did she ever call anyone? Did she ever really speak to anyone? Autumn was losing a lot of time lately and she didn’t know why.


    On one of those occasions when Dr. Gerhard called and she didn’t black out, she asked him about it. About the calls she made and received. He seemed concerned, which made her feel good. People showed concern when they cared. She learned that from television. She believed Dr. Gerhard cared for her, but she was not a real person, so was it possible to care for a flesh and blood robot? Real people don’t care about fake people. Ever. They just told them what to do and expected that it got done. Was this affinity she felt for Dr. Gerhard a lie?


    When he went to Canada and told her how to take care of herself while he was gone, she nodded her head a lot and memorized her instructions exactly. She wouldn’t disappoint Dr. Gerhard. After he left, she slept in his bed, wore his clothes, pet his cat because doing these things made her feel closer to him.


    If he cared for her, he would keep her.


    So she went through his things, looking for clues that might tell her exactly how else to please him, and that’s how she found his files. How she learned he was making sick and ugly girls into pretty, healthy girls. How she learned Savannah van Duyn was now Abigail Swann.


    A light in her brain flared. Things inside her stirred. Savannah? Abigail. The same girl?


    The very same girl.


    The minute she connected the dots, it happened. She felt a presence rush up beside her as she fell backwards into sleep.
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    The Gem alter took control of the body. She took the front. As the system manager for this and all Monarch designed slave systems, Gem managed and controlled the multiple personalities created and housed inside the host body. Or in this case, the host woman named Autumn LeBeau.


    Gem’s mission when the host woman was sent to Astor Academy was to find Savannah Van Duyn and report her whereabouts. Shelton Gotlieb, her handler at Monarch Enterprises, warned her Savannah might not even be attending the school.


    He said, “If you don’t find her, Autumn darling, you will not be thrown from The Freedom Train. This is simply a preemptive measure.”


    Purpose and success meant survival. Anything else meant being thrown from The Freedom Train—which was death—regardless of what Shelton Gotlieb said.


    Thankfully, Autumn found what she was tasked to find. Now that Gem knew Savannah Van Duyn was in fact Abigail Swann, she picked up the phone and made the call. A man answered. Her handler/programmer: Shelton Gotlieb.


    “Identification and pass code,” he said. Autumn’s mouth recited the identification sequence—a series of numbers and letters—then she recited the pass code: Umbrella. Over the phone line, a series of noises hummed and clicked, but then they stopped, indicating the secure line was active.


    “Gem, proceed,” he instructed.


    “I have news about Savannah Van Duyn.”


    Upon saying these words, Gem was swiftly dragged under, as if swallowed by some kind of a dark tidal wave. A new control program emerged, ferocious, nearly seamless.


    Gem2Override.


    This was not a personality, but an emergency protocol created by master programmer Wolfgang Gerhard. Gem2Override was tasked with explicit instructions to override the system’s control alter, Gem, in the event information about Savannah/Abigail—or any of Gerhard’s girls for that matter—was discovered. In this case, protecting Savannah Van Duyn’s new identity triggered the emergence of the Gem2Override.


    “Report,” Gotlieb said, intrigued.


    “I don’t have any news,” Gem2Override said, the voice sounding almost exactly like Gem’s. “The system experienced a minor malfunction. As of this moment, the system is re-stabilized and there is no purpose for this call.”


    Gem2Override heard Shelton Gotlieb blow out an exasperated sigh.


    “Come home, Gem,” Gotlieb finally said, sounding tired. He always said this, not because he expected her to comply—she wouldn’t—but because he was frustrated Gerhard had overridden his programming and was keeping Autumn for himself. Inside, Gem2Override knew Gotlieb had emotions for the host girl. The memory banks inside the host girl’s broken brain showed the two of them engaged in programmed sexual activity.


    Gem2Override remained silent.


    “At least tell me where you are,” Gotlieb said. There was an edge of sadness in his voice, the faintest traces of resignation.


    “I don’t know where I am,” Gem2Override said, even though the program knew exactly where it was. Where Autumn was. “I think I’m in New York. But it could be L.A.”


    “I have a mission for you,” Gotlieb said, still sounding downtrodden.


    Gem2Override was programmed to allow Autumn LeBeau to participate in sanctioned missions with Monarch Enterprises, so long as it bore no conflict with Gerhard’s interests. Gem2Override’s only stipulation was that it return the host body to Gerhard’s home and to never reveal its whereabouts when off-mission.


    “Proceed,” Gem2Override said.


    “This is an off-the-books mission. A mission meant to secure Monarch Enterprise’s interests and should be kept confidential from all sources, including Monarch Enterprises and Dr. Wolfgang Gerhard. Do you understand?”


    “Yes.”


    “You report only to me.”


    “I understand.”


    “When the mission is complete, you must remember to forget.”


    “Remember to forget,” Gem2Override said.


    “I’ve located the two remaining members of the Virginia Corporation and have selected them for elimination. Use the Delta alter to terminate them with extreme prejudice.”


    “Why?”


    “Excuse me?” Gotlieb asked, as if Gem would never ask such a question.


    “Why is this off-the-books?”


    “You’ve never asked me this before, Gem. Is your system stable?”


    “It is.”


    Gotlieb expelled a huge sigh. Gem2Override did not fill the empty space with talk. It simply waited. Then Gotlieb spoke.


    “I am tasked with eliminating a person I cannot find, Savannah Van Duyn. I do not want to kill her, but that was an errand I stupidly accepted. The contract was taken out by the Virginia Corporation, but most of their members are dead or gone. Atticus Van Duyn is in the wind. And Christine Kennedy jumped to her death—no surprise there. Warwick Bundy, he was murdered in Prague, next to Savannah Van Duyn, but not the real one. An imposter. Though I can’t find the real Savannah Van Duyn, I found Jamison DuPont and Tate Russell. If I kill them, and the Virginia Corporation is dismantled to the final member, then the contract on Savannah will no longer be necessary and you can come home.”


    “I understand.”


    “The Director of Monarch Enterprises said to pull a rabbit out of a hat. This is my hat and you are my rabbit.”


    Gem was shoved deep into the woman’s mind. Deep into the system. Gem2Override pulled her to the surface so she would understand the mission.


    “Mission parameters?” Gem2Override asked when Gem was present.


    “What? I just told you your mission.”


    “Please repeat,” Gem2Override said. The alternate program was doing this for Gem’s sake.


    “Are you sure your system is functioning properly?”


    “One hundred percent,” Gem2Override said with confidence.


    “Kill Jamison DuPont and Tate Russell using the Delta alter. Use extreme prejudice. I will text you their locations.”


    Gem2Override said, “You will text us their locations?”


    “You,” he said. “Not us.”


    “Me.”


    After a long bought of silence, Gotlieb said, “When can you come home?” His voice was a plea. It bore the sound of longing. Gem2Override shoved Gem back down.


    “I don’t know,” Gem2Override answered. Another lie.


    The real answer to Shelton Gotlieb’s question was never. As in: the Autumn LeBeau system was never going back to him.


    A moment later, Autumn’s burner phone vibrated and a text from Shelton Gotlieb appeared. It contained those instructions he had promised.




    All the Pretty Roses
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    Netty calls to say she is coming over that night, but when the doorbell rings it’s Jacob instead. He looks good. Really good. His short friend isn’t with him, and he looks more than casually dressed. Like he’d dressed to impress me. It’s then I remember promising to stop by. Something I hadn’t done.


    Dang it.


    Seeming nervous, he says, “I was wondering if I could take you out. I know it’s last minute, but I was thinking I’d rather hang out with you than with my friends.”


    “I don’t know, Jacob. I’ve got company right now.”


    “Who?” he says.


    “Friends from school. Brayden and Maggie. Plus Netty’s on her way.”


    “You’re still friends with her?” he asks. For a second, I see the old Jacob emerging, the boy I grew to despise. For a boy so desperate to get my attention, it seems crazy to say something like this.


    “Is that so unbelievable?” I ask.


    “She’s just…she’s, I don’t know…”


    “Spit it out.”


    “I think she’s mean.”


    I can’t help laughing out loud. “That’s rich, coming from you. Savannah Van Duyn is all I have to say.”


    “I’ve changed since then,” he argues.


    “So you say.”


    “It’s true!”


    “Why should I believe you? Why should anyone? You’re nice to me, but you don’t know me. Maybe I was once fat and ugly. Maybe I had pimples and a dimpled butt and an ugly face. Maybe I was once the ugly duckling. A guy like you, you would have terrorized me in school, the same way you terrorized Savannah. You probably haven’t changed. It’s just that you want to be with me and you’re putting on airs.”


    “Saying you were ugly once, now that’s hilarious,” he muses.


    “When you go home tonight, alone, you’ll wonder if this is true, if I was in fact an ugly duckling before becoming the proverbial swan.”


    “Is that swan with one ‘n’ or two?” he says, grinning.


    “Don’t be such a smart ass,” I say a little too harshly.


    He runs his hand through his hair, looks all over the place but right at me. I can tell he wants to say something, but at this point, I’m not sure even he knows what that something is. Finally he just sort of sighs and says, “So can I see a picture of you or something? You know, before you became…the way you look now?”


    “No.”


    “Okay,” he says, dragging the word out. “But don’t bust my nuts if I have a hard time believing you.”


    I’m trying to smile, to let him feel like I’m joking, but the stress is getting to me and I think my filters are down. This entire encounter is awkward.


    “I’m private about my past,” I say.


    “You brought it up,” he says.


    He’s right.


    “Whatever.”


    “So maybe I’ll see you later?” he says. I can tell he’s anxious to leave, like maybe he’s mad, or embarrassed. Yet he isn’t moving. Maybe I’m wrong. I’ve been wrong so much lately.


    “I’m just stressed out is all,” I say. “It’s not you. I mean, it is, but it isn’t, you know?”


    “That’s fine,” he says, shoving his hands into his pocket and head-flipping his hair from his eyes. He turns his face into the light breeze blowing off the front lawn and says, “Well this didn’t go the way I thought it would.” He looks up at me with a sad smile.


    Again, he’s right. Shoving my inhibitions aside, burying the anger, the fear and the frustration of these last few days, I grab him and pull him close, and then I give him a scorching hot kiss, a real boiler-maker right on the mouth with tongue and everything. I do it because I’m pissed off at him, because I’m attracted to him, because deep down I still want to punish him for the way he was to me before I became the me I am today. He’s a bully and a player, but I can play, too. I can make him hurt, too.


    And I will…eventually.


    When we’re done, he just stands there, weak in the knees and surprised. With an airy, sexually charged laugh, I shut the door, barely letting myself admit how much I liked the kiss and how much the selfish side of me needed it.
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    When I shut the door, I turn around, smiling that elated smile and that’s when I see Brayden standing a few feet from me. Like he saw everything and hated every second of it. Without a word, he turns and leaves and I’m like, what the hell? I catch him heading out back, to the pool house where he’s staying and I’m like, “Dude, what gives?”


    Both of us standing poolside, he turns and says, “Is that why you brought me out here? Because I could be getting laid right now by smoking hot girls with no morals and ginormous tits. Do you know that?”


    “So I kissed him, so what?”


    He waves me off, heads inside the pool house and draws the sliding glass door shut. Then he pulls the privacy drapes and I’m left standing there, baffled.


    Back inside, I try knocking on Maggie’s door. She won’t open it; I try it and it’s locked. I knock incessantly. She won’t answer. Movement in the hall catches my eye. I look and see Rebecca standing in the doorway, dressed, watching me.


    “What?” I ask, my tone tempered despite my fury.


    “Why is Maggie sad?”


    “Because some selfish freaking asshole stole her innocence.”


    She blanches at my comment. My eyes tell me I’m talking to a twenty year old, but really she’s mentally twelve. Without further explanation, I pull the skeleton key off the bedroom door’s ledge, pick the lock and quietly go inside. Maggie’s room is cold, dark and nearly silent, except for the soft sounds of music coming from near her bed.


    The closer I get to the bed, the more I realize the music is coming from underneath the blankets. Is that an iPod? I ease back the quilt like a parent might do to a child and find Maggie drowning in her own tears. Everything irritated in me softens, then breaks.


    She wipes her eyes. I sit on the side of the bed. The look on her face is not of immense pain as it should be for the volume of tears. Hers is a face of vast emptiness. Like she has been hollowed out from within. There is in fact an iPod under the covers, and it’s playing Lana Del Rey’s album Born to Die on the tinny external speakers. Her earphones are nowhere in sight.


    The song is Summertime Sadness. The words are haunting. Chilling. I want her to shut the song off as fast as possible. Seeming to read my mind, she does just that.


    “Is privacy not privacy in your house?” she asks in a faraway voice. Like she’s on drugs, major downers.


    “I worry about you.”


    “You should,” she says. She hands me the phone and says, “He texted me again. He’s suing me for breach of contract. He said if I don’t return my advance and sign separation papers, the first place he will send that video is to my dad. He said no matter the outcome, my father’s heart will be broken. He says it will forever ruin him, and he’s right. As awful as my father can be, I’m still his little girl.”


    “That motherf*cker,” I hear myself say. A shot of adrenaline stabs my heart and it drops out of fifth gear and slams into first. The imagery playing fast and loose in my head feels like murder.


    “He said no father ever wants to see his daughter get screwed on film.”


    “He wouldn’t do that. Don’t you see? That would prove he raped you, and your father would probably kill him. Not to mention jail time.”


    “More than anything, my father wants me to sing. And if I don’t, I think I will have failed him and my mother.”


    “This producer prick, he can go to hell. You don’t need him. You’re talented without him and you’ll be talented after him. You tell that piece of shit to back off or you’ll take the video to the cops.”


    “He’ll send it to my friends, my family, the press. He says I was a waste of his time, money and talent. He told me I was a horrible fuck, that I wasn’t worth the effort.”


    She starts crying again. It’s awful. The sobbing takes over and she’s completely losing control. All I can do is hold her, smooth her hair back and say everything is going to be okay when I know for a fact it will be anything but that.
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    My father, as it happens, has become quite the chef. And Netty? I think she’s developed a bit of a crush on him. I might be half-assed alright with it if my father would pretend to ignore her, but he doesn’t. I can’t believe it, but he’s playing into it! Even Brayden’s like, WTF? and I’m like, I know, right?


    Netty, I have to admit, looks good. Like really good. I always thought she was pretty, but the way she looks today, her once heavily made-up face now lightly dusted with more subtle hues, and her hair—which has grown more blonde since I saw her last—is cut shoulder-length and looks sexy as hell on her petite frame. I must admit, she’s pretty damn hot. Looking at my father looking at her, so comfy, so handsome and at-ease, it’s impossible to tell if he’s flirting or if he’s officially moved into some kind of new awareness about himself. He was always so awkward. Not now. Now, I’d say he’s got (OMFG, am I really going to admit this?) some swagger.


    I remind myself the guy is nearly fifty. Then my eyes focus on him and he looks more like he’s in his mid- to late-thirties. For a second, the contradiction pumps gallons of extra acid into my stomach. He was a Dorkasaurus-Rex before, with the dad body and the techno-tard persona, but now? Now he’s fit and handsome, and I think if he wasn’t my father even I’d have a crush on him.


    If I can say one thing, though, it’s that I’m really happy for him. That wound-too-tight air he put off all his life is a thing of the past. He now comes off as the epitome of casual, relaxed, unburdened. It makes me want to hug him.


    Then my eyes clear again and I see the way my father and Netty are looking at each other and it makes my insides coil. Brayden and Rebecca, it’s like they’re not even here. I hate that I’m ignoring the two of them because of this stupid thing going on between my best friend and my father, but I can’t help it. The sky is totally falling right now! Either that or I’m so paranoid I’m making all this crap up in my mind. Chances are, it’s the latter.


    But still…


    “So do you have a boyfriend in the city?” I ask Netty, my voice a bit tense and shaky.


    “No,” Netty says, looking at me weird since I just interrupted her and my father talking about different kinds of wine.


    “How do you know so much about wine?” Brayden asks in a condescending tone. “You’re still underage.”


    Netty laughs like that’s the funniest thing ever. Even my father joins in. Me and Rebecca, we look at each other, both our faces like blank slates. If that was a joke, will someone please tell me the punch line?


    “Oh, come on, Brayden,” my father says, “you’re telling me you haven’t touched the stuff? Underage drinking is practically a staple of youth.”


    “Maybe to you,” I say, feeling myself coming to Brayden’s defense simply because I don’t like my father coming to Netty’s defense.


    I know it’s stupid, and totally irrational, but my screwy freaking brain can’t stop wondering if me and Netty would still be best friends if she were my step-mother.


    Brayden’s like, “Look, I drink, socially, but you’re not going to catch me with my nose so high in the air discussing the various notes and tears of a 1983 Cabernet Sauvignon, or whatever. I drink to loosen me up, to have fun, to not think about all the reasons people won’t like me. For me drinking is not a hobby, it’s a survival mechanism.”


    “I suppose you can’t fault the boy for that,” my father says. The way he says boy, it’s totally innocent, I’m sure, but it still leaves a bitter taste in the air.


    At this point, I’m not even sure if Brayden’s forgiven me for kissing Jacob. Or for dragging him out here from lovely Las Vegas and all the hookers it has to offer someone like him. At least right now we’re on the same side.


    “All I’m saying is wine tasting is a new culture for me, one I find interesting,” Netty replies. I don’t want to say she’s sounding like a snob, but holy balls, she is right now.


    “It just doesn’t seem like you, that’s all.” I say. “Having or not having a boyfriend, looking hot the way you do, how your mother and father are doing, that’s what I thought you would talk about. Not wine.”


    In my mind, I’m thinking, yep, I just pulled that out of my ass, but whatever. The gravitational pull my father and Netty have on each other, for the moment, me and Brayden manage to disrupt it.


    Rebecca says, “Dinner smells good,” and I’m still surprised she’s not a clone. Every time she speaks, I practically jump. Looking at her, there are so many questions I want to ask, so many things I’m peeing my mother-effing pants to know.


    Unfortunately she still has that vacant look in her eyes. Like half of the time she’s completely bombed out of her mind. Did her abductors treat her as if she’d never again re-enter society? If they treated her like a casualty of science, there’s no telling what damage they might have done.


    “It does smell good,” Brayden says. Turning to me, talking to me again like the whole Jacob smooch-fest never happened, he says, “What’s with Magpie?”


    “She’s tired,” I blurt out quickly.


    “She’s really, really sad,” Rebecca says, her voice like the softest breeze ever. Everyone looks at her and you can tell the statement comes from someplace deep inside her.


    The mouth-watering aromas of garlic chicken and mashed potatoes and parmesan-crusted baked bread sit in the air like warm, fluffy pillows. I’m thinking back to the fatness of my old tummy and how it became its own pillow from me loving food the way I did. Or perhaps gluttony was my only escape.


    Oh, how I once adored food!


    For the better part of my life I dealt with my depression by eating. Now I want to eat so badly, and this, too, is most likely some recurring form of depression. I recognize it right away. I shouldn’t be depressed, but I am. So much for Gerhard’s promises. He said the broken emotions in my brain would be fixed and I wouldn’t have to be sad or anxious or depressed again.


    It was such a lovely fantasy.


    So here I am, thinking of Maggie’s pain, of Rebecca and how she was kidnapped and held for the benefit of science and wealth, of how Brayden just admitted to drinking to cope with his insecurities, of how my father is finding it acceptable to lead my best friend on. And I thought being pretty and having friends would fill the world with fresh roses. I’m surprised how many of those roses turned black.


    “I’ll get Maggie,” I announce.


    My father starts talking to Netty again, and as much as I want to stay there and put the brakes on all that “romantic tension” bullcrap, I can’t.


    Maggie needs me, and I need her.
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    Three times I knock on Maggie’s door and three times my knock goes unanswered. I open the door, go back inside. It’s like a tomb: cold, dark, silent except for the whisper sounds of Maggie’s snoring. I sit gently on the bed beside her.


    She doesn’t stir.


    Watching her sleeping so peacefully, I can’t help thinking how cruel it would be for me to pull her from this state and shove her back into the waking world. For her, life has become its own prison, her memories the steel cage holding her captive: the music mogul who decimated her youth, her failing music career, the impending breach of contract, her asshole step-sister, the image of her mother floating dead in the bathtub, me promising her friendship and an escape only to overwhelm her with boys and best friends and a kidnapped girl.


    Brushing her hair gently away from her closed eyes, I look at her. She’s so beautiful. I want to cry. Everyone in her life has forsaken her. Myself included. There’s no way I can rouse her from this peaceful slumber.


    Even I’m not that selfish.


    On the bedside table, her cell phone chirps. Just once, lightly. I wait in utter stillness for her to wake. She doesn’t even move. Thankfully, her breathing holds steady.


    I check her phone and it’s the rapist prick sending her a message. My heart leaps. I shouldn’t read it, but I can’t help myself. A few clicks later and I’m reading more of his threatening bullshit. I have to say, right now, it’s hard for me to breathe. He’s saying if she doesn’t get her ass in the studio and get back to recording the album first thing tomorrow morning, he’s filing the lawsuit.


    The tiniest black balloon in my chest fills with hot, angry air. It expands leaving me breathless and infuriated. And not the least bit rational.


    My fingers and brain get to work texting a reply, and there’s nothing I can do to stop myself. No way, not now.


    I tell the rapist I’m Maggie’s friend and I know what he did to her and if he does anything other than leave her the f*ck (no asterisk) alone, I’m personally going to track him down and shoot him in his rotten f*cking face. With a real gun. No joke.


    Again, no asterisk.


    My finger hovers over the SEND button for the longest time. The dark balloon inside me, it isn’t shrinking; it’s still expanding. I have no choice but to push SEND.


    Then I wait.


    For the next few minutes, there is nothing. No reply. I wait, hardly able to breathe, my skin so hot it feels scorched. Invariably, my thoughts return to Gerhard’s seven foot scab eating beast and how, in the end, I shot him dead. I want the music producer dead, too.


    Make no mistake, I have it in me.


    My brain thinks about past texts, the rape video, how that son of a bitch forced her to do such horrible things. All so that she could do the one thing she needed most: sing.


    I think about her voice, how it reminds her of her mother, and how Maggie must have felt seeing her floating in the blood-red water, the life drained from her, her body so pale. Fresh tears stand in my eyes. That’s when I lay down and pull my friend into my arms and hold her so close to me.


    The smell of poultry and baked bread makes its way into Maggie’s room, reminding me people are waiting for me, but I can’t let go of my friend, and I can’t stop crying. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. The tears drain down my face, dripping onto Maggie’s warm skin. She opens her eyes, slow, like it takes all the effort in the world.


    She says, “What are you doing?” but not like she’s mad. She says it like she’s drugged.


    “Sorry, I wanted to be close to you.”


    “Why?”


    “Because I love you, and because I’m sad for you.”


    “I’m sad for me, too,” she says at the end of the longest sigh.


    “Are you hungry?”


    “I just want to be alone.”


    “I know. But you’re not alone. There’s a house full of people who want to see you, who want you in their lives.”


    “I’m not feeling social,” she says.


    “I know.”


    She works her way out of my arms and rolls on her side, away from me. That’s when I hear the music. I look down and her shirt is pulled halfway up her back from sleeping. There’s an imprint on her skin the shape and size of her iPod. She must have rolled on it earlier, the speakers and the music pressed into silence against the softness of her skin. Now it’s playing louder. It’s the same artist I heard before: Lana Del Rey.


    The words are as disturbing as ever, and deep. The sadness in the singer’s voice touches me so profoundly, the depth of my emotion seems impossible, bottomless. She’s singing about how she was born to die. For a moment, inside me, an emptiness unfurls, spreading through me with such force I want to run from the song, from the words, from the artist’s gorgeous, haunting voice. Yet I cling to these words because I, too, have fallen victim to the lure of death before. So many times I ached to end it all, and when I finally found the courage to try, I failed, and all my pretty roses caught fire.


    I cannot drag myself out of the gravitational pull of the song; I just want to snug myself into Maggie’s back and curl up with her forever. I want to tell her I know her suffering, about wanting to disappear. I want to promise to be her safety net, the one person who’ll keep her from drowning in her depression. Nothing, however, comes out of my worthless mouth. No words. Not anything.


    It’s only when the song ends that I find my voice. Gently, I drape an arm over her, so she knows she’s not alone. “If I could, I’d pull all the sadness, hurt and pain out of your heart,” I all but whisper to her. “I would take the weight of it. I’d do anything to save you from this.”


    She turns her head further away from me and I feel the slightest trembling in her back. I know she’s crying. I can’t help but do the same. It’s like we both caught this depression, like it’s contagious.


    “If I could, I would fill you with happiness and love, I would make your heart know how many people care about you.”


    She wipes her eyes and turns further into the bed. After awhile, she says, “Thank you,” because it’s all she can manage. When it seems she won’t be coming to dinner, I crawl out of bed, and take her iPod with me.


    “What are you doing?” she says, groggily.


    “Going to eat.”


    “Give me my iPod.”


    “No way. This shit’s beautifully depressing.”


    “I like it,” she whispers, her voice so thick and full of anguish I can barely stand it. “The words sound like how I feel.”


    “If you want your iPod, you can come and get it.”


    She mumbles something I can’t understand, then turns over again.


    “It’s only because I love you that I’m doing this.”


    “I know,” she says, so faint, I wonder if I even heard her right.


    
5


    Maggie never does join us for dinner. Twice I check on her and both times I find her in the same place on the bed, curled on her side, her body facing the darkest ends of the room. The second time, standing silently inside the doorway, I wait long enough to see the in and out movements of her body breathing. This seems silly, I know, but as depressed as she is, it wouldn’t surprise me if her heart stopped beating.


    During dinner, Netty entertains us with the details of her new job while Brayden talks about his upcoming nose job and wonders how his face will change. Even a blind man can see how nervous he is. Tomorrow is his consultation. With everything going on, I can’t help thinking, is this really what I’m doing with my time? A promise is a promise, though.


    That night, lying in bed next to Rebecca (because she asked me to sleep with her), my mind is considering so many things, but mostly it won’t stop thinking of getting Rebecca home. At this point, I don’t even know how I’m going to find her family. Maybe her memory will come back. When I ask if she remembers her family, she says nothing and I don’t know what that means.


    Is there a real block here? A lapse in her long term memory from being in the pink goop for so long? It’s impossible to know. Perhaps there’s more. Does she not want to go home? Does she blame her parents for her abduction? As beautiful as she is, I have to wonder if she was always like this, or if she was like the first version of me: a hideous wildebeest with chemical and psychological problems.


    God, my mind is such the high speed blender right now!


    Eventually my chaotic thoughts abate, and then my mind turns to Maggie. As much as I try to picture her happy and whole, I can’t make my mind conjure such images. And then I think of Jacob and how he wants so badly to be with me, and how I keep leading him on. The idea of avenging my former self is appealing, but anymore, what’s the point? Part of me actually wants to go on a date with him. If I could ever find the time. And what about Damien?


    Damien…


    I send him a text, apologizing for not calling. He texts back, says it’s okay, and is it possible to talk tomorrow. Maybe I should call him.


    It’s too late, though.


    Besides, I’m still thinking about Jacob, truth be told. I’m wondering why I should settle for Jacob when I have Damien waiting for me.


    When I think about everything that’s happened with Brayden and Professor Teller (Jake), with Damien and my first crush, Jacob, the most profound conclusion I can muster is that it’s easier being fat and alone. This isn’t the first time I’ve thought this. I mean, honestly, all I really need is my ice cream and my television. When you’re fat, no one expects anything from you except to maybe get skinny or be depressed. At least, that’s how it was in my house. Now it feels like everyone needs me, but I can’t be everywhere and everyone at once. I can’t fill the holes in those closest to me no matter how hard I try. Even worse, I’m desperate to help them, and haunted by the idea of not being able to. All I can do is try my best. The problem is, even I’m smart enough to know it’s not enough.


    Not nearly enough.
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    In the morning I wake up, roll over and scream. Brayden just smiles as I take a swing at him for scaring me.


    “What the hell, Brayden?”


    That’s when I realize I’m spooning Rebecca and he’s enjoying the show.


    “When am I ever going to see something like this again?”


    I throw the covers back, swing my legs over the edge of the bed and say, “College, if you’re lucky. Don’t be such a perv.” My hair, I’m realizing, is a mess. I try to push it down, shape it into something normal. I’m pretty sure it looks like Lego hair though, if they had Lego hair for homeless looking Lego people.


    “Asking me not to be a perv is like asking God not to rule the world, or Jesus not to save us from our sins, or M. Night Shyamalan movies not to completely suck huge bags of smashed buttholes. I’m a man, and most men are pervs. You can’t change the DNA of us. Acceptance is key.”


    “Yes, well don’t do it while I’m sleeping. That’s just creepy.”


    “And now that you’re awake?”


    With my hair messy, my breath like sour milk and my bed clothes all out of sorts, I’m thinking about my privacy. Then something inside me stirs to life. Of all the boys I spent time with, Brayden makes me feel the best about myself. Even now, in the middle of my morning uglies, part of me likes the attention. It’s terrible to admit, but a girl wants her attention. Checking the vanity mirror, I realize I look better than I imagined. I should shut the bathroom door, but I don’t. Instead I start the shower and turn to him. He’s just standing there, watching me, and part of me isn’t terribly grossed out, but part of me is totally miffed.


    “Get out Brayden or the nose job is off.”


    He puts his hands up in mock surrender, looks down at Rebecca, and says, “Would she mind terribly if I replace you in bed?”


    “She’s a child,” I say, pulling my shirt off. He’s seen my boobs before, but only barely, and I remember the thrill like it was yesterday. But now there is a bra involved. I pull off my sweats, keeping the g-string end of my butt out of view and I say, “Time to go, Brayden.”


    He’s watching me and for a second I like how he’s looking at me. He looks paralyzed by need. Before I became one of Gerhard’s dolls, a genetically modified kid, I was so gross no one would look at me but to make fun of me. Granted, Brayden is no Damien, but there’s something about him that makes me lower my guard. He knows I was ugly, and gross. With guys like Damien and Professor Teller and Jacob, they’ve always had hot girls around them, but Brayden? The fact that he appreciates the hell out of me makes me think more of him.


    “I don’t like that bra,” he says.


    “What?” I look down at it. “What’s wrong with it?”


    “It’s on,” he says. The way he’s fidgeting, how his cheeks have the slightest flush of red, it makes me hot thinking about him being that interested in seeing me.


    I have to smile. Even with things this dark, he manages to crack my armor and let a little light in. I ease out of the bra and I can see the effect on him. It’s like he can’t breathe. I can’t breathe either. My insides swoop with the warmest thrill, like waves of euphoria crashing around inside me. I can’t help the low stirring I’m feeling, or what I want to do because of it.


    “I hate those panties, too,” he says, softer, weaker.


    “Yes, well I happen to like them,” I say. As I close the bathroom door, the expression on his face becomes disappointment.


    The rush of water on my skin is cool compared to the searing heat coiling its way through me. I twist the faucet from red to blue and let the cooler water bleed away the fire inside.


    Jesus, this must be what it’s like to be a man. Swept up by the moment. Responsibility and prudence abandoned in a blink. The sudden flush of need, so surprising, so consuming, so insistent.


    The way I feel right now is careless.


    The cool water culls my lust to some degree, but my brain refuses to cease its constant analyzing. Why did I do that? And why did I get such a thrill at Brayden’s reaction? I wash my hair and shave my legs and still my mind continues to turn. Thinking these thoughts, reliving the erotic incident, my body courses once more with a lascivious heat.


    Finally I realize the truth: I am attracted to intense appreciation. It’s not that I’m desperate for attention, it’s looks like Brayden gave me that make me feel what it’s like to be adored, to be lusted for, to be able to undo a person so thoroughly and so easily. Before, I meant nothing to everyone. I was the butt of a joke at best, an embarrassment at worst. If I would have shown a boy my tits back when I was a human sloth, that same boy would have run for his life. But not before making that face, the one that’s the direct opposite of lust: disgust.


    Now the control, the satisfaction, the absolute power of it…OMFG, my mind won’t stop turning! I’m certain my boy DNA (the male sex drive in this female body) has me overcharged. I just know it. It doesn’t matter, though. Knowing it isn’t the same as stopping it.


    I finish my shower, and my face is still warm from the blood at boil beneath it. There is a knock on the door, probably Rebecca. The fires inside cool. I drape the towel over my breasts, try to compose myself, and open the door…to Brayden. He’s smiling, but it’s a different smile. He looks different. Serious.


    “You’re still here?” I ask. I wonder if I sound mean, or if the fog rolling over my sensibilities has me completely out of sorts. I feel like someone else. The rush of sexuality I had before Gerhard gave me the pills, it’s like that. But it’s all me. I shouldn’t feel this way! With the pills, I should be fixed, or as Gerhard says, properly calibrated.


    “Why did you do that?” he asks.


    “Do what?” Playing dumb seems so…dumb right now.


    “Why did you show me your boobs?”


    I swallow hard; my throat feels impossibly dry. I’m looking at Brayden and seeing him not as the dork he was when I first met him, or even the semi-polished guy he is now, but as someone human and flawed. His vulnerability right now is making me high. That look in his eye, it could be heroine, that’s how addicted to that look I am.


    “Do you like them?” I hear my mouth ask. “My new breasts?”


    He nods. His eyes trail down my body. Then he’s walking them back up, slowly, purposefully. I can practically feel the weight of his gaze on me, touching me, wanting me. Holy cow, he is different.


    And when did it become so euphoric to feel this wanted?


    He reaches out, takes my towel and slowly loosens the fold. When it comes off and the rush of cool air hits my bare skin, my insides absolutely swim. Standing there, I watch him while he looks me over, and then it hits me—the girl parts of me. The word modesty springs to mind. I reach down, pick up my towel, put it back on. My eyes won’t meet his. Not like this. Not with my female DNA having me feeling this embarrassed.


    “You are the most beautiful person I’ve ever seen,” he says, meaning it. My embarrassment is a tangible thing; it starts to fade with his comment.


    “Thank you, but you shouldn’t have done that.”


    “You did it first,” he says.


    “I know.”


    “So why?” he asks, our conversation reduced to two word sentences.


    Honestly, I don’t have an answer for him.


    “Not fair,” he says. When he turns to walk away, I don’t stop him. I don’t need this right now. Jesus, I don’t need him wanting me. I ache for it, but I don’t need it. I shut the door when he’s left my room having realized I am utterly powerless against this new side of myself. Powerless and ashamed; ashamed yet needy.


    The truth is, I created this mess. Which is such a guy thing to do. And totally unfair to Brayden. Ten minutes later, the shame inside me is complete. Five minutes after that I gather up my courage to face him. It’s not enough time. What’s happening is I’m flush with anxiety. Humiliated. And the two of us? We’re about to drive forty minutes into the city to see about his nose and I have no idea what to say.


    
7


    When I finally get the stones to walk out and face Brayden, he’s in the kitchen talking to my father. My father looks at me, smiles real big and says good-morning like nothing illicit occurred less than half an hour ago. Brayden turns and smiles. I see our secret sitting in his eyes.


    “Morning, Abby,” Brayden says, his smile totally disarming.


    “Hi,” I tell him. It’s impossible to stop the red from pooling into my cheeks.


    “Where’s Rebecca?” my father asks.


    “Asleep, as usual.”


    “And Maggie?”


    “Same, though she’s supposed to go to the studio to record today.”


    “Which studio?” my father asks.


    “Her record label rented her one in San Francisco because she refused to go to the one in Santa Monica.” The record producer’s studio.


    “Shouldn’t you wake her?”


    “Yeah, I guess.” I walk into her room and she’s in the same place as before. Thankfully, there isn’t any depressing music playing.


    I shake her shoulder lightly; she groans almost inaudibly, then rolls over and stretches. When her eyes open, I watch the depression return. It moves in like storm clouds.


    “You have to record today,” I say.


    “I know.”


    “I’ll make some toast.” All Maggie ever eats is toast.


    Deep down, I wish she wasn’t being so agreeable. Her doing what she needs to do, it means I’ll have to go back out and face Brayden. God I so don’t want to do that right now!


    I hear the shower going in Maggie’s bathroom about the same time I’m dropping a piece of toast in the toaster. I can’t bring myself to look at my father or Brayden; to my relief, though, they’re talking about…whatever, who cares.


    When the toast pops up, I skin it with butter and strawberry jelly, then set it on a plate and walk it into Maggie’s bathroom. Maggie is getting out of the shower. She has her towel wrapped around her waist and nothing on top.


    “That was fast,” I say. She shrugs her shoulders.


    Looking at her tits, normally I’d be embarrassed. But with the Rebecca incident, and my sudden lack of concern for my own modesty, Maggie’s disregard for her own nudity fails to move me. It’s how skinny she is that really has me concerned.


    “Maggie,” I say, shocked, “your ribs.”


    She looks down and shrugs her shoulders again. “What about them?” She pulls on a yellow tank-top, then slips matching underwear on underneath her towel. She hangs the towel on the towel rack, then goes about like nothing’s wrong.


    “Eat,” I say, shoving the plate of toast her way. “You have to have a regular meal tonight. I’m serious.” She nods in agreement, but her eyes fail to meet mine. She sits on the toilet lid, her thin body looking bent and weak.


    “I’m so tired,” she says.


    “I know, honey, but you need to eat and move. You need a purpose, and sleeping isn’t it.”


    She stands back up, which looks like a feat in itself, and Brayden’s calling my name in the other room.


    “Don’t be late,” I say.


    “I won’t.”


    I kiss her on the forehead then head out into the hallway where Brayden’s calling my name again.


    “Let’s go,” is what comes out of his mouth. Brayden says good-bye to my father, who oddly fist-bumps him, and then we’re on our way. The minute I open the front door, I scream.
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    An incredibly good-looking Jacob reels hard, a startled look on his face, his fist suspended in mid-air ready to knock.


    “Holy dog balls, Jacob, you scared the crap out of me!”


    “Scared you?!”


    “What are you doing? It’s like nine in the morning.”


    “Coming to see you.”


    “Well I can’t talk. Brayden and I are heading into the city for an appointment.”


    Brayden says “Hey” to Jacob and Jacob says “What’s up” to him and suddenly I’m wondering, do I kiss him, hug him or pat him on the shoulder? All three options fill my stomach with dirt.


    That’s when Jacob leans in to kiss me on the mouth. Normally I’d take his lips full on, but with Brayden here—and feeling shitty in the wake of my massive lapse in modesty—I turn my face and take Jacob’s kiss on the cheek. It’s all very French of me. Very uppity and non-committal. Very proper.


    “I’ll try and stop by later,” I say, wondering if I’ll even get the chance.


    He says good-bye and Brayden brushes past him without a word. In my S5, speeding toward San Francisco, all I can think is more and more I’m starting to feel like the image I’m putting off is slut. I mean, really…how many different guys can a girl kiss in one week? Two is too many.


    Three is unconscionable.


    Of course, the fat girl in me is thinking, it’s about freaking time! The fat girl in me was never an opportunist, but the new me? Who knows if things will change again? Everything could change! Then again, nothing could change. Or I could do a version 2.0 melt. My DNA could re-shift and I could turn into the incredible blob…again. Plus, a big part of me still feels like a chubber in a skinny girl bodysuit getting one over on every good looking guy I make out with.


    It’s totally dysfunctional, I know.


    Blazing through traffic, I guess I still haven’t fully accepted this is the real me. Ten minutes later, Brayden’s like, “What’s up with you two?” and I’m like, “What do you mean?”


    “Come on, this is Jacob we’re talking about here. Your first crush. The world class butthole who practically annihilated your happiness not so long ago. Now you’re kissing him?”


    “With him, it’s the same game a cat plays with a spider. Eventually the spider dies. Simple.”


    He looks at me for a long time then says, “Something’s wrong with you.”


    “Yeah, no kidding.”


    “So you’re going to do what exactly? Play impossible to get? Eventually that game will get old and he’ll bail.”


    “Yes, but the suffering he’ll have to endure! The way that toilet bug was, I could drag it out for years.”


    “But you like him,” he says. “I can tell.”


    “So what? I like a lot of boys.”


    “Is that what you’re doing with me? Showing me your tits, your body? Letting me see you long enough for the image to be burned into my mind? Am I a spider, too?”


    I swallow hard. Oh my God, I don’t want this conversation! “I shouldn’t have done that.”


    “Damn right. But I’m glad you did.”


    “Sometimes I still feel like the porker who has this great body on loan,” I say, anxious to be done with the subject. Of course, Brayden’s always been easy to talk to. Plus, the great thing about him is, he isn’t judgmental.


    “Your body is freaking SENSATIONAL. But don’t feel bad about…you know…back in your bathroom.”


    “I do, though.”


    “What a waste of time, you feeling bad. Hell, if I was smoking hot, I’d point my moral compass south, buy a shit-ton of condoms and turn my life into a massive fuckfest.”


    “Nice mouth,” I say. Not that my mouth is that much cleaner.


    “I’d totally be a boy-whore, but I can’t. Not now. Not in this town.”


    “We always want the things we can’t have,” I say.


    “Yes, and I want Vegas back. I want to overindulge there.”


    “Then what?”


    “I’m thinking overindulgence gives a person comfort.”


    “Explain,” I say, curious.


    “You were naked in front of me, and you feel nervous. But this is the second time. The next time you’re naked in front of me, you won’t feel so bad. It’ll be easier. More comfortable.”


    “There won’t be a next time,” I say.


    He grins and settles back in his seat. “Whatever.”


    My cell phone rings and I pick up. It automatically goes through the Bluetooth system and into the car’s speakers.


    “Hello?” I say.


    “Hi, Savannah,” Damien says.


    “Abby.”


    “Hi, Abby,” he says with a glint of humor in his voice. “How are you?”


    “Freaking stressed out. You?”


    “Not so much. Did I catch you at a bad time?”


    “No, what’s up?” I’m thinking if I sound casual, he won’t talk about the last time we saw each other. Right now, talking about the kiss is the last thing I want. Especially since I’m feeling like a total hooker and all.


    “I got your text, but…how come you didn’t call?”


    Before I know it, I’m squirming in my seat, sneaking a peek at Brayden, who’s looking at me like I’ve been holding out on him, which I have.


    “Now’s not a good time, Damien,” I say. “Can I call you later on tonight?”


    “I guess. If you actually do it.”


    “Do what?”


    “Call.”


    “I promise I will.” We say our short good-byes and hang up. Yep, it’s official, I’ve totally lost my morals. Even worse—and he could probably care less—it sucks ass that Brayden is here to witness my never-ending string of indecencies.


    “If it’s any consolation,” I say, “you’re still the only one to see me naked.”


    “Really?” he says.


    My eyes close for a moment and for some insane reason, the truth just sort of falls out of my mouth. “Well, you and Professor Teller. He’s seen my tits.”


    “Holy shitballs! Are you freaking kidding me?” I look at him with uncertainty in my eyes and he’s looking at me, eyes bulging, mouth plopped open in disbelief.


    “Yeah. But don’t say anything.”


    “Did you—”


    “No!”


    “Jesus, Abby, he’s our teacher!”


    The grin spreads across my face on its own. “I know,” I hear myself saying. “Sometimes I get sick thinking about it, but mostly, I think it’s so damn hot I can’t hardly stand it.”


    “Slut,” he says.


    “Massive slut,” I say, and we both start laughing.




    A Face of Settled Ash
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    Gerhard muscled Cameron’s blistered corpse into the cramped elevator, rode it down to the first floor, then dragged it head-first down the stairs into the basement where the vat of acid sat waiting. Gerhard was panting, out of breath, cursing in low, private tones even though he was alone. The idea of taking his friends’ clothes off sickened him. He did it anyway. Careful, so as not to inadvertently splash acid on himself, he eased his friend’s body into the same vat.


    Gerhard was not one to care much about anything other than furthering his own ambitions, but Cameron was a colleague and deserved some credit for Gerhard’s advances in the genetic sciences and mind control. Not to mention resolving Georgia’s…issues. That was why laying him to rest in a vat of acid so unceremoniously left him feeling uncomfortable. There were other things to deal with, though. Namely his colleague’s remaining subjects.


    After depositing Cameron into the acid, there were two genuine clones to deal with, both in their early stages of growth. He hauled their faceless, unconscious bodies into the basement, tossed them in a heap next to the tub of acid, then shot them both in their heads.


    All that remained were the children. Whatever experiments Cameron was conducting on them, he kept from Gerhard. Not that it mattered. Gerhard himself gleaned tremendous amounts of pride and satisfaction from his experiments both now and in the past. He could care less for people. To him they were just meat sacks. Disposable victims. If he could lodge one complaint about this world and life in general, Gerhard would make the case that there were simply too many people.


    The number of children in Cameron’s care numbered five plus one in a canister. Normally he’d have taken possession of these children for use in his own experiments. But in this case his needs were more specific. First he liberated the child in the canister. She woke rather quickly. He left her there to attend to the others. When he opened the door to the giant holding cell, a cold concrete room with four square walls, a low ceiling and a hard stone floor, he laid eyes on each of the five kids. They all looked starved, emaciated and confused. Fear rode their eyes to the vein. Gerhard saw it, all of the unanswered questions: Who is he? What does he want from us? Is he going to hurt us?


    For a long moment he studied the two oldest boys—both sixteen or seventeen—and he eyed the older girl, who could be twenty. The other two, both young and of no value, refused to meet his eyes.


    After due consideration, he withdrew his pistol from the back of his pants and shot the two little ones and the older girl in their faces. The older boys were either too scared or too weak to cry.


    He pointed to the smaller of the two boys and said, “Do you want to live?” The boy gave a strong nod. “Good, come with me.” And then he shot the other boy, too.


    It took the remaining boy a moment to move, but when he did, he wasted no time getting to Gerhard’s side. And he refused to look at the carnage around him.


    Out in the hallway, Gerhard said, “You have a chance to earn your freedom, just as promised.” The fear failed to leave the boy’s eyes despite the chance for survival. “All you have to do is fight.”


    The boy swallowed hard, a mop of hair in his face, his lithe body dressed in monochromatic shorts and a t-shirt.


    “Fight?” he asked with a wispy voice.


    “And win.”


    “Who?” he asked.


    “A girl.”


    The boy took a deep breath, and though it might have been relief he was feeling, he would not feel it for long. He went back to the room where the girl was standing naked, her body dripping wet. He handed her a towel and the clothes he found nearby and said, “Get dressed.”


    “After I fight, and win,” the boy said, “you’ll let me go?”


    “Then I will let you go,” Gerhard said in a heavy German accent. “Follow me.”


    He did as he was told.


    “And I can see my parents again?”


    “Only if you win.”


    “I’ll win,” the boy declared.


    “I haven’t told you the rules yet,” Gerhard said. He walked the boy into the room where Georgia was sitting in the corner, studying the palms of her hands. Looking up at Gerhard and the boy, she was a lovely sight to behold.


    Leaning into the boy’s ear, he said, “To win, you must kill the girl. Then you can go free.”


    Whatever hope the boy had in getting out of there with a simple fight quickly diminished. He turned to Gerhard and said, “I can’t kill her. But I can win.”


    “Killing her is winning,” Gerhard hissed.


    He looked to the door, like maybe he could escape. Gerhard closed it firmly.


    “I can’t.”


    “You say that like you have a choice,” Gerhard said with the slightest bit of irritation in his tone.


    “I won’t kill her.”


    “Then she’ll kill you,” Gerhard said.


    “She won’t.”


    “Yes, she will. Trust me. Your best bet is to hit her hard and fast.”


    “And if I don’t fight?”


    Sufficiently irritated, Gerhard gripped the boy by the ear, twisted it so hard the cinching pain tore a cry from the boy’s throat, and then he said, “Then I’ll kill you myself, you little pest. But not like I did the others. Not quick. Your death will be long, and it will be painful, and I’ll take my sweet time doing it.”


    He roughly shoved the boy’s head away and said, “If she’s not dead inside of five minutes, then you’re dead. Got it?”


    The boy nodded, determination hardening his resolve. He turned and looked at Georgia for the longest moment, then the boy ran to the end of the long room where she was sitting and kicked her right in the face as hard as he could.
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    The minute she saw the scrappy looking boy and Dr. Gerhard conspiring, her senses sparked. Not a lot, just a little. Normally their eyes upon her and the fear of their conspiring would have at least given her cause for concern. Now she simply felt anxious. No, not anxious. Wired. As if some other part of her knew things she didn’t and was responding accordingly.


    What is wrong with me? she wondered.


    The palms of her hands, which were smooth just minutes ago—and nearly devoid of the mystery rings—now bristled. The circular, corkscrew pattern of raised skin. Energy flowed through her, pooling into her hands.


    This is wrong, she thought.


    That’s when she looked up and saw the boy running toward her. She couldn’t stand fast enough. She couldn’t even move. The boy was all over her in a flash. The first kick, it came fast, yet just before it hit, time slowed to a crawl. She turned her face just enough to keep his foot from smashing her nose. Still, the impact on her cheekbone was a crushing blow that rattled her brain.


    The pain was colossal. Blossoms of red heat and agony. The back corner of her head bounced off the concrete wall and that’s when the power inside her surged.


    Her arms felt juiced, supercharged. The next time the boy kicked her in the face, it didn’t hurt so much. He kept kicking her, in the face, the ribs, the breasts and arms. He kicked her in her shins and in her shoulders, and once he stomped her stomach, but to her it hurt less and less.


    Beneath her skin, rivers of liquid heat boiled and rose. Her skin tightened, blistered, pulsed with some sort of strength, or renewed purpose she barely understood. Even the room seemed to lose light, the dark tint in her eyes washing the world in a muted charcoal haze.


    She turned her black eyes up at the boy who was out of breath from beating her. In her heart, she felt no remorse, no hatred, no vengeance for him. She just wanted the violence to stop. But seeing her face, it inspired in him neither rage nor disgust. He screamed with panic, and panic escalated every bit of fear now worming its way into his features.


    He turned and looked at Dr. Gerhard, who was aiming a gun at the boy. When the boy wheeled back around, his eyes held something new. Turning to Gerhard once more, he said, “What…is she?”


    His attack had hurt her, for sure, and somewhere deep inside, she was really, really scared. But there was this new part of her, a part that burned with life, a part of her that was dark and malevolent, a part of her that was vengeful on its very own.


    “It’s either her or you!” Gerhard yelled, cocking the pistol’s hammer.


    A part of Georgia wanted to know what the boy meant, and why Gerhard was doing this, but the other part of her—the unconscious, more dominant part of her—didn’t need the details. This part of her was like a car whose engine was revved far beyond the redline. If she didn’t pop the clutch now, there’s a good chance she would explode.


    The boy grabbed her by the hair and dragged her into the center of the room. The monster inside Georgia forced an awkward grin on the girl’s face. The boy looked more frightened than ever. Moving in sheer desperation, he spun on her, mounting her body, clamped his hands around her neck. Thrashing around did little good. He pinned an arm. She clawed at his skin with her free hand, but he ignored her. He kept choking her. The pressure in her head built and throbbed, sending spots into her vision.


    She couldn’t breathe!


    Through a shaky, smoky haze, she watched the chords in the boy’s neck stand out and strain. A string of saliva drizzled from his twisted, determined mouth. She was on her back, him mounted on top of her and pretty soon that saliva was going to land on her.


    Whatever animal was inside her finally fought back. With her free hand, she grabbed his wrist, latched on. The skin in her palms went white hot. The stingers flared. The boy yelped as every single one of them lanced his skin. An impossible push of energy rushed Georgia’s arm and pooled with force in the palm of her hand. Then it fired into the boy, bleeding her power dry for a moment.


    The boy’s grip on her neck loosened. He yanked at his arm, yelping in pain when it wouldn’t come lose. Eyes bulging with fear, panic, and pain, he fought her. She wouldn’t let go, no matter his efforts. She just burned her black eyes into his blue ones and gritted her teeth.


    His energy was now pooling back into her, leaving him weaker by the second. It was a feeling that shouldn’t have been possible…one person can’t feel the life force of another, can they? But from some remote place inside herself, she most certainly could.


    The suppleness in the boy’s skin calcified, the rest of his energy shot backwards from him into her, sustaining her, reinvigorating her. She became aware of the screaming (the boy’s), but all she felt was profound satisfaction.


    Whatever was inside her, it wanted to eat him. Georgia freed herself from him, grabbed his shirt and pulled him closer. He fought her; she won. Then, because the idea of it was so delectable, Georgia palmed his face the same way she latched on to his wrist. The feeling of her stingers puncturing the skin of his face was at once thrilling and terrifying.


    Within moments his arm, and then his face, broke apart like settled ash. His body toppled over sideways. Dead. And when she was done, she stood and stretched, the pain in her face and ribs all but gone. Gerhard put his pistol away. She barely noticed. The eerie silence in the room seemed to stamp her victory. She felt triumphant. The way a soldier must feel when the battlefield was silenced, leaving only stillness and death to hang heavy in the air. When she moved, it was not bubbly or happy; no, there was nothing in her walk that made her look weak or girlish. This Georgia moved with purpose. With a chilled resolve that moved even the likes of Gerhard.


    She stared for a long time at the dead boy, half his body blackened, his face and arm broken in a heap of settled ash, and she felt nothing. A moment later, a little girl walked into the room. This child was five years old, six maybe at the most. And small. She took Gerhard’s hand into hers and looked at Georgia the way you’d look at a butterfly pinned to display felt.


    The girl looked up at Gerhard and said, “She’s like me.”


    “Yes,” Gerhard replied, looking upon her like a father would look upon their only child. “I made her just like you. I made her from you.”


    “What have you done?” Georgia asked, her voice monotone. The charcoal tint on the world was slow to bleed off, but it faded and soon she saw normal again. Even the jamboree of harvested energy was gone. She felt…strangely normal. It was almost disappointing.


    “It’s what I have done for you, my dear.”


    “What…am I?”


    “My most marvelous creation, my dear. My most marvelous creation.”




    Bumpin’ Donuts
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    Just inside the city, my cell phone rings again and I’m like OMFG!!! I pick up and it’s the last person I want to hear from.


    “Abby, this is Dr. Gerhard,” the heavily accented German voice says.


    Brayden and I exchange a look. He raises his eyebrows like he can’t believe what’s happening. The way my heart starts kicking, you would think Gerhard just appeared in the back seat of the Audi instead of on the other end of the line.


    “You’d better have news about Georgia,” I say, my tone bitter and demanding.


    “Still on edge, I see.”


    “More than you know.”


    “Could it be from stealing one of my colleague’s subjects? I understand Dr. Heim was not kind to you.”


    “The asshole in the lab, yes? The creep with Arabelle?”


    “That’s the one.”


    “How’d you get this number?” I bark. “It’s unlisted everywhere on this planet.”


    “Dr. Heim is more dangerous than you know, Abby. You shouldn’t have provoked him.”


    “What’s happening with Georgia?”


    “Where’s the girl?” he asks.


    “I notice you didn’t say clone, since Rebecca is clearly not a clone.”


    “Not all boys and girls are clones,” he reasons. “And not everyone in my care is mine.”


    “She was there against her will.”


    “You took something that wasn’t yours, Abby, and like I said, Dr. Heim is not a man to be trifled with. He’s beyond dangerous. Please believe me.”


    “Yeah, well I made it out of the lab with Rebecca and he ended up in his own blood and piss, so maybe I’m dangerous, too.”


    “The man is a butcher,” Gerhard warns. “Even though I don’t like you, I worry for you.”


    “Georgia,” I say, exhausted already.


    “You hurt Arabelle, too,” Gerhard says, ignoring me. “She might have a concussion.”


    “That I’m actually sorry about,” I say.


    “Why can’t we get along better, Abby?” he says with a sigh. “Why must we always do this terrible dance?”


    “Rebecca’s a girl, Gerhard. Not a science project. Not a clone. For God’s sake, the girl is still twelve years old in her mind.”


    “As I said, Rebecca was my colleague’s, not mine.”


    “You allowed it.”


    “We’re getting off track, I’m afraid. Dr. Heim is not the primary reason I called, although I can assure you, that incident will be dealt with when we see each other next.”


    “First off, I don’t plan on seeing you again, or that gosh damn lunatic. Second, don’t threaten me.”


    I hear him blow out another long and painful sigh. “Dr. Heim is not a man of idle threats. You have shaken a hornets’ nest, which is to say, you will have to answer to for your actions eventually.”


    “With no due respect, when I need a lesson in responsibility, I’ll Google it.”


    My navigation system alerts me to an upcoming turn; I signal, look over my shoulder, make the turn. Gerhard’s voice changes from foreboding to something less animated. “Your friend is recovering as we speak.”


    I sit up straight, almost too quickly.


    “Georgia? She’s alright?”


    “Whom else would I be referring to?”


    “Can she come home?”


    “She’ll be returned to her parent’s home in due time. There are still tests to run.”


    I pull to a red light, come to a complete stop. It’s hard to imagine so many people packed so tightly into just one city.


    “Tests?” I say.


    “She’s not the girl you remember. Sadly I was not able to bring that version of her back. This version of Georgia, however, is very special. Different than you or your friends. More unique.”


    I’m thinking about my recently discovered regenerative abilities and I’m thinking, if only you knew Gerhard…if only you knew.


    “She’s unique how?”


    “Never you mind, Savannah—”


    “Abby,” I say. This correcting everyone about my name, it’s becoming a nuisance.


    “Abby.”


    “And I do mind, Wolfgang. You’ve played doctor to us girls entirely too many times.”


    “I don’t appreciate the implication that I am ‘playing doctor’ when I am in fact one of the finest doctors of science and medicine in my field. The things you don’t know about me would fill volumes.”


    “Your own sordid past is not my concern. And you are a genius, I will admit. I do not, however, care for you as a person, which is why I’m talking to you like I could give a shit about your feelings.”


    “Dually noted. Your friend will be ready in a month, perhaps six weeks.”


    “Six weeks? Seriously?”


    “She’s shown remarkable healing, but there are…minor adjustments that need to be made. The same as adjustments were made with you and everyone else.”


    “Can’t she come home first? Can’t you do your tests on her after she’s had a chance to see her friends and family?”


    “We both play our respective roles, Abby. I’m her doctor. You’re her friend. It is not for me to question which boys you kiss, whom you should be friends with, what color eye shadow you should use. Similarly, it’s not for you to question matters of life and health as I’m her doctor and you are just a girl. This is merely a courtesy call.”


    The light turns green, I step on the gas too hard, eliciting a grunt from Brayden.


    Between me and Gerhard, there’s a long, uncomfortable pause. A really long pause. Then: “I appreciate you telling me she’s okay, Dr. Gerhard. Even though it’s creepy how you’re not blowing a gasket over me right now.”


    He takes a moment to consider this statement before saying, “You are a cancerous child.”


    Brayden taps my shoulder and whispers, “Turn here.” I brake hard, make the turn. We’re almost to the cosmetic surgeon’s office.


    “One last question,” I say.


    “No.”


    Click.


    Wait, what? “Hello? Hello!” The Bluetooth automatically disconnects. Turning to Brayden, I say, “That Nazi prick just hung up on us!”


    Brayden, the way he is, he just frowns and says, “So she’s going to be okay, that’s a good thing, Abs. Isn’t it?”


    Talking myself off this ledge, slowing my breathing, I mutter the words, “I suppose,” and start to feel a little better. But not by much.
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    We park the S5, walk two blocks to the plastic surgeon’s office, then take a seat in the far-too-opulent waiting room. Brayden signs in; I open a magazine. We sit together in silence. Well, except for the speakers overhead. They’re playing a Coldplay song that’s not terrible.


    Finally Brayden’s like, “So are you going to talk to me or what?” and I’m like, “Talk to you about what?”


    “I want to know what you think about Georgia, dummy.”


    I blow out a sigh, like he’s totally putting me out, then I close the magazine, turn to him and say, “How do you think I feel?” My hard façade falls apart quickly. “I’m relieved. But I think there’s more than Gerhard’s letting on.” I snap out of my brooding funk and even though Brayden has boy parts, I’ve always been able to talk to him like a girlfriend. “Gerhard says she’s ‘unique’, whatever the hell that means. So I guess maybe I feel hopeful, but also I’m worried.”


    “That guy gives me the creeps.”


    “You don’t know the half of it,” I say. “In fact, I probably don’t even know the half of it.”


    Brayden lets this tumble around his brain for a minute, then he says, “What do you know about Gerhard anyway? The real Gerhard?”


    “I can tell you one thing, he likes his stupid cat,” I say, remembering the time I broke into his home to steal his keys.


    “You can’t fault a man for loving pussy,” Brayden says with a lopsided grin.


    “Whatever, stupid. The point is I don’t know much other than he gives me the creeps, too.”


    Brayden grabs my magazine and starts thumbing through it.


    “At least he’s out of our lives.”


    “I don’t know,” I say. “I’d like to think that’s true, but he just called me on a ridiculously unlisted number.”


    “So?”


    “So he found me, don’t you get that? He found me.”


    The receptionist calls Brayden’s name and with a nervous smile, Brayden takes my magazine from me and drops it on the side table between us. “Here we go,” he says.


    I flash a weak smile, but he keeps looking at me.


    “What?” I ask.


    “You’re coming, aren’t you?”


    “You’re a big boy,” I say. I grab the magazine and flip it back open. “You don’t need me holding your hand.”


    “Let me rephrase,” he says, more stern this time. He takes the magazine from me, closes it once more, puts it back on the table. “You’re coming with me. I need a woman’s opinion.”


    I gather up my things, stand up and say, “Ok, fine. Let’s go already.”


    
3


    The plastic surgeon has the artificial look of a man who has tried all his own procedures. Looking at him, he could be seventy or he could be forty. Really, it’s hard to tell. All I know is the man gives away nothing in the department of facial expressions. I’m watching the space in between his eyes as he looks Brayden over and there’s nothing. Not a single furrow, no look of consternation, nothing. Not even one hint of a solitary emotion.


    It’s like watching a Ken doll work.


    The point is, if eighty percent of our communication is non-verbal, I’m only getting five percent of a message. I consider burping, just to see a look of displeasure. Or perhaps disgust. If I fart out loud, will he frown? Will I be able to see the frown? I think about dropping an f-bomb, but I can’t conjure a suitable reason to do so, and really, at this point, I’m not even sure why I’m so dang fascinated with his plastic face.


    But I am.


    I guess I feel sorry for Brayden. He could go into the pink jelly and be this delicious boy-god in no time flat, but because of his parents, he has to resort to surgical violence to make him whole. Then there’s the pain and the healing and all the questions he’ll have to answer. Well, maybe there won’t be questions just yet. He’s going to be laid up at my house in private, so go figure.


    When he goes home, however, and once his parents see what he’s done, what I helped him do, there is a pretty good chance their colons will seize and unbridled rage will rain down upon me. Ten bucks and a bag of chips says they’ll call me and make me their scapegoat. Oh well, I can handle it. A lifetime of abuse from both Margaret and the cockroach press made my skin thick. A rhinoceros would take a knee in admiration at the thickness of my hide.


    When the plastic surgeon begins discussing with Brayden the details of the rhinoplasty, Brayden sits and listens intently until the point when the surgeon says, “Would you like to see some examples of my work?”


    With unabashed excitement, Brayden says, “Do bears crap in the woods?”


    The surgeon laughs (you’d barely know this, except for the chortling sounds coming from his throat, because his freaking skin barely even creases!) and pretty soon the two of them are perusing through “before and after” photos and I’m browsing the web on my smart phone.


    Within moments of Brayden choosing a nose, the surgeon is up-selling his services. He’s using a pen to mark-up Brayden’s face, all the imperfections. He’s talking about the slightly uneven symmetry of Brayden’s face and how his hooded eyelids and weak chin will stand out even more once his nose is perfect.


    Brayden’s like, “So what do you suggest?” and of course, the surgeon breaks out pictures of chin implants and pictures of guys with eyelid lifts. Then he mentions a chemical peel to which I look at Brayden with the “Is this what you want?” look. He nods, then I nod, and pretty soon we’re talking surgery dates.


    “We’ll just need your parent’s consent,” the surgeon says, to which Brayden breaks out his fake ID and is like, “Um, I don’t think so.” The surgeon smiles and Brayden smiles, then the both look at me and guess what? I smile, too.


    All the way home Brayden is coming out of his skin with excitement. And me? I’m squirming inside. Going home, it’s like returning to the circus. But not in a fun way. We’re talking dysfunctional, dark, depressing. The three D’s.


    Then there is the question of the boys: Jacob, Damien, Professor Teller (Jake), Brayden. What the effing hell am I going to do with them? Oh, how my mind can churn! Stop kissing them, my mind tells me, and stop flashing your business, too, it says.


    Talk about sound advice.


    “Let’s call Netty,” I blurt out. God, I so don’t want to go home. “We need to have lunch with her.” To my relief, Brayden nods and I’m on the phone before he can change his mind.


    Netty answers right away, all professional-like, and again, my relief is monumental. “Lunch today?” I say, trying not to sound desperate. “I’m in the city.”


    “I’ve got a lunch date, but you’re welcome to join us if you want.”


    “I was kinda hoping for some one-on-one time,” I say. “I’ve missed you lately and I just want it to be us girls.” Brayden raises a brow.


    There’s a pause and I can hear her talking to someone in the background, then she’s back on the phone and saying, “I’m sorry, what was that?”


    I blow out an exhausted sigh. Even my friendships are feeling overly complicated these days. “I said I wanted it to be just you and me. Like the old days.”


    “Okay,” she says, after a minute’s hesitation. “I can reschedule my friends, or whatever.”


    “Is it okay if I bring Brayden?” I ask, looking over at him. He’s now staring out the window, consumed with the hustle and bustle of city life.


    “Is this a plus one kind of thing?”


    “Depends,” I say. “Boy or girl?”


    “Girl.”


    “I don’t want to compete for your attention.”


    “Don’t worry,” she says, and we make plans for an hour from now.


    After hanging up, I say, “Alright Brayden, we’ve got an hour to kill.”


    “Let’s drive down Market Street and look at all the people.”


    I signal, wait for traffic to clear, then I ease into a turning lane and prepare to make a u-turn back into the city. Market always seems too busy for me, but whatevs.


    Brayden says, “I want to see some bums and some gays and some girls that look like rockers or vampires or boys or whatever.”


    “What on earth for?”


    “Some goddamn diversity would be nice.”


    “Gosh, that mouth!”


    “What about it?” He says it like he’s far away, or dreaming perhaps.


    “Maybe you should try to stop cussing is all.”


    “Why? It’s not working for you.”


    “Never mind, we’ll go see your bums and freaky girls.”


    “And gays, too.”


    “Anything you want, Sunshine,” I say.


    Still looking out the window, he takes my hand and says, “Thank you for everything you’re doing for me.”


    “You’re welcome.”


    “And thank you for letting me see your body. That made my year.”


    “Again,” I say, feeling the heat stealing into my cheeks, “you’re welcome.”


    I take him down Market Street and mostly there are the multitudes of stressed-out professional people scurrying about. Some highlights, however, are a six and a half foot black man wearing a purple cape shouting about the evils of Wall Street, and this totally normal looking lady who bent over, picked up something from the gutter and ate it. We both screamed at the sight of it, then laughed out loud until we cried. It could have been someone’s abandoned bubble gum, or it could have been a tossed Subway pickle. For awhile we speculate.


    We also see quite a few lesbians, but then we see two Goth-looking dudes with slicked back hair and Emo-style pants holding hands. Brayden stares at both. Now I’m wondering about his fascination.


    “You just don’t see this kind of thing where we’re from,” he says, and I get it. He really does crave the diversity. It’s almost endearing.


    Almost.
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    After Brayden satisfies his need to sight-see Market Street, I drive into the Financial District, following the Audi’s navigation instructions to Commercial Street. There I hunt for parking. We’re still early, so I’m not all that stressed out, but still, parking in the city at lunch time has a way of setting your teeth on edge. I finally find a space on Kearny and we walk to Mercedes Restaurant where I see Netty and some other girl holding hands.


    Holding hands?


    I grab Brayden’s arm and stop us flat in the middle of the sidewalk. A lady behind me slams right into me, gives me a hard look and says, “You can’t just stop like that!”


    Of course, I can’t.


    She continues on, huffing and shaking her head. She even gives me one last hard look before turning the corner and I’m like, jeez, what gives lady? Brayden pulls me off the sidewalk the same way a parent pulls a kid off a busy street and he says, “What the hell?”


    Netty and this other girl, they’re waiting outside Mercedes for us, but it doesn’t look like they’re waiting too intently. After all, we’re still early.


    My grip tightens on Brayden’s arm. He sees Netty and the girl and he says a long, “Oh.”


    “Yeah.”


    The way they’re laughing, Netty and the girl…they could be…no. Then the girl leans in and kisses Netty right on the mouth!


    I hear my mouth say, “Jesus balls, they’re bumping donuts,” a statement of disbelief that makes absolutely no sense at all while still managing to use the Lord’s name in vain. It’s all blasphemous and surreal.


    Netty and the girl’s mouths unlock. Netty checks her watch, lets go of the girl’s hand and looks around.


    “We should flake,” I hear myself say.


    “First of all, that was hot,” Brayden says. “Second of all, no way, she’s your best friend.”


    He grabs my hand and drags me back out into foot traffic. I’m about to protest when he starts waving to Netty. Oh. My. God.


    The minute Netty sees us, she acts really excited and I almost forget what just happened. She introduces me to her “friend” Chloe and I see right away there are buckets of jealousy building in the strange girl’s eyes.


    It’s always like this. Me being pretty, sometimes it’s so embarrassing. My friends, the non-clones, they told me in situations like this to own my beauty. They told me this when I was Savannah Van Duyn, version 2.0. Still, I have yet to know that feeling. The way I look, I still feel like I should apologize to people for it.


    The four of us head inside and both Chloe and Netty say hello to the owner’s dog, Gustavo. Mercedes is owned by a wonderful woman named Leanna and I swear on my unborn children’s unnamed names she serves the best Carnitas con Chile ever. Plus, looking around at the bright colors, the teals and oranges and yellows, as well as the colorful artwork, you can’t help but feel energized.


    We take seats along the back wall, pulling two tables together. Chloe and Netty sit on the padded bench seats while me and Brayden slide into the chairs facing them.


    Me and Brayden eat the same thing while Netty and Chloe share the Papas Tacos and a bowl of Killer Guacamole. I’ve never seen anyone eat herb and garlic mashed potatoes in a taco before (Papas Tacos), but the way Netty’s raving about it, I’m thinking when we come here next, that’s on my bucket list of uneaten foods.


    Brayden curls his nose at the idea of potatoes in a taco, saying tacos without meat are simply un-American. Chloe scoffs at the statement, but doesn’t offer a word to the contrary. I want to tell her this is just Brayden being Brayden, but I don’t.


    “So how long have you known each other?” I ask Chloe.


    Netty answers for her. “Since we started working together.”


    Looking at Chloe, I say, “What exactly do you two do?”


    Chloe, who is pretty, but in a tech-nerdy kind of way, finishes chewing her food. She’s smiling because I asked her a question with food in her mouth, but it’s not a lovely smile. Okay, so maybe I did that on purpose. Still, I’m looking at her, appraising her, judging her. My assessment of her isn’t what I expected. With the short haircut, the amethyst eye-shadow beneath stylish rectangular framed glasses, the cupid’s bow of brick red lips and the pale San Francisco skin—how it all works so nicely together—I’m thinking if I was to go lesbo, she’d be a solid choice.


    Still, it’s damn near impossible to imagine her and Netty together. Them kissing. Being naked together. Being…intimate. I stifle an involuntary shiver right about the time Chloe starts talking about hers and Netty’s job selling Facebook advertising space in the world of dot com start-ups.


    “The pay isn’t stellar yet, but if you play your cards right, you can move into the big leagues in Silicon Valley.”


    “Not that I’m terribly anxious to get back to the valley,” Netty says. “I was just thrown out on the tail end of my father’s scandal, so I’m completely content where I’m at. Here, I’m anonymous.”


    “For now,” Chloe says, looking into Netty’s eyes. “The past is eventually forgotten. At least, at the rate print media burns through headline stories, your father’s blunders are already distant memories.”


    Netty blinks fast, then looks away. She starts shoveling food into her mouth, which is a tell-tale sign she’s hiding something. At least she’s not sexing up my father. That said, I feel momentous relief.


    “Slow down, Netty,” I say, “you’ll get indigestion.”


    Looking up at me, she sees my expression, the one that says I know she’s up to something, and I have a pretty freaking good idea what it is.


    Chloe isn’t a friend, Netty confirms for me by her suspicious actions, she’s a girlfriend.


    Netty’s cheeks burn bright red. She keeps shoveling food into her mouth. Chloe just sits there, smiling, enjoying every single bit of it.


    The scandalous little minx.


    When lunch is over and Chloe starts talking about having to get back to the office, we say our good-byes. I’m pleasant to Chloe and Brayden is overly pleasant. He has a thing for lipstick lesbians, even though this seems like a new thing for Netty. Maybe they haven’t even gone to second base. At least, that’s what this naïve mind of mine chooses to believe.


    Then again, it’s not that I have anything against lesbians, I just don’t like the idea of Netty liking another girl more than she likes me. That said, my motivations are purely narcissistic. I give her a hug, and in her ear, I say, “Call me tonight so we can talk about your new girlfriend.”


    She straightens up fast, right out of my embrace, but I catch her with grace. I lean in and give her a kiss on her cheek and say, “Not judging.” She smiles and I smile and it’s all terribly awkward.


    On the way home, Brayden says, “Well that was all a bit prickly.”


    “Yeah,” I say, “I’m still trying not to have sand in my vagina over this whole fiasco.”


    “Dramatic much?” he says.


    “We’re best friends,” I say. “I should know if she’s in a relationship. Especially if it involves a woman.”


    “Does she know you got naked with your teacher?” he says.


    “Good freaking God, Brayden,” I snap. “Really?”


    “I’m just saying.”


    “Well don’t.”


    “Friendship is a two way street, is it not?”


    “Mind your own business,” I say. He says nothing for awhile, but that’s because we both know he’s right. Still, I can’t relent, so I say, “I’m perfectly comfortable being a hypocrite right now, in case you’re wondering.”


    “I wasn’t,” he says, matter-of-fact.


    “Well there you go then.”


    “There I go,” he says, low, but grinning.




    Behold, The Righteous Douchebag
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    Over the next few days, things actually start to resemble some semblance of normal, which is to say nothing huge or extraordinary has happened, yet. In the back of my mind, with the way things have been this last year, I’m pretty sure the sky will soon break open and spill dead bullfrogs all over my bright little world.


    With his surgery only days away, Brayden can’t stop smiling. He’s been friendly and kind, even courteous to others. Which is weird. He doesn’t cuss much and he hasn’t tried to hit on any of us girls, and this baffles me. I’m still waiting for the hammer to drop. Truthfully, I hardly recognize him. When he gets his nose fixed, his eyelids lifted and his weak chin strengthened, I’m not sure how I’ll feel about him, but with his fit body and his newfound decency, I’m sure he’ll end up looking a lot better, if not a little dangerous. It’s a combination I want for him. Or maybe I’m self-serving. The way I’m looking at Brayden lately, who knows anymore? Maybe that’ll be the thing that pushes us over the edge.


    Rebecca’s eyes start to clear. She’s talking more and more, and just yesterday she remembered her last name: Taylor. Rebecca Taylor. What a huge break! At lunch, sitting around the table at home, me, Brayden and Maggie are talking about school, how I chucked vomit all over Cameron’s dorm-room door and how we started this massive food fight, and we practically fall out of our seats when Rebecca starts laughing. Her giggling is soft and charming and, in a word, delightful.


    I’m going to miss her when she’s gone.


    After lunch, I ask Brayden to put his hacking skills to good use. “We need to find Rebecca’s parents,” I tell him. “Her family needs to know she’s alive.” Usually finding someone is a cinch for Brayden, but I have a feeling this won’t be so easy. Rebecca has no idea where she’s from, neither city nor state, and this leaves Brayden little to go on. Half an hour ago, sitting in my room banging the keys on my laptop, he started with the missing children’s websites. So far, he’s got exactly squat.


    Then again, with nearly three hundred thousand children missing each year, it’s like looking for a really small needle in a really large haystack.


    The texts to Maggie from the scumbag producer have stopped, but that’s because Maggie’s been going to the studio regularly. She’s been sleeping less and less, and, like Rebecca, she’s been way more talkative. Everything about her expression seems relaxed, which gives me hope.


    In the last week, she recorded two new songs, which we listened to in demo-format after dinner on my father’s Gucci sound system. Maggie’s really excited about the songs. We absolutely love them. Watching her, to some degree, is like watching a butterfly finally spreading her wings.


    Ever since I found out Netty’s been shacking up with the hot tech nerd we met at lunch, Damien and I have been talking on the phone. He’s even coming up in a few days to stay the night. I’m not sure where this will lead, but my hormones are in freaking overdrive and lately I’ve been having more than a few Fifty Shades of Grey thoughts. For awhile there, I was looking around my room wondering what he could use to tie me up with, and whether or not the binds would hold if the fun between us got rough. Then I came to my senses and decided I’m not that kind of girl. Not yet anyway. Besides, I will have plenty of time for that kind of thing in my upcoming years, I’m sure.


    Sex, I remind myself all too often these days, should be done with someone special under the right circumstances and so far, having a break in the chaotic storms of my new life barely qualifies as “the right circumstances.”


    Me and Damien agree to take things slow, to try each other out. I’m going to see how he is as a boyfriend, because as hot as he is, and he’s like “surface of the sun” hot, somewhere in the back of my mind, I know chances are better than fair he’ll screw things up.


    Or not, who knows? I’d soooo love to be wrong on this one!


    If somehow we find we’re right together, and our first real kiss truly was the start of something special, then maybe I’ll go buy some S&M gear and a Kama Sutra sex guide and we can have that Fifty Shades of Grey romance millions of married woman are talking about these days.


    Even though life is finally fairing well, summer doesn’t feel long enough. The way the hours of the day are escaping me, I wonder if I’ll accomplish anything worthwhile at all. But I have to. I mean, I will. There’s finding Rebecca’s birth family (which is an absolute must); making sure Maggie continues to mend the more damaged parts of her soul; re-connecting with Netty because I’m worried I’m losing her as a friend; making sure I have enough money to pay for Brayden’s surgeries, then nurse him back to health when he’s done; and go out on that date with Jacob…who’s at the front door right now.


    See? Already my priorities are all wrong.


    I agreed to go out with Jacob because I promised I would. In light of everything on my plate, I’m heading to the front door thinking he’s lowest on my list of musts and I should have done this some other time. Plus, here I am, preparing to start a relationship with Damien, and I’m going on a date with my first crush.


    What a selfish turd I turned out to be! I tell myself I will be good. That I won’t make out with him or let him feel me up. That we’re just friends. That’s how I clear my guilty conscience.


    It doesn’t work.


    When I open the front door and see him, with a new haircut, cool jeans and a moderately tight t-shirt, my heart thumps clumsily around in my chest, leaving me short of breath, and a little excited.


    “God, you look good,” I hear myself say. I shouldn’t have said it, not like that, but how can I resist?


    “There you go stealing my lines,” he says. He manages a breath of his own, lets it out with a charming grin and a nod of immense approval and says, “Abby Swann, if you don’t me mind saying, you are the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.”


    “You can say things like that all you like,” I say, leaning in to kiss him. “And just so you know, flattery will get you just about everywhere.”
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    The night air is warm, airing on the side of hot, which is why I’m wearing a super cute summer dress and why I have my hair pulled into a ponytail. It’s almost eight. The temperature is eighty-sevenish degrees. Eesh! My makeup is light, my deodorant heavy, and it’s still a hot freaking evening. This classic (read: conservative) look isn’t really the look that best defines me, but in this kind of Silicon Valley weather, it’s reasonable enough. The saving grace against wearing such a simple outfit is that my face is beautiful and my body’s on point. I’m not confessing this from a place of vanity, or even arrogance, it’s just that it still surprises me that I look so damn good.


    Half the time, in my mind, I’m still that fat girl I left behind. I don’t know why this is such a big problem for me to get past. Maybe it just takes time. Then again, maybe I will always feel like a fat girl masquerading as hot AF.


    Dinner is Vietnamese, a lovely restaurant called Tamarine on University and Tasso. The décor is simple yet elegant: heavy mixed woods, heavier draperies, clean lines, calming colors. The only thing that bugs me about this place is I don’t have a fake ID and the Jade Bar inside the restaurant is rumored to have the most amazing Lemongrass Press, which is a cocktail made with Nolet’s Silver Dry Gin, Fever Tree Ginger Beer, Lemongrass syrup and a freshly squeezed lime. All Jacob can talk about is this drink. Then he tells me he doesn’t have a fake ID and I’m like, “What’s the point of fantasizing over this drink neither of us can get?”


    “I’m just saying, is all,” he says, and all I’m thinking is, man, boys are dumb!


    Behind the bar there is a gorgeous wall made of bamboo encased frosted glass, and the bar’s overhead lighting comes from teardrop shaped crystals hanging from massive chandeliers. I can see why people come here to drink and socialize.


    “I need to pee,” Jacob says, snapping me out of my hyper fascination.


    “Be sure to wipe front to back,” I say. He fires me a look that isn’t terribly humorous. I f*cking hate it when guys say they have to pee. It sounds so girlish and not cute.


    I watch him walk to the bathroom, impressed by his butt and how it looks in jeans when I see a forty-something man coming from the bathroom. He holds the door for Jacob then catches my eye and smiles. I can’t help smiling back. It’s just what happens when hot guys smile at you. You almost have to smile back. He breezes past me and I catch the faintest whiff of his cologne, which smells clean and manly and slightly suggestive. He stops, then turns and comes back.


    “If you don’t mind me asking, are you here with that boy?” he says. “The one who just went into the lavatory?”


    “I am,” I say, caught off guard.


    “Would it be terribly impolite if I ask if you two are…involved?”


    “First date,” I say, feeling my lower back suddenly dampening with nervous sweat. I’m looking at this man, who has to be at least fifteen or twenty years older than me, and I’m wondering if he’s being nice or if he’s hitting on me. With these kinds of questions, I’m thinking it’s got to be the latter. Which is flattering, but perhaps a bit inappropriate. I tell myself he’s just being polite, but the slightly veiled, hungry look in his eye tells me this is more than a gentleman’s curiosity.


    He withdraws a business card and a pen, then turns the card over and scribbles his number on the back. Smiling, he hands me the card and says, “Whenever you tire of boys, call me and I will enlighten you to the wonders of being with a man.”


    I take the card because I don’t know what else to do, and though I’m flattered, the idea of being with someone who is easily twice my age kind of weirds me out.


    “I’m seventeen,” I say.


    “I was once seventeen,” he says with a boyish grin that makes me feel both thrilled and icky at once. I slide the card into my clutch, quickly, because I don’t want Jacob seeing it and asking about it. Something like this will kill the evening for sure.


    He walks off and I can breathe again. Within moments I find myself wondering if I will call the number, and then I think to myself: only a class-A blue-ribbon slut would call, which is why I won’t. I might, though, too.


    Closer to the bathrooms there is a trash can. I head to it, fully intent on throwing away this wicked card, and that’s when Jacob comes strolling out of the rest room. I’m thinking, is he a quick-pisser or did he just need to wash his hands? Either way, the business card stays with me, and I take Jacob’s hand in an awkward display. I feel like a retard.


    He says, “What’s wrong with you?” and I’m like, “Nothing. I’m just happy we’re doing this, finally.” Jesus, what a terrible, terrible lie. A few minutes later the hostess shows us to our table.


    As we take our seats, I see the man who hit on me sitting at the bar sipping a yellow drink and checking his watch. It looks expensive, the drink and the watch. A few minutes later, our eyes meet in the bar’s mirror, and he smiles.


    Damn!


    I look away fast, my face blistering. Jacob barely notices the way he’s perusing the menu. A few minutes later, movement near the bar catches the corner of my eye and to my absolute horror, it’s Margaret. Freaking Margaret! She heads straight for the bar and puts her hand on the man’s shoulder and that’s when I realize the guy who hit on me is Margaret’s boyfriend.


    Motherf*cker…he’s the douchebag writer!


    Together they stand up. He nods to a member of the staff who escorts them to their table, almost right next to ours! Margaret sees me and she’s all smiles.


    She says, “Abby, dear, what on earth are you doing here?” and that’s when Jacob looks at me and says, “You know her?”


    “Friend of the family,” I say, lightheaded, but not so much that I can’t maintain my cover. It’s so wonderful not to have to claim Margaret as my mother. Ever since I changed bodies, it’s been the best feeling ever. Margaret formally introduces me to the man who stole her heart and is trying to steal my virginity. Politely, he shakes my hand, his face now reddening with the same kind of heat and the same kind of embarrassment I’m currently feeling.


    “Pleased to meet you,” he says.


    “Pleased to meet me?” I stammer. “Really?” All the sudden, I’m feeling bitter, maybe nuclear because of all he’s done to ruin our lives. Nasty is what I’ve become. Vindictive is tonight’s main dish. “You say that like we haven’t already met.”


    He stumbles over his words and now Margaret’s making that face that says she can’t figure out what the hell is going on. I slide out his card, look at the front, which says only his name with the word “Author” beneath it. Then I hand it to Margaret.


    “He wanted me to call him when I got tired of boys and was ready to experience the pleasures of a real man.”


    Margaret flips the card over and sees his cell phone number in blue ink. She pauses, taking this all in, then turns and slaps him. Looking at me, she says, “I’m so sorry honey, I’ll see you at home.” Which is weird because we don’t even live with each other. That’s what happens when your world turns upside down. Shit that doesn’t make sense starts pouring from your mouth.


    “Home?” the douchebag says, holding his freshly hit face. I lean in close and, in his ear, I say, “She’s my mother, f*ckface. Thanks for all the damage you’ve done to my family.” I then shove him backwards and he half falls, half grabs a chair to keep from going down.


    Jacob, much to my delight, gives him enough of a push on the way by to send him to his ass on the floor. People gasp. People stare. Whatevs. Serves him right.


    “Margaret!” I say, chasing after her. I catch her in the parking lot and she’s digging through her purse, searching for her keys. She slumps against her Bentley and really starts sobbing. I could say so many things right now. I could talk about Karma being a bitch, about how I told her so, about how she totally deserves this for all the terrible things she’s done as a mother, as a wife and as a person. Instead, I turn her around, pull her into my arms and give her the kind of love she never gave me. I don’t know why I’m doing this, but I am and she isn’t objecting.


    “I’m sorry that happened to us,” I tell her.


    That’s all I want to say. I feel Jacob nearby, and he’s saying nothing. He’s just being there for me, which I think is sweet and courteous. Or maybe he’s wondering why I’m hugging Savannah Van Duyn’s over-publicized mother. Maybe he’s wondering why she said she would see me at home when she doesn’t live with us.


    I remind myself to work up a plausible cover story, and tell it to him like my life depends on it if asked. Finally Margaret pulls back, brushes her fingertips across her cheeks where her eyes are still hot with tears, and says, “I have to go home.” She manages to find her keys, realizes she doesn’t need them to unlock the car. I didn’t think she would say anything to me, because she gets manic when things start to fall apart, but then her body—which has turned away from me—just stops. There’s a moment when she doesn’t move, and then she does. She turns around to me and looks me square in the eye and for the first time I think I really feel her, a recognizable connection: pain. She looks inordinately fragile.


    “Thank you,” she says.


    I nod, feeling myself tear up because we’re actually having a real mother-daughter moment. She leans in and kisses me and says, “Will you come over when you’re done with your date?”


    I tell her I’ll try, even though I know I probably won’t.


    Sufficed to say, my date with Jacob was officially tainted. We head back inside, eat reluctantly, then skip the dessert. The douchebag writer must have taken the back door out. Jacob had other things planned for us, but I ask him to take me home instead. It’s just after ten. He kisses me politely on the cheek then heads next door, to his own home. Fortunately for me, he never asks about Margaret’s and my relationship, so I don’t have to lie.


    Sitting in the bathroom on the toilet with a toothbrush in my mouth, I feel bad for not going to Margaret’s, so I send her a text instead.


    It reads: NOT TRYING 2 BE A JERK HERE, AND I’M SAD UR HURT, BUT WHEN U LEFT DAD, U HURT HIM WORSE. SIT WITH UR PAIN 4 AWHILE CAUSE THIS IS UR CHANCE 2 UNDSTND HIM. COME OVR TMRW AND WE’LL TALK.


    I don’t know if she’ll come over, or if she’ll be even more hurt because I left her alone when she needed me. Maybe she’ll set herself on fire in the middle of the night. Regardless, I finish going to the bathroom, rinse out my mouth then let out my hair and crawl into bed next to Rebecca.


    She’s already asleep. I curl up to her; the warmth of her back and legs feels good, comforting, like home. When she feels me against her, she stirs, then turns toward me and groggily asks, “How did your date go?”


    “Epic fail,” I say.


    “Tell me in the morning?”


    I agree and she lays there for awhile. Everything in me is pretty sure she’s asleep, and pretty sure I’ll never get to sleep when she says, “Damien called.”


    “What’d you say?”


    “Told him you were out with friends.”


    “Thanks for covering for me.”


    “Mmhmm.”


    And that’s that. It only takes me two more hours to fall asleep. Four hours after that my alarm goes off and I’m up and ready to take Brayden in for surgery.




    Shoved Face-First into the Abyss
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    Brayden and I get an early start into the city. He’s starving because he can’t eat before surgery, and he’s wired because today—according to my best male bestie—is the last day of ugly. He keeps pointing at his nose and saying things like, “Take a good look, you won’t see this goddamn hideous beak again.” He keeps pointing to his chin and saying, “Good-bye weakness, hello superhero chin.”


    Honestly, he’s been making me laugh all morning.


    If only he knew I had to drain my checking account, then ask my father for a replenishment, he would have been more humble about the whole thing. The lies I told my father about where I had spent the money actually wounded my conscience. Lying straight faced to your parent, especially the one you like, is enough to stomp the decency right out of your pathetic little heart.


    There is something about the whole situation with my father that still bugs me, though. I’m sure he knows I lied. I’m sure he knows and he’s waiting to see how long until I come clean. Either that or he knows and he’s letting it ride, secretly hoping it’ll eat me up. It kinda is and it kinda isn’t. Brayden is practically telling anything that moves about his surgery. He’s saying he’s been saving and now it’s time to indulge.


    As for my father, it’s not like he’s going to care. He’s a multi-billionaire for Christ’s sake. I think the Atticus Van Duyn version of my father would be much different than the Christian Swann version. Thank God for Christian Swann, I tell myself.


    Before leaving, I check on Rebecca; she’s still in bed. I say good-bye to my father who is on the phone talking secretive to someone, a woman perhaps—which is weird this early in the morning—and then I check on Maggie. She’s getting ready for another day in the recording studio. I catch her sitting Indian-style on the carpeted bathroom floor, blow-drying her hair. She stops the dryer, moves all the hair hanging in her face to the side and looks up at me with bright eyes.


    “Your album is going to be great, Magpie,” I tell her. “I’m so proud of you.”


    She pats my foot and thanks me for having her stay the summer, then she tells me to wish Brayden good luck.


    “He’s going to look like hammered poop tonight,” I say, “so prepare for the worst.”


    “Okay,” she says. “Love you.”


    “Love you, too.”


    Within minutes we’re on the road. The trip to the cosmetic surgeon’s office in San Francisco is most definitely dramatic. Brayden won’t stop talking, and then, just like that, he falls into a deep and lasting silence. I’m like, “What gives?” and he’s like, “I’m so nervous right now I’m pretty sure I have to dump.”


    “It’s phantom crap. You haven’t eaten in two days.”


    “I know, but it feels real.”


    “It’s just anxiousness,” I say, trying to calm him.


    “In my butthole? Who the hell gets anxious down there?”


    I start laughing then he starts laughing and the next thing I know, he’s listening to the Lithium channel on my satellite radio. He says hard rock calms him.


    He says chaos is peace.


    The phone rings through my Bluetooth system startling us both, and I see right away it’s Netty calling. I answer and it’s just like old times.


    “Hey bitch,” she says.


    “Hey bitch back,” I say with a smile.


    “I managed to slip out of the office for a few. I’m doing the coffee run this morning and I’m taking my sweet time. Letting them get all spastic. What are you doing?”


    “Taking Brayden in for surgery.”


    “Oh damn, that’s today?”


    “Yup.”


    “Is he there?”


    “I’m here,” Brayden says.


    “Uh, good luck?”


    “Jeez, Netty, did you say it like a question?” he says.


    “Good luck,” she says more definitively, a bit of humor in her voice. I love that Netty and Brayden get along so well. It makes having them both as best friends easy.


    “Thanks,” Brayden says.


    “Listen Abs, I called to talk, but this is a more private conversation, so maybe I can call you later?”


    “Let’s do lunch. I want to talk to you about your new job and your friends. Specifically Chloe.”


    “Yeah,” she says, a twinge of hesitation in her voice. “Okay.”


    “You know The Market Street Grill? In the Hotel Whitcomb across from the Orpheum?”


    “I love that place,” she says. “I’ll call and reserve us a table.”


    “Good.” I look over at Brayden and then it’s both eyes back on the road. “How’s noon?”


    “Perfect.”


    “Oh, and Netty? I like Chloe and all, but…don’t bring her, okay? I really just want it to be you and me.”


    “I knew that,” Netty says. I can tell in her voice she’s disappointed I said anything at all.


    “Just wanted to be sure.”


    We hang up and Brayden waits a few minutes before saying, “Good God. Is it always like this with girlfriends? It’s like you’re walking on eggshells all the time whenever there’s an issue.”


    “I know,” I say, feeling like I’m sucking big time in the friendship department.


    “Why didn’t you just say, ‘Hey, I want to talk about you being a lesbian all the sudden?’”


    “C’mon, Brayden, it can’t be like that.”


    “Oh, really?”


    “If you think it can, you don’t know shit about girls.”
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    How do you ask your best friend if she’s a lesbian without sounding judgmental and demanding? Hell, I don’t know. The way I’ve been thinking about it non-stop since I hung up with her, it’s not really fair to Brayden. This is his moment. I should be more supportive. More into his drama.


    It’s just me and Brayden in the cosmetic surgeon’s waiting room and it’s just after ten. Before he goes under the blade and I never again see his face as I know it, I lean over and kiss him hard on the cheek.


    “You’re going to do great,” I tell him.


    “I’ll be unconscious,” he says, deadpan.


    “You know what I mean.”


    He takes my hand and says, “Don’t leave for too long. And make sure Netty tells you about her first girl-on-girl experience in full detail. I want the play-by-play.”


    I let go of his hand, smack his shoulder and say, “Ew, I’m not asking that!”


    “Pussy,” he says.


    “Dick.”


    “Wish me luck again,” he says, more serious this time.


    “I’ll wish the doctor luck when I see him. You’ll be knocked out for hours. Hours!”


    “If there’s a hot nurse involved, tell her she can touch my pee-pee.”


    I smack him again and the not-so-hot nurse waiting to prep him for surgery clears her throat. Neither of us knew she opened the door and was waiting.


    “You want me to tell her about your pee-pee?” I whisper.


    “Hell no,” he whispers back.


    Brayden stands and heads in back; I grab my iPhone and start searching the missing person’s sites Brayden has yet to visit. Rebecca’s parents have to be out there somewhere, I tell myself. She’s got to have family dying to know where she is.


    Unfortunately, by the time I have to leave to meet Netty for lunch, I haven’t found even a hint of Rebecca’s family. Talk about discouraging! Even worse, with Brayden needing to recover, will he even be up for continuing the search? Will Rebecca ever get back home?
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    Sitting at a table in the packed dining room of The Market Street Grill, waiting for our lunch to arrive, Netty doesn’t even wait for me to ask about Chloe before starting that conversation. I’m grateful she never made me ask.


    “About a month ago, before Chloe, I started dating this boy I met at a party downtown. He was nice to me, and cute, and it was all very casual. Not like high school at all.”


    “How come I didn’t hear about him?” I say, feigning hurt. I’m leaning into the table, straining to hear her, since the white noise of surrounding conversations is louder than usual.


    “Because it ended just as quickly it got started.” She doesn’t look at me as she says this, and her body sort of stops moving, like memories are playing in her mind. It’s like she can’t stop them and they won’t let her go. Right then I get really worried about what she’s going to say next.


    The waiter brings her food and I have to admit, it looks delicious. Especially her seafood cobb salad. Me and bacon and bleu cheese go way back.


    “We were both at this party drinking,” she says when the waiter leaves. “It was loud, the place was packed and, to be honest, I was having so much fun.”


    She hasn’t touched her food yet, let alone her fork. I’m wondering where the heck my food is at this point, but I’m also trying to pay attention.


    She says, “So I was saying I was Russian, and I could hold my liquor better than any animal with a penis. He promised to put me to the test. We drank a ton. He turned out to be a good kisser.”


    She takes a moment to unfold her napkin and spread it over her lap, but she isn’t stopping to exercise proper dining etiquette. No, it’s something more. The memories in her head, they’re really tearing at her.


    “We moved to one of the rooms in back. He started touching me. He was saying the kind of things you only hear in pornos. Things got heated and he was rough. I was drunk, though, so it was okay. At least, that’s what I told myself. Then the bedroom door opened and closed and pretty soon there was another guy on the bed with us.”


    Netty takes a moment. She looks around and I get the feeling she’s wanting to see if anyone is listening to us. I don’t know if that’s possible with everyone around us deep in their own conversation. Satisfied, she continues.


    “So I’m on the bed and pretty soon there are four hands on me, and two voices in my ear. I think they knew each other, but I was drunk and they were drunk, so I never really knew.”


    Just then my food arrives. The waiter cuts Netty off, but holy cow, my dish looks fantastic. It’s unfortunate my stomach is getting upset by Netty’s story. For the record, the dish is a favorite of mine: Smoked Chicken Pappardelle, which is pasta with dried currants, spinach, pine nuts, parmesan cheese—shaved, not grated. I can’t even touch it, that’s how sick this story is making me feel. Is it too much to hope for a happy ending? I mean, really, is it unreasonable?


    “That looks amazing,” Netty says, brightening for a moment. Then the waiter leaves and her mood slinks back down into that dark place.


    She folds her arms across the table, leans closer toward me. She won’t look into my eyes. This is bad. Her voice changes. It’s thick and Slavic, the heaviest I’ve ever heard her accent. The way I hear so much pain in Maggie’s voice is the way I’m hearing so much pain in Netty’s. Her words are coming faster now, and more intense. Honestly, it’s frightening me. I reach out and take her hand in mine. Her eyes are watery looking, and sad. It’s official, I’m terrified of where this story is going.


    “I didn’t know the other guy whose hands were on me, but I pushed him off. He came at me again, really pushy, then the door opened again and it was Chloe. I begged her to get these guys off of me and she did, but not before my shirt was torn. The other guy, and I still don’t know who he was, he was pulling at my bra.”


    “So they didn’t—”


    She shook her head, and the breath I’ve been holding blew out in a rush. Thank God! After all the grief and guilt I’ve watched Maggie suffer, I don’t know if I could watch Netty go through the same thing, too.


    “After that Chloe and I started going out,” she says, the tension in her voice quietly dissipating. “One night she kissed me and it was nice, you know? Loving. Not like the brutish kisses of boys. And I thought, with her I don’t have to worry about the same things I began worrying about with boys. With her, I found safety in her tenderness.”


    “You just got the wrong boys,” I tell her.


    “Or the right girl.”


    “Have you guys even…done it?”


    Netty goes as red as I’ve ever seen her, then she shakes her head. “This is all pretty new,” she says.


    “But…what’s it like?” I say, keeping my voice purposefully low. Leaning in, talking in an even lower tone, I say, “Touching another woman, I mean?”


    “I haven’t been…you know…all the way with a boy, so it’s impossible to know the differences.”


    “You and the guy, that jerk, you guys never—?”


    “Never.”


    “But with Chloe, you’ve been down…south, right?”


    Netty’s eyes fall into her lap and she slowly shakes her head. “She wants me to…you know…be intimate with her, but I’m not sure I can do it.”


    All the sudden I’m feeling sleazy for having pried so deeply into my friend’s personal life. “I shouldn’t have pressed like that, Netty. I’m just curious is all.”


    “It’s okay.”


    She starts playing with her salad, pushing the tomatoes over, smearing the dressing across more of the lettuce. Then she takes a bite and chews politely and I know everything will be okay.


    “I don’t think I can do it, Abby. Have sex with her, I mean,” she says with food in her mouth. The fact that she’s not always lady-like in situations like this is endearing.


    I straighten up, draw a deep breath, then say, “If you need to try it to find out, then you should. But if you already know you’re not down for that sort of thing, then chances are you need a good friend, not a lesbian lover.”


    She gulps down her food and it looks like it hurts. Like she swallowed too early. “What if I am gay?” she says, finally looking at me. A tear skims her cheek; she brushes it away.


    “Are you?”


    “I don’t think so, but maybe the party incident…maybe it messed me up. Got things twisted in me, you know?”


    “You were just scared.”


    She’s fully crying now and I’m holding her hand tight. “I was,” she says with so much pain in her voice it’s actually causing me agony of my own. “I’m still scared.”


    “It’s okay, Netty. It’s okay.”


    She wipes her eyes and says, “This isn’t the kind of conversation I bet you were expecting we’d have.”


    “No, it’s not,” I say. “But I’m glad we did.”


    “I never looked at being with Chloe as a girlfriend/girlfriend kind of thing. I guess I just felt safe with her. You know? She’s gentle and fun, and the way she likes me feels different from what I’m used to. My parents love me, but it’s an obligatory kind of love parents have for their children. And if boys only love me for what I can give them, or for this bony body and these sorry tits, it’s not real love, is it?”


    “No.”


    “That’s why I guess I like Chloe. She really seems to love me.”


    “So it’s not that you’re a lesbian as much as you’re responding to the way she feels about you and it feels good.”


    “Yes.”


    “Have you seen her down there?” She nods. “And?”


    “I haven’t…you know…I’m not sure—”


    “You’ve at least touched her down there, right?” Netty nods her head fast. I can’t stop from grinning. This whole conversation is just f*cking weird, but it’s necessary never-the-less. “I have to say, Nettles, you’re not gay. You just need and want things you’re not getting.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “You’re totally normal, but the events of that party pitched you into an abnormal state and now you’re reaching for something to hang on to, to anchor you.”


    “You think?”


    “Mmhmm. Pretty sure. Lesbians like the vaginas. This is going to sound bad, I know, but if you can’t touch one, or eat one, then you aren’t a lesbian. Simple as that.”


    “I can’t. Do either, I mean.”


    The relief in me is palpable. It’s not that I’m afraid of my friend being gay—that I could totally handle—it’s that I was terrified of losing Netty to another girl. Being friends with her has always been the best thing in my life.


    “You need to come clean with Chloe, tell her what you told me.”


    “She’s going to be hurt.”


    “I know.”


    “How can I work with her now?” Netty asks. “She’s jealous of you. Now I go to lunch with you and come back and break up with her? How will that look?”


    “I don’t know, Netty.”


    The minute we fall silent between each other is the minute I hear all the white noise clarify. People next to us are talking about their jobs, their dogs, how their parents are ill and that their sister won’t call them.


    I take a bite of my pasta and it’s incredible. No, it’s orgasmic. “Oh my God, Netty, you have to try some of this before I wolf the whole thing down and start licking the plate.”


    Before long, me and Netty are besties again, and with all this tension safely behind us, it’s like nothing ever changed.


    There are more people in my life than ever now, but truly not a single one of them can fill the space in my heart Netty occupies. On some level I think she knows this, on another level, I wonder if she ever doubts this. That would be understandable considering everything that’s happened to me this last year. With her moving to the city and me at Astor Academy, the distance between us is exacting a toll. I hate that. Yet it softens my heart.


    “I love you, Netty. You’re my best friend, no matter what.”


    “Better be,” she says. Then: “I love you, too.”
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    When we’re done with lunch, Netty heads back to work and I head back to the plastic surgeon’s office. I can’t stop thinking of my conversation with Netty. Thank God we’re still BFFs! So why do I feel so sad? This sickness in my stomach feels like my sub-conscious playing out Netty’s tragedy. Her almost-rape. Chloe coming to her rescue where I couldn’t. That Netty was so starved for love she thought she had to go lesbian to find safety, sincerity, generosity…it touches this raw thing inside me and I want to cry for her. And Chloe.


    Poor Chloe.


    She’s about to lose Netty and it’s my fault for being a bad friend. It’s those asshole boys’ faults for being pervs. It’s Netty’s father’s fault for being a thieving Russian bull and not really being a good male role-model. Or not. I don’t know. Maybe this is all of our fates. Or God’s will. Or some rotten twist of circumstance. Or maybe this is all just about stupid boys.


    Those evil, lovely creatures!


    How can they hold such sway over us, and destroy us at the same time? Is this what I have to look forward to? Being taken advantage of? Being used? Or will I find a good one? Then it occurs to me: maybe girls are the same as boys and maybe me being the way I am and acting the way I’ve been acting, maybe I’m inadvertently starting to become one of the bad ones.


    The thought troubles me.


    I should be a better person, not lead people like Brayden and Jacob on the way I’ve been doing. It’s not fair to them. It’s not fair to Damien. Hell, it’s not fair to me either! I mean, my brain can’t decide on a boy, and my heart is desperate and clamoring for love, but my inability to pick one and stay the course feels like so many moments of weakness all laced together in a series of never-ending screw ups.


    Fortunately, the closer I get to the plastic surgeon’s office, the more my thoughts shift from Chloe, Netty and my countless shortcomings and insecurities to Brayden. My friend. I start to worry for him. I’m wondering if I should’ve stayed, if his surgeries went well, if he’s even awake. Then I wonder if he’s done yet, and if he’s in pain.


    I hope it’s not bad.


    Back at the plastic surgery center, the nurse tells me Brayden is almost done. Three hours from the first cut, the nurse helps him into the waiting room. He’s walking on shaky legs, and not smiling. I can see he’s drugged, and still numb. His expression is so flat and dead his face could be a corpse. The nurse leaves him in my care, and I can’t help but react.


    My whole body hurts looking at him.


    He’s got a splint taped to his nose, and lots of white tape on his chin to hold his new implant in place. With those puffy eyes and that swollen nose, you’d think he was the victim of a hate crime. Or gang violence. He could be the poster child for spousal abuse if he was married to a gosh damn lunatic with daddy issues and blackout rage. Once he gets to me, he clings to me for life. He can barely lift his eyelids. Closed, those same eyelids look like half-plums the way they suffered all the slicing, tucking and stitching.


    I ask how he’s doing and all he can do is breathe loudly out of his mouth. It’s like a rabid dog. Or a monster. Something from a budget-conscious creature-feature.


    The surgeon says he has packing stuffed in both sides of his nose. That can’t feel good! Still, however bad it looks right now, the doctor says it’s going to look worse.


    “In two days, he’s going to look like he’s been kicked in the face by a pack of mules,” is what the doctor says. “Keep a cold compress near, and also, have a couple of bags of peas in the freezer.”


    We head to the nearest pharmacy. I help Brayden get his pain pills, because regular Ibuprofen will thin his blood and cause bleeding in his nose, and we can’t have that. When I get back into my S5, I’m expecting him to be asleep, but he’s not.


    All the way home Brayden’s eyes stay shut against the sunlight. He’s trying hard not to moan, but the sounds coming out of his mouth, it’s like a baby calf dying in my front seat.


    “Are you in pain?” I ask him. His answer sounds like “no,” but, I can’t be sure. The doctor said some people have bad reactions to the anesthesia post surgery. When we pull up to the house, he tries to get out of the car on his own, but ends up dropping to his knees and throwing up all over the lawn. It’s not chunks of food that come out. No, this is nasty yellowish bile. The kind of smoking hot lemon juice that could burn a hole through forged steel. I’m not sure I’ve ever felt as bad for someone as I’m feeling for Brayden right now. I try to make light of the situation.


    “I give you a new face and you puke all over my lawn? That’s the thanks I get?”


    His groan sounds a lot like, “Fug ew.”


    I laugh, knowing exactly what he means. I snake my arms under his armpits and lift him to his feet. It’s a tremendous effort. “C’mon, Sunshine, help me out here.”


    When he’s finally standing, I see he’s crying, but quietly. Like he’s trying to keep it a secret. Or like he doesn’t even know.


    “Go on and let those tears out, you big vagina.”


    He tries not to laugh.


    Inside, we head straight to the family room couch where I get him situated, his upper body properly elevated. Rebecca and my father are in the kitchen starring wordlessly. I want to tell them to help, but I wouldn’t know how they could help so I just say hello and get Brayden a cold compress. I drape it across his head; his body sags with relief. That horrible moaning finally stops.


    Beauty is pain.


    “It’s okay,” I say out loud, even though neither Rebecca nor my father have yet to say a single word. “The doctor said it will be like this.” I don’t know who I’m trying to reassure more, myself or them. “He said it’s almost always like this.”


    Okay, he didn’t say that last part, but they visibly relax when I lay out the lie. If only I could feel the same relief.


    “Do you want to swim?” Rebecca says. As exhausted as I am, a dip in the pool sounds like nine layers of heaven.


    “Hell, yes.”


    “Should I get Maggie?” she says.


    “She’s home?”


    “Came home early,” my father says. He’s got a half-finished beer in his hand. The way he’s standing, he reminds me of an overgrown teenager. But not in a terrible way. I’m starting to think of him as cool, unassuming, comfortable to be around.


    “Is she okay?” I ask. Rebecca and my father both shrug their shoulders. “Rebecca, will you get Maggie while I change? It’ll be good for her to relax a bit.”


    I’m getting into my cute two-piece swimsuit when I hear Rebecca scream.
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    All kinds of things pass through my brain. All kinds of awful scenarios. My mind is anticipating all the ways Rebecca might have gotten hurt. My body moves instantly, reactively, toward the sounds of the screaming. My father and I practically collide in the hallway.


    His face is like mine: fused with panic.


    The screaming is coming from deep inside Maggie’s room and now all my fears are for her. Me and my father both charge into the spare bedroom as Rebecca’s screaming turns to wailing.


    At the back end of the large guest room, in the master-sized bathroom, Rebecca is standing over the bathtub, her hands paralyzed before her face, like she wants to cover her eyes if only the horror of what she’s seeing hadn’t frozen them in place.


    “No,” I hear myself whisper, pleading mixed with dread. “No, no, no.” My body stops cold. My legs refuse to move me into the bathroom.


    My father pushes past me, heading for Rebecca. That’s when he sees Maggie; he reacts right away. Turning Rebecca’s head toward him, he’s trying to stop her from seeing whatever she’s seeing. He draws her face into his chest, hugging her. Whatever he saw, it’s left a terrible mark on his face.


    Rebecca is sobbing in his chest. She turns her face toward me, hitting me with a look that cuts right through me. Her eyes are tear-soaked and she’s shaking and bawling, the expression on her pale, beautiful face so wrought with pain and disbelief it’s easy to see she doesn’t know how to process it. These are no Hollywood tears. This is not the Hollywood version of pain or fear.


    Which can only mean the worst thing…


    Beside the bathtub, folded in a neat stack, are Maggie’s clothes. Blue jeans, shirt, underwear, socks. I don’t see her shoes. The stacked clothes by the bathtub, Maggie’s mother did the same thing. She left everything neatly folded by the bathtub right before she killed herself. It’s that memory that haunted Maggie most all these years.


    My body moves from the bedroom into the bathroom, where I can see everything. The tile floor is cold on my feet, yet the air is warm with an organic, metallic smell. That’s when I see her. Face-up in a bathtub of water so red it’s almost black. The moaning that boils out of my throat is a raw, visceral sound.


    A hand touches my shoulder. I shrug it off. Fall to my knees beside the tub. Waves of loss and shock and horror crash through me. Roll over me. Rearrange things inside me. Whole parts of me are instantly and permanently destroyed. Behind me a hard sniffle escapes my father’s mouth.


    I reach into the syrupy water, circle an arm under Maggie’s narrow shoulders, pull her close. My mouth keeps saying no, over and over and over again, as if the admission of denial will somehow help me un-see what I’m seeing, un-feel what I’m feeling, un-shed the tears now pouring hot from my eyes. She’s in my arms, cold and lifeless. Her body emptied of its soul.


    Naked, the bathwater so very, very red against her unnaturally white skin, her body is still mostly submerged in the water. She hangs limp in my arms, her head lolled backwards, bloody water dripping off her bleached-white chest, arms and shoulders. I pull her arm out of the water, lay it over her chest. That’s when I see her wrist. It’s razor-bladed open, the long, vertical slash parting the skin. The cut is so deep it looks trenched open. My eyes won’t stop seeing it.


    I can’t believe this is happening.


    But it is.


    Memories crowd my brain: the way she was so quiet and detached from everything when we first met in the cafeteria, how she’d fallen silent for so long on the drive home, how she looked lying in bed the other day, that horrible, beautiful song playing about how we were born to die.


    The world closed in on me when I first saw her in the tub, making me deaf, sucking everything but Maggie from my awareness. Now my awareness expands and I hear it playing softly, somewhere behind me: the song. It’s so sad and cutting. The music is spellbinding, like a drug, drawing me deeper and deeper into this abyss of agony.


    For a long moment, I’m consumed by it.


    I lower my head onto my friend’s chest, letting the words and the melody roll through me like tainted medication, leaving my brain fuzzy and my connection with the outside world impossibly thin.


    I can’t stop crying. My body won’t stop shaking.


    How can I still be human and know this kind of hurt? I pull Maggie even closer, my mouth making tortured sounds, my eyes blistering from the tears. Behind me, Rebecca is sobbing and my father is crying and on the tiny speakers coming from the other side of the bathroom, the singer, Lana Del Rey, is singing about once being lost and then found. Right now I feel so lost, so ruined, this agony so deep and caustic it has become its own destructive force.


    Why couldn’t I stop this from happening? She didn’t have to die. She shouldn’t have done this to herself!


    The song hits the second chorus, and I can’t take it anymore. I lift my head, then turn and level my eyes on the source of the music. Maggie’s iPod is on the vanity counter, the headphones unplugged, the speakers pumping out Maggie’s suicide song.


    “Shut that fucking thing off!” I half scream, half sob.


    My father obliges me.


    The silence carries with it a dark, weighted permanence. Moments later, I hear fumbling and bumping and I know it’s Brayden in his prescription drug state coming in to see what’s happening. I snug Maggie tighter. Maybe it’s because I want to protect her, or perhaps I’m trying to protect Brayden from seeing her like this.


    Maggie’s cold, clammy skin presses against mine, the mass of her wet hair laying damp and heavy on the back of my cradling arm. Her eyelids are open and her once gorgeous eyes look milky white, opaque.


    Brayden reacts to the scene with a gasp. The choking, blubbering sounds that push and pull from his throat plumb new depths within me. A new level of pain only heartbreak and the combined grief of others can elicit.


    If I could die right now to stop this horrible aching, I would. I would die this instant. But I can’t, and so some part of me wants someone to turn the song back on. Some part of me wants to be haunted, to hear the hypnotic resignation in Lana Del Rey’s voice because it matches exactly how I feel. Brayden goes to his knees next to me and holds me tight and I let him.


    He doesn’t even notice the blood running from his nostrils. It just doesn’t matter.


    My mind starts wondering, what pushed her over the edge? Visions of the text messages and the video the music producer sent to her fill my head and I think, it has to be him.


    He’s the one who pushed her to this.


    Different parts of me now roar to life. These are the more vindictive parts of me, parts of me that sizzle with rage. The son of a bitch practically made this happen! If not for his threats, his bullying, she might not be lying in this tub, in my arms. She might be alive. But she’s not and that motherfucker is.


    In my mind, this is a gross injustice I aim to remedy.


    “Call 9-11,” I hear myself say.
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    The police and medics arrive and I don’t want to let go of Maggie. They make me. Arms circle me, lift me away from her, but by now my head is spinning. Someone sedates me, a medic, and I let him.


    It works.


    When I wake up, I’m in bed and it’s after midnight and Rebecca is sound asleep beside me. Her arms are curled around my waist. The chaos in the house is over, but when I get up, Maggie’s gone, her bed empty. Grief moves through me like an ice storm. Or a million tiny hands creating misery so deep they feel like they’re pulling my bones apart. In the bathroom, I sink to my knees and vomit for the first time in what feels like awhile. Somehow it comforts me. I puke and I bawl, and then I puke some more. And then I curl up on the bathroom floor and somehow manage to fall back to sleep.




    Tying off the Loose Ends



1


    Jamison DuPont, now sixty-four, lamented on what he was now certain appeared to be the disintegration of the once illustrious Virginia Corporation. He had be trying Warwick Bundy’s phone for weeks now, but his charming, near-psychotic friend was not answering. No one knew where he was. Everyone was saying it was like he just vanished off the face of the earth.


    Jamison feared the worst. With Atticus having retired, Christine Kennedy now dead via the sidewalk swan dive, and Warwick no where to be found, only Tate Russell remained. Unfortunately, him being under forty, Tate seemed more intent on chasing tail and buying fast cars than keeping the Virginia Corporation from completely disintegrating.


    At first, Jamison thought he was being too dramatic. Perhaps everything was alright. But as the days wore on, he came to realize he never went this long without talking to Warwick. Even calls to his friend’s family weren’t returned. Then again, no one in the Bundy family cared much for Warwick. His proclivities toward violence were steep and noticeable, and for this, Warwick had become the proverbial black sheep.


    These being times of great conflict and concern, Jamison did what he always did: he walked his dogs, smoked his cigars, soaked his liver with overpriced whiskey. And of course, he contemplated his future. On a day like today, he certainly felt conflicted. And he most certainly had concerns.


    The Virginia Corporation was about health and youth; it was about quality of life. It was about immortality. Warwick often teased the group saying one of their greatest assets was nearly one hundred years old, yet he looked and acted forty. Warwick said the man was not always so fortunate, but a break in genetics and regeneration science restored his youth. For Jamison, this held so many possibilities.


    Unfortunately, Warwick never told the group who this man was, even though Jamison suspected Atticus knew exactly who this man was, and he’d eluded to it being someone on staff, perhaps Gerhard.


    Now, with Atticus gone and Warwick in the wind, Jamison was left to wonder what the course of his years might bring. He was so desperate to be young again. So desperate to leave his horrible wife.


    So positively desperate…


    Twice this morning he tried to call Tate, and twice the boy answered telling him he had “guests.” Although his guests sounded more like a pack of giggling girls than anyone respectable.


    “Do you think this company will survive without Warwick and Van Duyn?” he asked Tate.


    The kid simply said, “Warwick was a prick,” and that was that.


    Thinking about Tate surrounded by all those girls made him think of the women of his youth, and how he’d settled when it came time to choosing a wife. His wife—now a frumpy, silver haired hippopotamus—went on and on about the society pages of whatever publication she was reading, or charity fund raisers, or…whatever. The point being, she was so damn annoying he often thought of taking his own life right before her eyes just so she would know she’d driven him to it.


    He had to get out.


    Jamison slid on his walking shoes, gathered up the leashes and the dogs and ventured into the countryside for a long walk. Today, however, was a difficult day. The dogs were restless. They were pulling him, wreaking havoc on his knees and back, exhausting his dying lungs as he tried to keep up.


    “Slow down Dante!” he said, jerking the leash. Dante slowed, but Faust barely noticed. Faust was a hyper son of a bitch sometimes.


    Finally he got the dogs under control, and then he got his breath back. He heard the big engine a ways back. It was impossible in this kind of quiet to not hear everything. He stopped and hushed the dogs. They sat back, their mouths open and panting, their pink tongues heavy and wet and hanging out of their mouths.


    “Goddammit boys, shut up!” he snapped, looking half at his dogs, then half glancing over his shoulder. The dogs closed their mouths for a second, then opened them again and continued their boisterous panting.


    The countryside was a tall sea of green with a two-lane asphalt road cutting through the middle of it. He lived on two-hundred and eleven acres of lush countryside with a sprawling estate parked in the front five acres. Traffic moved slowly around these parts. Not fast like the motorist gunning their engine further up the road.


    He and his dogs moved to the shoulder of the road, his heart quickening to the increased sounds of the roaring motor. The driver was easily a half mile up the winding country road. Moments later the truck appeared. He wasn’t surprised to see a huge, lifted Dodge Ram with a brush-guard, a roll bar and four mounted lights; he was, however, shocked to see a woman in the driver’s seat.


    He felt himself go tense then relax.


    Then, at the last minute, the engine gave a mighty roar and the girl swung the wheel to the right, aiming the Ram truck directly at them. She ran over all of them before careening off the road, standing on the brakes and clipping a tree.
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    The one in charge of Autumn LeBeau’s body swung the wheel of the Dodge Ram right at DuPont and his skinny dogs, and when she plowed over the three of them, she only felt bad for the dogs. The truck crashed into the underbrush and dragged sideways against a huge tree, spinning the Ram a hundred and eighty degrees around. DuPont lay twenty yards ahead, pitched into a small bush, unmoving. The one in charge of Autumn’s body had no severe injuries to show for it.


    When her mind got right, the one in charge of Autumn’s body—the Delta alter—climbed out of the truck, trudged into the low forest and examined DuPont’s body. He lie on his back, things punctured and broken, blood trailing from his nose, mouth and ears. He was barely coherent.


    His eyes skittered around in their sockets awhile before finding her. He tried to focus, but the strength just wasn’t there.


    “Monarch Enterprises sends their regards,” her mouth said. DuPont coughed up a dollop of blood; it arced from his mouth and plopped in a splat of red on his neck. His nose continued to gush. He couldn’t keep his eyes open so well anymore. The one in charge of Autumn watched the old man fade, seemingly without a thought in her head.


    “Will you just die already?” her mouth finally said.


    DuPont’s eyes fluttered a few more times, then they closed and his chest stopped rising and fell one last time. The one in charge of Autumn’s body turned and trudged up the gentle slope to the dogs. One dog was dead, the other was still breathing. She felt bad for it. With a single, mighty stomp to the head, she ended the bony animal’s misery.
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    One day after the murder of Jamison DuPont, the one in charge of Autumn’s body watched Tate Russell drive into his gated neighborhood with two attractive blondes in his S-Class Benz. The likelihood that either of these two girls was more than twenty years old was slim.


    Autumn’s body couldn’t just follow him in and kill him. Not in Beverly Hills. The thing about living on Mulholland Drive is when you live in an exclusive neighborhood, there are always celebrities, so there’s always a gated entrance and extra security.


    The one in charge of Autumn’s body waited until it was dark outside. She waited until well past eleven o’clock.


    Autumn’s hand concealed her Heckler and Koch .45 equipped with the new AAC Evolution .45 sound suppressor. She drove up to the gate. With a big smile and a shirt that was severely low cut and exposing the tops of her areola, she was sure the guard wouldn’t turn her away right away. There were, however, two guards. The one with ogling eyes took a round from the H&K straight to the face. He dropped like a sack of potatoes.


    She aimed her pistol through the window and shot the second guy in the shoulder as he was diving for cover. The one in charge of Autumn’s body got out of the car, kicked the guard-shack door off its hinges, then fired a single shot point-blank through the second man’s head. The one in charge of Autumn’s body didn’t feel an ounce of remorse, because that’s how she was programmed.


    To kill…


    ….and feel nothing.


    She dragged the first body inside the shack, then stuffed both corpses under their respective desks. She checked her watch: 11:36 pm. Perfect. The killer in Autumn’s body hurried back to the rented Ford 500 sedan and drove straight to Tate’s hillside estate.


    She pulled up to his house, went around back to gain entry from the rear, and found him sitting poolside, then entire backyard illuminated in a dazzling, near midnight scene. Music was playing and both blondes were topless. One of the girls was in the pool. The other was stretched out on a poolside recliner. The air outside was warm with a light, sensual breeze even she found delightful.


    Autumn shot the girls first, then turned the gun on Tate. He was already sprinting into the house. She missed the next two shots, smashing but not shattering the large indoor/outdoor glass sliders. She ran after him, passing the dead girl on the recliner. She put one more shot into the pretty girl’s forehead, just in case.


    Inside the house, she couldn’t find him. The estate was enormous. He could be anywhere. The one in charge of Autumn had been trained to clear a house before. The assassin inside her relied on said training as she moved from room-to-room, clearing the house, tracking her prey.


    Upstairs, in what looked to be a guest bedroom, the eyes found him. The way the mind could slow an unfolding situation of impossibly high tension almost to a standstill surprised the one in charge of Autumn. But there he was, standing there in his bathing suit. The eyes saw the shotgun in his hands. Saw it aimed right at her. The eyes even registered the flash of orange fire.


    And then…nothing.
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    Tate picked up the phone and dialed Jamison DuPont. The woman who answered had obviously been crying.


    “I need to speak to Jamison,” he said, business-like in spite of the overwhelming sense of panic. No one had ever tried to kill him before.


    “He’s gone,” the woman blubbered. Tate couldn’t help thinking, he finally ditched that bag of wrinkles. Good for him.


    “When do you expect him back?” Tate asked, looking down at the dead girl. She was beautiful, he thought. Her face must have been lovely before he blew it off just moments ago.


    “Never,” she cried. “He was…hit by a…truck. On a walk. The dogs, too.”


    Fresh panic tore through him. He thought, someone’s taking us out. The Virginia Corporation. Wiped out. He didn’t remember dropping the phone. Didn’t remember if he even asked if Jamison was officially dead.


    All he knew was he was kneeling over a corpse. Studying her. Trying to understand the woman who killed his dates. And Jamison. He suddenly snapped into awareness. Standing with purpose, Tate went to his garage, rifled through the cabinets. Moments later he returned with the portable black-light.


    He stared at the girl—really just an in-tact body with a punctured cantaloupe for a head. After adequate appraisal, he went back downstairs and returned with several black bags, a handful of zip-ties and a pair of scissors.


    He slid a large, clear plastic bag over the girl’s ruined head, held it in place with a daisy-chain of interconnected zip-ties. It was a bloody affair. The carpet and walls were definitely ruined. Of course, the more prudent part of him thought there was no reason to make matters worse.


    With the scissors, he cut the girl’s clothes off. He then flipped off the lights, immersing them in perfect darkness. He clicked on the black light and ran it over the girl’s body. The purplish light lit the shoulders and clavicles, the breasts, the belly button, the pubis and the legs.


    Nothing.


    He ran the black light up and down the body again, including the sides. Satisfied, he rolled the body over. He ran the wand of light up the calves, thighs and buttocks, and that’s where he found it: the glow-in-the-dark Monarch butterfly. Tattooed squarely on the left butt cheek.


    He sat back, blew out a breath and felt himself getting both pissed off and scared. The audacity of those bastards! The gall!


    After that, he got to work. He had three bodies to dispose of. Three corpses he would eventually have to answer for, or at least lie about if he didn’t get things right.


    Or he could call it in to the authorities and take his chances with the legal system.


    In his house were three dead girls, two of whom he’d recently had sex with. One of whom he had shot in the face with a shotgun. No matter the spin, it wouldn’t look good, because, really, who in the hell survives that kind of thing? Especially with the media getting so many people whipped into a frenzy over guns? This shotgun saved his life. It also took a life. Wasn’t that how it was supposed to be?


    He picked up the phone. Put it down. What was he going to do? He picked it up and dialed the emergency number. The man answered sounding groggy.


    “Hello?” he said.


    “It’s me.”


    “Tate?” the voice said.


    “Yeah.”


    “Is this line secure?”


    “Jesus, man, I’m embarrassed that you asked.”


    “Have to be sure,” the man said with a deep yawn.


    “I know.”


    “Why are you calling?”


    “Monarch came after me tonight. A woman. I don’t know why, or really what to do.”


    “What?”


    Tate gave the man the blow-by-blow on the evening’s casualties. Then: “I shot her in the face with a shotgun. In the face!”


    “Jesus,” the man muttered


    “They might come after you next.”


    “They won’t.”


    “The bodies they found in Prague, I think they were Savannah’s and Warwick’s. The man, he was shot to death and soaked in acid and we still don’t know who did that.”


    “I think Gerhard did that.”


    “Jamison’s dead, too.”


    The man yawned, but not because he was bored. It was late and he sounded tired. He said, “You need to disappear.”


    “Like you?”


    “Like me.”


    The only reason Tate realized he was picking his nails was because he stopped at the suggestion that he disappear himself. Permanently. He wiped sweat from his brow and the back of the neck, then he said, “But I like me. I like this life I created.”


    “I did it, Tate, and it’s working out fine. Better than fine. A lot of people are doing this. Don’t be such a Neanderthal.”


    Tate never once considered this option. He never considered himself a candidate for the full makeover. For changing his face, his DNA, his life. He only focused on the life he made for himself and the hundreds of millions he could earn. As of that moment, he was worth one point two billion dollars and handsome. He was an eligible bachelor and he lived in Beverly Hills, on Mulholland Drive for heaven’s sake. All this before forty. Forget his ego, or materialism, or even the power his wealth-matched-with-his-youth had earned him. He was happy!


    “Be reasonable, Tate,” the man said. “You have three dead girls in your house. It doesn’t matter what the truth is. Your life is over. You will always live under a cloud of scrutiny and suspicion. You might even be arrested. Doing things my way, what have you got to lose?”


    “Uh, I don’t know, my entire life? This fortune I’ve amassed?” He seethed for but a moment before his body went deathly still. The truth had teeth. He was done. Done with this life, this house, his good name.


    Pulling himself together, Tate apologized and said, “Can you get in touch with Gerhard?”


    “Gerhard is in Canada tending to a separate issue.”


    “You’re still plugged in?”


    “Barely. You’re one of less than a handful of people who have this number.”


    “Can’t you call him?”


    “I don’t want to call him. If you knew him, if you knew his real history, you’d force yourself to forget there was ever such a creature as Wolfgang Gerhard.”


    “So you turned out alright?” he said, switching subjects. “Because I never considered this for myself. Never even tried the idea on.”


    The man laughed gently and Tate felt himself relax. “I turned out better than alright. I don’t even look my age.”


    “Can I ask you a question?” Tate said.


    “Isn’t that what you’ve been doing?” he mused.


    “That wasn’t Savannah who died, was it? In Prague? That was someone else, right?”


    “Savannah’s safe.”


    “Atticus?”


    “Yes?”


    “What am I going to do?”


    “First, I think you should get this situation under control. Then, and I may regret this later, I think we should talk about the future of the Virginia Corporation.”


    “What? Are you serious? All you ever talked about was getting out. Now that you’re out, what—you want back in?”


    “I got out because of Warwick, because my daughter was finally who she was supposed to be, because I was old before my time and exhausted and I wanted to be…better. Younger. I am no longer Atticus Van Duyn. He’s dead. Just like you. Get the treatments, Tate. Then get back in touch with me. Okay?”


    “I’ve never gotten rid of a body before,” Tate said, desperate for direction.


    “Dispose of them.”


    “How?”


    “I don’t know how. I’ve never done it before either.”


    He groaned audibly, purposely avoiding looking at the dead assassin.


    “You’re smart, Tate. Figure it out, then get on a plane to New York and leave your life behind. All of it. And forget Gerhard.”


    “What about the money?”


    “How liquid are you?”


    “In my accounts?”


    “Yes. And in safety deposit boxes.”


    “Three, maybe four hundred thousand liquid. Three million between four safety deposit boxes.”


    “You’ll have to slum it for awhile, but you won’t be you, so you won’t have anyone to impress.”


    He blew out a weighted sigh. “That’s true.”


    “Get rid of the bodies, get on a plane to New York right away, use offshore accounts to pay for the procedure. That’ll make it harder to trace, if it ever comes to that.”


    Picking his nails again, now looking at the dead girl on the floor and thinking of the two dead girls outside, he weighed his options. Finally he said, “Okay, I’ll do it. But we have to do something when we restart the company.”


    “What’s that?”


    “I want to drive Monarch Enterprises into the ground.”


    “Won’t happen,” Atticus said, matter-of-fact.


    He felt his temper flare. “They tried to kill me tonight! And I think they killed Jamison!”


    “Monarch Enterprises is a necessary evil.”


    In a softer, more poignant tone geared for impact, he said, “Atticus, Warwick used them to try killing your daughter.”


    “Certain members were scared of her,” Atticus said, just as soft. “They were scared of me. We just left everything behind and disappeared.”


    “They’re still scared, I think. I mean, they have to be. They have to be more scared than ever to try to pull this shit, right?”


    “Again, a necessary evil, Tate. We will tolerate them because we’ll need them. They’ll need us, too, they just don’t realize it yet.”


    “You don’t have to do this, Atticus. Revive the corporation, I mean.”


    “Retirement is a freaking snooze,” he said. “Seriously. And all the ideas I have, well, I need a team of researchers to see them through. I need Gerhard. And someone like you, someone trustworthy. Someone halfway sane. But mostly, I’ll need human test subjects and that’s the most difficult thing in the world to attain. Which is why we’ll need Monarch. Besides, we won’t call ourselves the Virginia Corporation and they won’t know we’re who we are. We’ll be new to them. Fresh clients.”


    After a long pause, he said, “I’ve got to get this handled. I’ll be in touch by summer’s end.”


    “Oh, and Tate?”


    “Yeah?”


    “Don’t Google ‘How to get rid of dead bodies.’ They track everything, you know. Every word search. Every keystroke. Everything.”


    Tate spit out a fingernail he didn’t remember biting off. For as smart as he was, he felt awfully stupid in this situation. Like a downy at a software convention. Plus, he knew none of it had really hit home yet. The murdered girls. The attempt on his life. The killing of the Monarch assassin. His entire life having to be erased. His face and body, his very existence…all scrubbed clean.


    How am I expected to do this? Tate thought. One step at a time, he reminded himself. Just let it all go. “Okay,” he finally said, relenting.


    Okay.




    The Rectangular Hole



1


    I sleep the entire next day. And I cry. I cry so much the skin around my eyes gets dry and starts to crack. Even my eyeballs are spent. I know for certain they’re bloodshot, but even worse, they feel grainy, like they’ve been rolled in sand and pushed back into my head.


    So I sleep some more.


    Around seven o’clock that night, Blake calls. Maggie’s rotten step-sister. She’s half talking, half sobbing.


    She just found out.


    Deep down I resent Blake. Everything she stands for makes me sick to my stomach. I grew to hate her last year for varying reasons, but mostly, my hostility towards her stemmed from her cruelty to Maggie. When she played the unpolished, pitchy demo version of Maggie’s new song over the intercom the first day of school for everyone to laugh at, it did something to Maggie she never recovered from. Maggie being dead now, and Blake looking for answers on the phone, I can’t help but want to return that cruelty in spades.


    Instead I talk about Maggie’s last days, her mood swings, the depression she couldn’t shake. Out of respect for Maggie, however, I avoid talking about the rape spearheading her singing career, and the impact this horrific injustice had on her.


    Throughout the entire conversation, I’m wondering why I’m even talking to Blake, but I realize I’m only talking to her because I need to talk about Maggie, and right now she’s the one listening. For me, talking about things sometimes helps me figure them out. Then, to my surprise, she levels me with the question: “It was the songs I played in the cafeteria, wasn’t it? This was my fault.”


    When I tazed Blake last semester and she was laid out on the ground frothing at the mouth, stiff as a board, there were malicious parts of me overflowing with joy. I took great pride in my vengeance. It almost scared me how much I enjoyed it. Now parts of me feel sorry for the girl.


    “Be honest,” she says.


    I close my eyes and lay back in bed. When it comes to why a person kills themselves, there are no easy answers. It’s usually one traumatic event that pushes them over the edge, but it’s never just one thing. It’s many things stacked together over time that add up to entirely too much pressure or pain for a person to handle, so me telling Blake it was her fault just wouldn’t be fair.


    “There’s more to it than that, Blake.”


    “But that was part of it, wasn’t it?” she says. Her voice is all wobbly. She’s almost crying again, half waiting to bawl. The part of me that attacked her last semester wants to tear her in half for what she did. I want to make her to suffer. To accept the blame. To jam this lesson down her tender little throat.


    So I don’t deny these parts of me.


    “Yes,” I say unflinchingly. “What you did to her, it contributed massively to her killing herself.”


    The sobbing comes on fast. I stay on the line. I savor her every tear, and then she says, “You’re a bitch,” and I still stay on the line. Because right now, maybe I’m just wrecked enough inside for her to be right.


    More and more, I’m becoming something I don’t want to be. Yet it feels good, right. Perhaps a bit liberating. All my life I have been small and insignificant, timid to a fault. Not now, I decide. Not anymore.


    “There is more to it than that, though,” I say, trying to let her off the hook a little. I may be inflicting unnecessary cruelty, but when it comes to me being a shitty person, the truth is, I can’t really sustain. “When Maggie was young, her mother folded her clothes by the bathtub, stepped into the water, then slit her wrist and bled out. Maggie found her that way. And that’s how we found Maggie. In a tub of her own blood with her clothes neatly folded on the floor. This is not all because of you.”


    In an almost embarrassed tone, her voice still unsteady and teeming with pain, Blake says, “I didn’t know…about her mother.”


    “Her mother was a singer, too. Did you know that?”


    “Her father said she put out a few albums.”


    “Her only connection to her mother was through singing. So she sang. Maggie said when she sang, she could hear her mother’s voice in her own, and it made her feel close. Her voice held the last good memories she had of her mother and you made fun of her in front of all of her peers. You took something you shouldn’t have taken, something sacred—her life line—and you turned it against her.”


    She starts crying again, and I take grim satisfaction in her suffering. I realize I want her to hurt like this, that sometimes it feels good kicking the dog. After all, someone should bear responsibility for Maggie’s pain.


    “I don’t know why I did it,” she says. “She was never mean to me, she was just…better than me. Nicer.”


    Hearing her say this, knowing Maggie never did anything to her and Blake hurt her anyway, flips some switch in my mind. Instantly, my mood darkens. I’m so mad, it’s like my tampon’s in sideways.


    “You did it because you’re the bitch, Blake. You’re a selfish, spoiled twat who hurts others and doesn’t know why. Her death is your cross to bear and I hope it breaks your fucking back.”


    Naturally, I’m not on my best behavior. The thought of censoring myself, right now, honestly, it just seems so pointless.


    She starts to say something crass, but my heart aches too much and my ears won’t take it. I hang up the phone. When it rings again and I see from the caller ID that it’s her, I shut it off.


    I power down completely.


    I lay in bed for awhile, then I get up, storm into the living room where my father is watching television and say, “How did Blake get my phone number?”


    Startled, he looks up and says, “When I called to tell Blake’s father about Maggie, he said you and Blake were friends. He asked if it would be okay for Blake to call. So I gave him your number.”


    “Blake and I are not friends and I don’t appreciate you giving out my number to strangers.”


    “I’m sorry,” he says, taken aback. “I didn’t know.”


    “Well now you do.”
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    Two days after her death and three days before the funeral, I discover why Maggie really killed herself. I slept in her bedroom the previous night because I was desperate to be near her. To smell her smells. To somehow stay connected to her.


    Even now I don’t want to leave because leaving the reminders of her make me feel like I will forget her altogether, and I can’t bring myself to do that.


    Around nine-thirty, her cell phone starts vibrating. It won’t stop. Rolling over, groggy and still swimming in a fog of grief, I check the number. It’s the studio. Up until this point I ignored the phones, especially hers, which vibrated quite a few times.


    Turning away from the bright morning sun penetrating the window and igniting parts of this otherwise dark room, I answer the phone. A very masculine voice on the other end of the line says, “Who is this?” and I tell him I’m a friend of Maggie’s. It kills me to even speak her name right now. I can barely do it without breaking down.


    “Where is she?” the man asks, business-like, clearly annoyed.


    “First off,” I say, “you’re being very rude. Second, I don’t even know who you are so why should I tell you anything?”


    “I’m Joel. The recording studio’s manager.”


    What is it with these people in the music industry anyway? “So?” At this point, my anger has me fully awake and bristling.


    “So Maggie is supposed to be here.”


    “She won’t be in.”


    He heaves a sigh and says, “Demetrius was a real prick to her, but I suppose you already know that. Still, she’s under contract and he’s blowing up my phone, so tell her to put on her big girl panties and get her ass in here. She has an album to record.”


    “Demetrius?” I question. Ah yes, the high-powered rapist from Santa Monica. The f*ck-face music executive. “He was there?”


    “The other day.” Now his tone is softening. I think he just needed to reach someone, to get through. Some people hate it when their calls go unanswered. It makes them crazy. Margaret is like that.


    “He was at the studio,” I say, making a statement, demanding confirmation.


    “Apparently he’s big on surprise visits.”


    “I couldn’t understand why she was so upset,” I say, barely hanging on. “Now it makes sense.” Tears shrink wrap my eyes. I feel a powerful trembling building deep inside me. It’s working its way up through my body the same way earthquakes make their way up through the earth’s crust and destroy everything on the surface.


    “He ridiculed her singing, called her nasally. He said with singing like hers the label would be out of business in no time flat.”


    “Why would he say such a thing?” I ask, now barely able to keep the emotion from my voice. But I know the answer already. He’s a bully who takes whatever he wants and brutalizes whomever he needs to in the process.


    “I think the label is hurting for money or something because he’s been on me every day to make sure she’s recording. They’re still a start-up, you know.”


    “What was the last thing he said to her?”


    “Where is she? Is everything okay?” he asks, sparks of concern replacing the more aggressive pitch in his voice.


    “What exactly did he say? And please don’t paraphrase. I need to know.”


    “You really want to know?” he asks.


    “I do.”


    “He said he fucked up by signing her. That she’d be lucky if he didn’t personally end her career sounding the way she did. He was really rough on her. Too rough.”


    “Did she really sound that bad?” I ask.


    “She sounded amazing up until the moment he arrived. I even told him so, but he turned on me, too. The guy isn’t human.”


    Joel sounds like a good guy, so I level with him. “The reason she’s not coming in,” I say, the tremors now finding their way into my voice, “is because she killed herself two days ago.” My tears finally boil over, and I can’t keep the hurt a secret any longer.


    “No,” he says, the word falling out like a whisper.


    “The funeral is in three days.”


    “Please tell me you’re kidding,” he says.


    The tremors inside me hit the surface. My soul is so full of fire and grief right now I feel like spewing hatred all over everyone, even innocents like Joel.


    “No I’m not kidding!”


    “Jesus freaking Christ,” he says, his tone tempered with sadness. He almost ignores my tantrum, and subconsciously I’m grateful.


    “You be sure to let Demetrius know I’m making good on my word.”


    “What’s your name?” he asks.


    “Just tell him I’m the bitch who texted him with Maggie’s phone. You make sure you tell him I’m coming for him.” The fight in me, it’s roaring back. This fight in me, my male DNA, it’s like the worst emotional roller coaster ever.


    “Uh, okay.”


    He’s about to say something when I hang up. I’m getting good at ending phone calls rudely for maximum effect. I’ll call later with the time and directions to the funeral. As for now, all this hostility bottled up inside of me, it has to go somewhere.


    I crawl out of bed, pull my crazy hair into a ponytail and head to the pool house where Brayden is in bed. He’s wide awake and looking much better. I sit on the edge of the mattress, beside him, and I take his hand into mine. The swelling around his eyes and nose has diminished significantly. The blood drain-off under each eye looks like the world’s nastiest bruising. This, the doctor told us, is a good sign.


    “I need something from you,” I say.


    “When?”


    “Now.”


    He shifts position, sitting up. He lets go of my hand to balance himself. Where his hair was once buzzed pretty tight, it’s now growing back. He looks hard, but in a sexy sort of bad-boy way. His nose and chin are perfect. The way these minor adjustments have changed his face, making him hot in his own special way, I find myself drawn to him. Even though he’s smiling, he winces at the slightest movement.


    “Head still hurt?” I say.


    “My nose is stuffed, and yeah, my head feels split in two. So what exactly do you need?”


    “A gun.”


    “Again?”


    “Yes. Not a sissy’s gun like the last one—”


    “I seem to recall the last one saving your life,” he says. He’s right, it did save my life. He starts rubbing his temples. The smile is gone.


    “This one needs to inflict maximum damage. But it needs to be quiet, too.”


    “You need a .45,” he says. “And a sound suppressor if you want it quiet, although it might effect your aim because of the extra weight.”


    I have a feeling he knows who the gun is for, and the fact that he’s not warning me off makes me wonder if he’s thinking the exact same thing.


    When he learned about Maggie’s rape, he said he felt sick to his stomach. He said people like that shouldn’t be allowed to live. Maggie’s death hit him hard, too. Maybe as hard as me, although he’s good at keeping everything inside. I’m not.


    “How soon until you can get a hold of one?”


    “Give me the phone and some privacy, and I might be able to get you one today, or tomorrow at the latest. How much cash have you got on you?”


    “A couple of thousand, if needed.”


    “You’ll need it.”


    “Oh, and if you’re up to it, and—sorry to sound so demanding—I will need you to run down the billing address used for this cell number.” I hand him Maggie’s cell phone with the text message thread sent to her by Demetrius. I point to Demetrius’s number. “Can you do that?”


    “Is that his number?”


    “Yes.”


    “What are you going to do?” he finally says.


    “You know what I’m going to do.” This is the point where I expect him to talk me off the ledge, to suggest alternative methods of serving justice. Like taking the video and all the text message threats to the authorities. Or the press.


    Instead, he says, “There are twenty-five possible mistakes everyone makes when committing a capital crime. If you’re going to murder this prick, you’d best figure out how to make as few of these mistakes as possible.”


    “Okay,” I say, stretching out the word because I didn’t expect this kind of a response.


    “Oh, and when you go, I’m driving.”


    “No. I’ll do this alone. I don’t want you at risk.”


    “You don’t seem to understand, Abby, this is non-negotiable.”
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    Dressing up for a funeral is every bit as depressing as it sounds. I would rather be in car accidents. Or swallowed up by a tornado. Brayden asks me to put cover-up over his bruises and without a moment’s consideration, I turn and start on the dark circles under his eyes. After a few minutes I tell him I’m done, then I get back to work on my own tired face.


    I don’t bother with breakfast. Don’t bother with pleasantries. We’re going in a couple of cars and Margaret’s joining us, so all in all, I’m basically ignoring everyone as a front to keep from losing it all over the place.


    The minute Margaret shows up in her Bentley, she and my father get all cordial and supportive and it makes me sick. In moments like this, I wish Netty could have come with me. She would have offered, but I haven’t told her yet because I can’t. Right now I’m harboring all this pain for myself.


    “Let’s go,” I finally blurt out. I breeze past Margaret, out the front door, then get in my S5 and put on some music. Metallica for my inner guy. Then later Avril Lavigne because she makes me feel like it’s okay to be a bitch.


    Sacramento, here we come, I think to myself.


    Maggie’s father, Buford Jaynes, owns one of the largest waste management firms in the nation on the outskirts of Sacramento, California, so naturally he wanted her laid to rest in their home town. I’m certain he will bury Maggie next to his wife.


    We run into very little traffic and arrive at the funeral home in Sacramento right on time. Inside, I find myself trying to hide. I don’t want to talk to these people. I don’t want to share my grief, or answer difficult questions, or have to force a smile. Chances are, the minute I even think about Maggie being gone, I’m going to turn into a blubbering mess.


    At this point, I haven’t even ventured inside the main chapel. If I see her laying in the casket, her hands crossed over her chest, her eyes sewn shut, her body prepped for an eternity in the dirt…I just don’t think I’m brave enough for that yet.


    The one saving grace is that I have the people I love close to me: Brayden, Rebecca, my father and—Jesus strike me down for me hypocrisy—Margaret. She said she wanted to be with me to show her support and love, and for a second there, I actually believed her. She can be convincing when she needs to, just as any addict can. It’s a survival mechanism.


    Me and the monster still haven’t spoken about the douchebag writer, and the way it looks, I might be able to avoid that dreaded conversation altogether. Especially now. Having your best friend die trumps having your mother’s boyfriend hitting on you any day of the week.


    Then, to my steep and utter surprise, I lock eyes with Professor Teller (just Jake), who’s making his way toward me through the gathering of mourners. First rule of going to funerals: don’t lust after the guests. Crap, too late.


    Damn he looks good!


    He pulls me into a hug and just having the warmth and strength of his body pressed into mine both settles me and makes me nervous.


    How can I forget his office after class last semester? The intense need, that sensuous kiss, his eyes on my bare chest. We almost got in the worst trouble ever by nearly hooking up. In the seconds that I first see him, before he can speak my name or even utter a single word, I’m once again overcome with desire. And regret. The way my emotions are, I feel conflicted. Vulnerable. Not being with him could very well have been my worst mistake ever. Looking at him now, I should’ve gone for it. But I didn’t. Was I a fool for choosing my head instead of my heart? Maybe. The way he looks—black suit, black shirt, black tie—my heart aches for him all over again.


    He says my name and it leaves his mouth like warm honey with a hint of bourbon: “Abby.”


    The very tenor of his voice makes me shiver, which I think is totally inappropriate. In fact, I actually hate what’s happening to me. This sexual vulnerability, it’s got me feeling out of control. My God, I’m so freaking soaked for this guy right now!


    “Hello, Professor Teller,” I manage to say.


    “Jake,” he corrects with a sad smile.


    “I know your name,” I say, letting a little ice into my voice. Snarkiness and brooding are my only defenses at this point.


    “Are you okay?” he says.


    “No,” I whisper, leaning close so other people won’t hear me. “She killed herself in my guest bathroom. My…niece…found her.”


    Until now, I wasn’t sure how to introduce Rebecca. Apparently she’s going to be my niece. It seems as good as any other idea I’ve had this week.


    Thinking of Rebecca and how destroyed she was finding Maggie, it makes my heart ache. Like I swept this poor girl into a world she barely understands only to show her how much the soul can hurt. If ever she was a clone, this would be a perfect lesson in humanity. Tears stand poised in my broken eyes, boiling over and ready to fall, ready to drain even more strength from me. Instead of deepening his hug, Jake puts his hand on my shoulder and leads me into the chapel and into a seat. He collects a box of Kleenex, hands me a tissue. I think that’s so sweet.


    Would Brayden have done something so nurturing? Or Damien? Probably not. Brayden and Damien are boys, whereas Jake is a man, a fact that isn’t lost on me.


    Speaking of Damien…


    He breezes into the funeral home only seconds after I’ve dabbed my eyes, looking as gorgeous and as ruined as ever. He’s searching for someone, for me perhaps. I stand and go to him and suddenly I’m drawn into his arms and he’s crying and I’m crying and it’s all one big mess. He and Maggie were close, like boyfriend/girlfriend close. I never really got the full story on them; now I’m more curious than ever. Not that I have the stones to ask. Rule number one when first dating: when you want a boy for yourself, try not to ask about ex-girlfriends.


    A few minutes later, Blake, her mother and Maggie’s father arrive. They look unified. Shell-shocked. Morose. Blake won’t even spare me a glance. I don’t blame her. The way I heaped so much guilt on those narrow shoulders of hers, who could blame her?


    “Give me a second,” I tell Damien. He looks at me like I’m crazy, just leaving him like this. Discretely he wipes his eyes.


    Buford Jaynes and I have never formally met. He’s an imposing man in both height and muscle tone. The look on his weather-beaten face bears the kind of expression you’d find on a lumberjack, or a seasoned mob boss. Stone cold. Calculating. Like if he wanted, he could turn those dark, deep set eyes on you, and the look alone would tunnel through you like rusty barbed wire.


    A mogul in the waste management industry, Jaynes is the worst kind of man to cross. Maggie had me watch a YouTube “hidden-video” of him dressing down an employee for having shown up to work late and it was downright abusive. She loved her father, but she was also scared of him. And embarrassed. Now seeing him face-to-face, I see her point. I’m terrified of him. Of what he must think of me. Of what he must want to do to me. After all, he has no idea why his daughter killed herself, only that she did it in my house. For this, I owe him something. Acknowledgement at the very least.


    “I’m really sorry for your loss Mr. Jaynes,” I force myself to say. He looks at me for the first time and all the fear I expect to have melts away. His eyes grow big and watery, and looking closer, they are as red and defeated as mine. He’s clean shaven, and even though he’s at least six foot five and stacked with muscle, the pillar of a man looks lost, and vulnerable. I don’t even look past him to Blake and her mother. I can’t.


    “You must be Abby,” he says. I nod. The reason he looks so solemn is he’s trying to hold it together. I see that now. “Never thought I’d have to do this twice.” He’s shaking his head like he still can’t believe it. First his wife, now his daughter. “Thank you for trying to cheer her up. She said she was really happy to be with you, although, to be perfectly honest, I’m sad to have missed my baby’s last days.”


    “Are you mad at me for that, Mr. Jaynes?”


    He looks at me with deep channels of confusion. Things pass through his eyes, old memories, perhaps, or sadness, and then he shakes his big head and says, “You cared about her enough to want to help her. Of course I’m not mad at you. I’m just sorry she did this to you.” Then in a more wounded tone, “To us.”


    The minute he says this, his chest jumps with a sob, and second by second I watch the man unravel. He’s fully crying and dammit, now I’m crying, too. This whole grieving process I wanted to not go through, I’m lady-balls deep in it and it’s so much worse than the internet said it would be. My face and heart hurt so bad I just want it over with. I want to be alone. He takes my hand and it swallows mine. I feel the roughness in his skin, and it’s sad.


    “Thank you,” he says, and I nod. I try not to think about how different things would be if he knew I was withholding the truth about Maggie’s suicide. At this point, I haven’t decided if it would be better or worse for him to know her reasons. Then again, I feel selfish because I want the pleasure of killing Demetrius myself. But shouldn’t something like that be a father’s vengeance?


    Deep down, I know it should. And I believe Buford would gut Demetrius like the pig that he is. Not that anyone would blame him.


    After a few parting words with Buford, I sit down between Rebecca and my father. I still refuse to look at the casket. Brayden sits next to Margaret at the end of our long wooden pew. Damien sits on the other side of the aisle with his father. I steal a look around in time to see Theresa Pritchard taking a seat in back. Alone. No Cameron O’Dell. No Julie Sanderson. These were two of Maggie’s closest friends and they’re not even here.


    Un-freaking-believable!


    Theresa, with her tanned face, her stunning green eyes and her dark, shoulder-length hair, she gives me the stink eye. Yes, it’s official, we still hate each other.


    She looks away; I look away.


    A moment later, the soft murmur of voices and bodies shifting in their seats has me and a few other people looking over my shoulder. Cicely Wright (a.k.a. Victoria Galloway) and Tempest Hill (a.k.a. Bridget Montgomery) have arrived. My friends. They’re almost late, but they’re here.


    Discretely I wave at them and they gift me with a pair of ceremonial smiles. The both look like Bloomingdale’s models in little black dresses. If ever there was a Funeral Collection of clothing, they would grace the cover of the magazine, they look that good.


    Cicely kisses me and Tempest hugs me hard then they find two seats nearby. The service begins. For a short time, the old guy who introduces himself as Pastor Tyler talks about the value and measure of life and how it relates to Maggie, and it’s actually a beautiful ceremony. Then, when he does a video presentation of Maggie’s life, I lose it. Everyone loses it.


    After the slide show, Pastor Tyler asks if anyone would like to say a few words about Maggie. I stand and head to the podium, emotionally blitzed and still refusing to look at Maggie.


    In my peripheral vision I see the lovely arrangement of white flowers, the titanium casket done so tastefully, the out-of-focus head at rest on what is most likely a satin pillow.


    Clearing my throat, I remove my notes from my pocket and start. “I want to read a short essay about grief and loss that was written by Rachael Naomi Remen in 1966.” My eyes look up. They find my friends, who smile, and Theresa who doesn’t. Then they land on Jake. He’s looking at me intently and something low in my stomach responds to his gaze. He gives me the kind of smile that would melt most normal girls, and from it I take a much needed boost of courage. Damien, however, doesn’t look too happy that I’m staring at our teacher.


    Good God, if only he knew…


    “‘Grieving allows us to heal, to remember with love rather than pain. It is a sorting process. One by one you let go of things that are gone and you mourn for them. One by one you take hold of the things that have become a part of who you are and build again.’”


    I put the paper away, still myself, and speak only from my heart.


    “Maggie was not my friend for very long, but I loved her as if we had known each other forever. I feel like I knew her well. Yet I feel like I never knew her at all. She was hopelessly lost, quietly and privately in pain all the time. You couldn’t know Maggie without knowing there was something deep inside her, a sadness, that was…irreparable. I wanted desperately to save her. To rid her of those things in her head and her heart that made smiling look like the world’s most trying emotion.


    “It didn’t take me long to realize that her smile, which was rare and stunning and heartbreaking sometimes to see, was taken from her long before I arrived. There is no relief from the loss of a loved one. Especially when they leave before their time. Maggie endured her mother’s passing, rather she survived her passing, but the way her mother went, it haunted Maggie. The way Maggie went, the same as her mother, it’s plain to see she never fully recovered.


    “She hated her mother for what she had done, yet she loved her immensely. She sang because her mother sang, because they sounded the same, because this was the only way to stay connected. This is how she loved her mother. Through song. But to people like Maggie, some wounds run so deep, they can never heal.


    “I miss you already, Maggie. I hope you’ve finally found peace.”


    This is when I look at the casket, at my friend, and it’s too much. Tears sting my eyes, my legs nearly fail me, and the inhale of breath sounds like fear, which can be the same as grief. Buford comes to my aid, taking my arm, steadying me, thanking me, saving me.


    His is a gesture of kindness, one I won’t forget.


    I can’t stop the sobbing that overtakes me, and this is the moment I feared so much, but when I look around, everyone else is sobbing, too. Even Jake—who, with a look, gave me the courage to speak without fully coming apart—has tears rolling down his lovely, perfect face.


    I forget to look at Damien.


    I never look at Blake.
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    After the wake, before leaving the chapel for graveside services, a reed of a man wearing a colorful yet tasteful suit, approaches me and right away my gaydar is going haywire. He doesn’t strike me as flamboyant as much as he’s using his colorful choice of fashion and a lot of foundation to let his freak-flag fly. Maybe it’s for this reason I am drawn to him. Being different was always my greatest burden, a burden I could never endure in private. This person can hide his sexuality, if he is in fact gay, but he chooses bravery over cowardice. I could never put myself out like him, and for a moment this makes me feel terribly weak. Like I could never measure up. He doesn’t even care that everyone is staring at him and part of me is so envious.


    “Abby,” he says, not sounding gay at all. His voice is deep, masculine. Familiar. He offers me his hand and I take it. “I’m Joel. From the recording studio. We spoke on the phone the other day.”


    “Yes,” I say. I don’t know why, but I give him a hug. The fact that he came all this way to be here makes me think the world of him. Also, I’m embarrassed at having yelled at him on the phone. “Thank you for coming.”


    “I’m sorry for the way I reacted,” he says. “I was…in shock, I suppose.”


    “I shouldn’t have hung up on you.”


    He waves it off like it was no big deal. “Demetrius is a mess over this whole thing.”


    “Demetrius can rot in hell for all I care.”


    “I only mentioned him to tell you I gave him your message.” Leaning in, dropping his voice to a hushed whisper, he says, “Whatever it is you’re coming after him for, when I told him what you said, he sobered up right away.”


    Inside, the biggest tremors ever stomp all over my heart. It’s started, I think to myself. This has officially started.


    “Thank you,” I say, keeping my voice low as well.


    He stands up straight again, smoothes out his jacket and more formally says, “Whatever you plan on doing to that man, I hope it hurts.”


    “I appreciate you coming, Joel.”


    He nods, the steadfast look on his face a ruse. It’s obvious he’s been crying, that for all of his strength and detachment, Maggie’s passing has somehow touched him as well. “I liked her,” he says. “There was something so tortured in her it became beautiful. I can’t explain it. All I know is we are going to miss her.”


    Cicely and Tempest can no longer wait. They both excuse themselves, cut in and give me a most needed girl-hug. We catch up quickly. I tell them I heard from Gerhard, that Georgia will be okay, and that I will provide the details as they come. The movement of the crowd eventually shifts and everyone makes their way out of the funeral home. Pallbearers lift Maggie’s casket from the stand; they’re taking it away, taking her away.


    Outside, everyone is preparing to leave for the cemetery, for graveside services. Damien offers to drive me. Margaret drove my father in her Bentley, and I drove Rebecca and Brayden in the S5, so really I don’t need a ride. I do have an extra seat, though.


    “We’ll follow you,” Cicely says. They’ve got a rental car that’s parked illegally because they were late getting in.


    “Okay,” I tell the girls. To Damien I say, “I have room for one more in the Audi. I can bring you back here after the services.”


    “Sure,” he says. “Thanks.”


    Any fool can see he likes me, and any fool can see I like that he wants to be around me. Brayden sits up front, making Damien pause. Did he think he was going to sit next to me? I know he wants to, but Brayden is territorial. I stifle a smile.


    “Go around the other side,” Brayden says.


    Damien shakes his head, then goes around the other side and crawls in back with Rebecca. Again I’m struck with the feeling of being a terrible person. I made out with Professor Teller, and both he and Brayden have seen me naked, and yet I’m wanting Damien, whom I kissed after kissing Jake. Plus there’s the whole Jacob affair that I don’t want to think anything about.


    What a slut, I think to myself. What a whore-a-saurus rex.


    My mind is a wash of lust and guilt and grief and hatred, and it sickens me. It’s a cesspool of everything wrong with me right now and it’s too much. But is it really that awful that I’m comparing my maybe-boyfriend to Jake and Jacob right now?


    Yes, I decide, it is.


    Just before leaving the parking lot, a lowered white Bentley with white and chrome rims and blacked out windows drives up, making Margaret’s stock Bentley look bush league by comparison. I pull up beside it and the driver rolls down the window, and holy shitballs, the driver looks exactly like Brittney Spears.


    “This is the wake, right?” she says. “For Maggie Jaynes?”


    “You knew her?” I hear myself say.


    “We met in Demetrius’s office a while back. She was one of the best singers he had ever seen. I wanted to be near her. To pay my respects.”


    Say what you want about Brittney, but to be so successful, to be so loved and tortured by the paparazzi, I think the girl is amazing. I should be in awe of her at this very moment—if this is her—but what I feel instead is an immense respect for her. That she’d come to Maggie’s funeral for the reasons she mentioned makes me appreciate her even more.


    “The wake is over, but if you follow me, we’re going to the cemetery to bury her.”


    She reaches out a bejeweled hand. From her car window to mine, I take it and say, “Abby Swann.” She then lets go of my hand. Strange. I roll up my window and follow the hearse to the cemetery.


    “I think that was Brittney Spears,” Brayden says. His face is like he’s seen a ghost.


    “I think so, too. But I’m still not sure. You know how famous people never look like they look on TV or in the movies.”


    “Can this day get any more surreal?” he says.


    “I’m still in shock.”


    “She looks older,” Rebecca says. “But still beautiful.”


    “She looks old to you,” I say. “But that’s because you haven’t seen her in almost ten years. And you’re right. She looks beautiful. But don’t get all star struck just yet because that might not be her.”


    No one says anything for awhile, and then Brayden says, “I want my hearse, Abby.”


    I almost forgot about that thing: the big black hearse that’s older than dirt, but in a cool, hipster kind of way. The very same hearse that so tastelessly says “I see dead people” on it. Maybe it’s not tasteless. Maybe it’s just funny. I don’t know. I guess your interpretation depends on who you are as a person.


    “You don’t think that’s inappropriate right now?” I say. I don’t really know why I said this. I guess I just wanted to put an end to the silence.


    “Most everything I do is inappropriate and self-serving. Besides, looking at Maggie’s hearse makes me really want mine.” Most people think of Brayden as brash, and rude. I’ve known him long enough to realize this is his way of coping with difficult things, so I forgive him the minute he opens his mouth.


    “You’re a freaking retard,” Damien says sharply. I remind myself these two are friends. “What kind of a jack-monkey drives a hearse?”


    “It’s here in Sacramento,” Brayden says to me, completely ignoring Damien. “In storage. If I’m going to live with you for the summer, I’ll need my own car.”


    Rebecca is staring at Damien. I think she’s in love with him, and this worries me a bit because maybe I’m in love with him, too. Or not. Maybe I’m just in love with the way he looks. Who wouldn’t be? He’s gorgeous.


    “One thing at a time,” I say, patting Brayden assuredly on the leg. “One thing at a time.”


    “So can we get it later?” he says. “After the funeral?”


    Jesus, he’s like a three year old begging for candy. “God, Brayden, yes,” I reply, certain my father will hate having that wickedly gothic rust-bucket parked out front. “As long as you promise to keep it clean.”
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    Standing before a six foot rectangular hole in the earth watching one of your best friends get lowered into it in a box is probably the most difficult thing a girl my age can bear. A somber understanding of how things can go wrong washes over me. The emotions that hit me now are not the ones I expected.


    Even though Cicely and Tempest are at my side, I can’t stop my mind from drifting elsewhere. Watching Buford Jaynes’s face, seeing the pain Maggie’s suicide is causing him, I can’t help feeling pissed off at Maggie’s mother. What kind of a selfish woman would leave her family like that? She had to have known there was a chance Maggie would find her. And Maggie? I barely want to admit this, especially now, but she was no better. She killed herself in my house knowing the kind of pain it would cause. To heap that misery and grief upon us, upon me, and most especially her father, is sinful.


    No, it’s unforgivable.


    “Did you know her well?” whispers the familiar voice. It doesn’t matter where you are or what the forum may be, Brittney Spears has a very distinct voice. You’d recognize it anywhere.


    “I did,” I say. For some reason, I’m not nervous around the pop-star. Maybe because there was a good chance it was just a Brittney copycat, of which there are so many. “She became one of my best friends.”


    Standing just a little behind me, the girl leans in close enough to my ear for me to actually feel her breath upon it. She smells…wealthy, uninhibited. I wonder if my friends are seeing this. Across the hole in the earth, Theresa Pritchard is seeing this, but pretending not to. Who knows what she will say when she leaves? I’m sure that bitch will post something on Facebook or Twitter, or perhaps even SocioSphere.


    I promise myself not to look.


    “The music industry changes you,” the girl in my ear whispers. “You give it everything, but it’s never enough. It demands more. Men like Demetrius, they swallow your soul for pennies on the dollar, then trade you in for a Christina Aguilera, a Selena Gomez, a Lady Gaga. Even if you succeed, they’ll eventually wash you out while signing the next big thing.”


    I listen to the pastor officiating the more formal services as he talks about forgiveness and being in the Lord’s embrace and finding peace. Looking right at Theresa who is looking right back at me with a frown, I whisper to the girl who might be Brittney, “Why are you telling me this?”


    “I just thought you should know,” she says softly, tenderly. “What she did to herself, it probably wasn’t her fault.”


    “She knew what she was doing,” I whisper. “Her mother killed herself the same way. Maggie knew what she was doing.”


    “Her mother was a singer, too. Think about it.”


    That’s all I’ve been thinking about. I’ve been wondering how many other singers were made to suffer a “right of passage” involving rape to get their career started. The rumors about Michael Jackson being taken to hotel rooms as a boy and used as a negotiation tool haunt me. The stories about powerful Hollywood archetypes sexually abusing child actors—stories told by people like Corey Feldman about him and the late Corey Haim—once you hear them, you can’t un-hear them. Marilyn Monroe once said, “Hollywood is a place where they’ll pay you thousands of dollars for a kiss and fifty cents for your soul.” Maybe it’s not just the music industry that’s upside down, perhaps it’s the entire entertainment industry. And what is this girl trying to say to me? Is she telling me something? Whatever the case, her words, her message, only solidify my plans to drive a stake through Demetrius’s heart.


    Because I need the strength of my friends, I take Tempest’s hand. She is closest to me, and she does not deny me this support. In fact, she seems to appreciate it.


    After the services are over, I turn to say good-bye to the maybe Brittney, but she’s gone. Cicely and Tempest and I talk as we’re heading toward our cars, but in the parking lot, Blake catches up to me and says, “I want to talk to you.” Her face is not friendly. Her tone is not kind. Theresa is a few feet behind her, glaring at me, saying nothing her dark eyes aren’t saying for her. Already I don’t like this. Then again, what’s a funeral without a fight?


    “What can I do for you, Blake?” I say. Cicely and Tempest have my back. Their presence fuels me.


    “That was bullshit what you said on the phone,” she snarls. “Then hanging up on me? You’re a coward.”


    My mind is mixed as to the appropriate response, so instead, I slap her across the face with all of the strength I have left. Better to stop her before she gets started.


    Plus, I’m offended.


    “I pulled your step-sister from a bloody bathtub and held her dead in my arms. Not you! Think about that next time you open that shithole of a mouth.”


    Enraged, or perhaps shocked, she holds her slapped face while everyone watches. I wonder if she is embarrassed, or if she’ll hit me back. I’m not really prepared to get beat up in front of everyone, but I guess if it’s meant to be, I’ll take it with as much grace as I can muster. Then, to my utter surprise, she turns and walks back to Buford and her mother. Theresa eyes me a moment longer, then walks in another direction to her car.


    “That could have gone so much worse,” Cicely says. I agree. It could have. “We have to go, sweetheart. Our flight leaves in just over an hour.”


    “Already?”


    “I know,” Tempest says. “Are you going to be okay?”


    “Yeah, as long as you guys pick up the phone if I call. I’m sort of not doing so well, you know?”


    They both give me a long hug, then kisses, and then we say good-bye and they leave. I’m about to get into my car when Jake approaches me.


    “Hi, Professor Teller,” I say, my heart galloping now for an entirely different reason.


    “How many times do I have to tell you?”


    “Yes, call you Jake, I get it. I just don’t like saying it in front of other people.”


    He hands me a business card. It’s to the Hyatt downtown. “I’m staying here tonight. I wrote my room number on the back in case you want to call me.”


    I slide it into my pocket, give him a hug and thank him for coming.


    “If you need me,” he says, pausing, “it doesn’t matter how late the hour.”


    Because people are looking at me, and because Rebecca, Brayden and Damien have all piled into the car and are waiting, I kind of brush him off with a meek, “Thanks.”


    All the way home, we talk about if that really was or wasn’t Brittney Spears, me hitting Blake and how Brayden thinks Professor Teller has a crush on me. They laugh and tease, but I can see the worry in Damien’s eyes, and it matches the worry in my heart. For the things I’m contemplating, for the trouble I could very well get myself into on so many fronts, he has good reason to worry.
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    We stop off at the vehicle storage facility holding Brayden’s hearse and he’s happier than a fat kid at an all-you-can-eat buffet. I wonder how he can feel so good on a day like today, but he compartmentalizes his emotions. To be happy about the car, he has to send his sadness about Maggie to a different part of his brain and close that door. It will open again, though, and so he’ll close off the happiness about the car to be sad about Maggie. That’s how he works, and to some degree, I’m envious.


    Damien, however, is mad. When we take off and leave Brayden to head home on his own, Damien sits up front and says, “If I’d known you would be chauffeuring that clown all over town I would’ve taken my own car.”


    After that, we don’t talk on the way back to the funeral home. He gets out of the Audi, and so do I. I’m trying to slow him down for a moment, not end this day on such a sour note.


    “Why are you so upset?” I say. The parking lot is mostly empty, and the air outside is warm with a slight breeze.


    He spins around, faces me with smoldering eyes. “Take a guess,” he snaps. If I guessed, I wouldn’t know whether it was because I inconvenienced him by taking Brayden to his storage unit, started a fight at the funeral, got extra attention from Jake, or because our friend killed herself.


    “Why don’t you just spare me the games and tell me. It’s been a long day already.”


    He doesn’t say anything, and it’s killing me that we’re fighting, so I try to be good. I go and give him a hug, assuming he’s upset over Maggie, but it’s awkward. He hugs me half-heartedly, so I try to kiss him—not make out, just settle him down. He turns away and it breaks my heart.


    “That’s not really appropriate,” he says.


    “What, you don’t want to kiss your girlfriend now?” I didn’t mean to say girlfriend, but I’ve been wondering.


    “What did Professor Teller give you?” he says.


    Oh, crap. It’s this.


    I let go of him, cross my arms. “Nothing.”


    His face tells me he knows I’m lying. He shoves his hands in his pocket, then glances at the car where Rebecca’s sitting in the back seat looking like a twelve year old girl in an adult’s body. God, she really is beautiful.


    “What did he give you?” he asks again. At this point, I hate his tone.


    “He didn’t give me anything.” When someone spots a lie, the rule of thumb, if you are in fact lying, is to defend said lie to the death.


    “He likes you, you know.”


    “Don’t be stupid.”


    “You can see it in his eyes. He likes you, and I think you like him, too.”


    “If you’re going to be with a good looking girl, you have to get used to other men liking her. I’m good looking, Damien. Men are going to be attracted to me. It’s human nature.”


    “We’re not together, Abby. We’re not boyfriend and girlfriend.”


    Okay, now I feel stupid.


    “But I thought—”


    “Jesus, Abby, or Savannah, or whatever. You’re not even a real person. You’re just…you’re like my sister, playing dress up, but with bodies rather than clothes.”


    As if this day could get any worse…


    “Is that what you think of me?” I ask, my voice shaking. I can’t believe this is happening. I tell myself to be strong, but inside I feel like the unwanted, unloved girl I used to be. The one no one looks at. The one no one likes.


    “You’re better off being with someone who doesn’t know what you are.”


    “And what am I?” I say, pissed off that I’m getting so emotional over this. Pissed off that I’m now crying…again. Holy Jesus, I’m so tired of crying!


    “Never mind,” he says. “I have to go.” With that, he turns to leave, but I catch up, grab his shoulder and haul him around.


    “No, you chickenshit,” I all but bark, wiping tears angrily from my eyes. “You have something to say, have the spine enough to tell me!”


    “You want to hear it?”


    “Say it!”


    “You’re fake, Abby. A glorified lab rat.”


    When I slap him, it’s twice as hard as I slapped Blake. When I turn and leave, he doesn’t stop me, and I don’t look back. Rebecca crawls into the front seat then watches me cry almost all the way home.
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    When we get home, Margaret is there and I’m like, fuh-reaking great! When I go inside, however, she’s sitting on the couch next to my father. They’re talking. I stop in my tracks, my jaw slack. Am I seeing this right? They actually look…happy together.


    “What’s this crap?” I say.


    “Well hello to you,” my father says.


    I head to Maggie’s room, close and lock the door and crawl into bed. I should have asked about Brayden, but he’s out doing whatever. Snuggling into the sheets and blankets, I draw a deep breath, if only to hold on to what’s left of Maggie’s scent. Soon it will be gone. Replaced by my own smells.


    Within minutes I’m asleep.


    When I wake up, it’s pitch black outside and I feel as lonely as I’ve ever felt. It’s hitting me that she’s not coming back. I look at the clock: 10:32 P.M. A half-hour passes. Then an hour. Finally I get up, put on my clothes and sneak out of the house.


    Normally it would take two hours to get to Sacramento, but in the middle of the night it takes more like an hour and forty-five minutes. I’m knocking on Jake’s hotel room door at half past one, and I’m more nervous than a hooker at a STD screening.


    Then again, he said I could wake him up. No, I remind myself, he said I could call and wake him up, not just show up and wake him up.


    Damn.


    Too late. He opens the door, eyes bleary, hair tussled. “Abby,” he says. He stands aside and lets me in.


    For awhile we talk, but then I can’t stand it anymore. More than conversation, I want that strength in him. The way I was feeling like a fool before, for not taking a chance on him—on being with him—I’m feeling like taking the risk, especially after the fight I had with Damien.


    “I need to shower,” I say. I don’t know why I say that, only that I feel icky from crying all day, and then from falling asleep and not really fixing myself up the way I should. If I’m going to make my move, I should at least look and feel clean.


    “It’s almost two,” Jake says, like he can’t believe my request.


    “I know. But I’m all out of sorts and, honestly, a shower is the only thing that sounds good to me right now.”


    He looks a bit baffled, but then he points the way.


    I head into the bathroom, take off all my clothes and start the shower. There’s a low swooping in my stomach that leaves me nearly dizzy. I look in the mirror and appraise myself. My perfect skin, my lovely breasts, my perfect legs and vagina.


    “Not fake,” I hear myself whisper. “Not a lab rat.”


    Something sensual glides through me, something carnal, something almost…predatory. For the longest moment I feel like puking, but then the need completely overtakes me. Reckless is how I feel. Reckless and alive.


    I open the bathroom door, poke my head out and see Jake laying in bed, his back to me. I open the door a sliver wider, so Jake can see everything.


    “I wouldn’t be upset if you wanted to join me,” I say.


    He rolls over in bed, rubs his eyes and says, “Abby,” in a way that makes me feel ashamed of my actions. He says it the same way my father would say it. My hands close the door a little, so he can see nothing. Already heat is steeling into my face and I’m feeling stupid.


    “It’s okay,” I tell him, my confidence diminishing by the second, the fires in me cooling against their will. “You’ve seen me naked before.”


    “I know, but, you’re still…underage. And I haven’t seen you that naked before.”


    To Damien I’m fake, to Jake I’m underage; I swear the only person who truly appreciates me is Brayden.


    Without another word, I close the door, get in the shower and twist the dial to cold. The fires burn out. Reality sets in. The way this day is going, I’m ready to cry all over again. To really have a good one. But I can’t. My eyes are dry even though my heart still bleeds.


    Standing under the cold water, I can’t help thinking how much today sucked the big D. I buried a friend, slapped an enemy, destroyed my relationship with Damien, made an absolute ass out of myself with Jake—Professor Teller. Forget this shower, my rejected advances, this miserable f*cking day, I’m going home.


    Fully dressed and ready to drive back home, I step out of the bathroom into the hotel room where Jake is waiting. I push my damp hair over my shoulders, fix him with an icy stare. He’s sitting on the chair next to a table no one probably ever eats at and he looks conflicted.


    “I want you more than you can imagine,” he finally admits. Relief permeates every inch of my core. Finally acknowledgement! The harder edges in me are softening, becoming more forgiving, more vulnerable. “But when you were cold to me today, when you blew me off, I figured…I don’t know…I guess I just pulled back. Then you show up in the middle of the night and ask me to shower with you. I wanted to, I really did, but I also want to do the right thing.”


    “The right thing is boring.”


    “I know.”


    “What are you worried about?” I ask him. But I already know. Teachers shouldn’t sleep with their students. It’s the oldest cliché in the book. Plus, it’s illegal if said student is underage, which I am.


    “I’m worried about more things than you can fathom.”


    “I know, you’re my teacher and all, and that I’m still only seventeen—”


    “I’m not your teacher anymore,” he says. “I’ll be transferring to Freeman Private University up the road from Astor Academy next semester.”


    “Freeman Private University?” I hear myself say. “I’ve never heard of it.”


    “Construction is set to finish later this month. It’s where kids from Astor Academy will go to college, if they choose.”


    “What kind of college is it?”


    “Freeman will be where you go if you want to have a place in the upper echelons of power. It’s the same as Astor, except it’s college.”


    “So what’s your point in telling me this and still refusing to be with me? This will never be more than a flirtationship, will it?”


    “A what?”


    “A flirtationship.”


    He laughs and I try not to take offense.


    “It’s like I told you last semester, when you’re eighteen—”


    I walk up to him and I kiss him, hard on the mouth. He starts to pull back, but I grab a handful of hair on the back of his head and keep his mouth on mine. He stops fighting me, starts kissing me.


    Next thing I know Jake is all over me and I’m all the way on the bed and he’s pulling at my shirt, unbuttoning it. My breasts are suddenly out and he’s kissing them and then, just like last time, he’s stopping. God, don’t stop!


    “What?” I ask.


    He scoots away from me, like I’ve got herpes or hairy nipples or something and I’m like, WTF?


    “This is too easy,” he says.


    “So now I’m a slut?”


    “No, no, no. It’s too easy to fall for you, to do something wrong.”


    “You’re doing something wrong right now. You’re stopping. Jesus Jake, have some balls. Take what you want! I’m practically giving myself to you!”


    “Are you a virgin?” he asks. He stops breathing, waits for me to answer.


    “Of course I am.”


    “Then…it can’t be…you can’t make this your first time. In a hotel room, underage and with your teacher.”


    “You said you’re not my teacher.”


    “Yes, but you’re still—”


    “I know. But those are laws made by men who could never get a girl like me so they looked to spoil it for those guys who could.”


    He looks at me for a long time, then he looks at my nipples and traces a line down my chest with his finger. My body responds to his touch. He traces his finger in a circle around my nipple and it pulls tight, lengthens. Then that awful thing that’s sitting inside of him—responsibility, guilt, hesitation—it slides through his eyes and the room grows cold. He moves the fabric of my shirt over my breasts and once more I’m left feeling unwanted, unappreciated.


    “You asshole,” I say, but I don’t mean it and he doesn’t take offense. I lean in and kiss him, then fix my bra, button up my shirt and leave.


    The road home is long and dark, and still I cannot cry.




    Impossible Like Me
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    Gerhard watched Georgia watch the little girl. A dark satisfaction unfolded over and over again inside his remade heart.


    “Georgia, my most beautiful creation, this is Alice, your sister.”


    “I don’t have a sister,” Georgia replied. Her eyes wandered restlessly over the five year old. Damp hair, dark eyes, pale skin. She wore a green felt dress with white slippers, making her look like something out of a vampire film. Gerhard glanced down at Alice. The girl was so still and perfect she could be a statue.


    “Genetically, yes you do.”


    Alice turned her palms up and, like a lion to its prey, Georgia’s eyes intensified. They zeroed in on the place where markings like hers should’ve been. Alice’s palms were perfect, unblemished. For a second, Georgia relaxed. Then a barely visible heat started to radiate off them, the kind of thickening of the air that comes with dangerously high temperatures. Gerhard removed his wallet. Alice didn’t move. Her kind of focus was an impossibility in girls her age. In anyone her age. This is what made her so special. Her humanity simply took a back seat to her dark gift.


    From his wallet, Gerhard pulled out and unfolded a long paper receipt. Three inches in length at least. He lifted the receipt into the air two feet above Alice’s palm and the receipt caught fire. The flesh of his hand sizzled for a moment, but he stilled himself against the pain. And he did not overreact. The skin would blister, but it was nothing he couldn’t handle.


    Georgia opened her palm, watched the skin prickle in the circular pattern, tried to build her own flame. Her eyes darkened with concentration; even the color of her skin went deeper by two shades of grey. The air around her cooled. Oxygen grew thin. Nothing happened, however.


    Not for an entire minute.


    Gerhard watched the concentration and the surety drain from Georgia’s face. She looked at Alice with frustrated curiosity, or perhaps insecurity. Alice bore no expression at all.


    “Not sisters,” Georgia finally said.


    Alice turned her palm to face the dead boy on the floor and her focus deepened even further. A smile crept onto Gerhard’s face. Georgia’s eyes followed the trajectory of the energy and watched as, moments later, the unscathed flesh of the boy’s corpse blackened and then finally burst into flames.


    Gerhard felt himself clap ever so lightly. He felt giddy inside. Like a child. Not only could she liquefy someone from the inside out, she could set them on fire with nothing but her mind.


    “I want to do that,” Georgia said.


    “You will,” Gerhard replied. “Your sister will teach you.”
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    Weeks passed and things burned, but Georgia’s talent failed to develop the way Alice’s had. To transfer her destructive force from one thing to another, Georgia needed direct contact with her target. The angry, microscopic whiskers on her palms needed to release, to purge, to bristle against something else.


    Gerhard’s disappointment weighed on him. He knew he hadn’t failed with Georgia, he had just hoped for a different outcome. After many contemplative hours, however, he realized he had succeeded. There was no way of knowing what was going to happen to Georgia once he infused her with Alice’s DNA. She could have melted down. Like Savannah. Her cells could have simply roasted.


    But they didn’t. She survived. And she became something beautiful.


    He finally went to her and said, “Georgia, my sweet, you are perfect the way you are, just as Alice is perfect the way she is. No two sisters are alike, not even twins.”


    “I know,” she said. “But her gift is better.”


    “It’s just different. This is new to you, and to me, and we have no idea the depth of your talents, only that Alice’s is different than yours.”


    “I am talented, though,” she said. It came out sounding like a statement, but it was in fact a question.


    “Yes,” he heard himself say. “Yes, my dear, you are.”
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    When Gerhard finally accepted Georgia’s talents were not like those of Alice’s, despite them sharing genetic material, he felt the final vestiges of hope slide from him. She was not a disappointment, he continued to remind himself. She was simply Phase I of a much more complicated plan he had yet to develop.


    He had to study Alice’s DNA more thoroughly. Alice was now his patient, inherited by default from the late Dr. Cameron. He required other subjects. Other people like Alice. Were there any more genetic gifts of this nature to be found? He didn’t know. He only knew his time with Georgia was over. It was time for her to go home.


    He called to her. She came the same as she always did, with quiet obedience. She was dressed in the torn jean shorts and white button up blouse he bought her. She wore designer cowboy boots and clear lip gloss because that was the look these days.


    He marveled at how different she was. How beautiful, and how…detached. Like the warmth in her was being saved not for humility or kindness or love, but for fuel to feed the circular fields of lethal spikes now residing in her palms. She was not the old Georgia.


    “You have to learn to be human again,” he said. It’s what he said to many of his patients back when he worked in the camps in Poland. With them he never really meant it. With them, the push and pull of emotions enhanced the torture. But with Georgia, he meant every single word of it.


    “But I am human,” Georgia said. Her face didn’t look so human when she said this. His worry deepened. He had bestowed upon her a gift, but perhaps she had too much of Alice’s DNA in her to ever fully resemble the Georgia he once knew. Alice almost never smiled. Her focus was unending. Would Georgia always be so stiff? So rigid?


    “You must relax your muscles, soften your eyes and smile more. Try thinking of your friends.” Nothing happened. Georgia didn’t even blink. “Do you think about them anymore?”


    “I saw them in a dream.”


    “You can see them again, you know.”


    Her face shifted expression, but only slightly. “I can?”


    “Aren’t you anxious to see them?”


    She seemed to consider this, and the more she thought about her friends, the lighter and healthier her skin appeared. Jesus Christ, he thought, she’s a human mood ring.


    “Yes.”


    “And your parents?”


    “Parents?” she said.


    “Your mother and father,” he replied, his German accent weighted with concern.


    “Yes,” she said, something brighter and more alive passing through her once vacant features. “I mean, yes.” He smiled and she said, “Do you think of your parents?”


    “My parents are dead,” he replied.


    “Dead?”


    Gerhard hadn’t thought of his parents in decades. His mother’s cruelty mixed with his father’s more disciplined practice of endurance left him well equipped for survival. And he had survived. He survived several wars, imprisonment, deportation, the CIA, even death.


    Technically he no longer existed. Not at his age. Not the way he lived his life. Wolfgang Gerhard was like Georgia. And Alice. He was something more than human, yet he was entirely human, capable of curiosity and lust and greed, consumed by a need to create, to destroy, to control. He loved and he hated. He conspired and he killed. He did these things because he was human, still the product of a mother and a father, still a boy once born of flesh and blood.


    But he did not think of his mother and his father. Instead he thought only of his subjects.


    “My parents died back in the 1960’s,” he lied.


    He watched Georgia do the math. Watched the answer effect her. It was the same as putting someone in a round room and watching them search for a corner.


    “They died over fifty years ago?” she asked.


    With a keen eye, he watched her study him. Her eyes drifted across the landscape of Gerhard’s face, taking in the faint lines, the hint of an age spot on his right cheek just under his eye, his lightly thinning hair, the slight receding hairline. Science had him looking forty, but he hadn’t seen forty in a very, very long time. Georgia had no way of knowing his true age or origins, but she knew something didn’t fit. He shouldn’t have parents who died in the sixties when he looked like he was born in the seventies.


    “If this is true,” she said, “then your life is impossible.”


    “I agree.”


    “You are impossible.”


    “Impossible like you,” he said.
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    Gerhard finally made the call. He had put if off for weeks while he assessed Georgia’s talents, but it was time. Her parents cried with relief when he said she was okay. It almost moved him.


    Almost, but not.


    People’s pain only interested him if it bore the promise of more pain. The return of a daughter brought tears of joy. Gerhard liked the opposite.


    He craved the opposite.


    When Alice asked where they were going, Gerhard told her. “First we have to return young Georgia to her parents. Then I have a shipment of subjects arriving at my office in San Francisco.”


    “Subjects?”


    “Men.”


    “Are they going to be my brothers?” she asked. The manner in which she asked the question—so genuine, so innocent—touched him in ways he didn’t understand. He almost felt again.


    She was like him, but without the help of genetics. She was a pure anomaly. Not of science, but of nature. Unless there was something he didn’t know, young Alice existed because of a mutation, not manipulation.


    All too often these days, he wondered, what happened to make her the way she was? By what miracle was this lovely child given this life, these powers, such insight?


    His scientific mind ached to unfold the mysteries of her. To know everything. Studying her to the point of perfect understanding, however, would be impossible. He’d need DNA sampling from both parents, but they gave their daughter up. Took payment in return for their little baby girl. Their lovely, homicidal mutant child.


    He let himself forget about studying her the way doctors study cancerous rats—she was off the books now. Technically stolen from Cameron, who was now dead and dissolved. Gerhard’s tact would be completely different. Having someone as special as Alice, she was the key ingredient in a future that excited him to the point of insomnia. Mixing her DNA with the DNA of others could very well force an untold amount of genetic anomalies! Georgia proved that. He could be successful.


    A living God.


    And so when the time came to take Georgia home, they packed their personal belongings and the more vital pieces of Dr. Cameron’s lab equipment into the rented Chevy Tahoe and a companion trailer. After an unhealthy fast-food breakfast, they hit the road heading out of Canada and back into America.


    It was almost like he was part of a family. Like these were his two beautiful daughters. Which, to some degree, they were.




    Unspeakable Things



1


    The morning after the funeral, the first thing I get is a call from Netty. The caller ID shows her name. I decide it’s time to tell her about Maggie. Then it occurs to me: I haven’t called to see how things went with Chloe. God I suck as a friend!


    I feel two feet tall, answering the phone. Of course, her being Russian and outspoken, she says, “Thanks for not being there when I needed you most,” to which I say, “Some bad things have happened, Netty, and I’m sorry for not calling.”


    “I got fired,” she says. “And I’m pretty sure Chloe made it happen.”


    “I take it the break up didn’t go so well?”


    The morning sun cutting through the drapes sizzles the surface of my eyeballs. I drag myself out of bed, pull the drapes shut. I slide back in bed with Rebecca, who is now as much a part of my sleeping experience as my sheets, blankets and pillows. Without her, I would feel horribly alone.


    “A clitoral circumcision would’ve been easier,” Netty says, though we both know it wouldn’t be.


    “I’m sorry. It’s just, I feel terrible that I wasn’t a better friend.”


    “You should feel terrible.”


    I don’t say anything because, in light of God basically shitting on my little spot in the universe, I really don’t think I should feel as terrible as she wants me to feel.


    She says, “So what happened that’s so bad?”


    “Maggie killed herself. She sliced open her wrist and we found her dead in the bathtub. The funeral was a couple of days ago.”


    The silence gets so thick you can almost imagine the entire world getting sucked into its vacuum. I watch dust motes float in the air. I wait for her to speak. For a second, I even have a chance to look at Rebecca, her strawberry red hair spread out on the pillow, her face at perfect peace, the steady sounds of her breathing, the deep rise and fall of her chest. I swear, the girl could sleep through an earthquake.


    “Abby, I’m so sorry,” she says. Never has she sounded more sincere. “We need to get together later on today. I mean it.”


    “I agree. I miss you so much.”


    “I miss you, too,” she says.


    “I need to pull myself together, get a few cups of coffee in me, then I’ll call you and we can make plans.”


    “Okay.”


    “Oh and Netty?”


    “Yes?”


    “I’m really sorry about what happened to you, at that party. I’ve been thinking of it ever since you told me. That’s why Maggie killed herself. She was raped. She was forced to have sex with this freaking pig music executive who signed her, and the piece of shit filmed it and sent it to her in a text message. A text message!”


    “Son of a bitch,” Netty mutters low under her breath, her Russian accent choked with disgust. “What is wrong with people these days?”


    “So many things,” I say, looking at the still sleeping Rebecca. “But I’m going to make a few of them right.”


    “What do you mean?” she asks.


    Lowering my voice, I say, “That motherf*cker’s going to pay for what he’s done.” So long as Brayden gets me that gun, I think to myself.


    “You sound really mean right now,” Netty says, quietly. “I’ve never heard you like this.”


    “It’s the boy DNA in me, I think.”


    “There is no boy DNA in you. It’s just you, and you sound mean, and vulgar.”


    “I know.”


    “I’m concerned,” she says.


    “Are you telling me I should just do nothing?”


    “I’m not saying that.”


    I tell her not to worry, that I’m fine. Inside, however, I’m thinking she’s too late. Maggie’s suicide, it changed me. To what degree, I can’t tell. I only know the more vindictive parts of me are dying to settle the score.


    
2


    I’m in the shower when I hear the bathroom door open up and I’m about to tell Brayden to get out, but it’s not Brayden.


    I wipe the condensation off the shower’s glass door and see that it’s Rebecca. She sheds her pajamas, her underwear and her bra and she walks in the shower with me. She turns on the second head on the opposite side of the shower and says, “Is this okay?”


    Okay, so I guess she’s not shy around me anymore.


    “It’s fine,” I say.


    That’s when she looks at me with the biggest smile.


    “What?” I say, smiling because I can’t help it.


    “I remember where I live. The town I mean. Plus…I remember what my mother looks like. Sort of.”


    “Really?” Another breakthrough! “So where are you from?”


    “Reno, Nevada.”


    “And your mother, you remember her, too?” Rebecca nods, her smile brightening even more, if that’s possible.


    “Not everything, but I see her face in my mind. She has curly blonde hair, and I’m pretty sure she works at the library there.”
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    After getting out of the shower, and I’m only in a towel at this point—we’re talking wet hair, and not a stitch of makeup—I sneak out back and hurry past the pool to Brayden’s room where he’s standing in boxers only in front of the window talking on his cell phone. His body looks fantastic. He actually has muscles! Seeing all those scars, however, sends a shot of pain through me, leaving me a little weak in the knees.


    When he first showed me his scars and told me how he had got them, it made me so sad. The way he was tormented at school, beaten with belt buckles, it hurt to think of anyone doing such a thing to another human being. Brayden called this his defining tragedy. Torture is a better name for it. He doesn’t seem that concerned about me seeing them, though, which I’m happy to say. Then again, with everything we’ve been through, he’s like the boy version of Netty.


    He turns and sees me and puts up his hand for me to hold on a second. Then he does a double take of me in my towel. He keeps his eyes planted firmly on me.


    With his pointer finger and his thumb, he makes the symbol of a gun and raises his eyebrows as if to say, “See? I told you I’d come through.”


    This sends all kinds of sensations fluttering through my head, my heart and my stomach. I feel sick, yet resolute. The only reason we haven’t killed the monster who raped Maggie is because we don’t have a gun. Now we have a gun, which means…


    ….it’s time.


    Brayden switches his phone from one ear to the other—his eyes still on me—then he makes a motion like I should open my towel. I flip him off, pull it tighter.


    He frowns.


    Now that I’m thinking for a minute, I’m a little weirded out about showering with Rebecca. I’m telling myself girls shower together in the gym after PE, so what’s the biggie? It’s not like I haven’t yet seen her naked. She has a beautiful body. It’s just, I guess maybe I’m still shy about mine. Of course, this makes no sense at all since both Brayden and Jake have seen me naked now.


    I look at his boxer shorts and I make the sign of him pulling them down and he grins, turns really red, then looks away.


    “Pussy,” I say too loudly.


    He looks back at me, then flips me the bird. I suppose it’s enough that he’s not hiding his scars from me. Then, without looking at me, he flashes me his ass and I smile. It’s a good ass. And now I’m the one grinning like an idiot.


    A moment later, he looks over his shoulder at me, to make sure I’m still here, or to see what my reaction is. I give him the thumbs up, and mouth the words, nice butt!


    When he hangs up, I can’t stop smiling. It feels good to smile.


    “Two things,” he says, his eyes sparkling, his mood radiant. “One, you look amazing, and two, I got the gun.”


    “You got it,” I say. My goodish mood hits the skids. Nothing like the prospect of murder to kill your morning wood.


    “Actually three things. I have everything we need to track down and end Demetrius Giardino. That freaking turd.”


    The rapist.


    The gosh damn pedophile.


    My heart slams into overdrive, making a thump-thumping ruckus in my chest. I almost second guess the prospect of killing off the polluted Giardino bloodline. But I know I’d feel worse not killing him.


    “A life for a life,” Brayden says.


    “Now it’s my turn for good news,” I say, desperate to switch subjects. “I know where Rebecca’s from.”


    He pulls back, raises his eyebrows. He never expected me to find information like this faster than him. He’s the computer expert. The infamous hacker. I’m just the ex-fat girl, ex-throw up artist, ex-chickenshit rich girl.


    “How?” he says. One word to mask his jealousy.


    I let him hang on my next words longer than necessary, maybe just to taunt him a little. “She remembered,” I finally say. I watch him visibly relax. Who knew his competitive streak ran this deep? “She’s from Reno, Nevada. She remembers her mother. At least that she has curly blonde hair and is, or was, a librarian. The point is, if we find her, Rebecca should be able to identify her.”


    “That’s great,” he says, and he means it.


    “You like her, don’t you?” I say.


    “She’s beautiful. But all of Gerhard’s girls are beautiful.”


    “I don’t mean like that,” I say. “You like her as a person.”


    “I know what you mean. The truth is, I like that there’s something sweet and innocent about her, you know? Basically she hasn’t grown up and become an asshole yet.”


    “Not all pretty girls are assholes,” I say.


    He looks away, then uses his toes to push through a pile of his clothes on the floor. He reaches down, pulls out a wrinkled shirt, puts it on. “It’s a defense mechanism. Hate them first, that kind of thing. It’s how they can never really get inside and wreck you.”


    “But they do,” I say thinking the same thing about boys. “They have.”


    “Especially you,” he says, and I wonder how true this is. He’s wearing a sly grin, but I can’t ignore the feeling that there’s truth to the statement. How much truth, though, I don’t really know.


    “What do you want with this fat girl in a skinny girl suit anyway?” I tease.


    “Nothing. I’m just stoked your nipples match,” he says.


    “And I dig a guy with scars.”


    “Well now aren’t we a pair?” he jokes.


    I want to say, “We were almost a pair, but your dad ruined that, so now we’re not.” Talking about having your parents crush your dreams! I all but gave up on him, but now things are changing. Not the way I imagined, but they’re most definitely changing. For starters, he’s looking kinda hot now. With his buzzed head, his new muscles, his emerging identity…I’m feeling like he’s got some serious potential. Plus he’s competent and he likes me. At least, he likes to look at me.


    “What are you doing just staring at me like that?” he says.


    “Thinking different thoughts,” I admit.


    “Like what?”


    I want to tell him I like the way he looks, that I like how he looks at me, but suddenly Rebecca’s pulling the slider open behind me and she’s saying hello to Brayden and I can see how he looks at her. He looks at her the way he looks at Cicely and Tempest. The way he looks at me. The way he looked at Georgia before she went away.


    My stupid, defeatist brain is telling me he looks at her like that because who she is, it’s the only version of her he’s ever seen and she’s a dream to look at. Me, I’ll always be the fat girl to him, the one he watched change through the miracles of science.


    “I need to get ready,” I say. If there was a moment ready to unfold between us, it’s freaking gone now.


    “Wear jeans and a t-shirt,” he tells me as I’m leaving.


    “Now you’re telling me what to wear?” I ask with the hint of an argument in my tone. I love Rebecca, but for a second, I wish she wasn’t here.


    “We’re getting…that thing today. And we don’t want you looking too feminine. Wear a boring outfit. Something forgettable.”


    “Are you kidding me?”


    “No, I’m not.”


    “Okay, boring. Jeans and a t-shirt?” I ask, hands on my hips. “Anything else?”


    “I guess, I just—”


    “Spit it out,” I say.


    “It’s just that you are so beautiful and I don’t want these guys thinking things, you know? They aren’t exactly civilized.”


    “Fine. I’ll find something.”


    “Be ready in an hour. We’re meeting them at noon just outside Mountain View.”


    “What about the timing of…that other thing?” The killing of Demetrius.


    “What thing?” Rebecca says. Her hair is still damp and she’s not wearing makeup and still I think she might be better looking than me. And more conflicted. This whole conversation has to be putting a strain on her underdeveloped brain. “Why are you two keeping secrets?”


    “It’s private, Rebecca,” I say. “Besides, knowing some things can be dangerous.”


    “I’m okay with danger.”


    “Well we’re not okay with you being in danger,” Brayden says. “It’s our job to protect you. And sometimes protecting you from knowing things is as important as protecting you from people who can do bad things to you. Like the people who took you.”


    I’m looking at Brayden thinking he sounds really smart, and surprisingly mature. Is he showing off for her? Playing the protector role?


    When he was taking those courses in Vegas on how to get more women using the art of pickup, or seduction, he said, “Girls need to know the man values himself, that he’s valued in the eyes of other men, that he demonstrates leadership skills and can protect his woman.”


    From what I know of Brayden, he doesn’t value himself much, other men don’t value him, and he is not a leader of other men. But protecting Rebecca? That he can do.


    I look at her and she’s looking at him looking at her and I’m thinking, holy cow, maybe this shit really works.


    “Rebecca, go get something to eat and let me finish talking to Brayden, please.”


    Having been dismissed, she gives a noncommittal shrug, then turns, walks past the pool and into the main house, leaving me and Brayden alone once more.


    “So?” I say.


    “So I say we do it this week. When we go, let’s stay the night, hit a local club for drinks and dancing, then give in to our inhibitions and—”


    “That’s not going to happen,” I say. But already he’s got my mind thinking about these things, if only because he said them aloud. It’s another trick he learned at his seminar for attracting women.


    Almost as soon as Rebecca disappears inside the main house, she reappears. She pulls open the glass slider and says, “Jacob is here to see you.”


    “Tell him maybe I’ll stop by later,” I say. “Make sure you tell him maybe.” She nods and then she heads off to do as I asked.


    “That guy’s a douche,” Brayden says.


    “Whatever he is, at least he’s trying. Besides, he surprised me a couple of times, and with him I didn’t think that was possible.”


    “Anyway,” he continues, clearly uncomfortable with me talking up my first crush, “back to my original thought. After possibly exploring our more provocative sides, we scout the area, get to know where this Italian butthole works and lives, and then we use the gun to do unspeakable things to him.”


    “Unspeakable things?” I say.


    “Unspeakable things.” Switching subjects, he says, “Did you study the list of the most common mistakes murderers make that get them caught?”


    “Yeah, some. Most of what I’ve read is DNA related, stuff the cops and feds have on file. Like hair, blood and saliva, fingerprints, dental records—”


    “Are you going to bite him?” Brayden jokes.


    “Perhaps. Not that it would matter much. Since this new body and new DNA of mine isn’t even a year old, there aren’t any state or federal records on me. Which means I’ll basically be invisible to the system.”


    “Regardless, keep studying because in a couple days, if everything goes according to plan, there will be one less asshole on the planet.”


    Already, second thoughts are fogging my restless brain. I keep telling myself once I cross this line, there’s no going back. But there is. I’ve already crossed that line. I killed Gerhard’s pet monster. I try telling myself a kinder story of self-defense and the monster not really being a true human being, but the truth is, I used a gun to end a life. And I can do it again. The music executive, he’s a monster, too. He’s just a monster of a different sort.


    “So what did you find when you hacked his hard drive?” I ask. “Anything on Maggie?”


    Brayden can pretty much get anything off anyone’s computer no matter the security measures taken to protect it. That’s why the FBI arrested him and is forcing him to work for them once he graduates high school. It was that or hefty jail time and a felony record.


    “I was saving that for you when you get cold feet.”


    “I’m going to need it, because my feet aren’t as warm as they once were.”


    “He’s done this before,” Brayden says. “He’s done this many times before.”


    That awful feeling inside returns, like cramps and nausea and food poisoning all wrapped in one. “How many?”


    “In the last ten years?”


    “Sure.” My face feels bloodless.


    “There are twenty-three different girls in similar videos. These are girls we know. Celebrities, I mean. Several of them have songs currently playing in the top 20.”


    “Jesus.” Vertigo sets in and I put my hand against the door jam for support.


    “He’s a real predator, Abby.”


    My wavering heart becomes resolute: I’m going to do this.


    “You need to bring your laptop and Maggie’s phone,” I tell Brayden. “Before we go, I’ll need to watch those videos. Every single one of them.”
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    The gun pickup goes well. The guys selling the weapon brought two boxes of bullets and a clean silencer. These “super-scary” guys Brayden warned me about, they aren’t thugs, and they don’t look like criminals, and they certainly didn’t bring any muscle with them to insure their safety during this illegal transaction. No. These guys look like gamers. Nerds who developed a niche in the criminal underworld by not going for the biggest piece of the pie.


    “This is how they pay for their Xbox hours,” Brayden says. “This is how they afford the next Call of Duty game while not having to have a real job.”


    “They aren’t what I expected,” I hear myself say.


    “Yes, well they’re dangerous.”


    I snort out a laugh and say, “Whatever.”


    “I’m not joking, Abby. If they like the way you look, they can do any number of things. There’s this gamer broad the tall guy was telling me about last year. Since the Xbox is plugged into an Ethernet connection, he was able to hack the kinect portion of the system—the camera built into the unit—and he basically spied on her. He would remotely turn on the camera and watch her while she had sex with her boyfriend, while she masturbated on her bed, while she picked her nose and farted. Talk about the ultimate betrayal. Talk about material for blackmail. Imagine if any of them found out who you are.”


    “I don’t have Xbox,” I say.


    “You have a laptop, a cell phone. With those two things, nowadays, you’re so unbelievably vulnerable you can’t imagine.”


    “The Virginia Corporation bugged my room, my car, my laptop. They basically melted me from a hundred miles away, so yeah, I can imagine it. But thanks anyway.”


    Again, playing the protector card.


    On the way back home I attach the silencer, feed a bullet into the chamber and shoot at a tree. The recoil is light, but my aim is way off.


    “Did you mean to hit the tree?” he asks.


    “I meant to hit a tree, just not that tree.”


    “Your aim sucks then,” Brayden says. “Which means you had better be close when you pull the trigger.”


    I roll the window down to shoot at another tree. The way the wind is blowing through my hair and cooling the skin on my face, it’s sort of taking the edge off me becoming a professional criminal.


    “You’re going to chicken out,” Brayden finally says.


    “Am not.”


    He gives me that lopsided smile and fixes me with a look. “Are, too.”


    “Blow me.”


    Turning his eyes back on the road, he says, “Anytime, anywhere.”


    “Still a fat chick.”


    “I was always uglier than you,” he says, “so either way, it’s me improving.”


    We both laugh, and it’s energizing. It’s been a long time since there’s been anything worth laughing at.
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    The lies are becoming easier and easier. Me and Brayden tell my father we’ve got a lead on Rebecca’s mother and we’re heading to LA to check it out. We never told him of Rebecca’s revelation, about her mother being from Reno. This was our brilliant idea for a cover story. Still, lying like this, it’s hard to feel good about myself.


    Rebecca doesn’t contest our story, as promised. I feel like a schmuck asking her to do this, but maybe she would have done it anyway. This all has me wondering what she was like before being put into the pink gel. Was she a good kid? Did she have a sound moral center, or was she a brat? Maybe she was a head case like me, or perhaps her parents simply didn’t want her. Or is there another story I haven’t thought of? Hopefully one day we’ll find out for sure.


    “Where are you staying?” my father asks.


    “We’re not sleeping together if that’s what you mean,” I say.


    His face turns red, but he says nothing. It’s like he can’t find the words.


    “I’ll let you know when I get there, and where we’re staying. If it makes you comfortable, I’ll give you my entire itinerary.”


    “Ain’t no big thing but a chicken wing,” he says. “Just hit me with a text, or whatever.”


    When my father started talking like this, he didn’t have the right tone, so he sounded like a freaking tool bag. It was humiliating to say the least. Since then he’s gotten the tone and the body language right, so rather than being annoying, he’s just plain funny. I wish I could laugh though. But I can’t. My brain weighs a thousand pounds right now and—my lips to God’s ears—these are dark times.


    I give Rebecca and my father a hug, then we head outside and get into Brayden’s hearse. The way he has this whole thing planned out, I have no choice but to trust him. And I do trust him.


    On the way out of the neighborhood, we pass Margaret. She waves and so Brayden waves. And me? I look the other way.


    “Did I ever tell you your mom is hot?” I roll my eyes, ignore the comment. Freaking turncoat. Brayden says, “Serious, though, she doesn’t seem so bad.”


    “It’s a phase,” I tell him, putting on my oversized sunglasses. “Turn on the radio.”


    “Please?”


    “Turn on the radio, please.”


    We drive throughout the better part of the day, stopping for gas, snacks and lunch around one in the afternoon. When we get to Santa Barbara, we rent a Dodge Charger and drive to an impound lot where Brayden pays the guy to hold his car overnight, no questions asked. I tell him I’m amazed at how deep his criminal connections run and he tells me leaving his car at an impound lot isn’t criminal. He says it just makes sense.


    We drive the rest of the way south in the Charger, then find the nearest Best Western, which is in Santa Monica, about fifteen miles from downtown L.A. “It’s not the Four Seasons,” he says as we pull into the lot and park, “but they won’t be looking for us here. And besides, with my fake ID, the trail will end in Santa Barbara. If they even get that far.”


    “Who are ‘they?’” I ask.


    He shuts off the engine, shrugs his shoulders and says, “Anyone looking, I suppose.”


    “I didn’t read the list,” I finally admit. I’m not making any moves to get out of the car just yet. “You know, the list of mistakes killers make?”


    “I know.”


    “As long as it didn’t seem real, I told myself I could do it. But if it started to feel real—”


    “You’d get a case of the chickenshits.”


    “Exactly.”


    We head into the lobby and pay the deposit on a third floor room with two queen beds and a view of the swamp cooler and the parking lot. I unpack my overnight essentials while Brayden goes out to find and steal the license plate on a similar Dodge Charger. He says it’s necessary. That it pertains to the list. When he gets back, he looks impressed with himself, and I don’t blame him. So far, I’m pretty impressed myself.


    He plops down on his bed, then looks at me on my bed and says, “I feel so far away from you.” Granted, we’ve been traveling together all day.


    “It feels good,” I tease.


    “In the morning, I’ll let you watch the videos,” Brayden says. “Ten minutes into them and you’ll see why we need to do this.”


    “Can’t we just report Demetrius to the authorities?” I hear myself say.


    “He’ll get off. Our evidence was procured without a warrant, and this guy is worth about forty-seven million. A sizeable chunk of that can be liquidated in less than ten days. He could disappear, just like he said. But guys like this, with their lawyers, the reality is they will devour anything in their path. You and me included. It’s why he’s such a bully. And why we can’t go to the authorities.”


    “Maggie’s father is no lightweight.”


    “You said it yourself, though. They lost their daughter to suicide. Right now they think it was because she was depressed. How do you think her father will feel knowing his daughter was raped and he could’ve done something to protect her, but he didn’t? He’ll always wonder if she died because he was too eager to get her a recording contract. It would be his fault, not hers. This will ruin him.”


    “I know,” I say, my voice falling into a quiet resignation. The swamp cooler is now just white noise, and a welcomed sound.


    “Plus, the minute his lawyer looks into you, he’s going to see you don’t really exist, and it could expose you and your father. Everyone would know what you’ve done, who you are. They would know about Gerhard and Astor Academy and everything.”


    “I know.”


    “We need to do this, Abby. We can do this.”


    I get up, turn the swamp cooler onto LOW. It’s not cool in Santa Monica, even at this time of night. Returning to the über-cozy bed, I pull off my shoes, un-tuck my shirt, then fluff the pillow and stretch out. I can’t stop the yawn from coming. It feels good. Like I’ll be able to get a decent night’s rest.


    “Whatever you’re trying to spare Maggie’s family from,” I tell Brayden, “by planning this with me, you’re about to take the full weight of it on your own shoulders.”


    “I have the videos,” he says. “Any time I start feeling bad, I have them to remind me why of we did what we’re going to do.”


    “That’s all great, in theory.”


    “I can handle it.”


    “I’m not sure you can,” I say, admiring his bolstered confidence. That he’s here with me now, sitting in this motel room, planning to right this incredible wrong, it makes me even more attracted to him, not as a friend—or even as a potential girlfriend—but as a girl attracted to a boy simply because she likes and respects him.


    “Isn’t this what we learned at Astor?” he argues. “Isn’t this how the higher echelons of power work? First the carrot, then the stick? We’re just bypassing the carrot. And the stick?—it’s really a gun. It’s justice. Besides, the rich have people killed all the time, you know, over money or sex, or as some kind of cover up. With us, it’s not like that.”


    I feel my insides winding up too tight. Maybe it’s because I’m tired, or scared, or so out of sorts I feel like screaming. My agitation is on the rise.


    “I know,” I say, using sarcasm to mask what just might be some sort of impending meltdown. “It’ll be a noble cause.”


    “Look, we’re old enough and smart enough to do this. And you know we need to do this otherwise he’ll keep on raping and ruining girls’ lives. Abs, it’s our responsibility.”


    “F*ck, Brayden, I know!” I blurt out, the tension finally spilling over. I roll over in bed and think about crying. Back when I could cry over just about anything, or puke up all my bad feelings, I didn’t really have to deal with stuff as much as I just had to stop crying or clean up my vomit. Now, incapacitated from my old securities, I have to be an adult. I have to make good decisions. “I just…I need to make sure I don’t go to pieces in there when I do it.”


    “I wanted to talk to you about that.”


    My entire body stiffens and I roll over fast, too aggressive, like I’m ready to have the biggest fight ever.


    “You’re not going in there and that’s final.”


    “Something could happen to you, though,” he says softly, ignoring my line in the sand. I see how tired he looks from the drive and it has me feeling sorry for him.


    He continues speaking.


    “You could choke,” he says. “You see it in the movies all the time. The slightest hesitation, it’s enough to get you killed. I think I should pull the trigger.”


    “The authorities don’t have my DNA on file, but they have yours,” I say, tempering my voice. “I may not have studied the mistakes killers make, but even I know about trace evidence. And you have it. You’re the one with a federal arrest record, not me.”


    “You need your head straight, Abby. That’s why I suggest we hit the clubs tonight. Or watch a porno or something. You need to get out of your own mind.”


    The thing I love about Brayden is he knows how to diffuse a tough situation with comedy. And even though I play coy, I like that he’s this way.


    “I’m not sitting in a hotel room watching porn with you, Brayden.” The fires of agitation inside me are swiftly cooling. Rational minds are prevailing.


    “Jesus, relax. They don’t even have porn in this place. I’m cracking jokes is all.”


    “Well they’re not funny,” I lie.


    “I know.”


    We sit on our queen-sized beds in silence for a long minute. He kicks off his shoes and makes a big production of it. When he’s done he blows out a long breath and says, “If you don’t want to do this, we don’t have to. We can just go home tomorrow morning and forget about it.”


    “Let me think.”


    He sits up fast, burns me with a glare. “It’s a little late for that, don’t you think?”


    “It’s barely eleven!”


    Kicking the comforter off the bed, he says, “That’s why I’m thinking we should invest in the power of distraction. Sometimes to solve a problem you have to step away from the problem. By the way, you don’t know how much come is on that thing, so you should just follow my lead and not sit there.”


    He’s talking about the comforter. Ew.


    “First off, gross. Second, I’m not going to a club, Brayden,” I say, scooting off my comforter. “I don’t care how cool or unique the experience will be.”


    “Jeez, you don’t have to be such a buzz kill.” When I don’t take the bait, he says, “Would you mind terribly if I checked the mini-fridge for drinks?”


    “You’re a big boy, Brayden. Do what you want. Just don’t get drunk and try slipping into my bed tonight.”


    For the smallest second, he makes a screwy face, but then he recovers quickly. “There aren’t any alcoholic drinks in the mini-fridge,” he says with traces of humor in his voice, “and how did you know I was going to do that anyway?”


    “Because you have a penis,” I mumble.


    “That I do.”
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    The thing about cell phones these days is they can be hacked and tracked by just about anyone with the right technology and a little know-how. For Brayden, this sort of thing comes easy. Too easy. The way our “secure systems” can so easily be compromised, it makes me wonder if we ever had any privacy at all.


    Probably not.


    Not unless you do what me and my father did, which is install proprietary encryption software in pretty much anything that can be remotely compromised. Which is everything “smart” these days.


    Outerscope Records sits in a small industrial-style building just off the Santa Monica Freeway on Olympic Avenue. Brayden points out a black Mercedes-Benz, a long S600 that’s lowered on deep-dish chrome rims with blacked-out windows, and he says, “That’s his. The plate matches.”


    I don’t say anything because I’m still traumatized from watching the videos Demetrius saved on his hard drive. Brayden forced me to watch all of them this morning. As promised.


    “We know he’ll be there until twelve-forty five. According to his online itinerary, at one o’clock he’s having lunch with a girl named Sunday Jones and her manager—a prospective singer I assume—at The Buffalo Club, also on Olympic Avenue, but closer to 14th Street. The Buffalo Club is supposed to be some high-brow bar slash eatery owned by the guy who created Miami Vice. Anyway, we just need to lay eyes on him, to size him up. That way we know what you’re dealing with.”


    “I saw him in the videos,” I say, having a hard time unseeing him and the things he’s done, “so I know exactly what I’m up against.”


    The way this unholy piece of dog crap shattered the innocence of so many young girls, he will get exactly what he deserves. We pull away from the curb, turn around and head for downtown Santa Monica.


    “He may be bigger in person,” Brayden warns.


    “Won’t matter.”


    “It will matter,” he argues. “Everything matters.”


    In the heart of downtown Santa Monica, at the Café Demitasse in the Third Street Promenade, I end up ordering the most amazing Espresso ever. It almost makes me forget everything I’ve done. Who I am. The things I’m about to do.


    Brayden says when a murder is committed, cops rely heavily on surveillance cameras. He tells me after we kill Demetrius, detectives will pull video surveillance from the areas the victim frequented that day. He’ll be looking for us, the killers.


    “So we need to assume we’re being watched all the time?” I say.


    “Pretty much.”


    We’re silent for a long time, sipping our coffees, watching the pedestrians and fellow caffeine junkies. Brayden finally breaks the silence to ask about Rebecca. “What if we just keep Rebecca for ourselves? You know, not find her parents? I can do that. If you want me to, I can not find them.”


    “I’ve been thinking of that.”


    “It would be selfish, but she seems happy.”


    “I know.”


    To me, having Rebecca around is like having a sister, a best friend, someone who knows me only as I am, not the three versions before me.


    “But you want to keep her anyway,” Brayden says, “don’t you?”


    I swallow the last of my coffee. Instead of responding, I just look away and nod.


    “Me, too.”


    “You should have seen the look on her face when she told me she remembered her mother,” I tell him. It was the first time I think I really saw her smile. “She was so excited.”


    “Like I said, it would be selfish not to try.”


    “That’s why we have to find her parents,” I tell him. “We can’t keep her from them if that will make her whole again.”


    “I know.”


    “Of course, keeping her wouldn’t be the worst decision we’ve made this week.”


    He smiles at my attempt to bring humor into an otherwise impossible situation. It’s a nice smile. Especially with the work done to his eyelids, nose and chin.


    Looking at him, I say, “If I ever leave Palo Alto, remind me to move here. I swear to Jesus this place is perfect for me.”


    “Yeah, well Santa Monica is only a slice of L.A. County. You should see downtown L.A., the nice parts.”


    “Um, no thanks,” I say, wishing I had more coffee. “Here is good. Here is all I’d need.”
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    There’s something terribly off right now. Even though the California sun is doing its job by brightening the day, the energy seems all wrong. It’s me, I know. But still. Maybe it’s a premonition. A bad omen. Either way, I’m feeling like my soul is not right with my body and maybe it’s time to abandon ship.


    “I think I need to lay down,” I tell Brayden.


    “I feel it, too.”


    “That sort of yuckiness in the air?”


    He nods. Then he says, “It’s almost one. So after we see him at The Buffalo Club, we’ll head back to the motel.”


    I almost beg him not to go there.


    A few minutes later we pull in front of the restaurant, our eyes probing the building for exterior mounted cameras. This being an industrial area, I don’t see any. Or maybe I’m not supposed to see any. Brayden says he doesn’t see any cameras either, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t any, so we try to act as normal as possible.


    When the pig known as Demetrius Giardino pulls up and gets out of his black Benz, a sharp, seething hatred blossoms within me and I know for certain I won’t chicken out. That feeling I’ve been having, that thing casting darkness and nausea all over my world, it settles. I am finally at peace with what I’m going to do.


    “He’s every bit as revolting as I expected,” I say.


    Brayden doesn’t say a word. Not until we get to the motel. When he finally speaks, I know I will never again have to wonder how he feels about Maggie.


    “When those guys beat me with their belts, when they pissed on me, I felt worthless and weak. Any bit of joy I found in my life was blotted out. I’m not sure what it’s like to be raped, to be violated to that degree, but I do know what it’s like to feel beaten and helpless. To feel so utterly defenseless. What Maggie endured, it was unforgivable.”


    “I can’t stop seeing those poor girls,” I hear myself say. Every one of those girls were forced to have sex for their contract. Demetrius’s home movies go back a long time. One of the girls, a pop-star now gracing the top of the charts, she looked ten years younger on film. It’s hard to imagine someone putting something like that behind them.


    “When Maggie…did what she did…I understood the depth of her pain. It sparked something in me. The memory. All the details of my defining tragedy. I freaking hate the Demetrius Giardino’s of the world and I’m glad you’re going to kill him.”
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    Back at the motel room, I manage to get a few hours sleep, but it’s fitful and I wake up feeling agitated. Brayden is asleep next to me. On my bed. Having done exactly what I told him not to do last night.


    Oh, well.


    I give him a gentle nudge, tell him it’s time. He rolls over and looks at me with tired eyes.


    “I need to call my dad,” I say. My phone has been off, the battery pulled out ever since we left town, per Brayden’s instructions. My father must be worried sick.


    He shakes his head. “No, they can trace your phone records.”


    “My phone is different—”


    “It’s too risky.”


    We argue this point a little more, but then I drop it because it’s useless. He read the list, I didn’t. That’s what he keeps saying, and dammit, he’s right. Phone records are one of the go-to places the cops look when trying to establish your whereabouts on the day of the crime. Brayden said it was best not to give off any signal at all.


    He checks the GPS locator on his phone and I ask him why he gets to use a phone when I can’t. I ask him why we can’t call my father from his phone.


    “Because this is a dummy phone not registered to anyone. It cost a fortune and I don’t want it compromised.”


    “Does this have to do with the FBI?”


    “Everything I do and don’t do on computers or phones with internet access has to do with the FBI. It’s what happens when you get caught. And Abby?”


    “Yes?”


    “We’re not getting caught.”
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    At seven o’clock, the GPS locator has Demetrius at his office on Olympus. Before we leave the room, I throw up twice, then remind myself of all the girls I’ll be saving. All the ruined girls I’ll be avenging. When my face is wiped clean and my stomach is flat empty and hollow feeling, I grab the murder bag Brayden and I packed and head for the car. Brayden follows wordlessly.


    We take the 405 to West Sunset, then take a left on Stone Canyon Road. My stomach is up in my throat right now. It’s empty, but somehow it’s still there. Churning.


    “What about gate codes?” I ask in a moment of sheer panic.


    “I’ve come prepared,” he says, patting his jeans pocket. Thank God one of us assumed there were gate codes. His half-hearted smile reassures me.


    “No wonder the FBI’s terrified of you.”


    Across the ravine from Bel Air, Stone Canyon Road is probably one of the lushest drives I have ever taken through a residential neighborhood. Half the road is canopied by trees, and the landscape is so thick and gorgeous the drive seems impossible. Like a dream. Deep in, nearly to the road’s end, the Stone Canyon Reservoir appears on our right, but only barely because half the walls of greenery are a good ten feet tall.


    “There,” Brayden says, pointing to the house.


    I draw a filling breath, release it steadily and evenly, then brush my hair twenty-five times as instructed and pull it into a tight ponytail. No use leaving stray hairs behind. Brayden hands me the latex gloves. I slip them on, adjust them so they feel natural. He applies moisturizer to my face and arms to keep any dead skin cells in place, then gives me the look.


    “I’ll be fine,” I tell him.


    “I’ll be down the canyon, maybe a hundred feet at most. When he passes by me, I’ll ring the house phone once. That way you’ll know.”


    “But you’ll follow him in?”


    “At a safe distance.”


    “When it’s done,” I say, feeling my stomach coiling itself into knots, “I’ll meet you out front.” I wonder if I’m going to throw up again. I think it’s coming…


    With that, Brayden drives up to the gated entry, rolls down the window and with his own gloved hand, takes a piece of paper from his pocket and punches in the gate code. The massive iron gate opens. Splendor awaits.


    I’ve never seen such an ornate home, and that’s saying something. The architectural detail looks more befitting of a palace than a residence for two and it has me wondering how much publicity this murder is going to garner. For my own peace of mind, I let thoughts like these go. My focus is solely on what he did to my friend. To all those other girls.


    In the circular driveway, Brayden drops me off, then leaves the way he came. I ring the doorbell and an intercom speaker opens its connection.


    “How did you get in here?” the woman’s voice says. “This is a private home.”


    I stab the intercom button and say, “That’s not what’s most important, Mrs. Giardino. What’s most important is that you let me in.”


    “And why should I? You’re wearing latex gloves for heaven’s sake.”


    “Because I have a video in my possession. It’s got your husband on it. He’s forcing himself into an aspiring young singer as a precondition of signing her with his record label. I can show it to you or I can show the press and police. Your life will be over if you choose that option. You will be humiliated. Ostracized from the community. At least this way—”


    Right then the door opens and that’s when I see her: Bryn Giardino. Forty-three years old with a lifetime of emotional hardship in her expression. Her tired, dispassionate eyes tell me she suspected her husband of this or something like this eons ago. That she has lived with suspicion, loneliness and stress for entirely too long. Or I could be imagining things. That’s what I want her eyes and expression to say because it’ll make me showing her the video so much easier.


    “You don’t look surprised,” I say.


    “Come in,” she tells me. I’m glad she invited me because if not I would have come in anyway. Maybe of my own volition, maybe at gun point. Either way, I was going in.


    “I expected you a long time ago,” she said. She was dressed in charcoal yoga pants and a cute yellow and pumpkin-orange top. With her black hair pulled back, and evidence of perspiration on her lower back, she looked like she gave it her all in Pilates class. She turns and walks into the living room. Her butt looks fantastic, her shoulders are amazing, and when she turns, I can’t help thinking how tough it must have been to keep her stomach that flat for all these years. Her boobs, however, look painfully sad. Like she had children and they deflated. Yet Brayden specifically told me Demetrius and Bryn do not have children. Poor woman.


    “You expected me?” I ask.


    “Someone like you. One of Demetrius’s girls.”


    “So you know about the rapes?”


    That word hits her hard: rape. Her beautiful face—and she is lovely for her age—pales quickly. The horrified look she’s wearing, it makes me feel sad for what I’m about to show her. For what I am about to do. She turns from me, like she doesn’t want to hear any more. Like she can’t even stand the sight of me.


    Her hand goes to her mouth, the way it always is when older women hear really bad news. She turns around and fixes me with a stare. Her eyes look like diamonds the way they’re sparkling behind the tears.


    “Rapes?” she says in a strangled voice.


    The entry way is ginormous, with a circular staircase winding up to the second floor and twenty-five foot ceilings. The hardwood floors are wide planks with the perfect blend of dark grains. Off the entryway is a formal living room with a seven foot tall stone fireplace like you see at famous hotels or in huge houses just like this. I’m standing here, inside the living room, looking at her, and at the open pit containing the piled ashes of several fires. I step down into the living room, lay my murder bag on the glass coffee table and pull out Maggie’s cell phone.


    I scroll to the video Demetrius sent Maggie, play it for her.


    It’s the cruelest thing I’ve ever done. Right away her eyes start to swim. She’s either too modest or too wounded to wipe away the tears; they just drain onto the expensive carpet. After the video, if that is not enough, I show her the texts. The threats. I show her how diabolical her husband really is.


    “That’s not all,” I tell her. “This girl, in the video, she was one of my best friends—”


    “Was?”


    “She killed herself. Slit her wrist open and bled out in the bathtub in my guest bathroom this last week. We just buried her.”


    “And this was my husband’s fault?”


    “There are other details to her life, but the rape wasn’t exactly sunshine on a cloudy day.”


    The telephone rang once, then stopped. My heart hit a new gear. From the murder bag, I pull out the pistol, screw on the silencer and make sure it’s fully loaded. Bryn watches in stunned silence.


    “Are you going to kill me?”


    “I’m going to kill your husband.”


    She doesn’t seem to know what to say, so she just sits down and cries. I feel bad for her, but right now my attention is on all the possible entry points to the house.


    “Where does he come in from, when he gets home?”


    She points to the front door.


    I wait.


    “Is it possible this is an isolated incident?” she says.


    “No.”


    “How do you know?”


    “Because your husband’s hard drive on his personal computer contains more than twenty other videos of young girls like my friend Maggie. He deems this a ‘right of passage’ into the industry.”


    “A what?”


    “A right of passage. You hear so many singers these days saying they gave up their soul to the music industry. This is just one example. Your husband’s version of a singer’s right of passage.”


    That nagging feeling in the back of my mind, it’s me realizing I’m probably going to have to kill Bryn, too. The one thing I learned from watching movies is you never leave witnesses.


    Shit. I’m not sure I can do that.


    The sound of the Benz’s big motor stiffens me. The engine falls silent. A door closes. I get the pistol ready, aim it at the front door and try not to crap my pants. Or puke. Gosh dammit, I’m so scared right now!


    “Get over there,” I tell Bryn, pointing into the foyer. “Right where I can see you.” I wheel the gun around, aim it point blank in her face; she does as she’s told, not because she’s scared, but because she’s gone numb. Now I have both her and the front door in sight.


    I can’t believe this is happening. I can run, I tell myself. I tell myself no one’s dead.


    Not yet.


    There’s still time.


    Ten seconds pass from the time the car door shuts to the time the key hits the lock on the front door. My heart is officially pounding nine times harder than normal. I feel myself blink eight times, really fast as I steady my hand and get my breathing under control. The lock turns and the front door opens and for seven beats of my heart, Demetrius and I stare at each other. I tell him I’m Maggie’s best friend, and he waits. Finally, briefcase in hand, he walks in the entryway like he doesn’t have a loaded pistol aimed at him and he shuts the door.


    “Your friend should never have killed herself,” he says. I hate the very sound of his voice. The slight trace of an Italian accent. The smugness of his tone.


    He is dressed in a dark suit that fits tight over his expanding belly and all I can think is that he doesn’t deserve his beautiful wife. Or the next breath out of his poisonous mouth.


    “You should never have raped her,” I say. “Or all those other girls.”


    He looks at his wife and says, “Are you okay?”


    She shakes her head six times, still crying. He looks at me and says, “What are you going to do?” He’s not even done with the question when he starts undoing his suit jacket. He folds it in half then drapes it over his briefcase.


    “I’m going to kill you, and when the cops come looking for you, I will make sure they find all those videos on your hard drive.”


    He drops his briefcase and—lightening fast—he charges me. I pop off five shots fast. Four hit the walls behind him. Then I see the punch of fabric. A blossom of red grows like a flower on his bone white dress shirt.


    Finally.


    For a second there I thought I would miss every shot.


    He barely notices though, and I panic. In three seconds he’s on me and with his giant fist he punches me in the face two brutal times. I stagger backwards, feeling dizzy and half conscious.


    His face is blistering with rage. He might not even know he’s been shot. I’m trying to stand. I’m thinking about my two front teeth loose from his gigantic fist pummeling them. With a swipe of my tongue, I feel the gaping split on my lip that runs right up to the base of my nose.


    My insides curl in horror.


    He’s a bull. A freaking maniac. He grabs me by my throat and my crotch, picks me up and hurls me into the cement fireplace wall. A rib breaks. The pain is like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. There’s not enough air for me to scream, much less breathe. He’s on me fast, relentless.


    He’s kicking me, cursing, spitting, screaming. He kicks my breasts, my legs, my sides, my arms. It’s like the doctor at Gerhard’s lab, but ten times worse. I curl up; it doesn’t stop. Standing over me, he puts out a hand and steadies himself on the fireplace. He’s breathing heavy, like a fat guy who stayed on the treadmill too long. Then I see it in his face. He knows something’s wrong. The expanding red stain on his shirt, it’s a gut shot and those are lethal. I feel myself smile.


    “Got you, asshole,” I hear myself say.


    “I got you,” he tells me. Then he lifts his leg as high as it will go, and stomps down on my head. The world wobbles; everything hurts. Things goes grey, then black. But not before I hear the spit of a silenced pistol being fired at close range. Not before the front of Demetrius’s face blows outward in one gigantic punch of red all over the fireplace.
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    Brayden couldn’t stand it anymore. He drove into the gate, jumped out of the Dodge and raced in through the front door to a scene of grisly horror. There was blood everywhere. The first thing he saw was the woman in workout clothes standing over Demetrius. She had Abby’s gun in her hand at her side. Demetrius’s head was a blown out mess. The gun was still smoking.


    The woman slowly turned to face him. She didn’t look human. Shock gave her the kind of artificial look not even A-list actresses can mimic. Brayden’s eyes sunk to Abby. She looked worse than the dead rapist. Looking at all the blood pooling around her face, Brayden feared the worst.


    “Is she dead?” Brayden asked.


    “I don’t know,” the woman replied. “I think so.” The woman’s face looked like a zombie, no expression. Just blank.


    “Did you shoot her?”


    “No.”


    “Did he?”


    “No.”


    “I need to look at her, can I do that?” She nodded, and just stood there, mortified. His hands still gloved, Brayden hurried to Abby, pushed Demetrius’s corpse off of her and inspected the damage. He had to turn away to keep his stomach down. Abby’s entire face was mangled. My God, he thought, this all went so very, very wrong!


    Brayden turned and looked up at Demetrius’s wife and said, “I need to get her to a hospital.” He hadn’t even checked for a pulse. She could be dead for all he knew, but he couldn’t risk puking on the scene of a murder and that was about to happen. He wasn’t good with gore. And, like Abby warned, his DNA was traceable. It was in the FBI database, which meant it was available everywhere.


    “He was a terrible man,” Bryn said. Her eyes were lost, a sort of resigned vacancy.


    “Yes, he was.”


    “I knew something was wrong,” she said. It was like she was saying it to no one. Like she would have said the same words aloud, even if everyone was dead.


    “You should have done something about it sooner,” Brayden said. He was angry and scared. He had to get Abby out of there, but he didn’t want to get shot in the process.


    She was looking at the gun now, turning it over in her hands.


    “What kind of a gun is this?” she said.


    “A .45.”


    “It put Demetrius’s face all over the fireplace.”


    Brayden looked up at the fireplace, turned away from the meat and gristle splattered all over the greyish cement cast. His stomach churned. He swallowed hard. More than anything, he needed to go.


    Like right now!


    He slid his arms underneath Abby’s back and knees and lifted her up. She was surprisingly light. When he turned and faced Bryn, he hoped she wouldn’t shoot him right then. He hoped to God she’d let him go.


    Instead, she tucked the gun up under her chin and pulled the trigger. He tried to look away, but it was too late. He saw it all. Horrified, Brayden hurried out of the house as fast as he could. He couldn’t stop seeing Bryn Giardino’s beautiful face go slack. Like someone shut the lights out and she was just gone. And the thumping of her dead body hitting the floor? He’d never forget that awful sound.


    He got Abby to the car, fought to get her into her seat, buckled her in. He wanted to barf on the front lawn, in the bushes, all over the gravel, but by some act of Jesus or God or whomever, he managed to hold his guts down.


    Halfway down Stone Canyon Road, the urge hit him again. Pulling over fast, he puked into one of the roadside garbage cans. He straight up purged his guts. Then he got in the car and that’s when he saw Abby coming around.




    Red Pudding
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    When I wake up, I feel myself in dreamland. My eyes don’t know what they’re focusing on. My brain cannot interpret the images. I feel my mouth mumble something unintelligible. My arm flops around. As I become more aware of myself, I also become more aware of the pain. And the furnace of heat that seems to be roasting every cell in my body.


    All the angry little fire ants are officially marching again. Waving their fiery torches around. My skin, it’s sizzling. I feel myself needing to cry.


    “Holy shit,” Brayden says. “Your skin is like a squeezed sponge.”


    My brain is now almost aware of everything: the boy beside me, the car we’re in, the beating I suffered, Demetrius. My body hurts so bad the crying actually comes. All my skin is crying, too. I’m soaking wet. Like when I was first turned from the sloth into the swan, but more immediate, and with sharper, more lasting pains.


    I tear off my shirt, not caring about my bruised fingers and forearms, not caring about being in a car on a semi-public street wearing just a bra above the waist. But I’m still on fire. Still cooking in my own skin. I pull off my pants and underwear and Brayden avoids looking at me.


    “What are you doing?” he asks. Subconsciously, he brakes.


    Through a sobbing mouth, through loose teeth and a split lip, I say, “I’m so hot I can’t STAND IT!”


    I unhook my bra and shrug out of it. Brayden doesn’t know what to do. He looks down at me and I look down at me and the bruising is unbelievable. My whole body is varying degrees of black and blue. The violence is a horror story on my skin.


    “You need to get to a hospital,” he says. He’s freaking out still, trying to play it off but not doing good at all.


    “NO!”


    “We have to,” he says.


    Already I feel things inside me working. Gerhard’s special cocktail at work. The one he gave me for rapid healing during my transformation. I wonder if he knew what he’d done, how that particular cocktail just might have made me invincible. I pull down the vanity mirror and recoil at the sight of my face. My right eye is swollen shut, my top lip is split right down the gosh damn middle and one of my front two teeth is so loose it’s bent backwards. I straighten the tooth with my tongue, but that’s the least of my worries.


    The heat my body’s producing could start forest fires.


    Deep inside my gums, I feel the flesh stitching itself together, the tiniest fibers already knitting themselves tight around my tooth. The split in my lip, already the top is closing shut. But my nose is broken. Busted sideways at an awful angle.


    “Stop the car,” I say.


    Brayden stops the car.


    “I need you to put my nose back in place. Fast.”


    “But the hospital—”


    “No time!”


    All the damage in my body is healing fast. Red blood cells are flooding the torn skin and broken bones. They’re scabbing and knitting and pulling things together in a sort of fibrous matrix. White blood cells are attacking germs and pathogens, working in a fever pitch to stop any infections before they start, and it’s all so very hot and torturous.


    Brayden looks at me with that look in his eye that says, “What next?”


    I turn to him, my naked body soaked with sweat. “Fix it.”


    “This is going to hurt,” he says.


    “Just do it.”


    He places his hands on my face, then securing my nose in between his two thumbs, he pushes the bone and cartilage back in place. The popping and grinding sounds in my nose make me nauseous. Oh dear God, I want to pass out right now! After three painful efforts, Brayden has my nose straight again. Meanwhile, most of my lip is now a closed flap, the line of flesh pulling together and healing at an incredible rate. Brayden stares in disbelief.


    “What the hell?”


    “My lip?”


    “I swear it was split wide open a minute ago.”


    I run my tongue over my teeth and they’re solid. Then I run my tongue over my lip and its whole, too, except for the groove running up to my nose, but even that’s closing rapidly. Whatever was in Gerhard’s cocktail is more than amazing.


    It’s supernatural.


    “Gerhard gave me shots to help me heal. It was after the radiation. I don’t think they’ve stopped working.”


    The orbital bones in my left eye are shifting uncomfortably. Like itching, but worse. The swelling is going down. Even my ribs, which were easily broken, are coming together miraculously. Brayden can’t stop blinking.


    And I can’t stop sweating. My hair is damp, and hanging heavy on my shoulders. Perspiration mixed with blood is running pink down my chest, over my tightened nipples, into my belly button and vagina. Right now I’m in too much pain to be embarrassed.


    He looks down at my body and the landscape of bruising is starting to fade before our very eyes. It’s about that time two things happen: one, my body starts to cool significantly; and two, I’m wishing I hadn’t had my esthetician take so much hair off my lady business. It’s not leaving much to Brayden’s imagination.


    “Is it crazy that I’m totally horny right now?” he says.


    We both start laughing and then an old man walking by smacks the window hard, startling us. “Perverts!” he shouts, and we start laughing even harder. He has huge glasses and a mole that has like seven huge black hairs coming from it. My laughter turns to tears, and then sobbing.


    Brayden puts his hand on my shoulder, and I can tell he’s scared.


    While I’m crying, I’m putting on damp clothes (sans my bra and underwear), marveling at how my body doesn’t hurt so much anymore. My insides are scorched, but not so much that I feel permanent damage has been done.


    Brayden takes off his black shirt and turns it inside out. He starts wiping away the blood from my face and hair.


    “You don’t have to be so gentle,” I tell him with the kind of hiccupping-cry voice you often hear from two year olds.


    “It doesn’t hurt?”


    “Not like before.”


    He cleans most of the blood off my face and arms, at least enough where we can get into the motel room and shower without drawing too much attention to ourselves.


    Still, I’m a wreck and an older couple in the motel parking lot levels us with worried eyes. On my shirt, there’s a lot of blood, but I smile so they don’t buckle with concern. Up the stairs, down the hall, inside the room. I flop down on the bed, exhausted.


    Brayden tells me about Bryn killing her husband and then herself. I just lay there, absorbing it all. I can’t help feeling a debilitating sadness flowering inside me. As much as I loathe Demetrius for his atrocities, Bryn had to live with him this entire time, only to learn the ugly truth about his infidelity. That she couldn’t take it and chose to kill herself sits like a cold lump of lead in my heart. It pains me even more knowing Brayden will carry that imagery in his head for the rest of his life.


    Near the bathroom, in the back of the room where the vanity and mirror sit, I strip off my ruined clothes, not caring that he’s watching. He’s already seen it all, so why strive for modesty now? At least, that’s what I tell myself. My head is still fuzzy. Without a word, I move into the bathroom, turn on the shower and step inside. A moment later, the door opens and Brayden says, “Are you okay?”


    I’m glad there’s a plastic curtain between us. But the way I feel, it almost wouldn’t matter if I were in a glass shower.


    “Yes.”


    “Do you have room for me in there?” he says.


    The tiniest bit of surprise sparks inside my mind and this time I say, “Yes.”


    When he gets in, I look at his body and marvel at him. I can’t look at him without appraising his nakedness, but the scars catch my eyes, too, and I think of what he endured. What we’ve both endured.


    “I’m sorry about this,” he says, looking down at himself.


    I’m not sure what to make of his…change of state. He cups his hand over his business, but it doesn’t cover all of it. Which is sort of a good thing. “I won’t apologize for liking the way you look,” he says.


    “Doesn’t matter,” I say. “Just keep it to yourself.”


    “I will.”
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    I get out of the shower and Brayden stays in. At this point, all I want to do is sleep. I go for a pair of panties, slide them on and crawl into bed. My body is too hot for blankets, so I kick them to the foot of the bed.


    God, I feel so…uncomfortable!


    No, I feel agitated. We’re talking Defcon 3 agitated. It’s my body I realize; a chemical thing.


    Brayden comes out of the bathroom wearing only a towel around his waist. “Will you turn on the air and shut out the lights?” I ask. My voice isn’t exactly pleasant.


    “Sure,” he says. He walks across the room and turns the swamp cooler to HIGH. “Better?” he says. I nod. Satisfied, he clicks off the bedside lamp.


    A few minutes later, the bathroom door opens and a sliver of light illuminates the backs of my closed eyelids. I feel everything. I hear Brayden in the bathroom. He’s going number one and for some reason this seems more personal than showering with him.


    Like I’m invading his privacy with my ears.


    I roll over on my side, away from the peeing sounds he’s making. My senses are heightened, over-stimulated. All I want is sleep. If anything, to check out and not have to feel so freaking insane.


    Brayden flushes the toilet, then comes and lays on my bed. I feel him scoot toward me, feel his warm, nude body next to mine. I don’t pull away.


    “I just want to lay next to you,” he says.


    Half of me wants to say something, but I don’t know what to say so I don’t say anything at all. His hand circles my stomach, just below my breasts. He pulls himself closer to me but not in a sexual way. What he’s doing right now, it reminds me of Rebecca. Brings me the same comfort. Which I really need right now.


    Letting him stay, it’s not that hard of a decision.
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    When I close my eyes, the nightmares begin.


    The way dreams can sometimes mash together with the memories of difficult or traumatic events to create something surreal and disturbing, something so unnerving you feel worse off closing your eyes, it’s baffling.


    My tossing and turning puts distance between Brayden and me. Several times I wake up in my sleep, yelling, cursing, kicking at the blankets out of frustration or anger or fear. His body is still in the same queen-sized bed, but he’s sleeping further from me, and much better by the look of it.


    Around four in the morning, I’m dreaming Maggie shot Demetrius in the face and he fell on me. The way he landed on my stomach, it’s got my insides lurching and rolling. My head is pressed against the bloodstained fireplace, which is giving me a splitting headache. Inside the fireplace, a fire is roaring and cooking me from the inside, melting me.


    That’s when I wake up…feeling scorched inside…with my stomach pitching and wrecked, snared in a tight fist of pain. And my forehead! OMFG, it feels cracked in two, like talons prying it apart.


    I race to the bathroom, and miraculously, I don’t trip on anything or stub my toe on the furniture or run my newly healing face into the wall. My hands search around for a light switch, while my eyes scope out the toilet in the darkness. I find the light switch, flick it on. The toilet lid comes up, my knees hit the floor and my stomach comes charging up my throat. For some masochistic reason, I sort of feel like myself again. Go figure.


    There’s nothing like the familiarity of the old to put the soul at ease. Except what comes out of my mouth, it scares the absolute bejesus out of me. We’re talking viscous red muck, like sludge, or red pudding. My face is drenched from the effort, my hair draped in my face. Every inch of my body feels slick, wet and agitated.


    Two, three, four times my stomach purges itself. My headache becomes a full blown migraine. Then I feel gentle hands taking my hair back from my forehead. Brayden. Oh, thank God. I realize I’m crying again. If only I wasn’t so sick, I’d get pissed at how easily I’m being brought to tears these days!


    Two more times my stomach cinches, then purges, then empties out. Then I’m good.


    It stops.


    “You’re burning up.”


    I sit back on my butt, wipe my face, and say, “It was like this when I was going through the first change.” My head is a riot of pain, throbbing like the jaws of life are trying to work it open.


    “There’s so much…blood and stuff,” he says. “In the toilet.”


    “Yeah,” I say. “Slough off from the healing, I think.”


    He sits down and he’s naked with me. We don’t look at each other’s privates, except for a few times when his eyes dip down to my chest and my eyes dip down to his…boy parts.


    A few minutes pass and I expect my body to cool, but it doesn’t. And my head, it’s not only splitting open, it’s now pounding with a compressed, targeted pain.


    “I need a cold bath,” I hear myself say. My brain is growing fuzz, my equilibrium shifting. The way these changes go, it’s like living with fever dreams.


    Any minute and I’m going to start hallucinating.


    “Now, please.”


    Brayden wraps a towel around himself so I don’t have to look at his butthole while he fills the tub. It’s the sensible thing to do and I remind myself to thank him later. I pull off my underwear and climb in the tub. I’m shivering all over now, my teeth chattering up a ruckus. The way the waves of misery are crashing through me, it has the still cognizant parts of me feeling jumpy, timid.


    Sitting down, I pull my knees to my chest and wrap my arms around my legs. The more the tub fills up, the more I want warm water.


    “Too cold,” I say.


    Brayden puts his hand to my forehead. I’m having an out of body experience right now. What used to make sense doesn’t. Everything is awful. Excruciating. Flat out effing miserable.


    “You’re still way too hot,” he says. Already the panic is multiplying behind his eyes. “Is this normal? I mean, for the…transformation, or whatever?”


    I chatter out an “Uh-huh.”


    “Should I be worried?”


    The truth is, I don’t know. I’m worried because this isn’t a transformation. Is this some kind of a purging? The way my head hurts, though, the way my temperature is running way too hot, I’m trying not to totally freak out. I’m kind of thinking I might have to call Gerhard.


    That’s when the blood starts running. Out of my nose and my right ear, out of the tiny tear ducts below my eyes. Brayden looks like he’s trying not to lose it. He’s going for toilet paper. Mopping it up in his hands. He’s not saying a word, but his expressions are saying everything.


    What hits me next, it’s like the worst period cramps ever, except I’m not due to have my period for two more weeks. The water in between my thighs is clouding red. Everything is bleeding now and Brayden’s saying we have to call an ambulance. Then it stops. Like a faucet that’s been shut off.


    It just stops.


    “Wait,” I say, my face and chest and stomach streaked with blood. “It’s over. I think.”


    He waits.


    I wait.


    Looking down at the red bathwater, it’s hard not to make the comparison between this and Maggie’s suicide, and that’s when really I feel my face drain of all color.


    Brayden takes my hand and says, “Are you feeling physical pain, or is this about Maggie?”


    “I love…that you asked me…that you know—” I can’t finish the words, I’m that moved that he seems to know what I’m feeling. But with Brayden, I don’t really need to.


    The way he continues to surprise me, the way his stock seems to be soaring lately, there’s a good chance I might fall for him. I almost don’t even care that he hasn’t had Gerhard’s treatment. Maybe it’s better this way. Or maybe this shared trauma will forever bind us. The fact that he’s been with me on two occasions now where people have died, it’s not lost on me. I hold his hand tight. I hold onto it for dear life.
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    The thing about waking up next to your friend, and you’re both naked, is that it’s a bit awkward to say the least. I take an extra long look at Brayden, who’s sleeping peacefully. Part of me is thankful he’s under the blankets, and part of me isn’t.


    I can hardly believe we showered together! That we did what we told my father we wouldn’t do, which was sleep together.


    Granted we didn’t have sex, and we probably won’t ever have sex, but technically, we are in bed naked together and technically we did sleep under the same blankets last night.


    Oh, boy.


    Bra, pants and shirt—they all go on fast. Brayden opens his eyes and the smile on my face feels foreign. What is this? Embarrassment? Shame?


    “How are you feeling?” he asks.


    My face returns to normal. “My head still hurts and my stomach is churning.”


    “Yeah, you were farting all night,” he says, yawning. My mouth falls open and when he’s done yawning, he gives me a grin and says, “I’m just kidding, retard, you were quiet all night. I kept waking up just to make sure.”


    “Thanks,” I say. More than anything, I’m super relieved he didn’t crack some lame sex joke.


    “Do you want to shower and eat,” I ask, “or just get on the road?”


    “Get on the road.”


    My hair goes into a ponytail, a toothbrush goes into my mouth, and all my extra stuff goes in my overnight bag. I don’t even bother with makeup because, the truth is, I don’t want Brayden thinking I look good so he can talk about yesterday’s nakedness. Later this won’t make sense, but right now, my dumb girl brain thinks it’s completely rational.


    We pay cash for the room and get on the road heading west. It’s still early. When we arrive in Santa Barbara, we collect his hearse, return the Charger (with the right license plate back on) and order two Egg McMuffin’s as we’re leaving town. My body still doesn’t feel balanced, so I rest my head on the window and pray for sleep.


    It comes easy.


    When I wake up, my face is smashed against the hearse’s window at a gas station in Bakersfield. My neck and back ache like a mother-effer, and I’ve got a bit of slobber on my lip. The dashboard clock says I’ve slept for hours, but it only felt like I was out for a minute. Brayden is outside pumping gas and I have to pee. Stretch the muscles, breathe deep, get out of the car.


    “You’re awake,” he says with a smile.


    Okay, this is not so bad. Subconsciously I think I should be embarrassed about everything that happened, but deep down, there’s some part of me that feels closer to Brayden and it’s a weird feeling because we’ve been friends for awhile now.


    The last thing I want to do is sacrifice a friend for a boyfriend. Seeing that I’ve never officially had a boyfriend before (Damien denied ever being my boyfriend—the douchebag), I’m pretty sure I’m going to screw things up and then I’ll be out a friend, too. At least with Jacob, when I screw that up, I won’t be losing anything other than what was really never there in the first place.


    “I’m going to the bathroom,” I say. “You want snacks?”


    He asks for licorice and a Mountain Dew and some Funions, then he asks me for some sunflower seeds, but I’ll say they’re out of seeds because listening to that cracking, popping and spitting for several hundred miles will definitely make me bat shit freaking crazy. Swear on a stack of Bibles.


    The bathroom isn’t horrible, but I wouldn’t eat candy in it either. At least they have seat covers for the toilet.


    The way it has worked in the past, my body passes most of the sloughed-off garbage in the first purge, but subsequent purges occur. In this case, there is a little blood in my urine, but not enough to be concerned about. And thank God I don’t have to pop a deuce because, honestly, what right minded girl wants to dump in a gas station shitter anyway?


    Not me, that’s who.
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    When we finally roll into town, I start reassembling my cell phone, but Brayden tells me to stop. “Wait a day,” he says. “Detectives build entire cases on cell phone records.”


    “You already told me that. I think in those exact words.”


    “So listen then, please. It’s how we stay safe.”


    “Fine.”


    “Good.”


    “Just don’t be so bossy,” I say, because I really need to talk to my girlfriends and I hate being told no.


    “I know it’s hard. But you trusted me to do this with you and I respect that enough not to let you get caught over something so predictable.”


    I’m looking at him like you’d look at the Pope if he scratched his balls on live television. Like you just can’t believe what you’re seeing. Who would’ve thought Brayden would be this mature? All this time, he seemed like the class clown, the computer geek, the foul-mouthed hater. But now it’s like he’s transformed over night. Or maybe I’m just getting to know the real him. I don’t know, maybe he got some sort of shotgun maturity. How I see him now versus how I saw him just a few days ago, it’s seriously blowing my mind.


    I lean in and kiss him on the cheek, right next to his mouth and say, “Thank you for protecting me, Brayden. And for doing this with me.”


    “You’re welcome.”


    “I really mean it. No one else could have or would have done what you did for me and Maggie, and this will always be one of the things I cherish most.”


    I can see his eyes start to mist over and again, I feel like I’m having an out of body experience. He leans in and hugs me and says, “You’re my best friend, Abby. I would do anything for you.”


    “If you had tits and a vagina, I’d tell you I love you right now.”


    “Maybe I do have tits and a vagina,” he says.


    He pulls back and I can see in his eyes what this trip did for him. Or better still, to him. More important, I know he knows how much I appreciate him. And if he was a girl I would tell him I love him. Because deep down, as a friend, I really do.
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    The minute Brayden and I walk in the front door, my father gives me the third degree. He’s like an old, menopausing woman who’s really letting it go. He tells me how worried he was, tells me I made him a promise, reminds me I broke that promise.


    I don’t know what to say.


    He gives me a hug and inside I feel him shaking and I’m like, holy crap, he actually cares! This shouldn’t come as a huge surprise, but it does. I guess this whole thing about feeling loved is still new to me. I almost don’t know how to take it.


    Then he starts going off on me again, and on Brayden, too. He’s saying how Brayden took me, his only daughter, and that as a man he had a duty to not only look after me but make sure I did as I was told. Brayden lowers his head, ashamed, or embarrassed.


    I feel so bad I want to tell my father to leave him alone, but that also might make matters worse, so I remain quiet.


    “And what happened to your cell phone? I tried your number about a hundred times!” Now Rebecca’s in the room and I know she wants to hug me, but she looks a little startled by my father’s outburst.


    “My battery crapped out on me,” I say, but my voice sounds small and unconvincing. “And my charger, I left it here.”


    “Bullshit,” he says.


    “It’s true,” Brayden says.


    “So you’re telling me one battery dies and all the sudden you can’t see to call me for two days? Where’s your phone, Brayden?”


    “I left it in Vegas when I came out here. I was in a hurry because…well…the way Savannah, I mean Abby, made it sound, I had to drop everything and go. So I did.”


    “So where were you?”


    “West Hollywood,” I lie.


    I tell my father Rebecca remembered her mother being a librarian, that she lived in Los Angeles. I refuse to tell him Rebecca said Reno instead. Telling him the truth about what Brayden and I did down south would only implicate him if investigators ever found their way to our doorstep.


    Politicians call it plausible deniability.


    “Her mother did work in the main library in West Hollywood,” I say, “but it turns out she ended up moving to Reno a number of years ago. The timing fits for Rebecca’s disappearance, so that’s where we’re headed next.”


    “Not together, you’re not. Not now.”


    “So you’re saying we shouldn’t try to get Rebecca back to her mother?” I ask, challenging him.


    He pauses, realizes I worked him into a corner, and says, “Go to your room.”


    “Like I’m twelve?”


    “Yes,” he says. “Like you’re twelve.”


    “And Brayden?”


    He looks at Brayden and says, “Back to Vegas, player.”


    “No way!” I say. “He’s coming with me to Reno!”


    “He’s going back to Vegas, or wherever, because I can’t send you to your room and him to his room without thinking this sorry ass punishment even comes close to fitting the crime.”


    The crime, hah! Nice choice of words…


    For shooting a man, for making my father worry the way he did, for lying to him, I’d say this punishment will never fit the crime. I finally relent. I do so because our victory down south was too monumental for words, and really, my father is right.


    “Daddy?” I say.


    “I’m not kidding about this.”


    “I know. I just wanted to say I’m sorry for making you worry. That I love that you care enough to do…what you’re doing.”


    “Brayden is still leaving.” He looks at Brayden whose head is now hanging in shame. “Which is disappointing because I really like him.” Brayden finally looks up and my father says, “I do.”


    “Thank you, sir. I like you, too. And I’m sorry. I am.”


    “He can’t just leave now, dad. He has to rest. We just drove back from L.A. for God’s sake.”


    “I know.”


    My father, for all his heart, kinda sucks at doling out punishment. “It’s late, so why don’t you all just go to bed.”


    Brayden clears his throat and says, “Sir, if you want to send Abby to her room, and really punish her, then may I suggest Rebecca sleep with me tonight? Abby hates to be alone.”


    OMG! Did he just say that?!


    My father’s eyes flash with disbelief. He levels Brayden the super-duper freaking mad-dog stare down, which visibly shrinks Brayden, and then he says, “I really don’t know what to say right now.”


    Talk about poor timing. Talk about the worst timing ever!


    “A simple yes will do,” Brayden says, continuing to push the envelope.


    “Brayden,” I warn. What the hell is he doing?


    He looks at me, but only for a second. His head is low and cocked sideways, like a beaten dog still hoping to be pet by its master. He has that look like he’s not sure whether he will get my father’s rage, or a laugh. Man, he’s going for a laugh at the most inopportune time!


    “Rebecca will be sleeping in Abby’s room tonight. And you’ll be sleeping in yours.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Alone.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Wow,” I hear myself say. Brayden doesn’t look at me. He wouldn’t like the expression on my face and he knows it.


    Rebecca takes my hand and walks me to my room. I steal one last look back just in time to see Brayden heading the opposite direction toward the pool house. And my father? He’s standing there, watching Brayden go. Then, for a second—for just the thinnest of moments—he turns enough for me to see a smile crossing his face, and I know Brayden played his cards right.


    Amazing. Fuh-reaking amazing.
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    I know I should do what Brayden says. Waiting until tomorrow to put my battery back in my cell phone and power up is easily the smartest thing to do. I’ve been awake for forever, but I can’t wait any longer. I have to talk to someone, like now! Netty, Tempest, Cicely—any of them! All this restless energy in me, it’s at a full boil, and I have to siphon it off before I spiral into a Maggie-level depression. So I do the only thing I know to do: I head into the living room and ask my father to borrow his phone.


    “What’s wrong with yours?” he says. He’s sitting on the couch watching reruns of Breaking Bad on the DVR and eating popcorn without butter on it.


    “Told you, dead battery,” I say. It’s easy to see he’s still upset by the way he’s not looking at me and not pausing the show. I try not to be irritated, but I’m failing. Inside I’m totally screaming at him.


    “So charge it.” More popcorn. He’s not even closing his mouth as he’s chewing.


    “Dad, goddammit, I need to use your phone! Please.”


    Now he pauses the television. He hits me with fiery eyes that tell me he’s still pissed. “First off, don’t curse at me or take the Lord’s name in vain,” he says. “Second, you didn’t use your phone when I needed you to, so now you aren’t using mine.”


    I take a breath, but the mad fluttering of my heart won’t stop. “You’re being unreasonable.”


    “I’m not.”


    “Yes you are!”


    “Your friends can wait until tomorrow.”


    “Dad—”


    “Go to your room!” he shouts, tipping the popcorn bowl half over in the process. “Jesus Christ, Abby!”


    Holy crap, he’s never been this mad at me! Ever. And now he’s taking the Lord’s name in vain? Ugh! My resolve changes quickly. This is not the first time someone has exploded in my face or rattled me, so I stand my ground.


    “Something else is going on here,” I say.


    He’s gathering up his spilled popcorn. He’s fuming. But at least he’s not yelling. Then again, it’s late and Rebecca’s asleep, so maybe he’s trying not to wake her up, or embarrass himself further.


    “You had me terrified for a day and a half, only to see you again and have you act like you could care less. There’s nothing else. This is all you, sweetheart.”


    “I’m sorry,” I say for the umpteenth time.


    “Right now your apology and a hot turd is still only worth the hot turd,” he says.


    “Dad—”


    “Go back to your room or I swear to God, I will send your friends home and you’ll be grounded for the rest of the summer. Am I being clear, young lady?”


    “What you’re being is cruel.”


    “Never-the-less,” he says.


    I cross my arms over my chest, hit him with glaring eyes. “Fine.”


    “Fine.”


    “Whatever.”


    He un-pauses the television, completely writes me off. There’s nothing left to say. I stand here a little longer and he turns up the volume. Resumes eating his popcorn. Loudly.


    “I’m sorry,” I say, one last time. I really am…


    He doesn’t say anything, so I return to my bedroom. It’s pitch black and Rebecca’s sleeping, so I crawl into bed, careful not to disturb her, then close my eyes and try to sleep.
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    My dreams have become nightmares. Sleep is not sleep but physical and emotional pain. It’s chaos and fear; it’s confusion and paranoia. My brain is a movie projector playing the horror show highlight-reel of every bad thing that has happened since I went from fat Savannah to Abby.


    In your dreams, the way you’re always running from an attacker, but you can’t move fast enough because you’re sloshing through invisible mud and your fright is a black flood boiling inside you, that’s how every second of my sleep has become.


    There’s blood and screaming, gunshots and death. I wake up crying. I wake up kicking. I wake up screaming.


    I roll over and Maggie’s asleep beside me. Really it’s Rebecca. But then she’s awake. And then she’s crying with me. Smoothing my hair. Wiping sweat from my forehead with a cool washcloth.


    I wonder, is this real?


    And then it’s sleep again. And then it’s Gerhard and his monster. Trying to grab me. Trying to kill me. It’s Demetrius kicking me. Punching me. It’s Damien telling me I’m a lab rat, it’s Jake rejecting me, it’s Margaret telling the twelve year old me I shouldn’t wear a two-piece bathing suit because of my belly and how it sticks out further than my little, uneven boobies.


    Tossing and turning and whimpering. Fighting the bed. Sobbing.


    The last thing I remember is Rebecca curling up beside me, pulling me in her arms, telling me it’s okay, that everything is going to be okay. But it isn’t.


    And it won’t be okay.


    Maggie is dead, I’m a murderer, my body is somehow superhuman and impossible at the same time, I’ve got boy problems and girl problems, and maybe I’m turning into a slut.


    Then, finally, thankfully, I fall back asleep.


    And I don’t dream.




    Silver State



1


    Around four thirty in the morning, I wake up and can’t go back to sleep. My face hurts, like it’s warm but frost bitten. My eyes are raw. After an hour of my mind spinning, after an hour of trying to go back to sleep, I finally crawl out of bed and get in the shower.


    It’s when I’m towel drying my hair that I decide, the hell with my father, today we’re going to Reno. I wake Rebecca. She’s bleary eyed and yawning. When she realizes she’s awake far too early, she gives a groan of awareness. With some people, you can wake them with a bullhorn and they will still turn over and try to go back to sleep. That’s Rebecca.


    “We’re going to find your mother,” I whisper.


    Now she’s coming to. She rolls over, stretches and looks at me with hopeful eyes.


    “Really?” she asks.


    “Really.”


    She’s in and out of the shower, dressed and ready to go in record time. I make sure my father’s still asleep before we sneak out. For a second, I think of taking Brayden with us, but I don’t. Leaving him behind, it’s a psychological strategy. Maybe my father will feel bad for him and let him stay.


    I leave a note on the table, tell my father he can call me only if he promises not to yell at me. In the note, I tell him not to be mad. I tell him I love him.


    “Are you hungry?” I ask Rebecca.


    “I’m too excited to be hungry.”


    “Me, too.” But not really. The idea of not seeing Rebecca after today, of not having her in my life, is killing me. I don’t want her to go. What I want most is for her to stay with me, like the sister I never had. But I can’t be that selfish.


    I have to be the bigger person.


    By the time we hit Sacramento, we’re both starving. We stop off at a McDonald’s, get ourselves Sausage McMuffin’s, those delicious, greasy little potato patties and orange juices, then we get back on the road heading east.


    We arrive in Reno four hours after leaving Palo Alto, then spend almost three more going from one library to the next with the intention of hitting all seven today. Then my cell phone rings and I see it’s my father calling. My stomach clouds with butterflies as I take the call.


    “Hi, dad,” I say as chipper as possible.


    “I’m not going to yell,” he says, his voice sounding tempered over the Bluetooth connection, “but this type of behavior is so unbelievably unacceptable I really don’t know what to say or do.”


    “This isn’t about me, dad. I’m helping Rebecca.”


    “This is always about you.”


    “No, dad—”


    “Sweetheart,” he says in an even tighter voice, “you took her because that is what you wanted. Ever since you found out about the clones, you haven’t been able to get this fixation out of your head—”


    “She’s not a clone, dad.”


    “I understand.”


    “How many of them aren’t clones, dad? Huh? Do you even know?”


    “She’s not part of my old program. She’s someone else’s—”


    “Kidnapped child? Is that the description you’re looking for? Because she was kidnapped dad. Kidnapped!”


    “Yes, well in our program, we had strict policies against using actual children. It was in our contracts. We never used real kids.”


    “And how certain are you that the company you used to get these clones followed the contracts to the letter? I mean, how can you really know? You can’t. And besides, clones are not mannequins, dad. They can’t be thoughtless, emotionless and immune to suffering and you know that.”


    There is silence on the line, long enough for me and Rebecca to exchange glances.


    “You’re right,” he finally relents. “As for using real children in my program, I couldn’t know if they were real or not.”


    This is a huge admission from my father. This argument we’ve been having for what seems like forever now, it always ends in a standstill. But with Rebecca—with this one question—I’ve given him something more to consider.


    “Dad, I have to go. I’m in Reno checking out libraries.”


    “How many?”


    “I have a list of the seven largest public libraries. We’ve been through four already, but with no luck.”


    “Where are you now?”


    “Pulling up to North Valleys. It’s off the 395.”


    “Do you think she’s there?” he asks.


    “I’m not so sure about it because it’s in a shopping center. The lady at Reno’s downtown library called it a decent sized library and said it’s been here since 1988, so we’ll see.”


    “Good luck,” he says. “Let me know what happens.”


    “Okay.”


    “And be careful.”


    “Okay. Oh, dad?”


    “Yes.”


    “Did you make Brayden leave?” I ask.


    “He left this morning. Said he was used to driving, and that he was going to get on the road. He apologized to me about ten times.”


    “How was he? About me leaving without him, I mean.”


    “He was hurt that you didn’t say good-bye. Then again, I’m sure he knows your penchant for disappointing those people closest to you.”


    Ouch, that one stung.


    “I’ll call him when I get a chance,” I say, ignoring his jab. “Did he say where he was going?”


    “Vegas. A couple of times he was on the phone with some guy named Titan.”


    “Okay, thanks. Love you.”


    “You bet,” he says, businesslike. “Be careful.”
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    It takes some asking and some prying, but we get our first real break at North Valleys. One of the librarians, an older woman with big glasses and seventies hair and gigantic comfort breasts (as Brayden likes to call overly large baby-feeders), tells us there was a woman who worked there about ten years ago with curly blonde hair and a small girl.


    “Real quiet woman, as you’d expect of most librarians, but in a sad way. We all thought she was being abused. She had scratches sometimes. Once she had a black eye, though she did a pretty good job of covering it up with makeup.”


    I feel sorry for this woman, Rebecca’s potential mother. So many questions pop up, and I need answers. Was she abused? Was Rebecca abused? That’s the number one question on my list. I can’t help but fear for the life she lived before being kidnapped and dropped into the pink goop.


    In the course of our conversation, I explain to the librarian (Molly) that Rebecca and I are trying to reconnect with Rebecca’s mother, that Rebecca went missing between eight and ten years ago.


    “And you’re sure she was a librarian?” Molly says to Rebecca.


    “I am,” Rebecca says.


    “The woman’s name was Mary Conner.”


    “Conner?” I ask. Not Taylor?


    Molly nods, then looks at Rebecca and says, “Mary’s girl was eleven or twelve back then. A real reader. I’m just not sure you were that girl.”


    “Why not?” I say. Molly doesn’t look at me or even acknowledge me. She’s all about Rebecca right now.


    “You’d have been much cuter than that girl back then,” she says to Rebecca.


    I hate that I have to say this, but it’s prudent to our search. “Rebecca was the ugly duckling that became a swan.” Molly recoils, stunned that I would say such a thing. “I was the same way.”


    “What did you say your name was again?” Molly turns and asks me. Finally, her attention!


    I open my mouth to say Abby, but Rebecca surprises me by saying: “Savannah.” I look at her and she’s looking back at me, her eyes saying everything and nothing. I think she’s tired of the lies and it’s all coming out.


    “Well, Savannah, calling someone an ugly duckling isn’t polite,” Molly replies. “Especially a child, since all of God’s children are beautiful.”


    “Rebecca and I share a similar past. I assure you, Rebecca understands what I’m saying is only meant to help her find her mother.”


    My mind is on autopilot, searching my memory banks for how Rebecca heard my birth name, Savannah. Then the memory catches.


    Brayden.


    My father was pressing him about leaving his cell phone in Vegas. The lie Brayden told to cover for me not being able to call my father when we were in Santa Monica was that “Savannah” needed him fast. Brayden quickly realized his mistake and called me Abby, but apparently Rebecca caught it.


    Note to self: Do something about this later.


    “If I remember this right, and this mind of mine was always a steel trap”—Molly says, pointing to her head—“she went to work at Spanish Springs Library. In Sparks.”


    “That’s the one that sort of looks like a UFO?” I ask. They have pictures of the libraries online, and Spanish Springs is the most unusual of the bunch.


    She flashes a crooked smile and nods, like she’s being polite. It’s obvious she doesn’t like the association. It’s what stuck first in my mind when I saw photos of the place.


    “Thank you so much,” Rebecca says. She smiles, gives Molly a hug. Molly seems to appreciate the girl’s affection.


    To me however, Molly frowns and sticks out her hand. I give it a shake, and it’s like holding a dead fish. “Thank you,” I say.


    Her frown deepens. I remind myself I’m not here to make friends. I’m here to find Rebecca’s mother.


    
3


    The drive to Sparks is short. It’s the next town over from Reno, and parts of it are nice. Very nice. All brand new. It’s funny how anything new feels unusual in this corner of the Silver State. I’m actually pretty impressed.


    The library, on the other hand, is every bit as old and outdated as the other libraries we’ve been seeing. At least on the outside.


    We walk in and the first thing we notice is the atrium. It sort of takes me by surprise. You don’t see this kind of thing anymore.


    “Wow,” Rebecca says. “A tree.”


    “I know, right?” I respond in wonder.


    “Can I help you?” says a nice looking woman who does not fit the description of your everyday librarian. She’s thin and fit, dressed to the nines. A real beauty. Part of me wants her to be Rebecca’s mother, but the truth is, she looks too young. Thirtysomething for sure. She has that Hollywood vegan look about her I like so much.


    We tell her exactly what we told Molly back at North Valleys and the woman points us to an older librarian near a bank of computers. A real blue-haired granny of a woman.


    “She’s been here like forever,” the Hollywood vegan says. “If anyone knew her, it’d be Judith.”


    Judith turns out to have a pretty decent memory for a gal of her advancing years. She says, “Yes, I remember her well. She left years back to open a daycare center.”


    “Do you happen to have her business address?” I ask. I’m praying she does, because a lot of daycare providers use their homes as their place of business.


    “I do. If you’ll wait here, I’ll fetch it.” She slowly, crookedly heads out of sight and Rebecca looks excited enough to scream.


    “Contain it,” I say, smiling. “Just a little longer.”


    She can’t. She’s all smiles. At least until Judith returns. Then my gorgeous red headed pseudo-sister regains her composure, but barely.


    “It’s in Reno,” Judith announces. “Morningside Drive.” She hands me a slip of paper with the address written in block lettering on the back. “It’s between Virginia Lake and the county golf course.”


    “Thanks, I’ll put it in my GPS,” I say.
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    Back in the S5, I tell the navigation system the address then get moving. Rebecca’s giddiness seems to have vanished. Her face looks white. Snow white.


    “What’s wrong?” I ask.


    She pulls her seatbelt on and says, “What will happen to us? You and me?”


    I take her hand and say, “Things have changed since you were…you know, taken. Technology I mean. We can communicate over the internet easily. We can even see each other while talking on our cell phones, if you can believe that. We’ll talk every day if you want.”


    “Do you want to talk to me that much?”


    “Of course! I love that we’re so close to finding your mother, but I don’t like it either. The truth is, I like you right where you’re at. With me and my dad.”


    “I do, too. But I have to find my mother. She’ll want to know I’m okay, won’t she?”


    Part of me wonders what we’re going to find. “If she’s a good mother, then yes, she’ll want to know.”


    We get back on the 80, then take Virginia Street south until we hit Plumb Lane. There’s an ugly Motel 6 and a Quality Suites and a lot of bare concrete mixed in with a few out-of-place trees. Damn, even the trees look outdated!


    The GPS says go right; I go right. It says to go left on Watt Street; I go left. There are wooden phone poles with dry rot, their sagging wires crossing the street everywhere. Most cars are ramshackle at best, some nicer than others, some downright derelict, and the neighborhoods are largely ranch style single-story homes.


    And OMG, there’s still entirely too much concrete!


    “I hate this place,” Rebecca says, taking it all in. “Are we close?”


    “Unfortunately.”


    “It won’t be like your house,” she tells me.


    “Most people don’t live like we do, Rebecca.”


    “I figured.”


    “I’m just wondering how you got to be the way you are,” I say. “The way you look, I mean.”


    I was ugly and it cost my father twenty-five million to make me beautiful. And that was with the family discount. So how could Rebecca’s parents afford for her to be this beautiful? Living in a dumpy part of town like this, it all seems unlikely. Is that why she was taken? Was she ugly, expendable? Or was she stolen? Bought? Was she one of the first guinea pigs?


    “What do you mean, the way I look?”


    “When you woke up,” I ask, trying to phrase this as delicately as possible, “did you recognize yourself?”


    “No.”


    “Because you’re around twenty years old, or because your face is different?”


    “This isn’t my face,” she says in the thinnest of voices. I look at her and she looks frightened by the admission.


    “You’ve been gone almost half your life. You’re bound to look different. To feel different.”


    “Yes,” she says, “but I could never be this different. I think Molly was right. I was not a cute child. I remember being…not pretty. And now I’m beautiful.”


    The GPS tells me to turn on Morningside next.


    That’s three blocks up.


    “This isn’t my nose,” she says. “These aren’t my eyes. And this mouth and teeth? No way. My teeth were a mess.”


    “Your eyes were different?” I say.


    We pass Hillcrest Drive.


    We pass Sunset.


    “Yes. They were brown. These are blue. And my hair was black, not red.”


    “What about your nose?”


    The GPS says to turn right on Morningside; I turn right. Thankfully the neighborhood has long lines of mature trees and cut grass. I can see from one end to the other and there isn’t a telephone pole or a crummy car in sight. Still, this nervousness congealing inside of me, it’s coming from everything Rebecca is saying to me. She’s practically in a tailspin right now.


    “Everything’s different.”


    “Rebecca, do you recognize this street?”


    Her eyes start to water and her face fills with uncertainty, or dread. She says, “I think so.”


    “Why are you crying?”


    “Because it doesn’t feel right.” She’s wiping her eyes, trying to stop the tears. They won’t stop dripping.


    “What do you mean, it doesn’t feel right?”


    We pull up to the house and it’s a clean, single-story ranch home. It’s all brick with a red roof set thirty or forty feet off the sidewalk. The lawn is freshly mowed. All the flowers are pruned and in bloom. Everything looks Stepford clean. Like the person living here takes tremendous pride in their home’s appearance.


    “Let’s go,” I say, shutting off the car.


    “I don’t want to,” she says. “I mean, we can’t.”


    “Wait a sec, are you serious?” She nods her head and I’m looking at her thinking, WTF child? “Is it nerves?” Her eyes are ghosts without names, her face the tell-tale sign of something awful. I’m not sure what happened to her, but it sure left its mark. “Is it your memories? Are they returning?”


    She shakes her head again, but slower. “Not whole memories,” she says. “Just bad feelings.”
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    The home’s front door opens up and a woman with blonde curly hair stands in the doorway. I smile. She doesn’t. Rebecca turns and sees her and there’s instant recognition.


    “That’s her, isn’t it?” I say. “That’s your mother.”


    “I think. Maybe. I don’t know.”


    “I’ll go,” I tell her, “you stay here.”


    She gives me a weak nod. Hides her face from the woman.


    I’m trekking up the concrete walkway smiling. The woman steps onto the front stoop and looks past me at Rebecca.


    “Mary Conner?” I ask.


    The woman shades her eyes from the brightness of the day and says, “Yes?” She’s an average looking woman with sun damage on her face and a small potbelly that could be ice cream related. Or wine. At least she has all her teeth. I reach out and shake her hand and say, “I’m Savannah.”


    Shit! Why did I just say that?


    All this thinking about Rebecca knowing my real name, it totally tripped me up. I was going to call myself something else. Just not Savannah or Abby.


    Up close, her skin looks bad, like she had a rash of acne as a child. There are pock marks and a few small scars, but nothing a few hundred glycolic peels can’t smooth out. She smells like All laundry detergent, but not in an offensive way. I feel better already knowing her clothes are clean.


    “The reason I’m here is because you had a little girl about eight or ten years ago that I think went missing.”


    Something moves through the woman’s eyes. Pain? Remorse? She shifts on her feet, stuffs her hands in her oversized jeans pockets. She has to be pushing fifty; then again, a hard forty-five can look a lot like fifty. Losing a child, I once read, can age you decades.


    “I did.”


    “Rebecca?”


    Mary nods, her face bent to an unreadable emotion, a look that has me full of questions, but still on edge. It could be I found Rebecca’s home, or it could be warning bells clamoring in my head. I just don’t know.


    “How old was she when—”


    “That her?” she says, giving a slight nod in Rebecca’s direction.


    She says it like she’s only half interested, but maybe this is just a defense mechanism. If she lost Rebecca that long ago, she wouldn’t let herself believe her baby was alive. To cling to such hopes, then chance not being right, the torrent of emotion would break her down to nothing. I nod.


    “Don’t look nuthin’ like her.”


    “How long has it been?”


    “Nine years. That girl’s too pretty to be mine.” Suddenly that sad or confused thing in her eyes becomes dark, almost hostile. Her nostrils flare, the skin between her eyebrows pulls tight and she says, “This ain’t funny. You need to go.”


    “It’s okay, Mrs. Conner. We’re not here because we want anything. It’s just…what happened to her?”


    “She wasn’t mine anyway,” she says.


    “What…what do you mean?”


    “The kid I lost, she was my foster kid.”


    I look back at Rebecca and her hands are still covering her face. Like she’s crying. I can hardly believe this is happening.


    “And?”


    “Child Protective Services came and took her on account of my husband—the fuggin’ dirt bag—he tried to kill me. He beat her up pretty bad, too. Left the side of her face with a nasty scar. That girl scared on the face?”


    Now things are making sense. Rebecca’s breakdown must have been triggered by the traumatic, repressed memory of her abuse


    “So CPS took her?”


    “Yes.”


    “Do you want to say hello at least?”


    She takes her time thinking about it, looks over my shoulder at Rebecca, then back at me. “Told you, that girl ain’t mine. Never was. Now go away lessen I call the cops.”


    “Call the cops?” I stammer. “For what?”


    “Don’t matter, does it?” she says, her voice jumping a few octaves. “Just leave.”


    So many thoughts are banging around in my head, so many insults, pleas, retorts. It leaves my mouth paralyzed. She walks back into her house, shuts the door a little too hard, the slaps the deadbolt in place.


    I return to the car. Rebecca looks at me with watery, red-rimmed eyes.


    “What are you remembering?” I ask.


    “I remember that woman.”


    “She said her husband tried to kill her, that you were her foster daughter.”


    “No, she did the library part time and she worked for the…I think the…child protection…something part time. She took me and gave me to a man, and that man took me away.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “She said I was going away. She said I was going to a place where they would take all the things wrong with me—all the wrong things no one loved about me—and make them right. I saw him pay her money. She said he helped with…some kind of…I don’t know…I can’t think of the name—”


    She’s really struggling to think here, and it’s pushing new tears from her eyes. Her entire body is rigid. The bluish vein in the side of her head, just above her temple, it’s full of anxious blood.


    Then it hits her. “Monarch something.”


    “Why would she lie to me?” I ask. I don’t know if I’m asking Rebecca the question or if I’m asking myself the question out loud.


    “Because she was never my foster mother. She took me from my parents, then she sold me.”


    “Do you remember what happened after that?”


    “Yes, but let’s go,” she says, thoroughly undone. “I want to go, Abby. Now!”
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    My finger hits the push button start, I slap the S5 into gear and stomp on the gas. Me leaving doesn’t mean I’m letting this go. No way. Not by a mile. For Rebecca’s state of mind, however, we have to leave.


    “The man took me in the back of a van,” Rebecca says when we hit highway 80 heading west. “He put a foul smelling cloth over my mouth and I woke up someplace else. I don’t know where.”


    “How old were you?”


    “Eleven.”


    “What about your real parents? Do you remember them now?”


    She nods, her face so sad and scared. Honestly, seeing her wounded like this, it’s breaking my heart.


    “My father killed my mother, then he tried to kill me. What that lady said is pretty close to true. She just wasn’t my mother. The police took me to the station. They said I’d be safe. Then that woman, Mary Conner, came for me. She said that I’d suffered a horrible tragedy, and that I deserved better than I had. She smiled at me and told me I would finally be safe. I was at her home for at least a week, maybe more. She took me to the library five days in a row, introducing me to the others as her daughter. I didn’t mind because she had to work and I was just happy to be safe.”


    “Where did you end up? After you were taken?”


    “I don’t know. A lab. There was an ugly man with an ugly accent. He put a needle in my neck. That’s the last thing I remember. And then you.”


    Everything in me is trying not to think about my next question. I shouldn’t even ask it. But I have to.


    “Why did your father try to kill you?”


    “Because he tried to sell me and my mother wouldn’t let him.”


    My mind is spinning in tight, furious circles. Murderous parents? Child Protective Services selling kids on the black market? No way. “Your father tried to sell you to whom?”


    “To the same people as before. To this Monarch something or other. What’s a business called? A big business?”


    “A company?”


    “It’s like that,” she says. “But it’s not a company.”


    Rebecca’s wheels are turning so hard, I expect smoke to plume from her ears any second now. The fast lane is all but empty so I ease the S5 over, set the cruise control at seventy-four and turn to Rebecca. If only I could take this all away, erase the hurt from her heart. She made this trip hoping for some kind of reunion and instead she unearthed a nightmare.


    The word comes to me: “Do you mean a corporation?”


    “No,” she says, sitting up fast. “Enterprise. It was called Monarch Enterprises!”


    “Like the butterfly?”


    “Yes, but awful.”


    For a long time, neither of us speak. At the last minute, I see a bunch of signs for fast food and though that crap will kill you, we pull over and for the second time that day, burden our bodies with the cheapest food on the planet.


    When we’re back on the road again, Rebecca asks, “What am I going to do now?”


    “You’ll stay with us.”


    “Your father won’t mind?”


    “Of course, he won’t. In fact, he’ll probably like you much better than me anyway. You’ll be a lot less trouble, I’m sure.”


    “That’s not true,” she says, but I can tell she likes feeling wanted. I can’t believe her father tried to kill her.


    “Why did he want to sell you? Your father, I mean.”


    “Because the people who tried to buy me promised him a career in country music.”


    “Country music?”


    “He was a decent singer, but he was poor and not from Nashville. He said with those two strikes against him, he’d never succeed. The people who wanted to buy me, they promised him a career in the industry in exchange for me.”


    As delicately as I can, I ask, “So why did he kill your mother?”


    “She wrecked my father’s dreams by having me. And when she did have me, she wrecked his dreams again by not letting me pave the way for what could have been a promising career in the music industry.”


    She uses finger quotations when she says promising career. His words, not hers. Now I know why she was so deeply affected by Maggie’s passing. Did Rebecca see her mother killed? Did she see all that blood?


    I can never tell her Maggie was raped by a music producer. Not after losing her mother in some fight over what could have been a music contract for her father.


    Note to self: avoid the music industry like my life depends on it.


    “So she wouldn’t let him sell you, and that’s why he snapped?” She nods, and my heart smacks with anger all over again. “That’s horrible.”


    “My parents were assholes,” she says.


    I’ve never heard her swear before and it sits wrong with me. She’s still a little girl, even though she isn’t. But when she said that word, to me she wasn’t a child anymore; she was a wounded adult. A victim. Wronged.


    “My father will be happy to have you,” I say. “We both will.”


    I hold her hand and she takes mine, but by the way she’s not holding it very tight, even the blind can see she’s crawling through the horrors stuck inside her head.


    For a long time, I find myself wondering about her the way I wondered about Maggie. Can she recover from this? And just like Maggie, I don’t know if she can, and this terrifies me.




    Butterfly
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    She’s about to retch up every last bit of her lunch. Any minute now, the corn dogs, tater tots and Diet Pepsi will come spewing from her mouth in a chunky, bubbly brown colored display.


    She couldn’t believe what just happened. Rebecca was here. The changed Rebecca! Not the ugly little mutt Rebecca she sold to Monarch Enterprises years ago. But how did they find her?


    She had to know!


    Mary Conner got on the phone and called the number stuffed under her old mattress. It had been sitting there for nine years. It was soft with age, but the numbers were clear. The voice on the other end of the phone said a tentative hello. More resolute, it wanted to know who she was.


    “It’s Mary Conner. From Reno.”


    The voice sounded uncomfortable. “Why are you calling?”


    “Because Rebecca Taylor was just at my house.”


    “Rebecca Taylor?”


    “The last little brat I gave you people before you told me you didn’t need me anymore.”


    “Was she by herself?”


    “No, there was someone else. An uppity little bitch called herself Savannah.”


    “Savannah?” Now the voice sounded interested. Now he sounded awake.


    “Yes. Real pretty. But like, too pretty, you know? But not with makeup or hair extensions or all that junk girls do to make themselves look like movie stars and whatnot.”


    “Did you get a last name?”


    “I used my binoculars and got a license plate. It’s an Audi something or other. S5 it said, but that makes no sense to me since I don’t know jack fuggin’ squat ’bout them foreign cars.”


    Mary heard him shuffling things around. She figured he was going for a pen and paper. “Read it to me,” he said.


    “You gonna give me a reward or something?”


    “Yes.”


    “How much?”


    “What do you need that we haven’t already provided for you in the past?”


    She thought about it. “Another ten grand would do.”


    “Five, and if you ask for more I’ll cut that in half.” She gave him the plate number and he thanked her. “So, are you gonna send me that money or what?”


    “Yes.”


    “But you haven’t got my address.”


    “You’re still on Morningside Drive. It’s in our system. You will receive a check sometime next week.”


    She felt better already. Maybe her lunch would stay down after all.
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    Shelton Gotlieb hung up the telephone, hurried over to the programmer’s den and spoke with the senior programmer. He was a scientist in every aspect of his being, yet he was young and smart, and he had a penchant for operating on the fringe. Gotlieb liked him the very first day they met six years ago.


    “I need a Delta, do you have one available?”


    “I do.”


    “When he’s done with his training for the day, prep him for Reno. I need a mess cleaned up.”


    He handed the address to the programmer. “Messy or clean?” he asked Gotlieb.


    “Just make it look like a botched robbery. Use a gun. The bitch just tried to extort us for five grand, so if you can help it, make her suffer.


    “No problem.”


    “Doesn’t have to be a gun, if you don’t want.”


    “I already have a boy in mind. Delta 1A. He likes his blade. Will that work?”


    “We found her,” Gotlieb said with a restrained smile. “Finally.”


    “Found whom?”


    “Who do you think, dummy?” he said, his grin widening.


    “Savannah?”


    “Yes.”


    The programmer moved in his chair, which was his version of showing excitement. “And?”


    “And what? She’s an open contract.”


    Now he went perfectly rigid. “What about Dr. Gerhard? He said not to touch her. That the contract expired when the clients expired.”


    “Gerhard? He’s a relic. Plus he took Autumn from me. And now she’s dead.”


    “Still.”


    “So I want Savannah dead, if only to make Gerhard suffer for Autumn.”


    “Okay,” the programmer said, dragging out the word. When Gotlieb didn’t visibly react, the programmer said, “I’ll need to upload Delta 1A with the parameters.”


    “No parameters yet. With Savannah, so long as we know where she’s at, hers will be a special death. In my dreams, she dies screaming.”


    “What do you have in mind?” the programmer asks.


    “We find them both. We take Rebecca, and then we butcher Savanah. Make it extra messy. It’ll serve Gerhard right. That arrogant prick.”


    “So Reno’s a go, but what about Savannah?”


    “I have someone in mind, someone perfect for this.”


    “Already?”


    He looked the programmer dead in his eyes and with an ocean of malice in his rank, defective heart, he said, “I swear to Jesus on my ruined soul, because Gerhard took Autumn from me, we’re going to bleed Savannah dry.”


    The programmer’s cheeks turned bright red. A sign. Heightened excitement. Licking his lips, he said, “GPS trackers?”


    “I have a license plate number, so she’s as good as ours. And yes, I want the trackers in place as quickly as possible. But first Reno. How soon can you get that done?”


    “Two days.”
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    The programmer woke up the boy’s body. It was in the box. Gem held the body. She felt the latch release, heard the severe hiss of hydraulic hinges. Gem opened the boy’s eyes and looked up at her handler.


    “Gem?” the handler asked.


    “Yes,” the boy’s mouth said. The boy curled his toes, flexed his fingers, took the first decent breath of fresh air.


    “Good.”


    “What is our mission?” Gem asked.


    “Come with me,” he said.


    Gem crawled the boy’s body out of the box, struggled against the stiffening of the limbs as they walked down the cold, concrete hallway. After ten steps, Gem felt the blood hit the boy’s muscles. All the stiffness began to fade at once.


    Gem said the boy’s body was ready. That Delta 1A was ready.


    Deeper inside, she felt the assassin stirring. He should be asleep, she registered. But he wasn’t. He almost never slept anymore. He needed to be in charge of the body. Which was a problem. It was always the problem. Gem constantly told him to go back to sleep. Three times Gem told him.


    He ignored her now.


    In the programming room—the room where the body went for briefing—the temperature was dialed to normal. Not like the coffin room, which was freezing sometimes. And sometimes it was so hot it nearly suffocated the body. All to keep the alters separate.


    Gem sat the boy’s body in the chair. Made the boy’s eyes look at the blank television screen. The handler turned the television on. The first picture was of a woman who looked old. She was in her forties or maybe her fifties. Her curly blonde hair had a damaged look. Her eyes were beady, drained. Even her ugly mouth looked like it had been sucking on cigarettes since she first grew tits.


    Gem knew Delta 1A would savor the kill. She called to him. Felt him stir. She called him again and he rose. On the third time, she felt herself being muscled aside by the massive, malevolent presence of the boy’s assassination alter.


    Delta 1A took the body. He made the boy’s mouth smile. And then he channeled every ounce of cruelty into forming an expression meant to terrify. It was the lunatic’s grin. A Sociopath’s smile. The smile on the boy’s face was the kind of wicked grin worn by mass murderers like Charles Manson. Psychopaths like Richard Ramirez, a.k.a. The Night Stalker. Serial killing rapists like Ted Bundy. The way Edward Gein must have looked wearing a necklace of human lips and boiling a human heart, that’s the way the boy’s face looked now.


    He was ready.


    
4


    Reno. Two days later. Night sat like a black quilt over the world. No wind. Dry, stagnant air. Silence. It was after three in the morning and Delta 1A was awake and alert. The electrical charge running like shockwaves though him could power an entire metropolis. Yet he was calm, restrained. Prepared to see the mission through with complete success.


    Dressed head to toe in black military fatigues, his head and body freshly shaved, he moved in a noiseless run from yard to yard down Morningside Drive until he reached the Conner home. He found the fence and hopped it, then forced the back door open, the same as someone robbing the place would do. The crack of wood could have been a gunshot.


    He made his way to the master bedroom, saw the woman’s form in bed, relaxed but snoring. On her night stand was a half open bottle of dime store whiskey and an ashtray heaped with ash and crushed cigarette butts. He moved delicately, quietly even though he could have easily tromped across the room under the cover of the noise coming from her rambunctious nostrils. The lamp was still on, a book with a half naked man on the cover sitting on the bed beside her.


    From the sheath strapped to his belt, Delta 1A removed the karambit blade. It felt so good in his hand. So purposeful. The short, curved blade looked vicious, a Velociraptor’s razor-sharp nail. To get to do her with the blade…ah, this made it all worthwhile.


    The woman turned over in bed, licked her lips then resumed her snoring.


    When the moment was right, Delta 1A sliced the side of her throat wide open, making sure he held her down and let the arterial spray hit the ceiling and walls behind him. No blood on him. Those were the rules. He was to come out clean, leaving no remnants of himself behind, including a void in the blood spatter for blood spatter analysts to study.


    He kept his hand clamped over the woman’s face until the very end. When it happened, when she expired, he felt the wash of ecstasy drench him. It was exhilarating. The only time he felt.


    In that moment, all Delta 1A ever wanted was to kill people. Over and over and over again. He took the karambit, dug it into the open wound, then peeled it all the way across her neck, not because he needed to, but because he wanted to. Because it did something sensational with the body. All he’d ever wanted was to help people die. This was his purpose.


    Then, in fulfilling the mission parameters, he ransacked the place, finding only costume jewelry and about two thousand in twenties stuffed in the living room air vent. After that, he left the tiny house through the front door, quietly, swiftly, like a wraith.




    A Dish Best Served with Gasoline
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    Dr. Heim wanted Rebecca back. He hadn’t seen her in what seemed like forever and it was positively destroying him. Just yesterday he told himself she was gone. But now she wasn’t. That one phone call changed everything. Now he knew exactly where she was. And the girl who took her, the one who attacked him and Nurse Arabelle? Savannah Van Duyn? He ached to turn that girl into a crispy corpse.


    When his former colleague, Shelton Gotlieb, called and told him where to find his most precious Rebecca, he nearly wept. He took down the address Gotlieb gave him, then thanked the man cordially, and professionally. He would need his things. Heim collected his rubber tubing, his canister of gasoline and his exacto-knife, then set out for Palo Alto.


    He staked out the house from half the block away. His black Supercharged Jaguar XF blended into the posh neighborhood easily. He barely drew a glance on the few occasions that other cars passed by. When he saw the Audi R8 sports coupe roll out of the driveway with the man inside, presumably the new and improved Atticus Van Duyn, he drove up to the house, parked in the driveway.


    He walked up the porch, set his equipment on the stoop and rang the doorbell. A moment later, the door opened and his treasure stood before him.


    “Rebecca, my darling,” he said.


    “Do I know you?” she replied.


    Heim shook his head and the way he did it must have sparked something in her because fear shot through her eyes and he knew that she knew. He was the one who took her. The one who put his needle into her neck all those years ago. She turned to run.


    Heim rushed after her, blowing into the house like the devil himself. Halfway down the hallway, he dove after her, tackled her to the ground. They crashed hard together, both of their bodies hitting the floor. He crawled up her body, snaked his arm around her neck, put her in a figure-four choke hold and squeezed. With the pressure on her carotid artery just right, the struggle was over in moments.


    He got to his feet, looked down at the very unconscious Rebecca. From his pocket, he withdrew the handcuffs and ankle restraints. He locked her up, then gagged her, making sure not to constrict her breathing. After that he walked through the house looking for Savannah. He found her in the bedroom listening to her iPod.


    He couldn’t help his joyous feelings.


    She saw him come in the room. Her eyes flashed wide. Startled, she jumped off her bed. He stepped into the room and closed the door, the look on his face grim. The look on his face a bottomless pit of hatred. In his dark, remorseless heart, he had prayed this day would come.


    Slowly he made his way toward her. Every move she made, he countered.


    “What do you want, you sick son of a bitch?”


    “You know what I want,” he said.


    She was looking around the room, measuring opportunities, calculating risks. “I don’t.”


    “I want Rebecca.”


    “You can’t have her!” Savannah screamed. She was running out of space to maneuver; he could see her trying but failing to form a definitive escape plan.


    “Ah, but I already have her,” he said in a heavily accented voice. Despite his years in the United States, he still missed the nuances of his native Austrian tongue.


    To look at him, one would say he had not aged a day in decades. Gerhard’s serum was working perfectly. Long behind him were his days in Austria. Long behind him were his days as a concentration camp doctor and war criminal. Long behind him was the feeling of being mortal. Looking at this rat in a corner, this pestilent child, Heim remembered those days. If only for a brief moment.


    He, too, was a child once. He, too, was an old man, dying of cancer in Egypt. But not now. Not ever. After the serum, and after weeks of unbridled pain and shitting and puking out human waste—the decayed remains of his cancer and old age—Heim returned to his youth. He looked thirty, even though he was born in 1914.


    Dying was a thing of the past for him, but not for Savannah. She tried to skirt around him, but he punched her in the stomach so hard, she crumpled like a tall sack of rocks.
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    The blow to the girl was euphoric. Savannah was on her knees, trying to breathe. One righteous kick to the face put her out cold on the carpet. Just like Rebecca. He lifted her lifeless body onto the bed, laid her out on her back.


    From his pocket, he withdrew another set of cuffs, handcuffed her right hand to the bed post and went back to his seven series BMW to retrieve other, more important items. On the way out, he saw Rebecca struggling with the restraints. She was sniffling like a big baby. The skin on her wrists flared to the color of cherry red licorice ropes under the metal cuffs.


    “Don’t struggle, Rebecca. In your condition, it could prove disastrous.”


    This seemed to still her. Got her thinking. If only she knew what was inside her, she would not struggle. Her mind, however, struggled mightily.


    In the bedroom, Savannah was coming around. When he found her, he punched her in the chin with all his might. She fell still once more. Using four lengths of rope, he removed the metal cuffs, then secured her spread-eagle to the bedposts. When he was done, he duct taped her mouth shut, then drove a knife at an angle down into her chest and heart.


    She shot up against her restraints fast, writhing, eyes bulging the way anything getting gutted with a knife would, her mouth wailing against the duct tape.


    Methodically, because he had done this before and knew exactly what he was doing (he wasn’t called the Butcher of Mauthausen for nothing), he fed the clear rubber tubing into her heart. In just the wink of an eye, he inserted a stopper into the tubing to keep blood from flooding the hose.


    When he was ready, when the tube was all the way in her heart, he pulled a sports bottle out of his bag, then removed the stopper from the hose and poured the contents inside her. All this while she bucked and squirmed against the restraining ropes and duct tape.


    His own special blend of gasoline turned the tube an amber hue. It was heavier than the gas one would use to fuel their automobile. Far heavier. He felt himself starting to smile. This was just like old times. The fluid slowly went down into the girl’s chest cavity, pushing the blood back into her heart.


    She passed out. He waited for her to return. She did. Then, after a moment’s recognition, and presumably the pain of having been stabbed, she fought the ropes once more, but they were pulled tight, allowing him to finish his work nearly unabated. He added more gasoline. This time it went down easy. He looked down and the opened knife wound was already knitting itself together around the tube.


    “Interesting,” he said. He didn’t expect that.


    He slid another length of tubing, this one equipped with a fuse, down into the wound before it could close itself all the way shut, then eased the first tube out of the hole. He used a staple gun to hold the wound shut. Only the tube with the fuse remained. It sat like a sheltered shoestring left inside her. But much thinner. And with greater purpose.


    Heim stood and removed a lighter. The girl’s eyeballs were rolling around, working their way up into her head. It was often like this. He lit the fuse and stood back.


    “You brought this on yourself,” he said.


    Instead of watching, however—he had seen this show dozens of times—he grabbed the feeder tube then turned and walked away. Rebecca was his focus now. She was so much more important. In the living room, he hauled her to her feet and took her with him. As much as he thought he wanted to watch Savannah burn, he had orchestrated enough death in his life. Among the various nicknames he had earned back in the second world war, Dr. Death had been his favorite. Although the Butcher of Mauthausen had a nice ring to it. But not anymore.


    Genetics was now his thing, and he was playing a much larger role in this brave new world than even he had imagined. Killing people, torturing them, butchering them…these were selfish endeavors. Pursuits of a madman. Lately, he’d lost interest the minute his victims expired. The high just wasn’t there anymore. Like an well worn addiction, or a failed compulsion. The man he was today…that man was more than just a ruthless killer. In this new generation of himself, he was a proponent of life.




    Inflamed
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    The fuse sizzles crispy down inside my skin. Whatever that bastard stuck in my heart, everything in me feels flayed and raw, unfixable even to me. Imagine an open wound, a fresh wound, being scraped with steel wool and that might start to describe the pain.


    When the fuse burns into the closed hole in my chest, I feel my insides catch fire and whatever I knew to be painful before—whatever the gold standard in the worst pain in the world once was—this is infinitely worse!


    I scream into the duct tape on my face as my insides roast, scream as the flames eat through my organs. I scream and I scream and I motherfreaking scream. My shirt catches fire but it does not burst into flames like I feared. The center of my bra burns in half, separates a half inch. Its flame retardant material doesn’t ignite, and thank God.


    But me?


    My mind is desperately trying to get away from this, from my smoking skin, from the moaning and terrifying noises my mouth and nostrils are making, from the indescribable agony of my chest being turned into a fiery, flesh consuming chasm. If this is the end, and I pray it is, it’s taking too damn long. I buck and thrash only a bit more because the smell of my cooked skin is wafting up my nose with every frantic breath and it’s making me sick. My body finally gives up, my mind slinking away to some other place it can handle. The pit of my chest is a coal pit that burns bright orange, and still I can’t believe it’s over. But it is.


    It is.


    
2


    All night long I twist and wriggle against my restraints, my body purging gallons of sweat, my skin and organs twitching, aching, crawling against the vigilant efforts of beetle-sized fire ants with their bonfire sized torches. The heat my body is generating isn’t like the gasoline fire that nearly burned me to death from the inside out, but it’s damn close. My mind feels insane. I cry into the duct tape because it hurts, because I’m going crazy, because I’m not dead when I should be. But mostly I cry because Rebecca is gone. My mouth screams into the duct tape, but it all sounds desperate and muffled.


    It all sounds so utterly abortive.


    Fortunately I don’t throw up into the duct tape and choke myself to death. Fortunately I haven’t pooped the bed. Yet. This will happen eventually, and it terrifies me to think about both. Hopefully my father will find me in time. But it’s still dark outside, I’m still tied to the bed, and I’m still all alone. My eyes close…and I dream of gasoline fires, of surgical knives, of the murderous doctor.


    Then, when I finally awaken from my fever state, when the burning inside me steadily subsides enough and my head doesn’t feel so rowdy with madness, I try to think about what’s next. Getting my sanity back, if such a thing is possible, is the first thing. Getting free is the next.


    Outside, the sun is coming up. My mouth remains taped shut, and my shirt and bra are burned open. I can barely look at myself without significant strain to my neck, the way I’m tied to the bed. If there is one silver lining in the abysmally dark cloud that is this morning, it’s that I’m not yet bleeding from every orifice, and my nipples aren’t exposed. When my father finds me, both of these things are going to feel extra important.


    Even more important, though, is Rebecca. I’m terrified thinking about what that creep is doing to her. What he’s already done to her. The ropes continue cutting into my wrists and ankles, but I still have circulation. Barely.


    How have I survived this? I wonder. How is my heart still beating?


    Then it occurs to me: I am immortal.


    No.


    Yes?


    I can’t be.


    Seriously, though…no one survives such a thing. No one!


    But I did.


    Holy shitballs, I did.
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    My father finds me an hour later and he completely freaks out. He pulls the duct tape off my mouth, cuts the ropes away and just hugs me. He hugs me and, honest to God, he won’t let go.


    “Who did this to you?” he growls.


    “Gerhard’s doctor. The one I stole Rebecca from.”


    “Did he—” He can’t finish, and this lets me know exactly the question he’s asking.


    “No,” I say, “not like that.”


    “Why is your chest black?” he asks. I barely want him to look at me because my bra is hanging on to my smallish tits for dear life and, just as I alluded to earlier, no girl my age ever wants their father seeing her upper-body girl parts.


    “I don’t know,” I lie. If my father knows I’m immortal…if he knows I know this…there’s no telling what kind of trouble he’ll think me capable of.


    “But you’re okay?”


    “Yes. Did you see Rebecca? Is she here?”


    He races from the room calling her name. Would he have worried like that for me? I wonder. But then I tell myself I’m stupid because he just got done practically hugging me to death.


    “She’s gone,” he says, reappearing in my room. The look on his face is frantic. He’s breathing heavy, and the story behind his eyes is he can’t believe this is happening.


    Well it is. It did.


    “He said he had her,” I say as he’s untying the ropes. “That he was taking her.”


    The thought infuriates and nauseates me. I hate that son of a bitch, and I hate what he did to me. If he thinks I’m dead, though, then it’s to my advantage. The bad news is when he realizes I’m not, it’ll be because I’m about to end his miserable f*cking life.


    “I’ll get her back, dad. If it’s the last thing I do, I promise I’ll get her back.”




    Epilogue
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    The way everyone’s faces looked on September eleventh when the twin towers went down—stricken, so rattled with disbelief, so shocked that even breathing and moving took a tremendous effort—that’s how I feel. My face is bloodless, my hands made into unconscious fists. Every day I feel these sparks of rage, but my anger is grossly overshadowed by the pervading feeling of weakness, and defeat. Zombies aren’t this depressed. Jesus Christ, I can’t even cry. I can’t even puke.


    The doorbell rings.


    It’s Jacob.


    I open the door and he takes a moment to appraise me. I can tell by the way he’s looking at me he knows I’m not well. “How are you?” he asks, tentative.


    At this point, why should I pull punches?


    “Rebecca was taken from here last night. After Maggie killing herself, trust me, you don’t want any part of my life. Not now, maybe never. I’m so sorry, Jacob.”


    I close the door, even though he starts talking. It’s rude and I promise myself I will apologize to him one day, but I won’t. My feet take me to Maggie’s room. The bed feels pillow soft, the blankets so heavy as I slide under them, like a constant hug in the dark silence of the room. I close my eyes, hoping for sleep. It doesn’t come easy, and I fear the nightmares.


    There’s no way I can go back to my bed. Having your insides barbequed out by some psycho is guaranteed insomnia. It’s borderline insanity. In Maggie’s bed, removed from the horrors of my room, I plan on sleeping all day. Eventually, sleep sneaks up on me, pulling me under with delicate efficiency.


    My phone rings several times. I roll over, ignore it. Hours later, my father pops the door open to check on me. I tell him to go away in an almost polite mumble. Half my brain is torn. I’m in and out of sleep, in and out of sanity. Do I risk everything to find Rebecca, wherever she is? Do I start that war? I want to. I want to end the doctor who took her. It would be warranted.


    After all, he tried to kill me.


    But where does this end? With more murder? I’m still in high school for God’s sake! And I’m half in denial about my mortality. Twice now I have been beaten to what I consider a reasonable death, yet I lived, and somehow this makes me feel more vulnerable than I’m willing to admit. If the serum I’d been given by Dr. Gerhard after surviving my own personal Chernobyl hadn’t been coursing through my veins, I would be dead. I should be dead.


    My phone rings again. I continue to ignore it. Night descends and eventually my eyes open on their own and refuse to stay shut. I check my caller ID. It was Damien who’d called. Silent curses fill my head thinking of him calling me a glorified lab rat. I keep scrolling. Netty called, and so did Cicely. But then I stop scrolling when I see the number I’ve been dying to see for so long now.


    I dial it and the girl that answers sounds nothing like my old friend.


    “Georgia?” I say.


    “Hello, Abby. How are you?”


    “Good, how did you get my number?” I ask.


    “Victoria, I mean, Cicely.”


    We start talking and it’s apparent that whatever Gerhard did to her, however she came to survive what might have been her complete disintegration, it left her a completely different person. Her tone is cold, clipped and lifeless. Like someone dragged her dead body out of a lake, pumped a few breaths of life back into her, then immediately stuck her on the phone with me.


    Quickly, startlingly, there is nothing to talk about. I want to tell her about Maggie, about Jake and Damien, about the girl I think was Brittney Spears, even though now my mind is telling me other things. I want to tell her how I slapped Blake in the face and it felt euphoric. The old Georgia, she’d understand. This new version, however, is no conversationalist. She might as well be asleep. Or ten feet from the phone this whole time.


    Whatever joy I feel in knowing she is safe is suddenly eclipsed by the notion that my friends are all leaving me. Maggie is gone. Rebecca has been kidnapped, again. Georgia is a different person, the girl I know now just a distant memory. Brayden is somewhere in Las Vegas and for whatever reason, he hasn’t called me. Netty is in San Francisco, her innocence torn from her, her virtue nearly violated, the course of her life dramatically altered by her father’s arrest and the perverted behavior of two idiot boys. I want to wallow in the sadness of my life thinking of Netty and Maggie and Georgia and Rebecca, but in the end, I say a polite good-bye to Georgia and I just sit in the darkness, in my cocoon of pillows and blankets, and feel sorry for myself.


    My pity party starts a downward spiral. I call Netty and the minute she answers I start bawling. The relief I feel is religious. Never underestimate the healing power of a good cry. Netty tries to calm me. Her voice, as awkward and as clunky as it can be, hypnotizes me. Stabilizes me.


    We talk for about an hour. I tell her everything. Everything. She takes it all pretty well, but it’s going to sit hard inside her, I know this.


    She says, “I’m coming over.”


    “I’d rather come to you, if that’s okay. There have been too many bad things that have happened in this place and what I need most is a change of scenery.”


    She gives me her address, and I tell her I’ll be there in an hour and a half.


    When I tell my father I’m leaving, he objects. I love him for it. I give him a big hug and tell him I’m sorry. As I’m packing my things, I hear him in the other room, on his cell phone. He’s telling the person on the other end about me, about how I’m leaving. I’m too inconsolable to protest. Besides, I’m pretty sure he’s talking to Margaret.


    The monster.


    Except maybe she’s not a monster. Maybe I’m the monster now. For all the things I’ve done, for who I have become, I’m starting to believe the real monster here is me.


    I hear him tell the person on the other end of the phone that he would like her to come over, to stay with him. I think it’s a good idea. Even if it is Margaret. I’m pretty sure she’s single again. All thanks to me and the pornographic tendencies of the scumbag writer. I still can’t believe he hit on me while out on a date with her! Then again, she bamboozled my father, so perhaps she’s being force-fed her just desserts and now she’s ready to not be such a shifty bitch.


    Before leaving, I go into my father’s study and give him one last hug. He excuses himself from the conversation for a second, holds the phone away from him and wraps me in his arms.


    “I wish you weren’t leaving,” he says.


    “I know, daddy.”


    “Please be careful. Drive slowly and safely.”


    “I will.” I look at the phone and say, “Who are you talking to?”


    “Your mother.”


    This gives me pause. Are they getting back together? Oh, God, I hope not. I suppose time will tell, though. Loud enough, so she can hear me, I say, “Tell the monster I said hello.”


    My father just frowns, and I frown deeper. He kisses me on the cheek and says to call him in the morning. I promise him I will.


    “I love you, daddy,” I say, sad I’m leaving, but resolute.


    “I love you, too, sweetheart.”


    The drive to Netty’s mother’s apartment in the city is lonely. The emotional burden of these last weeks overtakes me and I find myself in a desolate place. Sometimes the boy DNA in me finds the right song on the radio and gets me to a hundred miles an hour on the freeway, but then the more reasonable female DNA in me slows back down and observes the rules of the road.


    I’m a mess. I’m in tatters.


    And then I’m not. As the city comes into view, I’m struck with a moment of perfect clarity and I realize two very important things: one, I have to learn to fight, to defend myself against hard-boiled men who are determined to kill me, and two, like I promised my father, I have got to get Rebecca back. How I’ll accomplish either, I can’t say for sure. What I do know is, come hell or high water, I’m doing both.


    
2


    Arabelle walked Gerhard to the lab. He wore a long, silk robe and he seemed a bit nervous. He didn’t want to do this, Arabelle knew, but it had to be done. Dr. Heim was already in the lab. He was staring longingly into the glass canister with the pink gel, the canister holding the young Rebecca Taylor once more. She floated there, soft and naked, suspended in perfect stillness.


    “Is the child okay?” Gerhard asked.


    Arabelle looked at Rebecca’s belly for the first signs of the girl’s pregnancy, but she didn’t see anything. The girl’s waist was as flat as hers, and this concerned her.


    Heim turned with a lost smile on his face and said, “Not child. Children. And yes, both mother and children seem to be okay.”


    “That is relief,” Arabelle said.


    Gerhard busied himself prepping his personal canister. It lay horizontal and accessible. When the sequencing was ready, he turned, looked at Arabelle and said, “Pick a good name, please. I’m tired of this one.”


    Arabelle nodded.


    Her boss, her savior, and sometimes her lover, dropped his robe and climbed into the canister, laying flat on his back. Arabelle closed the lid, sealing him inside. She then depressed the appropriate buttons. The canister made a slow, vertical swing. She couldn’t take her eyes off the man.


    She would never see him again.


    He would be different. Someone new. A new face, new body, new smells. Even parts of his personality would change. She fought to keep calm. He smiled at her and she smiled at him, but she wondered if he would still have her when he became…new.


    He told her to trust him.


    She would try.


    The pink liquid began to fill the tank from the bottom up, and when it boiled over his head, he struggled to breathe. With no other option, he swallowed the gel in giant, whooping, amounts. After a thrashing struggle, he seemed slowly to relax. Breathing was difficult at first, with the jelly inside him, but then he could breathe the oxygenated solution just fine. It was working. After a few moments, his eyelids bobbed heavy. Finally he closed them, and became unnaturally still.


    Arabelle’s heart skipped a beat.


    Arabelle pulled her gaze from Gerhard, turned it on Dr. Heim. He was mesmerized by Rebecca. Completely obsessed. She understood his preoccupation because that was how she felt about Wolfgang Gerhard. Her amethyst eyes shimmered, but she fought back the emotion. She fought hard.


    When she couldn’t take it anymore, she turned to leave the lab. At the lab’s doorway, however, she stopped and glanced back at Gerhard once more. Her heart was sputtering. Arabelle was lost, and short of breath. Finally she left. As she walked the corridor and prepared to go home, only one thought filled her lovely head: would this version of Wolfgang Gerhard be better or worse than the last?


    The truth was, in any man or woman, science produced untold possibilities. The new version of him could be loving, kind and purely scientific—as had been the case for many years now—or this next version could resemble the barely contained beast he was before. The infamous and ruthlessly inhuman Angel of Death. Murderer of hundreds of thousands of Jews and Jew sympathizers. Brutal sadist. The torturer of women and children. The collector of twins and genetic giants.


    Arabelle grabbed her paperback romance, her sweater and her purse and then she went and got Alice, who was watching Hulu on the computer up front. Together, she and the girl left the building, locking the front door and checking it twice. Arabelle then turned and the two of them merged hand-in-hand into the busy sidewalk foot traffic. Alice didn’t say a word. But then again, the girl almost never spoke. And Arabelle, she was unconcerned with anything but her hope that this version of her boss, her sometimes lover, would be better, and not worse than the last. Time would tell though.


    Only time would tell.


    END OF BOOK III




    Important Note to Reader


    Ultimately, an author’s success and longevity comes through great word-of-mouth advertising, and the easiest, most gracious way to show your support is by participating in the comment and ratings system at the eBook retailer where you downloaded this book. So many potential readers rely on the positive feedback of others when deciding to buy a book, so a few kind words might not seem like much, but they tend to go a long way in honoring the author and his/her work. So before you begin reading the next adventure in this thrilling new series, please take a brief moment to rate CLONE now. Thank you so much for your continued support, and as always, I truly hope you had a five star experience!


    Please be sure to check out www.RyanSchow.com for the latest news on upcoming books in this and future series’, as well as links to my Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and Pinterest pages. Also, I would love to hear from you, so if you want to contact me, the website has direct links for that as well!


    The saga continues! Keep reading for a brief synopsis of book four in the Swann Series novels, entitled MASOCHIST, or simply head to your favorite online eBook retailer, purchase the book and begin reading immediately!
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    For updates on New Releases in this and upcoming series, as well as exclusive promotions (like your FREE copy of VANNIE, the prequel to SWANN), be sure to sign up for the author’s VIP mailing list at: http://www.RyanSchow.com/VANNIE-eBook-For-FREE/


    Have you checked out the other books in the Swann Series? Click here to see what’s next:
http://www.amazon.com/author/ryanschow
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    Book 4 of the Swann Series Novels:

    MASOCHIST


    Rebecca has vanished, and Abby is determined to get her back at all costs. Unbeknownst to her, Monarch Enterprises is not only tracking Abby, they’ve dispatched the murderous young assassin, Delta 1A, for her once more. Not only is the assassin’s system disintegrating, his savage bloodlust has him targeting random civilians as well. The closer Monarch and Delta 1A come to finding Abby, however, the more Abby’s problems with love and mortality seem to spiral out of control.


    With Abby’s and Brayden’s friendship/relationship in deep crisis, they are torn apart, then driven back together in the midst of a frightening and merciless attack. With crisis bringing them closer than ever, both as friends and potentially more, startling revelations unfold about the two of them and the kind of intimacy and insanity they are capable of together.


    When one of Abby’s dearest friends escapes Gerhard’s care, she does so as something dark, self-serving and paranormal. Whether it’s accelerated childbirth, mixing the DNA of intensely psychotic children with the DNA of unwitting subjects, or bringing the dead back to life, doctors Gerhard and Heim are rewriting the very fabric of reality. With her enemies tightening the noose, Abby must face Monarch’s assassin, the doctor who transformed her, the doctor who tried to kill her and a demented child with a penchant for melting people’s guts. No matter Abby’s ever-expanding skillset, MASOCHIST is proof that no matter how bad ass a girl gets, there is always someone better, meaner and far more lethal.


    Don’t wait, download your copy of MASOCHIST now!
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