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   For Carrie –
 
    
 
   There are no words . . .
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Part One
 
   Want
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Girl Meets Boy
 
    
 
   The man came in without a sound and enclosed his powerful hands around Erica’s upper arms right after she finished applying the last of her black eyeliner. She jumped, startled by the physical contact. A few other things hit her at the same time and her heart, thrown into overdrive by the scare, felt like it kept going faster and faster. She wondered how fast it would have to go before it exploded. These things that hit her . . .
 
   She didn’t know the man standing in the small bathroom of the small house with his hands gripped around her arms. She hadn’t seen him in the mirror, hadn’t seen him until she’d felt his flesh on hers. Maybe her attention had been a hundred percent consumed, divided as much as possible between putting the liner pencil to her eye and glancing down at her instruction manual, the June issue of Glamor Face.
 
   What did this man want with her?
 
   Why didn’t she try to get away?
 
   She needed to calm down. If she didn’t calm down it felt entirely possible her heart would spasm through her chest and bounce around the white room, leaving bloody cartoon heart prints all over the walls. While she had wondered how fast it could go before it exploded, she wasn’t in a hurry to find out. Besides, it would be a chore to clean up and Granny wasn’t in any condition to do it.
 
   Deep breath. She inhaled. Breath was power. Breath was reason.
 
   She knew what she needed to do. The instructions scrolled across her cortex, dredged up from some collective conscious rape manual all young girls carried with them.
 
   Look at this man’s face.
 
   Study it.
 
   See if she knew it.
 
   Make eye contact.
 
   Plead with him not to hurt her.
 
   She was twenty-one, figured him to be early- to mid-thirties. Tan, but not magazine tan. More like construction worker or landscaper tan. Blue eyes, clean and piercing, radiated the kind of calm intensity that could easily be mistaken for insanity. Straight, blocky nose, wide enough to have character, but not big enough to be off-putting. Chin, possibly this man’s best feature, squared and chiseled, no cleft, blackened with two or three days’ growth and shot through with a few white hairs. High forehead, a single shallow crease running a wavy horizontal line through the sweaty gleam of the dark skin.
 
   The way his skin shone with the faintest trace of sweat made her once again conscious of his hands around her arms. She looked back at her magazine, all the male models in it gleamed with sweat or something used to represent sweat, the photographer or stylist or whoever’s attempt to make this one-dimensional image produce a sensation. Touch. The oil or sweat on the skin made her think immediately about what that moisture would feel like on her fingertips. The thought of contact made her heart slow down. Maybe slowing down was the wrong way to put it. The heartbeat changed directions. From fear to, what? Lust?
 
   Deep breath. She inhaled. Breath was power. Breath was reason.
 
   “Don’t move.” The man’s grip loosened a degree.
 
   Don’t move. Had she planned on moving? Maybe she had thought about it when he first grabbed her, a panicked thought of bringing her left leg up into his groin and turning around and going for his eyes with fingernails that were not overly long but probably could have used a trim three days ago. Now she didn’t think about moving. She thought about contact. She thought about touch. Something slow and frictional and distant. It had been a while since she’d had any contact with something that wasn’t herself, Granny’s papery skin, or the brute room temperature objects of routine.
 
   Don’t move. What he’d meant to say, she thought, was, Don’t try to get away.
 
   She exhaled slowly, her heart beating deep and quicker than usual but not racing like before.
 
   She felt him, hard and pressing against her lower back. Thought she saw him sniff her clean hair in the mirror.
 
   Deep breath. She inhaled. Breath was power. Breath was reason. Reason told her this did not have to be ugly.
 
   She thought of everything touching her. The thin cotton fabric of her white v-neck t-shirt. The satiny acrylic of her bra. The Lycra of her underwear that sometimes felt like it breathed cool breaths between the heat of her skin and the stretchy denim of her shorts, barely long enough to cover her ass.
 
   And beneath her feet, the once cold tile, grown clammy with her heat.
 
   And behind her, him.
 
   This does not have to be ugly.
 
   He was not ugly.
 
   She thought he was beautiful.
 
   This does not have to be ugly.
 
   He could be the one.
 
   A gift.
 
   Risen from some depressed muck.
 
   Enough ugliness. How many times had she had fantasies that were exactly like this?
 
   Fantasies were beautiful.
 
   Behind her, him.
 
   Him.
 
   “Who are you?” she asked.
 
   He ran his hand down her flat stomach and pulled at the button of her shorts.
 
   “Does it matter?” His breath was hot in her ear.
 
   “Just a name.”
 
   “Your name’s Erica Monroe.”
 
   She smiled. She didn’t know why a stranger would know her name. She almost laughed, wondered if she was dreaming, knew she wasn’t, and realized that didn’t make any of this make any more sense. Only it made perfect sense. Girls were raped all the time. Rape was an ugly word. That wasn’t what was happening. It didn’t have to be ugly. And maybe it wasn’t rape until she fought back or said something. Maybe she wanted this.
 
   She said, still smiling slightly, “Not my name.”
 
   “Walt. Will that do for now?”
 
   “Got a last name?”
 
   “Haha,” he barked and she couldn’t tell if he was laughing or speaking. If it was laughter, it didn’t make it to his eyes.
 
   “That your last name? Haha?”
 
   “Why not?” Now he smiled slightly.
 
   “Who are you, Walt Haha?”
 
   In the mirror, their eyes locked. “I’m the person who’s going to show you how to be happy.”
 
   He unzipped her shorts and shucked them down, plunging his hand against the moist heat between her legs.
 
   She lowered her head, felt him move her blonde hair from the back of her neck, felt his tongue and breath and teeth against the top of her spine.
 
   She licked her lips. “Can we go into my bedroom?”
 
   “We’ll have plenty of time for that.”
 
   She closed her eyes and let him do what he wanted.
 
   Afterward, leaning against the cold vanity and dabbing at a couple spots of blood with a wad of toilet paper, she thought about how much she had wanted it too.
 
   Walt leaned against the opposite wall, smoking a cigarette and looking down at his orange-dusted hands.
 
   “What’s this shit?”
 
   “That’s my spray tan.”
 
   “You always use it?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chemistry
 
    
 
   She sat in the living room listlessly twirling a strand of hair and dividing her time between her magazine and a large black bird, possibly a crow, outside the window. The shower ran and she found the cascading rhythm of the water soothing. The sound wasn’t constant like it would have been if Walt weren’t in there. He changed the direction of the water, gave it meaning, made it a tool of cleanliness. Otherwise it was just water and would have been doing whatever it was water did. Probably just sitting around being water.
 
   The article in Glamor Face was on something called ‘weirdstream,’ the fashion-side of it anyway. She wasn’t sure she got it. It showed photos of girls dressed normally with just one or two things slightly off about them. One girl wore a flannel shirt with khaki shorts (normal) but had applied two streaks of black makeup under her eyes like an athlete (weird, but not really too weird). Another photo was of a girl wearing a black and white club dress with corpse paint on her face. Erica actually kind of liked that. She didn’t really know where weirdstream had started but figured it would probably fizzle out soon enough. Maybe it had started with the show Dan Banal, she didn’t know. Dan Banal was a weekly sitcom, supposedly so mundane it was fascinating. She’d tried to watch it and, for the most part, just found it boring. Maybe people were entertained by boredom now. Who knew? She, for one, was really fucking tired of boredom. Maybe that was the thing . . . maybe people’s lives were actually so exciting now they needed boredom to come down, needed boredom to be entertained. Whatever. She just thought it seemed like everyone had given up and stopped trying. For the first time in a long time, she actually felt like something could be happening with her. She didn’t want to think about it too much. Thinking about it would diminish the excitement. Iron out all the fun.
 
   She smiled and felt all the makeup on her face bend with the folds of her skin. She made herself up every day even though she never went anywhere. It was like the more she thought about getting out and going someplace the less likely she was to do it. Another reason she didn’t want to think about what could happen with Walt. Nothing would probably come from it anyway. Too many things to do around here. Take care of Granny. Take care of the house. It didn’t seem like much but ever since getting out of high school it had been everything.
 
   Deep breath. Keep the anxiety at bay. Thinking about everything she had to do sometimes overwhelmed her. Sometimes she felt like she didn’t do anything.
 
   She’d enrolled in the community college in Alvamore but had only managed to go for a couple of weeks. It seemed pointless to drive an hour out of the hills to sit around and think, “This is high school.” She’d hated high school. Why would she want to repeat two to four years of it? And she wasn’t much of a people person. She didn’t need a psychologist to tell her why she was obsessed with her appearance and why she found the need to play with and alter it, why she felt the need to cover every inch of her body with a foreign substance. Hair dye, makeup, spray tan, colored contact lenses – it all seemed like the only socially acceptable disguise she could wear. She was trying to become someone else only, so far, she was as uncomfortable with everyone she could possibly become as she was with the base coat.
 
   It wasn’t like she hadn’t tried. She’d had as many boyfriends as her tiny high school could afford, within reason. In her brief stint at the college, there was obvious male interest in her. Even professors standing around and talking to her before class while she sucked down a cigarette. She used to occasionally go places without makeup. Maybe she didn’t get as much attention, but guys still noticed her. While she liked the attention, she didn’t know what was supposed to happen. She just . . . wasn’t interested. Only one guy had told her she’d look a lot better without “all that shit” on her face. But, and she told him this, it had nothing to do with appearance, not really. The makeup felt like depth. Literally, like one more layer of skin someone had to pass through before seeing the real her. Just little Erica Monroe from Breathitt, Missouri, living in a shack in the hills and taking care of her grandmother. Little Erica Monroe, mother dead and father gone crazy and run off. This was how she defined herself. She was uncomfortable with thinking about her insides, like what went on in her head, so she thought of her life in terms of what surrounded it. This was easier for her. And it was mostly how she defined those around her, accounts of what she knew about them. The stuff that couldn’t change. Thoughts, philosophies, lifestyles – those were all transcendental things mostly influenced by the circumstances surrounding a person. She read Glamor Face because it seemed like the editors or whatever were aware of this fleeting quality in human nature and the only important book she could remember the name of was the Bible, which she’d never had any interest in reading. So maybe there was a thirst for something more but she felt like she needed to know what that something more was before she’d ever set out to find it. She used to be able to go to Granny for advice and there was a point in time when Granny would have encouraged her to leave, to get as far away from these shitty hills and trees and people as she could. But then Granny had gone scared and then quiet. Erica couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard her voice. Erica glanced back down at the magazine. Fuck. Maybe her life was weirdstream. The more she thought about that term, the more it bothered her. Weird was relative. The mainstream was a fruit rotting on the inside. Put them together and you got shit.
 
   This is why she tried not to think too much.
 
   The more she thought, the shittier things became.
 
   She wanted to be entertained. She wanted what everyone else had. She wanted to be entertained by what everyone else had. This life she’d been given wasn’t enough for her. She felt like she was being punished. She wanted a new life.
 
   The bathroom door opened behind her and scented steam rolled out. She closed her magazine and lit a cigarette, pictured all that steam curling around Walt, slicking and warming his skin. She had a brief image of him washing the shit and come and blood off his cock. She imagined it soft and reddened by the hot water. Imagined him standing in the bathroom, making a human impression in the steam, carving out his space in the vapor. She wondered where he put his gun, if he even had it on him. She hadn’t found out he was carrying one until he’d put it on the vanity before taking down his pants.
 
   She took a deep drag off her cigarette.
 
   Walt stood in front of her wearing the same clothes he’d worn before. Still, she thought he seemed clean and pressed. His hair was wet and she liked the darker color and added density of it. She imagined touching it, feeling its damp warmth on her fingertips.
 
   “Get what you need so we can take off. I’ll have one of those.” He pointed at the white and gold pack of cigarettes. She tossed the whole thing and a half-empty book of matches at him. He sat down in the chair across from her, lighting the cigarette and hoisting his feet up on the shiny coffee table in what seemed like one single motion.
 
   “I can’t leave.” She crossed her legs and stared into his eyes, surprised he was asking her to go someplace with him. “You’re welcome to stay here though. It’s free rent.” It suddenly seemed like there could be no alternative. She couldn’t go anywhere, but she didn’t see how they could possibly be apart. He’d brought more excitement into her life in the last half hour than she had experienced since before Granny got sick. And he was here in front of her without her having to do anything at all.
 
   He exhaled a gray plume of smoke and almost laughed. “I can’t stay here. Feels like I’ve been here too long already.”
 
   “It wouldn’t be a problem.”
 
   “No. It’s not your inconvenience I’m worried about. I just don’t want to be here.” He looked around the small room. “This house, it’s . . . gross.”
 
   “I keep it clean.”
 
   “I don’t mean like that. It’s just small and in the middle of nowhere and it seems kind of boring. Depressing.”
 
   “It’s a lot boring. A lot depressing.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter now, anyway. You’re coming with me.”
 
   “I can’t do that.”
 
   “It’s not like I’m giving you a choice.”
 
   “You’re going to kidnap me?”
 
   “Don’t have to.”
 
   “I have to stay here with my granny. She’s sick.”
 
   “Let’s have a look at her.”
 
   Erica crushed out her cigarette in the amber ashtray. “She doesn’t like visitors. She said the only person besides me she ever wants to see again is my dad. And only then so she can spit in his face.”
 
   “I want to see her. I’m sure she won’t mind. Which room is it?” He pointed his two fingers holding the cigarette toward the doors in the wall to his left. “That one or that one?” And she didn’t know if he was making fun of her or not but it made her feel small and boxed in, sitting in an old worn velvet chair surrounded by four doors, a small opening to the kitchen, and hundreds of acres of nothing but trees and dirt and dumb animals. And that was all one of those four doors led to.
 
   Erica stood and walked toward the door on the left. It faced east and let in all the good morning light and Granny liked that. Before grabbing the knob, Erica turned to face Walt, standing spookily close behind her.
 
   “I can’t go with you.” She looked down at the worn wood floor, afraid to make eye contact with him.
 
   He lifted her chin with a hooked index finger. She was conscious of the layer of makeup separating them. “Do you want to go with me?”
 
   She bit her lower lip and stared at the farthest corner of the room. She didn’t know where he’d come from or where he was going. Also, she didn’t really know him. For all she knew, he could be going back to some dingy, cramped apartment even more depressing than this house. The molasses crawl of time made her anxious. The longer she went without saying anything the more it seemed possible she wouldn’t say anything ever again. Why didn’t she just ask him where he was going? Because it didn’t matter. She couldn’t go with him. No matter where he was going. No matter what he planned on doing.
 
   He took a breath and she wondered if it had really only been since his last breath he’d asked that question. Already, she was having trouble remembering what that question was.
 
   He retracted his finger from the underside of her chin, rubbing the silky grit of the spray tan between his thumb and index finger. “Maybe that wasn’t what I meant.” He smiled quickly and the look in his eyes made her think of lightning striking the top of a mountain and blowing it off in a granite fog. She didn’t know if it made him look crazy or powerful. “Do you want to go somewhere? Do you want to get out?” He placed an almost imperceptible emphasis on that word: want.
 
   She put her hand on the flaking gold plated knob, turning it, and said, “More than anything, but you’ll see. She’s really bad off. I can’t just leave her.” Only, in that second, an ugly truth frothed to the surface. It wasn’t really about her grandmother. Not really. Not at all. She was just waiting for a better opportunity to present itself. That better opportunity might be here. But she would have to decide and that seemed like a lot of effort. It would be much easier if her decisions were made for her.
 
   Erica pushed the door open and they were both in the room with Granny, Walt practically at the same time, and she had the sense she’d entered a cave, something locked up away from the sun, the floor thick with bat shit, the crushed bones of tiny animals, and amphibious things with slime-coated skin and no eyes. She took a deep breath, opened the curtains, and concentrated on Granny, lying serenely in her bed. She felt better.
 
   “Morning, Granny, we’ve got a visitor. He wanted to meet you.”
 
   Walt stood so close to the bed his knees practically touched it. He looked down at Granny but didn’t say anything.
 
   “You can say hi,” Erica said. “She won’t bite.” She laughed softly and motioned to Granny’s nightstand. “Besides, her teeth are in that glass anyway.”
 
   “Are you shitting me?”
 
   Something shifted and broke inside Erica, plunging her back into that cave until she took another deep breath and focused on the squared rational features of Walt’s face. It was very symmetrical, asserting an inarguable geometry.
 
   “What do you mean?” Erica asked.
 
   “Your grandma’s dead. It looks like she’s been dead a long time.”
 
   Erica didn’t say anything. Didn’t argue with him. Maybe she just needed to hear it spoken aloud. She watched Granny’s face. Her eyes were closed and her chest rose and fell. She’d brought Granny food every day since Granny had said she was too sick to get out of bed. She’d talked to Granny. She’d tried to make Granny comfortable.
 
   “Why would you say that?”
 
   “Trust me. She’s dead. There’s hardly anything left of her. Almost a skeleton.” He reached out and poked Granny’s cheek, the skin like old paper. His finger poked a small hole and he brought it back and wiped it on his jeans, his perfect teeth bared in something like a grimace.
 
   Erica felt the cave trying to grow up from the floor. She didn’t know how to keep it away. She felt like the entire house rested on a thin and brittle layer of earth and everything was ready to crumble, plunging them underground where there wasn’t any life that wasn’t predatory or diseased. If she closed her eyes, something she wasn’t going to do, she thought she would be able to hear everything cracking around her.
 
   Walt reached a hand behind him and lifted up the bottom of his white t-shirt. The gun made another entrance. Erica’s eyes locked on it and she suddenly felt herself in the bathroom, Walt’s hands grabbing her hipbones while he filled her and jerked her back against him.
 
   Something was breaking inside Erica. Crumbling. And now the cave entered the room with the sunlight, fossilizing all the motes of dust suspended in the air. The scary place wasn’t in the ground below them. It was outside.
 
   Walt aimed the gun at Granny and Erica felt like the only way she could escape from the cave was to move away from the window, toward Walt, to stop him from doing whatever he had planned.
 
   The report deafened her before she could make it to him and she saw that look in his eye again and now the lightning wasn’t striking a mountain but a person and it didn’t fry them like in movies and cartoons. It exploded the person, sending blood and gore and the smell of something burning all over the room and Erica collapsed to the floor, her hands over her ears and sobs vomiting from her mouth.
 
   Walt lowered the gun and for a second Erica was sure he was going to press it to the top of her head and detonate her the same way he had Granny. But he didn’t. He just slid it back into the waistband of his jeans and Erica thought about what the hot steel felt like against his skin.
 
   “Now I guess there isn’t any question about it,” he said.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Lovesick
 
    
 
   Erica shut the bathroom door and locked it before turning the faucet on full blast. She wasn’t sure if this was to keep Walt from hearing her or vice versa. She knelt in front of the toilet. The seat was already up. Walt had failed to put it down. And it was filled with shit. She was surprised she didn’t notice how foul it had smelled upon entering the bathroom. Brown and streaked with red, a gelatinous mess. Her first heave came as she depressed the handle to flush it. The water level rose, enveloping her chunks. One mess replaced with another. As she retched again, she couldn’t help thinking about the mess he’d left behind. “He’s sick,” she thought. It occurred to her that maybe it wasn’t shit he’d left in the toilet but vomit. He didn’t seem sick to her. Not temporary sick or permanent sick.
 
   She retched a third time but nothing came up and, after a couple more dry heaves, she rose and stood in front of the sink. She stuck her hand under the running water, cupping some of it and slurping it down. She wiped off her mouth and chin, opened the mirror-fronted medicine cabinet and brushed her teeth. She left her toothbrush and the toothpaste on the vanity. If she decided to go with him, she might need them. She no longer had any reason to not go with him. She closed the mirror and studied her face. Brown eyes stabbed out through a mask of makeup and blood. She washed her face. The blood came off easier than she thought it would. Maybe it just hadn’t had time to dry yet. She grabbed her makeup bag from beneath the sink and set it on the vanity. She thought about reapplying the makeup she’d just wiped off but didn’t want to spend that much time on it. She was afraid Walt would get mad. Also, it wasn’t good for her skin to apply makeup and wash it too many times in one day. She fished around in her bag until she found a tube of lipstick the vibrant red of a Twizzler. She uncapped it, made a horizontal line across her forehead and a diagonal line over each cheek, starting close to her nose and drawing the lipstick downward. War paint, possibly. Or maybe a memorial mark, something like a black armband or a jersey number patch. This was, she told herself, an attempt at weirdstream. Most likely just something to have between her face and the world, provided she ever left the house.
 
   Body emptied, teeth brushed, at least some type of makeup applied, she felt restored both inside and out. She opened the bathroom door and walked into the living room. Walt sat on the couch, his feet on the coffee table, holding his gun in both hands and staring at it.
 
   “Are you going to shoot me, too?” Erica asked.
 
   “No.” He didn’t look at her, didn’t look away from his gun. “Although I would if I wanted to.”
 
   She sat down next to him. “Do you do whatever you want?”
 
   “I do now.”
 
   She put a hand on his thigh and moved into his warmth. “I loved my Granny a lot.”
 
   “I’m sure you did. But she’s gone now. Like I said, it looked like she’d been gone a long time.”
 
   “I just don’t see how that’s possible.”
 
   “You didn’t want to let go.”
 
   Erica was silent for a moment. “I guess that’s true.”
 
   “And because you didn’t want to let go, she seemed alive to you, even though you wasted so much time pretending to take care of her.”
 
   “I had to. Couldn’t just let her starve.”
 
   “The only thing we have to do is eat and shit and piss. The body takes care of the rest on its own. You took care of that old lady because you wanted to. The more things you did for her the more you convinced yourself she was alive. Maybe you’re like me. Maybe you can do whatever the hell you want, too.”
 
   Erica looked away and exhaled. “I don’t think so.” It didn’t seem like she’d done anything she wanted to do.
 
   “I don’t think you’ve tried. There aren’t many people who try. And even less of them can get away with it. You have to have a certain something.”
 
   This time she laughed. “I know I don’t have that.”
 
   “Actually, it’s more like not having a certain something. You have to have a certain invisible quality. That’s the first thing. The second thing is that you have to have the desire and the will power to do whatever it is you want to do.”
 
   “I just don’t think there’s anything special about me at all.” She didn’t, but she did often wonder why it seemed like so many people had so many things she didn’t.
 
   “Well . . . you wouldn’t if that something special was the ability to not be noticed.”
 
   “I guess . . .”
 
   “When you go out in public, do you have to speak up to be heard?”
 
   “Usually.” If she spoke at all.
 
   “Do people get in front of you when you’re standing in line?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Do they practically merge into you on the highway?”
 
   “More than a few times.”
 
   “Do you not get waited on in restaurants? Do you not get calls from friends? Maybe you don’t even have any friends. Do people bump into you and say they didn’t see you or jump a million feet in the air if you clear your throat or when you come up from behind them do they say they didn’t hear you even though you make as much noise walking as anyone?”
 
   “Yeah. To all of it. All the time. But I had a lot of boyfriends and friends in high school so something must have happened.”
 
   “Or they were just noticing all that shit on your face.”
 
   “I don’t leave the house without it.”
 
   “What I mean is, they become friends with your clothes and makeup, how you do your hair. But it takes time to notice it. Same as it does with people. But then as soon as it’s not there in front of their faces anymore . . . If they haven’t identified or noticed the person beneath it all . . . They just forget about it.”
 
   “Like a ghost.”
 
   “Only you can do things a ghost could never do.”
 
   “Yeah, you can’t fuck a ghost.”
 
   He put the gun on the table and looked at her for the first time since she’d left the bathroom.
 
   “What’s that shit all over your face?”
 
   “It’s lipstick.”
 
   “But why is it on your face, your cheeks?”
 
   “Because I put it there.”
 
   He leaned back on the couch and looked up at the ceiling in an effort of singular exhaustion. “Why did you put it there?”
 
   “Because I wanted to.”
 
   His lips drew away from his teeth. She thought about a snake striking its prey but, for some reason, she took away a sense of happiness and satisfaction from this.
 
   “You can learn,” he said. “You will learn.”
 
   She moved over him, straddling him, feeling him harden beneath her.
 
   “Do you want me?” she whispered into his ear.
 
   He didn’t say anything but, instead, showed her how much he wanted her.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Two Of A Kind
 
    
 
   They finished in her bed and dozed off and when she woke up in the early evening, the sun still out but the shadows grown long, Walt wasn’t in the bed with her. Slowly, she got out of bed and gathered her clothes. Her legs were shaky and her neck felt like she’d been in a car accident. The muscles in her ass and stomach were sore.
 
   After putting on her clothes, she walked out to the living room to find him standing in the doorway, smoking and looking outside.
 
   “Should have a porch on the other side of the house. The sunset’s a far more interesting thing to watch. Besides, who gets up early enough to watch the sunrise?”
 
   Erica lit a cigarette. “Most people sit on the porch at the end of the day. Who wants to sit there with the sun blinding you? It would get unbearable in the summer.”
 
   “A matter of perspective, I guess. You ready to go?”
 
   “What are we going to do about Granny?”
 
   “I already took care of it.”
 
   Erica ashed her cigarette on the floor and took another drag while walking barefoot to Granny’s room. The door was closed. She opened it, at least expecting to see the blood from earlier. It was like Granny had never even been in there. Stepping into the room did not make her think of descending into a dark cave. She thought about a clothesline in the summer, flapping with starched white sheets. Even Granny’s dentures and the cup she kept them in were gone from the nightstand.
 
   She left the door open and turned back to Walt, went to him and put an arm around his waist.
 
   “What –” she began.
 
   He laughed and said, “I cut her up and ate her.”
 
   “That’s not funny.”
 
   “Do you really want to know?”
 
   She felt like she needed to know. Felt like it was somehow her responsibility to know. Did she really want to know? Probably not. Much in the same way she didn’t really want to know if Granny had been alive or dead when Walt shot her. The only scenarios she could think of were depressing, gross, and probably illegal. Unless he’d called someone to collect her body, in which case Erica felt like she would probably have a lot of questions to answer.
 
   “No,” she said finally.
 
   He tossed his cigarette out in the yard and turned to face her, placing a hand on either side of her head, his big thumbs in front of each ear. “Tell yourself this,” he said. “You woke up this morning without a past. You were a girl who came from nothing and the world was open wide before you. There is something alive deep within you that you are trying to find. Some strange and beautiful power. Fear has been eliminated from your spectrum of feelings. The word ‘no’ has been eliminated from your vocabulary. Because every time you feel fear and every time you say no, you keep that power, that little spark inside you, from growing. People like us, we’ve been given this power of invisibility so we can let whatever it is that is inside of us grow unimpeded. So that we can realize our full potential. So that we can discover who it is we are truly destined to become. Without this power of invisibility, this unnoticeability, who knows how long it would take us to achieve this. I’ve only been aware of it for a few years and already I’ve accomplished so much. I even managed to find you and I think we might just be soul mates. We might just be able to spend the rest of our lives together. Now, can you think of too many people who have as much potential as us, who were also lucky enough to find each other?”
 
   Erica heard his voice and looked into his eyes and thought about hallowed marble hallways in some place like ancient Greece. She shook her head.
 
   “That’s because I asked myself what it was I really wanted to do and the answer was finding someone like you. And now that I’ve found you, I know there are things we both want to do and I know that, together, we are capable of doing so much more than either one of us could do on our own. So, Erica Monroe, what is it you want to do?”
 
   “I want to follow you.” Her cigarette had burned down to the filter.
 
   “Then let’s go. I put your stuff in the car.”
 
   He was already walking toward the car. Her car. She didn’t see his car. Not that he’d mentioned having one. She just expected him to have one. And she followed behind him on bare feet, not combing the house for items she didn’t want to leave behind or even bothering to shut the door, like she was under some kind of spell.
 
   “Where are we going?” she asked.
 
   “The end of the world,” he said. “But first we have to go see the boys.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Spat
 
    
 
   Walt drove. Neither one of them had said anything since they’d pulled away from the tiny house. Erica had to force herself not to speak because anything that would have come out would have been critical. When he’d said all of her stuff was already in the car, she’d assumed he’d meant packed not thrown. Along with trying not to talk, she fought the urge to look at all of her stuff littering the back seat and floorboard of the Honda Civic. She’d seen enough just getting in the car. Tampons, her toothbrush, toothpaste, makeup bags, a couple issues of Glamor Face, all the clothes from her closet (still on the hangers), a few pairs of shoes, half a carton of cigarettes – all looking like he’d opened the back door and tossed them in. At least he’d thought enough to bring them. That was the thought she used to calm herself.
 
   The air conditioner didn’t work and neither one of them had rolled down their windows. The car was steamy and stifling. Erica lit a cigarette and rolled the window all the way down. Walt did the same. At least now the deafening roar of the wind as the car whined along back country roads made the silence seem less awkward. Made it seem almost necessary.
 
   Even the cigarette didn’t help perk her up. She felt exhausted. She didn’t know if it was fear or if it was because she’d done more, physically, in the last few hours than she had in . . . a really long time. She tossed her cigarette out and rolled her window all the way up. Walt still had a bit of his cigarette left and kept his window down.
 
   “Where are we going?” she said.
 
   “Wherever we want . . . After we see the boys.” He had to almost shout to be heard. He seemed excited.
 
   “Who are the boys?”
 
   “Just some guys I know from way back. You’ll get along with them. They’re a lot like us. Besides, we won’t be there long.”
 
   “Do you need something from them?” Erica didn’t know why the thought of him taking her to see ‘the boys’ irritated her. If he needed something from them like money or, hell, even drugs or anything, she didn’t think it would be as frustrating. But if he was just going there to hang out almost immediately after meeting her, then she found it worthy of her anger.
 
   “I’m going to see them because I want to see them.”
 
   “How long’s it been since you’ve seen them?”
 
   “Too long.”
 
   “Are you bored with me already?”
 
   He tossed his cigarette out the window, rolled it up and stared at her. Without the sound of the rushing wind, the car might as well have been completely stopped. “Stupid fucking question. Like I said, I’m going to see them because I want to go see them. And I think you can benefit from meeting them, too. It’s time. There is a rationale behind most things we want. Some desire. An evening with the boys will help satiate that desire so, in a sense, yes, I am getting something from them. I met them by chance about ten years ago. I believe there are certain people and certain places that contain an almost indescribable amount of magic and meaning to certain other people. Periodically I go to see them and spend an evening with them. I leave feeling focused. Feeling changed. Maybe even evolved. I can almost chart my philosophical growth based on my meetings with the boys. As you get older, the ability to change becomes a very rare thing. You’ll see.
 
   “In short, no, I’m not bored with you.”
 
   “Feels nice to hear you say that.” Already she felt herself sweating, felt it squeezing out of all the pores in her scalp, dampening her hair. “So how many of them are there?”
 
   “Not many. Usually three or four. Sometimes they have some other folks with them. I don’t want to go into too much detail because I want you to meet them for the first time. Not seen through my filter. No pre-judgments.”
 
   “How far away is it?”
 
   “Just a couple of hours.”
 
   “Are we ever going back to Granny’s?”
 
   “No. Never.”
 
   “What if I want to? Someday. What if I figure out it’s one of those magical places like where we’re going?”
 
   “It’s not and you’ll never want to go back there. And if you do, you might find that it’s not there anymore.”
 
   She wondered if he was talking about having someone burn it down. “What do you mean by that?”
 
   “The earth just has a way of swallowing some things up.”
 
   She thought about the cave again. Imagined the house sitting on a shell, the shell breaking, the house crumbling and turning to dust before ever reaching the bottom.
 
   She rolled down her window and neither one of them said hardly a word until they reached the outskirts of St. Louis.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Men Are Pigs
 
    
 
   Walt took an exit off the highway and asked if she was hungry. “A little,” she said.
 
   He pulled into the parking lot of a place called Mama Gravy and said, “This all right?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   Once they sat down in the greasy spoon she realized how hungry she actually was. Her cheeks colored with embarrassment. She put a hand to her forehead. “I don’t have any money . . . unless you remembered to throw my wallet in back of the car.”
 
   “Didn’t see it. No need to worry.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Don’t thank me. I’m not paying for it either.”
 
   “Well thank whoever then.”
 
   “We’re both hungry. We both want to eat. More than that, we both need to eat. So I guess thank the restaurant if you really need to thank someone.”
 
   The waitress, a girl who was probably younger than Erica, came by and they both ordered Cokes. She watched Walt watch the waitress’ ass as she moved away.
 
   “Like that?” Erica said when his view of the waitress was gone.
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “She’s cute. Her ass is nice. Round but not fat. By the way, the possessive jealousy thing isn’t going to work. Fuck me because you want to fuck me, not because you think we’re owned by one another.”
 
   She stripped the adhesive band surrounding the napkin and silverware. “I don’t know if that’s what it is,” she said. “Jealousy, I mean. I think maybe I just think it’s rude to stare. You’re objectifying her.”
 
   “I’m appreciating the female form. She can’t help how she looks. She’s not overly made-up or dressed in a flamboyant, slutty kind of way. She’s wearing a work uniform that happens to be flattering and I think she’s an attractive young woman. Looking at people who I find attractive pleases me. And it’s not hurting anyone. I can’t help what I find attractive and what I don’t.”
 
   “So it just makes you happy to look at her? If she were to tell you she wants to fuck you, you wouldn’t do it?”
 
   He paused. The waitress came back with their drinks and set them on the table. She glanced at Erica and Erica remembered the red stripes she’d put on her face. Maybe that was what she was looking at. The waitress straightened up and asked if they were ready to order yet.
 
   “A few more minutes,” Walt said.
 
   The waitress headed back to the kitchen and Walt again stared at her ass.
 
   “If I wanted to fuck her,” he said. “I would.”
 
   It was like Erica had already forgotten what happened at the house earlier. “Like you did me?”
 
   He smiled. “Exactly.”
 
   “How did that happen?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Did you just come into any old house and hope there was someone fuckable in it?”
 
   He took a drink of his Coke. “The truth is you didn’t exist until I dreamed you up. You were just in the right place at the right time.”
 
   She swallowed hard and almost believed him. If someone had the ability to dream a person up, it only stood to reason he would have the ability to give that person memories, too. Everything a life was supposed to contain.
 
   “I was just kidding,” he said. “I’d seen you around. I knew where you lived.” Erica found that equal parts creepy and flattering.
 
   The waitress came back. Neither one of them had looked at a menu but they ordered anyway. Walt ordered steak, eggs, and hashbrowns. Erica ordered a burger and fries.
 
   “And you were just hoping I didn’t say no?”
 
   “I knew you wouldn’t say no.”
 
   She found herself blushing again. “I’m not really that much of a whore.”
 
   “I didn’t say you were. I just . . . I wanted you and I took you. That’s how my life works. I already told you that. I’m not sure what I’ll have to end up doing to prove it to you, but you’ll see, eventually. That . . . power I have, you’re just unable to see it right now because you’re probably convinced we were drawn together by chemistry or fate or something romantic or, most importantly, something that your decision-making played a part in.”
 
   “But you said I’m like you. You said I wanted you. I wanted to come with you and that’s why I’m here.”
 
   “True. It must be fate.” He smiled. “I’m not joking about this power. Do I have to fuck the waitress to prove it to you?”
 
   “I’m not sure what I would do.”
 
   “I guess I won’t but, just so you know, if the situation were reversed, I wouldn’t be possessive or jealous. I want you to explore every possibility. Every opportunity.”
 
   Erica didn’t know why the thought of Walt and that waitress, maybe Walt and anybody, made her insides sting with jealousy. She didn’t think of herself as a jealous person and knew she wasn’t naive enough to think she was falling in love with him. Of course, she’d never been in love before, not really. But she’d watched people fall in love before, well, seen it in movies anyway, and knew they spent a considerable amount of time telling themselves they weren’t falling in love. She knew Glamor Face had several lists, seemingly one an issue but, maybe because it didn’t really apply to her, maybe because she could never envision a time when she wasn’t waiting on her sick grandmother, she just didn’t pay much attention because she couldn’t think what a single one of those lists had said.
 
   Fuck it. She was probably in love with the guy.
 
   “I like the lines on your face,” he said. “You should keep doing that.”
 
   “Maybe I will.”
 
   The waitress came back with their food. Walt’s eyes were glued to the hypnotic sway of her ass as she waited on another table. Erica had to force herself not to devour her meal as quickly as possible.
 
   “I don’t want to fuck her anyway.” Walt grabbed one of his fried eggs and held it up. “This is probably what her pussy looks like.” He tossed the egg back onto the plate with a sour face and stabbed it with his fork.
 
    
 
    
 
   Finished, both of them leaning back in their respective sides of the booth, Walt said, “Okay, so you want me to prove to you that I can do whatever the hell I want?”
 
   “I would have to say that I can see how our current situation could be seen as something peculiar by someone who is not a part of it, but so far I’m not completely buying your theory.”
 
   “So . . . yes?”
 
   “I guess that’s a yes.”
 
   He set the box of cigarettes on the table and pulled one out. “When was the last time you saw someone smoke in a restaurant?”
 
   “Never?”
 
   Walt made a face. “Wow, you are young.”
 
   “Twenty-three. Not that young.”
 
   “Only someone who’s twenty-three would say that.”
 
   “You’re not that old.”
 
   He didn’t respond. He didn’t immediately do anything.
 
   Erica realized she was waiting for him to perform some type of magician’s setup or fanfare or something and said, “What? Are you making yourself invisible now?”
 
   “Not invisible. Unnoticeable. Big difference. And I don’t have to do anything. If it suits me not to be noticed, I won’t be.”
 
   He put the cigarette in his mouth and lit it. He exhaled a plume of smoke. Erica immediately expected the other people in the restaurant to start making those theatrical fake coughs, management to rush over, anything. The waitress was on her way and Erica thought, “Here it comes. She’ll ask him to put it out.”
 
   The waitress pulled up at the edge of the table and reached for the plates. “Can I get these out of the way for you?”
 
   “Please. Thanks,” Walt said.
 
   The waitress took the plates and headed away.
 
   Erica reached for the smokes and said, “Well, shit . . .”
 
   It felt weird smoking in the restaurant. Like she’d entered some other dimension. She had felt that way when Walt had the gun trained on Granny. It had seemed like Granny was dead and alive at the same time. Erica thought there was a theory for that but she couldn’t remember what it was. The theory.
 
    
 
    
 
   By the time they left it felt like the darkness had gained solidity. They hadn’t paid the check. Sitting next to Walt in the car, feeling a near giddy sense of revelation, Erica couldn’t remember if the waitress had even left a check on the table.
 
   A thought occurred to her. She almost mentioned it to him. That he’d somehow arranged everything and the waitress was just playing a role. Like he knew her. Like maybe he went to Mama Gravy’s all the time. Kept a tab and always tipped well or something. But that wouldn’t explain the smoking. The restaurant was far from full but it wasn’t that large and there was a good handful of people in there. She normally got coughed at and scornful looks if she smoked too close to a door. No way they could have both gotten away with that unless what he said was at least partially true. That is, she thought there had to be something there.
 
   “It’s a good feeling, isn’t it?” Walt took the car up the exit ramp and back onto the mostly empty highway.
 
   She let herself smile. “It is.” And she again thought of some kind of spell. Something that might wear off. Tried not to think about it. For some reason, thinking about that made her think about that other thing. That love thing. The possibilities swam through her head. Mainly this: She had no idea what she wanted to do. For the last couple of years, she’d been so resigned she had stopped wanting anything. Until earlier today, she guessed, if asked what she wanted most in this world, it would have been for her Granny to get better.
 
   Or die.
 
   That was a terrible thought.
 
   But true.
 
   It was behind her now. It didn’t really matter. Granny was dead. And she was free.
 
   She lit a cigarette, full of nervous excitement. “So, if I can do whatever the hell I want and you can do whatever the hell you want, why didn’t you just heal Granny? You know, like make it so she could talk and get up and take care of herself while we were gone?”
 
   He lit a cigarette of his own. “It doesn’t work that way. You can really only do what you want to do. Sometimes, that’s contingent upon another person’s reaction. More often, it’s contingent upon their lack of reaction. You can’t heal people. You can make people do things with you but you can’t really make them do things for you. Although that would be something really special if we could have our own private armies. In your Granny’s case, it doesn’t really matter. I wasn’t lying when I said she’d been dead a long time. I think you were just in denial.”
 
   Erica didn’t want to think about Granny anymore. The night smells flooded the car. She thought about these boys they were going to go see. Walt had said they shared this quality of doing what they wanted. She looked out the open window and didn’t see a single light anywhere. She wasn’t sure exactly why, but her elation was replaced by fear or something very close to it.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Meeting Friends
 
    
 
   The boys were only about a half hour away. A few minutes after leaving the restaurant, it started misting. Walt turned the windshield wipers on and made a comment about how shitty they were. Erica apologized but didn’t really feel that bad about it.
 
   “Hope this shit stops soon,” Walt said.
 
   “I like it.”
 
   “Don’t like driving in it.”
 
   “Want me to drive?”
 
   “Nah. We’re almost there.”
 
   “These people . . . are they good friends?”
 
   Walt rubbed his stubbly chin with the back of his hand and cocked his head, thinking about it. “I don’t know if I’d really call them friends. People like us . . . well, it’s tough to really get close to people, you know?”
 
   “Business partners?” Erica didn’t even know what she meant by this. ‘Business partners’ seemed like a very adult term. Like something a dad would say supposing said father was responsible and actually available to talk to his child about his work affairs. Supposing said father actually had work affairs or even a job. Supposing said father was, you know, there.
 
   “More like business partners but . . . well, we don’t really do any business. More like colleagues. You know how you hear about salesmen going to conventions and trade shows? How it’s just, like, a bunch of people with the same profession sitting around and telling stories? It’s kind of like that. Shared interests. One night and then we’ll be gone.”
 
   “I was just curious. No rush. I’m sure if you like them, I will too.”
 
   Walt took a right turn onto a road Erica hadn’t seen and slowly crept the car along. She wasn’t sure if the road was even paved. Maybe it wasn’t a road. Maybe it was a driveway. That theory was disproved when she saw a rusty mailbox on the right and Walt turned toward it. She almost thought it was a joke or a trick of the eyes. The mailbox said simply, in runny black letters: THE BOYS. Erica thought this made them seem somehow sinister.
 
   The driveway was gravel. It had stopped misting and the windshield wipers screeched as they raked across raw glass. Walt flipped them off and patted her on the thigh. Why couldn’t he keep doing that? Why couldn’t they just pull over to the side of the driveway and spend all night exploring each other? Something she didn’t feel like they’d really had the chance to do. While the previous encounters had been passionate, she had ended up feeling slightly rushed. She supposed she shouldn’t have expected anything more from someone she had known less than twenty-four hours. Or, she thought, they could just turn around and go back to the highway. She really couldn’t explain her hesitation at continuing up the drive. Maybe she didn’t like meeting new people. Maybe she didn’t want to share him this early into things. Or maybe the thought of these people who were referred to and referred to themselves as the Boys terrified her. She had told Walt she would like them if he did, but that was a lie. She didn’t really like anyone. When she had first met Walt it seemed okay because she had convinced herself that maybe she had just stored up all of her love for him. And she felt like, if he didn’t yet love her then at least he paid attention to her, did things for her. He had set her free and she saw that as worthy of a certain amount of devotion.
 
   They drove around a gentle bend in the driveway and up ahead lay a slouching two-story farmhouse with a single light on. In front of them, a yellow security light threw a fuzzy glow over a rusted white van with no back windows. Rape van, Erica couldn’t help thinking. Walt pulled up beside the van, put the car in park, and hopped out. Erica stepped out into the damp night, now turned sweet and fragrant, and stood beside Walt, listening to the quiet dripping of water droplets seeking the center of the earth and the steady chirping purr of a million insects. Walt cupped his hands over his mouth and shouted something that sounded like, “Ah-heee!”
 
   The sound cut through Erica.
 
   The next sound was that of screeching metal. It came from across the back yard that was really more just an expanse of uncut grass and a rectangle of piercing blue white light shone from a low barn and expanded until the door was all the way open. Erica squinted as four figures came from the barn toward them. She imagined the wet grass squishing under their feet, what mist remained in the air clinging to their skin and hair.
 
   Erica moved closer to Walt and tried to take his hand but he, more or less, slapped her away. Eventually the figures were only a few feet away and Erica could start to make out some of their features. There were three guys and a girl on the far left. The two men on her right wore black t-shirts with nothing on them and blue jeans. The next guy in line wore a white t-shirt like Walt and the girl had dyed black hair and wore all black, the layers so indistinguishable she could have just been wearing a jumpsuit.
 
   “Walt,” the second guy to the right said, holding out his hand.
 
   “The Boys.” Walt took the hand and shook it vigorously. He wasn’t exactly smiling. He looked crazed. “This is Erica. Erica this is –” He went from right to left. “Jask, Blake, Shump and . . .”
 
   “Dawn,” Shump said.
 
   “She with you?” Walt said.
 
   Shump laughed and said, “She’s with all of us.” He put his arm around the girl’s shoulders and pulled her close to him.
 
   “Good to see you again, man,” Blake said. “Got a good night planned. Let’s go grab some beer.”
 
   For a moment, Erica felt stupid for worrying. This was just a get together of blue-collar mid-western males. Something she was familiar with.
 
   Then she followed them into the barn.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Shared Interests
 
    
 
   The light was so harsh it took her eyes a moment to adjust. She didn’t know what she expected. Something sparser. Maybe something to do with cars or woodworking. Something more normal. And there were cars in there, which is what she noticed first. A silver Mercedes and a black BMW.
 
   The second thing she noticed was what she thought was a dead dog, suspended from the ceiling by a chain, dangling over a rusted barrel with a fire going in it. Whatever it was, its fur had been burned off and the whole barn smelled like burnt hair and cooking meat. The odd effect it created was something like nausea with an underlying hunger.
 
   On the back wall was a pile of maybe ten naked human corpses. Erica had seen concentration camp footage. That’s what this made her think of except they weren’t all skinny. In an effort to look away from this, her eyes took in everything else in the barn: piles of watches and jewelry, piles of clothes, vases and artwork, prescription bottles, liquor bottles, laptops, cell phones, other things of relative mundaneness, the obsessiveness of the themed piles and the quantity of items contained therein the only things lending an air of peculiarity to them.
 
   If Erica had let her fear subside during the brief walk to the barn, it was now back with a raging certainty.
 
   She hoped this wasn’t what Walt meant when he’d said the Boys were people like them. Because, so far, it looked like they were murdering thieves.
 
   “Looks like you guys’ve been busy.” Walt’s eyes scanned the contents of the barn. “Got anything good in the pile over there?”
 
   Blake shook his head. “Nah. We let em get too old. Gonna have to end up just burning them all. Feels like a waste.”
 
   Jask and Shump each had one side of a big red Coleman cooler. They set it down and opened the lid. Jask reached in and started passing around the cans of cheap beer. Erica opened hers and took a big drink. She thought it might calm her down. If something didn’t calm her down soon, she was pretty sure she would run screaming from this place and she wasn’t sure she wanted to know what would happen to her if she did that.
 
   “What’ve you been up to?” Blake asked.
 
   “This and that,” Walt said.
 
   “Been in one place long?”
 
   “Nah. I’ve bounced around. But we’re headed to Dayton, Ohio. Might stick around there a while.” This was the first Erica had heard of this. She thought, Dayton fucking Ohio? But, oh well, it would seem like the big city compared to Shitsburg, Missouri.
 
   “Dayton, Ohio? Why the fuck you want to go there?”
 
   “Passed through late last year. Not sure. Felt something. A certain vibe.”
 
   Blake smirked. “The I-don’t-give-a-fuck vibe?”
 
   Walt shrugged.
 
   Erica felt something unspoken pass between them. It made her think of something rotten.
 
   Shump and Jask came back carrying green lawn chairs. The old school kind with the scratchy plastic belts woven together.
 
   They all sat down and kept drinking their beers. The men seemed to drink theirs much faster than she did hers. She kept glancing at Dawn thinking, Erica wasn’t completely sure, that since they both had vaginas they’d be able to talk. Blake and Walt seemed to do most of the talking. Erica half-listened for clues as to what exactly she’d gotten herself into or even just something that could explain or rationalize what she sat in the middle of. But, unless they spoke in some kind of code, they were talking about the most common shit imaginable. Mostly it seemed like they were talking about other people. Again, it was mostly Blake and Walt doing the talking, Blake taking long chugs from his beer before wiping the condensation on his fingertips through his already damp hair. Jask and Shump sat next to one another and mostly nodded or smiled like they were just happy to be around the other two men. Toadies, she thought, and felt a moment of prideful relief that Walt was not a toady. She concluded the girl, Dawn, must be on something. Dawn took small sips of her beer and lit cigarette after cigarette, letting the ash get ridiculously long before taking a drag from it. Of course, Erica wondered how she must look to Dawn. She felt so tired and odd it probably seemed like she was on something, also. And she still had the paint on her face that she kept forgetting about. There certainly wasn’t any attempt to bring her into the conversation. If Walt and the Boys were of a certain kind of person and Walt had, in her, recognized some kindred spirit, she would have thought there would be some attempt to reveal to her what was shared and inherent between them all. That, if there was something to take away from the conversation, was the only thing she would be able to manage paying attention to. Dawn stood up and walked toward the entrance of the barn. Erica watched the musical shuffle of her hips until the darkness swallowed her. She reached into the cooler for another beer. She opened it and sat back in the chair. Her head spun. She closed her eyes to try and lock into some part of the conversation, telling herself she should at least try to join in. After all, they weren’t going to be here very long so she didn’t really need to worry about embarrassing herself but, the harder she tried to focus on it, the less sense it made. Now it seemed like they were all talking at once and at first she thought they were talking in a foreign language but, if that were the case, it was one she couldn’t even identify. It sounded like an ancient language made up of hisses and breaths. She opened her eyes and tried to focus on the man sitting across from her and at first she thought they’d all turned into reptiles and that the barn had been replaced by a cave. Then she thought, No, this is home. Then: No, not home. Very far from home. And while it was true that she was, technically, right now, as far away from her home as she’d ever been, she felt like the distance her brain was trying to convey was somewhat more glacial, something having to do as much with time and mental state as distance. When she finally blinked away the image of the men as ancient monsters, they were brought back into focus, standing, all pounding their beers. Again she saw this thread of normalcy and had to remind herself they were surrounded by dead bodies, stolen merchandise, and a dog dangling over an open flame.
 
   “We’ve gotta take off,” Walt said. “You girls stay here and guard the fort.”
 
   Erica tried to say something but her mouth wouldn’t work and she followed them out into the night, the air and the lack of acrid smoke clearing her head somewhat. She lit a cigarette as the guys piled into the van and shot down the gravel lane. It was immediately quieter and Erica felt a pang of loneliness until she heard a sound to her left and turned to see Dawn shuffling around the barn.
 
   “You get high?” Dawn asked.
 
   No, Erica thought but said, “Maybe.” Because, well, at this point, how could it hurt?
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Serve the Self
 
    
 
   Only a few feet away from the security light, the night was considerably more palpable. Erica followed Dawn deeper into the back yard. The other girl moved with tired resignation. Erica imagined her doing everything slowly. Perhaps this was why Erica had thought she was on something. Since she was following her with the purpose of smoking pot, it was possible she was just one of those people who’d smoked so much pot for so long she was incapable of moving faster. Perma-stoned.
 
   Dawn stopped and stared at something. It took a moment for Erica’s eyes to adjust to the low light. Dawn stood in front of a stack of furniture taller than either of them. She scratched her head and took an exasperated breath, her shoulders slumping even farther.
 
   “Blake said he wanted me to get the fire started while they were gone. We should have brought some beer with us.”
 
   “I can help.”
 
   “Probably better do it now. Once we smoke I’m not going to feel like doing anything.”
 
   “What do you need me to do?”
 
   Dawn pulled her hair back and banded it into a sloppy ponytail. She pointed a few feet in front of her. “The fire pit’s over there.” She pointed at the pile of furniture. “This is what we’ll be burning.” She put a cigarette in her mouth and offered Erica one from the pack. Erica took it. Dawn slowly lit both of them, taking a moment to look into Erica’s eyes as she lit hers. Leaving the cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth, Dawn took a drag, put her hands on her hips, and exhaled smoke from her nose. The smoke hung virtually unmoving in the thickness of the air and she said, “I don’t see a point in feeding the furniture into the fire piece by piece.”
 
   Dawn walked to the fire pit and circled the wide perimeter, her eyes downcast, looking for something. Erica stood in the same spot, listening to the softly muted sounds around her while watching the other girl lazily search amidst the ethereal drifts of their twin plumes of smoke. Dawn came back carrying a can of lighter fluid, the cherry of her cigarette glowing out from her black lips.
 
   With her free hand she pulled the cigarette from her mouth and said, “Would you mind going back to the barn and seeing if you can find a dry piece of paper? Newspaper or something.”
 
   Erica didn’t want to be in the barn alone, even for a second, but said, “Sure,” anyway.
 
   She took a few steps and Dawn yelled, probably as loudly as she was capable of yelling, which wasn’t that loud at all, “And could you grab me a beer? Thanks.”
 
   Erica thought she’d probably grab one for herself, too.
 
   The cold blue light spilled from the barn and, even before entering it, she thought about the horrors contained inside, clinically spotlighted under that clear stabbing glow. She tossed her cigarette, took a deep breath, and went into the barn. She thought she would dart in, get what she needed, and dart back out. The smell hit her once inside and she stopped to look around for paper. She spotted a stack of newspapers to her right, noting it before her attention was drawn to the pile of corpses against the back wall. Again, staring at them, she was hit with a certain feeling. She didn’t think it was fear, exactly. She wasn’t really afraid of anything happening to her. Theoretically, she supposed, nothing could happen to her that she didn’t want. Unless Walt or one of the Boys wanted to do something to her. She’d have to ask him how that worked. Maybe she could ask Dawn, if Dawn was one of them. Or did it cancel each other out? If one of them wanted to do something to her and she didn’t want it to happen, was it still possible for it to happen? What she felt wasn’t because she was afraid of ending up as one of the people in the pile. It was more like thinking this was what those people had been reduced to. How they’d ended up. When a person wakes up in the morning and works hard or just simply exists, she doesn’t imagine herself stripped and decomposing in a barn in the middle of nowhere along with a bunch of other naked and rotting corpses. And, Erica thought, maybe that was where the despair came from. It was like, since there wasn’t a single dead body, they were further purged of identity. Like a psychopath or a serial killer would most probably use a single body for some sick or disturbing purpose, but these were just piled there, useless, something to be gotten rid of. Which possibly begged the question: Why did they die in the first place?
 
   Another thought struck her.
 
   Nothing was keeping her here. She didn’t know how long Walt and the Boys would be gone but her car was right out there and, even if Walt hadn’t left the keys in the ignition, she was sure she could become sufficiently lost in the woods in a short period of time. So lost they would never be able to find her. And, after all, this was Missouri, and they were near St. Louis, not exactly the Canadian tundra or something. She wouldn’t have to wander that far before she found some sign of civilization.
 
   But she knew she wasn’t going to leave.
 
   You’re here because you want to be here.
 
   She didn’t know how comfortable she was about accepting that thought. Accepting that thought was to somehow accept a shred of responsibility for everything that had happened up to this exact point in time: the death of Granny, the dead dog burned to blackened bone and sinew, the pile of nameless rotting corpses lying in a black puddle of ooze, and . . . and whatever was going to happen.
 
   What’s going to happen?
 
   Something terrible. Or something fabulous. Or both. Did everything have to be either/or? What if something was beautiful to her but terrible to the person it happened to or somebody else? Was that good or bad? Was it good and bad? Did it just, in the grand scheme of things, even out? Was there even a grand scheme of things? She doubted it. It was impossible to know what another person felt. She could speculate and hypothesize, but why waste the brain space? She was left with nothing to arrange her perceptions of the world except the gauge of her own wants and desires. This would make her happy. This would make her sad. But that only applied to things happening to her. Another person’s happiness would not make her happy. Another person’s sadness would not make her sad. She opened the cooler and took out a couple of beers, swimming in icy cold water. Something still held her back from buying into Walt’s philosophy completely. What was it? Compassion? Empathy? Were those the same things? In order to take everything she wanted and do everything she wanted to be happy, she felt like she would have to lack compassion for the feelings and lives of others. It seemed an impossible notion.
 
   She tried to shake the thought away, at least for now. In its current agitated and alcohol-muddled state, it would be impossible to draw any kind of resolution from the random thoughts she had. As if to prove her point, she reminded herself what she had come into the barn for and that her mind had led her into some kind of half-witted ethics class. A deep breath. Beer. Dry paper. Get back to Dawn. Push everything else to the black space of the cave. That was where thoughts like that were supposed to hide. Nothing could hide under this fluorescent glare. It shined the thoughts away. It had purpose. Like it dissected everything and put it on display so you could see how useless it was. It turned everything into a joke or a commodity or something. A naked corpse and a BMW (probably stolen) became equal.
 
   Deep breath.
 
   She stared at one of the lights, let it scrub her brain, listened to the buzz humming through her bones.
 
   Cradling both beers in her left arm, she grabbed a thick newspaper and headed back outside. She walked in the general direction she remembered until she heard Dawn moving around and smelled the lighter fluid fumes.
 
   As Erica approached the other girl, Dawn was just finishing her cigarette. She took the last drag and tossed it onto the glistening pile of furniture. A tower of flame quickly ascended and the girls backed away. Everything was damp. The rainwater hissed and the smoke was intense.
 
   “Guess maybe we didn’t need the paper,” Dawn said.
 
   The fire was so hot they were able to sit on the stumps arranged around the original fire pit. Erica spread several sheets of the paper on the stumps before they sat down.
 
   “Good call,” Dawn said.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   From somewhere within all her black, Dawn produced a joint and handed it to Erica.
 
   “I like your makeup,” Dawn said.
 
   “Thanks. I like yours too.”
 
   “Can I kiss you?”
 
   Erica thought about it. She’d never kissed a girl before. The thought excited her. It excited her, possibly, because she’d never done it before.
 
   “Okay,” she said. Walt had told her not to say no. Told her he would not be possessive or jealous and, besides, he’d probably never know about it.
 
   Dawn moved in close and Erica felt like she stepped into a room. Or maybe like the room stepped into her. Dawn put a small, moist hand on either side of Erica’s face. Erica was shaking. The fire towered behind them and Dawn pressed more heat into her face. Their lips touched and a shiver of excitement ran through Erica. She thought of home. Of coming home. Some imaginary home. Not the one she had left but some place filled with clean linens and sunlight. Dawn pressed her tongue into Erica’s mouth and she tasted beer, smoke, and some essence she couldn’t describe. Their lips and tongues worked against each other, they went deeper into each other, their small breasts pressed together.
 
   Dawn quit and backed up a step.
 
   “I should stop,” she said.
 
   Erica didn’t want her to stop. She took a second to find her voice and said, “That was nice.”
 
   “You’ve never kissed a girl before, have you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Now you have.”
 
   “I liked it.”
 
   “Maybe we’ll do it again.”
 
   They sat down on the stumps. The fire’s smoke had died down and the orange flame looked more sharply focused.
 
   “Go ahead and light up,” Dawn said.
 
   Erica had forgotten about the joint.
 
   She put it in her mouth, lit it, and passed it to Dawn before exhaling and coughing. The joint went back and forth, both of the girls silent, the crackling fire drowning out all the other noises of the country night. When the joint got too small to hold, Dawn flicked it toward the fire where it landed considerably short.
 
   “What do you know about Walt?” Erica said.
 
   “He’s good looking.”
 
   “What else? I don’t know anything about him.”
 
   “Join the club.”
 
   “So nobody knows much about him?”
 
   “None of us know much about any other one of us.”
 
   “Except we can all do whatever we want.”
 
   “So you know about that.”
 
   “It’s one of the only things Walt’s told me.”
 
   “It’s like we’re all reinvented and nobody wants to talk about where they came from.”
 
   “But isn’t that what people talk about? Their pasts? What made them who they are? Crazy shit they did or saw?”
 
   Dawn was quiet for a moment, pulling out her cigarettes and handing one to Erica. “Most people,” she said.
 
   “Back in the barn, all Walt and Blake talked about were people they’d known and things they’d done. Although . . . I can’t remember anything specifically.”
 
   “Because they just make shit up. They’ve never told me this specifically but I’ve been able to put it together. One of them will say something and then they just riff off each other. I think it’s all fiction. I don’t know how closely you listened. I just tune most of it out now, but it usually just ends up with them talking gibberish. Literally. Like not even the words are important. So what do you think about what you’ve seen here so far?”
 
   Erica didn’t really think she’d seen much except for the barn.
 
   “I’m not sure,” she said. “If you’re talking about what’s in the barn back there, I feel like I should ask you how you feel about it. I imagine you’re at least partially responsible for some of it.”
 
   “Maybe. But it would be too hard to explain. And I think it would be too hard for you to understand.”
 
   Erica felt like the other girl was talking down to her. It made her feel childish and small. Maybe that’s why she said what she said next. Something to try and make Dawn feel bad.
 
   “When we first got here, Walt asked Shump if you were his girl and he said you were all of theirs. Do you sleep with all of them?”
 
   “That’s kind of two separate things you’re asking. First, I don’t belong to any of them. I sleep with who I want to and, yes, I’ve slept with all of them a number of times, sometimes at the same time. So if you’ve never kissed a girl, I’m guessing you’ve never had more than one guy at a time?”
 
   “You’re asking about my past. We don’t talk about our past.”
 
   Dawn smiled. “Good. You’re learning.” She paused. “But, there’s a first time for everything and if you’d ever like to try it, tonight would be a really good night to start. I could totally get off on watching them fuck you.”
 
   Who were these people?
 
   “I feel like you all just talk in circles . . . When you’re not talking gibberish.”
 
   “How so? I just said I’d like to get off while watching the Boys fuck you. I thought that seemed pretty direct.”
 
   “Not that. Everything else. It’s like . . .”
 
   “Religion?”
 
   Erica thought about it but didn’t say anything.
 
   “There really isn’t much point in trying to explain things,” Dawn said. “What we have is a powerful gift. It’s going to take using that gift before you get comfortable with it. And, by that point, you’ll realize how useless it is trying to explain it.”
 
   Lost in thought, Erica took an absent drag from her cigarette. Aside from the things she’d seen in the short time since hooking up with Walt, there was a bigger thing, a bigger feeling that filled her with unease.
 
   “I guess,” she said, “what I’m wondering is . . . do the people who have this gift only use it to do terrible things?”
 
   “I’m not sure what you mean.”
 
   “Dead dogs. Dead people. Stolen goods. Do you do things just because you can get away with it?”
 
   “Yes. It serves the self. There is nothing terrible about serving the self. Consider it the best way to avoid failure.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Most people who do ‘good’ things to help other people are only doing those things to garner some kind of adulation. So who the fuck cares? If Gandhi and Jesus were interested in only doing good things you wouldn’t know either of their fucking names. They’d be anonymous. And what if they performed their miracles or good deeds or whatever and no one paid a bit of attention? Then they would have just been colossal failures. Think about it. How many people get to do whatever the hell they want? Not many. So, I guess, if you wanted, you could live a life of deprivation but who the hell would choose that? Only the type of person who gets off on being deprived. It’s still that person serving himself. Also, think about one of the reasons you’re able to do whatever you want. Maybe that explains why none of us are particularly altruistic. We are who we are because we’ve been largely ignored. You can’t help people who don’t want to be helped so you might as well help yourself.”
 
   Erica watched the fire devour the wood, both things beautiful and transient in their own way. Two things coming together and making a utilitarian spectacle only to leave behind a pile of ash to blow away in the wind or be beaten into the earth by the rain. She started giggling, unable to stop herself. She’d forgotten about the beer and reached down, opening one of the cans and taking a long chug just so she’d have something in her mouth to prevent the giggling fit from becoming an all out bout of lunatic laughter. Dawn opened hers, stood up, walked over to Erica and straddled her.
 
   “I think you’re way crazier than you think,” Dawn said.
 
   She kissed Erica’s forehead on the horizontal stripe.
 
   “Not that I’m talking about my past or anything . . .” Dawn said. “But I think you should try this: Go to a store, take all the money from a cash register, take that money to a homeless person or something. Maybe you won’t even be able to get his attention to give it to him. Maybe you could set it down right in front of him and watch it all blow away. Maybe a lot of us started out wanting to do good things. Maybe a lot of us got tired of wasting our time.”
 
   Dawn lowered her head and kissed Erica deeply, wrapping her damp arms around Erica’s damp neck. For some reason this felt like different friction than what she had experienced with Walt.
 
   The gravel of the driveway crunched under a speeding car. Correction: a speeding van. Doors opened and slammed shut. A high-pitched scream pierced the night.
 
   The Boys were home.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Fun and Games
 
    
 
   Dawn quickly slid off Erica like she was afraid of being caught and both girls stood to watch a silhouetted figure run toward them, the lights from the van shining in the distance. The figure finally reached the light given off by the fire and Erica was able to make out that it was a female. As she charged even closer, Erica became pretty sure it was the waitress from the cafe. She was nude and screaming as she charged toward them.
 
   The girl spotted Erica and Dawn.
 
   “OH DEAR GOD YOU HAVE TO HELP ME! I DON’T KNOW WHAT’S HAPPENING! HELP ME!”
 
   She clung to Erica’s shoulders, shaking her and screaming. She must have recognized Erica or, probably, recognized the markings on her face.
 
   “OH GOD! YOU’RE WITH HIM! YOU WERE WITH HIM!”
 
   Before even giving Erica the chance to help, the girl ran off to Erica’s right, farther away from the van and the fire. Erica wondered if she was going to the house and couldn’t quite see the logic in that. Blind panic, maybe. Erica wasn’t sure she’d ever experienced that. Maybe it was refreshing.
 
   The girl didn’t make it to the house.
 
   She had faded from sight. There was a sound like someone punching an empty bag and the back yard was glowing with the same clear blue light that had been in the barn. A bank of floodlights hovered like a spaceship in the sky. Erica had to shield her bleary eyes from it.
 
   “You should see this,” Dawn said.
 
   Erica followed her.
 
   The Boys were coming up behind them.
 
   “Man, did you see that bitch go down!” Shump shouted, excited, clapping his hands.
 
   The rest of them, including Walt, were smiling and laughing.
 
   Now they all stood around the perimeter of a hole in the ground. The waitress was at the bottom of the hole and it took Erica’s eyes a moment to adjust before she realized the girl lay on some kind of dark green canvas tarp. Blake and the other boys grabbed the edge of the tarp and began pulling it up. The waitress tried to grab onto it but she wasn’t functioning very well and Erica thought about magicians pulling tablecloths out from under dinnerware. The waitress clung to the tarp and tried riding up the side of what Erica could now tell was an empty swimming pool. She clung to it until she reached the edge and Blake stomped her hands until she let go of the tarp and fell to the bottom. She frantically searched around, probably for a ladder, but there wasn’t one in sight. The more Erica studied the concrete depression, the more she realized it may not be a pool but just some pit made for the express purpose of torture. She hadn’t seen a lot of in-ground pools but thought most of them had a deep end and a shallow end. This looked of a uniform depth Erica guessed was easily ten to twelve feet. There were three oily shadows in the distance that bled toward the waitress and Erica felt a prickly sensation of primal fear and excitement. She was pretty sure they were snakes.
 
   Dawn nudged her and said, “Cobras.”
 
   “Let the fun begin,” Blake muttered.
 
   Erica was enthralled. She’d never seen anything like this in person. Torture footage was all over television but those were mostly things happening to brown people in different countries or game shows featuring willing participants. She was aware of the moisture between her legs and wasn’t sure if that was because of what had just happened with Dawn or what she was watching. It made her think of the fear sweat on the waitress’ skin, gleaming in the blare of the stadium lighting. She wondered what it smelled like and thought, Acrid. While she had never experienced blind panic, Erica had smelled her own fear sweat plenty of times: standing in front of a classroom, waiting for a lie to be believed, any hint of confrontation.
 
   She didn’t want to think about any of that, though.
 
   Deep breath.
 
   Enjoy this. She wanted to enjoy this.
 
   The others were on the perimeter of the empty pool, eyes wide with fascination.
 
   The waitress was nearly in the middle of the pool, still screaming. She hadn’t noticed the snakes yet and made no attempt to get away. Her eyes were barely open and it looked like her legs had been burned in places.
 
   “Get her! Get that bitch!” Shump shouted.
 
   Walt moved over to Erica and said, “I thought you’d appreciate this.”
 
   Suddenly, Erica felt almost angry and said, “Did you fuck her?”
 
   He smiled. “Absolutely not. And now you don’t ever have to worry about that happening.”
 
   “Looks like you got a nice eyeful though.”
 
   “As I mentioned at the restaurant, I do admire her figure. But stripping her down was the other boys’ idea. Can’t say as I blame them. Plus it makes it easier for the snakes to get at her. That’s how much I care about you, baby.”
 
   He nodded toward the waitress as the first of the three snakes, moving rapidly with its hooded head raised, came to a stop before her, snapping quickly.
 
   The girl screamed and shouted, “OH MY GOD WHAT’S HAPPENING!”
 
   Erica grabbed Walt’s hand and nudged his cheek with her free hand until he looked into her eyes.
 
   “Is there something you want to tell me?”
 
   She saw not lightning striking a mountain. She saw an empty gray cloud. She didn’t want to be the first one to say it but she could tell he wasn’t getting it.
 
   She tapped him on the rock hard chest with a loose fist and said, “I love you, dummy.”
 
   He pulled her close and said, “I love you too, baby.”
 
   They kissed deeply while the waitress screamed and then turned their attention back to the empty pool or the torture pit or whatever.
 
   The waitress maybe didn’t notice the snakes until the second one struck her just below the breasts. She ran toward the perimeter of the pool, the three snakes now in an almost orderly line, slithering after her. She clawed at the wall of the pool, screaming, now completely out of her head. The snakes struck her repeatedly, angrily hissing.
 
   Somebody had brought the beers back from the barn and they all watched the snakes strike her. Erica held Walt’s hand and stayed pressed against his moist heat, his musky scent. Eventually the waitress passed out, either from fear or toxins, and collapsed onto the dirty bottom of the pool. The snakes got bored and slithered away.
 
   A gunshot clapped beside Erica and she jumped, clutching Walt tighter.
 
   Two more shots were fired and all the snakes lay dead in the bottom of the pool.
 
   Walt tucked the gun into the back of his pants. She hadn’t even been aware of his movement.
 
   She’d completely forgotten about the gun.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Boys and Girls
 
    
 
   The group moved closer to the fire and kept drinking. Once the adrenaline rush had waned, Erica began to feel tired and maybe a little nauseous, probably from the booze and pot. They briefly went back to the barn to snort either cocaine or crystal meth, Erica wasn’t sure. Whatever it was, it provided a jolt of electricity, hitting her in the brain and traveling through her skeletal system. She felt like she could do anything. At some point, Jask said he was going to go down into the pool to “get that bitch,” at which time the group moved from the fire and back over to the pool where they collectively waited for Jask to return with the twelve-foot ladder. Erica grew bored with this and went over to the fire where she smoked cigarettes and made out with Dawn. The next time she saw Jask, he had emerged from the pool but she didn’t see any evidence of the girl. Instead, he had a cobra in each hand, whipping them around his head and shouting, “Snake party!” It started raining and someone, maybe Blake, suggested they go into the house. The inside of the house was as dilapidated as the outside. The single light she’d seen from the outside was in the living room, the only one of which looked remotely livable. There were a couple of king-size mattresses on the floor and a couple of smaller ones pushed toward a far wall. The waitress, who Erica was pretty sure was dead, lay in one of the king-size beds. A very old man lay sleeping or dead in one of the smaller ones. He reminded her a lot of Granny. Erica wondered if Walt was going to shoot him in the head, too. Eventually they all ended up in the bed with the dead waitress and the Boys were all over the girls and Erica wondered if they could ever be the Girls. And she briefly imagined what that would be like. If they would gain their power by letting these drunk and psychotic guys do whatever it was they wanted to. Erica wasn’t sure. She wasn’t going to stop them. Everything felt too good and, besides, it gave her a chance to feel Dawn’s skin beneath her fingertips and to feel Dawn’s fingertips and hands on her skin. Erica hoped that if they were to become the Girls it would either be achieved by being themselves or an honest triumph of the intellect. Using her sexuality seemed too easy. She thought, maybe, that’s what the Boys were doing. Some primal display of masculinity. And, obviously, Erica was turned on by it, mainly because she thought this was not them being themselves but them putting on a show for she and Dawn. It felt endearing. Everything seemed to reach a height of frenzied movement, grunting, and moaning, all felt and heard through a chemical distance, and then there was quiet and the lighting of cigarettes and, before going to sleep, they went out into the barn and dragged all the corpses over to the fire, which they had to feed with furniture from the barn. By the time they finally went to sleep, Erica was moderately paranoid and didn’t want to sleep in the same room with that old guy. She felt like he’d come from the cave that had threatened to swallow her up earlier and he was just a dry husk containing something else and it was just waiting for them to go to sleep before it crawled out. She tried to say all of this to Walt but fell asleep before she could make any of it make any sense. She couldn’t recall ever being this tired. She couldn’t recall ever doing this much in a day. Wasn’t sure she’d done as much in her entire life as she had today.
 
   When she woke up, the old man was gone.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   The Morning After
 
    
 
   Everyone else was gone, too. It was just she and Walt. There was a burnt smell in her nostrils and her skin felt crusted over with smoke, sweat, and body fluids, only some of them her own. The meager light poking in through the windows revealed the house to be in an even worse state than she’d thought yesterday. Suddenly, she didn’t want to be in the bed another second. She rolled out, wearing a more disheveled version of yesterday’s clothes, and stretched. Walt’s eyes were already open. He watched her.
 
   “Morning,” she said.
 
   “Good afternoon.”
 
   “What time is it?”
 
   “Late.”
 
   “Any place we have to be?”
 
   “Not at all. Ever, really.”
 
   Erica’s muscles felt stiff and achy, but she welcomed it. “I’m starving,” she said. “Can I take a shower here?”
 
   “We’ll get something to eat. You could take a shower here if it worked. I think there’s a pond somewhere on the grounds.”
 
   “Gross.”
 
   He hopped off the mattress not looking at all like she felt. His clothes were still clean looking. His hair wasn’t messed up at all.
 
   “Last night . . .” she began.
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   “Is every night going to be like that?”
 
   “It could be if you wanted it to.”
 
   “I’m not sure I could handle it.”
 
   “Then it doesn’t have to be. It’ll just be me and you for a while, I think.”
 
   “The waitress . . . That really happened?”
 
   He nodded. “How does it make you feel?”
 
   “I don’t know. There was a minute where I kind of liked it. I mean, I wouldn’t have liked it if it had been just anyone but I guess when I saw the way you looked at her in the restaurant, it kind of made me mad at her. But then I think I felt really bad. It seemed so cruel. I don’t know if I would have thought it seemed so cruel if it was just me and you. But all those people standing around and laughing while she died. I guess I’m just not used to it. Or it’s just not my idea of a good time. But, more than anything, I guess I found it entertaining. I mean, when I was actually standing there watching it . . . I don’t know if I’ve ever felt anything quite like that.”
 
   He slid his shoes on. She couldn’t tell if he was paying attention to her or not. “All the feelings will go away. It doesn’t happen overnight. What you’re feeling is years and years of being taught to feel a certain way. But it’s all based on perception. You don’t want to be perceived as a cruel person. You’re thinking, if you get caught, you’ll go to jail and you don’t want to be seen as a criminal. But no one sees you anyway so you have to get rid of those perceptions. Even God doesn’t see you.” He laughed. “Just kidding. There is no God. Meaning there is no moral judgment. No eternity of damnation and hellfire. Meaning the only people that particular experience mattered to were those directly involved. And the only person who didn’t like it, probably, was the waitress. See, it’s very democratic.”
 
   “What about her family?”
 
   “What about the families of cancer patients, car accident victims, anything? Start worrying about people like that and you’ll go crazy.”
 
   “I really have to pee.”
 
   “No toilet. You should go on the mattress. The Boys’ll never know. And I wouldn’t mind watching.”
 
   She dropped her shorts and squatted on the mattress, Walt watching her the entire time. She couldn’t really imagine anyone getting off on that but she guessed her imagination would soon change as much as her reality. She wiped herself with one of the disgusting blankets, pulled her shorts back up, and followed Walt outside.
 
   He hadn’t told her exactly what time it was but it was one of those days where the sun never came out so it didn’t really matter. It would be gray and feel like dawn all day before gradually bleeding into a foggy night. They got in the car and she noticed the keys dangling from the ignition. She could have left. Now she couldn’t even say it hadn’t occurred to her. She remembered thinking about it and not doing it. A voice in her head told her that had been her chance. If she convinced herself she wasn’t responsible for anything that had happened before that, she would have to accept responsibility for everything that happened after.
 
   Walt started the car and headed down the long lane, everything monochrome and damp and flattened.
 
   “What would you have done if I’d left last night?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “When you and the Boys left to, um, retrieve the waitress . . . What would you have done if I’d taken the car and gone back home?”
 
   “I knew you wouldn’t.”
 
   “But what if I had?”
 
   “Then I guess I would have had to admit that I was wrong.”
 
   “Wrong?”
 
   “Yeah. I told you . . . Me wanting you to be here is only part of it. You want to be here as much as I want you to be here. I guess if you had taken the car back to your house I would have found a different car and changed my plans. And would have wished the best for you because going back is not always an option.”
 
   “What’s that mean?”
 
   “Nothing I can explain. And nothing I’ve tried. It’s just . . . well, the people who I’ve heard of trying to go back tend to disappear.”
 
   “Disappear?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Disappear like you never hear from them again or disappear like poof?”
 
   “Poof!” Walt’s eyes widened. “The earth has a way of swallowing people up.”
 
   That made her think of a cave again. She remembered the old man from last night.
 
   “What happened to that old man?”
 
   “Old man?”
 
   “Yeah. He was in one of the smaller beds last night but he was gone this morning. What happened to him?”
 
   “I don’t remember seeing him. The Boys must have done something with him.”
 
   Erica thought she saw something glint in his eye. She was only seeing one side of him so it might not have been anything but she was pretty sure he knew something he wasn’t telling her. She could have pressed him about it but they were on the highway cutting through the drizzle and she decided to think about something that wouldn’t start an argument and was not as depressing. Like food.
 
   “So hungry,” she said.
 
   “First exit.” He reached over and patted her bare thigh. “Breakfast hungry or non-specific hungry?”
 
   “Breakfast would be awesome.”
 
   They took the first exit they came to and went to Bob Evans.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Arguments and Reconciliation
 
    
 
   Breakfast for dinner was consumed in relative silence. Again, the check was ignored. Again, they smoked their cigarettes in the restaurant once they finished eating. Erica said, “I feel like a disrespectful asshole,” and Walt told her she didn’t have to do it. She didn’t stop.
 
   Outside, the day was still heavy and gray. Walt said he had to shit and walked over to a massive black Hummer, climbed up on the hood, and dropped his pants. Erica, having no real interest in watching him, walked over to the edge of the parking lot and looked out at the highway. Since she’d never really had the chance to explore or even really think about exploring anything other than her very small section of the world, the cars seemed to be traveling to abstract destinations. She remembered Walt saying something about going to Dayton, Ohio. She’d have to ask him what that was about. Hopefully he had plans to move on to somewhere else after that. Dayton, Ohio, did not sound as exotic as New York City or Los Angeles or New Orleans.
 
   She took a deep breath of the clean, watery air. An odd sense of calm settled in her marrow. She felt emptied out. Somehow, it was like the ability to do anything she wanted to do made her blank and dreamless, void of ideas. She had no clue what she wanted to do. Walt seemed to have ideas and she was content to follow him for now. She didn’t know how long that would last. She had felt independent for the past few years and now she had to wonder if she had been independent by choice or if she had been independent because she was alone. Or if the independence was the result of some harmonious balance. Of course, she hadn’t been independent. She’d been chained to the house. Chained to Granny. But that had kept her from thinking she should leave the house to do something and maybe she hadn’t wanted to leave to begin with. Maybe she could have just stayed there for the rest of her life, experience everything through the pages of Glamor Face or the television or the internet. The world at a safe distance.
 
   Was that what the unnoticeable thing was? A way to take part in the world from a safe distance? A vampiric observation with virtually no chance for repercussion?
 
   Walt came back and said, “Check it out.” He pointed to the Hummer.
 
   An astronomical amount of shit was piled on the hood. It looked like it could have been the shit of several men over the span of a week. The amorphous pile reached halfway up the windshield and oozed over the sides onto the glistening asphalt.
 
   “Whaddya think?” he said.
 
   “That’s . . . a lot of shit.”
 
   “Fuck yeah it is. I feel way better. You ready?”
 
   She followed him to the car and they were back on the highway in a matter of minutes. Walt seemed to be in a good mood so she didn’t bother him with the Dayton, Ohio, business for now. The radio was on and he hummed along to it. Classic rock. She didn’t know why she expected more from him. Certain aspects were completely alien while most were just like virtually every guy she’d ever known. Still feeling like the day was weighing her down, she reached into the back seat, grabbed a sweater, balled it up against the window, and went to sleep.
 
   When she woke up about an hour later, Walt was chewing on one of her tampons and making a horrible face. She knew it was a tampon because the wrapper was in one of the cup holders between them and the string dangled from his mouth.
 
   Noticing she was awake, he said, “These things are terrible.”
 
   “Are you an idiot?” Maybe she was cranky.
 
   He slapped a hand down on her thigh and squeezed until she whimpered.
 
   “Hurting me,” she gasped.
 
   “Say you’re sorry.”
 
   “I don’t want to.”
 
   “I want you to.”
 
   She was determined not to say it. She wondered what would happen. His fingers stabbed to the bone and radiated bright tendrils of pain. Nearly at the point of surrendering and issuing an apology she thought, He has one hand on my leg and one hand on the wheel. Quickly, she punched her hand in between his back and the seat and wrapped it around the gun she hoped would be there.
 
   “Let go of me.” She aimed at his face, hands shaking.
 
   “You won’t do it. Say you’re sorry.”
 
   “The only way I’ll say I’m sorry is after I shoot you in the face. Let go.”
 
   He squeezed harder.
 
   She pulled the trigger. The driver-side window exploded and a car in the lane next to them went screeching and sliding into the grassy median of the highway. Walt let go, probably more out of surprise than anything. Now he had both hands on the wheel. “Man, how the fuck did you miss? Well, miss me, anyway. Pretty sure you got whoever was in the car beside us.”
 
   Erica looked back. The car had come to a stop in the median. No one got out and then they were too far away for her to see it.
 
   “I could try again.”
 
   “But you won’t.”
 
   “So, when the playing field is leveled, it’s still the gun that’s the real decision-maker, huh?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Both of us can do what we want. You wanted me to say I’m sorry. I wanted you to let go of me. How long would that have gone on? Until I shot you? Until you shot me?”
 
   “Or until you said you were sorry. That would have been called a peaceful negotiation.”
 
   “But I would have never said I’m sorry.”
 
   “Then you would have probably passed out from the pain and I would have taken my hand off and by the time you came to I would have most likely forgotten about everything.”
 
   He took the soggy tampon from his mouth and tossed it out the window. Erica put the gun on the floorboard.
 
   “We’re gonna need a new car now.”
 
   “I think, before anything, I’m going to need a shower.”
 
   Walt gripped the steering wheel tighter, his top lip pulling back from his blocky white teeth.
 
   “Unless you think I can just want myself clean.”
 
   “When you can do anything you want, hygiene is not an issue.”
 
   “What’s that mean?”
 
   “It means it doesn’t matter if your pussy stinks or not.”
 
   “Okay, well, I don’t know if you plan on being around me for a long time or not but here’s at least the first thing you should know about me: I like to be clean. I’m not a freak or anything, but I’m probably going to require a shower at least every couple of days or so. Given the . . . festivities of last night, at least one of them involving you, your friends, and a fuck ton of body fluids, I feel especially dirty even though it hasn’t been that long since my last shower.”
 
   “Can it wait until later? We can just get a room somewhere and have a good night’s sleep.”
 
   “And after we shower, you’ll go down on me?”
 
   He smiled and held out his hand. “Deal.”
 
   She shook his hand. “Deal.”
 
    
 
   They continued along the highway, the wind deafening through the busted window, well into Illinois, well into dark.
 
   “So what’s this about Dayton, Ohio?”
 
   “That’s where we’re going. Ever been?”
 
   “No. I’ve never been anywhere.”
 
   “Seriously? No vacations or anything?”
 
   “Nope.” She waited for him to press it, already half-knowing he wouldn’t. “So why Dayton?”
 
   “Why not Dayton?”
 
   “Is that their city slogan? It sounds really defeatist if it is.”
 
   “I’m not sure. I just got a feeling the last time I was there. Like I’d be back or something. I think it’ll be a perfect place to start.”
 
   “Start what?”
 
   “Our life together.”
 
   She didn’t know if he was being romantic or sarcastic. The singularity of that noun did not go unnoticed.
 
   “Are you serious about wanting to spend the rest of your life with me?”
 
   He put his hand on her thigh and gently rubbed it up and down over the blooming bruises. “I am. Just being around you gives me a certain feeling. Something I’ve never felt before.”
 
   “But we don’t really know anything about each other.”
 
   “What’s to know? I’m just like every other guy except for my gift.”
 
   “You’re supposed to want to know everything about me.”
 
   “I only know what you want to tell me. You’ll tell me what you think is important. Do you want to tell me everything there is to know about you? Because that includes the really dark, painful stuff too. If you want to know everything I’ve ever done, I could tell you. I carry a record of it up here.” He pointed a finger at his temple. “What matters is now. Now and from now on. Forward momentum.”
 
   Erica didn’t look at him. She stared at the taillights of the car in front of them. The highway now felt dark and claustrophobic. “Maybe later. I might want to talk about it sometime. I just need to know you’ll listen.” It seemed like an evasive response and she wasn’t sure why she answered in exactly that way except, when she tried to see her past as a series of flashing vignettes and faces, she had trouble thinking of anything. There was her. There was her dead mother. Her absent father. Her sick and then dead Granny. But that was all just words. Sometimes she thought of her memory as a photo left in the sun and, if she didn’t see a person nearly every second of every day, it was like they just faded away.
 
   “I’ll listen whenever you want me to. But, if I were you, I wouldn’t expect me to tell you anything. Agreed?”
 
   She was still trying to grasp something, anything from her own memory, and absently said, “If I ever ask, you can just lie to me.”
 
   They stopped at a gas station off the highway. He told her he was going to fill the car up and asked if she’d go in and grab some cigarettes. She almost said she didn’t have any money and remembered she didn’t need it. A tired and trashy woman with bleached hair hanging around a putty pink face stood behind the counter watching a reality TV show.
 
   “A carton of Camel Lights,” Erica said.
 
   The woman didn’t acknowledge her.
 
   “Excuse me,” Erica said.
 
   The woman turned around to give a quick scan of the pumps. The only cars out there were Erica’s and an even shittier Dodge Neon. As the woman’s gaze returned, she finally noticed Erica. Erica recognized the now almost customary click of surprise when the woman saw the lines on her face.
 
   “I’m sorry, hon,” the woman said. “What can I get you?”
 
   “Carton of Camel Lights.” Erica kept her eyes trained on the counter, like the cashier had some sort of built in retinal scanner.
 
   The woman sat the carton on the counter without asking for ID and gave her the total. Erica grabbed the carton and said, “Thanks,” before heading for the door and fighting the urge to run.
 
   She wasn’t sure what she expected. Maybe for the woman to say, “Stop,” or “Hey, you can’t leave without paying,” or “Those aren’t free.” Given the woman’s size advantage, Erica half-expected the woman to come after her, physically stop her from leaving the store.
 
   But none of that happened.
 
   She stepped outside to see the Neon idling just across the walk, Walt behind the wheel. It took her only a second to realize what had happened. Next to the pump where the Neon had been, a sloppily dressed man lay face down on the asphalt, probably dead but possibly just severely injured. Beside the pump they had pulled up to was Erica’s car, engulfed in a mountain of flame. Erica rushed to get into the car, feeling like the whole parking lot could explode at any moment.
 
   “Got us a car,” Walt said.
 
   “Got us some cigarettes,” Erica said.
 
   He slowly pulled onto the road and they were on the highway within minutes.
 
    
 
   “This car smells like ass,” Walt said.
 
   “It’s pretty foul.”
 
   “Maybe we can get another one at the hotel.”
 
   “It’s a shit car anyway.”
 
   It was after midnight before Walt started looking for someplace to stay the night. They were about an hour away from the Indiana border.
 
   “I hope there wasn’t much in the car you needed. I really just threw all your shit in there to have something to do. It didn’t look like anything that couldn’t be replaced.”
 
   “Everything can be replaced.”
 
   “Tomorrow, if you want, we can find a different car and hit a store. You can get some new clothes and makeup. Girl shit.”
 
   “That’d be nice.”
 
   “I really want to eat you out. Like, right now.”
 
   Erica shook her head. “No way. I’m way too nasty.”
 
   “I can fix that.”
 
   Maybe he knew what he was doing. Erica wasn’t sure. He pulled the car off an exit that didn’t have a number. There was something that looked like a truck stop, fluorescent and glowing. Erica’s stomach rumbled. There would be food at a truck stop. But, despite the overall open appearance of it, there wasn’t a single person or vehicle on the grounds.
 
   “I’m not taking a whore’s bath in a shitty truck stop.”
 
   “I’ve got a better idea. Besides, you’ll do what I want you to.”
 
   Erica thought about arguing with him but it hadn’t been terrible so far. And it was better than really thinking. Her brain still felt tired. She decided to commit when it was convenient to her. Besides, Walt had proclaimed his desire to eat her out which meant whatever he had planned might be kind of sexual. While she didn’t ever want to see herself as submissive in her day to day life she had decided that, sexually, since meeting Walt, she kind of got off on it. And then she wondered if that had been the problem with the boys who’d come before him. Maybe they weren’t dominant enough. Maybe they weren’t mean enough. Maybe they weren’t rough enough.
 
   Walt pulled the car past a bank of diesel pumps and stopped in front of a cinderblock stall.
 
   A car wash.
 
   He hopped out of the car and stripped off his clothes. He motioned for her to do the same thing.
 
   “I’ll do you first and then you do me.”
 
   She was glad it was warm. She removed her filthy clothes and clamped them against the wall in the spot usually reserved for floor mats. Walt just dropped his onto the ground. The lights in the stall were bright and fluorescent, making her look ghostly and pale. Every blemish and bruise glowed from her legs. She also noticed dirt and grime around her kneecaps and fingertips, the folds of her knuckles.
 
   Walt fed coins into the control module and Erica thought, Machines are a weakness. She had just enough time to cover her face before the first blast of water hit her. It stung but felt good and cleansing and she almost came when he sprayed her vagina.
 
   “Sit down. Spread your legs.”
 
   Erica grabbed his jeans and sat down on them, spreading her legs. Walt shot a stream of water at her. She braced herself with her hands on the pavement behind her. The water pounded her clitoris and she almost cried out with pain and ecstasy.
 
   “Now get on your hands and knees. I need to make sure that asshole’s good and clean.”
 
   Her hair soaking wet, water running into her eyes, Erica got onto her hands and knees, raising her ass into the air.
 
   “I need you to spread your cheeks.”
 
   She put her forehead against the pavement, reached back, and spread her buttocks. Walt blasted her anus and she fought the desire to shit, the sphincter closing as tight as a fist.
 
   When he was finished, Walt had a crazy electric look in his eyes.
 
   “Now you do me.”
 
   She repeated pretty much the same routine. When Walt sat on his ass and spread his legs, he covered his scrotum while she sprayed his cock. Thick ropes of come ejaculated onto his lower stomach and she sprayed it away.
 
   Before putting on their clothes, Erica lay back on the hood of the car and Walt ate her out for about a half an hour but she never came.
 
   He gave up. They put their clothes on, got back in the car, and headed for the highway. They passed a thin old woman pulling a Radio Flyer with what looked like a roadside memorial in it.
 
   Erica fought the urge to look at the woman through the rear window, fought the urge to look back at the place they had just left. She didn’t know if she was afraid those things would still be there or if she was afraid of realizing they’d never been there.
 
   Eventually, they came to a town called Marshall and one of the highway signs had ample places for lodging. Walt got off the exit, pulled through a Wendy’s, ordered an abundance of food, drove directly to the second window to retrieve their food, and then drove away. He pulled into the parking lot of a Ramada and they ate in the car. They walked into the lobby. The night clerk didn’t even glance up at them. They took the elevator to the top floor. Walt said all these places had a presidential suite or equivalent and no one ever stayed there, especially on a weeknight. He pulled his gun from his pants, shot the lock, and they walked in, shutting the door and using the deadbolt to hold it closed. Erica took a long shower, a real shower with soap and shampoo and hot water and everything, and wrapped a towel around herself because she didn’t want to put her dirty clothes back on. Walt hopped in after her. She lay on the bed and turned the television on. She kept pressing the button, hovering no longer than a couple of seconds on any one channel, digesting nothing, not wanting to digest anything. Some new torture video must have gone viral and most of the channels consisted of clips from this. People in military garb beheaded, spinal columns poking out of red necks, severed heads that looked more Halloween prop than human. Well, that was something to digest anyway. Otherwise the television might as well have been filled with mannequins speaking a foreign language. Before Walt came out of the bathroom, she decided the light the TV emitted made her angry so she turned it off and waited in the darkened quiet.
 
   Walt came out of the bathroom naked. Erica threw her towel off. They went to sleep a couple of hours later.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Presents
 
    
 
   Erica woke up before noon the next day. Walt wasn’t in the room. She decided to take another shower and think about the dream she’d had while it was still fresh in her head. She didn’t remember many of her dreams.
 
   Walt drove a luxurious car. She wasn’t sure what kind of car it was, but it had plush leather seats and an almost science fictional array of bright electronics embedded in the gleaming wood of the dash. She felt happy but had the distinct feeling some other emotion was on the backburner of her brain. Something like fear or anger or anxiety. It seemed like it was in the future, she wasn’t sure how near or far because it felt like she had been with Walt for a long time. He drove really fast and she kept telling him to slow down. Maybe that was the cause of the anxiety. But he kept going faster and faster. It was bright and sunny outside and the windows were down and, with the exception of the speed they were going, it was a nice ride. Despite her protestations, even the speed seemed excessive and exhilarating. They were in the mountains somewhere. It could have been back in Missouri or somewhere else. Hell, she didn’t know what anywhere else looked like. Suddenly the road ended and they were headed for the sheared gray of a mountain. She’d seen these all over in the hills, some construction crew just blasting and sawing their way through a mountain to put down a road. Rigid with terror, Erica braced for the impact but there wasn’t one. They passed through the rock wall of the mountain until they were in a dark room. She knew the room was dark but it seemed lit with some internal light. Like there weren’t any windows or anything and the walls and ceiling were black. Maybe this was what it was like to be able to see in the dark. It finally dawned on her that she was in a cave. The thought of caves normally made her feel claustrophobic and squirmy. But all she felt at the exact moment was an almost fluffy sense of comfort. Walt was no longer next to her. Noticing them for the first time, she saw that hundreds of beds filled the chamber of the cave – for as far as she could see. An old person slept in each bed. It was their gray skin giving off all the light. Something like an umbilical cord trailed from each of their stomachs and into the darkness above. She knew they were deriving oxygen and nutrients through their cords but had no idea what they were attached to. At first, she had a panicked feeling they were attached to some kind of hovering, mammoth creature. Some kind of monster mother. When she strained harder to see where they led she saw hundreds of glowing specks in the ceiling of the cave and then she thought the cords were connecting the old people to the outside world and that was what was keeping them alive. When she heard the crack of gunfire followed by lunatic laughter, she strained to see where the sound came from. Walt, several beds away from her, had his gun aimed down at another one of the sleeping people. He pulled the trigger, there was a blinding flash of light, and then the glowing gray person went dark. She tried to call out to him, tried to ask him what he was doing but her mouth wouldn’t work. He shot another one and there was the same blinding flash of light – even the light reminded her of something but she couldn’t figure out what it was – before the person went dark. She tried to move toward him. Since her mouth didn’t work, she thought she could physically restrain him. It seemed impossible to move around all the beds. As soon as she made it past one, there was another one at a slightly different angle. She felt like she was in a maze. Like no matter how quickly she moved, there would always be a bed in between she and Walt and she would never be able to get him to stop. He shot another one and another one and she realized she didn’t really care that he was shooting the old people. What she cared about was that when all of the old people had been shot and shattered, the cave would be plunged into darkness and then it could collapse around her without her even knowing it.
 
   The warm shower water beat down on her. She was surprised at how perfectly she recollected the dream. She tried to play it over and over in her head, knowing she was certain to forget it if she didn’t. Maybe it would be better off forgotten.
 
   She got out of the shower, dried off, and walked out of the bedroom to find Walt lying in the bed. A couple of shopping bags sat on the floor.
 
   “Where did you go?” she said.
 
   “Stepped out to get you some clothes. Looking at panties gave me a hard on.”
 
   “Thanks.” The thought of clean clothes seemed like heaven to her.
 
   She pulled the bags up onto the bed and pulled the contents out. She guessed she could still be thankful the clothes were new and clean but other than that . . . It was like Walt’s purchases had been designed to insult her.
 
   The underwear were the huge, unflattering kind, mint green. The clothes consisted of a matching, satiny top and bottom, both of them belonging to some kind of running suit she wasn’t sure people wore anymore. Predominantly electric blue, the zippered top was festooned with sparkles and a weird gold pattern. She’d never seen anyone under seventy wear anything like this. The bottoms were elastic at the waist and ankles.
 
   Walt stared at her with a perplexing expression on his face like maybe he was waiting for her to laugh or maybe he was waiting to laugh at her. “I wasn’t sure what you liked.”
 
   She wanted to tell him that no one in her right mind would like this shit but forced herself to calm down. He’d done something nice for her, after all.
 
   “They’ll work,” she said.
 
   “We can always get something later.”
 
   “Yeah, we might have to do that.” She couldn’t help laughing, just a little, before putting the clothes on. She would have to avoid mirrors until she found something else.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Goals
 
    
 
   Back in the car the terrible reek was powerful. They began what was possibly the last leg of their trip.
 
   “The good thing is,” Walt said, “is that this car has a window that isn’t blown out. The bad thing is that you have to keep it down because it smells so fucking bad.”
 
   Erica rolled her eyes. He’d been complaining about the way the car smelled since they’d gotten in it over an hour ago.
 
   “Why don’t you just stop and get another one? I thought you were going to get one at the hotel.”
 
   “I was but I didn’t see anyone in the parking lot. I have to be able to take the keys from them. I can’t hotwire worth shit.”
 
   “So we’ll probably reach Dayton by tonight, huh?”
 
   “Looks like it.”
 
   “What are we going to do when we get there?”
 
   “Whatever the hell we want.”
 
   “I’m still trying to figure out what that means.”
 
   “You don’t know what you want?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Have you ever known what you wanted? Like when you were little.”
 
   Again it was like he was asking her to dip down into some well of memory that was mostly empty. Because she felt like she had to say something, she said, “I don’t know. I guess I wanted what everyone wanted. Go to college. Meet somebody. Get married. Have kids. Have a house. A career.”
 
   “And you don’t want those things anymore?”
 
   She didn’t know if she didn’t want those things anymore. Now, she felt like it would be impossible for her to have them. She felt tainted. It didn’t seem like one who’d seen the things she had in the past couple of days would be allowed to participate in a normal functioning society. And she wasn’t really sure how much she wanted them before hooking up with Walt. So, okay, say her Granny had been dead before Walt shot her in the face. Couldn’t Erica have accepted her death and dealt with things in a normal way? There would have probably been a life insurance payout and Granny had signed the house over to her when she’d turned eighteen. She could have sold that – not for a fortune – but it would have been enough for her to float on for a couple of years.
 
   “You didn’t say anything,” Walt said. “It was like you thought about what you were going to say and then . . . nothing.”
 
   “Well, I know I don’t want to go to college. I tried it for a little while. Not for me. Everything else I think I’m too young to really think about right now. Or maybe I kind of want them but . . .” She exhaled an exhausted breath. “Maybe I just don’t know how to go about it. Fuck. Maybe I’m just too lazy to try.”
 
   “Except meeting somebody. You have met somebody.”
 
   She glanced over at him but he stared intently at the road and didn’t return her look. “Yeah. And it feels really good when he fucks me . . . And I love him more than anything.”
 
   “You want to?”
 
   “Want to what?”
 
   He was unbuttoning and unzipping his pants by way of answering her. All she had to do was slide hers down and try not to laugh at the zhoot zhoot rustle of them. He pulled the car over on the side of the highway and she was crying by the time he finished.
 
    
 
   “I feel like somebody else.” She could taste blood on the back of her tongue and wasn’t sure if it was hers or his.
 
   They were moving again. Had been for a while. Now crossing into Ohio.
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “I need my clothes. I need my makeup.”
 
   “But those are just things.”
 
   “My things.”
 
   “We can get your things anywhere.”
 
   “Can we do it soon then? You asked me what I wanted to do. That’s what I want to do. I want you to drive this foul smelling piece of shit to a mall and occupy yourself while I go in and get the stuff I need. Maybe you could get a different car.”
 
   He nodded. “It’s Ohio. There’s probably a mall every fifteen minutes or so. I’ll stop at the next exit with potential.”
 
    
 
   They didn’t really come to much until they were about a half an hour from Dayton. Another hour and the mall would have probably been closed. Not that that would have been a huge problem. It would have just meant a few more obstacles and a greater hassle.
 
   Walt pulled into a parking space.
 
   “I have to find out why this thing smells so bad.” He popped the trunk and got out of the car.
 
   Erica got out the other side, feeling like a clown. “It’s probably just embedded in the seats or something.” She had to raise her voice over the cacophonous rustling of the warm-up suit.
 
   Walt looked excitedly into the trunk.
 
   Erica glanced in and gagged but found it hard to look away.
 
   The trunk was full of porn mags, DVDs and, mostly, crunchy looking yellowed paper towels and napkins. The smell wafting out was exponentially worse than it was in the actual car.
 
   “I’m going to leave you here to figure that out,” she said.
 
   Walt began savagely rifling through everything. Erica didn’t understand how he could let those crunchy, highly compromised napkins come into contact with his skin.
 
   As she walked toward the bright and bustling mall, she told herself that every person they took something from, everyone who happened to die because of them, deserved it. She knew a trunkful of pornography did not make one a depraved sicko criminal, but it helped to think of that man she’d last seen lying face down in a gas station parking lot that way. The waitress had probably been a ruthless bully or queen manipulator, undoubtedly just a couple years away from bringing a child into the world to mercilessly fuck up.
 
   Faulty logic, Erica thought.
 
   Sometimes it’s all we have.
 
   She felt good for now and wondered if she could manage to think like that all the time. It made things a lot easier.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Nostalgia
 
    
 
   Entering the mall was like wrapping a security blanket around herself. Many people milled about, some of them with a specific purpose but most of them hollow-eyed and directionless. They had time and money to spare and this was where they chose to spend it because the mall made it easy to get rid of both those things. Bright and scrubbed to a gleaming polish it was like a dry erase board of commerce. What was here one week could be gone the next and yet it felt like nothing really changed.
 
   She would have felt self-conscious about the way she was dressed if she thought anyone was paying the slightest bit of attention. But she knew they weren’t. Between the power walking elderly who sat together in groups around the cookie and coffee shop, the determined middle-age women with their severe hairstyles and expensive but ill-fitting clothes, and the teenagers who lounged around in droves, looking cool, speaking in lines they’d heard from movies and television, and texting or messaging how they looked, what their casual, brief, and vapid thoughts were, or what they were going to buy, she felt like a ghost. A ghost because she was, in a sense, all of those things – determined, distant, vapid – but, above all, she was alone. That was what separated her from them.
 
   She entered a clothing store catering to young women, the smell of new clothing and perfume the same as every store sharing the same demographic. It was a heavenly balm.
 
   This scent, it was the smell of her past. And though she usually fought the urge to reach back into her memory, she seized upon the nostalgia of browsing through many clothing stores just like this, always alone, lost, letting herself get lost, giving into it. When she had them, she’d never brought friends with her because she thought they could only detract from this solitary pleasure.
 
   Was that what Walt meant when he referred to what they had as a gift?
 
   Even if he didn’t know, she thought it might be. Perhaps they could do anything they wanted to precisely because they were and always would be alone. If the mall was the dry erase board of commerce, they were the dry erase boards of humanity. People could sense their aloneness. What was the point in infiltrating that aloneness through some kind of interaction if all traces of that interaction would be gone moments later? People want to believe what they say matters. People want to believe what they do matters. If it doesn’t then it’s a waste of energy, a waste of time.
 
   Maybe that’s what people like her and Walt radiated: It doesn’t matter.
 
   She took some clothes into the dressing room and changed into them, feeling immediately better. She knew someone could try and stop her on the way out, but she wouldn’t stop. And then, what? For the person who tried to do the stopping it would have just been a potentially embarrassing waste of time. She thought they could probably call someone else to look for her but would come up blank when inevitably asked for a description.
 
   She’d opted for simple black skinny jeans and a white v-neck t-shirt. She squinted at the mirror, pretty sure she could make out the darker skin of her nipples and thought she probably should have worn her old bra regardless of how dirty it was. But it didn’t matter. She would probably go to a lingerie store and pick one up. If she chose not to, it wasn’t a big deal. Even if people were looking, they weren’t observing.
 
   She folded the old woman running suit and left it on one of the benches.
 
   She left the store and went to the food court to get a soda and some soft pretzel sticks.
 
   There was a line at Pretzel Face and she could either choose to wait or go behind the counter and get it herself. She thought she could figure it out. A guy with aggressive acne manned the register and a girl who moved so slowly she had to be super stoned went about filling the paper containers with various pretzel concoctions. Erica grabbed one of the containers and filled it with random things from beneath the warming lights.
 
   “Hey, you can’t be back here,” the girl said. She didn’t really look at Erica, just noticed there was some foreign object taking up space.
 
   “I’ll be out of your hair in a sec.”
 
   The girl huffed something but seemed to forget about it once Erica moved out of the way.
 
   Success, Erica thought.
 
   She grabbed a really big plastic cup, dumped a bunch of ice in it, and hit the button for Cherry Coke. She couldn’t figure out how to turn the flow of soda off so she just took her cup away once it was mostly full and walked out from behind the counter. She waited for either the employees or customers to mention her presence but no one did. She sat in the food court to eat and drink. She stood up when she was full, not bothering to throw anything away, and went to a large department store. She grabbed some huge shopping bags from the counter and went around the store to fill them up. An announcement said the mall would be closing in a half hour and she was pretty tired of shopping anyway. She wanted to be on the road, headed to their destination, curious about what would happen once they got there.
 
   About ready to leave the mall, she realized she’d forgotten makeup. A Halloween store was to her immediate right, despite the holiday being months away, and she thought that would work.
 
   She walked out of the mall, greeted by an angry orchestra of blaring car alarms, and Walt pulled up in a bright yellow VW Bug, the classic kind.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   House Hunting
 
    
 
   They tore out of the parking lot even though they didn’t really have to.
 
   “Fruitful?” Walt asked once they were on the highway.
 
   “Very.”
 
   “This car smells less like ass.”
 
   “I noticed. Good work.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Where in Dayton are we going?”
 
   “Not sure. I was going to head downtown. I’ll know the place when we come to it.”
 
   “Somewhere specific?”
 
   “I don’t traffic in specifics.”
 
   Erica pulled the sun visor down, happy to see it had a mirror clipped to it. It wasn’t original to the car and Erica enjoyed knowing there was a whole market out there for people who could not go a few minutes without looking at themselves in a mirror. Or the thought of someone being so self-conscious she couldn’t step out of a car without first inspecting herself. Until her latest grim realization, she’d been one of those people. And, even now, here she was using it. She grabbed the bag from the Halloween supply store and pulled out the various packages and tubes.
 
   Walt glanced over at her.
 
   “Don’t look. I’ll let you know when I’m finished.”
 
   He returned his focus to the road.
 
   She began covering her face. There was something nostalgic about the smell of the cheap Halloween makeup but she didn’t really attach any specific memories to the feeling. Surely she must have gone trick-or-treating at least once, but she couldn’t think of a single costume she’d ever worn, a single character she’d ever been.
 
   On the highway there was enough street light to see what she was doing. They must have been close to the city. On their trip, she had noticed that cities meant brightness. Otherwise, the highway had been dark dark dark.
 
   Walt took an exit off the highway and said, “Are you about done? We’re almost there.”
 
   “A couple more minutes.” She kept her lips mashed together so she didn’t fuck anything up.
 
   She capped everything, put it back in the bag, and said, “Okay. What do you think?”
 
   Walt glanced over at her. A look crossed his face. She couldn’t tell if it was confusion or excitement. “Ghoulish,” he said.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “You know you don’t really need a disguise, right? People are less likely to remember you without any of that shit.”
 
   “I know. It’s what I wanted to do.”
 
   “Good then. But I have to tell you . . . I’m not a fan.”
 
   “Of what?”
 
   “All that artificial shit.”
 
   “It reflects me more than the skin I was born with. Look at it that way.”
 
   “Just . . . you know . . . if I ever ask you to wash it off . . .”
 
   “I’ll think about it when and if that happens.”
 
   She saw the muscles clench in his jaw and expected him to say something else but he remained silent.
 
   Downtown Dayton turned out to be not nearly as large as Erica thought it would be. Walt pulled onto 2nd Street. The car moved slowly. To their left was a parking lot for what looked like bars or dance clubs or something. A huge LCD screen flickered a rainbow-colored smiley face and the phrase: HAVE A GAY DAY. To the right was a rundown apartment building with square glass pods attached to it. Balconies, Erica guessed. Two people dressed in black sat on one of them. It looked like they were drinking and smoking. A fat naked man stood in another one, clearly masturbating. Drunk people in club clothes milled about the street and sidewalks, many of them shouting, “Whooo!” Erica didn’t think she’d ever had the urge to shout an expression of joy out loud.
 
   Walt crossed the intersection, slowing down even more and eventually pulling the car to a stop at the curb. To the left was a very tall building that looked like some kind of ominous dark tower. To the right was a maybe ten-story apartment building. Erica thought it looked a lot more upscale than the other one. This was probably not filled with chain smoking alcoholics and chronic masturbators. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that.
 
   “This is the place,” Walt said.
 
   “Have you ever been in there?”
 
   “Nope. You can either grab your shit or we can come back out for it.”
 
   Erica thought about grabbing it, but it seemed like work. Walt pulled his gun from his pants, ejected the clip to see how many rounds were left in it and, apparently judging it a satisfactory amount, reinserted the clip and said, “Let’s rock.”
 
   A double glass door waited, full of clean, pure light, off the sidewalk. It had to be locked. No way a building like this wasn’t secure. A black man in a suit approached from the other side. He swiped a key fob and opened the door. Erica and Walt walked in after him.
 
   “Thanks, buddy,” Walt said.
 
   The man didn’t acknowledge them. They followed him into the elevator. He pressed ‘3’.
 
   “Ten please,” Walt said.
 
   The man mechanically pressed ‘10,’ the top floor.
 
   Walt focused on the man and said, “Thanks, buddy,” repeatedly until he got off on floor 3. “Thanks buddy thanks buddy thanks buddy thanks buddy thanks buddy thanks buddy.”
 
   At 10 the elevator opened and Walt walked down the hall, the gun raised.
 
   “Don’t freak out,” he said to Erica. “Or do. I guess it doesn’t really matter.”
 
   She took a deep breath.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Moving In
 
    
 
   Erica didn’t think Walt used confusion as any kind of tool. It wasn’t like he went at this with any sort of coherent plan. The confusion just seemed like a natural outgrowth.
 
   He knocked on the door and a man opened it without inquiry. There was a spyhole toward the top of the door. Maybe Walt looked like the type of person you would open a door for but there was the matter of the gun he made absolutely no effort to conceal. And Erica’s face was painted like a skull. It was unlikely the man in the apartment mistook them for someone he knew. Before the man could open his mouth, Walt shot him in the face. It wasn’t until this point that Erica believed him about Granny already being dead. She thought she’d seen blood when Walt shot Granny but, after seeing the sheer spray and volume of the blood erupting from this guy’s head, Erica began to think she had imagined the blood that came from Granny.
 
   Just as Erica wondered how many people were in the apartment, a woman came out from either the bedroom or the bathroom.
 
   She didn’t say anything. She screamed. Whatever veneer of normalcy this woman wore was quickly stripped away and she stood in the hallway, holding a cell phone in her right hand but not using it, looking down at the corpse of what was probably her husband. Before she did anything with the phone, she turned and charged back through the hallway.
 
   Oh shit, Erica thought. That was the fight or flight instinct. Erica wondered if there was another door to exit through. She doubted it. There was probably a balcony but that was a long way down. So if it were the flight instinct, Erica thought the woman would have turned to run past them.
 
   And if it was the fight instinct then she either had a gun hidden toward the back of the apartment or something she was protecting.
 
   Please let it be flight. Maybe there was a fire escape or something. Maybe the woman was content to throw herself off the balcony.
 
   Walt fired a shot at the woman and she dropped to the floor and went skidding across the birch.
 
   Then Erica heard it.
 
   The crying.
 
   The woman had been exercising the fight instinct, protecting her child. The flight instinct would have come later, after she placed her hands on what it was she was protecting.
 
   Walt heard it too and continued down the hall. Erica nearly sprinted after him.
 
   “No, no, no, no,” she called.
 
   She entered the nursery only a couple of seconds after him. He had his gun pointed down into a white wooden crib. The walls in this room were pink, in stark contrast to the severe white walls of the rooms she had been able to see.
 
   “Stop, Walt.”
 
   His hand trembled. The muscles in his forearm tensed.
 
   “But I want to,” he said.
 
   “I know I wasn’t supposed to say no but I’m using it this once. I’m saying ‘no’, Walt. If you do what you want to do then you’ll never see me again. I want to be with you. I love you. If you do what you want to do right now, I won’t let myself be with you. I just can’t. Tell yourself you want me to be happy more than you want this one thing.”
 
   “How do you know? How can you possibly say what you can’t do? Think about it. This baby is going to grow up without parents. Its life is going to be horrible. She’ll probably be sexually abused in foster homes. She’ll probably continue the cycle of abuse. Five kids before she’s twenty. Neglect and abuse. A blight on society. She’s already damaged, baby. The best thing you could do is to let me do what I want. Right now, she’s just one big question mark. She doesn’t even know what fear is. She was crying at the big sounds but now she’s just smiling and drooling, looking at the shiny fun toy pointed at her. So if I shoot her, I’m putting an end to all of those questions. That’s liberating. That’s powerful. If I don’t do this, you’re responsible for her. Whether you know it or not, you’re responsible for everything that happens to her and everything she does to other people. Do you want that responsibility?”
 
   “I just want her to live.”
 
   Walt turned to face her. He raised the gun and scratched his temple. “If I give you this, are you going to do something for me?”
 
   “I’ll do whatever you want me to do.”
 
   “If you don’t . . . I’ll find this kid. Don’t think I won’t. And I’ll finish the job and, somehow, I’ll make sure she knows you’re the one responsible.”
 
   Erica walked toward the crib.
 
   “What are you going to do with it?” Walt asked.
 
   “I’m going to get rid of it.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “I’d rather not tell you.”
 
   “You have to tell me where you’re taking her.”
 
   “I’ll drop her at a hospital. I saw like six of them on the way in.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Fine?”
 
   “Yeah, take her. Get rid of her.” Walt lowered the gun and looked dramatically at the floor. “That’s how much I love you.”
 
   Erica reached into the crib and grabbed the baby. She didn’t know the first thing about babies. Didn’t even know if she was holding it correctly.
 
   “Can I have the keys to the car?” she asked.
 
   Walt shook his head. “No. That’s asking too much.”
 
   Erica took this as a reasonable answer even though, since they’d started with her car and Walt had now traded on it a couple of times, it almost seemed like it should have been her car. At least as much her car as his. But it was okay. As she told him, she’d seen several hospitals on the way in. She was sure one of them was within walking distance and it was a warm night so she didn’t have to worry about the baby getting cold.
 
   Outside on the sidewalk, walking around and looking for a blue hospital sign, she again thought she could just leave. But she knew she wouldn’t and thought maybe she should try and figure out why that was but it felt like the answer would terrify her more than everything that had happened up to this point.
 
    
 
   The streets had seemed brighter from above. Now on their surface, walking along the sidewalk, they seemed dark. She passed alleys that were darker still and thought she could hear movement coming from within them. She felt scared and vulnerable. She walked for two or three blocks and wondered what she was doing. How long until she found a hospital? She hated hospitals and wasn’t even sure she could step inside one. And now the thought of just walking into one and plopping down a baby and being able to turn and walk out completely unmolested seemed ridiculous. Plus she’d have to walk all the way back and her feet already kind of hurt. She wondered how long before a cop came along and spotted the creepy girl in corpse paint carrying a baby and decided to stop and ask her some questions. It wasn’t her they would notice. It would be the bright pink bundle she carried. She hugged the baby closer to her chest. It was soft and warm. It smelled good.
 
   She heard shuffling to her left and turned to see a bearded man in rags sitting at the bus stop.
 
   “Scuse me,” he said.
 
   She walked a little faster.
 
   Another man shuffled across a crosswalk. He wore a puffy blue coat despite the heat. He stopped on a manhole cover, dipped his legs, and held both arms up to the sky.
 
   Erica approached him and said, “Will you take this?” She proffered the baby to him.
 
   The man tried to stare at her but his eyes jumped around in his head.
 
   “To a hospital or something? I’m new here. I don’t know where they are.”
 
   “To space?” the man said.
 
   Erica didn’t know what he was talking about but when he held out his arms she put the baby in them and felt both a physical and emotional weight lifted from her. She wondered if it would be in the paper or on the news the next day. Maybe she would check and see. It would be interesting to read other people’s descriptions of how it happened. But she knew she wouldn’t check the paper. She probably wouldn’t want to look at a paper for a very long time.
 
    
 
   When she got back to the apartment, Walt was fucking the baby’s dead mother.
 
   Erica wished she was surprised.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Part Two
 
   Have
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Home
 
    
 
   “This is a real nice place,” Walt said.
 
   The only things Erica could focus on were the naked woman with a gunshot wound between her shoulder blades, the man with the pulped head, and the countless splatters and splashes of blood on the white walls and light wood floor.
 
   “We can get all that stuff cleaned up. This is our place now. We can start our life together.”
 
   “Are you going to keep doing that?”
 
   “What, baby?”
 
   “What you were doing with that woman.”
 
   “Would you rather her be alive? Hard to be jealous of a dead woman.”
 
   “Jealousy is different than repulsion.”
 
   “What’s there to be repulsed about? It’s just flesh. Same as if she was alive. Less repulsive, I’d say, since she’s not even conscious of it happening.”
 
   Erica rolled her eyes. “I just don’t see why you needed to do that. You have me.”
 
   He placed a hand over his forehead and used the thumb and middle finger to massage his temples. “I guess I couldn’t help myself. You were gone for a pretty long time. I wasn’t sure when you’d be back.”
 
   “Did you think I wasn’t coming back at all?”
 
   “I didn’t know. A girl like you out there alone . . . You don’t know what could have happened. Besides, I didn’t finish with her. We’ll be able to do something later. I mean I just fucked her a little bit, like, not until I came or anything.”
 
   Erica thought about protesting but knew it wouldn’t do any good. She’d let him do whatever he wanted to anyway because it would be what she wanted too. The thought of entering the owners’ apartment, murdering them, and dropping their baby off with a homeless guy who was also possibly crazy should have made her depressed, but it didn’t. She would rather the owners not have been there but that was mostly just because it would have made it a lot easier. She took a deep breath. Tried to put things into perspective. Maybe it was the struggle, however slight, that would end up making this great apartment even more worthwhile. The thought of fucking Walt on the owners’ bed, possibly the very bed their baby had been conceived on, made her slightly wet. And, after all, they hadn’t killed the baby. If she’d let Walt do that, maybe she would have felt more sadness. But who knew?
 
   Walt began dragging the bodies into the largest of the bathrooms off the main bedroom. Before trying to clean up the blood, Erica walked around the apartment to see if it had been worth it. Light birch floors throughout. White walls, except for the nursery. She’d probably have to change that. She wasn’t a big fan of pink. Spacious kitchen with stainless steel appliances, most of the brands so high end they weren’t even familiar to her. It was impressive, but the kitchen wasn’t really her thing. The living room had an angular black couch, leather or an impressive imitation. No, it was definitely leather unless it was one of those eco-friendly vegan kinds of material. A couple of chairs at either end of the couch. A swamp green rug she hated on sight. A black coffee table shaped like a surfboard. French doors opened onto a balcony overlooking the tiny city. She opened the doors to let in the breeze. Sirens blared a couple of blocks away. She walked down the hall, careful to avoid the twin tracks of blood left by the man’s feet. She’d already seen the nursery at the end of the hall so she followed the trail of blood into the master bedroom. A huge bed covered in clean white linens. Neat dark wood nightstands with industrial-looking lamps on either side. Only one of the lamps was on but she knew it emitted just the right amount of light. She hadn’t owned or used many expensive things but, in her experience, those were the ones that seemed to work better. She always thought it wasn’t really any wonder poor people were so unhappy. When everything you own is junk that only does the job half right, it makes whatever you’re trying to do seem like a chore. This room also had French doors opening onto a second balcony. Or maybe this was the first balcony and the other one was the second. It probably didn’t matter but she was sure there was a correct term for each of them. Like the major and minor balcony or something. She opened these too. The smell of blood wasn’t so bad when the air mingled with it. Another siren joined the one already going, a growing chorus. For just a moment, she was worried the sirens were meant for them. But it was probably just the sound of living in a city. She had never spent any amount of time in anything close to a city and imagined that even a small one like Dayton was in a constant state of crime and emergency. She smiled at the thought of Walt loading the bodies into the bathtub. All that noise and those were just the known crimes and emergencies. All the after-the-fact ones, those were the ones dealt with in silence.
 
   A painting she hated hung above the bed. It was abstract, she supposed, but her first glance revealed a grinning red devil head staring out from a chaotic black and yellow swirl. She climbed up on the bed. It was at just the right height, not too low to the ground or so high she had to heave herself up. She took the painting off the wall and went through the doors to the balcony. She held the painting out in front of her. It wasn’t framed or anything and she wondered if they dusted it like they did any other piece of furniture. Now it seemed dull, outside and with the bright lights of the city behind it. She let go of it and watched it fall. It fell fast at first and then turned so the canvas acted like the world’s worst parachute and it slowed before tipping over and then diving toward the street, the wooden frame under the canvas shattering. When she went back into the room she looked at the wall. The wall behind the painting was the same shade of white as the rest of the wall. It may as well not have ever been there.
 
   She walked into the bathroom to see how Walt was doing.
 
   “How’s it going?” she said.
 
   He was peeling the guy’s underwear off. Both the man and the woman were now in the bathtub. The water was turned on to a steady but not wide open stream. “Good,” he said. “Trying to figure out what I’m going to do with these.”
 
   “Aren’t you going to get rid of them?”
 
   “I was thinking about hanging onto them. Have you ever eaten a human before?”
 
   “No. I don’t know if I want to start.”
 
   “Well, you still owe me one. What if that was what I asked you to do?”
 
   “Then I guess I’d have to do it.”
 
   “I’m just kidding. That’s not what I want to use it for. But I’m not kidding about eating these corpses. Have you ever really thought about cannibalism?”
 
   “Not very much.”
 
   “It seems like it would be the last word in luxury fare. Think about it . . . there are so many different tiers of what people eat. There are cheap brands and that goes all the way up to expensive brands, but that stuff’s harder to find. And then you start getting into expensive dishes, no name brands, the price based on the rarity of the dish. But what is rarer than a human being? Even the rarest of animal species is not as rare as the most common human being. Almost every animal of a species is exactly the same. It’s the species that is rare, not the individual animal. But every human is one of a kind, or so our guidance counselors in school would have us believe. These people were born and given names and social security numbers that would set them apart from others in their species. They spent their entire lives developing personality traits and quirks, acquiring an education, a good wardrobe and a sense of worth. Sure, it’s a human desire to share interests with a number of other people – we call that community – but everyone, deep down, thinks they are truly unique.” He patted the man on the shoulder. “So that’s what I’ve been thinking about doing. But we’ll probably have to go to Home Depot first thing in the morning to get a small chainsaw. I don’t think they’re going to fit in the freezer the way they are.”
 
   “I’m sorry I snapped at you earlier.”
 
   “It’s okay. Every relationship will have its bumps. So what’re you doing?”
 
   “I was going to try and clean up the blood but I think I’m going to wait till the morning. I’m kind of tired. Come to bed with me.”
 
   He held up his bloody arms and hands. “I’m kind of messy.”
 
   “I don’t mind.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chores
 
    
 
   Erica woke up with a stiff neck and sore vagina. Naked, she shuffled out of bed. The formerly white sheets were now streaked with brown she knew had probably been red only a few hours before. Walt was running a chainsaw in the master bathroom so she continued shuffling to the one off the hall. She peed and washed her hands and face. The remnants of the cheap Halloween makeup washed off much more easily than the real stuff. She had liked the way it looked. She would probably make herself up like that again. She thought about putting on clothes but didn’t want to and didn’t think she really had to.
 
   Her stomach grumbled.
 
   She went into the master bathroom to check on Walt and see if he needed anything. It looked like he had made good progress. A number of body parts, cut down to a relatively uniform size, were stacked on the vanity, draining into the sink. The bathroom was glistening with blood. It spattered the walls, pooled to coagulate in the corners. It would probably require some serious cleaning later or else the whole apartment would smell like a slaughterhouse.
 
   “How’s it going?” she asked.
 
   Walt, wearing goggles and yellow rubber gloves, looked up from his crouch in front of the bathtub and said, “Huh?” He grabbed some toilet paper from the roll and wiped his goggles with it.
 
   “How’s it going?”
 
   “Oh, pretty good. You were still sleeping so I went to Home Depot alone this morning and got the chainsaw. They already had a really good set of kitchen knives so I didn’t need those. I’m just trying to get this down to manageable portions and then I’ll do some deboning before freezing the meat.”
 
   “And this is what you want to be doing?” She tried not to sound judgmental.
 
   “Well, yeah . . . Why else would I be doing it?”
 
   “I don’t know. Are you hungry or anything?”
 
   He nodded his head toward a hairy forearm at the top of the pile on the vanity.
 
   “I’m not cooking that.”
 
   “I’m not hungry then.”
 
   “I’ll make some coffee.”
 
   “Can you put on some clothes?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Yeah . . . I don’t know. If I see you naked all the time it loses something. I’m pretty sure clothes were invented to make nakedness more alluring.”
 
   “So, what? You think that, like, naked pygmies or whatever don’t have sex because it feels good?”
 
   He pushed the goggles up to his forehead, his blue eyes staring out from the narrow expanse of clean skin. “I don’t think we’re fucking pygmies. I think we’re at the height of evolution and evolved people wear clothes. You look about this bitch’s size. I’m sure she’s got a closet full of real nice stuff.”
 
   “But she’s like thirty. I don’t want to look thirty.”
 
   “Then maybe you should get the shit you got yesterday out of the car.”
 
   Erica slumped her shoulders and walked out of the bathroom. Not bothering to put on any clothes, she walked to the elevator and down to the lobby. The attendant wasn’t behind the desk so she rummaged around until she found something that looked like a key fob. Probably should have asked Walt how he managed to get back in this morning. The car was parked on the curb, a ticket fluttering beneath the windshield wiper. She plucked the ticket out, wadded it up, and dropped it on the ground. A number of people walked up and down on the sidewalk. Cars drove by. No one seemed to gawk at her. She remembered what Walt had said about people only really noticing her clothes and her makeup and becoming more familiar with them than her. So here she was, completely naked on a busy street in the middle of the day, and no one even turned his head. She climbed up to the top of the Bug, threw her arms open to the day, and shouted, “I am here and I am alive and I can do whatever the fuck I want!”
 
   From above the street level city sounds she heard clapping and looked up to see Walt leaning over the balcony railing, slowly smacking his hands together. She beamed at him. She didn’t know if he could see it or not, but she smiled as large as she possibly could at him. He reached down, came up with the woman’s head, and dropped it off the balcony. It cracked on the sidewalk, the brains oozing out. It wasn’t the dramatic explosion she would have thought. She grabbed her bags of clothes from the backseat of the car and went back into the building.
 
   In the apartment, she put on one of the woman’s robes she found, ground some fantastic smelling coffee, and brewed it in a coffee maker that looked like a science experiment. Then she took a cup of coffee out to the balcony, smoked cigarettes, and listened to Walt finish taking the humans apart from somewhere deeper in the apartment.
 
   She felt good.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Dinner
 
    
 
   Since Walt was using the bathtub in the master bedroom to clean and bleach the bones from the man and woman, successfully flayed, Erica took a shower in the smaller bathroom off the hallway. She had noticed her vagina needed shaving while she was roaming around nude earlier and took care of that as well. Already, she had begun to think of this bathroom as hers. She hadn’t really picked out many comfortable clothes from the store but was able to find a suitable t-shirt and black yoga pants from the woman’s wardrobe. When she came out of the bathroom, the apartment smelled like food. She walked past the stomach-high bar separating the dining room from the living room. Walt sat at one of the four modern chairs surrounding the sleek glass table. A plate piled with meat sat in front of him. A matching plate with maybe a slightly smaller pile of meat sat in front of the chair to his right.
 
   “I made this for you,” he said.
 
   “I told you I’m not eating that.”
 
   “You’re not even going to try it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   He took a bite. “It’s delicious. Really fucking delicious.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter how delicious it is. It’s people. I’m not eating people and I know you want to save your one favor for something really hideous.”
 
   “It would make me so happy if you would at least try it. I worked really hard on those bodies. Worked to cook this for you.”
 
   “I’m sorry, baby, I don’t want to.”
 
   She went into the kitchen to throw some bread in the oven to warm it up. For people who obviously had a lot of money, Mr. and Mrs. Whoever had a downright scarce amount of food in their refrigerator. They probably ate out a lot. Erica supposed there was nothing really stopping her from getting something delivered but guessed she wasn’t that hungry yet. She brought her bread back to the table. Walt ate his meat slowly. It almost looked like he was ready to cry, but he kept eating and this made it somehow sadder.
 
   Erica took a bite of her bread. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I feel like you’ve stopped caring . . . About us.”
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me? While you took care of those bodies I scrubbed all the blood off the floor, off the walls. I worked for hours on that and you never even said thanks.”
 
   “That’s why I went to Home Depot this morning. Why I went through all the trouble to prepare this meal. Besides, I didn’t mind the blood.”
 
   “It would have started to stink eventually. Attracted flies. It would have been gross.”
 
   “Then thanks, I guess. But, still, I wanted to bring you here so you could live like a queen.”
 
   “It’s a nice place. Thanks for murdering the owners of a really nice place so I can live like a queen.”
 
   He threw his hunk of meat on the plate in disgust. “That’s exactly what I mean. You’re just being sarcastic now. You said you wanted to come with me. I told you I saw us being together for a really long time, told you I love you, and now . . . I don’t know.”
 
   “Fine. Will it make you happy if I eat the meat you cooked?” She reached toward her plate of meat. There must have been at least three pounds, mostly rare, sitting in a pool of blood on the bone white plate. She grabbed an indiscriminate handful and held it up to her mouth, fought her gorge, and started eating it like she would an apple. “Mmmm, this is really good.” Blood and juices trickled down her chin, dripped onto her clean white shirt. “Best fucking thing I’ve had in a really long time.” She finished what was in her fist, gagged a little, and licked her palm and fingers clean.
 
   Now Walt was mad. She saw it in is eyes. “Exactly what I mean,” he said. He grabbed her plate, stacked it on his unfinished plate, walked them both across the living room, through the open balcony doors, and tossed them off. He came back in. “There, thanks for ruining dinner.” He rested his forehead on the back of his right hand, a drop of blood hanging from the fingertip.
 
   Maybe she liked him better this way. There was something vulnerable about him when it looked like he was about ready to cry, when it looked like something had been taken from him. Actually, it made her feel better but made her like him even less. She wouldn’t say she hated vulnerable men but she didn’t think it suited Walt. There was something about him that was missing and his tough exterior let him get away with it. It was like a cover. Once that cover was lifted it was like, she didn’t know exactly, it made her think of some amorphous lump of clay.
 
   “Fuck you.” She pushed her chair back from the table and stood up, faced him.
 
   The electricity was back in his eyes. The clay hardened back into the stone exterior and he stood up.
 
   He turned her around, bent her over the table. He grabbed her arms and pulled them behind her back. “You want to eat fucking bread?” he said. “Is that what you want? There’s nothing better in the world then what I just tried to feed you and you want this shitty stale bread?” With his free hand, he picked up what was left of the baguette. He put it on the table, just beneath her face. “So why don’t you go ahead and eat the bread? Eat every last crumb.”
 
   She heard him unbutton and unzip his pants. She should have tried to fight him or get away, but there was something about this that excited her. He probably wanted her to fight him.
 
   “No,” she said.
 
   “I told you not to say no. It seems like that’s all you say now. Eat the fucking bread.” He shucked his pants and underwear down and mashed her head toward the bread. She took a bite.
 
   He pulled her stretchy pants down to her knees. She hadn’t bothered putting on any underwear.
 
   It was hard to take bites of the bread without any hands. Walt noticed this. He grabbed the bread. “Here,” he said. “Open up.”
 
   He tapped the bread against her face and she opened her mouth. He slowly worked all the bread into her mouth. She gagged and vomited on the table. He let go of her wrists and placed both of her hands to either side of her head in the warm, expanding pool of vomit.
 
   “Don’t move them off this table.”
 
   She heaved again. This had suddenly become not the slightest bit fun but he seemed worked up and she was actually afraid of what he might do if she told him no again.
 
   He dropped to his knees behind her and spread her ass cheeks, plunging his tongue into her anus, working it in and out, spitting on it. He stood up and pressed himself against her asshole. He tried for what felt like a very long time to get the head of his penis inside her. Once started, he slowly slid the rest of his length in. This wasn’t the first time they’d done it this way but the pain, even though expected, was still there. He forced her head down into her vomit and she began retching and heaving again.
 
   Quickly, he came inside of her and then said he was going out.
 
   She didn’t move until he had slammed the door behind him.
 
   She flicked the vomit from her fingertips and used one of the expensive linen napkins to wipe the rest of it from her hands before pulling up her pants and walking out onto the balcony. She watched Walt as he got into the bright yellow car and went speeding down 2nd Street, the only car on the road.
 
   Did she care if he wrecked? Did she want him to come back? These were probably important questions. Maybe it was important that she was even asking herself these questions. She didn’t know.
 
   She went back into the apartment and cleaned the vomit off the table. After that, she felt disgusting and decided to take another shower. Almost jokingly, she thought of it as a rape shower and then realized it kind of felt like rape every time she had sex with Walt. The only thing that made it different was that she wanted it. Even what just happened, as humiliating as it was, she’d wanted. But she wondered how long she would want it that way. Perhaps even more frightening, she wondered where she would want him to take it. Would it get even rougher? Even weirder? She’d already let three of his friends and one of their girlfriends fuck her. Was that even weird? She felt like it probably was. Or would it get more comfortable? Would she even want that?
 
   She felt like she shouldn’t be focusing so much on the sex when there were clearly so many other looming issues. The enormity of the situation felt like it could rise up and swallow her. However, if they existed in some kind of vacuum allowing them to do whatever it was they wanted without being called out or caught, then the enormity of the situation was diminished, almost completely. Or it made it even more enormous. Or, anyway, it gave it the potential for enormity. Most people were forced to make decisions based on economics or what those around them would think. The only person around her, in a sense, was Walt. He leaned toward depravity. It wasn’t exactly hard to know what he would like. But in the greater scheme of things, in the world outside Walt, her choices were limitless. She never saw herself having this problem. That, again, was another problem. She still had trouble seeing herself before Walt at all. There must have been things she wanted to do. There must have been a time when she carried a future vision of herself, the culmination of an infinite amount of life choices. But it was all a blank.
 
   She dried off, put on the woman’s robe, and went out onto the balcony to smoke a cigarette.
 
   Night had fallen and a fog was lowering itself over the city. The only things visible from the buildings a block over were their glowing signs. Across the intersection to her left was a brightly lighted parking garage. The light mixed with the fog and produced a soft, milky glow. A man stood at the very edge of the top level of the parking garage. The first person she thought of was Walt but she doubted it was him. She didn’t know if she’d ever seen him be this still, for one thing. Whoever it was was completely indiscernible. Erica thought of the shape as masculine, although she supposed it could just as easily have been a woman. As she smoked, she didn’t take her eyes off the figure. She didn’t think it was going to jump. She was waiting to see if it would move at all. It didn’t. Erica felt like it was a contest now. The fog continued to thicken and, as it did, she had almost convinced herself it wasn’t a person at all.
 
   She smoked a couple more cigarettes. It took her a second to pick out the figure after lighting each one, her eyes needing to readjust. There were a lot of things she could be thinking about and she wondered if this was her way of not thinking about those things, her distraction. If there was one thing she had, it was plenty of time. She told herself that, tomorrow, she would come up with some kind of plan. Not like a life goal or anything. Just . . . something to do. If she could do whatever she wanted to, she felt like she should make the most of it. Otherwise, she saw how easy it would be to just laze around the apartment and be Walt’s slave. That might be okay for a while but she knew, eventually, she’d get sick of it and then probably grow to resent Walt.
 
   He still hadn’t come back. She wondered if he was planning on staying out all night and, if he did, what someone like him did with his time.
 
   She crushed out her last cigarette of the night, went back into the apartment, rolled up the rug in the living room that she hated, and threw it off the balcony.
 
   She did a quick scan for the figure but couldn’t make it out. She looked at the sidewalk below the parking garage to make sure he hadn’t jumped while she wasn’t looking. She didn’t see anything.
 
   She went to bed and didn’t wake up until Walt brought the crying girl into the bedroom.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Guest
 
    
 
   Both bedside lamps were turned on and the room seemed too bright. She was sure she’d turned them off before she went to sleep. The girl lay on the floor, her mouth, wrists, and ankles duct taped. Her eyes were open wide and streaming tears.
 
   “I brought you something,” Walt said. He looked agitated. A bright red scratch ran across his left cheek. His eyes danced. The vision Erica had was of him leaving the apartment, feeling pissed off and out of control, stopping at the first place he came to, abducting this girl and spending the last few hours doing God knew what with her.
 
   “Walt,” she said. Nothing else. Just his name.
 
   He waited for her to say something else. “What?”
 
   “What would make you think this is something I want?”
 
   “It’s kind of for you and kind of for me. I won’t lie.”
 
   “How is this remotely for me?”
 
   “Remember how you said you owed me one?”
 
   “I said I wasn’t going to eat the people you cooked. I then ate the people you cooked so I no longer ‘owe you one.’”
 
   He stalked across the room, coming over to where she sat in the bed, wrapping a big hand around her wrist and shaking it. The girl writhed around on the floor, trying to make it to the door like that was going to help.
 
   “Why are you always trying to beat me? This isn’t a contest.”
 
   “I’m not trying to beat you. I’m just saying that I no longer owe you anything. That’s how that works.”
 
   He squeezed her wrist harder. “It is valid. I had to pressure you to do it. You still said ‘no’ originally. You didn’t eat it when I wanted you to eat it. A trade is a trade. Winning an argument is something else. Like, really successful debate skills or something. Apart from that, there are so many other reasons for you to owe me. I’ve fucking liberated you.”
 
   “I think the jury’s still out on that.”
 
   He let go of her wrist, throwing her hand back at her. It slapped against her chest. He took a couple of steps back from her, like if he stayed close to her he was going to end up hurting her. He grabbed his head. “I took you away so easily. You didn’t have to come. I thought you accepted a certain amount of things by coming with me. You could have ended up like her.” Walt nudged the girl on the floor with his foot. “I’ve tried to be nice with you. I’ve tried to give you a choice. I’m not giving you a choice this time. You said you owed me one – anything – and I’m calling you on that. After this, we can say things are even. After this, you stay if you want to or go if you want to. If you stay, you do everything I ask you to do. If you go, I never want to see you again. But if you don’t do what I ask you to do right now I’m going to kill you and then I’m going to eat you pussy first.”
 
   She knew he wasn’t kidding. She had already seen him do a number of bad things and knew there were probably even worse things rattling around in his head. Probably way worse things buried in his past. She pulled herself up to rest against the headboard.
 
   “What is it you want me to do?”
 
   He stared at her like she wasn’t getting it.
 
   The girl on the floor let out a muffled moan.
 
   “Why do you even need to ask if you’re going to do it? Seriously, if there’s any doubt in your mind just tell me now so I can kill you and get it over with.”
 
   Erica let out a short “hmpf” and threw the covers to the side.
 
   She was going to do what he asked her to do but not because she was afraid of dying. It was actually her lack of fear about death that made her realize she needed to stay alive. It seemed somehow wrong to know she could be only minutes away from dying and to not really be that worried about it. If she were to die momentarily, it felt like there should be things she missed doing, people she missed seeing. She didn’t think she would feel any of that loss. Maybe Walt was right. Maybe what he was getting at was that she didn’t really have anything but him. She was a resourceful girl. She would take what she was given. Maybe that was why she’d stayed around Granny longer than she probably should have. She knew enough about herself to know that she needed somebody around just to feel like getting up in the morning. At the moment, Walt was all she really had. That depressed her. She wasn’t aware of exactly how sad that was until this grim realization. She needed something else. She would need something else. She could say she didn’t want to do what he was going to ask her to do because of ethics or morals but that would have ultimately been bullshit. If she did have those things, they were undefined and used to suit her when it was most convenient.
 
   It felt like something left her at that point. She thought she could actually feel it leave her body. Then, almost as though Walt could see it leave her body, he came closer to her and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder.
 
   “The world is exactly what we make of it. If you want to talk I’m here to listen but you have to know what it is you want before you can experience the joy and happiness you want to feel. Everyone wants to experience those things. Some people need to redefine those things. If you just keep telling yourself certain things make you happy, eventually they will. I was empty just like you once. Now every day feels like the greatest day of my life. Every day is the best day ever. I do things until I get tired of them and then I move on. What have you done? What. Have. You. Done.”
 
   Erica looked at the girl who maybe didn’t actually know where the door was, mashed up against the wooden closet doors. Her eyes were still crazy but now she made eye contact with Erica and Erica wondered if she was supposed to feel sympathy for her.
 
   “Nothing,” Erica finally said.
 
   “That’s exactly right. So you do what I’m going to ask you to do and see that as the start. I won’t question what you want to do. We can go our separate ways if that’s what you want, but you’re going to do this.”
 
   “What is it you want me to do?”
 
   “It’s not open for debate. I already told you that’s a pointless question.”
 
   She placed a hand on his warm face and stared deeply into his eyes, smiling slightly, and tried not to sound patronizing. “Love . . . baby . . . It isn’t a pointless question. I have to know what it is you want me to do before I can do it.”
 
   She saw his eyes light up and didn’t know if seeing him happy made her happy or if she felt like she’d gained some small victory since he was now definitely going to tell her what he’d refused to moments before.
 
   “I want you to kill that girl.”
 
   Erica’s heartbeat picked up. She really was all set to do what he was going to ask but she was almost certain it would be something creepy and sexual. “Why?”
 
   His eyes clouded over again. “Because you want to.”
 
   “But I don’t want to.”
 
   “You have to tell yourself you want to. You want to make me happy.”
 
   “Why does it have to be a girl? Is it always going to be a girl? Violence against women is cliché.”
 
   “Fuck me.” Walt sounded exasperated. “You want to turn this into philosophy or, what, gender studies or something?”
 
   “I just don’t see why it has to be a girl, that’s all. First it was the waitress. I mean, you killed the man of the apartment, but that was only because it was necessary. I’m sure you would have rather it just been the woman, who you fucked after you killed. I just think you need to look at what’s driving you to do this, is all.”
 
   “Okay. So suppose I’d brought a man back instead of this girl. And suppose you were fighting the man but he got the best of you. Maybe he even decides to rape you before killing you. Then I’d be guilty of trying to create my own violent pornography. With your dying breaths you would have thought things went exactly how I wanted them to go and that it was just as sick and wrong and misogynistic as you think it is now.”
 
   “So you think I’d be weaker than a man? You think if you brought a man back then there isn’t any way I could possibly take him?”
 
   “I didn’t say that. It was a scenario. I’m mainly saying that whatever I did, whatever sex I chose, would have been the wrong choice. Do you honestly think I think about any of that shit?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good. Because I don’t.”
 
   “Are you going to watch?”
 
   “Of course I’m going to watch. You’re doing this for me, remember? It’s the last thing I’ll ever ask you to do for me.”
 
   “Do you love me, Walt?”
 
   “Of course, baby. Do you love me?”
 
   “More than ever.” But she also thought she hated him more than ever and wondered if she was actually capable of feeling either of those things.
 
   “Sounds like we might be perfect for each other then.”
 
   “There’s no such thing as perfection. We do what we can with the shit we’re handed. I want you to undo her hands and feet. I don’t want any more of an advantage than I already have. And you have to promise not to interfere. No matter what happens.”
 
   “I won’t interfere but I think I should warn you: if she gets out of this apartment, I’m going to kill you. It will be something I have to do. I won’t want to do it. Just so you know.”
 
   “And if I kill her, we don’t eat her. We take her out somewhere tomorrow and bury her or throw her in a river or something. That’s what I’m asking of you.”
 
   “I still have plenty of meat in the fridge.”
 
   “Okay then.”
 
   Erica slid out of bed, still wearing the stained t-shirt and yoga pants. The wood floor was cold on her feet. She arched her back, rolled her head around on her shoulders, bent over and touched her toes, stretching out her hamstrings. Walt stood the girl up on her feet. Erica moved in front of the door, figuring that would be the first place the girl would try. Walt stripped the tape off her wrists and she immediately went at him until becoming unbalanced and landing on her knees. She scrabbled toward Erica, locked her hands on her legs. Walt stripped the tape from her ankles and the girl sprang up, drilling Erica in the stomach and knocking her back into the hall. Walt reached around the girl’s head and removed the tape from her mouth. The girl began screaming and running toward the living room.
 
   Erica felt something inside of her break. If what she felt before was some essential part of herself leaking out, this was its replacement, crashing into her like a waterfall. If the girl made it to the door and beyond that meant she was left here with Walt. And that meant Walt would kill her and probably eat her.
 
   She understood what he wanted. He wanted to see her fight for something. If she fought for this one thing, maybe it would bring some sense of meaning to what came after it.
 
   Erica moved faster than she had ever moved going after the girl.
 
   But the girl had crazy fear and panic stored up and it gave her a wild energy. Something that Erica, being roused from sleep to fight this absurd battle, didn’t quite have. She quickly reasoned with herself that the girl had probably been in this state for the last hour or so and would soon tire, if she wasn’t already. Panic-fueled or not, human muscles were only capable of so much and she doubted this girl ran marathons in her free time. And God only knew what Walt had done to her before bringing her here.
 
   The girl’s hand was on the stainless steel doorknob, turning it. She didn’t even look back. Erica charged across the living room, slamming into the girl, smashing her against the door. She hoped it was at least hard enough to wind her. The girl kept a death grip on the knob. Erica tried to pull her away from it. She didn’t want to take her eyes off the girl, but she could sense Walt nearby. Sense how excited this made him. Erica didn’t have to ask herself why she was doing this. The choice had been removed. The only reason she needed was very simple, the most primal: to live. She grabbed the girl around the waist and shifted all of her weight to drag her away from the knob. The girl screamed the entire time. Her grip broke on the knob and Erica slammed her against the wooden floor. She had resolved not to use a weapon unless the girl came up with one.
 
   Now disoriented, the girl scrambled in the direction of the balcony doors. Erica ran after her and threw herself on the girl. They both went crashing onto the coffee table. It was made well and didn’t break. The girl’s skin felt hot and sweaty beneath Erica and she wondered where she had come from, where Walt had found her. Was it someone he had watched and had in mind for this sort of thing or did he really just grab up the first person he came to? And if he did, where was it? A truck stop, a rest stop, a restaurant? The girl smelled like cheap perfume, piss, and acrid sweat.
 
   The girl twisted herself around and ripped at Erica’s shirt. She’d often heard of girls doing this when they fought each other. Like nakedness equated to shame and loss of power. Erica half-wished she was naked. It would make her feel even more bestial. It was not in her instincts to know how to kill another woman with her bare hands. It required tapping into something ancient and long forgotten. Something buried in the viscera and the muscle more than the brain.
 
   The girl was still screaming.
 
   Erica ripped the girl’s hands from her now shredded shirt and thrust them above her head. Again, the girl tried to search Erica’s eyes with her own but whatever she saw or didn’t see in there must have terrified her even more because she started screaming faster and louder. Erica felt the girl’s hips pressing against her own and when she thought of what they were doing as something sexual she felt some knowledge about what Walt must feel every time he did something like this. Maybe he just understood more than she did.
 
   The girl rammed her head up, aiming for Erica’s mouth. A white light went off in her head. She felt teeth shift and tasted blood. Erica let go of the girl’s wrists and took a swipe at her face with her right hand. She felt it connect. It threw a bolt of pain up her forearm but she felt the promise of soft flesh beneath her fingertips and drove her body against the girl even harder. She was wriggling backward, farther along the coffee table, and Erica got both of her hands beneath the girl’s chin and pushed up. Her pinkie got too close to the girl’s mouth and she bit it. Didn’t let go. The pain was tremendous and when Erica broke her grip she saw that the last joint was missing. She hadn’t heard the girl spit it out and wondered if it was still in her mouth. Erica moved up until she straddled the girl and drove an elbow into the girl’s throat. The girl’s eyes went wide and she coughed. She finally stopped screaming.
 
   A savage instinct to wrap her hands around the girl’s throat filled Erica. She scooted forward until her knees were on the girl’s arms. She clenched her hands around the girl’s neck. They locked eyes. Erica felt the girl’s pulse against her palm. All the girl’s muscles were tense beneath her. She bucked against Erica, a last ditch effort to throw her off. The girl’s pulse hammered in her throat. Erica didn’t want to feel her life ebb out. She thought about taking her out to the balcony, throwing her off. She decided against it. If she was going to kill this girl, she felt like she deserved to experience this. She deserved to go to sleep at night seeing this girl’s eyes, feeling her sweaty skin dying against her own. Spit foamed at the girl’s mouth as she fought desperately to take in air. Drool and blood poured from Erica’s mouth as she squeezed with everything she had and rocked all of her weight against this poor girl. She watched the eyes bulge, the skin turn purple, the veins standing out in the temple.
 
   Erica had started crying. She didn’t know when. It felt like every hole in her face leaked some kind of warm fluid and she kept pressing her hands into this girl’s throat long after she had stopped feeling a pulse, long after the girl had stopped breathing.
 
   She heard her own pulse pounding in her ears and a rhythmic slapping sound that almost seemed to match it. She turned away from the girl and saw Walt off to the right. His pants were down around his ankles and he masturbated his thick cock until a rope of milky come shot out onto the floor.
 
   He came to her side and Erica threw her arms around his neck and snottily mumbled against his chest, “You’re all I have. You’re all I have now.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Plans
 
    
 
   Erica awoke with every muscle screaming. Completely naked, she climbed out of bed on shaky legs. Now all of her injuries sustained while battling the other girl announced themselves in her bones and, more visibly, across the surface of her skin. The apartment was redolent with the smell of cooking meat. She didn’t think she could deal with Walt right now. She was sure he was happy. Today at least. She slid into the shower, unsure if Walt was ever actually happy or if the happiness was more of a mask he wore. If that were the case, what was it hiding? She thought she had seen the darkest part of his insides and wasn’t sure he could be hiding any worse. She guessed, much like her, it was just hiding a great absence.
 
   She wrapped the woman’s robe around her and went out into the apartment. She supposed she could stop thinking of it as ‘the woman’s robe.’ Everything here belonged to her and Walt now. It was her robe. Her apartment. Her bed. It felt good to finally have things. Nice things. She had always had things but there had never been very many of them and most of them had previously belonged to someone else. So, no difference really, right? Thinking about it that way kind of burned her. She’d have to go to a store. Maybe she could get Walt to steal a moving truck and they could go get some new furniture.
 
   Walt sat at the table, scarfing down some eggs and some other meat she guessed was human.
 
   He’d made her eggs and an English muffin.
 
   He sat at the head of the table and she sat to his left so she could see the sky through the balcony doors. They were open and the morning breeze smelled wet and good. The city sounds flooded in but she could also hear the wind gusting and birds chirping.
 
   “Soon you’ll develop a craving for it.”
 
   “We’ll see. Did you make any coffee?”
 
   “I couldn’t figure it out.”
 
   She glanced into the kitchen. Around the coffee maker was a brownish puddle of water.
 
   “I need coffee,” she said. She didn’t feel like cleaning up the mess. Luckily, none of the coffee had actually made it into the carafe. The basket didn’t contain a filter or grounds or anything. She would have to remember to ask Walt to make coffee again so she could watch. She was having trouble imagining how it went down at this point. She leaned against the counter while it brewed, staring at the back of Walt’s head while he scarfed down his food.
 
   Last night she dreamt about the man she saw on the top level of the parking garage. This time he wasn’t on the top level. He was a couple levels down. It wasn’t foggy in the dream and she strained to get a better look at him, to see if she could make out any features at all, but couldn’t do it. There was always something obscuring him or something in her eyes, always something preventing her from focusing on him. This time, the alarming thing was not the man but the shadow moving behind him. She watched it spill out from the elevator doors and slowly grow and gain mass, moving toward the man the entire time. But just when it got almost close enough to touch her she had awoken.
 
   The coffee finished. As she poured it into her cup, she noticed Walt had a whole skillet filled with meat. She wondered if he had originally intended to try and get her to eat more of it or if he had just cooked the abundance for himself. Why wouldn’t he if it was now an unlimited resource?
 
   She took her cup to the table, the residue of the dream still clinging to her. It almost made her think the time she had actually seen the figure on the parking garage had really been a dream. She had to convince herself that had been real. She’d watch for it again. Her mind reeled as she began to think of ways to carve out time for this observation period. How many hours a day should she spend doing it? How long should she do it before she gave up? Deep breath. She tried to rationalize things. She hadn’t established any real kind of routine yet. Wasn’t sure she wanted to. She guessed she still wasn’t too sure about much of anything. 
 
   Walt got up and went into the kitchen. Came back with a heaping plate of meat.
 
   “We’re not eating the girl I . . . killed last night, are we?”
 
   “No way. I told you we wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “Did you get rid of her?”
 
   “Yes. Just like I said I would.”
 
   “What did you do with her?”
 
   “I threw her off the balcony.”
 
   “Dignified.”
 
   He either didn’t catch the sarcasm or didn’t know what the word meant because he said, “I did. You can go look if you want. She was still out there the last time I checked.”
 
   Erica believed he’d done what he said but wanted to see this for herself. She took her plate and cup out to the table on the balcony. She glanced over the railing and saw the girl, still clothed but very red, lying askew on the sidewalk in front of the building.
 
   Walt stood at the threshold, raising his shirt and rubbing his hairy stomach. “Sometimes the things we do . . . It takes them a while to resonate. It’s like our insubstantiality rubs off on other people or something. Sometimes. Once they finally scrape her off the streets they’ll just be doing some physical kind of job and won’t really put much thought into how the girl actually got there. In a day or two, when her family or loved ones or whatever start trying to track her down, if they try to track her down, the path will be muddied and the authorities will be mostly embarrassed so they’ll provide an answer that is clear cut enough to keep the family from questioning them any further and provide enough evidence, whether true or not, to back themselves up. So, in a way, they’re working for us.”
 
   Why was he telling her this? Why was he even talking? She responded with a “huh” and went back to eating her breakfast and drinking her coffee.
 
   “So what were you planning on doing today?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said. “I might go see if there’s a store somewhere around here. I need some more makeup. I might steal a car that isn’t a manual.” She thought about that. It seemed like a lot of work. “Nah. I probably won’t do that. What about you?”
 
   “I was thinking I’d probably go to Home Depot and get a wheelbarrow and a freezer.”
 
   “Where are we going to put another freezer?”
 
   “In that baby’s room.”
 
   She almost wished she hadn’t asked.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Exploring
 
    
 
   Erica decided she didn’t want to be cooped up in the apartment but didn’t really have any idea of what she wanted to do. If she hadn’t grown up in the mountains, the idea of walking would have hit her sooner. To live in the mountains and walk required being a certain type of outdoor person, possibly even a nature person, one equipped to and possibly even look forward to dealing with snakes, bugs, the elements and other outdoor occurring things. When she finally realized there probably wasn’t going to be much of that here and that, actually, what she would mostly find would be stores containing things mostly free for her taking, she decided it wouldn’t be a bad idea. She wondered if she was getting tired of Walt. It didn’t really bother her if she was. They weren’t married or anything. Sure they loved each other but she didn’t really know what that meant and wasn’t sure Walt did either. For her, it was something she said but felt like it was supposed to correspond with something inside her. She imagined something like fireworks. Or maybe the emotional equivalent. That made her think about fireworks going off inside someone and how the person would probably explode and rain down some sort of gore confetti. She could get another apartment if things didn’t work out between them. Possibly make new friends or even just be alone. She didn’t mind being alone so much. She had been alone for a while, if you didn’t count Granny, and thought maybe she even kind of preferred it. She just didn’t want to be there when Walt came back. She didn’t understand what he was doing, not that she really tried. It just seemed like they could be doing so much more. If he wanted to eat people, like if he had to have a thing and that had to be eating people, she didn’t see why he couldn’t do it anywhere. They could have been in New York by now. They could have been well on their way to Los Angeles, which seemed a lot nicer, a lot warmer. The Midwest was okay in the summer but once Halloween was over and she was hit with the cold every time she walked out of the house, she would be ready to move to a warmer climate. Again, she guessed it didn’t really matter if Walt wanted to come with her or not. She could always go by herself. But she couldn’t help thinking there was some reason he was here. In Dayton, specifically. She hadn’t been to a lot of places. She knew places mentioned on TV and maybe a few books she’d had to read for school. It didn’t seem Dayton was often mentioned on TV or in books and, after being here only a few days, she couldn’t imagine anyone who had the chance and ability to go anywhere she wanted to go choosing to come to and stay in Dayton, Ohio.
 
   Walt had left about a half hour ago without saying goodbye. Erica went out to the balcony, smoked a cigarette, and loosely plotted a walking path. She didn’t see any place that looked that exciting. Most of it was pretty nondescript. There was the dark tower she imagined housed a bunch of boring businesses. Next to that was the parking garage where she had seen the figure. She thought about looking for him but now, in the glare of daylight, that notion seemed absurd. To her left was a library with a bunch of seedy looking people milling about in front. That didn’t look like a lot of fun. She supposed she could have grabbed one of the laptops they’d found and searched for points of interest but that felt like too much work and rather than admit she was lazy, she convinced herself it would remove a lot of the fun of exploring. She finished her cigarette, changed in to some of the clothes she had stolen, made sure she had her key fob, and hit the street.
 
   She looked toward the front desk as she passed through the tiled lobby. The clerk did not even look at her. She stepped outside and breathed in the damp air. To her right, a fat bearded man had dismantled a cigarette butt depository, looking for something smokeable.
 
   “Hey,” he said. “Got a smoke?”
 
   She fished into her pack and handed him one.
 
   “Thanks so much, lady. Can I get a couple dollars for the bus?”
 
   She looked at him, smiled, and said, “Go fuck yourself.”
 
   She began walking away and he called after her, “That’s real nice. Why don’t you suck my dick you uppity cunt?”
 
   It was probably the first time she’d ever been described as uppity. Steal some nicer clothes, infiltrate a posh building and murder the people who live there, and apparently people’s perception began to change. At least he noticed her. She walked a block to the south and it didn’t take her long to notice all of the street level storefronts were vacant and closed. Some of them had broken windows but most of them had large banners announcing the space was for lease only partially hiding the ripped apart insides from the last business’s hasty retreat. A few held promises of great things to come.
 
   For the first block, the only thing she passed that seemed to have anyone around it was a bus hub. She thought about getting on a bus. Taking one bus to a distant bus stop and then getting on another bus there and then maybe getting on a Greyhound bus and taking it as far as it would go. She wasn’t going to do it now but she would keep it in the back of her mind. She could drive but didn’t really like to and felt like riding a bus would give her a greater chance to observe people.
 
   She was looking for a clothing store but didn’t see many of them. One looked like it catered to young black men and another seemed to specialize in formal wear and cater to older black men. She moved another block over and came to a CVS. She went in, grabbed a water from the refrigerator, and stole as much makeup as she could get into her purse. It wasn’t the great stuff but she thought it would do. Besides, the corpse paint had kind of grown on her. She supposed she could do something similar that would probably last a lot longer with what she grabbed.
 
   She passed a theater that didn’t open until later and wasn’t showing anything she’d ever heard of anyway. Finally she found something close to what she was looking for. It seemed to be called the Oregon District. It only took her about five minutes to walk from one side of it to the other but it allowed her to make a quick inventory. It was mostly comprised of bars and restaurants. There was a bookstore that didn’t hold much interest to her. Ditto the record store. There was a sex shop that would be fine to kill a few minutes in if she wanted a laugh. But there were a few small clothing stores she could probably spend a couple of hours in.
 
   By the time she left the Oregon District, she had enough clothes to last her a couple of weeks. On the way back to the building she passed a bar called the Epoch. She made a note of it. It seemed to be the closest bar to the building. Although she had done it to drop the baby off with the homeless guy, she didn’t think she wanted to wander around this area after dark very much. And she didn’t really see Walt wanting to go a lot of places with her. She felt like there was still a little more to explore but she wanted to get back to the building to drop off her bags. She was tired of carrying them. She made a note to look for one of the former residents’ credit cards so she could just order things online and have them delivered. That seemed like it would be a lot easier.
 
   In front of the building she saw Walt. He had apparently swapped the Bug out for an enormous truck. There wasn’t a freezer in the back so he must have already taken that up. Or had it delivered. That seemed more likely. Just when she thought they were falling apart, it was the little things that reminded her how much they had in common. She wondered if he killed the delivery guy. Wondered if it would be considered ironic for the guy who delivered the freezer to be murdered and then stored in said freezer. She didn’t really know what irony meant but knew it was a cool word to use.
 
   She stood, bags in hand, and watched as Walt reached into the bed of the truck and pulled out a shiny red wheelbarrow. He set the wheelbarrow on the sidewalk, reached back into the bed of the truck, wrapped his hand around the ankle of a corpse, and slid it toward him. He spotted her and said, “Could you help me with this?”
 
   She shook her head and was pretty sure she heard him mutter “bitch” under his breath.
 
   He pulled the corpse out, slung it over his shoulder, dumped it into the wheelbarrow and wheeled it toward the doors. “Would you at least get the door for me?” he said.
 
   She swiped her key fob and pulled the door open, holding it for him as he wheeled the body inside. She followed him to the elevators. He pressed up and they waited a few seconds, neither one of them saying anything. Erica looked down at the body in the wheelbarrow.
 
   “Another girl, huh?”
 
   “Yep. It’s my thing. Don’t you think it would be a little faggoty if I got off on killing dudes?”
 
   “I don’t know. More faggoty than sharing two girls with a bunch of your guy friends?”
 
   “You’re a cunt.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   The elevator doors finally opened. A well-dressed man stepped out and around them, glancing down at the wheelbarrow and the corpse but Erica thought it was probably the wheelbarrow that caught his attention more than the corpse. He glanced at Walt and Walt said, “Dinner.”
 
   The man continued into the lobby. Erica knew nothing would come of it.
 
   They took the elevator up and Walt pushed the wheelbarrow to the apartment. Erica held the door for him. She shut the door behind them.
 
   “I don’t like it when you talk to me like that,” Walt said.
 
   “I don’t particularly like to be called a cunt.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Not really. No. I don’t like to be called that, I mean.” She didn’t know if that was true or not. Already, she could feel Walt’s anger rising and it made her tingle somewhere deep inside.
 
   “Stupid little whore,” he said.
 
   “Psychopathic cannibal. Corpse fucker.”
 
   She walked toward the balcony. He followed her. She lit a cigarette and leaned against the railing. Walt leaned against her. The railing dug into her hipbones and she could feel his cock pressing into her lower back. He could lift her and toss her off the balcony in a second, she thought. She moved back against him. The sky was darkening to the southeast and the street lamps and lights from the buildings winked on. Walt’s hands were on her hips, beneath her skirt, sliding her underwear down. She continued smoking while he slid into her. She smiled as she came thinking maybe it was her indifference that made him work harder.
 
   That night, she tried on her new clothes and perused the latest edition of Glamor Face while Walt dismantled the corpse in the master bathroom.
 
   They fucked again before going to sleep. This time it lasted a lot longer and was a lot more brutal.
 
   Famished, Walt brought in a plate of meat and scarfed it down while Erica dozed off.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Routine
 
    
 
   Over the following weeks they established something of a routine. Walt went out hunting during the day, bringing back his kill and butchering it in the bathroom. He had begun gluing the bones, which were numerous, to the walls of the apartment. It didn’t take long for the living room to be completely covered in them. Erica would wake up in the morning, shellac makeup on her face, dress in the most expensive clothes she could steal, and wander around downtown Dayton. One day Walt had surprised her with a silver Jaguar and, some days, she took that to the malls and restaurants in the suburbs. They reconvened in the evening to have lengthy, sometimes brutal sex before falling asleep in front of the torture or war footage on TV and waking up to do it all again the next day. They didn’t talk very much. If they did, Walt would talk about his kills and she would talk about her errands and neither one of them was much interested in what the other one had to say. Sometimes Erica would mention someplace she wanted to go, like another city or another country, and Walt would tell her that they were just fine here. If she got too insistent then he told her she could go by herself and maybe if she did then she shouldn’t bother coming back. Him saying this should have hurt her but, if the situation were reversed, she would have probably told him exactly the same thing. Nearly every night she contemplated going out to the balcony to try and see the man in the parking garage but she never did. It was like this for the next few months and she saw them doing it for a very long time. He seemed so content doing what he was doing and she seemed so content wanting to do anything else that she really didn’t see either of them doing anything different.
 
   Some time in early October, they had their worst fight yet. Only Erica wasn’t really sure it could constitute a fight. For her, it wasn’t in response to any kind of emotion happening inside of her. It was merely the reaction she felt like she was probably supposed to have. She couldn’t speculate as to how Walt felt, his interior monologue was mostly a mystery to her, but she imagined it was more self-defense.
 
   The thing about a routine was that when one part of that routine was altered it became obvious. While they hadn’t completely stopped having sex, the nature of it had changed. While watching bombs drop over some foreign country or a scared dark skinned man being waterboarded, Walt stopped taking off his clothes and stripping Erica out of hers before violating her in varied and mostly painful ways, inevitably depositing a copious amount of come somewhere on her. Instead he just lay there until she initiated it. Half the time she felt like she was raping him. And then they would slowly grind against each other for a few minutes before Walt would go soft or, if she were on top, completely lose interest and fall asleep. She would then either take her laptop into the bathroom and masturbate herself to orgasm while watching pornography or, if she didn’t feel like browsing for porn (she was kind of picky), she would rub it out to images of the models (sometimes male, sometimes female) she remembered from Glamor Face, imagining their heated, oily skin sliding against her. And while this was okay, she came to realize that it wasn’t a substitute for the real thing.
 
   On the night of the fight or disagreement or tennis match of learned reactions or whatever it was, it had been two weeks since the last time they had fucked. Erica spent fifteen minutes giving Walt head, trying to get him hard. He said he just wasn’t interested. Didn’t feel like it. She took her mouth off his cock and lay beside him with a sigh.
 
   “I notice the girls you’ve been bringing back are younger and younger. Some of them are quite attractive.”
 
   “Yep. I told you about that.”
 
   “Have you been fucking them?”
 
   “No. Of course not. You asked me not to do that.”
 
   For a while she had believed he hadn’t been doing this. But, in that second, the reality of it finally hit her. Walt did exactly what he wanted to do. He didn’t feel bad about doing anything. Of course, he knew she didn’t want him doing that, but it didn’t mean he had to stop doing it, it just meant he knew he shouldn’t admit to it.
 
   “When did we start lying to each other?”
 
   “What makes you say that?” He acted really interested in what was on the TV, a man reading Ulysses to a dog while a young Mexican girl tap danced next to them. Possibly torture footage. She wasn’t sure.
 
   “You’ve always said you do whatever you want so I don’t know why you’re bothering lying to me.”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   She stood up and went into the bathroom. He hadn’t yet gotten around to dismantling the corpse of the gorgeous black-haired girl, completely naked, ice blue eyes staring up at the ceiling. He’d gotten lazier and lazier about this. Sometimes there would be two or three corpses in the bathroom and if she questioned him about it he would describe it as a ‘weekend project.’ Sometimes this meant a lengthy and elaborate gorefest but mostly it just meant chopping them up and throwing their body parts at pedestrians. As distasteful as it was, she reached down and slid her middle and ring finger into the girl’s vagina. She knew exactly what she was feeling for, she’d certainly swallowed enough of it, wiped enough of it out of her own vagina, felt enough of it drying on her skin. She wished she had been more surprised when her fingers came away slick with Walt’s come. The thought of tasting it was even more repulsive so she held it close to her nose and smelled it. Not that she had smelled a lot of semen but Walt’s was very distinct, possibly because of his unique diet consisting mostly of human meat.
 
   She came back into the bedroom, on Walt’s side of the bed, and held her glistening fingers under his light.
 
   “This is what I mean,” she said.
 
   “I’m still not understanding.”
 
   “Your come in that girl’s cunt.”
 
   He continued to watch TV. “You’re right. I’ve fucked quite a few of them. More and more of them lately. But don’t worry. I’ll come back to you. It’s different with them and there’s certainly a lot more variety in their appearance, but there’s something about the living that I couldn’t completely do without.”
 
   “But why would you lie about it?”
 
   “You told me you didn’t like for me to do that. I tried arguing my point but you wouldn’t listen.”
 
   “Do you understand why it would upset me?”
 
   He shrugged, continued to focus on the TV.
 
   “What’s that mean? You do understand? You don’t understand?”
 
   “I haven’t tried to understand. We’re different people. You can’t expect me to feel everything you’re feeling.”
 
   She sat down on the edge of the bed and slumped her shoulders. She actually had no idea what she was feeling. It wasn’t hurt. It wasn’t jealousy. It wasn’t even really anger. Maybe there was a trace of anger but it was more because she had asked him not to do something and he had done it anyway. She grabbed the remote and clicked off the TV. Because all of the lights in the apartment were almost always on, it didn’t really make a difference in anything other than sound. It made it seem incredibly quiet. Even the city sounds from outside didn’t seem to penetrate whatever wall Erica had built around them.
 
   Walt grabbed the remote and turned the TV back on.
 
   She grabbed his arm. “Do you not understand?” she said.
 
   “What is there to understand? You’re mad. I understand that. What do you want me to do about it?”
 
   “Be sorry or regretful or something, I guess.”
 
   “Do you want me to feel that way because that’s how I’m supposed to react? This is what I don’t understand . . . Why do you want me to feel something I don’t feel for your benefit?”
 
   “If you honestly don’t feel any of those things then . . . maybe we have a problem.”
 
   “We only have a problem if you want us to have a problem.”
 
   She picked up the remote control and threw it at the TV. Nothing too dramatic happened. The battery cover came off the remote and the batteries went clattering onto the floor, rolling under the TV stand. The TV was still on. She opened the drawer to his nightstand and pulled out his gun. He didn’t seem any more alarmed than he was before.
 
   “What? You’re going to shoot me?”
 
   “I should shoot your fucking dick off.”
 
   “Then I couldn’t fuck you anymore.”
 
   “You’re not fucking me now.”
 
   “Is that what this is about?”
 
   For him to denigrate her argument to what she felt was the lowest common denominator upset her further. Or maybe it was just that what he said was true. She pulled the trigger, not aiming at him, and a flurry of feathers puffed up from her side of the bed. She tossed the gun beside him. The reason she hadn’t shot him was because she realized there might be a very simple solution to her problem.
 
   “I have to get out of here,” she said.
 
   He didn’t say anything.
 
   She went into the bathroom off the hallway and changed into a pair of black skinny jeans and a loose black sweater and covered herself in makeup. She grabbed the key fob, took the elevator down, and went outside.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Girl’s Night Out
 
    
 
   She remembered passing the Epoch the first time she had been out wandering around and thinking she should go there and wasn’t exactly sure why she had never gone. She remembered a conversation she’d once had with one of her high school boyfriends. He’d said that, when it came to sex, girls had it easy. He said guys really had to work because they would have sex with just about anything and girls knew this. He said a guy could not go to a bar and pick up anything but the oldest, most desperate woman if he wanted a one night stand with a stranger. Or, best case scenario, the drunkest. The guy had to put in time. A girl, he said, could walk into any bar alone and be picked up, probably within a matter of minutes. And it probably wouldn’t be by some fat loser either. Good looking guys were predatory, he’d said, whereas good looking women were usually high maintenance, unless they had some psychological disorder or were just blackout drunks.
 
   Erica stepped into the bar, wondering if she would be picked up in minutes. Being virtually unnoticeable, it seemed unlikely. She certainly hadn’t attempted to get away with the amount of shit Walt had. And, despite trying to get him to explain this to her, she still wasn’t quite sure she got it. It seemed more like an exercise in diversion than anything supernatural. If she were not wearing nice clothes and a fuck ton of makeup, she could slide under the radar easily. She got that. But Walt was a good looking man, even though he’d begun putting on a fair amount of weight, and she wasn’t sure good looking guys made it a point to wear nice clothes and makeup. Yet she’d seen him go completely unnoticed while doing things that should have had every cop on duty swarming him. She went in thinking she wanted to be fucked. She didn’t care what the guy looked like. Yes, she wanted sex, she wanted a penis in her vagina or at least a mouth on her vagina but, more than anything, she wanted to go home to Walt and tell him she had let some strange guy fuck her and see how he reacted to that. She was assuming it would be with anger but any sort of response would have been better than the strange white hum she thought perpetually rattled around his insides.
 
   There weren’t a lot of people in the bar. Around ten. Only two of those were women and it looked like they were there with boyfriends or as part of a group dominated by guys. Erica was pretty sure this was going to be easy. She sat at the bar. She lit a cigarette even though she didn’t see anybody else smoking. She had no idea if you were allowed to smoke in bars in Ohio or not. It seemed ridiculous to not be able to. She didn’t see any ashtray or anything but wasn’t too worried about it. She waited for the bartender to come over and take her order. He didn’t. Maybe he was just busy. A group of three frat looking guys came in and he immediately sidled over and asked what he could get them. She tucked her cigarette between her lips, went behind the bar, grabbed a glass and helped herself. She turned with her drink in hand to lean against the bar and look at its patrons. She had no idea how the art of seduction worked. She just told herself that if anyone made eye contact with her, she wouldn’t lower her gaze to the floor. No one did. She drained her beer pretty quickly and swiveled back around to put it on the bar. The bartender, spotting the empty glass, said, “Another?” without even looking at her.
 
   “Sure,” she said. He went about filling another glass.
 
   So he noticed the empty glass but not her.
 
   She downed a couple more, smoking cigarette after cigarette. She hadn’t been this drunk since the night at the Boys’. She went to the bathroom to piss. On her way back out she ran into a thin guy not much taller than she was.
 
   “Oops,” she said.
 
   He grabbed her around the hips and, had she not been so drunk, she would have probably realized it was just to move her out of the way. Instead, she took it as a sign of sexual aggression and, falling into the man, said, “I need someone to fuck the hell out of me.”
 
   That seemed to get his attention. He nudged her back into the bathroom, into a stall. The only thing he said was, “I’m going to keep going until you tell me to stop.”
 
   She never told him to stop.
 
   It didn’t last very long and, having accomplished exactly what she’d come here for, she went straight from the bathroom out the front doors and back to the apartment. Walt snored from the bedroom. She went into the bathroom to throw up. The toilet was already filled with a reddish brown substance that could have been diarrhea, vomit, or some sort of viscera from one of the corpses. She flushed the toilet and it made her think of the day she had first met Walt. She remembered thinking he was sick. Now she thought that again but it didn’t carry the weight it did before. Once the toilet was filled with clean water, she vomited and flushed it again before she had the chance to stop herself because she really just wanted to leave it. Walt would have known it wasn’t his. He would have known she had drunk until she was sick and, in his head, this would have meant she’d had a really good time.
 
   She went into the bedroom, stripped the comforter from Walt, and took it out to the couch.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Confession
 
    
 
   Erica woke up to the clear autumn sunlight blasting her face and Walt standing over her. He had his shirt raised and stroked his stomach with his right hand. She was momentarily confused until last night came back to her. She immediately realized why she felt like shit, physically, and why she felt like she had done something wrong. Then she remembered that Walt was the reason she had done that thing and that she was supposed to be mad at him.
 
   “Why are you sleeping on the couch?”
 
   “I didn’t think you’d want me in the bed with you.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   He had caught her off-guard. She knew there was a rationale behind doing what she did but she was having trouble latching on to any particular line of reasoning. She guessed there wasn’t really a need to draw it out. If she wanted him to be mad about it, if she was trying to get some sort of reaction from him, the best thing was to just tell him and get it over with.
 
   “Why?” she repeated.
 
   “Yeah. Why are sleeping on the couch? Why did you think I wouldn’t want you in bed with me? Because you almost shot me?”
 
   “No. I went to a bar last night and hooked up with a guy.”
 
   “Hooked up? You mean you fucked somebody else?”
 
   She wanted to smile and gleefully shout, “Yes! I fucked somebody else! Some stupid guy I knew for all of two seconds fucked the hell out of me in a public bathroom!” but knew she wasn’t supposed to be happy about it. She lowered her head, looking away from Walt, and nodded.
 
   “How was it?” He seemed calm, not exactly the reaction she expected and maybe even hoped for.
 
   “It was . . . okay, I guess.”
 
   “You could have brought him back here. I told you not to say no to anything. I hold the same standards for you as I do for myself.”
 
   “Aren’t you the slightest bit mad or jealous or anything?”
 
   He took a deep breath, rolled his eyes up in his head as though visibly searching his brain for something, and said, “No. I don’t think so. So, is this going to be a . . . thing?”
 
   “A thing?”
 
   “Yeah. Like with me and the meat. Is it going to be something you do all the time?”
 
   She wanted to tell him she didn’t know. That she thought something like that was impossible to predict and she just didn’t have the capacity to know what she wanted from day to day. She wanted to tell him she didn’t really anticipate being here much longer but didn’t want to say anything like that. It seemed too final. As bad as she had convinced herself it was, in the end, they did have each other to come home to, and that was something.
 
   “I don’t know. Why?”
 
   “Just wondering. I mean, I get why you did it.” He held a hand out, the same one he’d used to stroke his stomach, and placed it gently on her arm. “You got mad when you found out I’ve been fucking all those dead girls and you wanted to even the score. I’ve told you that I’m probably going to continue that behavior and just wanted to know if you’d keep doing things like this to get even with me.” He put his hand back under his shirt, continued stroking his stomach. “I just want you to be safe. That’s all.”
 
   “So . . . you wouldn’t mind if I brought guys back here?” That certainly took the fun out of it. His intention?
 
   “Nah. If I got tired of it I’d just get another apartment.”
 
   “Here?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Like in this building or . . . somewhere else?”
 
   “Well, somewhere in Dayton. I want to stay close by.”
 
   Again, his confusing obsession with this blighted city. She wanted to ask him about it again but knew he wouldn’t give her any straight answers. She knew it had to be something, though. She considered shifting her goal from trying to get him to show some emotion to getting him to leave this city. What would it take?
 
   “Aren’t you worried someone is going to come looking for you? Staying in one place so long?”
 
   “Not really. I told you. I have a sort of immunity.”
 
   “Immunity from what.”
 
   “I don’t know. The world, I guess.”
 
   “But eventually you’re going to kill the wrong person. Someone is going to come looking for you.”
 
   “Would have happened by now. It’s experiential knowledge.”
 
   “Sometimes I worry about it. Seems too much like poking a sleeping bear.”
 
   “Then leave.”
 
   She waited for a long time before finally saying, “Maybe I will.”
 
   Something flickered across his eyes and then that fixed, almost cheerful look was again on his face.
 
   “I’ve been thinking,” he said. “Before it gets too cold, we should go for a night out on the town. Tonight. We’ve never really done that. I mean, there are things to do around here.”
 
   She thought about it. It seemed terrible but she appreciated the sentiment behind the idea. If she agreed to it, she thought there had to be something she could get out of it.
 
   “Okay,” she said. “But if you get tonight, then I get today.”
 
   He looked trapped or wounded or something. She almost expected him to shout ‘No!’ and run for the door. Instead his look turned to one of suspicion.
 
   “What did you have in mind?”
 
   “Well, first of all, I think we’ve both put on some weight. Maybe we should go get an exercise bike or something. You still have the truck, don’t you?”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “And, I don’t know, can we just talk? Will you listen to me?”
 
   His face pinched up and she felt like he was really close to sighing. She was surprised when he said, “Okay.”
 
   They went to a cafeteria on the corner across the street and had bagels and coffee. Erica was briefly appalled that Walt had a wad of human meat wrapped in a Ziploc bag in his pocket that he added to the bagel. She tried to find important things to talk about and decided she didn’t really want to talk about them or couldn’t think of anything really important so she talked to him mainly about things she’d read in Glamor Face: what kind of makeup she’d considered getting, a certain clothing style she was contemplating trying, some of the clever quizzes she thought were so completely universal. The only thing he seemed vaguely interested in was weirdstream. She tried to describe it to him but the more she tried to make it make sense, the less it did. After brunch they got into the truck and drove out to the suburbs. They went to a place specializing in pools, games, and exercise equipment and stole a stationery bike. Walt said he needed to go to Home Depot while they were out this way and she acquiesced, even though it was supposed to be her day. He grabbed a grill, a hacksaw, a lot of duct tape, and three large tarps. Then they went to the Halloween store and picked out some masks. Walt stole an elephant mask and Erica stole a dog mask. Walt seemed excited by this and stopped at a pet store on the way home where he took a collar, chain, and large cage. He didn’t expressly say what he had in mind but, for the first time in a few months, had succeeded in making her wet. They went home and used most of their new acquisitions. Except for the stuff from Home Depot. That went into the baby’s room with the freezers.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Date Night
 
    
 
   Walt finally let her out of the cage to go take a much needed shower. She stayed in the shower for a very long time, letting the steam clear the last few thoughts from her head that the marathon sex bout hadn’t. Although, she guessed there really wasn’t a lot of sex. It was mostly, what did they call it? Role playing? Maybe. Except it felt more real than that. Once she had showered and shaved everything that needed shaving she spent about an hour picking out clothes and applying makeup. Finally ready, she went back out into the apartment to find Walt sitting at the table, still naked and smeared, eating what looked like a human hand.
 
   She’d had her day, done what she’d wanted to do, and didn’t really mind blowing off the rest of the evening.
 
   “I guess we’re not going anywhere,” she said.
 
   “What makes you say that?” Walt wiped his greasy lips with the back of his hand.
 
   She gestured at him.
 
   “I’m ready,” he said.
 
   “You’re not even wearing clothes.” Not to mention that he smelled really bad, even from where she stood.
 
   “I don’t really need them.”
 
   “You should probably put something on.”
 
   “Fine.” He dropped the hand on the table. He hadn’t even bothered with a plate.
 
   He disappeared into the bedroom and came out wearing the old lady satin warm-up suit. The one she distinctly remembered leaving in a dressing room at the mall. Smiling, he strolled toward her in a riot of sound. She rolled her eyes. It didn’t even fit him. The zippered top bared his midriff while the pants cut off at mid-calf.
 
   “You’re going out like that?”
 
   He threw out his arms, a look of utter resignation flashing across his face. “I can go out like this or I can go out naked. Special nights require special clothes . . . or no clothes.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   She thought he would ultimately be too embarrassed to leave the apartment in the ridiculous get up. She realized she’d never seen him in anything other than the blue jeans and white t-shirt. Maybe that had something to do with his unnoticeability. Maybe since he’d decided to wear something people were almost sure to notice – and probably laugh at – it meant they would have an evening on the non-violent side. She thought she would appreciate that.
 
   “So what do you have on the agenda?” she asked.
 
   “It’s all a surprise.”
 
   He grabbed his keys and she followed him out of the apartment. He said he needed to go to his friend’s house. She said she was hungry. He drove them through the drive-thru of Arby’s, the truck so enormous it towered over the pick-up window. Despite this monstrosity looming in plain view, they never handed the food out the window. Erica had to climb out of the truck and go inside and get it. Walt didn’t eat anything. He dismantled his giant roast beef sandwich and spread the slices in a single layer on the dashboard. Then they went to his friend Ben’s. There was still a bit of daylight. Ben lived in what seemed to be a rougher section of town. Erica still wasn’t incredibly familiar with Dayton and didn’t really hope to ever be. Nearly every other house seemed to be either a burned out husk or had all of the windows boarded up. Ben and a number of friends were in the back yard, which was more dirt than grass and surrounded by a privacy fence that was slouching inward. Four men were gathered around a girl who didn’t look much older than fourteen. She had a tube in her mouth that was attached to a funnel and one of the guys was pouring a brightly colored can of malt liquor into it. Once the can was empty, the girl tired to stand up, couldn’t, and ended up lying on her stomach in the yard. The guy pouring the bottle turned out to be Ben. He had a haircut that was clearly self-administered, bad skin, and broken crooked teeth. But he looked really happy and seemed really friendly. He and Walt had a conversation Erica only half-listened to and the snippets she did catch were in that weird gibberish. She thought if she could actually bring herself to focus on it, she might be able to figure out what they were saying, but she was mostly too busy scanning the yard in the dying October light. It had been warm, a bit of Indian summer, but that would probably change once the sun disappeared from the sky. She hoped they didn’t plan on staying around too long. An overweight man probably not long out of his teens was feeling up the girl who’d passed out in the yard. The people standing around in the yard looked as rough as the neighborhood itself. Rap music blared from speakers, probably in the house, and she didn’t know why she hadn’t noticed it before. The singer, who sounded black, was rapping about having tea with his grandmother and the dangers of trading stocks. Walt told her he was ready to go but she had to hit the bong first. She thought this meant he wanted to smoke pot and she said sure. Then she was on the ground and Walt had that tube in her mouth and Ben smiled down at her while he shoved his hand between her legs and Walt stood over top of her pouring an enormous can of Steel Reserve into the red funnel. She managed to keep it all down but felt immediately drunk and woozily followed Walt to the truck, listening to several men talk about various parts of her body and how much they’d like to either fuck her or have her suck their cocks. Once in the cab of the truck, it wasn’t just drunkenness she felt. Now dark, the streetlights shot out like laser beams and all the colored lights in the distance blurred together and time moved both very fast and very slow at the same time – almost like she was two different people. Walt seemed to glow and laugh and laugh and laugh and she thought maybe he was one of the glowing men and wondered why he would try to shatter people who were just like him but this steered her into an area that seemed too heavy and philosophical and all she really wanted to do was drink and have a good time. Walt seemed to be able to read her mind because he pulled the truck up to a strip club and they went inside and Erica heard the strangest music she’d ever heard and all of the dancers – both men and women – looked like they had Down’s Syndrome but money was raining down on them and the music was so grating it felt like she had a migraine but it was a slender sliver of pain amidst so much pleasure that she didn’t completely care and soon they were back out in Walt’s truck driving around dark country roads, the windows cracked, the fantastic smells of the season rolling into the truck and she was reminded of a number of nights like this from her teenage years and for the first time all evening Erica noticed the moon was huge and full and glowing and somewhere toward dawn they were running around the streets of downtown Dayton and Walt said he hadn’t planned on hurting anyone tonight but wanted to “let off the magic” and dragged a homeless black guy into an alley where he beat him in the face with a chain. Erica had no idea where he got the chain. It was gruesome and horrible and Erica was wet and told Walt she wanted him to take her back home, lock her in the dog cage, and fuck her from the outside.
 
   Birds chirping outside the apartment, they lay in bed. Erica thought she would get sick and pass out but she felt pretty awake.
 
   And just after thinking that, she fell asleep.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Bonding
 
    
 
   Erica awoke to Walt poking her in the face. He stood beside the bed and looked really excited.
 
   “Want to go hunting with me?”
 
   She didn’t want to go hunting with him but also did not really want to spend another day bumming around the apartment, alone. She supposed she could go shopping but that could wait. It would always be there. Whether Walt wanted to acknowledge it or not, she felt like something important had happened last night. Important events promoted change. Going on his hunt with him would be a change for her, at least. And a change for him too, since he wasn’t used to having her along. If anything, it could reinforce her view of him as a powerful man and provide him with a chance to show off. What he had become to her, with the possible exception of last night, was something like a big impotent baby who she saw at feeding time, gorging on the only thing he wanted to eat and then going to sleep. Getting fatter and fatter. She knew it was probably wrong but she equated fatness with a sort of infantile weakness. She had gone the opposite direction, losing nearly twenty pounds, most of it burned away by fear, stress, and anxiety probably. The bike had really been more for him than her.
 
   “I guess,” she said.
 
   “All right. I need to eat breakfast first.”
 
   She got up, got dressed, made coffee, and took it out to the balcony to smoke until it was time to go.
 
    
 
   They climbed up into the cab of his enormous, gleaming black truck. She thought it was new but wasn’t entirely sure. This was probably the fourth such truck he had acquired since they’d come here. The interior was spotless and still had that new car smell. Dayton’s streets were pretty wide so the truck didn’t seem as enormous as she thought it would.
 
   “Going anywhere particular?” she asked.
 
   He shook his head. “I usually just drive for a few hours in one direction or the other, get out and do the job, and then come back.”
 
   “You’ve been doing this every day?”
 
   “What else would I do?”
 
   “You act like you don’t have a choice.”
 
   “I know I have a choice. This is what I want to do. When it stops being what I want to do, I’ll stop doing it, and then do the next thing I want to do.”
 
   “What do you think that will be?”
 
   “It’s hard to say. One time, for like a year, I was really into rape.”
 
   “Now you just rape corpses.”
 
   “That’s not rape. Are you going to start this shit again? I thought you got it all out of your system.”
 
   She pulled a cigarette from her pack and lit it.
 
   Walt looked over at her. “No smoking.”
 
   “You cannot be serious.”
 
   “I haven’t smoked in quite a while. I’m surprised you haven’t noticed. And I definitely don’t want the truck to smell like smoke.”
 
   “I think you’ll be okay this one time.” She was pretty sure she’d smoked in it last night. She couldn’t remember. It was possible this wasn’t even the same truck.
 
   He slammed on the brakes, the truck coming to rest in the gravel at the shoulder of the road.
 
   “Either you can throw the cigarette out or you can get out.”
 
   Part of her really wanted to get out. To just get out and start walking, anywhere. She tossed the cigarette and said, “Jesus.”
 
   He pulled back onto the road and she rolled the window up.
 
   “Leave it down for a bit,” he said. “Gotta let that smoke air out.”
 
   She rolled the window all the way down. It was really cold. She felt her nipples press against the thin fabric of her t-shirt and thought she probably should have brought a sweater with her. It would be cold once the sun was gone. She didn’t know if they would be outside a lot or not.
 
   Walt put his hand on her chest, palming her breasts. “I like the way the cold makes your nipples stand out. Want to?”
 
   She looked at the crotch of his jeans and noticed his erection. She put her hand on it and he was again pulling off the side of the road and his hands were on her and he was inside her but it felt like something was lacking. It felt mechanical and she knew that him coming was the goal and the only real thing he had in mind. She was close but didn’t have an orgasm and then she thought about the next time she went to the bar. Thought about inviting every guy there back to the apartment. Thought about letting them all fuck her while Walt watched. Thought about looking at him and saying, “This is how real men do it.”
 
   They were back on the road and she didn’t realize she was crying until Walt said, “What are you doing?”
 
   “Nothing,” she answered.
 
    
 
   After a little more than an hour, they crossed the Indiana state line. About another hour later Walt pulled into a Walmart parking lot in a small farm town, one of the abundant small towns she had seen since meeting Walt.
 
   “What now?” she asked, trying to sound enthused.
 
   “We wait.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “The right one.”
 
   She had wondered how this process worked. Lately, she had assumed he had been scouting high schools or something, the girls had gotten so young. She stepped out of the truck to smoke. She left the window down so she could talk to him through it but he rolled it up once she was outside and made a flapping gesture with his hand like, even if it came from outside, he just couldn’t take the smoke.
 
    
 
   She tossed her cigarette butt onto the asphalt and got back in the truck. The radio was tuned to some right wing talk station and Walt scanned everyone going into and coming out of the massive store. The man on the radio said he wouldn’t be happy until everyone without a criminal record owned a gun. She didn’t know if she agreed with this or not. She wondered if a gun would protect anyone against someone like Walt. She doubted it. Maybe if someone kept a gun in her hand at all times. The man on the radio said he’d considered getting a third arm installed just so he could keep a gun in it at all times. Erica thought maybe that would be weirdstream. Someone called in and said he’d had a bayonet installed in his forehead last week. Erica was about ready to give up on the world around her and take a nap when Walt leaned forward and narrowed his eyes.
 
   Must have found him one, Erica thought.
 
   A girl who couldn’t have been older than nineteen crossed the parking lot toward them. She wore a sweater, black leggings, a loose skirt hanging down to her knees, and a pair of stupid knee-high boots. She unlocked the door to her Chevy Cobalt, opened it, and tossed her large purse into the passenger seat. Before stopping to really think about what was going to happen to this girl, Erica kind of envied her. It seemed like just . . . being. Just being a normal person or whatever came easily to most people and probably came easily to this girl. Maybe it had for Erica when she was little. She doubted there was one single thing that triggered her derailment. She couldn’t even specifically pinpoint how she had derailed. Maybe it was Granny getting sick. Maybe it was having to stay in that lonesome little house and take care of her. But people performed altruistic acts like that all the time. Not everyone emerged feeling like she had to do something above and beyond the norm. Erica didn’t even think she felt that way. She simply went along. Walt had been in the right place at the right time. He was probably there to kill her but . . . but he’d seen something in her. That was what she thought that day and that’s what she was almost sure of now. He had seen the emptiness. Their twin emptinesses had mingled. For her, being empty felt like a problem. That is she felt like she was aware of the emptiness and would find some way to fill it if she knew how. She didn’t think Walt was aware of his emptiness. Or, if he was, it certainly didn’t bother him at all. And if he tried to fill that emptiness by doing the things he did, she didn’t see how that did anything but make the chasm even deeper.
 
   She imagined Walt’s insides as the cave, dark and inescapable.
 
   Was that what she’d fallen into?
 
   The girl pulled out of her parking spot. Walt pulled after her.
 
   “Do you do it the same way every time?”
 
   “No. This will be exciting though. I thought you’d like it.”
 
   If she could think, for a second, that he was doing this for her, that he had ever done anything for her, she probably wouldn’t feel the way she had felt for the past several weeks. Yesterday had been good, definitely, but she now felt as though it hadn’t even existed. It took on the air of what it probably was – a dying couple performing one last ditch effort to try and prove to each other they still cared.
 
   Walt stayed close to the girl’s car, making sure another car couldn’t come in between them. Erica felt like being followed was probably the furthest thing from the girl’s mind but, even if she was concerned, it probably didn’t matter anyway. There wasn’t really much of a reason for Walt to be discrete since the girl wasn’t going to live long enough to give anyone a description of him or his truck.
 
   By him saying it was going to be exciting, she expected more. She was thinking Walt would follow this girl out to one of the wide open country roads, follow her until she knew she was being followed and started speeding up. Walt would move in close to her and then back off, to make her unsure, to give it more of a cat and mouse effect. Eventually, he would overtake her and, his truck being so large and her car being so small, the impending crash would be in their favor and they would have felt like they’d won something before Walt got out to claim his prize.
 
   Instead he followed her into the downtown section of whatever shithole town this was. She stopped at a red light and he rear-ended her. Not incredibly hard but enough to send a jolt through Erica and, she was sure, a jolt through the girl in the tiny car. Walt waited in the truck until the girl stepped out of the car. The light turned green and a car behind them drove around the fender bender, uninterested and probably only slightly annoyed. Walt slid down out of the truck’s cab and walked toward the girl. He punched her in the stomach and she dropped to the pavement. Erica saw the look of surprise cross the girl’s face and wondered if this was one of the thrills Walt got from doing what he did. She imagined everyone’s expression was just different enough to make it interesting. Erica couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen a look of genuine surprise on someone’s face.
 
   Walt fell upon the girl on the asphalt, straddling her and wrapping his hands around her throat. Erica could no longer see the girl’s face, just her legs kicking and kicking, those stupid boots drumming against the asphalt. Cars continued to pass. The light turned red again and Erica bent the rearview mirror down to see if a car pulled up behind them. There was a car stopped on the other side of the intersection and Erica wondered what the people in the car saw. Did they see what was happening only feet in front of them? Did they not see it? Did they see it and refuse to acknowledge it for what it was? Did they see it, acknowledge it for what it was, and were just too lazy to do anything about it? How could any of these things be a possibility? Walt had claimed he had a gift, claimed she had a gift too, but she had a hard time seeing him as some sort of supernatural creature. She felt like their only gift was society’s complete and total apathy.
 
   Other things to consider, she supposed, were that Walt had somehow brainwashed her into seeing something she wasn’t really seeing or that Walt was some projection of her self. She dismissed both of these things, knowing that if they were true, she would not even think of them as possibilities. One does not become brainwashed or insane and then magically realize she is no longer any of those things.
 
   Walt picked up the limp girl and tossed her over his shoulder. He walked her back to the truck and dumped her in the bed. The girl was so slight the impact of her weight wasn’t even noticeable. Walt got into the girl’s car and parked it against the curb across the street. He came back and slammed the door of the truck.
 
   “I’m glad you told me about you and that other guy. That was a really open thing to tell me about. Tonight I’d like you to watch me fuck that girl back there.”
 
   Erica thought about arguing with him but felt like she already knew how it worked. “And if I don’t want to watch you then I can leave, huh?”
 
   He clicked a finger pistol at her and said, “Bingo.”
 
   Erica felt like she would be leaving some day, but not tonight. She would do what he asked her to do.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Halloween
 
    
 
   Walt was apparently planning on fucking the girl in their bed. Erica told him he wouldn’t do that if he ever wanted her to sleep in there again. Surprisingly he didn’t do it. She almost thought he would just to spite her. She knew he didn’t have any really deep feelings for her and yet she knew she was going to stick around for a while. She felt like that meant something. Maybe she was just waiting around for something better to come along. More specifically, someone better to come along since, if she wanted to strike out on her own, there wasn’t really anything stopping her from doing that. So he ended up throwing a blanket down in the hallway (“So my knees don’t get all banged up.”) and fucking the girl there before dragging her into the master bathroom and letting her rot for a day or two in the bathtub. Erica slept on the couch anyway. She didn’t really know why. She actually hoped something didn’t compel her to sleep on the couch every night because it wasn’t really that comfortable.
 
   The next day, sitting on the balcony in the cool October air, Erica realized she began to view their relationship as, well, just that. A relationship. There were things she wanted and things he wanted and both of them were willing to lash out at the other one to do those things. In other words, a comparatively normal relationship. She didn’t know if this made her more comfortable with it or just bored. She still thought she would like to convince him to leave. To get out of Dayton. Maybe even to get out of the United States. It wasn’t exactly paranoia and she mostly believed him when he said he’d been doing this for so long that if something were to happen it would have happened by now. But there was still the possibility they could be caught. She would have to be insane to think they could just go on forever with nothing happening to them. What continually entered into her mind was that there was some kind of super detective out there. Someone who was exactly like they were. She imagined this guy, world weary and haggard, going into some kind of FBI or CIA building every day and practically having to shout to make people listen to him. No one believing him. Maybe they don’t even believe he works there and ask to see his credentials every day. And this detective, he gets really tired of this and it all makes him really mad but, just as she and Walt were hellbent to fulfill their own personal desires, so was this guy. And his one overriding personal desire was justice. He was able to see them, able to see everyone like them, and he waited. He waited in the shadows for their crimes to accumulate or he waited for irrevocable proof. Like she and Walt, he lived in the caves, somewhere deep in the earth, unseen. Unlike she and Walt, he knew where to find the light any time he wanted to.
 
   She thought about the man on the top of the parking garage. She hadn’t seen him since that one night.
 
    
 
   October passed with Erica remaining in this numbed state. On Halloween, she put on her corpse paint, something she hadn’t done in a while, and went out walking around downtown. Walt wasn’t in the apartment when she left. If Halloween were really a day when the dead could walk the earth then it seemed only appropriate they were both out and about this night. While they weren’t technically dead – that would have been a far too simple answer to what she had come to think of as her dilemma – they might as well have been for all the impact they made. Maybe that was why Walt chose to kill people. If they could do anything they wanted and, after all, were only humans capable of performing single human-type tasks, then the only thing they could really do that had any sort of immediate and irreversible impact was to kill another person. She stole, that was her thing, and she doubted this really affected anyone. The stores she typically stole from were insured against this kind of loss and, because she never stole from the same place day after day after day, there probably weren’t any employees who got blamed for it. Not that she really cared. It would actually make her feel slightly better if what she did had even a negative impact.
 
   The clubs across the street from the building were full. Everyone was dressed in some sort of costume, from really elaborate to really lazy. No one gave her a second glance. Just like always. The only difference was that tonight was a night where just about everyone was anonymous. Although she guessed she really wasn’t anonymous so much as invisible. Obviously, people didn’t dress up to become invisible. They dressed up to stand out but, in doing so, they lost a certain part of themselves. Some central identity. Like when Walt told her people recognized her for the makeup and the clothes, that that was who they were getting to know. That was the same with these people. They no longer had names and identities. They were the vampire or the super slutty vampire or the naughty nurse or the werewolf or the zombie or Kirk Cameron. It made her feel comfortable. She wished it were Halloween all the time.
 
   She went to the Epoch and the bartender actually took her order although he did not try and stop her two hours later when she walked out on her tab.
 
   People were still out and about, mostly in groups, going from their cars to the clubs and from the clubs to their cars and then after that where did they go? Probably to parties or to split into smaller groups and finally couples before doing whatever it was normal couples did.
 
   Erica had planned to stay out longer but being around all those people made her feel really lonely and she decided to go back to the building.
 
   She was unprepared for the carnage awaiting her as she opened the apartment door. She stepped into the apartment, her foot hit a puddle of blood, and she almost went down. Someone screamed repeatedly from the direction of the bathroom. A zombie head sat on the dining room table. Its body was slumped over in one of the chairs. What had probably been a witch was face down on the living room floor, a knife jutting from her back. A cowgirl’s legs had been removed and were on the hallway floor. Erica hadn’t seen the rest of her yet. She just assumed it was a cowgirl because the legs had boots on. She turned to go into the bathroom. The screaming came from the girl handcuffed to the shower rod. She had been stripped so Erica wasn’t sure what she had been. The cowgirl was on the vanity, dead and legless, Walt thrusting into her. Erica wasn’t sure he was fucking her vagina or one of the cavities created by the removal of her legs.
 
   When the handcuffed girl spotted Erica she started shouting at Erica to help her.
 
   It didn’t even enter Erica’s mind to try and do this. She looked into the girl’s eyes, the fear blazing in them making her feel a little better about her own shitty life, and turned to go back into the family room. There was another corpse on the couch so Erica turned back around, disappeared into the bedroom, and shut the door.
 
   She fell asleep to the girl’s screams and dreamt about caves and monsters. She was in a pool of water in a cave. A horde of old people, all of them glowing, all of them looking exactly like Granny, surrounded her in the pool. Then Walt was there, yelling and splashing gasoline on them only the gasoline looked more like blood and when they were hit with it they stopped glowing and then he was throwing torches that just seemed to appear in his hands and all of the Grannies were bursting into flame and the cave grew very very bright and when it grew bright enough for her to look at the walls she saw they were all constructed from human bones and instinctively knew Walt had killed all the people who these bones had once belonged to.
 
   She woke up before dawn to find Walt snoring next to her. He hadn’t bothered showering and was covered in blood. The apartment was a mess, blood and hunks of flesh everywhere. She went to the refrigerator to get some water from the pitcher and saw that Walt had left a note on the stainless steel door:
 
   DON’T WORRY ABOUT THE MESS. I CALLED A MAID.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Winter Blues
 
    
 
   In November Walt disappeared for a few days. Erica missed him. This didn’t really surprise her. It wasn’t like she had anything else to miss. The large wall between the living room and the bedroom, what Walt had taken to calling the ‘luxury wall’, was completely covered in human bones. He had some sort of high-powered epoxy in a caulk gun he used to keep them up there. Erica remembered her dream of the cave and a chill ran through her. She considered painting on them, decorating them somehow but it seemed too . . . collaborative, she guessed. The thing with the people, the bones, that was Walt’s thing. She didn’t want to encroach.
 
   The second night he was gone she went down to the Epoch and drank herself into oblivion. She told herself if she had any type of urges, she wouldn’t hesitate in fulfilling them and, if anyone had approached her, she probably wouldn’t have turned them down but, as she suspected, that didn’t happen. She was on her period anyway and felt kind of gross. When they had been having regular sex, Walt never minded when she was on her period. He still went down on her and everything. He might have even enjoyed it more when she was bleeding. Who knew?
 
   On the way back to the apartment she stopped by a newsstand and picked up the latest issue of Glamor Face. Dan Banal from the show Dan Banal was on the cover – red and black flannel shirt tucked into pleated khaki pants. It looked like it could have been an ad for a hardware store. It was the least glamorous issue of Glamor Face she’d ever seen. She wondered if this was considered weirdstream. She didn’t know. Could something be so normal it was weird? Was everything so weird that normal was now weird? And, of course, what was normal? She thought it was a valid question. Some would say there wasn’t really such a thing as normal but she thought there was. Normal was, she guessed, doing what the majority of other people did. Regardless, she had forgotten about Dan Banal and flipped through the television in the bedroom. It was in syndication and seemed to be on all the time. She found it. At first she thought it was the one where Dan Banal made coffee but this was the one where he went to work. He kissed his wife, who sat at the kitchen table, on the forehead and said, “I’ll be back around five-thirty.”
 
   “Okay. See you then,” his wife said.
 
   “Love you,” Dan Banal said.
 
   “Love you too,” his wife said.
 
   He left the house and got into his modest silver Honda Accord. There was a montage of him stopping at red lights and stop signs, a brief close-up of the digital radio dial.
 
   Dan pulled into a small parking lot and walked into work.
 
   He said good morning to a number of people and they said good morning to him. He sat down at a desk and stared intently at a monitor while typing methodically on the keyboard. Then he sat in the break room and pulled something out of a paper bag. A large man came into the break room.
 
   “What did you bring me to eat?” the large man asked.
 
   Dan’s face pinched up into something that may have been a laugh or a smile and he said, “Peanut butter sandwich.” Dan offered it to him.
 
   “No thanks,” the large man said. “I just ate.”
 
   Dan texts his wife: Just finished lunch. Headed back to work.
 
   Later, after he is back at his desk, his phone vibrated and he checked it. It was a text from his wife. It said: Okay.
 
   At the end of the day, Dan waited to clock out. The frazzled looking woman in front of him rolled her eyes and said, “Is it Friday yet?”
 
   Dan made something like a smile and said, “It’s only Tuesday.”
 
   Then he was back in the car where he texted his wife that he was on his way home and the montage was almost exactly like the one where he drove to work except maybe the light was different.
 
   While Walt was gone, the weather turned colder and it rained nearly every day. Erica could feel the winter blues setting in and didn’t feel like doing anything to combat them. The night before he came home, she went to the Epoch again, drank until she felt drunk and warm and came back to the apartment to sit on the balcony and continue to drink from the beer in the refrigerator and smoke while all of her extremities went numb. She looked over at the parking garage, not really expecting to see the figure there again. She didn’t. She didn’t even know why she bothered to look anymore. It was something, she guessed. Tonight all the lights in the parking garage were off and there wasn’t a single car in it. This was the first time she had seen it like this. She didn’t realize how much light the parking garage gave off. That whole block seemed somehow darker and this didn’t do anything to settle her depression. It felt apocalyptic. She liked electricity. She had never lived in a city before but one of the things she liked about it was that it always seemed alive. Even if there weren’t any people out and about, there was still the electricity, humming through lines, doing something. And she imagined all the lights as being warm, even if they were the cold fluorescent ones. She imagined all of them as the final result of some process and she thought if she could follow the lines of electricity back to where it all started she would find some sign of human life. A man in a building cranking something continuously or vigorously riding a bike or shoveling coal into some kind of raging furnace or maybe just flipping a switch. And she knew just by grabbing one of the laptops and researching this she could come up with some kind of answer but she thought the truth would be more boring. She preferred to think of things happening as she imagined them. It wasn’t like she had anyone to argue the truth with.
 
   When Walt came back, it was like he brought the winter with him. It grew even colder and sometime near the end of November there was a massive snowfall. This prevented Walt from going out to hunt. There were now four large deep freezers in the nursery, all of them full, and he ate from them constantly. Sometimes he would be hunkered over the dining room table – he no longer even bothered with plates – eating a mountain of meat and saying, “Nom nom nom,” under his breath. Some days he would go out and vomit off the balcony into the freshly fallen snow and go back to eating it again. He no longer seemed to bother cooking it fully. He would put it in the sink and let it thaw and then maybe throw it in the microwave to bring it up to room temperature. The smell of it seemed to stay in Erica’s nose yet she never got used to it. It started to make her kind of nauseous. Once the snow lifted, the winter continued to grind on. Walt would go out during the day to hunt and then go to the Shop ’n’ Save to buy a case of Pabst Blue Ribbon and come back to the apartment and eat human meat and drink the case of beer. Erica would have one or two to help her sleep and smoked from the time she got up until she went to bed, coming in from the balcony to get warm. Walt had forbidden her to smoke in the apartment and she didn’t argue. They never argued. They talked but they didn’t really talk to each other. They took turns talking. Sometimes. Sometimes they just talked over each other. Every day was so similar it didn’t really matter. It wasn’t like an exchange of information or anything. And whatever internal landscape they shared was mostly pure fiction. Erica didn’t really feel anything, just a cavernous numbness, and she didn’t think Walt even felt that.
 
   They didn’t bother celebrating any of the holidays. On New Year’s Eve, she sat on the balcony and watched the parking lot of the clubs fill up and then empty out and she wondered what it was all for. She felt a certain amount of cynicism toward these people, like they were just living their lives one night at a time but she inevitably turned that cynicism inward. It wasn’t that she wanted to be just like them. She just wanted to do something. Walt had again stopped having sex with her and, with his voracious appetite and beer consumption, had put on a lot more weight. She no longer even felt physically attracted to him. And while she had previously seen his seeming lack of emotion and self-awareness as some kind of puzzle to be figured out, she gradually just assumed there was nothing there, would never be anything there, and that any direction her life was going to go from this point forward would have to be governed by her.
 
   In February, Walt finally did something that interested her. He stopped eating people. Well, he stopped hunting people. He no longer brought them home. There were still the freezers and he continued to eat from them but he didn’t eat such a large quantity and she even thought he might be losing a little weight. He had said he did things until he got tired of doing them and then he did something else. She couldn’t help but think he was transitioning, moving on to something else. She thought about asking him about it but it made her nervous at the same time. They had their routine. She didn’t even know if he was aware of it. Also, she didn’t really know how to approach him and, possibly most of all, she was afraid of whatever answer he would give her. If it were unspoken, maybe, the change didn’t exist. To put it into words made it too real.
 
   By March she realized she had mostly just been lying around the apartment and smoking for about three months. She listened to a lot of music and that comprised a sort of soundtrack to her depression. She found one of those online music sites where you pick a song you like and then it just plays forever, building off that one song. She just let it go. Most of the songs seemed gray. She thought a little but realized how creepy, obsessive, and circular her thought patterns were. She would think about what she was going to say to Walt all day and then by the evening, after she’d had a few beers and smoked a lot of cigarettes, it all seemed ridiculous and she would start thinking about other things, like what she was going to do when she left here, and then she would go to bed and think about caves and figures jumping off parking garages, and then it would start all over again the next morning until she realized she had been doing exactly the same thing for the past few months and it made her think of exactly the way she had felt while watching Granny die and she wondered how long it would last and knew the answer to that question was that she didn’t really know because, had it been up to her, she would have stayed in that sad tiny house and watched Granny die day after day for who knew how long. Walt had been there to break that cycle. She wondered what would have to happen to break this cycle.
 
   On what she thought of as the first night of spring, she decided she had to get out of the apartment. It was warm and breezy and for the first time in a long time she actually felt good. When she left, Walt was wandering around the apartment, naked and dazed, a beer in hand. She went to the Epoch and was surprised to see Dawn sitting at the bar.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Dawn
 
    
 
   Besides Dawn and the bartender, there were only about five other people in the bar. Erica went behind the bar, grabbed a glass, and poured a beer for herself from the tap. She glanced at Dawn but the other girl was fumbling with a pack of cigarettes. Another reason to like the Epoch, Erica thought. Unless it was really busy, no one really cared if you smoked inside. Erica took her beer and sat next to Dawn at the bar. The door was propped open and she could smell the damp spring air mingling with the cigarette smoke and other bar smells. It was a pleasing mélange. Dawn got her cigarette lit and stared blankly at one of the televisions suspended in the corner. Erica thought about saying something to her but, if Dawn didn’t recognize her, she thought it would be really embarrassing. It occurred to her that Dawn was quite possibly thinking the same exact thing. Erica lit a cigarette of her own.
 
   After a few minutes, from her right, she heard Dawn say, “I almost didn’t recognize you.”
 
   Erica finally turned to look at her. She looked good. Erica thought there was a brightness in her eyes that had been missing the last time she saw her but thought that could possibly just have been because she hadn’t seen her when it wasn’t night. But it was night now, and the bar was dimly lit. Maybe she just imagined it.
 
   “Dawn,” she said. “How are you?”
 
   Dawn smiled crookedly, exhaling smoke. “It’s hard to say. How are you?”
 
   “Well . . .”
 
   “Hard to say?”
 
   “I guess I’m just not sure how things are supposed to be. That’s all.”
 
   “It could be good. It could be a waking nightmare.”
 
   “That’s about right.”
 
   “Try living with three of them.”
 
   “But I thought we were just like them.”
 
   “Similar. No one’s just alike and we’re even less alike than they are because we have vaginas.”
 
   “That does explain a lot.”
 
   “So much for the sexes not being different, huh?”
 
   “I still don’t think that explains everything.”
 
   Dawn took a long drink of beer. Erica asked if she’d gotten waited on or if she’d had to help herself.
 
   “Guess.”
 
   “Had to help yourself, huh?”
 
   “For the first one but, after that . . .”
 
   “The bartender saw an empty glass and knew it needed refilled.”
 
   “Yep. Do you even know the bartender’s name?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Come here a lot?”
 
   “I’ve been here a few times.” Erica paused to take a drink of her own beer and asked, “Why are you here?”
 
   “I’ve been here for about a month. I have an apartment nearby.”
 
   “So do we.”
 
   “I know. Mine’s in a different building though.” She named one down the street and Erica felt momentarily sorry for her before remembering that Dawn could probably live wherever she wanted to, also.
 
   “So why Dayton?”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Dawn looked at her and said, “You.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Yeah. It’s . . . hard to explain. I met Blake a couple of years ago. I was into it at first, I guess, getting anything I wanted. But things started . . . I started feeling like I didn’t really connect with any of them. And then you and Walt came that one night and, for a few hours, it felt like I had a friend.”
 
   Erica had felt that way a little but put it out of her mind because she assumed she would never see Dawn again. And it was in the first few days of meeting Walt and she’d convinced herself she could love him.
 
   “Anyway,” Dawn said, “I thought I’d come up here and give it a shot.”
 
   Erica was quiet for a moment, taking a deep drag from her cigarette and a long drink from her glass. “I would love to have someone to talk to.”
 
   “So what’s bothering you?”
 
   “I think I’m depressed. Or feel cooped up or something. I know I could get out and go anywhere I want to relatively easily but I feel like I should try and make things work with Walt and then we can go together.”
 
   “But the truth is that you’re probably just terrified to go anywhere alone.”
 
   Erica thought about this. Dawn was probably right. She’d never really been alone. She’d had moments when she felt alone. Living with her dad after her mom died for a few short months. He was never really there and when he was there he either had a girlfriend with him or was too drunk and involved with whatever was happing on the TV to fool with her. Then he’d taken her and dropped her off with Granny before running away and when Granny was up and about she was a lot of fun to be around and a great companion but as soon as she became bed ridden, Erica was pretty much alone again. But she’d stayed close by those people and would have probably done anything either one of them asked her to. And, realistically, she’d been too young to do anything on her own. And, in school, the only time she went anywhere or did anything that wasn’t required was when one of her friends had asked her to. Still, Dawn had stated it bluntly and it stung. She thought it made her sound weak. She supposed any admission of weakness would sting. It didn’t mean it wasn’t true.
 
   “You’re probably right,” Erica said finally.
 
   “Do you care about Walt?”
 
   “Not specifically. I guess I care for what we are together.”
 
   “I’m not sure what that means.”
 
   “Like, I don’t know, he does his things and I do my things and at the end of the day we’re around each other and, sometimes, do our things.”
 
   “I’d love to know what those things are.” Erica thought this was clever of Dawn. By not asking what those specific things were, it made Erica actually have to think about them. Basically, the only thing they did together was have sex. He frequently abused and degraded her, but that was just part of the sex. At first, it had been very pleasurable for Erica. She hadn’t even minded the roughness. But it had deteriorated. The last few months, they didn’t even really have sex. Erica felt like Walt had become more into the degradation than the sex. He had, more or less, humiliated her. That, she supposed, was the one thing he couldn’t get from a dead girl. He could shit on a dead girl’s chest, but he wouldn’t get the look of disgust he drew from Erica. And there was an element of the humiliation Erica enjoyed provided it was part of mindblowing sex. She needed her degradation to have a payoff. But she couldn’t even think of the last time they’d touched each other.
 
   “So what about you and the Boys?”
 
   Dawn smirked as she crushed her cigarette out against the top of a beer can and immediately lit another. “I burned them alive in their sleep. So I guess you could say I am alive and they are . . . not.”
 
   Erica knew a look of surprise crossed her face but she didn’t know what to say.
 
   “The thing is,” Dawn said, “is that when no one knows you’re alive, no one really misses you when you’re dead.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Why did I do it?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I don’t know. I got tired of being around them. I got tired of being used by them. They passed me around, fucked me at the same time, made me do a lot of really bad things. I thought it was fun at first and then . . . I don’t know. It just wasn’t anymore and I woke up every day hating them and wishing they were dead. Okay, I’m not a really good person and I’m certainly not the type of person who thinks she can make the world a better place and, quite frankly, I still don’t really give a fuck about any of that shit and probably just used this as an excuse to kill them and get away from them without leaving any record of the atrocious things I’ve done save for what’s in my head. But I thought by killing them I was avenging, in a small part, all of the lives they’d taken, all the misery they brought into people’s lives. More than that, think of how many future deaths I eliminated. The last time I killed someone, before the Boys, was terrible and I vowed never to do it again. Do you ever feel that way?”
 
   “Sometimes. But, like I said, I can’t just leave Walt. Definitely don’t think I could kill him. Also, he might be sick.”
 
   “You might hate me for saying this but Walt probably doesn’t love you. Probably doesn’t have many feelings for you at all. In fact, he’s probably planning on killing you. He will probably even make you think that’s what you want.”
 
   “Why would he do that?”
 
   Dawn rolled her eyes and snorted a laugh. “I don’t know, because he’s a fucking sociopath.”
 
   “I don’t really know what to do.”
 
   “Do you love him?”
 
   “I’m not sure I know what love feels like. Like I said, there’s something there. I think I felt something like love when we first met but I definitely don’t feel that strongly about him now.”
 
   They talked a little more. Dawn listened to her. Erica didn’t think anyone had listened to her like that since she would sit by Granny’s bedside and ramble aimlessly for what felt like hours. As Erica grew drunker, she became even more honest. Eventually she told Dawn that she and Walt hadn’t been having sex much lately.
 
   “That’s probably because he’s already picked out your replacement.”
 
   “Replacement?”
 
   “Some people just hate to be alone. All the reasons you’ve given me for not leaving and striking out on your own? Walt has his version of all those same reasons. He will not get rid of you until he has someone who can take your place. He’s probably been scouting her for a while.”
 
   When Erica thought about this, it made sense. She was about ready to ask Dawn if she had any suggestions for getting out of it when Dawn said she had to go to the bathroom. She went toward the back of the bar and Erica grabbed her glass of beer and stepped out onto the sidewalk. A soft rain was coming down so she stepped under the awning of the abandoned shop next door. A woman crossed the street from the bus hub and reached the curb before squatting, pulling up her dress, and urinating onto the street. Gunfire erupted in a parking lot down the street and by the time she finished her cigarette the night was alive with the sound and strobing lights of sirens. A man came out of the bar, vomited onto the sidewalk, and went walking toward all the sirens. Three helicopters circled overhead and Erica wasn’t sure if they were emergency or news choppers. She went back into the bar. Dawn had returned. Now, from a distance and with the other girl unaware of her presence, Erica let her eyes run up and down her. Tight black, long sleeve shirt. Loose black skirt falling to just above the knees. Low top black Converse with no visible socks. She had a tattoo on her left calf but Erica didn’t know what it was. Some kind of symbol or just a random design. She made a note to ask about it later.
 
   Dawn had another beer in front of her. Erica went behind the bar and topped off her glass even though she was already slightly drunk. Over the past several months, she had experienced every stage of drunkenness and recognized this one as the one she liked the most. She would say the first things that popped into her head and, if Dawn were at the same stage of drunkenness, she wouldn’t take anything too hard and would respond with truths of her own. Essentially, it was the stage where everything was kind of funny. Head spinning and skin tingly, it was why people started drinking in the first place. Erica hadn’t done enough drugs to know of one that could make you feel like this all the time but, if such a drug existed, it would probably be her drug of choice. She was still at a stage where she would remember everything with perfect clarity. It made the world seem decent and agreeable. She just had to make it a point to not think about what she was going home to.
 
   When she reached the bar, she placed a hand on Dawn’s back, between her shoulder blades, and didn’t bother taking it away. Erica said, “I’m not looking forward to going home at all.”
 
   Dawn turned slightly toward her and looped an arm around her waist and said, “You don’t have to.”
 
   “I probably do.”
 
   “Well, my place is always open.”
 
   For the next hour or so they sat and talked about things in a not very serious way although the things they were talking about probably involved crimes that would put most people in prison for several lifetimes.
 
   The touching became more frequent. A hand on Dawn’s knee. A comment like, “Oh, your skin’s so soft . . .”
 
   Dawn reached out to rub Erica’s collarbones and said, “These are really nice.”
 
   And by the time they left the bar Erica had entered a stage of drunkenness she thought of as the total need stage. There was a weight in her lower stomach and between her legs. She knew she was slightly wet. She knew if she went home she would wake Walt up and, if his cock actually managed to get hard, she would ride him until she either came or threw up. It hit her how much she really didn’t want him inside her. Especially if what Dawn had said about him finding a replacement was true. For some reason, she could live with him fucking the dead girls. She didn’t like it but she could deal with it. But to think he wanted to replace her completely – physically as well as mentally – made her feel not so much mad as completely unwanted and rejected.
 
   She grabbed one of Dawn’s dangling hands and whispered in her ear. “Do you mind taking me home with you?”
 
   “I wasn’t lying.”
 
   So she followed Dawn a block in the other direction from her apartment. Dawn unlocked the glass front door to the building, the lobby looking like something from a David Lynch film. She unlocked another door to the smaller elevator lobby. The elevator didn’t work so they had to walk up six flights of stairs in a cinderblock stairwell that smelled like bleach, trash, and ass. Erica followed Dawn into a narrow, inadequately lit hallway and into perhaps the smallest apartment she’d ever seen. Erica turned to watch Dawn lock the door, taking this opportunity to again drink the girl in. Shiny black hair pulled back into a loose ponytail. The fine bones in her neck. Pale, soft skin contrasting with her black clothes. A smell like beer, cigarettes, clean night air, and flowers.
 
   Erica knew she wouldn’t make the first move. Dawn turned around from locking the door and seemed momentarily surprised to see Erica still standing there so close. Dawn, possibly as drunk as Erica, took a step toward her and put her hands on Erica’s hips. She leaned in and kissed her softly, slowly, and for a long time.
 
   “Do you want to try?” Dawn asked.
 
   Erica bit her lower lip and nodded.
 
   “It doesn’t have to hurt.” Dawn unfastened the button of Erica’s jeans and pulled Erica’s hand beneath her skirt.
 
   Erica lay in bed a couple of hours later listening to birds chirp outside the cracked window and thinking it felt like taking a warm bath that ended with the strongest orgasm of her life.
 
   She fell asleep thinking of ways to kill Walt.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   New Hobby
 
    
 
   When she left Dawn’s the next afternoon, Dawn asked if she wanted her to come with her. Even though Erica had seen the way Dawn lived with the Boys she didn’t want her stepping into that apartment. She didn’t want her knowing how she lived. She still didn’t know exactly where Dawn stood. She said she had killed the Boys and had given Erica reasons for that so she didn’t think she could show the apartment off as some kind of trophy. Before running into Dawn, the apartment, Walt, everything just was. Now it seemed like something to escape.
 
   She stepped into the apartment. Not surprisingly, Walt wasn’t there. It was in a state of complete disarray. The glass dining room table was shattered. The coffee table was a broken heap on the balcony. There were piles of bloody shit everywhere. The reek was terrible. The mattress from the bed was in the hall, along with the two nightstands and lamps. Erica guessed the frame was probably on the balcony along with the coffee table. She needed clothes for her shower but stopped before turning the knob to the bedroom.
 
   It wasn’t a knob anymore. The door had been replaced. It now looked like something she imagined securing a solitary confinement room in a prison. Thick and metal, possibly iron. Instead of the knob, there was a handle with a very industrial looking lock built into the door. She already knew she wasn’t going to go in there. Probably couldn’t even get in there and she certainly wasn’t going to try right now. She would have to go steal some clothes. She could probably just borrow some from Dawn but that would involve some kind of explanation as to why she needed to do so and she wasn’t prepared for that yet. As she began stepping away from the door, it clanged with an impact. Erica leapt back until she hit the mattress propped against the opposite wall. Someone had thrown herself against the door.
 
   “Hello! Is someone out there! Can you help us!”
 
   Us.
 
   She wondered how many people he had in there. No, ‘people’ was too general. She wondered how many girls he had in there. She wondered if one of them was her replacement.
 
   Why didn’t she just let them out?
 
   Don’t have the key.
 
   That wasn’t the only reason. She still didn’t have Walt’s faith in the gift of being unseen. Or she had a more realistic view. She knew those girls could stay in that room forever and no police, no vigilante tribes were going to come knocking on the door to find them. It was like Walt had dragged them into some cave of nonexistence along with him. But, the way Erica saw it, if she were to let them go, and the girls were to go to someone, then she and Walt would be exposed. It was like a falling tree in a forest not really existing unless someone was there to see it fall. If there wasn’t a person who was going to tell anyone what Walt was doing, he would continue to get away with it, even if he did those things right in front of people. A person had to be sucked into it, had to bathe in the fetid waters of his cave, and then emerge with that sick moisture and damp air still clinging to her to prove she’d been there. To shed light on the inside of the cave.
 
   She went to sit on the balcony and smoke.
 
   She could be that person. She could go to someone and tell everything Walt had done. She could convince them Walt had forced her to do things she didn’t want to do and they’d probably believe her . . . if she was able to get their attention in the first place.
 
   She knew she wouldn’t do that. There were just too many steps involved.
 
   She wanted to stop Walt but she would do it herself.
 
   And it wasn’t even that she wanted to stop Walt. She just wanted to be away from him and didn’t feel like he needed to exist if she wasn’t with him, especially if he planned on replacing her.
 
   She finished her cigarette and went back into the apartment. She was going to take a nap on the couch but the only thing left from it was the frame. She didn’t know where the cushions were. She wanted to run back to Dawn’s but felt like that was too easy. The longer she was away from Walt, the easier it would be to just forget about him and she didn’t want to do that. She decided she would follow him tomorrow. It was a plan, at least. The closest thing she had to one in what felt like a really long time.
 
    
 
   She didn’t nap long and when she woke up she went immediately back out to the balcony. It was a little cooler than it had been but spring was still in the air and the promise of warmer weather was somehow fortifying. The smell in the apartment was just too bad to endure for any long period of time. She heard the front door slam and saw Walt enter the apartment. He straddled one of the piles of shit, unzipped his pants, and urinated on it. An expression of ecstatic glee was plastered on his face. Erica had to look away before she gagged. He zipped up, slid open the balcony door, and stepped out.
 
   “Where were you last night?” he said.
 
   She looked at him. It seemed like it had been a long time since she really looked at him. She remembered when his eyes had made her think of lightning or something electrical but now they just looked clouded and dead. His hair was messed up and uncut. His clothes were dirty and no longer fit very well, he’d gained so much weight.
 
   “That’s not really any of your business.”
 
   “I know you weren’t alone. You don’t do anything alone unless it’s moping around this apartment.”
 
   “I wasn’t alone.”
 
   “Neither was I.”
 
   “I figured.”
 
   “Want to see what I got?”
 
   She didn’t but he’d already wrapped his hand around her wrist and dragged her into the stinking apartment. She knew exactly where he was taking her and had a pretty good idea of what he was going to show her.
 
   He walked her to the new security door and slid open a slot at eye level. She hadn’t even noticed the slot upon her previous inspection.
 
   “Look in there,” he said.
 
   It was actually more at his eye level than hers and she had to stand on her tiptoes. The girls, probably recognizing the sound of his voice, were no longer at the door begging for help. They were on the far side of what had been the bedroom. The balcony doors had been covered with plywood and probably screwed in the wall so securely there wouldn’t be any removing them. She couldn’t see anything else in the room except for the two naked girls.
 
   “I’m going to see how long it takes one of them to kill and eat the other one. I got a couple night vision cameras in there so I can watch them from a laptop virtually anywhere. Oh, and they’re sisters.” He clasped his hands together and she imagined his nipples hardening with excitement.
 
   This had become his idea of a good time. That thought made Erica realize how much things had changed. In the days prior to coming to Dayton, there had been an impending sense of adventure. Since being in Dayton, there was only this – hunt and kill, hunt and kill. And now he’d entered into the next logical phase of that. He was simply playing with his prey like a sadistic cat. It wasn’t just nourishment. It wasn’t even the thrill of eating something unique, something no one else would ever get the chance to eat. It was just mindless amusement. Let’s not just kill them to eat them. Let’s destroy them before they die.
 
   Erica wished she didn’t understand it but she did. She told herself it was revolting because it was Walt doing it. And while it wasn’t something she would have done herself, she didn’t really feel sorry for the girls in the room. They depressed her. The whole situation with Walt depressed her.
 
   “We need to look at getting another apartment,” Erica said. She had stepped away from the door and turned to walk back toward the living room that no one in her right mind would want to live in.
 
   “This place is fine.”
 
   “It stinks. There’s nowhere to lie down –”
 
   “Sure there is!” Walt cut her off. He dragged the mattress from the hallway into the living room and threw it down on the floor. It landed on at least three piles of bloody shit. He flopped down on it, some shit oozing out from underneath, pulled a hunk of what may have been skin from his pocket, and began eating it. His tight t-shirt slid halfway up his belly.
 
   Erica went to the refrigerator, grabbed a beer, and took it out to the balcony.
 
   She repeated this trip to the refrigerator a few more times. Every time she passed the hallway, she glanced to her left and saw Walt standing there, staring into the room. Once he was naked and stroking himself.
 
   Another fog had come up outside. She looked toward the parking garage.
 
   The figure was back and now she really thought it was just some trick of the fog. She had periodically looked for the figure nearly every night and hadn’t seen it since that last night of fog. Behind him, she saw the swelling black shadow. But, wait, she hadn’t seen that the last time, had she? She had seen that with the figure in a dream, right? She couldn’t remember. She had felt so much like she’d been moving through some kind of alternating dream/ nightmare the past several months that when it came to something as relatively miniscule as this detail, she couldn’t remember if it had actually happened or not and wondered how important it was.
 
   She stood up and moved to the balcony railing, continued staring at the figure, not knowing what she wanted. Did she want some sort of acknowledgement? Did she want the figure to wave to her or something? What purpose would that serve?
 
   She threw her empty can of beer off the balcony and waited to hear it hit the asphalt. It never did. Or she never heard it. Or she was really drunk. Or the fog was the cave and it was solidifying around her. She lit a cigarette and went back into the apartment. Walt stood in front of the door, naked, eating from what looked to be the lower part of a human leg. She also noticed, for the first time, flesh colored rings encircling a number his fingers. She thought about asking what they were but felt like she already knew: assholes. Walt was using human assholes as body jewelry. He didn’t acknowledge her. She grabbed two more cans of beer and left the apartment. She didn’t bother locking or even shutting the door.
 
   She went down through the gleaming lobby, light classical music tinkling all around her, the front desk clerk’s head gently bobbing up and down as he fought off sleep. She stepped out into the fog and nearly stepped on the beer can she’d thrown off the balcony.
 
   A homeless guy came at her through the fog. “I need a couple bucks for the bus, lady.”
 
   “Suck my dick,” she said.
 
   The man dropped to his knees and started howling up at the sky. It was the first time she’d seen this approach. She continued across the street, listening to the man’s insane howls. She heard another voice, possibly the front desk clerk. Maybe he was more of a security guard than a desk clerk. Maybe he was both. He was probably asking the man to move it along but she couldn’t make out anything he said.
 
   She moved diagonally through the intersection, toward the parking garage. She thought about Dawn, possibly in her apartment just a block away. What was the other girl doing? Erica wondered if she had gone to the Epoch tonight and, if she had, Erica wondered if she had gone home alone. And if she had gone home with someone else, had it been a man or a woman? Erica realized the thought of Dawn bringing anyone back to her apartment infuriated her. She felt the anger in her cheeks, pushing through the drunkenness, pushing through her current sense of spacy alienation, pushing through everything.
 
   Walt, jerking off in front of two naked girls while he waited for one of them to get hungry enough to kill and eat the other one.
 
   A figure on a parking garage staring out into the fog.
 
   Dawn on her bed, some young guy who has something Erica can never have smiling lecherously up at her while he slides her jeans down her pale thighs.
 
   A homeless man rolling around on the street behind her.
 
   The whole world milked over and gone mad.
 
   She entered the parking garage and took the elevator up to the roof. She crossed the asphalt not knowing what she wanted. Then she stopped.
 
   She watched the dark place in the fog. Inky black and swirling toward the figure standing on the very edge of the parking garage. It dawned on her that that was what had been weird about watching the figure from across the street. If it had been standing on the asphalt, it would have seemed shorter and less precarious. But it stood on the ledge. Its toes were probably hanging off into the fog. The shadow came for the figure. Moved over the figure, cloaking it in black, making it disappear. Erica continued toward the figure, hoping to catch a glimpse of it before it was gone completely. She moved into the shadow and everything went dark. Everything went away.
 
   She sat cross-legged and assumed her ass rested on the asphalt of the top level of the parking garage. She couldn’t see. Could only feel the parking lot’s solidity. She thought of something else and stood up and looked back toward the apartment, wondering what it looked like from over here but she couldn’t see it. And maybe the shadow did something to the inside of her too because she didn’t even know what she expected to see and whatever anger she had been feeling only moments before was now completely gone. She sat back down in that space or that absence of space and smoked cigarettes and drank beer until it was like her consciousness melted into that black fog.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Growing Apart
 
    
 
   A black, heavy hum settled into her bones. She stood up with difficulty. The fog was still very thick. She couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of her. She took a deep breath, expecting the fog to feel clean and moist in her mouth, nasal passages, and lungs. But it was acrid. Like breathing a cloud of toxic waste. As if hypnotized, she got on the elevator. The lighting in the car was the color of infected pus. When the elevator stopped she got off and had the feeling the elevator hadn’t just taken her to ground level but somewhere much deeper. Not Hell. She wasn’t foolish enough to believe in that sort of thing. Maybe the cave that had been plaguing her. And even when she stepped out from the parking garage and onto the sidewalk she felt the gray weight of the fog on her.
 
   And it was dark. Like all of the lights had gone out downtown. The fog should have given everything more of the milky quality it had earlier. Instead it was just black.
 
   She stopped and looked down, still feeling dazed, nothing quite registering. On the sidewalk two feet to her left lay a bloody hunk of meat. She was pretty sure it was a kidney. A year ago she never would have known what that looked like.
 
   All the sounds had gone away too. Not just muted by the fog. Gone.
 
   If she turned to her left she could go back to the apartment. She didn’t want to go back to the apartment. Didn’t want to see Walt. And she was slightly afraid. If what Dawn said was true, if Walt had found a replacement, Erica’s days were numbered.
 
   If she turned to her left and then to her right, she could go to Dawn’s, but she was pretty sure she’d already been over that. She had things to straighten out. She wanted to get them straightened out before sinking any time into Dawn.
 
   She turned to her left, deciding to go to the Epoch. She had no idea what time it was and didn’t know if they would be open or not. It was only a short block but, with nothing to gauge time or distance with, it seemed to take forever. She crossed the street without checking to see if any cars were coming. The thought of cars and buses didn’t even really occur to her. This felt like a foreign landscape, something prehistoric or even lunar. She was glad the Epoch had the name of the bar stenciled on the door. Otherwise, she didn’t know if she would be able to even recognize it. From street level, all the buildings looked the same, and she couldn’t see to the tops of anything. It didn’t look like any lights were on beyond the door but she grabbed the handle and pulled anyway. It opened.
 
   The only light coming from inside the bar was the clean, gray light she recognized from the people sleeping in the cave, never mind that that was a dream. She had thought of the figure that way too, even though she was pretty sure that was a dream, as well.
 
   The figure was the sole person in the bar. This close, she stopped thinking of the figure as an it and began thinking of it as a male. He sat on a stool and turned to look at her when she entered farther. She looked at the floor. An inky blackness ran from the door to beneath the figure. It seemed to be dripping off him, over top of that weird gray luminescence like black water running down a windowpane. It was like he had dragged the shadow here with him. She wondered if she had been following him the whole way without realizing it. A full glass of beer sat on the bar. He motioned toward it. She sat on the stool next to him. She lifted it to her mouth, stopping at the halfway point. A heart was shoved into the glass and she didn’t know why she hadn’t noticed it before lifting it up. She gagged slightly but before she could set the glass back down, the figure nudged it toward her mouth.
 
   “You need to drink this.” The figure didn’t move his lips because he didn’t really have any. She hadn’t realized how appropriate it was to think of him as ‘the figure.’ That’s really what it was. A figure. More male than female but otherwise almost an abstraction. Like a loose outline of a human being filled in with some kind of glow-in-the-dark gray paint. The voice was in her head and it was probably some approximation of her own but it was one that seemed foreign to her.
 
   She took a drink of the beer. If she was as drunk as she thought she had been, it should have been enough to make her throw up.
 
   “All of it.” The voice was insistent but it rattled around in her head as something more like wisdom than a demand.
 
   She chugged the rest of the beer. When she returned the glass to the bar, the heart was no longer in it. She should have felt it enter her mouth, should have felt it slide down her throat. She hadn’t said anything to the figure. She didn’t know what to say. She wondered if he was someone like she and Walt and Dawn and the Boys. One of the unnoticed. Maybe this was what happened to people like them. Maybe they just became gray, shapeless wrecks, out to play tricks on the living. Something gurgled in her stomach. She looked back at the glass and it was again full. This time it was filled with something the same color as the man and it finally occurred to her that that was also the same color as the fog or maybe the moon. She drank it all.
 
   The bar fell away around her and she floated down through black space. When she could finally put her feet on the ground and gain some level of equilibrium, everything around her was pitch black. The only thing she could see was the figure and she had to gauge how far away it was from her by its size. She walked to catch up with it, not knowing what she might be stepping in. She did not walk quickly. There was something too intangible about her surroundings to allow her to walk quickly. She continued to gain ground on the figure and saw another light in the distance. It looked bright but it still had the same grayish quality as the man. She could hear her breath and feel her pulse pounding in her neck. She wondered if they were moving uphill.
 
   Time seemed completely irrelevant. Even space seemed irrelevant. Erica barely felt like she even knew who she was. Aside from the seeming imperative that she follow this figure, the only real sensation she had was that of moving very far away from something. The immediacy of following the figure and the deprivation of her surroundings made it impossible to chase that thought. Moving very far away from something. She was sure it meant something. She was sure it was something she needed to think about but it seemed like it might be a black tunnel just like this one only maybe that tunnel didn’t have the figure, didn’t have any light at the end. As she closed the distance between them, she did have one thought. It flickered through her brain like sunlight. She was back at Granny’s house, sitting beside her bed and waiting for her to die, but the thought of it, however brief, seemed to lift all the blackness and the layers and layers of gray stone she was sure were going to crumble around her any second.
 
   Now she was able to match the figure stride for stride and it felt like they moved very quickly. The light in the distance continued to grow brighter and brighter and soon it was almost too bright to look upon.
 
   She was able to tell these were the people she had seen before. And, through their illumination, she could see the walls of the cave. Last time, even if it had only been a dream, Walt was in here with her and she had felt claustrophobic and terrified. Now she felt something like peace. There must have been thousands of nearly uniform people lying on their uniform cots. She followed the figure to the middle of them and it made something inside of her swell to turn in a circle and see all of these glowing people for as far as she could. The figure must have taken her to some kind of epicenter. It motioned to an empty cot. Did it want her to lie down on it? It occurred to her to ask but she didn’t know if she could make her mouth move. And, anyway, if this figure could speak from within her head then didn’t it stand to reason that it should be able to hear her thoughts without her having to vocalize them?
 
   It motioned to the cot again.
 
   Erica tried to say, “No,” but her voice fell out of her mouth and down into the heavy space surrounding her.
 
   Why didn’t she just get on the bed?
 
   Because getting on the bed was death.
 
   The figure motioned toward it a third time, even more insistent.
 
   Erica shook her head. The clear fluorescent light in the figure’s eyes dimmed noticeably.
 
   It got on the bed and crouched down. Erica instinctively backed away as the figure shit a runny, bloody mess onto the previously clean cot. She continued backing away. All the other figures were now stirring. Whatever peaceful feeling she’d had was completely obliterated. The figures were sluggish at first but began moving more quickly as Erica moved farther through them.
 
   They tore at themselves. They clawed at their chests. Fog ran down their stomachs and the fronts of their legs. Now that they all had their eyes open, it made the space even brighter and Erica had to squint. She couldn’t even train her vision at their eye level, forcing her to look lower, forcing her to watch them mutilate themselves. She saw one of them pull something like a heart out of its chest. The figure threw the organ at Erica. The others were doing the same thing. She now stood in a river of blood. Her clothes were soaked with it. She tried to walk faster and faster but the blood rose to her knees and then her thighs. By the time she thought she was almost out of their expansive circle, she allowed herself one last glance backward and saw nothing. All of their eyes had dimmed. Their glowing lights seemed to have been extinguished. The air was fetid and then it was closing around her, the river of blood washing over her head and making it impossible to breathe.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Numbered Days
 
    
 
   She woke up in Dawn’s bed, the clean smell of the morning breeze and the fresh cotton from the curtains and bed linens mixing with a stale stench of sweat and old beer probably coming from her. She got out of bed on shaky legs and wandered around the small apartment. Dawn was nowhere to be found. Erica wondered how she had gotten here. She smoked a cigarette in the bathroom, the exhaust fan running. Dawn still hadn’t appeared so she left and headed back to the apartment.
 
   As she reached the corner her building was on, she saw Walt emerge from the lobby. She expected him to get into his hulking truck and was surprised when he didn’t. So his routine had changed. She wasn’t normally awake when he left in the mornings but was under the impression he always took his truck to hunt like the time they’d driven over the girl in the Walmart parking lot. She had planned on following him anyway so the timing seemed especially serendipitous. That wasn’t really true, she knew. Today was a horrible day for this. What she would have liked more than anything was to be able to go up to the apartment and take a long shower and put on some clean, comfortable clothes and lie in bed all day. Maybe watch TV or maybe just watch the shadows sundial across the ceiling. She passed the building, remaining about a block behind him. It was difficult to lose yourself in a city as small as Dayton. If he turned around, he would have seen her easily. But he would have only turned around if it mattered that someone was following him. He didn’t care. He didn’t have to. Just like she didn’t have to care. Not really. She just hadn’t been aware of this fact for as long as Walt had so she had yet to grow entirely comfortable with it.
 
   He went west two blocks, paused, and then crossed the street, not bothering with a crosswalk. She stayed close to the buildings on her side of the street. She liked the idea of hiding even if she didn’t really have to. She wondered what Walt would do if he happened to notice her. She thought she knew. She thought he would pretend not to notice her. He would make her draw attention to the fact she was following him. He might ask her why she was following him. When she told him she was doing it because she suspected he had found someone else then he would probably tell her the truth or lie, depending on whatever response amused him the most.
 
   Once on the other side of the street he stopped in front of the glass window of a shop. It was a cafe. She stood in front of an abandoned office building with broken windows and watched him. He just stood there, staring into the cafe. He didn’t go in. Erica couldn’t see what he was looking at. She crossed the street and came to a stop about three feet behind him, tracking the movements of his head so she could see what he saw.
 
   Then she saw her.
 
   The replacement.
 
   What made her think this was her replacement?
 
   The first thing was the way Walt just stood there looking at her. The second thing was that she was so close. If she was someone Walt had noticed before and she was just another one of his victims then he would have dragged her back to the apartment screaming and had his way with her. The third thing was the way he looked at the girl. True, Erica couldn’t see his eyes but there was almost a . . . tenderness in the crook of his head and slope of his shoulders. Had that been there when he had been stalking her? She would never know. She didn’t even know if it would make her feel good to think that it had been.
 
   And the replacement . . . Definitely Walt’s type and yet opposite enough from Erica to represent the slightly different path all relationships are to take. Young. Black hair. Erica couldn’t tell from here, but it looked like her eyes might be dark too, an effect that might have been created from the eyeliner. She was sure Walt could tell her what color the girl’s eyes were if she asked. The girl wasn’t fat but there was a lot more meat to her than there was to Erica.
 
   Erica headed back to the apartment, knowing she wouldn’t be there much longer.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Space
 
    
 
   She supposed she could have just gone back to Dawn’s but it seemed too easy. Entering the apartment, she found it awash in overt attempts to fill her with unease. Walt had taken to scrawling slogans over everything, probably in his shit or someone else’s blood.
 
   I HATE ERICA
 
   ERICA IS A CUNT
 
   ERICA IS STUPID
 
   ERICA IS A WHORE
 
   ERICA SMELLS RETARDED
 
   I WANT TO KILL AND EAT ERICA
 
   Not that any of this was a great surprise. Nor were any of the messages particularly original. Erica wasn’t even sure Walt had ever used her name while speaking to her. She hadn’t even been sure he knew what it was. She heard the screams, now more ragged, coming from the bedroom. Part of her wanted to go throw the door open and let the girls out. But she knew she wouldn’t do that. She appeased herself by thinking it was because she didn’t have the key and there was no way she could get that door open without the key but she knew there were other reasons too. She always thought maybe she should just surrender this apartment to Walt and get one of her own. Hell, just go live with Dawn full time. Convince Dawn to get the fuck out of Dayton. If Dawn was here because of her then it seemed perfectly logical she would leave if Erica wanted her to. But that felt too much like giving up.
 
   She found the keys to the Jaguar under a blonde’s scalp and, after going down and finding it parked on the street, she was not surprised to see the sheaf of parking tickets accumulated under the windshield. Why wouldn’t they just tow it? Wouldn’t they at least run the plates and find that the car was either stolen or belonged to a missing person? She had seen and experienced enough to know that people like she and Walt had a certain amount of invisibility but where did it end? Did it somehow prevent law enforcement from even looking into the mysteries undoubtedly surrounding this car?
 
   It was too late to think about that. If she hadn’t been so enamored with Walt, so sucked in to his bizarre mystery, she would have asked herself these questions a long time ago.
 
   She threw the stack of tickets onto the ground and drove fast to the suburbs. She went to Walmart and appropriated a tent, a space heater, a small battery powered lamp, and two five-gallon gas cans. Then she went to the gas station and filled the cans up. She stopped at a truck stop farther north of Dayton and let a trucker violate her in several savage ways in one of the coin operated shower stalls. When they had finished, Erica told him he was the last man who would ever fuck her, asked him how it felt, and then slit his throat.
 
   She drove back to the building, fast, and left the cans of gas in the car. She took a tube of lipstick from her purse and wrote on the windshield: LEAVE THIS CAR THE FUCK ALONE.
 
   Walt still had not come back by the time she got up to the apartment. She went to the refrigerator and pulled out several hunks of meat and shoved them through the slot at the top of the door to the bedroom. She heard the girls fall hungrily on the meat. Erica had resigned herself to the fact they were going to die but, at least this way, they weren’t forced to play Walt’s game. They were not going to fight and maul the other one for food if they were not hungry. And they were so hungry they weren’t going to turn down whatever Erica put through that door. Hopefully they would have it consumed before Walt looked in at them.
 
   Erica dragged the tent out to the balcony and set it up. There was an electrical outlet for her to plug the space heater into. It was actually fairly pleasant outside right now but she knew it would get colder tonight. She went into the bathroom and ripped the mirrored door from the medicine cabinet. She looked in one of the closets and, amongst a lot of things that made her feel queasy, she found a couple of buckets she planned to piss and shit in for however long was necessary. She went down to the car and brought up the cans of gas.
 
   For the most part, Erica stayed in her tent with the flap open, gaze trained toward the apartment. Around sunset, Walt came back and noticed her out on the balcony. Actually, he seemed to notice the tent first. He crossed the living room and locked the balcony door. Why a door on this level even had a lock on it was beyond Erica but, there she was, locked out. She didn’t suppose it really mattered. She was mainly out here to prove a point anyway, she guessed.
 
   Later she saw Dawn out walking, probably on her way to the bar, and thought about calling down to her but didn’t because she wanted this to be between she and Walt.
 
   That night she dreamed about eating the tent. She ate the tent and then she ate everything else on the balcony. Her stomach was huge and uncomfortable. She felt like vomiting and dropped onto her knees and vomited out the glowing gray figure. She tried to catch it, not entirely sure what she would do with him if she did get him, but he launched himself off the balcony, floated down to the first floor of the parking garage before scurrying up the side of the dark tower. Once atop the dark tower he was almost too small to be seen. Then he threw himself off the roof and plunged toward the street, getting larger and larger. She half-expected him to float back toward her but he dropped until he hit somewhere in the middle of the street and shattered like a light bulb. When she turned around, she noticed the tent was back, only this time it was made from the various scalps of humans and all of the hair looked like it had been permed.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Part Three
 
   Purge
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Cleaning House
 
    
 
   The next morning Walt walked down to the cafe and stood there. She watched him watching the girl for about an hour before she realized how hungry she was and used one of the sturdy chairs on the balcony to break the glass in the door. She walked to an Irish bar at the perimeter of the Oregon District, ate a lot, drank a couple of beers and went back to the apartment. She guessed Walt would spend most of the day loitering in front of the cafe. She gathered everything that would burn, dragged it out to the balcony, doused it in gasoline, and set it ablaze, half hoping the fire would enter the apartment and rid the world of that as well. Then she could think of it as an accident. She couldn’t set the actual apartment on fire with the girls still in that room, although being burned alive was probably a better fate than what otherwise awaited them. She found a crowbar in the closet and chiseled off the bones from the wall. She put the bones in trash bags, dragged them to the elevator, and sent them down. She didn’t know why she wanted the apartment to be void of everything but it seemed of the utmost importance. Maybe she saw all of the filth and carnage as some kind of security blanket for Walt. Once she started cleaning, she realized she was too lazy to do it herself and there really wasn’t much of a reason to. Also, if she did it herself, she knew it wouldn’t be remotely done before Walt came back.
 
   She called an emergency cleaning service. That was what it was called. She didn’t know what constituted a cleaning emergency. Over the phone, she told them to clean everything except for the bedroom, the one with the door that looked like something you would see in a jail or an insane asylum. Then she called a drywall company and asked if they could paint the walls after they put the drywall up and could they do it, like, today? They said they could. Then she called a clown and told him that he would probably just be performing for a bunch of blue-collar guys who were working but that he should really give it his all. He said he could be there in a half hour. She left a note that read: 
 
    
 
   Walt,
 
   Does she know about you?
 
   XOXO,
 
   Erica
 
    
 
   P.S. Never fucking lock me out again. I swear I’m going to kill you one of these days!
 
    
 
   She taped it to the refrigerator door. Before leaving the apartment, she wrote blank checks to each party using the woman who had lived here before’s checkbook, and went to Dawn’s.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Seeing Other People
 
    
 
   Dawn seemed happy to see her. They went out to get dinner and had drinks at the Epoch. They went back to Dawn’s apartment. She lit some incense and they sat on the couch and felt one another up for about an hour, neither of them saying anything. Eventually they ended up in Dawn’s bed and Erica felt like she never wanted to be anywhere but right here. When they finished a couple of hours later, they lay in the bed, their heads touching, and smoked cigarettes. Neither one of them were very tired.
 
   “I want to be with you all the time.” Dawn stared at the ceiling. A tear rolled from the corner of her eye. Erica turned to her and licked the tear away.
 
   “We’ll leave. As soon as it’s over, we’ll leave.”
 
   “Good. Where are we going to go?”
 
   “We can go anywhere you want.”
 
   “Anywhere we want.”
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
   They fell into a comfortable silence, the creaking apartment and buzzing city the only sounds.
 
   “Are we dead?” Erica asked.
 
   “No,” Dawn said, not even thinking about it. “Not dead. Something else.”
 
   “Is it some kind of punishment?”
 
   “I don’t think so. I don’t want to believe that.”
 
   “If not dead then what?”
 
   “Insubstantial.”
 
   “But you would think even if an insubstantial person inflicts enough damage they’d be noticed.”
 
   “You would think a lot of things. I’ve tried to grasp it for a while too. I’m not sure it makes any more sense now than it did the first time I found out about it.”
 
   “The Boys showed you?”
 
   “I used to think that but, the more I thought about it, I think it was probably my mom. I think she was insubstantial. I think she could have done anything she wanted to do and chose not to. She chose to be my dad’s servant or live-in maid or something. And then, I don’t know, maybe it gains in intensity over time. Thinking about it too much will drive you crazy. If you want to know why there aren’t more people like us, it’s because the suicide rate is high. Even before the Boys I’d done some . . . pretty terrible things. Things I don’t want to repeat.”
 
   “And things you don’t want to die for. I think, possibly, I’d done some things before meeting Walt. I don’t want to think about them.”
 
   “You don’t have to.”
 
   “I keep seeing a cave. And these gray figures . . . They’re like ghosts but I think they want to say something to me. They might even want to see me suffer.”
 
   Dawn reached down and took her hand. “You don’t have to think about any of that anymore.”
 
   An hour later Erica sighed and said she guessed she’d better get back to the apartment. Dawn told her to be careful, watched her put on her clothes, and gave her a long, slow kiss at the front door.
 
   The apartment looked much like it had when they’d first come there, minus the furniture. Walt lay naked and face down in the middle of the living room floor. Erica smirked and went to go sleep in the bathtub.
 
   She decided if he was still sleeping when she woke up then she would grab a knife from the kitchen and stab him in the back repeatedly.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Domestic Violence
 
    
 
   At first she thought her alarm was going off and then realized it was Walt standing above her with a chainsaw. Thinking she was in bed, she slid to the other side but was met with the resistance of the tiled bathroom wall. He brought the chainsaw close to her face. She could smell the gas and the oil on the chain. She brought her knees into her chest and closed her eyes, completely passive. It occurred to her that, other than during intercourse when she had maybe kind of sometimes asked for it, Walt had never hit or even threatened to hit her. She waited for the bite of the chainsaw. Waited for it to ruin her face. Maybe she would stop being invisible then. He pulled the chainsaw away. She opened her eyes to see it sitting on the toilet next to the tub. Walt sat on the edge of the tub like a parent giving a child a bath. He had his face in his hands and appeared to be crying. She doubted he was actually crying. She wasn’t going to comfort him.
 
   “What went wrong?” he blubbered.
 
   “Are you . . . serious?”
 
   The chainsaw vibrated frenetically. It was only a matter of time before it slid off the toilet. Possibly into Walt but possibly into the tub where it would gnaw her legs that, since she’d stopped fucking Walt, were remarkably bruise free.
 
   “I’ve done everything for you. I took you away from that place. I brought you here. Let you do anything you want. I showed you things. Showed you parts of myself I haven’t let anyone see.”
 
   You brought me here to be closer to her, Erica wanted to say.
 
   Now he seemed to be bawling hysterically. Like a kid who acts apologetic or wounded to get out of trouble. He brought his head from his hands and bellowed toward the ceiling. “Why are doing this to me!”
 
   Erica almost laughed.
 
   The chainsaw vibrated and touched him and she waited for him to jump up and squeal. She was going to try and dart around the other side of him. There must have been some kind of trigger you pressed to set the blade in motion because it didn’t cut him. He calmly swiveled around and turned it off. He reached into the tub, between her legs, and massaged her vagina.
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you,” he said.
 
   He didn’t make eye contact with her and she didn’t know what to say. Didn’t know if she should play his game in the time she had left or resist him completely.
 
   She pulled his large hand from between her legs and said, “Don’t.”
 
   “I understand,” he said. “I really do. I’ve . . . hurt you somehow. I’ll find a way to make it better. Just give me some time.”
 
   She took his hand in both of hers and said, “We’ve got all the time in the world. I love you so much, Walt.”
 
   “Let’s go watch the girls, huh.”
 
   He stood up and she followed him. He slid the eye slot on the door open and motioned for her to get close. The girls were sleeping in the far right corner. One of them lay on her back, the other’s head resting on her stomach.
 
   “What I can’t figure out,” Walt said, “is why they haven’t tried to eat each other yet. They have to be starving but they don’t even fight.”
 
   Erica swallowed hard and hoped it wasn’t audible. “Were they . . . friends? Before?”
 
   “I told you they were sisters. But there are no friends or relatives when it comes to survival. You know that.”
 
   She was going to back away, bolt to the front door, toss a lame excuse at him, and get out of the apartment, but his hand was already around the back of her neck. He laughed shortly and slammed her head against the door. The pain was tremendous and shot from the top of her head to the arches of her feet. Then he did it again. And again until she lost consciousness.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Breaking Up
 
    
 
   When she finally came to Erica felt like she was falling and her heart skipped crazily, the blood rushing to her head threatening to send her back into unconsciousness. A few quick seconds and she figured out what had happened to her. It made her wish she were falling to her death.
 
   She was suspended upside down from the balcony. She tightened her stomach muscles enough to raise her torso and look at her feet, her body shaking with the effort. Walt wasn’t the only one who’d fallen out of shape the past few months. A yellow rope was bound around her ankles. If she were meatier, the rope would dig in. Given her relatively low body fat, the greatest risk she faced, aside from falling, was severe rope burn. And that was only if she struggled too much. She would probably fall first. If she knew Walt as well as she thought she did, the rope probably wasn’t tied very well. She could only know Walt’s actions. She didn’t think she could ever know Walt. Or, rather, she thought she knew him pretty well and there just wasn’t much to know. In that way, they were a lot alike. Could two people be attracted to each other based on a mutual lack of empathy and conscience? Well, she thought her current predicament probably answered that question. And given the fact she had seemingly faded from humanity’s radar, she didn’t see anyone coming along to save her any time soon. Maybe Dawn. Maybe.
 
   She let herself go limp. It felt better that way. She stared at the sidewalk beneath her and the people walking to and from wherever. Focusing on things made her feel less likely to pass out.
 
   She heard Walt laughing and once again strained to look toward her feet, toward the balcony. She immediately wished she hadn’t. He stood at the railing, cock in hand, and she braced herself for the rancid torrent of piss that hit her in the face.
 
   A naked woman dangling from a balcony in the downtown of a city and no one even stopped to gawk. She wondered if she had really been doing everything she wanted. Maybe all she wanted was for people to notice her. But how did that sound? How would that have sounded when Walt asked her what she wanted to do and she replied that she wanted to be noticed by as many people as possible?
 
   She thought about pleading with him, promising things, but he was already gone.
 
   She continued to hang and wait, watching normal people go to their normal jobs and live their normal lives. Was that what she wanted? She didn’t think so.
 
    
 
   There was a moment when the streets and sidewalks were oddly empty and she had the sensation she’d gone under, passed out, or ruptured something in her brain. She imagined everyone slowly disappearing from the surface of the earth until it was just her, dangling in a breeze that, under the circumstances, would seem spectral. Then she watched a homeless guy sift through a blooming pot of plants and figured it must just be some kind of afternoon lull.
 
   Walt came back out to the balcony and shook the rope as if to rouse her from sleep. Maybe it was to scare her. She didn’t know if she thought of it as frightening. How could falling a few stories to the concrete be any worse than what awaited her if Walt decided to drag her back up and take her into the apartment?
 
   He looked over the railing at her until she made eye contact with him.
 
   “How could you do this to me?”
 
   She wasn’t going to argue with him. She wouldn’t like the sound of her voice and would therefore be powerless from the outset.
 
   “I’m a sick man.”
 
   To say the least, she thought.
 
   But he didn’t mean sick in the head. He braced himself on the railing and vomited. Most of it passed in front of her face in a stinking cloud, but some of it landed on her and she wiped it away with balloon arms.
 
   “I keep doing that!”
 
   He didn’t need to shout to be heard and it didn’t exactly sound like he was mad.
 
   He heaved again.
 
   “I’ve been sick for a while. Maybe that’s why I’ve done the things I’ve done. Just trying to get it all in. I don’t think I’m going to get any better.”
 
   As much as she didn’t want to, she decided to talk.
 
   “Do you need someone to take care of you? I’m . . . I’m not sure what you’re asking.”
 
   “I’ve already found someone else to take care of me. That’s what I wanted to tell you. This is really hard for me.”
 
   “You’re . . . you’re leaving me?” She tried to sound surprised.
 
   “I think it would be better for both of us. You’re not very nurturing.” He vomited over the side again.
 
   “It doesn’t have to be like this, Walt. You could bring me up. Let me live. I won’t bother you. I promise. I’ll pack my stuff and be on my way.”
 
   “I don’t like the thought of anyone else having you.”
 
   “Then what do you want? Do you want me to stay with you and this new person? Is she okay with it? Is it even a she?”
 
   He roughly shook the rope again. “Of course it’s a she! I’m not a fucking faggot.”
 
   “Okay okay. I’m just . . . like I said, I’m just not sure what you want.”
 
   He lit a cigarette, leaned over, and blew smoke toward her. “I’m going to pull you up now and put you in the room with the girls.”
 
   He began pulling on the rope. It dug into her ankles and it felt like she was being stretched to the breaking point. When he got her close enough, he grabbed her calves with his hands and pulled her up. She felt like it could all be a joke. That he could bring her up this far and untie the rope before dropping her again, this time unfettered.
 
   Even though her body felt weird from being suspended like that for such a long time, she had every intention of trying to get away from him. She didn’t know exactly what he had planned but it seemed to be some kind of end game. If he was going to bring the girl from the cafe back any time soon, she knew he would probably want some level of normalcy in the apartment, which meant he would construct some grand finale for those remaining people. Erica felt stupid for getting the apartment cleaned. That might have involved organizational skills beyond his control and it might have been just that one hang up that prevented him from ever having the girl from the cafe back to the apartment. But she knew that was faulty logic. Walt did not put down any roots. If he was afraid to bring her back to the apartment he would have probably just insinuated himself into her life before dragging her along on some kind of trail of destruction like he had with Erica.
 
   Her feet came down on the concrete of the balcony and before she could move an inch toward the doors, Walt wrapped the rope around her, pinioning her arms to her sides and binding her feet together. He punched her in the stomach hard enough to take all the fight from her and dragged her toward the room with the girls in it. She could have tried to scream but didn’t see the point in it.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Support Group
 
    
 
   The first thing that struck her about the room was the stench. She guessed, maybe, because the stench hadn’t wafted out into the rest of the apartment, she just hadn’t thought about it. But the simple logistics of the girls’ situation warranted it. She wouldn’t have had to think about it very long to know it would stink in there. Still, the intensity of it was eye watering – rotten meat and piss and shit and blood and sweat and some all-pervading stench Erica thought of as girl stink, something unique to poorly cleaned girls’ locker rooms and bathrooms, something like menstruation and BO.
 
   The next thing that struck her was how dark it was. She had looked into this room before and didn’t know why it hadn’t struck her until now. There weren’t any lights in it and the rest of the apartment was kept laboratory bright. Once the slot in the door was shut, it was completely black. She didn’t know how long it had been since she’d experienced this utter blackness. Possibly never. How is that possible, she thought, that people born into this modern world could go their entire lives and never experience total darkness? It made her think of the cave. And that made her think Walt should be in here. But Walt didn’t really dwell in a cave. Not even the cave she had in her head. Walt dwelled in a more metaphorical cave. It didn’t matter how bright his surroundings were, he would put out the light. Wherever he went he established a perimeter of total darkness.
 
   Erica had forgotten what the two girls in the room looked like, if she had ever known. She had thrown them food and looked at them with Walt, but she hadn’t let her gaze linger, hadn’t taken the pleasure of looking upon them as Walt did. She also didn’t know how long they’d been in here.
 
   “Hello?” Erica said into the darkness.
 
   There were grunts from the far corner.
 
   Had they been in here long enough to lose their minds from fear and hunger?
 
   “I’m not going to hurt you,” Erica said.
 
   More grunts.
 
   Erica meant what she said. She had no intention of hurting either one of them unless they attempted to hurt her. At this point, she was certainly the strongest of the three. She could kill one or both of them and not worry about starving for a while, at least. Even thinking about her situation imbued her with an overwhelming sense of defeat. There didn’t seem to be a point to anything. Well, she guessed the point to everything about this room was Walt’s entertainment. She knew whatever she did would only delay the inevitable – her death. She could kill them and eat them or just kill them because they threatened her but she knew the end result would be her dying alone in this room. If she didn’t kill them, they would surely die before she would. Then she would be stuck in the room with two rotting corpses. She wondered how long it would take for her to break down and start eating them. She knew, at the moment, being still somewhat sane, she could rationalize that eating them would only delay the inevitable. But how would she feel in days when she was starving and she was immune to the passage of time and three days felt like three weeks and she had herself convinced Walt was just keeping her in here to watch her suffer, teach her a lesson, and would one day let her go?
 
   One of the girls started to whimper. Maybe it was both of them. The only thing she had seen before Walt shut the door was that they were against the back wall. She didn’t think they were huddled together or anything but they could have been.
 
   “I . . . I’ll try to get us out of here,” Erica said.
 
   This was met with one girl grunting and the other one laughing hysterically.
 
   “Can you guys talk?”
 
   She wondered if she should go over to them, if that would display some sort of solidarity. Then she thought of the way they smelled and didn’t want to get too close.
 
   “Yes,” one of them said in a barely audible whisper. “But it takes too much energy.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “You shouldn’t talk anymore. There’s nothing to say anyway.”
 
   So Erica stopped talking. She found a wall and sat against it, pulling her legs up to her chest. This was going to be the saddest possible way to die. But what could she do? The simplest answer screaming at her was to kill the other two girls and see what happened after that. She’d already killed at least two people, so it wasn’t like she didn’t have blood on her hands. Plus, it was the only outcome that wasn’t certain. While there was any more than one girl alive in this room, she knew Walt was just going to sit around and watch them, waiting for something to happen. But what would he do after that something happened? Would he let her go? She knew he wouldn’t let either of the other two girls go, which was all the more reason to kill them anyway. They knew too much. She knew too much too but she was also an accomplice.
 
   She could wait but . . . wait for what? Wait for one of the feeble girls to finally get so hungry she came at Erica? Erica would certainly defend herself at that point. Yet another result ending in the death of the girls.
 
   She could wait for Dawn but she didn’t even know if Dawn knew where the apartment was. Erica was pretty sure she knew what building it was but few people other than Walt had the wherewithal to just walk into a place and start randomly trying doors. And how long would it take Dawn to come looking for her? Wasn’t it more likely to think that, after a few days of Erica not coming around, Dawn would just convince herself she’d lost interest and gone elsewhere?
 
   While she still had energy, Erica did the only thing she could think of to do. She stood up and felt along the wall until she found the door. She began beating on the door with everything she had and screaming as loudly as she could. She knew she would pay for it. This time her payment wouldn’t be collected by Walt but by herself. It would be a massive loss of strength with nothing to replenish it. She pounded and screamed until her fist and throat felt like shredded meat. The wild torrent of emotion pouring from her felt somehow liberating. She had typically seen emotions as either weakness or a tool that could be used to manipulate other people. She continued pounding long after her hands surpassed pain and went numb. She continued screaming long after her voice went hoarse and then went completely. She continued until she couldn’t continue anymore. She didn’t rest until her shaky muscles no longer supported her. She let herself collapse on the floor, the stink of the room replaced by a fresher stink, something coming from inside her – fear, desperation, and all the fluids that had escaped her over the last several minutes all released to the rancid atmosphere of this room and decaying at its touch.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Separation Anxiety
 
    
 
   When conscious, she huddled at the bottom of the door. Sometimes she was awake when Walt slid the slot open and she would try and take in what the light illuminated before deciding she didn’t want to see it. The two girls across the room from her were her future, she realized. Gray, bony, and shuddering, hardly anything left in their eyes. There were two reasons for staying against the door. The first was that, in case Walt opened it, she wanted to be ready to bolt. She didn’t even know if she had the strength to do this or not. The second was that she didn’t want Walt to be able to see her in the flesh, which might lead to him opening the door. She knew he had a night vision camera set up in two opposite corners of the room. She thought she remembered him pointing these out to her but it was entirely possible she had only imagined that. Regardless, seeing something on camera was not the same as seeing it in person. That explained the popularity of strip clubs, she thought. Why else would people pay to have something they couldn’t touch that tantalizingly close to them? Because it was real. It was actual flesh. Something about mass and the way the body occupies a certain space and being able to gauge that space in person. Otherwise, one could just stay home and watch way more attractive people completely naked and actually fucking on a screen.
 
   She kept her nose pressed to the door but the absence of sound only made her more afraid. It meant Walt was either spending less and less time at the apartment or he spent most of his time plotting or, quite possibly, just sitting on the floor in the living room watching the monitor display what went on in this room. Which was nothing. Which was three girls suffering with no way to fight. If she knew how or maybe if she had the strength she wished she knew of a way to suffer loudly. That would ruin it for him. She imagined him in there, naked, drinking a beer, knowing that the quiet lack of movement in this room was suffering manifest. If there were movement and screaming, he would see that as strength, he would see that as meaning there was still fight left and the more fight there was, the less suffering there was.
 
   When everything was black, it was hard to discern waking dreams from sleeping dreams. It was like the mind hated blackness. Like it wanted to see it as a canvas to paint things on. At one point, she was sure her eyes were open but she was back in that cave and searching for the glowing hollow people, not finding them, only stepping on shards of their shattered skin and she kept thinking these were the people who had brought light to a very dark place and they had been smashed. Every last one of them.
 
   She was pretty sure one of them had made her drink a heart one night. It was something she hadn’t thought about a lot and now she found herself doubting it had really happened. Everything could be analyzed, she thought, although she didn’t usually like to subject herself to that kind of thing. It probably had something to do with Dawn. Like maybe Erica was afraid she didn’t have enough emotions, enough heart, for Dawn and conjured this magical glowing man to bring it to her. But the man had been around before Dawn had reentered the picture. Maybe the figure had been the nebulous something she wanted. A blank waiting to be filled.
 
   She had a lot of thoughts like this but it wasn’t long before they fragmented and vanished completely and she would try to go back and seize upon so much as a shred of it but there weren’t any to be found.
 
   At one point she was sure she heard Walt vomiting, possibly in the bathroom across the hall or possibly just on the floor of the hallway. She imagined smelling it. She imagined what was causing it. She remembered thinking he was sick when they had first met and how it seemed like so long ago. She imagined reaching an arm down his throat, finding whatever virus or cancer lingered in his stomach and stroking it, petting it, telling it, “Good job. Good job.” Only, if Walt died, how would she ever get out of here?
 
   More blackness.
 
   Slanted beam of light thrown across the room and falling on the girls now huddled against the far wall like the world’s most sadistic flashlight.
 
   Blackness.
 
   Vomiting. Distant sound of sirens from outside.
 
   A steady low-pitched hooting coming from the far side of the room. A low placatory whisper. Erica tried to close her ears to this but it kept going and going. It didn’t stop. Low and steady it worked its way into her brain and insinuated itself into all of her nerve endings. A period of time would pass and she would convince herself it had to stop but it kept going and she would tell herself any second, any second, and then she realized what she heard was the sound of one of the girls dying so, surprising even herself, she stood up and crossed the room. She pulled the hooting girl away from the wall, straddled her hips, wrapped her hands around her neck, and choked the remaining life from her. Then she did the same thing to the other girl. She went to stand in front of the door but didn’t last very long before she got tired and slid down until her ass rested on the floor and she looked in the direction of the two girls she had killed. No, she hadn’t killed them. They were already dead. What she did was preventative maintenance. She didn’t know how long it was before she saw two gray things – one for each girl – crawl out of their skin and disappear through the far wall and drift into oblivion. She thought it was strange. She had been thinking of their skin as fragile and glass-like but maybe it was more like chitin and needed to harden.
 
   “What do you want to do?” Walt had asked her.
 
   “I want to be able to walk through walls,” she should have said.
 
   “When nobody’s paying any attention, you can do whatever the hell you want,” Walt had said.
 
   But what can you do when there are two cameras trained on you?
 
   Feeling around in the darkness, she found one of the girls and tore at her neck until the blood began to flow. She collected palmfuls of the stuff and flung it at first one camera and then the other. She would give it a while to dry and crust over the lens and then she’d do it again. For as long as the blood in the girls remained liquid.
 
   What did she want?
 
   Not this. Anything but this.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Too Much Alike
 
    
 
   She stood at the door and waited without knowing what it was she waited for. Well, she knew what it was she waited for – a chance to get out – she just wasn’t so sure it was going to happen. Eventually she collapsed into a heap in front of the door and woke up with a great thirst. The feeling of gnawing hunger had long since passed and she wasn’t going to submit to the desire to eat from the girls she had killed. Besides, it wasn’t so much a desire to eat human flesh as it was to stay alive. She wondered if that would change the way she felt about Walt at all. If he needed human flesh to stay alive, like if he was a vampire or something. She doubted it. Didn’t even think that was the reason she felt about him the way she did. Didn’t even really know how she felt about him. After all, it wasn’t like he had surprised her. Maybe at first. But he had given her the option of running if it freaked her out. She was attracted to him. That was what it amounted to. She was attracted to him and she was lonely. Early on in their relationship he probably could have done anything and she would have found some way to justify it, some excuse for his flaws. Which, ultimately, only let her know she was as fucked up as he was, if not in the same exact way.
 
   She thought about screaming again but, no, she would no longer give him that satisfaction. Besides, she was all screamed out. Part of her wanted Dawn to show up and another part of her wanted Dawn to stay as far away as possible. If Dawn showed up then Walt would hurt her.
 
   Or he would take an interest in her.
 
   And that might be even worse.
 
   Walt would never open the door if he knew she was in here waiting for him. Unless it was to open the door for the last time. At least that would put an end to it. If she were given the choice of dying right now or facing all the potential things awaiting her, she would have probably chosen death.
 
   But she couldn’t bring herself to do it. She knew she could root around in one of the corpses on the floor and find a bone fragment or something to open up one of her veins. And she knew she wouldn’t do that.
 
   No. Walt wouldn’t open the door. But he probably looked in. With the cameras blinded, having her in this room without watching her was completely useless for him. He wanted to see the suffering. He needed the spectacle. Just like with eating all the people he had eaten. It wasn’t really about the flavor or eating until he was gorged. It was about knowing he was consuming a life. It was about consuming a person who potentially had everything Walt didn’t have – emotions, feelings, family, friends, hopes, desires – everything that makes a human being human.
 
   She continued to wait for him. The first time he slid the view slot open, she stood too close to the door and by the time she had taken a few steps back to try and make eye contact with him, he’d slammed it closed.
 
   She didn’t want to be standing in the middle of the room when he saw her anyway. She wanted to be right in front of him, close enough to touch him. Close enough for him to smell her.
 
   With what little strength she had, she dragged the corpses over to the door. She tried to remember if the door opened in or out and couldn’t. She thought that doors were supposed to open out but then she didn’t know if that would have been for the person standing in the hallway or the person standing in the room. It seemed like if it opened into the hallway it would block everything. If he was ever going to open the door, she definitely didn’t want anything blocking it. But she needed the corpses for leverage. She kept thinking about this, which way the door opened, to the point her mind was nearly as exhausted as her body.
 
   She stood on the corpses to make sure they would support her. While there certainly wasn’t any life left in them, they felt almost warm compared to the floor. Or maybe it was just the difference between soft and hard.
 
   When the view slot opened again, she was pretty sure she had fallen asleep standing up with her head resting against the door.
 
   Her eyes sprang open and she hissed, “I’m coming for you.”
 
   Walt stared into some dying place within her. Once she had looked into his eyes and thought about a wild electrical storm. Now she thought about concentration camps, of flesh-covered skeleton people huddled in the corners of bare stinking rooms.
 
   He smiled and made a sound like, “Hup hup,” before slamming the view slot closed.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Just Like Old Times
 
    
 
   She thought something would happen. She stood on the corpses until it felt like her legs wouldn’t support her anymore. She sat down with her back against the wall, the floor cold on her ass. She closed her eyes, death, surprisingly, not the first thing on her mind. With no clocks and no real sense of light, time was more liquid than concrete. The truth, she knew, was that time didn’t exist. The only thing that existed was the rising and the setting of the sun and humans had found a way to capture it to the millisecond. Her sense of hearing seemed to be more acute. She hadn’t really heard many sounds coming from the apartment because there were so many of them going on outside – traffic, sirens, people, airplanes, the apocalyptic hum of a city’s infrastructure. Now she heard voices from behind her cell door. Walt’s and someone else’s. Everything Walt said had the quality of a megaphone, said as much to be heard by everyone around him as much as by the person he was actually talking to. Erica imagined it was her replacement. She wondered what it had taken to get her here. She wondered what Walt had said to her to make her think he was the slightest bit normal. But not all girls are into normal, she reminded herself. It was her own aversion to complete normalcy that had kept her from her shit town’s pattern of getting married at nineteen and pregnant before twenty-one. And that was conservative. That was ‘holding out.’ Okay, so she wondered what kind of excitement Walt had offered this poor girl. She wondered if he had gone back to the girl’s apartment. From what Erica had seen of her she may not have even been old enough to have an apartment. Maybe she’d taken Walt back to meet her parents. Maybe they had killed her parents and eaten them. Maybe the girl was into that. Maybe Walt wasn’t even into that anymore. She thought she should scream. She thought she should yell and try to disrupt, anything. Surely any female in her right mind would run screaming if she knew the potential boyfriend kept girls locked in rooms with the corpses of other girls. She didn’t scream. Didn’t know why. Didn’t know if it was because she didn’t have the energy to scream or if it was because she felt like if this girl was stupid enough to be seduced by Walt then she deserved to suffer at least a little. Maybe it was just jealousy. Maybe it was fear. Fear that the girl was into the exact same thing Walt was into. On Erica’s first night with Walt, he had taken her to see the boys and she still stuck around. Part of her felt like she should die for being so stupid. To stay alive meant doing something about that stupidity. It meant making up for . . . something.
 
   There was a sound to her left. Someone had tried to shove a paper under the door but it had hit the corpses and just kind of wadded there. Erica fished the paper out from between the congealed blood and the door.
 
   It was a simple black and white sheet of paper. A flyer for a missing girl. Rosalia Atkins. Missing since May 22. So many of the girls Walt had taken looked similar but she was pretty sure this had been the first. The waitress at the diner. Erica stood up and walked it to the far side of the room, adhering it to the wall with the sticky blood.
 
   She went to the corpses and dragged them back from the door, hoping something else would find its way in.
 
   When she returned to her spot beside the door and closed her eyes, she continued to hear the voices. Walt, definitely, and one, possibly even two, female voices. A dream scenario worked itself out in her head. If one girl was the replacement then the other girl was Dawn, come to rescue her.
 
   But there was no rescue.
 
   Time, liquid before, became measured in paper.
 
   Another flyer. Kayleigh Cooper. Missing since June 1st. It went up on the wall.
 
   She had to receive more than a flyer a day. Otherwise, she knew, without food or water, she would be long dead. Which meant whoever was leaving them had to be there a lot. But if it was Dawn, why wasn’t she saying anything.
 
   Jennifer Beaumont. Missing since June 3rd.
 
   Alison Bowsman. Missing since June 5th.
 
   Laura Pauley. Missing since June 6th.
 
   Amy O’Keefe. Missing since June 6th.
 
   Saturnine Rebania. Missing since June 7th.
 
   Sadie Sands. Missing since June 8th.
 
   Jennifer Nicely. Missing since June 8th.
 
   Indiana Virginia. Missing since June 9th.
 
   Reagan Bentley. Missing since June 9th.
 
   Jordan Musgrave. Missing since June 10th.
 
   Mercedes Tolson. Missing since June 11th.
 
   Violet Ney. Missing since June 11th.
 
   Phoebe Ross. Missing since June 12th.
 
   Bridget Smith. Missing since June 13th.
 
   Appalonia Ferrara. Missing since June 13th.
 
   Eventually she received two or three flyers at a time and she put them all up on the wall. She wanted to respect them, remember the names, think over their images, but they soon all ran together and formed a monstrous collage, mocking her. And when nearly the entire room was plastered with these flyers – all different, but just slightly – she felt the weight of it pressing down on her and collapsed in the middle of the room. This many women had fallen to Walt. This many women had been tricked or blindsided in one way or another. Who was she to think she could escape? Who was she to think she even deserved to escape?
 
   Suddenly the apartment exploded with voices. Over them all was Walt’s, happy and laughing. She hadn’t heard him sound like that since the night with the Boys and when she heard him outside her door saying, “Just like old times,” whatever was left inside of her died.
 
   Or so she thought.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   The End of It
 
    
 
   The door opened and she imagined throwing herself on Walt, clawing out his eyes, and darting for the front door, naked or not. Who would notice anyway? Who would care? She recently spent the greater part of one day hanging naked off the balcony. No one showed up to rescue her. Besides, she barely had the strength to stand up. As soon as she did that and turned to face the doorway, the harsh fluorescent lighting from the hallway scalded her eyes. Instead of gouging her way through Walt she ended up falling into his arms. He placed her on the floor and she found herself thinking about the door. It didn’t open inward or outward. It slid into the wall.
 
   She couldn’t manage to stand back up. She tried to open her eyes as much to orient herself with how many people were in the apartment than to prepare for her break. Walt dragged her out into the middle of the living room amid the lecherous laughing of several men and laid her down on the floor.
 
   Dear God, she thought, it is the Boys.
 
   But Dawn said she had killed them.
 
   Then why were they still here? Why were they here now? Was it even the same group of guys? Was Dawn here? Had Dawn somehow set her up and, if so, what was the point in that? But she didn’t have to think about the latter question very much. What was the reason Walt had for doing anything he did? To amuse himself. And it wasn’t like Erica was innocent in all of this either. The reason to take what she wanted was to, if not amuse herself, at least give herself some very selfish satisfaction.
 
   “She stinks,” one of the men said.
 
   “Looks dead,” another one of the men said. Erica thought about the one Boy who had fucked the dead girl. Maybe they had all fucked the dead girl. Her stomach tightened around the nothing that had blossomed in there a long time ago.
 
   She lay on her side, the idea of confronting the overhead lighting directly too much for her. Someone rolled her onto her back with his foot.
 
   She could open her eyes to slits. There were at least five guys in the room and then she saw someone who she thought was Dawn at first and she thought she might be saved from this but when she was able to focus a little better, she saw that it was the girl from the cafe and she felt even more afraid than she had been. More afraid because she now knew it wasn’t just about Walt and the Boys getting some kind of kick. It was now about the spectacle as well. Not long ago, she’d been the girl from the cafe. She witnessed another girl thrown into an empty pool with venomous snakes. What fate would await her?
 
   “Should we scrub her down?” Walt said. Whatever remnant of self worth she had was quenched. It was the way he said it. She may have hated him for a while but the way he spoke relegated her to merely another one of his conquests. There was no hint or acknowledgement of the time they’d spent together.
 
   “Let me take a crack before you do,” another male voice said.
 
   She heard him move between her legs and get down on his knees. She heard his zipper slide down. She wasn’t going to try and get away. That would be what they wanted. Make things worse for her and better for them. She heard him spit into his hand, the liquid sounds of him wetting his cock. He wiped the excess spit between her legs. Now he was overtop of her and pressing himself into her and she died a million deaths and felt his shadow on the outside of her eyelids and when she opened her eyes it was to look past him. To look up at the lights. To hope the light would bore through her retina and into her brain and she would become one of those fragile gray things she’d seen wandering around. Maybe she hadn’t imagined them at all. Maybe she just started noticing them because her brain knew that’s what she would become.
 
   She would have vomited if there were anything to throw up. Instead she was left to lie on the cold floor while this man thrust against her, grunting.
 
   Now he was back up on his knees, his hands wrapped around the backs of her knobby knees.
 
   Another shadow descended and she opened her eyes to see what kind of horror it was this time.
 
   It was the girl from the cafe, sliding her underwear down her legs. She crouched over Erica’s face and let go with a stream of urine. The guys clapped and laughed.
 
   Erica tried to find the cave.
 
   There was a knock at the door. She probably heard it before Walt or any of the Boys because she was trying to focus on anything except them.
 
   The sound at the door created a near suffocating vacuum in the apartment. Erica didn’t think there was any way in hell they were going to actually answer the door. Amazing how rational her thinking was during a traumatic event. Not just rational. It seemed mundane. The man on top of her stopped his movement and his rough breathing. There was complete silence and she thought she could hear the frosted crackle of the fluorescent lights.
 
   The person at the door knocked again.
 
   Erica thought it could possibly be Dawn and then she had a wild hope that, if someone were to actually open the door, this would be her chance to escape. All she had to do was get out from beneath the guy who weighed twice as much as her and somehow manage the strength to make a run for it. She would try. She also knew it would be impossible. She didn’t want to get her hopes up.
 
   “I’ll get it,” Walt said.
 
   Erica turned her head to look toward the door. After spending so much time around Walt, she was amazed at how much she still expected him to do things the way a normal person would. In this case, that would have been to either not open the door or to open the door just a suspicious crack. Instead, he swung the door open, not even bothering to check who was there, and said, “Come on in!” in a down home kind of voice he used when trying to relate to people.
 
   A beleaguered looking man entered and briefly surveyed the apartment. Erica thought about what he must have seen. Four or five blue-collar looking guys standing around. One very fashionable, attractive, young girl in the middle of them. And one girl, her, naked and looking like she’d just escaped a concentration camp with another man on top of her. The man didn’t seem to be too interested in this.
 
   “Help,” Erica said, not really caring what the consequences were. This, she thought, might be her only chance. Better to say something now while the man stood at the door, while he still had a chance to turn and run, to try and get help.
 
   Maybe she didn’t say it loud enough. He didn’t seem to understand her.
 
   “What can I do you for?” Walt asked.
 
   “I received this,” the man said. He handed the crumpled piece of paper to Walt.
 
   Walt uncrumpled it and looked at it. Erica couldn’t see the front of it, but the bright lights shining down allowed her to see through it. It was one of the MISSING flyers. She wondered which girl it was for. She imagined her own father receiving one of these flyers. What would he have done with it? Probably wadded it up and threw it in the trash. Maybe he would look at it, scratch his head, say, “Huh,” and think about getting to it later.
 
   “Not sure I understand why you’re here,” Walt said. “Do you need someone to talk to or something? We’re a little busy at the moment. Gang bang.” He cocked a thumb back toward Erica.
 
   The man looked toward her and, as if noticing her for the first time, raised his eyebrows.
 
   “I was told she wasn’t just missing but dead. That came in a separate email.”
 
   The man entered the apartment farther and leaned against the wall just inside the door. There still wasn’t any furniture in the apartment. Otherwise, it looked like this man would have been more comfortable sitting.
 
   “I am very sorry to hear that,” Walt said, “but I guess I’m just not seeing how this concerns any of us.”
 
   “Do you go by the name Walt Haha?”
 
   “Yep. That’s me.”
 
   “I was told you were the one who took her and, most probably, the one who killed her.”
 
   Walt let off one of those short barnyard laughs and said, “Well, I’m sure it’s probably not in my best interest to answer that question.”
 
   The man held a placatory hand toward Walt as if steadying some potential emotional swell.
 
   “First of all, it wasn’t a question. Second of all, let me tell you how I felt when I heard my little girl was missing.”
 
   “Sir, again, I’m very sorry to hear this but, as I mentioned, we are kind of in the middle of something.”
 
   “The first thing I felt was an overwhelming sense of . . . relief.” The man almost exhaled this last word like it was a great unburdening.
 
   Erica noticed Walt’s body slacken and she didn’t realize he’d been so rigid and tense, waiting for something to happen.
 
   The man continued. “Megan was . . . Well, first of all, she was an accident. But she created a lot of problems. Burned the neighbor’s cat alive when she was five. Set our first house on fire when she was seven. Was caught in bed with a much older neighbor boy when she was nine. This was pretty much a constant occurrence. Apparently she was charging for it. Stole her mother’s car when she was eleven and ended up crashing it in a joy ride. That’s just a few of the major things. A brief overview. I can assure you every second of every day was complete and absolute hell for me and my wife. So, when Megan never came home, I at first felt a sense of relief. Then I felt a sense of great anxiety. What was she plotting? When would she come back and what consequences would that bring? We put together a small campaign for her, of course, but she had a negative impact on everyone in our town and I’m pretty sure no one really bothered trying to find her. She was the type of person who was infamous in the town when she first started getting into trouble. People would see her and talk about it at work or the grocery store like she was a celebrity. Mentioning that they’d seen her gave them a chance to talk about her history, some of the things she’d done. But then even that got old and people just decided to look away, as though merely seeing her would implicate them in some devious scheme. So, anyway, relief followed by anxiety and suspicion . . . followed by another bout of relief, although met with a certain amount of skepticism when I received the email saying she was dead. Followed by . . .”
 
   The man lowered his head. Everyone in the room now paid attention to him. The guy who had been inside Erica had grown soft and fallen out. Tired of bracing himself on his hands and knees, he stood up and raised his pants. Erica scooted away from him. She couldn’t tell if the others in the room were paying attention to this man because they were interested in what he had to say or if they thought Walt was going to need their help.
 
   “. . . I don’t know what I would call the next thing,” the man said. “It wasn’t anger, exactly, except maybe it was. I was angry that I was now expected to do something.”
 
   Erica noticed Walt stiffen again.
 
   “Isn’t that how these things are supposed to end?” the man said. “We can either do something like accept you, make peace with you, or we can hunt you down and kill you. But, when the killer is revealed, when the killer is found out, we cannot be apathetic anymore. We can’t just say ‘Who cares?’ That looks bad.”
 
   The others in the room now gathered around Walt, staring at the man with predatory eyes.
 
   Surprisingly, the man stared back with equally predatory eyes.
 
   Even more surprising was what Erica saw filling the doorway and extending as far back into the hallway as she could see.
 
   More people.
 
   Parents, she guessed. People like this man. But did they all feel the way this man felt? Relieved that their children had been taken from them. Were they all sociopaths? Did sociopaths just give birth to more sociopaths? What happened when the world was overrun with them?
 
   Erica didn’t think she would be able to push past them. There was a palpable sense of bloodlust and, part of her was afraid she’d been implicated in the girls’ deaths and would be dealt with like Walt.
 
   As the sociopaths began streaming in the door, she retreated, as quickly as she could, to the cell, reaching the inside and slamming it shut. The lock was automatic and when she heard it catch she slumped down onto the floor, leaned against the door, and listened to the sounds of carnage. She felt something wet on her ass and, when she stood up to see what it was, noticed it was blood.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Fresh Start
 
    
 
   Consciousness was an in and out kind of thing for Erica. At the first sound of voices that did not sound blood crazed or psychotic, she thought she should pound on the door and make it known to them there was a survivor in here. But then she thought of the cave and the secrets therein and wondered if anyone had made it around to exploring the cave. If so, she would probably find herself in a cell like this for a very long time. Probably the rest of her life. She thought about the MISSING flyers she’d plastered to the wall. The names of girls came back to her and she was able to match them to faces of boys she’d had something to do with. She only had faces. Maybe a few names, mostly first names. The only full name she could think of was her father’s. It had been a while ago. They were all easy prey. Men were such suckers. She wished Walt’s body were still out there, although she doubted it would be. There was an unexplored cave somewhere under the Ozarks where she’d like to take the body, although she couldn’t claim all of the credit. Why hadn’t she cut his dick off and shipped it to the White House like she had so many men before him? Sympathy, she thought. Why sympathy? Because he’d made it all feel new to her again. That night she killed the other girl . . . It was different. She’d never killed a girl before. Her mind reeled and stretched out with the possibilities. And he’d taught her how to be unnoticeable. Before, she’d plastered the makeup on every day, waiting for a horde of law enforcement and television reporters to show up. She’d have to look good. But now she didn’t have to do that. All she had to do was be herself. She thought about Glamor Face and weirdstream and how contrived it all felt. She thought about Dan Banal and how being boring was almost the weirdest thing you could do and people would be totally into it because, if even our celebrities were boring, then it greatly lowered our expectations. Provided you could go unseen, the world was a place of infinite amusement. So she lay huddled on the floor and thought to herself how much she didn’t want to be seen. That was what she wanted. She wanted not to be seen, just like when Walt had the cameras trained on her suffering. Only this time, it wouldn’t be only Walt, it would be the rest of the world. She needed to get out before that happened.
 
   When the door was finally thrown back and the harsh fluorescent light stabbed the room, Erica scrambled away from it, trying to find the darkest shadow she could.
 
   She felt a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Hey, baby, it’s okay.”
 
   It was Dawn.
 
   “We’re going to get out of here, okay?”
 
   Erica nodded her head. Dawn wrapped her in a soft blanket and told her she had brought some clothes. Told her she might want to think about taking a shower. Dawn held out a bottle of water and Erica took a few conservative sips. Dawn went into the bathroom across the hall and ran a bath. Erica spent a long time in the bath and got out and put on the clothes Dawn had brought for her and looked forward to her next meal and felt slightly rejuvenated.
 
   “Where are we going?” Erica asked.
 
   “East, maybe,” Dawn said. “Somewhere where we can start over. What do you think about that?”
 
   Erica wasn’t sure what she thought about anything. It felt like she lived her life in chapters. She didn’t know if she could stop being what she was and she wasn’t sure if that was what Dawn wanted. Wasn’t sure that was what she meant by ‘starting over.’
 
   “As long as we can get out of here,” she said because it expressed some kind of immediacy, some form of gratitude for Dawn coming to get her when she could have just left her to rot.
 
   As they walked out of the apartment, Erica thought the cleanup crew had done a remarkable job although, she was sure, if she were to linger, she could find dried blood in the cracks of the floor and in the corners of the baseboard. She wondered if this was the end of Walt and the Boys or if it had been the end of the parents. Maybe it had been the end of them all. She looked at Dawn’s sweet face and finally realized she was the one who had planned all this. Probably had been planning it ever since leaving the Boys in Missouri. Possibly even before that.
 
   They went out into the sunshine and got into Dawn’s sporty two-seater.
 
   “Why me?” Erica asked. “Why am I the only one left?”
 
   “I told you. I like you. I think you’re different.”
 
   They pulled away from the curb and wound through downtown Dayton until they reached the highway.
 
   Dawn was right, Erica thought. She probably was different. She was probably way worse. And she had survived.
 
   She looked over at Dawn and wondered how long she would last. How long she would be able to take her and what her replacement would be like.
 
   She grabbed Dawn’s pale white hand and said, “I love you.”
 
   Dawn returned the squeeze with even more fervor and Erica wondered if there was genuine emotion, genuine feeling in that grip, and said, “I think I just proved how much I love you.”
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