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I had opened my mailbox with a smile, only retrieving a blank envelope with no address – probably an ad. Taking out a postcard-sized Bristol board, a weird feeling had started to creep up on me.


Leaning on my elbows at the kitchen table, I stir my cup of coffee as I read for the umpteenth time the words written in blue marker on the cheap cardboard. It's hard not to read the seven words over and over again, signed with a pasty hieroglyphic signature. "You white pig, I’ll kill you." Simple, straight to the point, but terribly effective for the hack-writer, cookie-cutter prose manufacturer that I am. I turn the card over on the table, refusing to look at the sick handwriting anymore, and gulp down my coffee before putting the empty cup on top as I fight against the itch to tear it up and throw it in the trash. I'm a strong person, but this death threat makes me utterly uncomfortable. No one can ever get used to being a moving target, at least that’s what my former years as a reporter have taught me. Clenching my spoon between loose fingers, the autumn sun catches the edge of the window as if nothing had happened.


How could this bitch have found me?


I’m livid, cursing because I don’t get it, because it’s beyond comprehension. How could she have traced me? She doesn’t know about me and I have only spoken of her to two reliable people: my psychiatrist and my friend Archie. It’s impossible that either of them would have betrayed me, and if they’d let anything slip about the terrible accident that links me against my will to this spawn, how would she have known about it? It has to be through another source. But which one? And if she knows what happened, how does she not know that I had nothing to do with it? Well, next to nothing.


Thoughts are racing inside my head. This death threat wasn’t random. Is she the one who wrote it or am I making up the narrative?


All of a sudden, I’m afraid to go out. Are the streets safe? I’ve gone through enough dangerous times during my reporter days to know how to deal with stress, but I need to stay alert. I know this girl from my shrink, and I’ve heard enough to know that she is a real psychopath who can come after me when I least expect it. Getting up to pour myself a drink, I keep thinking that I shouldn’t be intimidated and that if I don't go out now, I might stay cooped up forever. I come to my senses: this nutjob is in a cell with bars as big as my wrists, in the psychiatric section of a nearby Manhattan hospital and, given her criminal record, she's not about to get out.


Deciding to venture downtown, I hope that strolling will do me some good and that I’ll find a somewhat peace of mind. On Madison, as usual, pedestrians are hurrying, not a single one aware of another’s worries. The anonymity that the herd offers is terrifying. The crowd is high on indifference; people follow, cross and avoid their neighbor at the last moment without a glance. Although it should be incredibly distressing, the latent atavism is actually reassuring: we are more serene buried in the pack where our genes can breathe. I avoid their gazes as they do with mine, but my guard is up. I imagine the madwoman disguised as a grim reaper, ready to pounce in the obscurity of a gate, waiting for my oblivious proximity, or her accomplices following me from a few feet behind, a butcher knife between their clenched teeth. Refusing to believe any of it, I let the stream of people carry me. Too much sun, too many pretty women in a haste, wrapped up to fend off the cold, too many loden cloaks, leather jackets, designer wraps and duffel-coats in the parade. Strangely enough, the more passers-by suffocate me, the less stressed and worried I am, even if I still look over my shoulder obsessively. Stopping regularly in front of window shops to check in the reflection if I’m being followed, I quickly learn how to play the chased but I’m anxious, my fists are tight clenched in my pockets, set to strike, and my teeth are gritted, ready to bite.


The sun went into hiding and the autumn air is crisp so I raise the collar of my jacket until the velvet on the leather protects my neck, and the sensation is reassuring. Against my better judgement, I halt my roaming in front of the gun store on Madison, look at the revolvers for a good fifteen minutes, but resist the urge to go in and buy one. I won’t be daunted, however, and I feel ready to fight, on the verge of authorizing myself to slay this murderer, this parricide perpetrator (the news channels had turned it into their headlines during her first incarceration). Is the pacifist in me slowly dying? I understand that I’m not more civilized than my neighbors but that my life is much more important than theirs. Who would believe that, just yesterday, I was combatting the NRA1, fist in the air and fight words pouring from my lips, and that I’m now here, window-shopping before of one of the armories accountable for the recurring shootings?


Hesitating at first, I quickly get my act together. This woman and her death threat are hurting me as it is and that's probably what she wants – to scare me. But she won't have my head nor my body, and I wasn’t about to make her job easier. I resume to walk, thinking of going home: I’m uncomfortable and, despite critical thinking, beside reasoning, she’s chipping away at my spirit.


Morales…


Unaware of my own doings, I whisper her name in a low voice. Liliana Morales, a Cuban immigrant among many others, seeking her share of the American dream. This woman has been locked up in Manhattan's Bellevue Hospital since her arrest, so how did this piece of cardboard land in my mailbox? The most insane hypotheses and disaster movies are spinning in my head on a loop.


Who helped her get the card out of the hospital?


I’m appalled. The psychiatric department of Bellevue Hospital is the oldest, most renowned and safest in the country, but malfunctions can occur. Liliana Morales is not in a resort, she’s detained, restrained, handcuffed when necessary, and kept in a high security section of the prison. I know the grounds because I visited the facility during a coverage about the prison accommodation of the mentally ill. The procedures and regulations of this department are extremely restrictive. Not really the perfect spot for a vacation. Moreover, her criminal history and the cruelty of her murders have made Liliana a closely watched prisoner.


I hope they haven't loosened their surveillance; she’d be willing to do anything…


Eventually, amidst my walk up Madison, I turn back around. A few minutes later, I’m window-shopping in front of the Beretta store again, wedged between a clothing shop and a high-end jewelry. My move is against my convictions, motivated by an anxiety that has my stomach in knots. I try to convince myself that I am balanced enough to own a gun, which is an absolute illusion, but I need the decoy to walk right over my convictions, to walk through the door. Coming to the banal but effective conclusion that I'd rather be the shooter than the victim, I, Spencer Hogg, a convinced pacifist, push open the thick, bulletproof glass door of the largest arms supplier of the world's most armed democracy.


There is a lot of light in the store, the steel shines behind the armored showcases. The salesman is a woman, much to today’s trend, like a revolver in feminine hands would seem less dangerous. My request makes her smile – she has few revolvers and Virginie, from the name embroidered on her jacket, explains with a smile that could melt icebergs that a pistol is much smaller, more practical and easier to handle than a Colt 45 or 38 special. Easier to load too. I’d be okay with any but I’m not a connoisseur and she sees it right through me, pinning a gun in my hands.


“It's a Px4 Storm, the latest model. It’s sold with several interchangeable stocks: wood, metal, five colors.”


I try and crack a joke. “Soon, you’ll match the stocks to the color of your customers' eyes!”


She stares at me coolly. “I don't think we have that option, but considering the color of yours, we should!”


The she-devil smiles charmingly as I picture her as a Disney wicked fairy. I feel suddenly very alone in the store with this beautiful woman, my funny bone and a gun in my hand.


“Tell me, Virginie, it's not loaded, right?”


A confident smile creeps up her face. In sales, me calling her by her name means that everything is going smoothly and that she has a serious chance of closing the deal.


“No, it's not allowed inside the store.”


She then asks me if I'm comfortable, probably seeing that I’ve never held a gun in my life. I handle it cautiously in front of the large mirror covering the entire back wall of the shop. The placement isn’t random, cleverly positioned for customers to act bravado or assess if they’d look good with a gorgeous woman on their arm and a big gun in their hand. I get caught up in a game that is no longer one.


“How many bullets can the magazine fit?”


“In the nine millimeters option, you can choose between ten or twenty. The intermediates options need to be ordered.”


“Really, twenty?”


“Yes. It's rare, but we have the option thanks to the New Jersey Police Department that made it a prerequisite for equipping its officers.”


Pride shines in the young woman's eyes.


“If professionals have chosen it then it’s settled! I’ll take one but please no obvious box.”


“It comes in a Beretta Waxwear, a city bag with two magazines and two boxes of ammunition. What would you like, the ten or the twenty magazine?”


I only hesitate for a second.


“Twenty!”


“You're right – it's safer, just in case.”


I'm slowly getting used to being very stupid.


“Do you have a firearms license?”


“It's a little dated, but I do.”


In fact, I've had it since the end of September 2001. Taking out my wallet and my credit cards, I hand her my ID. She makes a copy and gives it back to me, staring at me intensely for a few long seconds, sporting that special smile, hesitating between appreciation of her origin and assumed egotism of a saleswoman paid on commission. Virginie doesn't blink before offering me the generous gift of the house.


“We can engrave your name on the stock, or your initials if your name is too long, free of charge.”


“Would Spencer Hogg fit?”


“Yes it would!”


“Just kidding, I’d rather not have my name on that thing.”


“It’s up to you.”


Her smile had disappeared. She puts everything in a nice leather bag with the Beretta logo. I ask for the less noticeable one. She nods, bends her pretty body behind the counter and pulls out a huge, beach-style pouch with flashy American flag colors. She holds it out to me with her manicured fingertips and I shove the bag into the pouch before leaving.


With my purchase of the day under my arm and enough ammunition to support a siege rather than supporting my convictions, I flee in big strides the place where my brain surrendered. What has been done is done and I am not the kind of man to ever regret his bad decisions. I actually feel relieved in regards of Liliana Morales’ threats, this gun tips the scale to my advantage.


I find myself in the crushing crowd again and I smile, reassured from walking around with a tool invented to kill. It makes me feel more alive, more powerful, more dangerous. The feeling is strange, but not unpleasant at all. Kind of like a confrontation with myself.


Are there armed men and women walking serenely, a Colt hanging from their belt, in this very crowd where I stand?


I now understand why the most lethal amendment of the Constitution has so many supporters. A regulated militia is necessary for the security of a free State – people’s right to keep and bear arms must not be infringed. Amen!


God bless America! Yes, but which one?


I don't feel like getting worked up about the situation. I've always been against the sale of weapons but I just bought one. It's much easier to have beliefs than to stand by them.


As soon as I get back to the apartment, my phone rings. It's my psychiatrist. I have a smile that isn’t really one, a gun in my beach bag and my psychiatrist on the other end of the line. What could be more normal in the world’s greatest democracy?





1 NRA: The National Rifle Association (NRA) is an American 501c41 non-profit civil rights organization dedicated to promoting firearms in the United States and advocating for a non-restrictive interpretation of the Second Amendment to the U.S. Constitution.
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“Spencer?”


“Yes, this is he.”


“This is John Blatters, I'm calling from my office before I head to the hospital. Sorry to bother you.”


My heart suddenly races. Blatters is also Liliana Morales' psychiatrist, and it’s not a habit of his to call his patients.


“What's going on?”


“How can I put this… I’m afraid I don't have good news.”


“Just tell me please.”


“Do you remember Liliana Morales?”


“I don't see how I could have forgotten her. What did she do now?”


“I just got off the phone with the hospital director. She apparently did a lot of damage before she ran away from the psychiatric ward.”


“Wait, back up. What do you mean?”


“She escaped. I don't have all the details yet except that she killed a nurse and someone from the cleaning staff.”


I’m speechless, completely unable to speak.


“Spencer, are you still there?”


I feel like I've been hit on the head, having trouble recovering.


“For God's sake, doctor, she was in maximum security cell! What the hell happened?”


“I don't know much more, I just wanted to warn you.”


“When did it happen?”


“We’re not sure, probably late yesterday afternoon. I wanted to tell you right away: she’s still very upset about her son's accident, specifically towards the person responsible for it.”


“You know very well that I had nothing to do with it!”


“I do but she doesn’t, and we can't tell her that without revealing your identity. Fortunately, she doesn't know you, and that's a good thing because her illness makes her extremely dangerous…”


My whole body twitches. “How the hell did she get away?”


“I have no idea yet but I'll let you know as soon as I do. I just wanted to give you a heads up.”


“You really don't know much, doc. Do you realize that we have a public danger roaming the streets? A crazy criminal, capable of all kinds of bloodsheds!”


“Don't worry, we'll do everything in our power to find her as soon as possible.”


“Don’t worry? How can I not when I’ve received a threatening letter this morning!”


The doc is silent, slowly processing the info. After a beat, he asks in a disbelieving way: “A threatening letter? From whom, Morales?”


“Who else would threaten me?”


“How is it possible? Last week she was still complaining about not having been able to track you down.”


“Well, it’s very possible if the card I got this morning in my mailbox is to be trusted. Are you sure that she didn't go through your files at the hospital?”


“I'm sure, they’re in a digital safe.”


“You were the one who treated her at the beginning of her incarceration!”


“That's right, and I still am, but she never had access to any information about you. I see you in a private practice, not in a hospital ward. The files are kept separately.”


“Then how does she know my name and address?”


“I don't know!”


“You guaranteed that she would never escape!”


“There had never been any escape from the psychiatric ward before!”


“And what a great first that is! What are you going to do about it?”


“Look, if she knows where you live, then it's more serious than I thought. I'll see if I can get you police protection.”


“Don't overdo it, there's no need for that as long as I'm home. I live on the seventeenth floor, the elevator is code-protected and my door is bulletproof.”


“I’m sorry, Spencer, but we'll have to keep that in mind until we find her and lock her up.”


“We’ll talk about it later.”


“I'm telling you, Spencer, you'd better be careful with a neurotic madwoman like Liliana Morales. Very careful!”


“Is she really a psychopath? Are you sure of your diagnosis? Because when she was first arrested, the newspapers published anything and everything about her mental illness.”


“Psychopath? That’s a probability. But sociopath? This is guaranteed. Unfortunately, it might even be worse than that but I’ll explain everything later. Stay home, don’t go out. I'll come by as soon as I can.”


“That’s not very reassuring. Come quickly, I’ll be waiting for you.”


“I’ll be by later, Spencer. I'll head to the hospital first before going to the police station. I might be there for a long time. I'm held liable and the Chief is taking this escape very seriously. The thought of having a crazy murderer on the loose doesn’t really bode well!”


Blatters hangs up and I turn on the TV. The news channel broadcast the info in a loop, with old documents dating back to her incarceration, underlining the atrocious murders of the cleaning company’s deliveryman and the nurse in charge of the criminal.


The afternoon is long. I call the hospital every hour to see if John Blatters is back, but I only manage to reach him at the end of the day. In a couple of words, he confirms what I’ve read on the Internet: sociopathy is a serious behavioral disorder, so extreme that resorting to crime can become a problem-solving method like any other. Right away, I feel like I've become some kind of wild game, a target in the line of fire.


He adds in a softer voice. “She’s borderline too. I’ll explain –”


“No, you’re explaining it now!”


“In addition to her sociopathy, she’s a twisted manipulator. It’s extremely rare, but she is capable to show empathy to hook her victims and get her way.”


“What does that mean exactly?”


“That it’s easy for her to build a strong relationship with people if she has ulterior motives. If she fails though, if the victim refuses, she’s capable of the worst because she can’t control her impulses.”


“She kills to get what she wants?”


“Yes, even if it’s as a last resort. I remember one of her answers to a cognitive test: as long as I can talk to people, I can manipulate them… Once I’ve gotten what I needed, it’s over for them!”


“Dr. Blatters, science has its limits and I find it difficult to imagine that madwomen can be sane!”


“This woman has above-average intelligence and a heightened sensitivity. She’s wary of everyone and everything, and she becomes extremely paranoid in stressful situations.”


“Okay, I’ll believe you. But it doesn't help my case!”


After a beat, Blatters adds. “Although, there’s one thing that we don't understand. Her irrational attachment to her son. This is not how this illness usually works.”
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