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The Serial Killer at Work


THERE’S BEEN ANOTHER MURDER.


“It was a hundred-foot drop,” Kara-from-Accounts says as she presses the DOOR CLOSE button at the end of the day.


“One fifty, at least,” says Stanley-from-IT. “It’s a fifteen-story building.”


The elevator lurches as it begins its descent, and everyone goes quiet for a moment, contemplating that fairground feeling of falling, falling.


“Have the police done a press release yet? Do they know for certain it’s connected to the others?” Tiffany-from-Project-Management asks. Her commuting sneakers squeak as she rocks back and forth.


“It only happened yesterday. They haven’t said anything yet.”


“It wasn’t a murder,” Stanley-from-IT says. “He threw himself off.”


Tiffany-from-Project-Management gasps. “How do you know?”


“It’s what I wanted to do when I worked there.” Stanley-from-IT guffaws.


Kara-from-Accounts doesn’t laugh. “Nine falls in five years, each at a different office building downtown,” she muses. “There’s someone behind it all.”


Everyone thinks there’s someone behind it all. The existence of the Paper Pusher has been a topic of speculation at every temp job I’ve had. Every downtown office building I’ve worked at in the past five years.


I know a little more than most.


“Maybe it was an HR exercise. A trust fall gone wrong, eh? Eh?” Stanley-from-IT doesn’t get a laugh from Kara-from-Accounts, so he turns to Tiffany-from-Project-Management. He doesn’t get his dues there, either. He frowns. “It’s just an urban legend,” he says irritably. “You don’t actually believe someone’s going around pushing people off rooftops?”


Kara-from-Accounts sniffs.


The elevator doors open on the fourteenth floor to welcome a newcomer dressed in all black, her red lips a surprising pop of color at the end of this boring, dreary day. She slides in like a shadow, bearing her phone like a talisman that will protect her from small talk, and slinks against one wall of the elevator, the collar of her black trench coat flipped up and her face angled down at the screen. I don’t know her name yet, but I make a point of learning names and departments. I’ll figure her out soon enough.


“It’s a serial killer. I know it,” says Kara-from-Accounts.


The shadow perks her ears.


Stanley-from-IT sticks his hands in his pockets and gazes up at the grille ceiling, shaking his head with a stupid smirk on his face and sighing indulgently. Stanley is a bit of a bully. “Serial killers don’t push their victims off rooftops. They strangle them, or slice them up. They like to watch their victims die.”


Tiffany-from-Project-Management turns green.


“Maybe this serial killer is squeamish,” Kara-from-Accounts persists. “Maybe he doesn’t like to get his hands dirty.”


“He? Who says it’s a he? It could be a she,” Stanley-from-IT says indignantly.


“Are you agreeing with me that this person exists?”


I watch the newcomer from across the elevator. Her eyes gleam, and she presses her lips together like she’s heroically restraining herself from joining in the conversation. And normally I wouldn’t join in, either. Generally, I prefer to watch and listen. I stick to the fringes. But . . .


“What’s the appeal of serial killers?” I ask, and everyone startles. They’d forgotten I was there. Unremarkable, dull, in my gray coat and gray slacks and gray tie, my everyman haircut and glasses. I melt into the walls wherever I work.


“What?” Stanley-from-IT says.


“Why do people enjoy the topic so much?”


There’s an awkward little pause while they sit with my accusation that they’re enjoying this, and the woman in black jumps into the silence.


“Wish fulfillment, obviously.”


“Is there someone you want to kill?” I ask.


She holds my gaze, and her lips quiver in a tiny, vicious smile. A good serial killer would never draw attention to her target.


We reach the ground floor and the public transportation cohort spill out when the doors open, nattering all the while. Normally I’d be with them, but I drove today, the first day of my new temp job. I have an errand after work. The doors sigh shut, and I’m left alone with the shadow bundled stiffly in one corner, her black leather bag clamped under one arm. She glances at me—just a quick lizard-brain reflex to scan her environment—but our eyes catch, and I’m surprised to find myself talking again. Chitchat is not something I do.


“What would your MO be? Would you push someone off a roof?”


She answers immediately, as if she’s been waiting all day for this question. “I’m a straight razor kind of girl. Small, portable, quick. Wouldn’t require much physical exertion. And there’s a certain retro classiness to it, don’t you think?”


“Very Sweeney Todd.”


She frowns and turns to face me properly with dark, inscrutable eyes. One slim hand slides her phone into her pocket.


“I was thinking Black Widow. Kept her first husband’s razor as a trophy.”


“Sounds messy.” I don’t like messes myself.


Her red lips twitch. “Why do you think I’m wearing all black? How would you do it?”


I adjust my cuffs while I contemplate my answer.


“Ah. You have strangler gloves,” she says.


I flex my fingers in my black leather gloves. “Like Stanley said,” I say. “A true serial killer has the good manners to keep it personal. A good firm stranglehold and then eye contact till the end.”


She snorts. “Don’t threaten me with a good time.”


My insides twist pleasantly and unexpectedly. It’s not unlike that fairground feeling. “What’s your name?”


The amused twist to her lips flattens. She doesn’t need a straight razor. She slits my throat with a scowl and returns her attention to her phone.


A moment later the doors open onto the dim basement parking, and her heels fire a gunshot staccato that echoes in the cavernous space. I follow. She walks to a black car, swings her bag into the front seat, and turns to me.


“You’re following me.”


“No. This is my car.” I lean against the car next to hers.


She considers the sleek car and weighs it against my temp uniform. “That’s definitely not your car.”


“It is.”


“Prove it. Open up the trunk and show me your latest strangle victim.”


I don’t move.


She twists sinuously on the spot and flicks her eyes up and down, from my head to my toes. “You’re a creep,” she says, and I can’t tell if it’s an insult or praise. She hops in her car and I watch as she drives off. She flips me the bird as she vanishes around a cement pillar.


I stare after her, my thoughts twisting this way and that. There was something about how she looked at me and really saw me—the faceless office temp who no one normally sees, who no one is supposed to notice. It feels risky, and exhilarating.


I fish my keys out of my pocket and pop the trunk. There’s a rolled-up rug inside, blond hair spilling out one end.


I could have shown her. Wouldn’t that have been hilarious.
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The Temp


MY LIFE IS LIKE THIS:


My alarm clock says 4:00, or 3:47, or 5:10, or something like that, when consciousness stitches itself together. I never actually rely on my alarm clock to wake me. I don’t sleep well. I don’t think people tend to sleep well when they’re living with the sorts of things I am. Thoughts that go bump in the night. Secrets that scratch away in my head.


Sometimes I drink my coffee in the dark living room while watching the news. The housing crisis. The climate crisis. The crisis crisis. Luckily none of it affects me. Sometimes I watch the sleeping neighborhood from the balcony. Sometimes I stand in my roommate’s doorway and watch him snore as Verity lies unnaturally ramrod-straight beside him. No normal woman sleeps like that, although it’s been a while since any woman has slept next to me, normal or otherwise. I stand there and wonder what I’ll do with him. I wonder what I’ll do with her, when the time comes. We’re going to run out of rugs.


The apartment building grumbles to life, radios and TVs flick on, cars outside start, and I come alive by proxy, a robot humming awake from a pulse of ambient electrical power. When my roommate comes out, I fire a bright shit-eating grin at him, because that is what humans are supposed to do.


“Good morning, Grant,” I say.


THE MORNING TRAFFIC SQUEEZES MY BUS DOWN MAIN. I OFFER MY SEAT TO the pregnant women and elderly and mumble “Sorry” and smile self-effacingly when someone steps on my foot. I’m the perfect extra in the background, with my messenger bag and glasses; my hair and clothes neat, appropriate, forgettable; a free city newspaper folded in half in one hand—which I never read. When the credits roll, my part will be Morning Commuter #6. My bus spits me out at Richeson and I catch the SkyTrain to Bylling, then walk the remaining five minutes to one of a hundred skyscrapers rearing up like late-stage capitalism’s middle finger held up to humankind. I’m a cog in the corporate machine. I’m one of a billion fruiting bodies on the capitalist fungus that permeates the globe with a fine, hairlike mycelium. I’m no one. A nonentity. I like it that way.


I work for a temp agency, which means I’m a warm body for hire. As long as I have a pulse, I have a job. At the moment, I’m a placeholder for a human with actual value. Harriet is on unpaid leave, and so that some bean counter doesn’t decide that her position can be cut since no one is performing her job or taking her salary, her supervisor, a man called Doug, who has been promoted several strata past his zone of competency, has hired me to fill her spot. Her tasks were redistributed to her team members, so my job is to sit at her desk and keep her chair warm. I am given work to do: I have an intimate relationship with the photocopier, the coffee machine, the collator, and the rooftop, where I take about twelve breaks a day.


People call me Jacob and Jack and Jonathan. Quite a few people don’t bother with my name at all, although I make a point of learning everyone’s. I always do. A few busybodies patted me down for gossip about a week after I arrived, found me empty-pocketed, and have left me alone since. I’m a little friendless island in the workforce sea. I prefer it. I’d rather watch, and listen, and work on my list to pass the time and ease the boredom. Adding names, removing names. Adding them back again.


At the end of the day, I take public transportation home with my fellow hollow-eyed survivors of the downtown commercial hell zone. I smile vacuously at them. Good job, team! Same time tomorrow? I let myself into the apartment and find Grant and his latest consort, Verity, sprawled on the sofa watching reality TV. He cradles her against the side of his body and absently strokes her hair. I know better than to be envious of what he has.


I clean. I restore order. And then I cook. Healthy meals with expensive ingredients—organic vegetables, grass-fed meat, and things like saffron salt and truffle oil—carefully and thoughtfully prepared, all at Grant’s request and on his dime. If it were just me, it would be a bowl of cereal. I’m not planning to live to a hundred. I make a show of inviting Verity to join us, because Grant likes for me to be polite, but of course she never accepts. Grant doesn’t date the sort of woman who eats. Instead, she watches us with wistful eyes too large in her perfect, sculpted face.


Rinse, repeat.









3


Hello, Dolly


UNTIL DOLORES.


It isn’t easy figuring out her name. My new place of work is a massive termite colony, each department compartmentalized and unto itself, and it’s difficult to find anyone who knows anything about the woman dressed like Satan’s shadow, always in black, with long sleeves and high collars; the one with the vibrant lipstick and the cruel heels, who swirls through rooms without others registering her presence. Purposeful but aloof, like a malevolent spirit with shit to do.


“Who was that?” I ask Tricia-from-Marketing after another spotting in the break room.


“Who was what?” Tricia-from-Marketing asks, attempting to eat her yogurt daintily, not realizing she has a smear on her chin.


I trail the shadow down a hallway, round a corner, and she’s gone.


Another time, she materializes in a packed elevator next to me. She doesn’t acknowledge my existence, and I certainly don’t say anything. I watch to see which button she’ll push, but she doesn’t so much as glance at the numbers. She steps off at the sixteenth floor when it opens to let someone in, and I watch, waiting to see if she’ll go left or right, but she does neither. She dawdles, looking at her phone, and just as the doors slip shut, she looks left, then right, and ducks into the stairwell.


“Who was that?” I ask Brennan-the-Intern.


“What was who?” Brennan-the-Intern asks, swiping right ten times in a row on a dating app while waiting for his floor.


Whoever she is, she acts like a secret agent. She gets off at the wrong floor and uses the stairs to throw off anyone who might be watching. She always has her phone out or pressed to her ear to deflect conversation. There’s no way to figure out who she is. I decide she must be a consultant, or a freelancer, or maybe even a client representative. Not a Spencer & Sterns employee at all.


Several days go by without any sightings, and then at the end of the day one Thursday, later than usual, I catch the elevator by myself, down, down, down, until it stops at the fifteenth floor. The doors yawn open like the gates to hell, and there she is.


She wears a black dress with a neat white collar under her open coat, and her lipstick makes her look like she’s just finished devouring some poor man’s heart, raw. She steps into the miasma of elevator Muzak with me, presses B, and turns to face me—a slow, graceful pirouette, her arms extending as she leans back on the handrail. Her sharp nails rasp the metal of the rail and the hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention. Then she cocks her head to one side, exposing the bareness of her own neck, and she looks like a vampire offering herself up to her lover. The elevator doors close, her eyes meet mine, and there’s that lurching fairground drop in the bottom of my stomach again, except the elevator hasn’t started moving yet.


“Ted Bundy,” she says.


I blink. “My name is—”


“Your Halloween costume,” she says. “You’re dressed as Ted Bundy.”


I’m not wearing a costume. I glance down at my arm in its sling. Yesterday I fell, and Grant—well, it was a whole thing. After Verity moved in, the large box she brought with her had to be carried out, and lending a helping hand is the nice, roommatey thing to do. Everyone at the office today was very solicitous. Deb-from-IT, in a disturbing cat costume, parts of which may have been sourced from an adult store, even gave me a double handful of Halloween candy.


“You’re the first to guess. But what about you? You’re just wearing your usual vampire nun getup.”


She narrows her eyes at me. “Vampire nun?”


“You’re always in black and covered up like a sister wife, except your legs.”


She looks thrown for a moment, like she doesn’t know whether she likes that I’ve made an observation about her. “I told you. I’m going for a Black Widow aesthetic.”


I want to know who she is.


“I’m Jake Ripper.”


She snorts contemptuously. “That’s definitely not your name.”


“It is. What’s yours?”


She doesn’t give me her name. She doesn’t say a thing. She is a wall. A stone. A—


The doors slide open, and my clinically stupid supervisor, Doug, enters at the ninth floor. In the jocular voice he uses to disguise the fact he has no idea what’s going on, he says, “Jack! And if it isn’t the lovely Dolly.”


She startles and shoots him a venomous look, but my stomach pinches pleasantly, and I file away my first little bit of data. Her name. I visualize it being typed across the blank screen in my head, the cursor blinking patiently, waiting for a surname.


“That’s not my name,” she says, and her tone makes it clear this idiot is taking his life into his hands calling her “Dolly.”


Backspace, backspace, backspace . . .


“Haha, yes. Yes. Dolores dela Cruz.”


Bingo. Entered and saved. I never forget a name. Here, her eyes dart toward me. The game is up.


Doug continues obliviously. “Haha, ¿cómo Esteban?”


She stares at him in disbelief. “ ‘¿Cómo Esteban?’ ”


His grin slips. “You don’t speak Spanish?”


She says, “I’m Filipina.”


It’s not going well for Doug. He still has no idea what’s going on, and his HR-mandated sensitivity training only got far enough into his skull to create a generalized impression that the conversation is turning dangerous. He scurries off at the third floor when the doors open to let someone in. The third floor isn’t even leased by our company.


I watch Dolores dela Cruz’s profile for the remaining two floors down to Ground, where I get off.


“Good night,” I say in my boring human voice.


“Buenos nachos,” she says flatly without looking up from her phone.


THE NEXT MORNING, I WAKE AT 4:53 A.M. AND STARE AT THE DIM GRAY SQUARE that is my ceiling and think about Dolores dela Cruz. I drink five cups of coffee in the dark, and I don’t even feel annoyed about Verity anymore. I have a name. Now I need to find out where she works. I need to know her department.


At work, after serving two weeks as photocopy bitch, Doug finally gives me some data entry to do.


“How long did this job usually take the last person?” I ask him.


Doug sweats and fidgets. “A week?”


I nod mournfully. “It will take me longer because I’m learning.”


Then I request permission to relocate to the empty annex so that I can take advantage of the quiet to really focus, i.e., write a script that will automate the entire process, completing one week’s work in five minutes, allowing me to spend the rest of the day working on my list. Or staring into space and imagining shoving every person I ever knew off a tall building. Or thinking about a slight figure in a black trench coat.


Permission is granted, and off I gambol to claim a cubicle in the annex, a deserted corporate postapocalypse frozen in time after the chaotic bloodbath of the last round of layoffs two years ago. The conspicuous absence of the warm bodies that left pens and papers scattered about and chairs half turned from their desks pleases me. The fluorescents hum at the edge of hearing, the dry air tickles the throat, and the sensory pleasures of greasy melamine surfaces and polyester upholstery beckon.


I plug in my computer, line up my pens, square my Post-its, purposefully press the power button . . . and as my computer makes the sound of an angel chorus sighing, I look up, and there’s Dolores dela Cruz herself.


Ensconced in a corner office, her long blue-black hair twirled into a perfect knot on the nape of her neck, her winged eyeliner like little black knife blades, her lipstick the only splash of color in this monochrome environment, she’s been watching me through the floor-to-ceiling window that makes up one wall of her office with a stony expression.


I smile a bright, fake, shit-for-brains grin at her.


Fancy seeing you here!


She doesn’t even blink. She holds my gaze for five seconds, then turns back to her computer.


NOW, MY LIFE IS LIKE THIS:


On Monday, Dolores walks in with lips as red and sticky and sweet as a Halloween candied apple with a razor blade inside, plucks up the coffee labeled DOLLY from her desk, and holds my eye while she drops it in the trash. Which is fair. I wouldn’t drink a coffee bought by me, either.


On Tuesday, my Post-its and pens are smacked out of order when I arrive at work, and the pervasive pong of fish reveals itself to be one of Jared-from-Accounts’s dirty tuna cans, taken from the kitchenette and hidden in my waste basket.


On Wednesday, my user account has been wiped from the computer. I make eye contact with Dolores as I pull a flash drive out of my messenger bag and restore my lost files.


On Thursday, I festoon my cubicle with strings of braided garlic and pour a salt ring onto the carpet around my desk.


On Friday, she cranks up her true crime podcasts to full tilt, daring me with a glance to protest. But the grisly podcasts just make the place feel homier. I decide to stay, and dear old Doug, pleased with my productivity, lets me.


It’s clear she isn’t happy about my intrusion. She never asks me what I’m doing here or how long I’ll stay. In the beginning she doesn’t talk to me at all, but some days I look up from my desk, my gaze drawn as if by an industrial magnet, and there she is, staring right at me through the glass window of her office with a bored, dissatisfied expression, like an apex predator considering something quite beneath her on the food chain.


When she’s not there, I pick the lock of her office door with a pair of paper clips and snoop her computer. It wakes when I touch the space bar, and she’s left open a browser tab for me: a Google search for How to tell the office nutjob you know he’s snooping on your computer after hours. I leave a new search for her: How do I gently let down an infatuated coworker?


There’s nothing personal on her computer, and I can’t make out anything work related, either. She spends all her time on her laptop, and that goes home with her.


I look up her podcasts and download an episode of Murderers at Work on my phone. I press play, and that eerie, now familiar opening jingle tinkles like a mallet sweeping over a skeleton’s ribs. I open her drawers and look through each one, just as she did to me, and as I lean back in her chair, I notice that the black stone vase sitting on her desk is angled just right so that she can see my workstation reflected in one of its flat, rectangular sides.


It’s a mystery to me what Dolores does. She doesn’t participate in any meetings. She doesn’t seem to be afflicted with a recurring appearance of paunchy middle management knocking on her door to “check in.” I watch her all day, and see nothing.


And all the while, there’s something. Something irresistible. I feel like a kid who keeps teasing the cat that scratches him. I feel like a cold, rubbery lab frog twitching to life every time she jabs me with an electrode.


AT THE END OF THE FIRST WEEK, WE FIND OURSELVES ALONE IN AN ELEVATOR again.


“Dolores,” I say.


“Jake,” she says, stiffly.


And in my best imitation of a normal human being, setting aside for the moment that she poured an entire cup of coffee on my messenger bag earlier, I ask, “Plans tonight, Dolores?”


“No. But I know what you’re doing.”


“What?”


“Putting the finishing touches on your human skin suit. I’m an expert on serial killers. I can always spot one in the wild. It’s the stench of bleach and the aura of despair.”


“Don’t have time tonight,” I say. “I’m defrosting my freezer for my next victim.”


“Do you use your fake golden retriever to lure them in?”


“My fake golden retriever?”


“The one whose picture you have as your desktop image.”


“What makes you think he’s fake?”


“You never have any dog hair on your clothes. And because it’s a stock image. It’s the first picture that comes up when you google ‘golden retriever.’ I checked.”


I would never be that obvious. It’s the third image.


“Is this part of your pretending-to-be-normal disguise?” she asks.


“Yes. Is your cat part of yours?”


She swivels on me. “Cat?”


Earlier, I heard her asking her neighbor to feed her cat. I can hear all her phone calls from where I sit, and I’m fascinated by the rare details of Dolores’s out-of-office life that come my way. I collect them, polish them up, appraise their value, and sort them into neat, meager piles. Pets resemble their owners, and I can picture the cat: vicious, sharp-fanged, black. Because of course she’s black.


She narrows her eyes dangerously at me. “Nothing gets past you, Jake. You’re a real bunny boiler, you know that?”


“What?”


“Am I going to come home someday to you making rabbit stew in my kitchen? Wearing my clothes? Blood smeared all over the cabinets? You picked the lock to my office. You went through my drawers.”


Just look at this little hypocrite.


“You went through my desk first. Maybe I should file an HR complaint.”


The split second of hesitation after my response gives her away. For a fleeting moment her face is afraid. Drawing the attention of HR scares the bejeesus out of her. A tiny, doubtful seed of suspicion morphs rapidly into a plant on time lapse. Her reluctance to tell me her name, her secret agent tactics, her remote office apart from everyone else—it all comes together. Suddenly I understand everything. I know her secret.


“What makes you think I haven’t beaten you to it?” she says airily. “I already spoke to HR.”


“You haven’t. And you won’t.”


“Don’t be so sure. I’ve been advised to keep a log.”


She hasn’t, and I’ve never been so sure about something in my life. I get off at Ground, and one backward glance reveals Dolores staring after me with a small line between her eyebrows.


“ ‘Grief,’ ” I say over my shoulder. “It’s a good name for you.”


“A more accurate translation would be ‘pain,’ ” she calls out. She says it like she’s cautioning me not to forget it.


The next morning I pull up my list. I create a new one every time I start at a new office. It’s my list of expendables, my list of people to be eliminated.




Dolores dela Cruz





I tuck her name in neatly at the bottom, under two dozen other names. My fingers hover over the mouse. What the heck. Why not? I cut her name and paste it at the top.
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True Crime Aficionado


DOLORES


IT’S 8:30 A.M. ON A FRIDAY, AND AS USUAL I’M CRAMMED INTO ONE CORNER OF the elevator with my face in my phone as I ascend from basement parking to my floor. The doors sweep apart for a pit stop at Ground to welcome the usual crowd, but today . . . today, there’s a little ripple in the atmosphere, the universe exhaling its breath on the back of my neck, and I look up to see the back of a head with familiar, neatly trimmed dark hair. Dark gray coat, gray slacks, black gloves. Ted Bundy in the elevator. The dashing stranger strangler.


I don’t get off at Fourteen or Fifteen or Sixteen. I stay put and watch from my corner as he reads text messages on nearby phone screens, tilts his head to the conversation around him, studies faces and notes the floors they sort themselves onto.


He steps off at Twenty, and I stay, chewing my lip. And maybe it’s the boredom building in my head, making my brain slide out my ear like a piece of charcuterie sliding off a cracker, but a chime tinkles, a prancing little dance of mallets on a xylophone that no one around me hears—a podcast jingle, the soundtrack to my boring little life.


My life was interesting, once.


Tinkle, tinkle, tinkle.


I jab the button just in time to stop at Twenty-one, cross the hall, and glide down the fire escape stairs, my heels snapping violently against the concrete steps. I peer through the door before stepping out onto Twenty. Coast clear.


I’ve perfected the art of gliding through populated spaces. I’ve been flying under the radar in this building for years, after all. The trick is to not slow down, to not make eye contact, to keep my face severe enough that the bashful intern is relieved when I pass by without acknowledging him. Down the hallway, past the phone desk, around the corner and into the bullpen, becubicled within an inch of its demonic, corporate, undead life. The sickly drone of industrial air circulation stabbed through with the frantic pulse of phones ringing, everyone murmuring, murmuring, murmuring, except for one loud jackass with the self-awareness of a two-year-old describing his skin fungus over the phone. I prowl the perimeter, my pulse ticking faster—until it stops.


Another sweep of the xylophone.


There he is.


Dark head bowed over his desk, fingers plucking methodically at his keyboard. His movements careful, rehearsed, like a stage actor playing a part.


He stands and pans the room, and I duck behind a pillar. He makes his way to the break area and drinks from a paper cup, slowly, definitely not listening in on the watercooler gossip being hashed out by two coworkers nearby, finishing his break a sensible ten seconds after they leave, using that time to monitor the movements of a gaggle of middle managers with studied disinterest. As he returns to his seat, he scans the computer screens of everyone he passes with a bored expression.


I stalk down the main aisle and breeze past where he sits, mere inches from the back of his bare neck, and complete my flash reconnaissance: just a spreadsheet this morning, a list of names; no photos on his desk; murder gloves stuffed in his coat pocket; his shoes aren’t filthy with mud from a shallow grave, and they haven’t been scrubbed with a toothbrush and bleach, either; fresh shave; bare ring finger.


A creak behind me could be his chair as he turns to watch me walk away. A shiver goes down my spine, but I keep my pace steady.


I leave the bullpen via a long, narrow hall I know leads to a stairwell, but behind me . . . Are those footsteps? It’s hard to be certain on commercial carpet, and now I’m in a stretch of office wasteland missing the ubiquitous wall of unnecessary glass that would give me a reflected view of everything behind me. It won’t do to allow him to track me back to my lair. But the difference between predator and prey is a predator will calmly allow herself to be stalked by another predator. She doesn’t bolt like a silly bunny. Predators understand how to play the long game, how to front, how to employ theory of mind. Predators are artists.


Without changing my pace, I round a corner and duck into an open door. The janitor’s closet. It’s pitch-black inside, except for a gash of light under the door illuminating my toes. I wait.


My heartbeat slows.


The silence stretches on.


I feel . . . disappointed.


There were no footsteps behind me.


Suddenly two shadows appear in the sliver of light under the door, and my toes disappear.


My stomach folds in half, and in half again—


My heart races—


Tinkle, tinkle, tinkle. The little mallets trill up and down my spine—


And my face—


It’s a good thing it’s dark in here. I never smile before noon.


The shadows vanish, my toes reappear, and I’m alone again. Just me, the mop bucket, and my heart, beating again after years of flatlining.


He’s definitely a murderer. I haven’t rotted my brain on true crime for five years for nothing.


AT MY DESK I FISH OUT MY PHONE AND SET TO WORK. HE’S GOT HIS OWN PAGE of notes, and it’s filling up faster than the one I keep for the shifty-eyed parking attendant or the new HR consultant with the unsettling, pale gaze.


Jake the Ripper: He’s Doug’s. He doesn’t seem to have any real responsibilities. No particular friends. He wears the exact same clothes, day after day after day, the monotony a form of visual Vaseline to make people’s eyes slide right off him. He takes public transit; he definitely does not drive the Aston Martin that appeared once in basement parking, and as a matter of fact, no one does. Whoever owns it sits in it and masturbates to the thought of their car’s price tag. I know that’s what I’d do.


Full points for his mask. He’s exactly like everyone else here, a cookie-cutter corporate drone with a number tattooed in his ear. Cheap suit, boring tie, shoes that can’t possibly be comfortable. He’s a temp, a little sore thumb poking out at odd angles from the corporate body, and that’s all part of it. It’s easier to sustain an act for short stints. It’s handy to point at the challenges of being thrust into a department full of strangers and blame the antisocial behavior on shyness. And when things get weird—when someone notices him stuffing a duffle bag full of plastic sheeting into his trunk or wiping a speck of blood off his shoe—he takes a new job and vanishes. Just like the Paper Pusher, he slinks into offices like vapor curling in from under the door, and then leaves, barely imprinting onto the memories of anyone there. You remember that temp—what was his name? Jack? Jonathan?


And all the while, he slinks around, studying people, learning their routines, casing his next victim.


There’s a thud behind me. I swivel in my chair to look out the glass wall of my office, and who should happen to be claiming the cubicle opposite but . . . Murder Gloves himself.


He performs his move-in rituals solemnly and fastidiously, wiping down his desk with Clorox wipes before taking a seat. His movements are slow, smooth, careful. He lines up his pens, twists his Post-its just so, presses the power button on his computer, folds his hands. And then raises his eyes to mine.


I already knew he was attractive in a neat-hair-and-glasses sort of way. I’d noticed. Good looks give you a leg up in every field, including remote farmer’s fields full of unmarked graves. People like you, they trust you, they want to be alone with you. The glasses are a great idea. Thick-framed and dark, they’re what you see first when you look at him. He probably looks completely different without them. But if you look past them, he’s got a sort of root-cellar paleness, like someone who’s been kept in a secret basement all their life—which no doubt he has been. Dark hair and expressive eyebrows. Behind his glasses his lashes are thick, and dark circles give him a debauched, cocaine-weekend, hasn’t-slept-in-three-days look. Or hasn’t-slept-in-ten-years. He’s being eaten from the inside out by a horrific secret—the body hidden under the floorboards.


I know all about bodies hidden in plain sight.


And then the fucker smiles at me. An unhinged smile that doesn’t reach his eyes, the sort of smile you see right before Hannibal Lecter bites your face off.


Tinkle fucking tinkle.


I don’t smile back. I hit my quota early today.


He’s gone by the time I finish for the day. I board the elevator and lodge myself in the corner behind a pair of Spencer & Sterns accountants. That wall of bodies blocks me from view when he steps in at the ninth floor and turns to face the doors. What a pleasure. What a delight. So much Jake Ripper in one day. I creep forward until I stand just slightly behind and to one side, close enough to inhale that signature bouquet of social isolation overlaid with the lighter, cloying notes of bleach for wiping away DNA and fingerprints.


Except . . . he doesn’t smell like that. His mask is too good, after all. He smells pleasantly mannish—like clean hair and soap and something else, something inviting and red-blooded that would make a woman lean her face right into his shoulder seconds before he reached up and wrapped his hands around her throat.


He raises his chin to watch the numbers—9, 8, 7—and I raise my chin to watch him, the neat outline of his head, the contours of his shoulders. His head is angled so that I can see the world through one lens of his glasses, distorted and strange. He turns slightly to let someone off at Four, and I notice a patch of stubble that he missed, right over an artery in his neck. I could take care of it myself, quickly, gently, whisk-ing the razor over that tender skin between heartbeats. Maybe I’d be careless, and a ruby of blood would form.


Our greasy reflection comes together as the elevator doors close, and when I look, I can see his eyes were on me first.


I work it out in my head on the drive home. He knew I was there behind him, as I leaned into his space and studied his haircut, his shave, and breathed in his smell—


He was breathing in my smell. He knew I was there because he recognized the scent of my perfume.


Three things occur to me. First, he’s been watching me. I made the mistake of drawing his attention. A couple of jokes in an elevator and now he’s like a pale, fluttering night bug that glimpses a flash of light and won’t go away. Or maybe a mosquito that’s sniffed blood and circles around lazily, waiting for its opportunity.


Second, a crooked little part of me likes that he’s been watching me. My life’s come to a pretty pass when I’m lonely enough to be flattered by the attention of a man who wants to carve my face from my skull and wear it.


And finally, this is bad. Nobody is supposed to notice me.
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Hostile Work Environment


JAKE


I’VE BEEN AT SPENCER & STERNS FOR ONE MONTH. I COULD BE YANKED SUDdenly by my temp agency and placed somewhere new, but for the time being I’m here with Dolores in our little annex, our little cell, our little funny farm.


It’s November now, and we are clenched in the white-knuckled death grip of Christmas season hysteria. Holiday music wafts like a bad smell over the elevator sound system, and twining vines of green and silver tinsel metastasize around railings and doorways. Not in our private sanctuary, though. An hour after the decorations go up, Dolores emerges from her office and Grinches the annex from the freckled ceiling tiles down to the shit brindle brown carpet, shoving everything into a big black garbage bag.


“Where’s your Christmas spirit?” I ask her, and she ignores me. She’s been ignoring me all week, ever since my comment about going to HR, and I miss her little acts of guerrilla terrorism. She returns to her office and flicks on a podcast, and the now familiar tinkle of a jingle starts. A jaunty waltz across the minor keys of a xylophone, and—


“Hellooooo, Killjoys and Murderheads! That’s Bex—”


“And that’s Aya—”


“And this—


“—is Murderers at Work!”


“Where we pretend to find lessons about society in grisly true crime stories!”


“Um, where we pretend to be appalled and not morbidly fascinated—”


“How’s this: Murderers at Work, the barometer of an indifferent society’s decay.”


“Can I get that on a mug?”


“Maybe on a Christmas mug with little snowmen and shit, because this episode of Murderers is guaranteed to put the festive spirit in the cold, empty void where your heart used to be. But first . . . Bex?”


“Tickets to our live event in Las Vegas are selling out! So get your shit together and buy some!”


“Do it! It’s Las Vegas, guys!”


“Aaaaand on with the show. Today we’re going to talk about . . .”


“Arguably my favorite serial killer—”


“. . . SECRET SANTA! If you’ve been with us for any amount of time, you know that approximately fifty percent of our inside jokes revolve around killer mall Santas. Today we discuss the original killer mall Santa—”


“The original one, guys—not the copycat acts from the nineties—”


“Ugh, no. The nineties were not good for killer mall Santas—”


“The one who would hack up his victims and wrap them in Christmas paper, then leave the packages around town. And that’s totally not a spoiler. The story gets so much better.”


“I told you before we started recording, but I’m going to repeat it now—”


“Absolutely. Do it.”


“I looked up the photos in evidence—”


“You always do this—”


“And the wrapping paper this guy used for his victims . . . is the SAME green wrapping paper my grandma used for, like, three Christmases in a row!”


I sit with my chin in my hand as I run my script, once again completing this week’s work in a matter of minutes, and I watch Dolores through her window, wondering who she spends Christmas with, who she buys presents for, who will buy her a present.


That evening after work, I don’t board the SkyTrain. I wander the bustling downtown sidewalks, peering in shop windows, not sure where to find what I’m looking for. Clothing stores. Shoe stores. Stores that identify as “lifestyle stores.” I’m swept into a downtown mall on a current of shoppers, and there—


I walk into the toy store. I’m used to feeling out of place, but now I feel more out of place than I’ve ever felt in my entire life. The proprietor smiles at me, and I grimace back, and in the back, on a shelf laden with pink Mattel boxes, I find Dolores’s gift.


I WATCH HER OUT OF THE CORNER OF MY EYE WHEN SHE WALKS IN THE NEXT morning. She deposits her purse, hangs her coat, swivels to face her desk, and it’s not until she reaches to tap her keyboard that she notices it: my gift.


It’s a small package, about the length of her pinkie, wrapped up in shiny green wrapping paper with a tiny filament of gold ribbon. It was too small to tie into a bow, so I dragged the blade of a sharp knife across the ends to make them curl.


She would never lower herself by raising her head to look at me right now. I sit there, watching her out of the corner of my eye, and I know she watches me out of the corner of her eye, too. Two mirrors reflecting each other into infinity.


She slides the loop of ribbon off the package, plucks carefully at the tape, then parts the freed edges of the paper to reveal the thing lying in her palm: a smooth, beige plastic leg, severed neatly at the knee. She touches the toes with one finger and rotates it in her palm.


She’s silent and still for a long moment, but then she raises her head and looks right at me—and she doesn’t smile, but I know from her face that this is the best Christmas gift she’s ever been given. A doll for Dolly. And an invitation to play.


I STAGE THE TWELVE DAYS OF CHRISTMAS FOR HER IN NOVEMBER. EVERY DAY, a new gift awaits in a new spot: A severed hand in her coffee mug. A dismembered foot in her paper clip tray. An upper and lower torso, sawed neatly in half, in the print tray and the filing cabinet, respectively. All with the same shiny green paper and gold ribbon.


All except the head. The original killer mall Santa did something fun with the head.
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Not Like Other Girls


DOLORES


MY LIFE IS LIKE THIS:


Being a card-carrying adult, I wake at an hour that leaves me with such a number of minutes to be at work that every single one is accounted for and there is no room for error. Morning is a blur of ablutions and makeup and hair and dressing and packing and a last-minute search for shoes. If I could mainline caffeine into my veins, I would. If I could get my hands on something stronger, I would.


Some people live to work; others work to live. I don’t do either. I exist. I keep my lower lip just above the water as I tread, a slave-driving sense of duty keeping me going. I’m spurred forward by mundane procedures that would not be completed if I didn’t take care of them: Car maintenance. Home maintenance. Cat maintenance—just the bare minimum is what it feels like. I’ll get no awards there. She’d been a selfish impulse in a difficult moment of my life, a drastic decision to stave off loneliness. A warm, breathing thing to love and cuddle and play with—something to bring purpose into my life. But instead, she makes me feel like a stranger in my own home. I walk in the door, and she watches me with skeptical eyes and scampers off to be by herself.


Every day there must be a breakfast, lunch, and dinner—three problems I get to solve all over again every single day, my personal Groundhog Day, my private ring of hell. Every day I must scrape messes off surfaces anew—or not. If I don’t, they sprout and grow legs and become their own ecosystem. Every day, there is a pile of laundry, self-generating, bottomless, gradually gaining sentience, studying me, plotting to destroy me. And the bills. Oh, the bills.


There’s no satisfaction in any of it. No sense of a job well done. Only the persistent feeling that I’m doing it wrong, doing not enough, that I’m bailing out a sinking ship.


Late at night, when it’s dark out, and the rush has abruptly ended, and my bones sag like a Halloween skeleton that’s been taken down and tossed back into its box, I crane my ears and reach past the silence of my apartment for the healthy, normal humming of the families above and below and on either side. They exist in a false sense of permanence and stability, and it agitates me. They have no idea how quickly life can change. I pace my apartment. I pluck at my clutter, picking up a book and setting it down, moving an envelope from here to there, wiping down a counter and then giving up on the others. A baby cries next door, and a woman soothes him, and a man laughs, and I throw my rag into the sink and pour myself another glass of wine and turn on the TV to drown it all out. The sounds, the humming, the silence in my own apartment. I watch an episode of something funny and I don’t laugh. I found this shit funny once—I’m sure I did. But laughter is a social behavior, and it’s not something you do on your own. Even though I do everything else on my own.


That’s what I like about true crime—it doesn’t ask me to laugh. That, and the victim blaming. The victim blaming is so . . . reassuring. So long as I carry pepper spray in my bra and don’t talk to men with their arm in a sling, I’ll be fine. Not like those other, stupider girls. Ho, no. How different from lung cancer or brain tumors. Can’t do a fucking thing about oncogenes.


I find a rerun on the Bottle Factory Killer. Six women over three years. Idiots. When you’re a single woman, you have to be smarter than that. I’m smarter than that. A serial killer would never get the chance to hunt me because I’d be hunting him. I have room for hobbies now, after all. So much room.


The thing about my existence is there’s a man-shaped chalk outline sketched all over it, marking out where a body used to be. I roll over it when I get out of bed in the morning. I step over it when I walk out the front door. When I’m walking to my car in a basement parking lot by myself and I notice the sound of a stranger’s footsteps behind me—a single woman on her own—the outline is there, the man inside conspicuously absent.


I’m not special. I think we all have hearts like a baby’s shape-sorting cube, holes left behind by the people who passed through. If we’re lucky, another one that’s just the right shape comes along, and we’re whole again for a moment. But triangles and squares and circles are common and easy to come by. This very distinct, four-limbed, man-shaped gap is difficult to fill. I’d resigned myself to that.


But when I sit at my desk and hold that unwrapped doll leg in my hand, I reflexively think of that chalk outline, of the unique shape left open in my heart, and although it’s a terrible idea—although there is so much more to lose than to gain—I can’t help the guiltiest, most shameful fantasy of filling it up again.


THE DAYS PASS AND I COLLECT MY DOLL PIECE BY PIECE. A LEG, A HAND, A foot, a chest . . . I lay the pieces out in my drawer. I carry them in my purse. I rub my thumb over the nubby little toes of a foot in my pocket as I take the elevator down at the end of the day. No one’s ever given me a gift like this, and I puzzle over what it means. I want to pry apart the sutures of Jake’s skull and trawl my fingers through his brains for answers, but a man like Jake has his guard up. There’s no waiting till it comes down. The trick is to make him think his defenses are working and to pick away at the cracks where he’s not looking.


It takes two seconds to fish the flash drive out of his messenger bag when he’s gone to brownnose Doug. He was so careless about letting me see where he keeps it after I wiped his computer. Some of the files are password protected and some aren’t. There’s a spreadsheet that is a list of names, with mine at the top. I won’t deny the thrill I feel at that. The columns to the right are filled with values that don’t make sense to me. I copy it to my desktop, remove the flash drive, and stalk back to his desk. He’s nowhere in sight. I return the drive to his bag.


When I straighten, I bump his desk and his computer wakes. The golden retriever has been replaced with a new photo. My heart stumbles, cartwheels, and falls on its face.


There’s a beautiful nighttime view of the river behind them. In the foreground, Jake’s face is right next to hers, cheek to cheek, and he grins like a fool while she gazes distantly at the camera. She’s stunning, in a highlighted, lacquered, lip-fillered, paralyzed sort of way that speaks of careless wealth. It’s the Botox. Or maybe the horse tranquilizers kicking in, before he takes her back to his place and decapitates her. I look closely. Dolce & Gabbana sunglasses perched on her head. A Tiffany pendant. I’m a materialistic brand-name hound.


I return to my desk. I feel old and dowdy and cheap. I have heartburn and a headache coming on. I delete my Jake the Ripper notes from my phone. That’s that.


He comes back from lunch, and I watch him tinker away at his computer in the reflective surface of the black stone vase on my desk. I watch him push his glasses back up his straight nose and accidentally muss up his neat hair when he scratches his head. He glances over at me, laconic, bored, and I wonder if she’s his girlfriend. He’s clever and good-looking—even if he is just a temp and his freezer’s full of severed heads. I wonder if they have frequent, vigorous sex. I bet she lets him keep his glasses on.


I hate him so much.


At the end of the day, I go home and line up bits of beige plastic on my coffee table. Arms here, legs there. In my head, I line up bits and pieces of Jake.


He placed that flash drive in his messenger bag pocket in front of me while I watched. He wanted me to find that list for some reason.


The golden retriever photo—he was checking to see what I noticed.


And that selfie he replaced it with . . .


He’s teasing me. He’s still checking to see what I notice. He’s . . . bored.


Are you as bored of real life as I am?


A man with a wealthy, beautiful girlfriend doesn’t get bored.


She could be anyone. She could be no one. I’m the one he’s playing serial killer games with.


Tinkle, tinkle, tinkle.


I consider my deconstructed doll laid out before me, and I realize there’s a message here—an offering, if I’m interested in accepting. I’m missing a head, and I need to know: Will this Ken doll have dark hair and glasses?
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The Ghost on the Roof


JAKE


DOLORES DOESN’T FIND THE HEAD. DEB-FROM-IT DOES, LETTING OUT A SHRIEK when she wanders in to pilfer coffee creamer from the underutilized fridge in the annex break room. Dolores bolts from her desk, shoves Deb-from-IT out of the way, and stands there basking in the sickly refrigerator light while the head stares out glassy-eyed from one fridge shelf, surrounded by a pool of scarlet blood spilled from some split red ink refills I took from the supply cabinet. Secret Santa had a charming MO.


“What is wrong with you two?” Deb-from-IT cries.


I know that something shifts between Dolores and me after that, because that evening her heels clatter up behind me as I wait at the elevator. When the doors open, she steps in with me, but I don’t look at her. I stare straight up at the number above the door as it changes. I feel her eyes on me.


“Jake,” she says after a few floors.


“Dolores.”


“Thank you for the doll.”


“I was raised to share my toys.”


“Your upbringing is between you and Norma Bates. Plans tonight, Jake?”


“No, but I know what you’re doing.”


“What?”


“Stropping your straight razor and combing the dating apps for your next husband.”
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