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A naked woman stood on a beach and looked at the ocean as it moved along the clean shore and wondered about the lives—the lives she killed, the lives she caused to be killed—and hated herself. She howled, because they could've been saved—all of them, if she only listened to that critical voice in her head that said, No, don't, don't do it. 

If only she listened... 

Meanwhile...

A teenage boy and girl sat in a black car with black interior, the boy in the driver seat and the girl seated next to him. They weren't wearing seatbelts, the metal glistening beside their heads. 

He looked at the ocean. Then he closed his eyes and rested his head against the headrest. 

The dirty water licked the dirty shore. 

He looked at the girl. 

Her new phone lit her Greek face, glistening off her wet lips, shining off her green eyes. 

Hun.

She was still looking at her phone. Yeah. When he didn't answer, she slapped the phone against her freckled thigh, looked at him, and said, firmly, Yeah. Like, are you going to talk to me tonight or are you just going to sit there like a dumb fuck and do whatever it is you're doing. 

He breathed. 

She looked away. 

I was just thinking. 

She looked at him. 

He was silent, breathing. He was steadying himself, getting ready to talk. He didn't think she'd take it well, what he wanted to talk about. 

She spoke, Yes. About. Come on, man, what were you thinking.  

The boy took his time. 

The girl had little patience. Forget it, she said and returned to her phone, breathing heavily, then sliding her thumb on the phones too bright screen. Forget it.

At last the boy found his backbone. Do you believe were real.  

She looked at him. Real.

Like, paused the boy, looking up, then saying, Real, you know, real.

No I get you. 

As if this entire thing is a dream. 

But the girl had another way of putting it. Like a fucking simulation. Is that what you're getting at. Like, The Matrix. You think were living in The Matrix, a fucking Matrix. Can you...

He groaned and looked away. He grabbed the steering wheel, flexing his powerful arms. 

What, she demanded. What do you want me to do. Grab your hand, press it against my breast—and they are called breasts, jackass—and tell you, “Does this feel real to you.” She spat, Come on, get real. 

You don't understand. 

I understand just fine. I just don't want to play along. 

They sat and were silent. 

She seethe'd, lowered her phone, and looked around. What are we doing here, hm. Like, get me outta here, get me home. Now. I don't like it when you're in one of these moods. 

He didn't move. 

I said, “Get me outta here—now.” Or would you rather I walk the streets and get raped and murdered, hm. Or what about assaulted. Would you like that, hm, some guy, some stranger, some homeless, toothless fuck, grabbed my breasts and who knows what else, and I had to file a police report and have nothing happen and feel scared for my safety for the rest of my fucking life. Would you like that, hm.  

––––––––
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HE STOPPED THE BLACK car in front of her fathers one storey, white home. 

She looked at him, her hand on his thigh. I mean this, OK, but are you alright. 

I'm fine.

You sure.  

Yes.

Because...

I know.

She breathed. If you're sure. 

He looked at her. I am. Really, I am. 

They said their goodbyes, kissed, and made plans to see each other again. 

His sisters birthday was coming up, and he needed some help buying something girly. 

She grabbed his hand and squeezed it. She rubbed his hand with her thumb. She was worried he'd do something he'd regret, that he was headed to a dark, all consuming place. 

They exchanged looks. 

She asked him, Again, I just need to be sure, but are you alright. Like, alright-alright-alright, right. She didn't want to leave him if he wasn't. She was sure her father would understand, though a side of her believed he wouldn't, but she could deal with him later.  

Yeah. Yeah, sure. I'm fine.

You sure.

Yes, I'm sure. 

Really. 

Really. I'm fine. He grabbed her hand and kissed it. 

As his lips pressed against her fingers, she curled them, almost into a fist. Alright, she said. If you're sure.

I am. 

I just wanted to make sure.

I am, really. I know, I freaked you out, but I'm fine, really. 

OK. She sat and looked at him, then, she got out, closing the door. 

He waited tI'll she was in the house. 

Through the window, she looked at him not looking at her. She knocked on the window. 

He turned his head and watched her. 

She looked around and saw no one. She lifted her black shirt and pressed her breasts against the window. One was pierced, the other had a tattoo of a black vine around the nipple. She stepped back, lowered her black shirt, and pressed her fingertips to her lips, then pressed them against the window. 

He looked at her, thankful, a smile stretched across his face. Tease.

She turned and walked into the house. 

When she closed the front door, he left. 

She watched his car crawl away, then heard it speed off. She took her shoes off, placed them with the others, then walked into her bedroom. She laid on the bed and looked at the ceiling. 

Her fingers played with her pierced belly button. 

She pinched it and tugged it as she looked within. She grabbed her phone and held it, considering her next move. She lifted her shirt and exposed her breasts. She snapped a picture of them just hanging, of them pressed together, of her sucking them, and of her pinching the pierced pink nipple, pulling the breast in the process, stretching the pink nipple. Then, she texted him, Y don'tchya come over. My breasts need something to rap around. She considered which picture to send. Then, she sent it, with a picture of her pressing her breasts together. 

In the black car, his phone dinged. 

From the ding, he knew it was her. 

As he drove, he looked at his phone. 

Her phone dinged. 

She looked at it. 

He texted back, Coming. 

She smiled, texted, Can't w8, and waited. 

He stopped the black car in front of the white house. He got out, then walked to the window that used to be hers but was now her fathers. He slid the window open.  

Her father shifted.  

The boy stepped into the room. Hey, hey. 

Her father saw...

A dark figure lurking in the room, the window open and something shiny in their hand. 

He grabbed his gun, from under his pillow, and aimed it. Hey, hey.

The dark figure raised his hands, light streaking from his phone, the shiny thing her father recognized as a black, shiny gun. 

To protect himself, dad fired the gun. 

The bullet's hit the wall and the dark figure, as the flash lit the small room. 

The girl covered herself, bullet's ringing out. 

The old man stood on the bed and continued to fire, a bullet piercing the boyfriends cheek and forehead. 

The dark figure slumped against the ground, blood dripping from his open wounds.  

The girl considered who it could be. 

Then it hit her. 

She yelled out, Dad, dad..

The gun clicked—empty. 

Dad, dad..

He flipped the light switch and saw the boy on the ground, blood pooling around him. Fuck, he said. Fuck. 

Dad, shouted the girl, from the renovated room her father used to have, dad, are you OK.

I'm fine. He added, The bullet's, they didn't...

No, I'm fine. 

Then, it hit her. 

She was in a state of shock and rejection. She covered her gaping mouth with her hand, her rings shining. No, she told herself, it can't be, he can't be. 

I'm calling the police, he told his daughter. 

As he told the police what happened, saying, He came in through the window, I couldn't see who it was, the girl knocked on his door, saying, Dad, dad, you OK. 

I'm fine. He directed his attention back to the phone. Yes, I shot him, but he isn't—doesn't look like...

Dad. The girls voice quivered. 

I'm fine. Stay where you are, OK. 

But she wouldn't listen. She opened the door and saw her boyfriend slumped against the wall freckled with bullet holes and blood splatter.

Blood surrounded him, blood dripping from his bullet-made wounds. 

She screamed and raised her hands. 

I didn't know, I didn't know, repeated dad. He rushed to her and held her. He spun her around. He just... he continued, but his voice faded from her ears. He rubbed her back. 

Something caught her eye, a green marble glowing in the dimness of the room. 

––––––––
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AND YOU DIDN'T TELL him, about the rooms, questioned the cop, an Asian man with a clean face. 

No, I told him. 

That you changed rooms, with your father.

Yes. I guess he forgot.

Or was thinking with something else, her father said. 

He give you that, wondered the cop, pointing at the green marble in her hand. 

You can say that, she said, turning the green marble, holding it with two fingers, her middle finger and her thumb. 

What is it, besides a ball, her father asked. 

I, started the girl. it's just a ball, a good luck charm. 

Some good luck charm. I'd sell it if I was you. And quick. 

When the girl was alone, she cried, pulling the sheets around her. She was in a fetal position, wondering why, why didn't he remember, and who could've done this. Who ever it was, she knew she had to get revenge, but will anyone return the favour when it got out who killed the person who killed her boyfriend. Fuck it, she thought, it's got to be done. 
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A woman in a pale red shirt entered an entryway, closed a door, then plopped her gold and silver keys in a wood bowl filled with coins, batteries, and a little green flashlight. She took off her red shoes, then walked, barefoot, farther into the house, sorting through her mail, mostly junk, mostly coupons for burger joints and chicken houses and pizza parlours. 

Lisa sat on the floor of her bedroom as Michael sat on her bed. 

He looked up from his textbook, his eyes staying on her cleavage. 

Lisa picked at her white v-neck shirt, her fingernail touching a dark freckle. She felt something and looked at him looking at her. She moved. Uh. 

He looked at her face. 

His face reddened and he looked away, Sorry, I... but his voice trailed off. 

Hey, she said, look at me. 

He didn't. 

Look at me. Hey, look at me. 

He looked at her. 

You want to... 

Michael waited for her to finish her question, but she didn't. Want to what. Michael hoped he knew what she wanted to do.  

Were the only ones here. Will you show it to me. She nodded to his crotch. 

The question hung in the air. 

I'll show you these, offered Lisa, as she grabbed her breasts, pushing them together. 

They creased along her chest. 

OK, accepted Michael. He unbuttoned and unzipped his pants. He lifted himself from the bed and slid his jeans and red underwear off. He lifted his black shirt, exposing his cut stomach. He grabbed his hardening, uncut erection and stroked it, his hands cupping his testicles.  

As he took off his pants and underwear, Lisa grabbed her white v-neck t-shirt and yanked it off. Then she reached behind her and unhooked her skin-coloured bra. 

The straps loosened. 

She grabbed her breasts and pulled her bra off, placing it on the floor beside her. 

You gonna let me see or... 

She looked at the floor as she dropped her hands. 

Her breasts fell. 

Michael stared. 

She continued to look at the floor. Then she looked at him looking at her breasts. Then she looked at his erection. You mind. She stood and sat beside him. She reached out with one hand. 

He released his erection. 

She reached out and held it, licking her lips.  

He breathed, her fingernails rubbing the underside of his erection, pulling the skin.  

She looked at him sternly. Don't. 

OK. 

Don't try, commanded Lisa, just do it, alright. 

Alright. 

When you're close, tell me, alright. You can do it in your hand if you want to.  

Sure.  

I don't...

OK. Hey, OK.

Lisa looked from him to the tip and licked her full lips. As she lowered her head, her tongue touching the tip and moving it in her hand, the bedroom door opened. 

The woman, her stepmother, squeaked, then closed the door. 

Lisa let go and covered herself, sitting with a curved back. 

Michael sat up, as the door opened again. Before the door opened, Lisa went for her shirt, but when the door opened, she stopped, hugging her breasts with both her arms. 

Lisa's stepmother looked at them. Get out—get out. She walked into the room as Michael reached for his pants. 

All Lisa could do was sit on her bed, with her back turned to her stepmother, holding her breasts, her eyes wide and white, her mouth agape. She held her long hair in front of her. 

The stepmother grabbed Michael and pulled him out of the room and down the hall. 

Michael resisted. 

But she found the strength to pull him along. 

He stepped. 

His pants snagged and he fell.  

The stepmother covered her open mouth with her hand. 

Michael fell down stairs and onto a landing. Jesus, woman, what the hell is wrong with you. 

Just get out. The stepmother pointed to the front door.  

Michael stood, aiming his slightly hairy ass at the stepmother, who turned her head and covered her eyes. He pulled his pants and underwear up, buttoning his pants and zipping them. Your nuts. 

Just leave, yelled the stepmother. 

But what about...

I said, Leave. The stepmother grabbed the railing. She pointed to the door.  

Michael turned and walked out, the door slamming. 

The stepmother waited, turned, and walked to Lisa's room. She opened the bedroom door. 

Jesus. Lisa pulled her shirt down. 

The stepmother didn't like it when she cursed the Lord. She reddened Lisa's cheek with her hand. She hit her many times. 

Lisa cowered and held her face. She cried, too.  

Never him, never, ever him. The stepmother turned, walked, and stopped at the door, her hand on the frame. Just wait until your father hears about this. 

You can't, please. 

He has every right to know. 

But only him, right.

The stepmother looked at Lisa. 

Only him, right.

––––––––
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CHICKEN, MASHED POTATOES, and an assortment of vegetables covered white plates. 

Lisa, dressed so she wasn't revealing any unnecessary skin, hung her head, her pointer finger rubbing the top of her forehead and her thumb pressing against her jaw.  

The stepmother turned to Lisa's father, saying, Martin. 

Martin, an average looking man with a fat jaw, sat beside the woman's son, David, a fat man whose face was freckled in red and white dots and facial hair. Martin looked at his wife, holding a fork at an angle. 

You wouldn't guess what your daughter was up to today, the stepmother said, peaking his interest.

Martin looked at his daughter, who still covered her turned-face with one hand. He didn't want to hear what his wife had to say, but he didn't stop her either.  

When the stepmother told Martin of the days events, David said, looking at Lisa, saying, What a whore. 

David, Martin snapped.  

You think he's lying, asked the stepmother. You think a respectable woman would do what she did today. You think I would, hm.

Martin was silent, his response caught in his throat. 

Lisa smacked the table and rose. 

And where do you think you're going, the stepmother asked her, turning her head and staring her down.

Lisa breathed, trying to stop herself from crying. She closed her eyes, which were layered in tears. 

Oh, Lisa, David said, leaning back and crossing his arms. . 

Lisa stopped, halfway to the door. 

Just go, Martin told her. 

The stepmother started, But...

I said, Go. He was looking at his wife, then he looked at his daughter. You can eat later.

She stayed. 

Just go.  

Lisa walked on, then she stopped and turned. Dad.

He was looking at her. 

He closed his eyes. 

Dad. Dad, will you look at me. 

He looked. 

I'm sorry, I just... I'm just so sorry. Lisa bowed her head, then walked out of the dinning room, grazing the doorframe with her shoulder. 

When she was gone and out of earshot, Martin spoke. What was the point of that.  

I just wanted you to know what kind of daughter you and your ex wife raised.

Lisa walked up the stairs and into her room, where she hid under her blankets. She pulled her legs up and hugged herself. 

You can't make this better, the stepmother said. This, what this is, what happened, can't be sugarcoated. 

––––––––
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LATER THAT NIGHT, MARTIN knocked on Lisa's bedroom door. 

Lisa shuddered. 

Lisa, he asked. Lisa, you there. Are you awake. 

She didn't feel like answering the door, but threw her blankets off her. 

Lisa, I want you to know that I'm not ashamed of you, OK. 

She stood and stopped. 

What you did—theres nothing wrong with it. Lisa, Lisa. Your mother—she... she has her reasons but that doesn't mean... that doesn't mean you should, you know, care about what she says. 

He knocked, rapping his knuckles against the door. 

Lisa, you there. Lisa...

He waited, his hand flat against the door. 

Lisa, I love you...just the way you are. 

He stood, then walked away. 

Lisa stood, breathing. She was crying.  

––––––––
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MOMENTS LATER, LISA, in the hall, spotted David. 

He stood, looking at her. 

She lowered her head and walked. 

He pondered, Why are you like this.  

Lisa stopped, then tried to get passed him. Can't you just... 

You think she didn't have her reasons. He raised his arm and stopped her, pressing it against the wall. 

Lisa tried ducking, but he moved his body in front of her. 

Lisa stopped and quit. You think I care what her reasons are. Jesus-fucking-Christ...

Whack. David punched her face. 

Lisa hit the wall. 

Then David cocked his arm and held it.

She shuddered. 

He punched her, again.  

Lisa hit the floor, crying, her face reddening. 

David grabbed her shirt, his fingers brushing her chest, and pulled her. 

She stayed on her knees, slack. 

You think she's not thinking about you, David shouted. You think she's doing this because it's fun. He let her go, throwing her. 

She fell against the wall and floor, weeping. 

You're a joke. Look at the victim. it's what you want to be, isn't it. it's how you see yourself, isn't it. Pathetic. He turned and walked away. 

Lisa, with her arms in front of her, watched him. When he was a good distance away, she scrambled to her room, slamming the door. She pressed herself against the door, then slid down. She sobbed.  

––––––––
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IN THE MORNING, LISA opened her eyes to the pain of last night. She looked at her face in a mirror and gazed at her black eyes, holding a hand in front of them. She took out her concealer and covered up, wincing as it moved over her bruised eyes. She picked up her bag and Michaels and walked off to school, where she met with Michael, handing him his bag. I charged your phone, too, she said, just in case. 

Thank you. Hey, Michael said, you OK. 

Yeah. I'm just...can we just forget about last night, like, as if it never happened.

Sure.

Have you... .

What. He waited. 

She stood. 

He pressed her, Have I what.  

Forget it. Just forget it, OK. She walked away. 

What's with her, a friend asked him. 

If I only knew.

––––––––
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LISA WALKED THROUGH the lunch room. She sat at her usual place, and Valerie, a friend of six years, sat beside her. Valerie had sun-kissed skin and dyed blonde hair. Her brown eyes were the colour of dark chocolate. 

A third girl sat opposite Lisa. You really don't know what you're doing, do you. Here, want to get cleaned up. 

No.

But...

I said, “No.”

––––––––
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YOU WANT TO STUDY, at my place, wondered Valerie, as they walked the kid-crowded streets near the school. I could use someone like you. 

That's a neat way of putting it. 

So, Valeria asked. Will you help me. 

Sure. 

The two girls bussed to a two story house, where Valeries mom sat on a couch. 

She looked at Lisa and said, Wow, to be young again. 

Mom. 

What.

Just let it go. 

Can't I speak in my own house, can I.

Well be in my room, studying. 

Sure. Valeries mom watched them, then returned to the couch and the tv.  

––––––––
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IN VALERIES CLUTTERED room, Valerie closed the door. She turned to Lisa, who sat on Valeries bed. If you think I'm letting this go.  

Can't we just... 

Here, take it off. She held a sheet of makeup remover.  

Lisa didn't move. 

Take it off, demanded Valerie. 

I wondered what you girls were doing in there, Valeries brother from the other side of the door. 

The makeup, take it off. 

Lisa grabbed the makeup remover sheet and turned it. 

Valerie stood, her hands on her hips. Fine—if you don't want to take it off, that's fine, I guess, but you got to tell me what happened, OK.

Lisa told her. She just wouldn't stop, she cried. She just wouldn't stop.

And your face.

David. 

Valerie considered her next move, then stood, walked to her desk, and grabbed a green marble, it's glass coating covered a green gel-like substance with dark pockets of air floating. Lisa, do you know what this is.

Lisa didn't feel like answering. 

It's a death ball. Have you ever heard of death/site.

Don't, Lisa suggested. 

Please, Valerie pleaded, it'll help. Valerie sat beside Lisa, offering her the death ball.  

But I don't want to, Lisa refused, her fingers pressing against its curved surface. If I didn't piss him off...

But you'll always piss him off.

If I didn't curse his mother... 

Lisa, don't, ok, don't defend him.

But I know what happened.  

And so do I. Hey, she touched her friends thigh, you want this to stop, don't you, don't you.

Lisa lowered her head. 

Lisa, you want this to end, right. When Lisa didn't answer, handing her head, as she held the death ball, Valerie said, Lisa. There was silence between the two. Lee-sa. Oh Lee-sa. 

Fine, yes. Of course I do.

Then, death/site will help you. Hey, it helped me. Valerie felt Lisa's resistance and said, If not you, then who, his girlfriend, his wife, his daughter. Who do you think will end this. 

Lisa looked at the green marble. She turned it. It drew her in.  

All you have to do is predict three people, just three people. 

Three people, eh.

Your stepmother can be the second. All you need is a third, but we can come to that when we come to it, OK. OK. 

Lisa nodded. OK. 

If you're not certain, ask around. Other people will help you through this, OK. 

Lisa nodded. OK. The second OK she kept to herself. 
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At school, the next day, Lisa approached a girl with red hair. 

The girl looked at her. 

Lisa stood, not asking the question she wanted to ask her. 

The girl became unnerved. Yes, can I help you. When Lisa didn't answer, the girl pressed, Is there something you want. I'm not, you know, really. 

No, it's OK. I was... 

Yes. You were. 

I was just... nothing. Forget it. 

Id love to. The girl walked away from Lisa, who said, more to herself, Girl, you know how to get what you want, don't you.

––––––––
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THIS TIME, LISA ASKED someone she knew, someone she's been friends with for about a year.

Death/site. Yeah, why, asked a girl with shiny black hair, do you have someone in mind. She gasped, then said, Who. Come on, please, tell me. 

Lisa stood silently, testing the girls patience. 

Come on, please, you know who I used it on, don't you. 

Everyone knows who you used it on.

Then... come on, please. When it became obvious Lisa wouldn't say anything, the girl said, And here I was thinking you changed. But you can't even tell me who you have in mind. Either way, were going to find out. The first is always a family member, they say. Death/sites never if not personal. The girl with shiny black hair used her finger to slide her glasses up her nose.  

––––––––
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WHY. DO YOU HAVE SOMEONE in mind, asked Katherine, her friend of fI've years. Katherine liked to suck in her belly when she stood. A technique she learned from her days in ballet, her teacher saying to her, You're just going to have to suck it in, aren't you, saying, Theres always a fat one, thinking she can eat, and eat, and eat, then eat some more, just because she can work it off on the dance floor, as her family watched on, seeing her huff and puff and scuff her knees.  

David. 

Your brother. 

My stepbrother, Lisa clarified. 

He still... 

It's the only thing I can rely on him to do.

You really going to go through with it, aren't you. 

Depends. 

On what. 

What if he changes. 

Katherine wasn't in the mood to argue. She had things to do. I guess, you got to give him some time for that to happen, don't you.  

I guess, but how much.

How much does he need.

How much tI'll he hIt's me again.

How much tI'll you've had enough. 

I'll give it a week, then another, and another, and another. 

But once you go through with it... 

I know. 

You'll have to... 

I know. 

You have, haven't you. 

Lisa was silent. 

Katherine continued... 

You're going to do it, aren't you.  

Yeah, probably. 

I just hate the idea of it. Katherine rubbed her arm. 

We all do. Lisa looked down, then, looking at Katherine, saying, But it has to be done, doesn't it. 

Not now though, right, Katherine questioned, he was nice to me this morning.

If only I was you. 

A confusing bunch, they are, so confusing. One moment, they're all warm hugs and warm kisses. The next—POW—right in the kisser.

––––––––

[image: ]


THE NEXT TIME DAVID hit her, he punched the side of her head. 

Stop. Stop. Just stop.

Apologize. Apologize and I'll stop hitting you. 

Whack. 

Apologize—now. 

No—I won't, sobbed Lisa. 

David whacked her. 

I said, “Apologize.”

David, please. 

David continued to whack her, his flaring white knuckles smacking the side of her pounding head, his tightly folded fingers smacking her three times pierced ear. Finally, he stopped. 

She cried, openly, her face red and her head throbbing, asking, Why, why, why. Why are you so cruel. Why can't you be my brother.

You'll never be my sister. David stood over her and pressed his face against hers. And she'll  never be your mother.  

––––––––
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WHEN LISA TOLD HER stepmother what he did, the woman said, And what did you do to provoke him. 

Nothing. He's...

He's not abusive. So don't tell me he's abusive cause, girl, Id, her stepmother stopped herself. 

Lisa was quiet. Can't you just....

I don't know what I'd do, but, girl, you'd deserve it.

But I didn't...

Then don't push him.

But I didn't push him, Lisa said. How can you think he's not abusive. Lisa cried.   

If you don't provoke him... 

But he'd still do it. He'd still find a way, a reason, to do it. 

No—he won't. 

Yes—he will . 

The stepmother grabbed her hips, saying,  And what did you do, hm. What did you do to provoke him.

Nothing, I did nothing.

David, yelped the stepmother. David. 

David called from his bedroom, What.

Come down here please. 

What for. 

Just come down here—please—now. I want to talk to you—now. 

David left his bedroom and walked into the living room, where Lisa and the stepmother waited. 

What did you do, the stepmother asked him.  

Come on. David turned away. 

What did you do. Just tell me what you did, and I'll leave you alone. That's all I want to know. What you did. So, David, what did you do. David.

Is this about what happened... 

In the hall, yes. 

I protected you.

You protected me, the stepmother said, her hand on her chest.  

She was going off about how bad you were...

I was not.

And I couldn't take it anymore. I wanted her to stop, but she wouldn't stop. She just kept going, and going, and going. 

But you can't believe him. 

She was attacking you. Telling me how...

But I wasn't. I was...

Shut up and let him tell his story. I just want to hear what happened, the stepmother told her. I listened to you, didn't I. You're the one who brought this up, remember. 

Lisa was silent. 

David, please, continue. 

But I told her to stop. I told her if she went on I'd hit her. So she went on, and on, and on, and she wouldn't stop. I just wanted her to stop. That's it, that's all. 

There, you see, a reason. 

That's not a reason. That's a motive for murder.

Are you alive, asked the stepmother. 

Lisa said nothing. 

The stepmother questioned her again, and again she said nothing. You're alive because he pitied you. 

I don't need his fucking pity.

The stepmother belted her. She raised a finger to her, saying, Watch your words when you're around me.

Fuck it, Lisa thought, fuck it. Fuck you.

The woman struck her. 

You see, David asked. 

Do that again and it'll get worse, the stepmother warned her. You want that, hm. Do you want that.

Answer her, David commanded. 

No, whimpered Lisa, tears forming in her eyes.  

Then leave before I change my mind. 

Lisa left, her red skin denting around her fingertips, her nails pressing into the surrounding white skin. 

My boy, my hero. The stepmother held David's bearded face. 

When you can't rely on dad. David held her hands.

I can rely on you, finished the stepmother, my knight in shining armour. She rubbed his beaming face. Now, how would you like a treat. Some ice cream perhaps.

If we have it, chocolate.  

I think I'll have some with you, if you wouldn't mind me sharing your reward.

Not at all, mother, not at all. I'll always be here to protect you. 
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Did you do it, asked Valerie, shutting her locker. She lowered her voice. Death/site, did you ask people about it.

I asked enough, Lisa responded. 

They walked down a crowded hall.

You asked, how many.  

Like I said, I asked enough.  

Enough to change your mind about it. 

I don't know about that.

You don't know. What more do you need to know. 

When you used it, how did it feel. Lisa asked.   

Like a weight was lifted off my shoulders.  

Like a weight was lifted off your shoulders, eh. 

I am as free as I'll ever be. Valerie studied Lisa. Then she lowered her voice, pulling her aside. You used it, didn't you.

I did. 

Who. Valerie grabbed Lisa's arm. Who.

Lisa looked at Valeries hand. Isn't it obvious.

Valerie let her go.  

My stepbrothers. 

He beat you, again.  

He just wouldn't stop. 

Who are you going to predict after him. Do you have someone in mind—someone else in mind. 

Mm-hm. 

Valerie pressed her. 

My stepmother, if she doesn't take his death well. 

What do you mean, “If she doesn't take his death well.” 

If she changes, what's the point in killing her. 

Revenge. Aren't you... so, how'd it feel. 

Good.  

Knowing it'll be over, it's good, eh. The abuse. In time, everything ends. Now we have a way of making it end in our favour. 

Is it though, wondered Lisa. Was it always in your favour. My dad... 

Why. Is he, is he your collateral.  

Lisa nodded. 

It picked your father.

I only have two people. Mothers, sisters, daughters, you know.  

You need to pick a third. 

I know.

If you don't, he dies, Valerie told her, your father, he dies. 

Who am I supposed to pick. 

Someone, anyone. It doesn't matter who. I only had two people when I started, but when I picked my third, I knew who I was saving. Their life is so much more important than the life you're losing. Keep that in mind, OK. Hey, Valerie said, grabbing Lisa's arm and turning, are you going to do two birds with one stone and have him kill her. 

Lisa shook her head, then said, No. 

Want her to witness it, eh, to feel it. 

Lisa nodded, then said, Does that make me bad. 

Fucked in the head maybe, but not bad. Her smile faded. No, she said. It just means you're human. 

To err is human.

This ain't err-ing or whatever you call it.

What is it then, hm. Lisa stepped aside. 

A kid walk past her.  

Valerie looked at Lisa, saying, Sacrificing a lamb to feed the kids, putting a knife against its white throat and slicing. Why. it's human. 

Human, Lisa repeated. 

Whens it going down. 

Three days from now, when were getting together for dinner. 

In front of the entire family. Wow, you are wicked. 

Lisa smiled. Her smile faded slowly. I'm trying, you know.

To not let it affect you. 

Lisa nodded. 

You can't. It will . Just keep in mind what's ending. All right. The abuse, you know. OK. All right.

All right, Lisa quivered.  

Hey, hey. 

Lisa looked at Valerie who said, You're doing the right thing. Keep that in mind, all right.

All right. 

Say it. 

Lisa couldn't. 

Say it. 

I'm doing the right thing.  

Again. Believe it. 

I'm doing the right thing, Lisa repeated.  

Better, much better. 

I'm doing the right thing, Lisa continued. I'm doing the right thing. Believe me.

More than you. You got to show me the death ball, OK. 

Lisa nodded, then said, OK. 

Look around. You'll find it. Hey, hey. 

Lisa looked at Valerie. 

You're doing the right thing. OK. 

Lisa nodded. 

Your life is going to get so much better, I swear.  

Lisa breathed.   

So much better. In three days, it stops, the abuse. Keep that in mind, OK. 

Lisa nodded. 

In three days...

Three days. 
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Three days later, they gathered around the dining room table. Martin, her father, wasn't there. He was working.  

David, his father, a balding man in his forties, said, I want you to clear the guns from the table. 

His mother grabbed his hand and rubbed her thumb against his skin. You don't have to do it. Not if you don't want to. 

I want them off the table. Were eating. 

And I told him it was OK. He's not hurting anyone, is he.

David...

David, don't listen to him, OK. His mother rubbed his hand. Keep your guns on the table. They make me feel safe. 

Safe. 

Just in case something happens. Come on, what if someone comes through the front door.

Through the front door.

Yes, through the front door. 

Murders are up this year. You never know when they'll be coming after you.

David's father looked at Lisa and said, Lisa, looks like you're the deal breaker. 

Me. 

That's right, you. So what do you think. Should the guns stay or should they go. 

I agree with mom. They make me feel safe. 

The father caved. Fine. They stay. 

Look at that, David's mother said, touching her sons arm. A man who's unafraid to protect his women. Sometimes I wonder where they all went, the gentlemen of the world. 

Just make sure they don't interfere with dinner, his father warned him. 

Yes, but keep them in arms reach, OK. 

OK, mommy.  

Lisa, can you help me get dinner ready. 

Sure. Lisa walked with David's father to the kitchen. Where she gathered the plates and bowls with food and placed them on the dining room table, where she moved David's guns, trying to make room. 

Don't, David warned her. Don't touch my guns.

Honey, we agreed. Keep your guns away from dinner. 

But they can stay on the table, right.

Yes. 

Within arms reach, right.  

Yes. That's what we said. Within arms reach.

Well my arms don't go that far, David said, moving his arms in the direction of the moved gun. 

Honey, you can have one gun by your plate. 

David pointed. Right here. 

Right there. But only one, OK. Which gun would you like beside you.

This one. David picked a small handgun.

The rest, his mother said, has to go to the other side of the table, OK. Can you do that for me, please. 

OK. David grabbed his guns and moved them to the other end of the table, keeping the small handgun next to him. Seated, he picked it up and aimed it, pretending to shoot the gun, saying, Bang, bang, bang. 

Lisa jumped when the gun moved over her. Mom, David's firing his gun again. 

Stop making things up.  

David, his father said, walking into the dining room. Put your gun down, and keep it there. Is the safety on. 

David looked at his gun. The safety was off. Yes, it's on. 

Good. David's father pulled out a chair and sat. 

They said the Lords Prayer before they ate. As dinner wound down, when David's father gathered the empty plates and walked them into the kitchen, David grabbed his small handgun and said, Mom, this is all because of you. David pressed the gun into his mouth and fired, a white light filling his mouth as the bullet pierced his upper gums and struck him down. 

Lisa covered her smile as her mother wailed like a frightened kid, saying, David, oh, David. What have you done. What have you done. My beautiful boy.

The gun slid from David's relaxed hand, clattering against the floor. 

David's father hurried back into the dining room and made his way to him, blood dripping from the back of David's head, David's father saying, Call an ambulance. Honey. Call an ambulance. 

David's mother hurried into the other room, where she found her plugged-in phone. She got on the line with 9-1-1, saying, Hello, hello. Yes, I need an ambulance. My son just shot himself. 

Lisa looked at David. 

Her father said, Don't, don't look at him. 

Lisa turned her head and saw the colour green glint in the dimness of the dining room. 

It was on the floor, the green marble. 

She walked to it and tapped it with her bare foot. 

It rolled. 

Lisa bent and picked it up, turning it. 

Her mother continued to wail as the green marble captivated Lisa. 

––––––––
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VALERIE SAT ON LISA'S bed. How are you going to do it. Raped and murdered. 

Raped and murdered. Lisa sat on her desks rolling chair. 

I thought you hated her, Valerie said, her pink phone in her hands. 

Not enough to have her raped and murdered, Lisa proclaimed, looking at a list of scratched off acts of violence. She turned it over, showing a blank page dented by what was on the other side.  

You can always burn her alive. There are some famous stories of people—monks—who turned themselves into blackened matchsticks. 

No, thank you. I hate her, but not enough to put her through that.

OK then, it's your turn. Or do you have something in mind already. 

Lisa bit her lower lip. 

You do, do you, have something in mind, don't you. Tell me. You must. You told me about David. 

Lisa played coy. 

Come on. I can keep it, your secret. Please—pretty please, with a cheery on top, a tongue-tied cheery to boot. 

––––––––
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WOULD YOU LIKE TO COME with us. 

And ruin your father-daughter weekend. 

You wouldn't be ruining it. 

Lisa, Lisa, yell at him once, for me, OK. 

I'm sure I'll do something worth yelling at. You sure, you sure you don't want to come.  

Yes, I'm sure. Have yourself a great time. The stepmother waved as they drove off. 

She seems to be better. 

Hopefully looks aren't deceiving. Martin drove them to a cottage made of wood. And here we are, Martin confirmed.  
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