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      This is a dark book.

      Characters are murdered. There are intense descriptions of body manipulation. More characters are murdered.

      There is no sexual assault or rape. No animals are tortured or die.

      Despite not being written for shock value, you can skip the graphic scenes. You will lose out on Elizabeth’s physical and mental state during those moments, but you can still enjoy the story.

      Do what’s best for your mental health knowing that this is Elizabeth’s journey, and we’re just along for the ride.
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      geneticist.

      

      A car hits someone desperate to get away from me. They honk, but the woman can’t escape the front bumper. Her body rolls onto the hood. As she falls to the ground, wheels roll over her, and her limp body becomes a speed bump. The driver slams on their brakes, and the front wheel crushes her skull into a meaty mess.

      Well, the car honks. But the woman darts out of the way, narrowly missing the headlight. I’m disappointed she’s okay. Sitting on the sidewalk with watering eyes is not a reason to give someone space. I don’t have a deadly disease. If I did, I’d hold her down and share it.

      As I wait for Michael, I know it’s now or never. I’m getting worse, and even healthy people get caught.

      He pulls up beside me and puts his flashers on. I try to stand just as he pops out of the car with his hands raised, shouting, “Wait, wait!”

      Pain radiates up from my hip, and I wobble. Michael catches me before I fall and holds me tight as he walks me to the passenger seat. He insists on strapping me in like a child. I’m sickened and humiliated for the third time in my life.

      On the road, a pothole is a hammer and two speed bumps are open palm slaps. Spots fill my vision by the time Michael is parking by a fire hydrant. He’s driven the five blocks we were trying to walk when my hip gave out.

      I wish he had said fuck it and taken me home. Instead, he’s illegally parked.

      I’ve always feared a cop would come by and tell me they see me, they know what I am, and they’re arresting me in the interest of public safety. Illogical and paranoid thinking, but the thoughts still bounce around.

      Michael grabs his wallet from the cupholder and kisses me on the cheek before rushing from the car over to the truck. 

      It only takes five minutes. He slides back into the driver’s seat and holds up an offering of two bags of delicious smelling vegetables and beans. “Got ‘em!”

      Sometimes, I wonder if he thinks I’m the less intelligent one in the relationship.

      We drive in silence for a while, my mouth watering and my hip pain not lessening.

      His face hasn’t un-scrunched yet. I’m waiting for him to say what he needs to say. He cares more than I do—about me, about us, about everything.

      We get on the highway and hit traffic immediately. He starts to cry. The abruptness of it reminds me of turning on a faucet, only I know it won’t be so easy to turn off.

      The stop-and-go of the cars around us mirrors his words as he gets them out one by one. Through his ragged breathing, I understand that he’s begging me to go see a rheumatologist, to quit Juniper Foods, to focus more on house sitting—but not ones with dogs or cats. Though teaching ESL is good for me, he thinks. I should keep that job. I don’t remind him that it pays the least.

      I agree to only one thing—seeing a doctor.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They tell me that my body is consuming itself—a carnivorous beast, hungry for its own collagen. That fits with what I picture as I wake up and manipulate a loose shoulder back into its socket, nearly deafening myself with the sound of crab legs being snapped.

      Months of testing have led me to the tenth floor of the Janes Hospital—months of me waiting, months of having a hovering Michael blocking me from exploring.

      I’m not prepared, I know that. I can’t wait until I think I’ll be able to commit the perfect crime. It truly is now or never, and I can’t imagine a world with a never.

      At the moment, all I can hope for is that Michael hearing the official diagnosis of Hypermobile Ehlers-Danlos Syndrome—hEDS—will help him breathe a little easier. He’ll back off a bit, give me some space. Then, I can look at my list. I’ll be able to plan and prepare.

      Young Elizabeth would be so proud. We’re doing it. She’d be disappointed that I’m jumping in before I’m truly ready, but would I ever really be?

      Michael is holding my hand for support I don’t need. We’re sitting across from a geneticist—of all things—on hard chairs in a wide conference room with floor-to-ceiling windows.

      The geneticist clears his throat a few times. Nothing about him says professional. He’s a flat-faced, rumpled man with glasses like Leopold—or was that Loeb?—and his teeth are too long for his mouth. They probably bang together and make his jaw click when he chews.

      He begins by telling us more about my genetic connective tissue disorder. Subluxations may happen in every joint, no matter how small, he tells us. So many joints already shift and rub against each other, as if a cave person is trying to start a fire with my bones. I can’t imagine more. Dislocations will get worse, too. It’s hard to think that more of me will slip, slide, and fall out like broken doll parts. He rattles off a laundry list of co-morbidities that can be associated with the disorder, listing doctors that may help with what I’m experiencing now and may experience in the future.

      Michael is writing things down furiously. Occasionally, he interrupts with questions. “What kind of medical aids will help the most? Should we get a shower seat?” and “Where is the best place for the doctor types she’ll need?”

      They discuss the failure of my body around me, and their words evoke an image of me in a wheelchair. Feeble, under a blanket, I’ve lost weight and have aged decades. But it’s only a few years from now.

      My mother’s voice penetrates the spiraling. “It took me three weeks to name you. Did I ever tell you that?” She asked me that every year on my birthday. So, of course, the answer was always rhetorical. “I wanted to make sure I got it right. I named you after the great Elizabeths that came before you. They were strong and loving, brutal and kind. They were what they needed to be to make it in the world, just what I want you to be, and they did what they needed to do to make their mark, just like I want you to do.”

      “And if you’re thinking of having children—” The geneticist’s voice is ghostly as it floats over me.

      When I was a child, the other kids in the neighborhood often talked about their future kids, naming them after themselves or pop stars or flowers. They’d make their dolls get married so they could have said kids. I was busy imagining sets of baby teeth on the nightstand. Did baby fingers snap off easily, and if so, how easy were they to preserve? I wondered if learning those things firsthand was worth having children for.

      The only part of my future that I’m really thinking about involves satisfying the part of me that watches horror movies and stabs fruit, that reads true-crime and learned to tie a noose at age nine. I’ve never wanted to do it to fulfill those dreams my mother had for me—she’s dead now anyway—or to be famous; I’m hoping my crimes won’t be discovered until long after I’m dead.

      This is about me. I have finally found something I want to be. I want to be just another Elizabeth, one that blends in with everyone else. No one suspects your average woman.

      The geneticist is still talking. His oversized teeth slam into each other, occasionally going over and pushing into his lips, as he says inane words that all amount to things will probably get worse. Finally, he says something I can’t help but pay attention to. “You should start using a cane.”

      Michael turns to me and squeezes my hand. “See? It’s time.”

      Nodding, I agree to appease both of them. But I doubt I’ll use it for much else than to bash people’s brains in.
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      crystal.

      

      Other murderers make it look so easy; they talk about how quickly they can kill a person and move on with their day. Here I am, bumbling my first attempt.

      This was an inevitability—me with a knife clutched between two steady gloved hands, heart thumping so hard my ribcage aches with every beat.

      Soft snoring rises above the automatic vacuum whirring. Crystal Keaton programmed it to begin at 2:30 a.m. about seven months ago after I told her how well the sound drowns out stray horns and barks. I still remember the text I received a few weeks after I house sat for her, telling me how she’ll never sleep without the vacuum again. You saved my life, she joked.

      In the 3 a.m. blue haze, her pale lips are nearly invisible. Behind them, she has small but straight teeth, lightly stained from a lifelong tea habit. The gap between her two front teeth is thin. Her fine blonde hair looks gray, as if she’s aged decades since I last saw her.

      I’ve been standing here too long, but I want to savor the moment. In case I only get to do this once, I want to remember how the room smells faintly of sleep and rose perfume I don’t remember Crystal having in her collection.

      She’s got a quiet tower fan in the corner of her small bedroom. I have a Polaroid photo where the sun is shining on the slatted plastic; it’s one of four photos I have of items in her house. The fan moves to the right and chills the air. Crystal is bundled under the khaki sweater blanket that lives on the couch downstairs. It’s covered in fur and is probably being used to keep her connected to the dog she put down only a week ago because some treatment was expensive.

      Crystal’s collarbone peeks out from the oversized and faded t-shirt she wears as a nightgown. Her bone presses through her skin more than the last time I saw her, as if she took that odd mash-up diet too far—or her dog’s murder actually hit her as hard as she said on social media. I’ve only peeked in on her often enough from incognito windows via other people’s computers to know that she’s a very fake person.

      I might stop by the kitchen to see what she is eating. I always tell myself I’ll diet, but then remember I don’t need to. And even if I did, I wouldn’t because I don’t want to.

      She rolls from her right side to her back, and I know it’s time. Crystal is a very talkative person and told me she wakes up when she’s on her back, which is why she hates dreaming because she’s never sure if she’ll toss and turn.

      I tense. Now or never, right?

      Just like I’ve practiced over and over on gourds and melons and couch cushions, I raise taut arms and follow through to the location I’ve identified as her heart. Mine thumps wildly with the thrill of the action. Everything I’ve planned for, everything I’ve wanted, is happening. Before the knife reaches her, a spike of paranoia shoots through me; I should be anywhere but here, doing anything but this.

      Too late.

      I’m so glad it’s too late. But as the knife connects with bone and reverberates back to me, my shoulders begin to ache. Have I waited too long? Has my window for this passed?

      I imagined the knife would slide in between the two ribs, puncturing the muscle that keeps her alive in one swift, smooth movement. It wouldn’t hurt my body. Her murder would be so easy that I’d barely be sore in the morning.

      I hadn’t thought to make a Plan B. What a colossal fucking mistake I’ve made.

      Crystal wakes up screaming, reaching for her chest to inspect what I’m sure she assumed was phantom pain. She sees a person and the glint of a knife and thrashes her whole body. I may be more stunned than she is. She throws her hands out in front of her and whimpers. I freeze, and she scrambles back. I’ve lost the upper hand. I’ve lost her.

      Her mouth gapes open in horror. “… Elizabeth?”

      Oh, fuck. It’s dark, and she’s scared and bleeding. How does she recognize me?

      A moment in her kitchen slides into my brain—a joke about never forgetting a face. Only now do I realize it was no joke. I didn’t comb through our discussions thoroughly enough. Mentally, I laugh at myself. Past Me would have shrugged that off. After all, there was never a version of tonight that involved her living. Her recognition of me is—and always would have been considered—irrelevant.

      Even so, I’m shaken. The cocktail of thrill and paranoia has given way to a hot flash of icy fear. I thought this might be a one-time thing because I have a body that’s falling apart. What if it’s a one-time thing because I’m caught?

      Heart in my throat, I don’t respond. Instead, I hop on the bed and crawl towards her. She’s cornered, trapped against a wall.

      As she shoves and kicks, I know she’s matched me in strength. It’s unexpected, slight as she is. That flash of fear comes back. I had anticipated many feelings tonight, but worry that I may get caught, that Crystal may overpower me, or that everything will go horribly wrong did not make the list. They don’t mention any of this in the true crime documentaries.

      Crystal pushes me backward, and a pain radiates in my hip.

      I slash at her. With the first slice, she screams, and I worry about the neighbors. I tug her from her cornered animal position. She thrashes, and I’m blinded with pain. I become a child handed a head of lettuce, given only the instructions to chop it up.

      I lose count of the stabs. I thought I could be a person with an M.O., but it’s hard when everything is chaos.

      Her arms are limp across her chest, but she’s still breathing. I push her dead appendages out of the way and feel along her ribcage, counting the ribs. Once I find the place I need, I place the knife against her cotton shirt and heave myself onto it. The weight of my exhausted body and the lack of resistance make it much easier. My shoulder makes a small, hesitant pop, threatening me. I wince and ignore the burn, pushing a little further.

      She stills, and I flop onto the bed beside her, listening to my own heavy breathing and wait for the sirens. Minutes pass by, and I hear nothing else but the quiet vacuum banging into the legs of furniture and the tower fan.

      I lay beside her for a few more minutes, waiting to feel changed. My mind is cluttered. This didn’t feel like me. Everything seemed to go wrong. There will be so much cleanup and with very little thought, I know at least five things I could have done better. I see room for improvement, should there be a second opportunity. And I hope there is. Killing Crystal hasn’t sated me. It made the need stronger. I can’t be this bad. I’m usually good at whatever I try to do, despite putting the least amount of effort into it.

      The clock reads 3:48 a.m. when I crawl off the bed, soaked in her blood. The earliest riser in her neighborhood leaves the house at exactly 6:15 a.m. every day of the week. He must have OCD.

      As I stand, I feel like I’ve been chasing someone through the woods—running, small hops, ducking, all the micro-movements that exhaust you. Cleaning alone could take two hours. After all of my mistakes, resting beside her may have been my biggest.

      I push a curl from my face. Okay. My first order of business is her body.

      I roll her in her bloody sheets—pee mixed with the rust permeates the air—and tie the edge of the fabric in a knot. As I go to pick her up, my left shoulder follows through on its threat from earlier and slides from the socket. Tears fill my eyes. Not now. I push through and heave her up, mostly using my right arm. My spaghetti arm does only minor work.

      Holding her like I’m about to give her the Heimlich, I walk backwards a few feet. Her weight dragging on the carpet makes my back bend and my shoulder burn. I lean her in her open closet and shut the door behind her. With socked feet, I brush the drag marks until the look blended with the rest of the carpet’s pattern.

      I can’t do anything else until I fix myself.

      I rush into the door jamb—shoulder first. I gasp as resistance gives way, and the ball goes back into its socket. Bile hovers dangerously close to my tonsils. A few breaths later, I’m able to refocus on the cleanup. I remind myself to take stock of the little victories, just like my mother told me to do. She’d call washing my hair on a day I was sneezing a little victory. Being able to erase myself from a crime scene almost qualifies as a big victory by that standard.

      I brought some cleaning supplies in a large suitcase outside the door, but she has some of my favorite brands, so I collect a few sprays from under the bathroom sink as well. Then, I get started.

      Cleaning is an arduous process, making sure I’m not found in the mess. Though I’m wearing gloves, I wipe everything down, take the sheets, empty the vacuum’s hatch, grab the stick vacuum for the stairs and her room in case I left behind hairs—emptying that after, as well.

      I pause to catch my breath, pain threatening to overtake me again. If housewives can lift burning cars from toddlers, if the need arises, I can do this.

      I strip, tossing my bloody clothes in three layers of plastic bags. With only underwear and a shower cap on, I use an old towel to wipe down what I can of the blood spots that are already growing tacky on my skin but don’t rinse off in the sink. I saw a docu-series where that was what cinched it for the murderer. I stuff the towel in with the clothes, triple knot the bags, and toss the bundle by the foot of the steps.

      By the time I’m done, the house smells of lemon, rosemary, and vinegar, and I’ve redressed in clean, nondescript clothes. Her bed is freshly made, though blood is already soaking through the new pinstriped gray sheets.

      I glance at the clock—6:01 a.m.

      A quiet panic rises in me, and I traverse down the stairs one at a time. Falling would be an unneeded complication. I do my best impersonation of rushing into the kitchen to scribble a note in handwriting that resembles Crystal’s. I tape it prominently to the refrigerator for her sister, who pops in every week or two. I hope she won’t start smelling too badly by then. But that will depend on a lot. “Went to the store. Be back in a bit.”

      6:09 a.m.

      With those six minutes, I decide to turn up the air conditioner. I summit the stairs in record time and toss two comforters and a quilt onto the bed to cover the blood-soaked sheets. I deserve a medal.

      After one more sweep that reminds me of my father when we would stay in hotels and he would check drawers we never opened and the closet we never even looked in, I collect my cleaning supplies and bloody, plastic bundle.

      6:13 a.m.

      I sneak out the back door, locking it behind me. I’m hit with the faintest scent of cut grass and car exhaust—tell-tale scents of the suburbs.

      Once I’m behind the wheel, I glance in the mirror to confirm I’m presentable enough that if I’m caught on camera, no one will be able to tell I just slaughtered someone in their bedroom.

      6:14 a.m.

      It’s good enough.

      I shamble from the house and slip into my car. Holding my breath, I turn the key and the engine roars to life. I do a quick scan. No one is running out and accusing me of murder. So I pull out of her driveway, as if I’m a normal person visiting a friend, and turn right down Sycamore St. In my rearview mirror, I see the bald man in a suit step out onto his porch and stretch. The lights of his car flash on.

      I turn my attention back to the road and take a left at the stop sign, becoming fully out of his sightline.

      As the sun rises from behind cookie-cutter homes, I tell myself that killing Crystal went alright. My hands shake, my chest pounds, everything hurts—and will hurt more in the morning—but it could have gone worse.

      Apparently, I go on auto-pilot. I’m halfway home and haven’t noticed my speed or stop lights. More importantly, I wasn’t watching for cops.

      But no one heard Crystal scream or saw me drive away. I won’t get caught.

      I’ll be jittery with excitement soon, I’m sure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      different.

      

      I stop at a breakfast place miles away from Crystal’s house and get a to-go order. The place is a greasy spoon, so they rarely pay attention to people. If they do, they should only see a woman exhausted, getting breakfast in basic jogging wear. My pink poppy-patterned cane is the only thing that sets me apart from the background. But between killing Crystal, moving her body, and cleaning her house, I’m an over-baked potato. Stick a fork in me, I’m done. Though I hate admitting I need my cane at all, I can’t imagine getting out of the car without it.

      By the time I arrive at my current home away from home, it’s almost 9 a.m. My left shoulder may as well have been torn off by a rabid dog, then stitched back on by a vet, it hurts that badly. My right aches from bearing my weight while I waited on hash browns and a stack of pancakes.

      I want to crawl into bed and sleep forever.

      Pulling into the driveway is a relief. I’ll shower and wash my clothes, then donate them with a bag of other clothes tomorrow.

      The mansion that looms in front of me is my favorite house yet. I’ve house sat for over two hundred people since I started this job five years ago, but this is by far the largest home and nicest house in Janes, which is why they couldn’t let it sit vacant for two weeks. They also told me to drive their car while they were gone, keep the engine warm. They pointed out the lack of a navigation system as if it was a feature of accepting the job.

      “Where you go while we’re gone is honestly none of our business,” they said.

      I can read between the lines. We stay out of yours, so you stay out of ours. An agreement I can get behind. Normally, I get to know the people that live in the house I’m staying in; I touch their belongings, rummage through unopened mail, rifle through bedside drawers and tops of closets, sniff their shampoos. With the Vickersons, I have done none of those things.

      With more detergent than is necessary, I start the washing machine for the first of at least four washes; between the towel, the outfit I wore while I was committing my first murder, and the one I wore home.

      As if it’s what I’ve really been waiting for, I step into the enormous master shower, which could fit most people’s whole bathrooms. I take a deep sigh.

      The water makes the blood on me become pink acrylic paint washing away in streaks. There’s nothing dark or disturbing about it as it swirls along the iridescent mermaid tile and is sucked down a drain, miles and miles from the scene of the crime.

      Tight back muscles release. Warm steam flushes my face while hot water flushes my skin. The sensations are more transcendent than the murder, but I can relive the moment I stabbed Crystal for the first time without thinking of the pain. I wish this was how I felt when it was happening.

      I want to ride the high of killing a person who deserved it. Crystal had a laundry list of offenses—punching a woman in the face for bumping into her at the mall, tripping a child down a flight of cement steps at a hockey game because they made her spill beer on her dress, kicking a man in the nuts because he asked her for a cigarette when she was alone and it was dark outside. She told me many stories with pride, unprompted anecdotal shares while she showed me around her home. On my way out, a stray cat wandered onto her stoop and meowed. She knelt down and slapped it. I may not like animals, but I still wanted to slap her back for the homeless creature.

      I want to float out of the shower onto the couch with fleshy fruit and a glass of wine as I allow the thrill and awe of what I’ve done to sink in. But I can’t. Work looms over me. Maybe that’s why I haven’t been able to enjoy it. Maybe if—when?—I do this again, I’ll need to when I have a day off after. I might need a day to decompress and allow my body to relax before I can actually enjoy it. The memory could always be better than the act for me, as there is no pain then. This time I didn’t know that might be the case, so I have to put that off until after my shift at Juniper Foods. My day will drag on for eternity.

      An image floats in: the change hitting me in a few hours while I’m walking down the frozen food aisle. It will hit me that I’m different, that what I want and need has become so unusual I can’t function in normal society. Like when I first bled through my pants during gym class, my cheeks will redden, and I’ll rush to the bathroom to check for any visible signs—horns, slit eyes, scales, words magically etched into my skin.

      Becoming different sounds enticing, if not a little scary. Imagining a glow that people might see, having them suddenly see me as a more confident or socially adept version of myself lights up my nerves. They’d attribute it to Michael or getting a diagnosis, loving my job or spending more time with my best friend Adela.

      I lather vanilla rose-scented soap harder into my skin to hide the metallic scent of Crystal, smiling with imaginings.

      I don’t have it in me to try more than I do. What if this could make me more of a sheep and less of a wolf? With each kill, I was more of what the collective they wanted? I’ve learned how to be like them as much as I can along the way, taking notes from documentaries and films, from books with serial killers bemoaning the importance of an appearance of normalcy. If I blended more, if killing made me less me and more one of the group that could only help me get away with it, help me do this more.

      The change may be like being pregnant, and some people just know.

      Wow, Elizabeth! You look so great today. First murder, huh? We knew you could do it! Keep it up, it’s fantastic for your skin!

      Jesus, Elizabeth. You’re so late to the game, you may as well quit while you’re behind.

      You’ve already messed up and are bound to get caught before you can perfect it.

      Didn’t you know that hiding a body is passé? The smell will make its way to the street in a matter of days—if the sister doesn’t show up first.

      Congrats! I can tell your first kill was a success. By that I mean you did it. Remember that practice makes perfect.

      I scrub until the water runs clean. My skin stings from the pressure.

      A small light creeps into the bathroom. My heart, on the verge of bursting at every flash or sound, thuds. The police have to announce themselves, right? I haven’t been so in my head that I missed something like that.

      Shouldn’t I be more collected than this?

      The Vickersons don’t get home until Tuesday—and today is Saturday. Nobody else is supposed to be here.

      “Elibet?” a deep muffled voice calls out. “It’s me.”

      I turn off the shower and grab the long-handled scrubby brush. Only one person calls me Elibet, and she doesn’t have a key. Again, I stay quiet. I wonder what my voice sounds like now that I’ve killed someone. I worry it isn’t the same.

      “Elizabeth! It’s Michael! Just wanted to let you know I’m here!”

      Oh. A flare of anger hits me as hard as I hit my shoulder into the door jamb hours ago, but I still unfurl clenched fists from the brush. There are half-moon nail indentions in my palms. I’ve not been able to totally relax my shoulders since 1992, but they calm back into their usual non-hunched position, and I stretch tight toes. My breathing returns to normal as I turn the water back on.

      He has no right to come into the Vickersons’ home. I give him a key to everywhere I go in case of an emergency—in case I have an emergency. Just because I don’t want to use a cane or talk about my disabilities doesn’t mean I don’t acknowledge their existence. We’ve had this talk—only for emergencies, only for emergencies, only for fucking emergencies. On top of that, he has no right using Adela’s nickname for me, but I do so love hearing it, so I’ll let it slide.

      I don’t call out to him, though. I say nothing in response. I just rinse the rest of the soap out of my squeaky-clean hair and rub some conditioner in it.
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      Five or ten minutes later, I saunter out of the bathroom into the master bedroom—a room almost as large as my entire apartment. Hurrying for others has never been in my nature. Short curls are tumbling out from under the terry-cloth wrap that’s precariously atop my head. The rest of me is nude and air-drying.

      Michael is sitting on the Vickersons’ bed. I can smell him from here. His scent brings images of slick skin and clawing and screaming and me riding his face.

      Perfectly straight teeth peek from the left side of his mouth; it can’t stay closed when he flashes that lopsided smile of his. “Hi,” he says.

      “Why’d you let yourself in?” I ask, trying to keep my voice at its usual cadence of monotone. There’s a bit of edge to it, though. The frustration at him waltzing into someone else’s home isn’t clear enough for him to pick up on it, as is often the case. He’s rarely aware of my genuine emotions. I like that about myself.

      “The key you left on your kitchen counter, in case of emergency.” He answers a question I didn’t ask, then holds it up like a prize.

      “Is this an emergency?”

      His thick eyebrows creep towards each other as he says, “No, I just wanted to see you.”

      As is customary in our relationship, I say nothing and wait for him to hang himself.

      He doesn’t this time. Instead, he changes the subject. “I walked past the washing machine. The water was pink. What was that? Looks like you’re washing whites and reds together. Or was that blood?” He chuckles, and his dull blue eyes attempt to sparkle.

      Cheeks flushing, I say, “It was paint.” I know it was a joke, but I can still feel the phantom warmth of Crystal on my back.

      “Hey, I was just joking. I know you can do laundry.” He smiles instead of laughs this time.

      Trying to calm my irregular heartbeat, I choke out a lie. “I went to the craft store to get more candy wrappers so I can give some honey butters out to my new class, and someone smushed a paint bottle when I was walking by. My shirt was either a toss or donate situation, but I thought someone could use them for scraps, so I’m getting what I can out.”

      I bought more candy wrappers hours before I went to Crystal’s house, so it seems fate is offering me a handout.

      “That’s nice of you. So many people would have just tossed them.”

      Michael closes the distance between us. His footsteps make no sound on the pristine cream carpet. This would be a terrible home to murder someone in. Carpet is a no-no, if not just because the smell of wet carpet reminds me of wet dog, which is almost as vile as vomit. In truth, I don’t like animals. Sure, I’ll sit for them, but I really don’t like them. They love me, though. I guess it’s not true what they say about animals being a good judge of character.

      “That’s why I love you, you know?” he adds, tilting his head down.

      “I love you too,” I say perfunctorily. Though I do, I wish we didn’t say it as often as we do. Once a week would be enough for me. Maybe even only on special occasions.

      “That’s why I’m a lucky man.” Michael kisses the three mole-like freckles on the crevice between the bridge of my nose and eyebrows and caresses the curves of my naked body. “I wish I could ravage you right now.”

      His hands are nice—soft and warm. “But we have work soon.” I yawn.

      “Oh, no! Did you not sleep well?” he asks. His face pinches with worry.

      Michael is a dramatic, if not very good boyfriend, the kind that believes soup and crackers make colds go away quicker, kisses heal wounds, and bear hugs soothe fear. He’s handsome, kind, and gentle, and one of the few men I’ve dated. I gravitate towards women—but there was something special about him.

      What I think drew me to him more than anything was how little ambition he has to rise above his current station in life. I love that I don’t have to feed his ego, help him through school, cheer at sporting events or poetry slams, celebrate achievements I don’t care about, and give him more of my time than I want to because he’s accomplishing things. When I was casually dating, I often didn’t ask about people’s lives. There’s something to be said about not having to be there emotionally for another person that I really enjoy—need, crave, want, deserve.

      “No. I didn’t sleep much. Spent most of my night reading short stories that I immediately forgot. They were fine, but insomnia will do that,” I add, to make it clear that it’s not my fault I can’t remember.

      “You’re favoring your left arm. Did something happen?”

      Sometimes he’s more perceptive than I would prefer. But he hasn’t noticed that I’ve just murdered someone. Whether that’s good or bad, he’s still oblivious enough to keep around for now. “Shoulder just dislocated again. No big.”

      “No big? That’s the fifth time this month.” It’s the 27th, so that’s not too bad. Still, we’ve had the same fight on and off for the last three months, and I’m not getting any more entertaining. “Have you been using your cane when you leave the house yet? I didn’t see it by the door…”

      “No,” I say, not adding any more. Face impassive, he has no clue what I’m feeling.

      The air conditioning kicks in, and I shiver. I should put clothes on now.

      He accepts that I have opted out of the cane conversation. “What made it dislocate this time?” He grabs my clothes and hands them to me, his eyes lingering on my breasts.

      I didn’t plan for this question, but I think back to the craft store. I nearly fell over when I tripped on a box in the middle of the baking accessory aisle, so I say, “There was a sewing machine box in the wrong place and…”

      Before I finish my lie, he fills the story in for me. “And you wanted to put it back. You sweet woman. You need to stop being so good and take care of yourself.”

      Michael sees me in the way I’d like to be—normal, good. Another reason I’m with him. When we first met, he hoisted me up on a cushioned pedestal. I’ve been there ever since.

      I wince as I maneuver my sore shoulder into the offensively uncomfortable, Crayola red work shirt that’s a little snug on a good day. My pink pleated skirt is much easier to slide on. I wear white knee-high socks because the store gets chilly.

      “Gotta grab my lunch, then we can go,” I say.

      I would normally sit down and enjoy breakfast, but with the pain coming back, I’m more queasy than hungry.

      He follows me into the chef’s kitchen that I would kill to have, but it would garner too much publicity—the killing, not the kitchen, though it’s worthy of a magazine.

      Michael touches everything as I collect my lunchbox and orange juice. The Vickersons encouraged me to consume any and everything I could while they were gone.

      “Okay, all set,” I say, breaking the spell the appliances have over Michael. He’s not had much throughout his life.

      His family was lower-middle class, and he hovers just above them. People like him are used to not having much, so they settle a lot, he told me. He’ll always have a roommate. He’ll own the same jeans until the holes in them have become fashionable again. He’ll never ask about the luxurious steak or lobster that says market price; instead, he buys the one that’s a flat $12.95 and comes with a salad. But I’m his golden ticket, he says—an unthinkable prize. Despite being looked at as some winnable object, I’m flattered.

      “Want to ride together?”

      “Can’t. I have to use their car a lot. I made a promise, and I think they have security cameras they can check to make sure I did.” They may or may not—it’s probable they have some that delete themselves every 24-hours in case the FBI shows up (I assume they are Mafia)—but Michael doesn’t need to know this.

      Michael nods.

      “I’ll meet you there then. I love you,” he says, as we walk to the door together, fingers interlaced.

      We pass through the living room, and he makes a remark about the coldness of the furniture and how the gray and black contemporary art makes him sad. I shrug, indifferent.

      Thanks to this job, I’ve crossed something off of my bucket list. The freedom they gave me, their car and bathroom and washing machine allowed me to go for it.

      As far as I’m concerned, everything the Vickersons love is perfect.
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      earworm.

      

      Michael and I reach Juniper Foods around the same time. He parks far away for the extra exercise while I slide into the closest spot I can find.

      The looming grocery store has a tan, stucco façade meant to make it homier than its natural food competitors’ storefronts, which are plain cement. Instead, it looks dated and out of place in the bright, smooth shopping complex it gloms onto for life-support.

      I meander towards the whooshing electronic double doors, knowing Michael will catch up to me as if his last name is Myers not Goode. After a few moments, a clammy palm meets my right one. Leave it to Michael to be mindful of my shoulder. It’s not what hurts the most anymore. Pain is like that—ever-changing, moving around, ebbing and flowing. A pinch in my hip sears and has overshadowed even my all-over pain. Unrelated to Crystal, I could actually talk about it without lying. Though I hate talking about my pain, hate thinking about it or bringing it up, dwelling on something so all-consuming. If my focus is elsewhere, I can sometimes put pain on a back burner. Besides, who knows what will hurt worse or less or next? So I don’t tell Michael about the pinched nerve that appeared from nowhere. I can’t have him treating me like my forehead says, “FRAGILE: HANDLE WITH CARE.”

      The recycled air is chilly as we walk into work. We hold cupped hands in companionable silence like elementary school children.

      I’m still waiting for Michael to comment on my new confidence or the obvious change in me, or for my heart to explode, or for my brain to melt and drip through my ears. But with every passing moment, I’m closer to thinking that I’ve gotten away with it despite having done so much wrong.

      “Hey, guys!” Sid calls out. Their dark brown pageboy haircut moves in one piece as they turn to wave.

      “H—” Before either of us can respond, they are back to weighing two large honeydew melons. I salivate, picturing running my fingers across the slightly bumpy rind as I suck the juicy peach-colored flesh within.

      Michael doesn’t let go of my hand as we stroll towards the break room slash sign-in room slash room where Jamie lectures us whenever one person did something wrong, but she doesn’t want to single them out.

      We stroll through the cereal aisle, and I let the sounds of the store wash over me. My pink and cream Oxfords occasionally squeak softly on the linoleum, while muffled beeping from the registers and self-checkout stations surrounds me. They echo in the brain on and off all day. Even when it’s slow and no one is checking out or I’m not working, the quiet noises are uninteresting earworms.

      A small child is whining in the—I close my eyes for a second to listen—international aisle. Chatter is picking up as the Saturday morning crowd discusses their weekend party plans.

      Michael groans, and I don’t have to ask why. Someone chose the squealing cart. The noise is a stuck pig fucking a bleating sheep.

      “Why haven’t we gotten rid of that yet?” he asks, dropping my hand to wiggle his fingers in his ears.

      “Because Juniper.” I shrug. If we didn’t have cameras, I would steal it and leave it in Severest Marsh to rust.

      A man with a sweaty, green-tinted toddler on his hip jogs towards us. “Excuse me? Do you work here?” he calls out. We meet in front of the boxed rice. “Do you work here?” he asks again.

      Our shirts say yes, but I want to say not yet. I’m not on the clock, after all.

      Michael tells him that we do.

      The man heaves a sigh so dramatic that I’m surprised the snotting child doesn’t slip from his arms and fall to the floor face first. She’d probably crush her nose, leaving orange-red blood speckles on the linoleum. That’s not my favorite color, so I’m indifferent.

      Noticing her drooping, he shifts her up higher on his hip. Now she’s at an angle that if she fell, she may crack her soft skull. The floor would look almost white with the deep crimson pouring out on it. That’s my second favorite red, but she’s a child. Though I wouldn’t mind seeing the inside of a skull, I’d prefer it to be someone on my list—one of the many people I’ve made notes about their life-ruining behaviors.

      The man is asking about soap. He reeks of desperation, both figuratively and literally. Michael starts to point him in the right direction, and the child screams. I can’t stand the sound, so I walk away. I may not kill children, but the thought of my hands around her throat still pops into my head.

      As I head towards the back room, I see Jamie. Her bangs are especially round today and perhaps a record-breaking space away from her forehead. She nods approvingly at me, though I don’t know if it’s because I walked away instead of killing a kid or made it to work on time.

      Once I clock in, I tell myself that the first person I interact with will set the tone for the day. I’ll have to avoid all annoying people. Sadly, working at a grocery store, that’s nearly impossible.

      Jamie asks me to start at the register, and I instantly get a line.

      The first woman that comes through my line is on the phone. She’s talking loudly as she puts her items on the conveyor belt. All fruit and juice.

      “Yeah, yeah… Totally. I’m getting it now so I can start the diet with you. Well, I don’t want to be like that fat bitch across the street. How her husband fucks her I’ll never know. Did I tell you she was pregnant again? Baby number four? I mean, I’d abort them if I were her. She’s just going to feed them shit, and they’ll all turn out like little piggies.” The prematurely wrinkled, orange-skinned blonde is showing more than anyone wants to see. Excess skin hangs from her neck like a turkey jowl, and her heels look out of place with her worn jeans. She’s truly nothing to write home about.

      All of her fruit is in one bag, banging around and bruising itself. I pull out the oranges to weigh them. I hit accept on the 3.4 lbs the screen displays. As I put them in the paper bag, the oranges become her eyes, and I want to sink my thumbs into them. I itch to feel the wet smoothness of her baby blues. I want to push in her eye sockets, see if I can pop her eyeballs out like the seed of a very ripe avocado.

      I hate people like her. They are just as bad as people like me.

      If this were an older time, she wouldn’t be sliding her credit card into a machine and hitting buttons. She’d be handing me a check with her name and address on it. Her fate would be different then. Instead of going home to be horrible, she’d be on my list. Her time to be horrible would be cut short sooner than later.

      She takes the bag and leaves without me saying a word to her or vice versa.

      I crack my neck, do mini lunge stretches, and a big twist in either direction for my back’s sake. The woman with just three boxes of chicken stock doesn’t notice.

      A few customers later, I catch Jamie’s attention. She swoops by the register, and I tell her that it’s going to be a roaming day as soon as my line lessens. I claim back pain. She knows about my hEDS, so I can pull the card if I need to. In reality, I can’t smile at another shitty person. Walking through the store, it’s much easier to avoid eye contact.
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      cruciferous.

      

      “Hey, you,” Michael says. I like that he is a floater. When I’m away from the register, he can bump into me on the floor. It keeps me from getting too bored. It’s just another reason his lack of aspirations is a positive thing for me. “I made a decision,” he says with a voice that sounds almost stern.

      “Did the cruciferous veggies inspire you?” I saw him putting lettuces back where they belonged when I was checking out my last few customers. He was intensely considering a head of cabbage before he put it back. Maybe that’s when he had one of his serious thinking moments, as he calls them.

      “No, you did,” he says, his brows pinching together.

      I’m having a hard time focusing as my stomach is cannibalizing itself in order to stave off hunger until I take a lunch break. I have been hanging out at the end of the cereal aisle, vaguely acknowledging customers when they walked by. Even if I hadn’t been frustrated, I knew I had to leave the register when I could smell feta through the vacuum-sealed plastic. The woman buying it was rude enough that I considered hitting her in the head with the salami log I was about to scan. I saw myself lying on the floor, shoving crumbly cheese in my face, her blood pooling slowly under me—a better alternative to the sickly child’s. And even in a daydream, I didn’t bother to wipe the dribbling cheese sweat off my cheek.

      Right, he has something serious he wants to say. I focus, and say, “Okay… Shoot.” The word makes me realize I don’t like the idea of using guns. I’m still learning about myself at thirty-six.

      “I—I applied to the Janes Police Academy!” Michael says. Pride beams off of him—a glow that’s blinding astronauts at the space station.

      My mouth dries; my right eye twitches. I wait for the wink or punchline. Every second I don’t respond, his face falls a little, the light fades a little. I find the death of his excitement a little arousing. I love him in my own way, though, so I’d rather just not be with him than hurt him. How upsetting for me.

      “Really? When?” I walk down the aisle to look busy, to move, to find a package of Havarti I can squish. The cold of the refrigerators hurts my prematurely aging and sore-from-killing body.

      “About four months ago. I was going to tell you, but I wasn’t sure I really wanted it. I haven’t had ambitions in a long time. I did once. I remember I wanted to be a firefighter. My dad told me it was stupid, and I’d get myself killed. He said if that’s what I wanted, I should go for it. But he said it in that way that made me feel small and horrible, so I gave up on it. When someone tells you that your dreams are stupid, that you’re stupid for wanting them over and over again, you give up. I’m twenty-four now. I need to do better.”

      It occurs to me that I should be offended. I’m twelve years older than him. Though I’m passively looking for a better and more stable job, I enjoy my varied days at the grocery store. Plus, there’s my ESL course and house sitting. There’s a certain thrill in never knowing whose house I’ll be sleeping in next. But really, it’s my newfound goal that makes me feel I’m also aiming for more. His dream involves a well-lit path, while mine is an unpaved, darkened back road.
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