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For the furious girl I still cache deep inside—



I will protect you with sharpened nails and 



carnivore teeth for the rest of our life.











  
  
BEFORE YOU READ




Many intense and frightening topics are explored in detail throughout this story. Despite the importance of these scenes, no reader is required to blindly revisit past trauma just to read this book. If you’ve done me the honour of sitting down with the intention of reading my work, which at times can be quite brutal, the least I can do is give you the ability to prepare. 

MINOR CONTENT WARNINGS INCLUDE casual drug use including prescription drugs and cannabis, underage drinking, vomit, arson, drunk driving/car accidents, discussions of massacres, language (swearing, cussing), verbal abuse and mild sexual content.
MAJOR CONTENT WARNINGS INCLUDE past-and-present scenes of murder, suicidal ideation/language, mental health crises, explicit descriptions and depictions of cannibalism, parental abuse and first-person descriptions of severe/life-threatening physical assault.

To retain full comprehension, many scenes cannot be skipped. The climax of this book contains all major content warnings, and may be as upsetting to read as it was to write. Have patience with yourself, assess your needs and proceed at your own discretion. More information on content warnings can be found at victorivan.weebly.com.



Victor
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THE GAP




Just over the slushy hill beside the duplex on Allenview, through the venous streets on Olympia’s western outskirts, a holy church of spirits and gasoline sat wedged between a Dollar General and a two-story apartment. Florid lights carved its windows from the dark, splattered with mutilated leaves and muck. By the time I arrived, I'd gone purple from a chill I no longer felt, and in the numbness where I stood, I knew the Devil was coming for me. 

Only three days outside the Echo and the holy convenience was a sugar-encrusted fairground. Fluttering neon smothered every ounce of shadow, illuminating my oily face in stark, sanitary white. Along the counter sat a shopping cart heaped with baseball cards and magnetic matchbooks and flat cases of rings that turned your fingers green. The treasure trove was haloed by a bulletin board bursting with fluorescent business cards and flyers in various languages, curling stickers promising deals on sofa cleaners, pressure washing, ballet lessons, curving around a plexiglass-caged register where a cashier with freshly dyed red hair peered distrustingly at me. Rapid-fire radio chatter swole inside the lonely bubble behind the counter. The topic at hand must’ve been serious, because she looked at me as though I’d interrupted an emergency broadcast asking her to seek shelter.

“Please tell me you’ve got Winston Blues,” I begged.

Nicely, even though I’d just spent a year and a half cooped up in training, gearing myself for suicide at my next petty inconvenience. Drumming her nails over cased-in lotto tickets, the cashier ducked from view, rummaging through a wealth of hidden shelves to find a pack just for me. As I waited, my knapsack erupted with an obnoxious wail of scattered, robotic beeps that sent my soul through the ceiling tiles. At once, the world was ending—the sky falling, the clouds melting away like ink caps.

Drawn like a cougar by the noise, the cashier rose, gripping a fresh pack adorned with an unimpressionable golden eagle. THE RUSH ISN’T WORTH IT, the eagle promised. SMOKING KILLS. 

“Turn that noise down.” 

“Orange soda?” I asked, red-faced.

She cast a finger towards the left flank of the store. When I went for the pack, she recoiled from my reach. “When you pay,” she cut. “I mean it. Shut that shit off.”

I skittered through the aisles until the counter was out of view and I was flanked only by pints of ice cream, making friends of the Neapolitan variety as I dripped anxiety across the clean, beige floor. I’d failed to shake the sweats since day one and the intermittent bolts of lightning that pierced my brain crept out the door at their own pathetic pace. I was improving at the same rate a punctured lung might heal itself, or a shattered leg might reconnect its own pieces; poorly and with much error, suckling air in wheezing gasps, every lightbulb a warm, grubby pill just out of my reach.

Somehow he knew that, the cunt. 

Somehow, even several states away, Satan crept up on me in the frozen aisle like an old high sneaking back in—parading through celebrity magazine spreads, warping technicolor photographs, logos and babies on diaper bundles into oily, oblong sprites with black horns and daggered claws, or snarling dogs with chimney spoke ears gushing smog, their teeth of plastic price tags chattering wickedly. He'd always found my paranoia to be one great, big joke; he'd buy tickets for my anxiety attacks if he knew he'd get front-row seats. 

Laugh, I thought. At this point, somebody ought to. 

There, crouched inside the holy convenience, I stripped the knapsack from my shoulders. I’d been too scared to open it when the discharge nurse dumped it back into my hands days ago; two years had made every crease and sutured tear a stranger to me, turned the lifeless fabric into an unclaimed corpse. The zipper laid cold and waxen in my hand, stroked only by dust for God knows how long. 

Onto the tile I gutted the last of who I’d been; a black and white pamphlet for Hau’s Cuisine in Ruth, an eyebrow ring and the emptied dime bag I’d awkwardly crammed it inside, a heavily scratched ID, a Ziploc of loose pocket change, and three Lincolns. I counted out a filthy thirty bucks and forced that eyebrow ring back through the warped hole at my brow bone until I bled, then dipped my face crudely into the bag. 

Every fibre held a medical reek. The same sterile, cruel smell that touched the furthest corners of the duplex. White vinegar and Pine-Sol and lemon pin-pricking the hairs in my nose. It soaked everything, dirtied all the fabric, stained the wood. My skin was slick with it; the powdery residue of those people, the mothy dust they left behind after all was made anew for me.

Zzzzzrp.

I hadn’t missed cell phones when I was in the bin. I’d nearly trashed the thing just days before admittance, and should’ve; the only people that ever called me ought not to be spoken to. It skittered into my knee like a thrashing bug, flashing puke-green numbers at me, chirping and whirring, possessed. No contact name, unsaved because I hadn’t given a fuck at the time or because I’d been angry, or because I hadn’t known how. One hand rose and jerked the cooler door open, flooding me with a sobering spray of cold, and I just—swayed.

Supposedly, the key to rehabilitation was accepting the sound of the past, no matter its intonation. The bubblegum-and-soda version was that we weren’t yet bad people, but inaction could change that. There in the frozen section, the past was a mere static, chirping hungrily over the tinkling radio like it was coming from within me, somewhere lightless. I snatched it up, still thrashing, reminding myself of this like it mattered as I hit accept and rested my thumb over the end call button like a trigger: I am not a bad person, but I could be. I am not a bad person, but I can be. I am not a bad person, but I should be. I am not a bad person. I am not a bad person. I can't be made to feel like a bad person. Not here. Not now. 

Please.

From the other end came the garbled barking of a PA system, spread into illegible chunks. A shifting noise like a barrage of coats toppling over, a quick, sharp whistle. Then came the peculiar and all-too-familiar clearing of a throat to some lifeless tune, a callous, cautious voice carving a chunk from me: 

“Lenore?”

Heartburn saturated the dense flesh of my chest, soaking into my lungs. I kept quiet, mirroring the waves of static, imagining her as a motion-triggered monster seeking its young, or myself as a buoy on a green-black sea. The silence offered her a chance to regain her composure and she returned even sharper, even more concise. 

“Lenore, say something if you can hear me.”

I sagged against the shelving behind me, creasing the smiles of celebrities too new for me to recognize. Two twitching fingers toyed with the nodules in my throat. 

“Y—op. I hear you.”

There was more to say. I hadn’t the luck to live in a world where I’d ever get it all out, and not while she was actively on the line. “God. It’s so bizarre hearing your voice,” came a well-rehearsed exhale. “I caught your voicemail a moment ago, but I didn't leave a message—you sound older than her now.” There was a third, garbled piece of that sentence but I lost it in a crossfire of radio rambling and jingling doorbells. Someone entered the convenience store with a child, hidden by high steel shelves, and all I could hear was spoiled whining. “H—ear m—?”

“Well, now I can’t.”

Shattered speaking. I furthered myself from the parent and child and communed with shelved loaves of half-off bread and bagels, passing towards the soda cooler as I chased my fleeting patience, wondering if I’d had any at all. My smokes waited by the cash register like a frustrated lover.

“Try again.”

“In—for the—Can’t—me—?” 

“Maybe you should hang up.”

Myra continued, her voice lilting in broken curses, diving headfirst and unsupervised into an unintelligible rant like a symphony of violent groans. For a staggering moment, I just read the highs and the lows, the vague, interspersed consonants, the echoing of lost words. I could’ve let her bleed forever. Pitifully, my mind fled to all the conversations I’d survived with her, and how many would’ve gone well if I hadn’t listened to her words—just her tone. 

 “Mom,” I said, “I’m moving to a better spot. Just hold on a second.”

That word crunched like cartilage between my teeth. I pulled open one of the cooler doors to free myself from it, but it clung. The distant, echoing background noise bled away as the chill of a cold bottle against my fingers weighed me down.

“Say something.”

Without skipping a beat, Myra’s unbroken voice swept into my ear. “It’s just because I’m in transit,” she explained, comically clear now, mimicking small talk like a sheepish alien. “Working my way back from the Yukon. Three months—oh, you remember how it is. Not much of a minute here for me to settle, but I thought—well. A nice male orderly over there in the office called me to remind me of the discharge.”

Thank God for that.

“I didn’t need reminding,” she guaranteed, “but I’m glad they did. I found some time. I would’ve called sooner, but I didn’t know if you’d have your phone on. I half expected you to call me. I guess if I want to know how my child's faring, I’ve got to go find her myself.”

I licked the back of my teeth like a thinning animal, sliding past the huge, bulbous jugs of spring water, eyes skirting blindly over the labels. I could’ve grabbed a bottle of soda or a tallboy; I was hardly looking, only knowing the cold through the relief of my thumping brow bone. “Why would I call you first?” 

“Oh—alright, Lenore,” came my mother, my mother once again, “because I expected that you’d want to talk to me. That somewhere within the past year and a half, you’d experience things that you'd want to tell me. Is that such a shock?” I stood with inherited impatience, waiting for the curt sigh, for the snap of her teeth as she came for me. Instead, there was a deep drowsiness in the way she asked: “Do you have things to tell me?” 

I held my tongue as long as I could manage. Long enough that I knew she was mutely comparing me to Dad; the voice that bounced back again was thin and tough.

“Lots to readjust to, I’d imagine. I hope they fed you. Well, really, I hope they gave you lots of good skills in there for dealing with things. Did they?” She prodded, clawing for me. “Help you figure yourself out?”

Things. Oh, the things that had to be figured out. 

Silence told me she wanted me to elaborate. She could only wade in it for so long before she spoke just to stay comfortable, but I lived in silence for well over a year; silence wet the barren vestibules of my heart, as vital to me as breathing. I basked in quiet. I baked in a suffocating tension, golden brown and warm. 

This was not a sore, cold shoulder. This was an entirely new degree of rejection; a complete lapse of it. A well-earned nothingness between us. It was dead air and the gory, pestilent things that lived in the gap. These were the things that stained the lids of my eyes, things I couldn’t outlive for the life of me. 

“We don’t have to talk about it,” Myra interjected. “I just wanted to call before I got back to Nevada. To make sure you’re adjusting.”

“I’m living with an older woman in Olympia.” 

Those words hurtled forward without warning, carved from that nothingness with my own stained fingers. When I glanced over the shelves and towards the counter, the cashier was eyeballing me. Paranoid, I let the cooler door flop closed with a sticky thump, my spattered reflection marbled by the condensation. 

“Georgia,” I announced, tasting each syllable the way I’d done on garbage day when I’d arrived—my worn knapsack on my shoulders, three days into a withdrawal that'd kneecapped me before her, a shock of beauty thinner than a broom handle in a ketchup-stained tank and dense eyeliner. “At a two-story duplex on the edge of the city. It’s a nice place, too. She finished the program long before me; says that folks from inside do monthly wellness checks, but otherwise, it’s independent. She’s got a little boy and a little girl, and a baby, too. I have my own room upstairs across from hers. She’s really great, and so are her kids. Y’know what? Honestly? I’ve never slept better.”

I said all of it just to hurt her; the voided response told me I’d succeeded. I wanted so desperately to love her, but I despised myself enough that it doubled back to her. Maybe it was the other way around, too. Maybe still, in contrast to life as I knew it, there existed unseen universes where my mother and I arrived at love in unison. Some other Leo was standing barefoot in the dirt there, glimpsing Myra’s affection like a meteor on the edge of an oily sky. At times I was jealous of her, the bitch. At times, in every universe, I wanted her dead. 

Myra struck back in the nothingness, as kind as a killer: “Should I be sending her some cash?”

“I’m not being babysat,” I forced. “I’m an adult.”

“Last time I saw you, you weren’t.” Before something could procreate in the quiet, Myra clipped its wings. “I should head over to my gate. I already put my bags through. There isn’t much time.”

Envisioning her amidst the airport chaos like a lone seal on a shale slab of iceberg, I waited for the finishing touches—tongue-in-cheek questions about Georgia and her background, about her children, about the insides of a home that she hadn't lived in, let alone seen before. In our time apart, I'd clearly forgotten who she was; she didn’t fucking care. Those things only mattered if she thought Georgia was doing better in life than she was, and how could she be envious of more children? I lifted the phone from my face. 

As if instinctually, Myra mewled: “Lenore?” 

I didn’t dare expect an apology. If that’s what she was building up to, I didn’t want it. I’d chew it up and spit it out. Still, the speaker crept back to my ear. 

“Hm.”

A sudden moment of quiet poked through. I could hear her breathing within it, tracking through the labyrinth of her own words. 

“You shouldn’t be quick to come back. Not—not for a good while, at least. It’s better for both of you that way. To keep things separate while we work this out.”

I no longer bled from Myra’s words, but something about that stuck me. I knew I couldn’t go back. It wasn’t illegal, and it wasn’t impossible, but even the consideration was inhumane. Still, it was only in being denied the opportunity that I was angry about the lack of choice. I never wanted to go back to Ely. I'd never wanted to be there in the first place. Something about Myra voicing it—the wound festered, gummy with old, brown blood. 

“Location and rehabilitation,” I rattled. “Of course.”

“And with work, and the sudden demands between Ely and the Yukon, you know—”

“It’s fine. I’m fine.”

“I would if I had the time,” Myra supposed, “but I can’t be bouncing all over the place. The plane rides, they—well, they’re so exhausting, and I’ve got commitments that I can’t shoulder.”

I knew that, too. It’d been quite some time, if ever, since I’d been one.

“They’re calling for me,” she said, and I absorbed the sound of her shuffling jacket, wondering if it was the thick green one with the fur around the wrists. She looked like an old rich matriarch when she wore it and told everyone the fur was real. I never understood why. “I’ll leave you here, alright? It was—nice to hear your voice again. You sound so much clearer. You really, really do.”

I jimmied the knife from my chest, flicked my cell closed and returned to the register, sliding what ended up being a praline milkshake across the counter. Whatever colour the weather had brought out in me was waning, and I felt like a staunch bulldog in a tar-black hoodie.

“Waste of electricity,” the woman murmured regarding the cooler, ringing me up.

I forked over half of the money I had, shambling with my tall paper bag back to the duplex and halting under every streetlight to trace the day-old purple curls of Georgia’s gel pen on my wrist. Pass hill and take right on Abenaki, Walk 2 law place and left, right, right at Newman, pass lights. The snow, something I’d never acclimated to, sucked at my sneakers like still-wet sheets of gum.

My first winter in Washington was long, sheltered, and built without choices, seated just over a year ago inside my soggy memory. All that remained were the moments I spent wastefully, mooching cheap menthols from girls with no taste, dreaming of Nevadan varieties, glazed in the light of a fibre optic tree the size of a toddler propped distractingly aside the communal television. Then, aside from the excitement of snowfall, Christmas was a week straight of candy-striped pill cups and watery eggnog, pre-unwrapped gifts of cheap chocolates and ankle socks. Sole reprieve—the Dobson Newham Healing Garden, a cube of pale greenery and boardwalk pathways walled by windows—became a mountain of filthy, murky beige and stayed locked for months. Lawn walks were spent smoking, chased by courageous breaths of fresh, polar-cold air, a trek across the green and back like training puppies with our tails squared away. Otherwise, we were bound to the insides of the Echo, half of us unmarked by cabin fever while the others basked in it, clinging to the windows and marvelling at the skinned trees wagging their spiny fingers tauntingly from the cemetery across the street.

It was stranger on the outside, willingly entering the frigid outdoors with no restraints. The damp dark of Abenaki Road was little company, but I sucked back the taste of menthol to keep me warm and I was no lonelier for it. The corner of Allenview where the duplex huddled shyly between its neighbours was salt-rimmed with vehicles when I returned; old and new micro-cars, a burnt-brown beater truck with a tail light kicked out, motorcycles of all shapes cloaked in protective slips. Shadows skated across the whiteout curtains indoors, glimpses of bodies I didn’t recognize through fat grubs of falling snow. Before the door light could catch me, I crept along the edge of the lichen-heavy brick, setting my breath to the repetitious vibrations of the hellbilly music coming from inside. 

I shook it off to the best of my ability, halfway through my second cigarette, sliding my hands inside my sleeves and mocking the desire to strip the pain off as simply as a pair of wet gloves. It shouldn't have been so hard to dust myself of the echoes and shake the deadweight from my skeleton. That’s all it’d been; an echo of my mother, an uncanny image sculpted by wires and circuits. A conversation I’d never be able to control. In an instant I was back inside the Echo, marinating in pink and blue Christmas tree light, wondering why the garden gates were locked if the snow was too high to trek through anyway. Wondering who would even try. 

In the Olympian dark, the lights in Ely, as far and few between as they were, seemed suddenly so bright.








  
  
BUG PROBLEM




The indoor crowd flowed in tandem with the music, clustered gatherers swaying like garden eels in a lukewarm current. I drifted through them as a ropeless diver hanging over the free ocean, never sure I’d make it to shore. Splayed hands and elbows and torsos throttled me into the surf. The ancient speaker system underneath the living room’s boxy television gargled around Rob Zombie’s Superbeast, vibrating all the way into the dining room where I found Georgia Gwen mid-pour into a line of red solos for a group of burly men in tarnished leather vests. 

She looked like a western barmaid from some old Clint Eastwood joint if cheetah-print belly tops existed back then. Standing there with one hip against the counter, her lipstick bleeding around the corners, I wanted to hide in her shadow for a while; to live through her wide, uneven smile and its catlike teeth, her bony wrists buried beneath stacks of copper bangles, the uproar of laughter over something I hadn’t heard tossing her bleached curls back with a rough bounce. They all paid full attention, even when she spoke over them. I could never command men that way. Then again, I never really wanted to.

“I thought you were gonna sleep all night,” she cooed when she noticed me hovering, her pink face bright underneath the kitchen light. “You feelin’ okay? Need something to wear? I bet I’ve got somethin’ you could borrow.”

I took a long look at Georgia’s frame, half that of mine. My sleep-bloated body, tucked inside yesterday’s clothes, suddenly felt so spongy, so absorbent of the light she gave off, and as I remembered the bedroom window I’d left ajar in my late-night escape I feared the chill I’d face that night in bed. 

“I’ll be alright.” I tried not to sound sour, tried not to smell like smoke. “Those melatonin—they knocked me the hell out.”

“Prescription shit’ll do that to ya. Surprised you're on your feet, actually.” Georgia turned her back to me and, like a magician, returned with a half-full solo. When I glanced uneasily into it, something piss-yellow stared back at me. 

“Uh?”

“Oh, don’t look so squeamish. It’s only apple juice.” Georgia slotted the cup into my reluctant hand, unfazed by the shingle-rattling music. When I met her eyes, she waved a dismissive hand. “I don’t mess around with that underage drinking stuff. I wouldn’t let my own kids do it if they were your age. Juice’ll have to do.”

I didn’t want a drink, alcoholic or not, and my body rejected her sentimentality like a thorn wedged beneath my fingernail, a well of infection nested neatly below the surface. I clutched the cup, my every thought pounded from my head by the welling sounds of life, the flooding of the living room, the spattered groups of people in the kitchen; squawking migrant birds. My eyes landed on an owlish sort of man with a tattooed face, drowning his solo in cheap vodka, suffering inside a leather jacket a few sizes too big. I gestured lowly with my cup. 

“Why doesn’t that guy have apple juice? He looks like he just finished his SATs.”

Georgia followed my invisible cast all the way to the Owl. As if supernaturally aware of the eyes on him, his head swivelled towards us, a disconcerted twinkle in his eye. For a moment there was only that stand-off, unnoticed by the rest of the party, Georgia’s brow crinkling as she fumbled over her splintered memory. The Owl must’ve known her at least as little as I did, because something in that stare made him respond with a muffled name. 

“You just had a birthday,” Georgia stated.

The Owl glanced at me, seemingly expecting that I’d answer for him. His stare seared the hair clean off my face. “Next Wednesday, actually,” he reeled his attention back to Georgia. “The thirtieth.”

“How old are you gonna be?”

He flatlined, wetting his lips. And then he smiled at her, some cheap, blatant grin. “Old enough, Gee. C'mon.”

Alcohol licked Georgia’s bare wrist as she craned across the counter and snatched his cup. Through a daggered smile, she tilted the lip towards him as if she were pointing a meter stick over a white-topped desk, glaring into his open-mouthed, wide-eyed face. 

“My flat ass,” she scowled. “Old enough. How old do you think I am? Jesus. Give me a break.” She looked one of her leathered lap dogs in his expectant face. “Tell me you smoke. I need a fuckin' cigarette.”

She was out the patio door before I could manage another word and I was left standing like a shrew in a cornfield, avoiding the hard glare that’d befallen me as I shuffled awkwardly to the sink. I grabbed a fistful of ice from its half-filled basin and pretended I was back in the Echo and away from all the noise, but that was no better. The sink’s hard edge caught the light, and I drifted to harsher places.

“Hey,” the Owl’s voice bounced across the counter.

I poured the handful into my cup, quieting the urge to dump it all out. A large, pinching breath held within my lungs as I stared into the cool steel, the ice buzzing from the stereo’s bass. It gave an odd life to the sink that I didn’t appreciate at all.

When I didn’t respond, I heard him shuffle and snarl, “Nice job being a total goddamn buzzkill.”

Mid-memory, I turned. “Excuse me?” 

“Ratting me out like that.” He leaned hard on the counter, a pair of beady, globe-like eyes ogling at me from behind the dated eyeglasses seated on his forked nose. Under his biking jacket, I bet he had feathers. “We’re all here to have a good time. One little drink won't kill nobody. Ain’t no point in acting like such a narc unless you are a narc.”

I wiped my hands of condensation. “Can't legally drink, but sure, I'm a cop. Take it up with the woman of the house.”

My guard was readied like porcupine quills, itching to shoot. Something about him was disgustingly familiar. Without a doubt I’d never met him before, only men like him, and if you’ve met one you’ve met them all. And how awful to have met them all. 

He stared at me for a long time, that Owl, wordlessly watching. His fingers found his specs and shoved them up with an annoyed sniffle. I darted out of the way of a lady on her way to the sink, overstimulated at best, craving another magic white melatonin and debating finding Georgia. All I could make out from the kitchen window were bodies bobbing about on the back patio, an infestation of faceless heads wading in the swirling dark, puffing smoke.

“Not much of a chatter, are you?”

A deep, pitted annoyance swelled in my stomach. “Did I somehow make you think I wanted to chat?” 

“You go to parties just to ignore everyone?” 

“I didn’t choose to go, I live here.” I was itching such a ferocious itch that instead of closing doors on the Owl, I’d been unintentionally clawing them open. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d enjoyed simple, meaningless chatter like that, and he wasn’t breaking any records. 

His gaze lifted and a finger shot up, flicking towards me. “Right. See, I heard about you. You’re the newest guest that checked into Hotel Georgia,” he grinned, thinking himself funny. Rob Zombie skipped back to track one and, as if on cue, a slouching older man slid around the corner from the living room and cranked open the spice cabinet, which I was astonished to find packed with CD cases. “I tried asking her when you were coming, but she couldn’t even tell me your name. She turned blue before she gave up. Y’know,” he warned, “she’s got a thing with that. With people’s names.”

It wasn’t just names, and there was a word for it—scribbled in doctor’s chicken scratch on a bleached post-it inside the cereal cupboard, smacked to the door with tape the way all other things in the kitchen were labeled—documents taped to the walls out of toddler reach, juice boxes with tacky yellow post-its and black sharpie, shipping labels on every surface scrawled in her belligerent handwriting. REFRIGERATOR, NAPKINS, BABY WIPES, TOASTER, SPAGHETTI, TRASH BAGS. Things that were pre-labelled were bolded for effect, underlined for certainty. I’d seen her pretty blue-faced on Monday just trying to introduce herself. 

“What is it, anyway? Since she couldn’t tell me.” 

I glanced back at the Owl, and winced as he tipped his head in a sore attempt at being charming. Would there be pills upstairs in the cabinet? I bet I could find them. 

“Lenore.”

“How old are you, Lenore?”

“Seventeen,” I lied. 

“So you are too young to drink.” And too young for you to be hazing, I agreed, trying not to squirm as the Owl craned closer, his eyes rolling over my face like toppling dice, drawing tingles to the patchy stretch of port-wine mopped around my eye. “You like to smoke, Lenore? Not just cigarettes.”

I hadn’t smoked pot since eleventh grade. The Owl gazed expectantly at me, wired by my inattention like he might blink one eyeball at a time and spin his head around just to entice me. In imagining his bulbous skull rotating and popping off like a tired bobblehead, I didn’t think hard before I caved.

“We can smoke,” I said through throbbing teeth, sliding my apple juice to the countertop. “But I’ve gotta piss first.”

I didn’t wait for him to agree or disagree. I was gone like Georgia, snaking through the foyer and along the shoreline of bodies bumping to a freshly-spun copy of Shout At The Devil, up around the stairwell and into the stale solace of the upstairs foyer. I popped the first doorway on the left and hissed at the hellish, unflinching cold. The borrowed bedroom I lived in was a wobbling blanket of coy shadows—the foot of my unmade bed slashed with moonlight, casting odd, misshapen faces up and across the walls, over the wardrobe, over the scraped-down wooden floor. When their features warped too close to comfort, a recognizable fear leapt up into my throat, desperate to be quenched, and I was thankful for the music if only so nobody could hear me slam the window shut harder than ever necessary.

When I tried the handle on the hallway bathroom, somebody balked from behind the thick pine door. Suffocating, I waddled into Georgia’s room, a glorified mess strewn about a carefully made bed, and dipped into her private bath, flinging the door half shut behind me. I was glad for the master bathroom and its mess—children’s toys peppering the floor, occupying the sink’s edge, pinky-sized toothbrushes: a mustard-walled freeze-frame of their little life. I parked along the tub’s edge and loosened the neck of my hoodie, Georgia’s stained shower curtain embracing me as I scooted into it, filing itchy baby hairs away from my neck. I sat slumped into that curtain so long that my body began to set, my fingers barely curled in clawing desperation over my thighs, knees trembling with an unmoving ache.

I sank before my humiliation like it was my childhood bed, preserved and waiting for me as long as it took. I couldn’t handle five minutes alone in a crowd of booze-fuelled strangers and I couldn’t handle a single conversation, as insufferable as it’d been. I could, however, count on one hand how many people I’d spoken to in the last year. Was it more pathetic to assume my social skills hadn’t completely rotted? Was it plain as day that I’d been ruined forever?

Standing, I left my humility on the flowery toilet lid and avoided the Fresh Meat in the mirror, but she was terribly disappointed in me. Round-faced and sick-looking, the stretching birthmark on her right side a polished red, her uneven jaw set behind a dense scowl. I pulled open the cabinet so her grubby reflection was flung towards the wall, glaring at coffee-toned wallpaper until I found my bearings. Pearls and thin chains on the bottom ledge shone in my direction. Icy-blue mouthwash, pills unnamed and wrapped in plastic cling film, a bottle of toothpaste with a rubber band securing the top, volumes of orange bottles with white toppers consuming half a shelf. I reached past a dull razor and began spinning their labels to face the back, squinting invasively at their contents. 

Foolishly, I hadn’t thought I’d miss the medication when I left. I’d taken it morning and night and I’d scraped along every day in therapy with my buttons done all the way up to my neck, sweating out the last dribbles of emotion that the pills didn’t clot and ferment. I ate oatmeal and pre-buttered crackers and didn’t complain about how I felt because I didn’t feel anything at all, and feeling nothing was better in every single instance I could think of. I left under the assumption that it was permanent, that I’d absolved myself of emotions and was henceforth reformed, quiet and honest, communicable and peaceful, oblivious. Nowhere near the kind of person who snooped through other people's stashes just for a taste.

Well, I was right. I had to be. It couldn’t be snooping if I wasn’t looking for anything but melatonin. But an odd, conscious sourness crept up my throat; Georgia had been kind to me. The thought that I might be crossing her was unwelcome, and the guilt it drew forth was honest but distant, like I was watching myself on television acting through scripted emotions. 

My guilt had always been genuine, just far outside of reach, and what I felt with my hands in Georgia’s cabinet was nothing more than a trembling poltergeist in the dusty corner of my brain—an echo. If I willed it away, maybe it would lose merit, but I was still the newest rat in that hole in the wall and I hadn’t healed a bit. I was only just coming down from it all and trying desperately to claw my way back up. The revelation sent me trembling. 

Not because I was sad, but because I was useless. 

In absentia, I smacked aside a bottle and, in doing so, knocked several others into the sink where they clattered against each other like crooked, plasticine teeth. 

“Shit,” dribbled sloppily from my mouth. One bottle struck the edge of the porcelain just right and its protective white lid snapped off, flinging brown and grey pills across the floor. “Shit, shit, shit,” I aimed at the bottles this time, with an extra gratuitous, “Motherfucker. Dickface.” 

I would’ve been thankful that the comedown was drawing splotches of red back into my cheeks if only I wasn’t hot and dirty and swollen all over. Scooping scattered pills from the basin, I stooped to retrieve the empty lid behind the sink’s neck. My fingertips nudged something slick against the unaligned tiles and stomach acid shot bullet-like into my throat. Recoiling, I grated my hand against my pants and hurriedly plucked the rest of the pills off the floor before begrudgingly sliding forth the metal trash can to ensure none had fallen in or behind it. 

My hands stuttered on its tin lip and froze.

An old friend writhed at the bottom of that bagless bin. Six bile-yellow limbs and two twitchy antennae sat below the matte black eyes affixed to its cherry, boneless head. The steel was a slippery death; wherever it came from, it was wearing itself to death at the bottom of Georgia’s garbage trying to get back home. Those slanted, pinching mandibles curved and twitched over a stray pill that sat inside the can and I watched in dumb silence as it climbed over the little brown capsule and carried on, frantic. 

I sat on my knees for longer than I even realized. The music’s faint buzz radiated through the floor, changed over a few times and I remained paralyzed, each hair on my body drawn tight and straight like flagless poles, pointed at the ceiling. It might’ve been excruciating, but I wasn’t present enough to know. 

Instead, I circled what memory I had left of my childhood home in Ely, a hearth which the Devil I knew had never crossed upon. A pale green single-level buried deep on Lyons Avenue, right across from an Episcopal Church with muted brown brick and a patchy, sloping lawn. I couldn’t walk that house quite as well as the last, but that was fair enough; the fresh hell of the last house on Carpenter Street loomed like a planet, powdering anything that dared challenge its burdensome weight on my memory. Beneath its shadow, the Lyons house faded over time as good things often did, accentuated like constellations puncturing a horrific, endless sky. I could beg for the memory but I was beyond retrieving it. I could sketch out a kitchen with grey cupboards and wine-red backsplash, a peony rug in the living room or a banker’s lamp on a slug-yellow coffee table, but none of it would mean anything. I had no way of knowing what was true to memory and what was merely the last nibbles of that old, rotten fruit. The time and space between my collapsed body and the framework of the old house was a choiceless hazmat suit. 

In its place, Carpenter hung off my back like a sack of dirt. It was formed from whatever oily shit covered the tiles behind Georgia’s sink and old, cakey black blood, the sort that gets jammed under your fingernails. It stung like tripping in the kitchen and hitting your head on the counter, the stars and fractalized vision that follow. A tall glass of water hurled through an open entryway, bedroom to living room. Glass littering the linoleum like gravel, dredged in by old work boots. 

The home on Lyons had one big, bad remaining memory, tumescent in the mental map which had otherwise long worn away. It was a glaring red nuclear leak stemming from the treeless backyard where only fountain grass survived and the weeds all burnt to an aching crisp, ribbed against the exposed dirt and the quartz-rimmed fire pit, ensnaring the legs of my childhood swing set with its rubber seat half-amputated and dangling in the windless, tyrannical heat—the last bones standing in the robbed grave of my mind. That horrific summer, the Nevadan heat had turned our elderly air conditioner into a useless box, and hiding behind blackout curtains transformed the home into an ever-churning kiln. I’d never been so desperate for school, in such withdrawal of the opulent bliss that came with walking into an icy building, the relief of cold water fountain sips and laying my head on a frozen desktop. 

Myra’s remedy was to leave the back door wide open each afternoon so the stuffiness behind those curtains wouldn’t kill us. God knows if it really made all the difference, but my father hated it, warned her against it, and so she always made sure to close it by the time he got home—had gone as far as to glue me to the front windows from five to six as a self-described lookout, sweltering beneath a blanket of wiggling heat so she’d know the exact moment his car pulled in alongside her Buick Riviera.

Early one sticky Sunday morning, off duty from the front window, I found my father with his sleeves balled up to his elbows, digging beneath a loose kitchen tile with a pocketknife the size of my little fist. Upon seeing me he’d risen, his pink, unshaven face flooded with sweat, ushering me towards the counter and hoisting me into his arms, the burning scent of scalding tar still smoky on his clothes. He tilted me down towards an overturned glass on the countertop, and though at first I’d had no clue what I was looking at, I shrieked regardless.

Earwigs; two grubby redheads with pinchers like grabbing fingers, bumbling stupidly around the edges of the glass. I squirmed similarly until my father put me down, only to duck behind his trunk-like thigh, watching the glass as if I expected it to crack.

When Myra got home, he asked her about the door and she denied it, staring at the egg-carved tile he’d jimmied from the floor with green-faced disgust. He never got angry when she lied, even when he knew better. He was good that way—not as hypocritical as he could’ve been—but it was the dark and the dampness that they ached for, and he told her so, wide-eyed and careful as he hammered the words down. The door needed to close. It wouldn’t work otherwise.

Myra didn’t listen. Even in the presence of evidence, she didn’t believe him. She kept the door open when my father was at work. He’d never know the difference.

In two weeks, they were everywhere. 

Nested inside the pleats of the living room curtains, inside folded clothes, clinging to the ribbed necks of bottled jam and cupboard foods, underneath the handle on the toilet and inside the bathroom faucet—warm, narrow, damp. They were sneaky, and worse, they were tactical. Bedsheets were also preferable; in due time I slept less and less, and when I did I dreamt of the Episcopal church and it's air conditioning. The people who mingled about on the lawn every Sunday looked bright and cool and happy all the same. I thought of asking my father if they would let us sit inside, just for a little while, or if the church had air conditioning because its people believed in God. But there were no answers for those sorts of things. 

The day I came home readied with questions, I found him standing above the fire pit he’d dug out years before. His hair was sopping with sweat and his arms were red-brown, baked to a crisp from the summers he spent roofing and landscaping. Before him, the pit gushed with a hungry flame, devouring a mountain of mismatched fabric. Kitchen rugs, armfuls of clothing, a set of curtains. Old bedsheets of mine, bathroom towels, pillowcases. From beyond the patio door, the clashing fabrics squirmed against lashing blue tongues. 

I froze in the doorway and asked aloud, speaking openly into the world, what he was doing. 

Eventually, he turned. The right side of his face had started to blister by July and it wouldn’t fully heal again until fall. Glancing into the fire, he debated it. Then he stared at me, smiling as if to tell me nothing was wrong. The lie hung heavy on his brow where sweat coalesced. Before him, the egg-infested fabric crackled and popped with machine gun fire.

‘All those earwigs,’ he explained. ‘Once they root like that, you’ve gotta destroy the nests. Otherwise, they’ll keep coming back.’ His eyes fell upon the debris once more. ‘You’ve got to burn them.’

Briefly, I lost him to the flame. Something crude and adult haunted his burnished gaze, pointed into the coals or somewhere deeper, far beyond it. Ely's roofs were beyond scalding in July, and twice that in August. I often worried as a girl that the sun would bake the soft tissue of his brain. Even more often, I’d begun to wonder if the same might eventually happen to me.

‘You’ve got to burn them. Kill them,’ he had commanded. ‘Or else, they’ll never go away. Not fully.’

    
  There was a time when I liked to think about my father. Kneeling on Georgia’s bathroom floor with dust-painted knees, watching that monster struggle for freedom—that wasn’t it. 

I rose from that terrible daydream, the fire whittling away my bones like a dull knife as I nudged open the cabinet once more, incessant. Costume jewelry, medication, toothpaste—all inflammable. I looked to the ceiling, thick curls sticking to the sweating sides of my neck, and made quick work of popping free the smoke detector from its ancient casing above the toilet.

My father’s face lingered against my eyelids, muddled and off like an old memory left out in the sun, burdened by green and purple water spots that made his proportions disjointed. He occupied my body as I parked myself on the edge of the bathtub, lighting a cigarette to keep myself warm. A bright, dopey-eyed bath toy eyeballed me from behind the toilet. I debated towels, facecloths, and old blister packs but settled on toilet paper, fashioning kindling in the palms of my hands, rolling until there was nothing but a shell of cardboard swaying on the holder. I dragged the basket across the floor with the tip of my shoe, observing the beast as I shredded the tissue with my nails, dropped flakes into the basin, watching it scrabble across newfound surfaces. 

It couldn’t know what hopelessness really felt like, but I could almost put a method to its scrambling. I dumped more into the bin, balancing my cigarette like a scale on my fingers. It hovered over the steel lip, barely smoked, a waste if I’d ever seen one outside of a mirror. Indifferent, the beast kept crawling. Blissfully unaware, even as I let go.

With the cherry pointed downwards like a diving missile, the mound winked and caught and in the mere moment it took for the flames to soar, the body of that pinching creature jolted, fluttered an inch across the grimy steel and cracked clean in two. I was awoken by the lapping yellows, blues and reds coalescing, rising in the pot. White ribboned into black, ashen and powdered before my eyes. It wasn’t kind to sit in a memory so painful yet I was at momentary peace in that pool of blood, displaced from my body. It wasn’t the first terrible memory I’d guarded, seeking comfort in the fact that it belonged to me. It wouldn’t be the last, either. Defocused, my hands sitting at the edge of that heating steel looked mineral, quartz-like. 

The fire nipped promptly at my nose, the tips of my bangs twisting from the clarifying heat. The Carpenter house passed overhead, a meteor gaining traction as it spun directly for me.

Without a thought, I dumped the weakening fire into the tub, the flames whining and shrinking against leftover water droplets collected in the basin. Flames sought the shower curtain but failed to reach it before I spun the tap, flooding the embers with a gush of freezing water. With a snap and a hiss, it was gone, and little else was left but a pile of damp, muddy ash clumped around the drain, the earwig indivisible from the remains. 

I’d lost my breath. Cranking the tap off, my fingers smoothed across the chest of my hoodie, over my throat. I hunted down the pack of cigarettes in my pocket with twitching hands, regressing to the porcelain as I hoisted the garbage can back onto the floor. It was all too much—humiliating, of course, but pitiful. It would never not be too much. Things would always be that way—overpowering, suffocating. Wading in blood. I lifted my head to light a new smoke and caught, through the trembling flame, the silhouette of a body, a corpse, lounging there. 

From the footlong gash in the bathroom door, a Wolf was watching. 








  
  
THE WOLF 




Straight from the forest and into the tungsten glow of Georgia’s bathroom, the Wolf had crept—feral behind a mute stare, dressed casually to mask the claws and the robust canines. 

I wasn’t clueless. I could see the uneven, broken nails beneath the wrists of their coat—could smell the blood, too, despite knowing I always smelt it coming back from the fire at Lyons. They were just so still, like someone had swept silently into Georgia’s room and left a standee in the unlatched doorway. Inhuman at first, their mere presence wracked my body with a blatant, uncontrollable shiver. 

With a tilt of their head, the shadows withdrew around the Wolf’s scar-warped face, diving beneath their uneven, narrow nose, forming two beetle eyes with sparse lashes, and lips wrapped in fishline scars that drew a permanent wince. The fur was no longer fur, never fur, but a mop of scissor-cut chunks of dyed sable hair. An inch of coppery roots painted their scalp bloody. It was the sort of face that pries its way into your dreams, suctioning you awake, not feminine nor masculine but indistinguishably other; blunt, as was the rest of them. I’d left the door open—had invited the Wolf in, if you really thought about it. As their head stooped just below the top of the doorway, I thought hard.

Sniffling, the Wolf lifted a bony hand, flashing a palm dotted with fading tattoo, and a ragged slush of lazy Southern poured from their mouth. 

“Good choice. That detector’s got a sister in the hallway and a cousin downstairs that's prone to waterworks. Wouldn’t want everyone gettin' pissed on.”

I was a rat in the field, motionless but for a heartbeat which steadily climbed into my throat, holding my cigarette like a blade of razor grass. 

“Happy to grab it,” they offered. “The damn sister.”

“Occupied,” I finally managed.

Their unbothered gaze rotated around the room, up and over the shower curtain, into the basin half-drenched in ashen bathwater. The eyes that caught mine were a cavernous black; light quivered before their clueless stare. Innocence, feigned or real, I couldn’t be sure. 

“Been’ lookin’ for the smoker’s corner,” the Wolf admitted. A scuff of their muddied sneakers, not daring a step beyond the doorway, jutting a toe towards the ashen bin. “Must’ve found it, then, eh?”

Heat rose blotchily to my cheeks. “Flicked the cherry off by accident. My own dumbass mistake.”

God, they weren’t blinking. Eyeballing the trash can, their raw pink mouth a taut line, assessing the crime scene.

“I can wait ‘til you’re done. Don’t wanna smoke you out.” They took a wavering step back. “Or I can go outdoors, but it’s cold as a witch’s tit out there.”

From somewhere deep in my tensing ribs, possessed by the embarrassment, I grumbled. Hospitality—as little to none as I’d offered—was nothing but a ruse to keep that humiliation from crushing me. “You’re fine. It’s whatever. Power to you.”

The Wolf idled, perplexed. 

“Sit,” I pushed. “If you really want. Shut the door, since I didn’t. Or don’t—I don’t care.”

They did as they were told, a perfectly obedient stranger, sliding inside the bathroom like a cornered shadow and gently shrinking to the floor beneath a shelf of mismatched towels. From the wrist of their jacket came a set of crooked fingers, tapping something hand-rolled from their pack and shaking the lid closed, the snapping spark of their chrome lighter scorching the end of a pencil-thin joint. We sat in the muffled leftovers of music for some time, puffing into the open room, cloaking the place in a fog. Beneath the Wolf’s unrelenting stare, I draped my eyes over the toilet again, skirting over the lid’s embroidery. I was still basking in the afterglow of that havoc when their pleasant voice rose.

“Ain’t fond of company?”

The bathroom reeked like soot, pot and canned air freshener; the most human symphony of smells I'd known in years. I withheld a cough, peering over the tile. “How’d you guess?”

“Hidin’ upstairs, startin’ fires,” they suggested, not as a joke but a flat-ironed fact. “Can’t get much more antisocial ‘round here. Still—I'd grab the hallway detector, if you’re super set.”

“On?”

“Burnin’ the hair clean off your head.”

I balked, leaning onto my knees. “How long were you watching me?”

“Long enough to get the picture.”

“There’s no picture. It was an accident.”

The Wolf’s button eyes flickered away in consideration, diving into the cracks of the air vent with a lolling head. Amusement caught the corner of their waxen lips. “Sure,” they said lowly. “No, I get it.”

The earwig was gone, the pest temporarily banished. Still I sat, suffering through the end of my cigarette, trying to glare their urge to speak into nothingness, into grime on the floor. 

“Tough mask, but there ain’t no shame in it,” they added, proving me unsuccessful. “Plenty of folk on the inside would rather be doin’ whatever the hell you’re doin’ instead of inhaling percs and Ritz. So if that’s what speaks to you, have at it. Live that dream.”

I squinted. “Inside?”

The Wolf flexed their fingers around one bony kneecap. “Eden Valley. You got the full lease of the place, right?”

The way those words flowed from their cracked lips was entirely surreal, words so private to me and so known all at once. For a moment I felt I was speaking to someone I knew, someone I’d known for some time, a glimmer of casual trust stretched between us like fine, fragile silk. I stared at the middle ground where a white flag would sit if I had one to surrender, and took such a deep drag that my lungs clenched alongside a singular heartbeat. 

“Never heard of it,” I said through the smoke. 

The exit wounds of their eyes held me still. “You haven’t.”

A resounding knock rattled the bathroom door and I nearly dropped my smoking cigarette into my lap. The Wolf never even twitched. Between us bloomed a silent debate as to who would answer until a clueless, low voice slid through the crack beneath the door.

“Lenore?” the bird-eyed freak called out, like a lost boy in a grocery store. “Hey, Lenore? Takin’ your sweet time?”

I’m going to stab myself in the face, I thought. Right now. 

Another knock rattled the frame.

“Lenore,” the Owl cooed. “Smoke break. You coming or what?”

The Wolf stayed hunched in the corner without a hitch, puffing lazily. Under their tired stare, I sluggishly rose to my feet, cracking the door a few inches. The Owl craned towards the light, sloped against the trim, eyeing me with a smugness I despised. 

“Seriously?” 

His hands rose, fingers long like wing bones. “Just came to check on you.” Pinched between them was a sloppily rolled joint, half-bent in his grip. He waggled it like a dog bone. “It’s good stuff. Promise you that. Shit, this stuff fucks me up for hours.”

The Owl, though I didn’t care to know, looked like a Todd or a Lucas, or a Damian if he was so lucky. He barely fit into the clothes that he wore—I imagined he thought himself rather cool for drowning in that frayed old jacket. The peeking tattoo on his collarbone had bled so much that even upon closest inspections, it hardly looked like anything more than a smudge of chain grease, and when he sparked up that shitty joint right there in Georgia’s bedroom, the cutting scent of rubber on an open gas burner filled my sinuses.

Todds and Lucases always left nasty little wet spots on your cigarettes, didn’t they? Out-of-town college types, the ones that wanted back-home character without suffering for it. Sure, I wasn’t the kind of person to dictate character; I hadn’t much of a personality but the shredded mess that remained when the drugs were gone, when the flowers in the hospital garden were wilted and petal-free and the winter chained me inside with nobody to play with—but at least I knew that. 

Under the Wolf’s watchful eye, a lump inflated in my throat. The Owl turned his unshaven face, sliding the joint my way, and I couldn’t help but grimace.

“Actually,” I tensed. “I’m good. You enjoy that.”

In moving to shut the door, the Owl jammed his foot in between the crack. I could’ve sworn, though I’d done my best not to look, that the Wolf twitched—not much at all, a mere jolt of the shoulders as if they thought briefly to stand. They hadn’t—they only hovered in my peripheral, a cataclysm of brown, grey and black. A lunging dog behind chain link, barely expelling a breath to let me know they were still alive.

The Owl’s eyes hardened. “C’mon, be serious for a little bit. You were into it downstairs and now suddenly, post-piss, you’re—what?” Whatever expression crossed my face, he felt it necessary to scoff at. “It’s just a little smoke. You can’t handle that? How long’s it been since a guy’s been nice to you?”

Never crossed my mind, but little did boys in general. My eyes hit the floor, scrutinizing my dull green socks, one loose thread hovering over the floor in moot escape. My skin ached beneath every inch of my shirt, dizzied by the haze in the air. Was the smoke hovering just above my head? I felt like running for a wet cloth to cover my mouth. Fire, fire, I could scream. Fire, fire, fire, and nobody would hear me. No one but the cunt on the opposite side of the door and the Wolf on the inside.

 “I don’t have any money, and I’ve got nothing else to give you, man.”

“You’re cute enough. C’mon. We can work the details later. Let’s take a load off.”

“Move your foot.”

“You’re not really gonna make me beg.”

“I’m not making you do anything. Just move your foot.”

His cool-guy tone dropped. “You don’t have to be such a tease. It’s just a little weed.”

I didn’t think before I kicked him. Didn’t need to—I nailed the toe of his foot with my booted heel, earning a sharp yelp as he recoiled from the door. Through the slit I stared unwaveringly at him, pressing closer, forcing through that shying space a hard, mean sneer built on months of zero privacy.

“I don’t fucking know you, dude. How many different ways should I tell you to fuck off?”

The Owl’s wide, optical eyes burrowed into me, the lackadaisical boyishness dispelled. There as he’d always been, he was just a man, glaring into my face the way I knew all too well. I wondered what he was thinking about doing to me. I wondered if he would try to kick in the door. I bid him to try.

Instead, he snickered, his lips peeling back. 

“Whatever,” he spat, turning a cheek, begging me to bury my fist in it. “All you whackos act the goddamn same. Fresh off the fuckin’ funny farm, you’d think at least one of you could realize how lucky you are that people are even talking to you.” 

Retreating, The Owl turned from the door and hurled something over his shoulder, a volleyball he’d been too cowardly to lob at my face:

Ugly bitch. 

In that brief moment, while the slash of wine across my face was all of me and I was nothing more or less, I wondered what his teeth would feel like uprooted from their gummy sanctuaries by my knuckles, pulpy tissue caked against their pointed little feet. I dreamt of the snap of his glasses and the crunch of his nose against hardwood, spiralling in on himself, weeping like a degenerate on the floor. I didn’t hit him despite that cold, displeasing wave of desire. Instead, I glared into the back of his stupid jacket as he stormed childishly from Georgia’s room, waiting for the nuclear fallout of my rage to subside. Only once it began to lax around my lungs, returning to coil around my calloused heart, did I finally look down. 

There we were—the Wolf, the truth and me—my lie waving like a bloody tie caught in a sharp breeze. That faraway guilt crept closer until I was on the floor again by the bathtub, face-to-face with it, my knees halfway driven into my chest. 

“Sorry,” I feigned, though I’d long forgotten how to be. No explanation required, I sought my cigarette but had laid it down somewhere, and my eyes rolled over the sink edge hungrily. “There’s just not much of a point to this.”

The Wolf’s knowing gaze punctured me. “This.”

“Small talk. Chit chat. I don’t really enjoy talking, especially with people I don’t know—y’know, clearly, so—we can just skip it altogether. I’m almost done with my smoke.”

I found it moments later, lining the grit between the tiles, crushed and torn and made mostly of compound ash. I turned my face up, heated. From where I sat, the Wolf’s outstretched arm was frightfully angular, growing from their coat like a warped branch. Their joint hung before me, dangling between their fingers, eyeing me with one glowing, red pupil.

I wasn’t an idiot; I took it, stole its smoke, their homemade filter as dry as old bone. No rougher than smoking tobacco. Their emptied hand lifted in questioning, but fell just as quickly. 

“Say it,” I beckoned, losing steam. “Go on.”

A scar-warped smile drew across their lips—tempted, if I’d read them right. “I was gonna hold off, but I don’t actually think you recognize me.”

Their expression was indistinguishable—dancing a razor-fine line between baiting and genuine. I had to wonder if they were just trying to keep me talking, then subsequently had to humbly remind myself that not a single person in that house gave enough of a fuck to waste the energy. Still, they were watching me with a peculiar stare like they were winning at some unspoken game. If they were, I wanted to play. I’d been desperate to—so I sank forward. 

“You don’t ring any bells.” 

“Didn’t think I would. We only overlapped a couple weeks. You got in just before I got out, and we never spoke or nothin’. But I remember you. Remember your face, really.” They flattened themselves against the wall. “Knew you had an L name. Didn’t think it was Lenore, though.”

I stared at them until my eyes began to ache. Until the worm and the hook tempted me. “Leo,” I bit. “Lenore’s—a dumb joke.”

“Y’don’t got a last name? Just Leo?”

A poorly-withheld frown worked over my face.

The Wolf waved their spiny hands in defeat, retrieving the joint once I’d mooched enough to settle my shoulders. “We don’t have to talk about nothin’. You said so yourself. I’ll zip it.”

That lasted all of a minute. Something glimmered in the dark, cranial pool of my thoughts. I broke first.

“Two weeks?”

“Mhm, but my stint was a good while longer than that. Did the whole thing hopin’ nobody would remember me, so don’t feel bad or nothin’. I thought about talkin’ to you, but you didn’t seem the type to answer.” 

“You’re talking to me now.”

“Hm. Happy to be proved wrong.”

I held onto the peculiar image of that scar-faced little Wolf, hiding amongst a sea of white scrubs like blood on fresh cotton. “Just funny you remember me. That’s all.”

“Is it? Like I said, memorable face.”

“Yeah. Of course it is.”

“Sure. Birthmarks are memorable, whether you like ‘em or not.”

I wasn’t embarrassed of my own face. Some had tried to make me, tried to find a way through the slats, but I built the walls without one goddamn crack and beyond that, I’d never found a good enough reason to feel shame; I spent so little time with the mirror that I hardly knew the shape of my own eyes. Still, I waited for the Wolf to do what everyone else did—to ask me what I’d done to God to earn it, to ask me why I looked like that, if there was some way to fix it. Instead, they lifted two fingers and gestured to my cheek fearlessly, their sunken eyes falling calm and cool on my skin.

“Especially yours. Never seen another like it. And I’ve been around, Leo, so I’d remember.”

I sought out maliciousness or disgust and came up empty-handed. Nothing in their whistling comment prodded me to fight back. Only my name, oddly comfortable in their lacerated mouth, and the aching skin where they’d nearly touched me.

“Been out for almost two years an’ I don’t miss it even a little. Them grimy white walls, always goddamn freezing. And the smell.” The Wolf cocked their head, finding me across the floor. “What was that? It was cleaner, but it was fuckin’ gruesome. Like they mopped the floor with peppermint oil and shit water.”

“It used to keep me up sometimes,” I admitted, staggered by a flush of adrenaline.

“In the summer.” The Wolf nodded. “Think somethin’ was rotting in the vents above 2-C. Raccoon or somethin’.”

“Rats,” I whispered. “They used to steal my fucking earplugs every now and then.”

“Christ,” the Wolf cackled, their thrilled laugh like the bouncing clack of hooves on cobblestone. “An’ I did a whole year of that stink. Wouldn’t do it again if you paid me in gold.”

“A year. Try eighteen months.”

The Wolf peeled themselves from the wall. 

The truth fell on pale, pointy ears. Later I’d be humiliated, but in that moment I could only retreat deeper and deeper into myself, scrabbling for freedom while the Wolf unearthed their half-crumpled package of cigarettes and wordlessly slated their lighter inside. 

“Must’ve done somethin’ awful to land yourself in there that long.”

I didn’t like the place those words carried me to. A place of ruin, a vault long welded shut inside of me bursting open, spilling gunk into even the lightest thoughts that passed by. Acidic and warm, tickling the back of my tongue, pouring from my mouth into words that came out much too hard:

“Maybe I just liked being alone.”

I waited for them to stick up their thin, uneven nose and scoff, to tell me to relax. I waited for anything to burnish the image of them, to seal what could’ve been a drive-by conversation in its tomb. But there they were, marble-eyed and curious, my spite barely powdering their nose. I thought to tell the truth, just that one time—that I could’ve gotten out sooner if I’d wanted to get better. But that was no one’s business but mine. 

“What’d you do, then?” I asked instead. “Since you want to talk about it.”

The Wolf’s fingers rolled over their cheek, itching sluggishly. Having finished smoking, they could get up and toddle off at any moment and I would’ve been completely okay. Yet they sat, debating it, formulating some great, elaborate tale. 

“Don’t lie,” I warned. “I don’t give a shit about fake stories.”

Their eyes flicked towards the sink, staring right through. “It’s an interestin’ situation, y’know. But since we’re not gettin’ to know each other, maybe I don’t need to answer. Right?”

“You don’t have to.”

“Not sure I want to.”

“So don’t.”

The Wolf sought something from my face but found nothing in the mask I’d spent so long chiseling. Out came their smokes again, as if the mere thought of what they’d done warranted another. 

“Me an’ this old fella got into it real bad back in Boise when I was a teenager,” they gave. “Things ended ugly.”

I tried to conjure that; the Wolf, tall and fragile with a thin neck and twiggy wrists, hurting someone badly enough that they'd been sent away. They didn’t seem to have the temperament. Suddenly the odd, murky swing in their voice made sense. 

“Idaho,” slid from my mouth, not entirely uninterested. “You’re far from home.”

“Ain’t home. Not really.” They sparked up evenly, taking their time. “Ol’ friend of a friend had a little too much to drink and pounced on me. Landed a few good ones, too. Broke my damn nose. Not to sound like I’m givin’ myself a pass, but it was self-defence. Guess sometimes it’s not so easy to look at it that way.”

Acutely aware of that shattered bridge, I followed it down as it melded into the scars at their lips. They looked as though they’d kissed the mouth of a shattered beer bottle, but when they spoke they seemed no more in pain than I was. 

“The Echo’s all about rehabilitation,” I poked. "Big and heavy into the first-time perp concept, inpatient with reparative conditions for most of the kids I toured with. Sounds more like he should’ve done the time instead of you.”

The Wolf eyed me through the smoke. “There’s excess damage on my end. Makes it hard to come across as victimized.” 

“Someone took a swing at you, and you swung back. What part of that’s so complicated?”

“The part where I bit him.”

I waited for the joke to land, for the punchline to bounce into view. It didn’t. Instead, a clearing vision came to me—plastic canine teeth, ketchup blood and wailing terror. A daydream more akin to a frightening children's cartoon. The reality of it stumped me, so much so that an irreversible, awkward laugh spilled freely forward.

“How—I mean—that’s kind of weird, right?”

The Wolf didn’t say a word.

“I mean, biting someone. That’s worth an entire year of your life?”

Their head twitched. “Y'don’t believe me?”

“I never—said that. It just seems far-fetched.”

Another lapping silence slicked us both, and the Wold scraped teeth-first along their cigarette. 

“When the medics were finished with him, the surgeons had to remove most of his right cheek and jaw—'cause the tissue was too torn up to be repaired. Someone told me that… y’know, workin’ with somethin’ so mutilated… it's like tryin’ to stitch up suet. I’m not up to date on the details—they recommend y’don’t look at that stuff, so I don’t—but I know it was bad then.” A sour smile of sorts winked at me and was gone again. “I’d imagine it’s still bad.”

The movie in my mind no longer replicated some lost, banned Disney short. I vied for something more—the grit of unshaven skin, the pop of relief as it gave way to sharp, uneven canines. Gushing blood, fatty tissue. Could the human jaw lock the same way an alligator’s could? I didn’t puke. Instead, I traced the Wolf’s unchanging expression, the lost, searching look in their eyes. They sought out the memories, unhappy with whatever crossed their mind. 

“I don’t remember doin’ it,” they slowed, ashing into the floor vent. “I’m not an—angry person. There’ve been times, alright, sure, but I don’t remember makin' that choice. I remember coming to, an’—not movin’, just watchin’ him squirm and scream like a leech in salt. And me, just—standin’ there in a pool of his blood, our blood. It’s different when you're in it. If you give yourself time to think, you’re dead. I guess at that point, I wasn’t sure if I was okay with that.”

The words stuck in their throat, grated out by force. I knew the lives that a single expenditure of thought could cost. By proxy, I felt I knew them in some way, but I didn’t; we only knew similar Hells. It was as strict as that. 

“Jesus,” I thought aloud. “Mine isn’t worth telling.” 

The Wolf’s head shot upwards, snapped free of their old torment. “Don’t say y’don’t talk about it. I’ve heard that before.”

In the middle I met them, my outstretched leg inches from theirs. Briefing it would be easy: slot the details into place like dominos. Arson, battery, self-annihilation. If I arranged the memories inside of my skull like pictures on a zoetrope, animated and chalky, I could avoid the true dangers and keep it bare—a spinning, sputtering image of an old blue mobile home under a venomous sun. A ranch-yellow beater truck with the plate stuck in the back window. What else was there to see when you strayed no closer than the curb?

“No,” I agreed. “I don’t talk about it. You really did beat me.”

The Wolf didn’t push. They stuck their nose right where it belonged, against the butt of their dwindling smoke, before crushing it on the tile and swiping away the ash with their finger. 

“But that says it,” I spoke suddenly, and could’ve sworn their ear twitched my way. “Self-defence. Acting without thinking. That’s what happens, right?”

Something unreadable tugged on their lips. “Sure. Maybe.”

“When you’re fearing for your life, things are different.”

The Wolf debated that. Lashes fluttering over wide, lightless eyes. For a moment, they seemed to understand where I was coming from. At least, they seemed to try.

“I imagine things would be different,” they agreed, “but I wasn't afraid; I was pissed. An' that big bastard wasn’t the worst thing in the room.”

For the first time that evening, I saw them. Someone’s child, someone’s baby, a Wolf in the bathroom of Georgia’s party, puffing like a chimney to drown that bloody memory. Where were their parents? All the way in Idaho, perhaps, buried somewhere deep within those mountains, or alive and well on a lakefront property. Regardless, away from the Wolf. Away from their terrible, biting child. I saw them. I did.

The debilitating throb of that pill-free evening came sliding down over me, ripping me from thought. I shut my eyes, cushioned my head between my knees and didn’t come up until I heard the Wolf rise and depart, shoes like gravel-torn claws on tile, shutting the door behind them wordlessly.

Me and the zoetrope of my life, left alone.
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