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        For Kristi & Ben

        Thank you for the encouragement.

        You own many heavy books. Please don’t move again.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “DIRECTLY AFTER COPULATION, THE DEVIL’S LAUGHTER IS HEARD.”

      

      

      
        
        — ARTHUR SCHOPENHAUER

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      In 2005, at the Serial Killer Symposium in San Antonio, Texas, the Federal Bureau of Investigations (F.B.I) presented "Serial Murder Multi-Disciplinary Perspectives for Investigators." The supporting material can be located at: https://www.fbi.gov/statsservices/publications/serial-murder#two.

      "Previous definitions of serial murder specified a certain number of murders, varying from two to ten victims. This quantitative requirement distinguished a serial murder from other categories of murder (i.e., single, double, or triple murder). Most of the definitions also required a period of time between the murders. This break-in-time was necessary to distinguish between a mass murder and a serial murder. Serial murder required a temporal separation between the different murders, which was described as separate occasions, cooling-off period, and emotional cooling-off period."

      In the interest of clarifying the definition of a serial killer, serial murderer, and a mass killer or mass murderer, the F.B.I. has added confusion. To be clear, there are bad people in the world. The mental state, ability to rehabilitate, or motivation are inconsequential to the victims.

      Later in the materials, the F.B.I. would like to assure you that the myth that all serial murderers travel and operate across interstate lines is just that, only a myth.

      "Most serial killers have very defined geographic areas of operation. They conduct their killings within comfort zones that are often defined by an anchor point (e.g., place of residence, employment, or residence of a relative). Serial murderers will, at times, spiral their activities outside of their comfort zone when their confidence has grown through experience or to avoid detection. Very few serial murderers travel interstate to kill."

      "The few serial killers who do travel interstate to kill fall into a few categories: Itinerant individuals who move from place to place, homeless individuals who are transients, individuals whose employment lends itself to interstate or transnational travel, such as truck drivers or those in military service."

      Please note the words "most" and "few."

      The following story is about a bad person that the F.B.I. would consider to be rare and unique.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            SUNDAY MORNING

          

        

      

    

    
      When the first bullet hit me, it didn't hurt at all. Not one bit. Which confused me. I remember thinking,

      "Maybe it was a blank. A misfire. This must be an elaborate prank."

      The perception of time changed. It felt like everything was slowing down. I was aware of everything.

      Then I thought, "Dear God, what if I'm paralyzed? That's why I don't feel the bullet." So, I wiggled my big toe. I could feel the press of skin against my sock, resist the interior wall of my shoe. I began to list to the side and lose my balance. Still, no sharp pain, no shooting pain like you'd think there would be when a piece of metal rips through your body.

      Then came the bee sting. SHARP. The skin went flush. HOT. The temperature in the area went from bite to blister in an instant. That was the moment it started. It's why I'm short a few feet of intestine, carry my mother’s kidney instead of my own. Why my body reacts so differently to food and alcohol.

      Later, I was informed that the damage from a bullet comes mostly from the momentum. It creates a shockwave through the body. It makes a cavity. Sometimes, it feels like I still have that hole in me. I keep it with me. I just want to fill it.

      I’m not very good at a lot of stuff. Bad choices are something familiar to me. Something I tend to fumble through. A fortunate fool? Maybe. I like to think of myself as resilient, a survivor.

      She is a perfect example of my bad choice. Her hotel room is a hot mess. The mattress edge limps over the box spring. Empty drinking glasses lay on their side on the dresser. The flat-screen television has an odd tilt. A wet towel sits soiled on the carpeted floor. There is a biting tang in the air, both sour and acidic from sex.

      “Thank God I don’t have to clean this place,” she says.

      Catching my breath in long and deep draws, I notice the morning light in the window. The curtains are open. Come to think of it, they must have been the entire night.

      “They must have gotten a good show across the way,” I say.

      She teases, “I like to put on a show once in a while.”

      Rolling on my side, I reach out to her. Her waxen skin shows the red bites around her neck and waist where my hands left marks. Matching red plumes go up to her side and back. Her shoulders have already begun to bruise in the shape of my palm slap that was playful and light to start, escalating to something more sinister under her command.

      “That was really something,” I say, hiding my fear. “I’ve never been that…” What’s the right word here? “Rough.”

      “That was nothing,” she says. “Don’t worry yourself, a young buck like you needs to get more experience. Besides, I asked for it.”

      Sitting up, looking over the wreckage of the room, I understand why housekeeping was appreciated. Nothing is broken, but everything needs to be put back in place or cleaned. “Maybe that chair should be thrown out after what happened on it.”

      She is quick to quip, “You loved it. You know it.”

      Looking for my pants, I can see out the window, across the courtyard, into a row of rooms. They had front-row seats last night. Three guys standing on the balcony across from ours, each with a Miller High Life in hand, are not fooling anyone. They were here for the show. They watched. I yank the curtains shut and swear.

      Scattered applause on the other side of the window claps out.

      “You’re leaving?” she asks.

      “Yeah, I should get dressed, go back to my room, try and get a few hours’ sleep. It’s a long drive back to Dupont’s campus, and I have class tomorrow.”

      “No more conference sessions?”

      “Yesterday was the last one. My track started Thursday, so...”

      “I see. You’re a love ‘em and leave ’em kind of guy, Rick,” she says.

      “I don’t know if there’s enough love left for you, honey.”

      “Harriet,” she says. “Harriet Bristol Wheeler. It’s okay if you forgot my name, Rick. I’m not the type of woman who cares. Besides, we only met a few hours ago.”

      “I don’t know if there’s enough left for you, Harriet.”

      My underwear and socks on, one leg targeting the left pant leg, and she grabs me back to the mattress. With the speed of a high school wrestler, she has me down and arms pinned behind my head. She straddles my torso, breasts nearly in my face, long red hair draped over my head, crotch on the chest, and she places one of her knees on each of my elbows. She reaches over me to grab something I can’t see. Returning to my field of view, there is a long twist of fabric in her hands that she snaps taunt by stretching her arms apart. The sudden crack causes me to jolt in fear.

      “What the⁠—?”

      “Just a harmless pillowcase, Rick.”

      I start to squirm under her, “What’s it for?”

      “This. You’ll love it.”

      Her weight bears down on my elbows from her knees, pressing my arms deeper into the mattress. Her work to get the twisted pillowcase around my right wrist complete, she now moves to the left wrist. A loss of control to her again makes me fully aroused. Instinctively, I attempt to move my arms away, but the fabric is too tight. There is a look in her eyes that frightens me. I could not see her face this well through the haze of drinks and the dim lighting. Now, I see the coldness.

      “You didn’t think I’d let you leave without telling you my secret, did you?”

      Laughter, a little from fear, partly from her playfulness, “I thought you were sharing your secret with me all night.”

      “Rough sex? That’s no secret. Not anymore at least. Most people at this conference got the full show,” she turns her head to the window and back. “These people like to tell stories. The rest will know it by lunch. But that’s not my secret.”

      “I’m a little more private about this stuff, I guess. Too many years in the public eye.” I chuckle nervously. I wiggle into a less painful position under her and wonder if leaving the curtain open was part of a plan. “Okay, you’ve got me. Literally, you have me. What’s your secret?”

      Her posture changes. She sits up straight. I can feel her press against me, still aroused, still in full control. She watches my reaction to the slightest movement. A slight sway in her hips moves between a brush of pleasure and a twinge of pain. Slowly, she removes her one knee, followed by the other, and slides over to my right side.

      Uncertain of what she will do next, I ask, “What’s your real secret?”

      “You thought it was silly when I casually mentioned it last night during drinks, telling you about my former husbands,” she taunts.

      “I did?” Thinking back to last night is difficult. There is a cloud from drinking, laughter, and the rush of going back to her room. I remember her husbands' deaths - a train accident, a scuba diving accident, and a heart attack. Her fingers trace a light dance on my stomach. I strain to look down to see that she is testing the borders between the scar of one of my bullet wounds and the undamaged flesh.

      “You did, but I was serious, so don’t laugh, this time.”

      “All right, tell me. I promise not to laugh.”

      She vexes with her hand. It finds its way under the band of my underwear, and she asks, “this one isn’t a bullet wound, is it?”

      Fingernails glide along the long line that marks my inner upper leg. I know exactly what she is asking, “That’s where they went in for the kidney transplant.”

      “Really?” More a chuckle of disbelief than a question, “I thought those were in your back.”

      “They go through the front, the leg if they have to.” My hands pull at the bindings in a steady torque and twist. It burns. Let’s get this over with already. Sweetly, I plead, “Come on, tell me, please, what is your real secret? Like I said, I promise not to laugh.”

      Her head cranes, red hair shifts, looks me right in the eyes, “I’m a serial killer.”

      “Oh,” I say quickly. It is a flat and forced response. It is intended. I would have said that no matter what the secret. It is sheer willpower. Inside there is a fight against panicked instinct. I resist closing my eyes too long or blinking. The focus is on my breathing, to be healthy, steady, not loud. My mind jumps back to the terror of hiding under a desk at school. The terror of seeing the black leather boots of the gunman named Ian Maynard Abbot.

      Tension in my muscles. My head screaming inside to the rest of the body, don’t make a sound!

      “Rick, did you hear me?”

      I take a deep breath and return to the now, to the moment, to this room, to this woman controlling me. I say, “I did.” Then I take a second to process the information. It is either true, or she believes it to be true. She is not an ordinary person. The evidence is all over the room. She is serious. Somewhere in the miasma of last night was when she’d said it the first time. It is clear that, if nothing else, Harriet Bristol Wheeler is off balance from the rest of the world.

      I force a smile, pull hard at my restraint, making sure she notices, and ask playfully, “Am I going to be one of your victims?”

      Those eyes lack all fun and play. “Not sure yet.” She makes this point clear. “I was protecting myself, sometimes protecting others.”

      I pull at the fabric of the pillowcase slowly, but firmly, as to not draw attention this time and say, “Does that make you a serial killer?”

      “Some die at my hand,” she explains. “Some just happened to die around me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            GNAWING

          

        

      

    

    
      My left hand pulling free, the pillowcase slips from whatever it's anchored to, and I shoot up from the bed. Pants are going on all the way this time. The shirt in the corner now hangs by one sleeve. I scan the floor for shoes. Do I really need shoes? How fast can I get away?

      “Harriet, what do you need me for? Why would you come to find me at this writers' conference?”

      She grabs a bare pillow in a moment of modesty, wrapping her arms and legs around it. It hides most of her body from view.

      There is a childlike quality to her voice, “I want to tell my story. I need a good storyteller to share my story with the world.” Forget the socks. Shirt almost on.

      “You will write my story, Rick Philips. You’re going to write it, and the whole world is going to know my story. They will know what I’ve done. What I have accomplished.”

      “Accomplished?” I barely stop to take notice.

      “Little me, overlooked, and underappreciated, they will know what I’ve done. They’ll know my resume and know I am serious. And when you sell a million copies. Everyone will know my story.”

      Not sure how to take her words, I explain, “You should go to Hollywood. Tell them your story there. They love this kind of stuff.”

      “What about your book?”

      “My book? Shelter in Place?”

      “It was a bestseller. You did all those TV and radio interviews. You met Terry Gross. You still do interviews when shootings happen. People know who you are.”

      “First, I didn’t meet Terry Gross. I did the interview from another radio studio. Second, and more importantly, I am broke. There’s no money. Broker than broke, in debt. Third, people knowing who I am is very different than being a great writer.”

      She has a pouty baby talk tone to her voice, “But this story, my story, people will want to know it. I am giving you an opportunity here. You should take it. You can’t turn me down. Not like the others.”

      Which others? “No, no, I am not turning you down; I am just saying, these deals can be tough.” I pick up the desk chair, resettle it, and sit to put on my shoes.

      She sulks, “I need my story to be told, Rick. You can help do that. Shelter in Place is an amazing story of survival, life, and death. Your book meant something to me. It’s a great book. I love that book. Now you need to tell my story.”

      Runners laced tight. It feels like I can get away.

      “Is there anything else?”

      “I had a child. She was taken from me.” She begins to sob. Large tears stream down her face.

      “I’m the victim here. My child was taken away from me, and no one was left to love me. I need to tell my story. Tell it before it’s too late. I want her to live a good life. A life I could never provide.”

      Her tears seem real. Her face red, scrunched in emotion. I resist my instinct to help. Is she a killer? Or a liar? Why would someone lie about being a serial killer?

      I stand. I say, “Come here.”

      She stands, dropping the pillow, exposing her skin covered in red splotches and bruises. I take her wrist, hot and pulsing; it gets her attention. Clarifies her emotion.

      “Write down your phone number. You have a phone, right?” She nods her head and wipes away tears.

      “Write down your number,” grabbing the complimentary pen and stationary on the hotel desk. “I’m going to go back to my room, get some sleep, then drive home. Give me time to think through this. If there is something I can do to help, I will call you.”

      She looks like an obedient child, nodding, and writes down a number on the pad.

      “All right, Harriet Bristol Wheeler. Thank you for a most memorable night,” I say in the best way possible.

      Walking to the door, her steps are right behind me. At the door, hand on the knob, moments from escape, she tugs on my sleeve. Standing on tiptoes, Harriet pulls me in close and plants her hot, juicy lips on mine.

      “Thank you for listening to my secret without laughing.”

      “You are welcome,” I say. Then turn to the door, open it, and step out into the hall, into freedom, walking away from a creepy situation.

      One shoelace is not tied tight enough. It feels like a bad tire working its way off the rim. I keep going forward. There was no sound of a door closing. Turning the corner to the elevator, I look back down the hall. There she is, naked, standing in the middle of the corridor, watching me.

      Goosebumps work up my back and arms from that look. It haunts me to the core.

      The elevator takes me down to the lobby, and I feel the eyes of other authors and attendees of the writers’ conference on me. It’s a walk of shame to the other hotel tower. Who was a witness? Who had heard the rumors? Why were so many people up this early in the morning?

      There is a hand on my shoulder that catches me, “Rick?” a voice only inches away calls out. “Rick?”

      Instincts kick in. I recoil. The quick pull away from the unknown. A pronounced fear inside me activates my amygdala. PREDATOR. FLIGHT? FIGHT? Fight? Flight? I turn to see a figure. A young, lanky, high school boy who hasn’t grown into his own body proportions yet. Ian Maynard Abbot? Has he escaped? Is he after me? My eyes focus. It’s just some kid. He seems so familiar.

      He looks at me like I am crazy and says, “Good morning, Mr. Philips. I just had to tell you I really enjoyed yesterday's session.”

      I force words, “Thank you. It’s just a little jarring to be called out in public unexpectedly.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. I, I just wanted to tell you, what you said yesterday, about the darkness of a man’s soul to pull the trigger on so many teenagers,” he pats his heart with an open hand starting to well up. “And I think about the faces in that yearbook.”

      I want to leave, escape, get back to a private place. How can I get away? I say, “Thank you for attending the session.”

      “It meant so much to me.” His arms spring around me like a trap, holding tight.

      I squirm. My level of discomfort is off the charts. I see the faces of onlookers. Others in the lobby begin to notice this young man having an emotional moment in public on me. My focus is on breathing. I try to hide fear and concern. Slowly draw in, breathe slowly out. Manage my emotions. A half grin on the right side of my mouth curls up as I feign sympathy.

      “Okay,” I try to lift my arms higher than my elbows, now strapped down in his strong embrace. I can feel his body start to sway in comfort. “Okay, I know it’s a tough world out there, buddy, you can make it.” My arms finally break free from his clutches.

      What must these people think of me? First, they watch the freak show at the window last night, and now some guy, making a scene in the lobby. Emotions are running high at this year’s conference. I don’t want this type of attention. It makes me nervous. It’s embarrassing. I hope they buy my book. I left a signed stack on consignment. If all the copies sell, I should be able to cover my rent this month. I just want to get away. “Okay, there ya go. Thank you. Thank you very much…”

      “Connor. Connor Springer.”

      “Thank you, Connor. That means a great deal to me.”

      “Would you?” He pulls his conference gift bag up and digs around.

      “Sign a copy-”

      “Get a selfie?”

      I should charge for these. “Sure.”

      The curl on the right side of my mouth has a matching curl on the left side that mimics a smile.

      “Thank you,” Connor says with a hearty handshake.

      Up the elevator, down the hall, and I fumble with the plastic key card on my door. After three flashes of the red light and a buzz on the door handle in green, I am finally inside, safe. Safe?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            FLIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      The world passes by the windshield of my green 2002 Chevy Prizm at four miles over the posted speed limit. I breathe. I focus on the technique to bring air into my lungs through the nose and out through the mouth. It’s an attempt to lull the body back into that sense of stability. The constant sound of wheels on the pavement, the hum of the engine, brings a level of tranquility to the mind. Tricks learned during a long recovery to find center and calm.

      Another bad choice survived. Escape from the hotel. Escape from the lobby. Packed in seconds and back in the car. Go back to the safety of campus. Return to the familiar.

      She has to be a liar. Must be a liar. Spooky, crazy, lying, disturbed, liar who saw me interviewed once and wants to glom on. Harriet Bristol Wheeler was her name. I’ll have to remember that name, be cautious of that name.

      There are three bucks in my pocket. That is for the gas, enough to get me home. Under the floor mat, in the cup holder, and goo of the ashtray, I find another $1.08 for coffee. Fumes from the fuel are pungent as I remove the cap and take the pump handle in hand. There is that bit of remains from the hose the last patron didn’t tap off, giving me a little extra in my tank for luck. I click the last few cents slowly until the pump reads $3.00. With a tip of the black hose, I make certain every drop I paid for trickles into the tank.

      Before trekking across the eight lanes of the truck stop plaza pumps, I reach into my passenger side and grab the 34-ounce insulated coffee mug. It’s ugly. The orange and red corporate logo is obnoxious. It normally costs $14.99 retail and is guaranteed for the $1 refill at any of the locations across the US. It’s what one might call a found treasure. A coffee mug for a pillow, discovered under my head waking one morning in the dewy grass of Gillette Park on campus. A morning that always reminds me of Kingsley Amis’ “Lucky Jim,” whose protagonist described hangover includes, “His mouth had been used as a latrine by some small creature of the night, and then as its mausoleum.” This was the sentiment the morning after my last fight with my last wife. There is something magical about sleeping under the stars.

      This I-95 truck stop is much like any other on the corridor. It offers a little bit of everything in the 24-hour mini-mart, greasy joint, fuel station. Old food rotates under hot lamps. There are aisles of everything for car fixes, entertainment, and knickknacks. If you can put the phrase “Virginia is for Lovers” on it, it’s here on aisle 14. I step to the register and pay for the fuel first. With that rung through, I show off the giant mug, then drop the change on the ware spot of the laminate counter where tens of thousands of dollars in currency pass each month by the penny. Then, in the penny collector, I find two cents from the red plastic tray and send them over the counter for exact change. The sweet old lady behind the register adjusts her bifocals on the ridge of her nose giving me the once-over. She sees me for who I am, messed up and down on his luck. She points to the edge of the counter and says, “There’s fresh cream, just filled it up.”

      Burnt grounds and stale sweetness linger in the air around the coffee station. I am not sure what it says about me, but I pour my coffee first, then add cream. It’s coffee-flavored cream more than coffee with cream. This mug's ratio of coffee to cream requires five packets of sugar.

      I watch the register while mixing the right combination. She looks more like a Harriet than the one I met last night. It’s an old-world name, the French female version of Henri. Harriet Bristol Wheeler didn’t really fit that name. She seemed more like a Karen, maybe a Janet, not a Becky.

      This much coffee should keep me awake for the rest of the trip home. I secure the ugly orange lid and make my way to the side of the store my car is parked. In aisle two, the glint of the sunlight reflects off the sharp scissors packaged with men’s grooming buzzers. The irony of this is that I would need those scissors to open that package. My shaggy appearance is not by choice but lack of funds. There was a time when makeup artists would make me look camera-ready. Tender hands of attractive New York women would spend time and attention on me. Fingertips would dance across my scalp for a quick massage and release the nerves. A brush of skin across my cheek as one was trimming my tips to make them look even. Many times, accidental encounters of body parts might happen across my hand, arm, or chest in the natural course of proximity. What might be part of this makeup artist's daily routine was a wonderment of late adolescence. It was a heightened sense of being alive.

      Now I am so desperate for touch and attention that I go back to a room with Harriet. That dead look in her eyes this morning tied up under her makes my skin crawl. Older, wiser, experienced, and, well, bat-shit crazy. It made for an exciting night. One day it might make a compelling story to friends. What a fake. Break a window or key a car, that I believe. Serial killer? Hardly capable of being one. I thought she was someone’s hot mom. Instead, she is a liar. Someone who likes to tell lies to people to get a rise out of them. She wants to feel in control at the expense of others. She has got to be a liar. I have to stop drinking like that. Stop drinking like that with strangers. I will end up out by the dumpster with pockets picked again.

      Who does she think she is fooling anyway? There is a definition of an actual serial killer. What are those elements? One of my favorite authors is Thomas Harris. What did he write? That smart and stealthy character Hannibal Lecter, a perfect foil to agents Starling and Graham, made for good fiction; but that was entirely fiction. Right?

      A real serial killer had to have killed more than three people. There had to be time between the killings. Harriet’s lies would have to align with that. It would have to align with many things. She was eager to tell me she was a serial killer. She’d practically bragged about it. The actions of the previous night had gone well beyond what one would typically have called intercourse. That was blatant sex. It was a fan’s one-night stand with the author. It quickly escalated into something kinkier. I am no prude, but she kept yelling ‘spank me’ before I could bring myself to do it. Violence just isn’t in my nature. I am sensitive to its suggestion. Still, her satisfaction, her encouragement, her writhing pleasure beneath me, on top of me, beside me, made each incremental step easier. It was as if she were leading me somewhere.

      Those welts could be a problem. She could quickly go to the police and claim it hadn’t been consensual. Hell, with half the hotel watching through the open window, she had enough witnesses to describe and support whatever story she wanted to tell. I am an idiot. A fool. What a lousy choice. This would be the beginning of the downfall. Fortunately, it isn’t much further to the bottom.

      Sipping from the giant coffee mug, I watch as the line at the cash register grows faster than the cashier can keep pace. She calls for “David, David Little” over the station intercom. A greasy blonde skinny guy who’s seen more light from a monitor than the sun makes his way to the adjoining register at the counter and takes the next patron.

      The male grooming kit fits snugly into the front of my pants and under the tails of my shirt. I walk to the exit. My giant coffee mug covers my front bump. Casually, I walk back to the car. Opening the passenger door is a little tricky with the old handle. I set the mug in the cup holder, remove the plastic package from my pants, and drop it under the passenger foot mat. Standing, I close the door and casually look behind me to see if anyone noticed. Back behind the wheel and onto the road, I drive to the safety of campus.

      Three months ago, agreeing to speak at the writers’ conference seemed like an excellent way to earn extra income. Bring that box of extra copies of my book and get rid of them. Sign and sell them for cash. Get through the next month. Now it seems like it would have been safer if I had stayed at home. I should have tried to write something. Write something, anything. It would be great if something were to come out. I don’t believe in writer's block, but it sure believes in me.

      My life, it seems, is an endless series of bad choices. The hookup from last night only a small sample. Authors, real authors, tell me that these little adventures make for great stories. They are the flavor to season one’s work.

      Seeing home is good. I feel the tension leave. My shoulders lower. Home? Well, my place, my apartment. What I can afford as an adjunct instructor at Dupont University. This 1960s two-level brick apartment with exterior metal steps and exposed outside doors had been popular in design decades ago, for motels. Today’s students wouldn’t stand for it. New buildings on campus for undergrads looked like New York lofts and Chicago duplexes. These condos for students are a draw that makes Dupont University competitive with other Atlantic elites. Gyms are now Rec Centers that have hot tubs and rock-climbing walls.

      In the world of ancient-style apartments around campus, they aren't half as awful as the student ghettos in town near the state college. Break-ins and robberies are basically part of the package deal. Dupont struggles to find takers for these older buildings, and I'm totally fine with that. A bed, proximity to campus, Internet access, and a parking spot. What else could one possibly desire?

      I retrieve my bag from the trunk and make a quick pitstop at the mailbox. With each step to the second floor, the shallow ping of metal accompanies me as I sift through the envelopes. There's a bill from my second wife's legal team—a phrase I never thought would apply to me in my mid-twenties. There's also a notice of collection for overdue "spousal support." Well, at least I don't have to worry about shutoff notices in this situation since electric and water are included with the rent. Another notice catches my eye; it's from my credit card company, and the red trim in the corner can only mean it's a final notice that it's been turned off.

      The lock on the metal door turns easy. I drop the keys on the counter, making that distinctive cold clink of metal and plastic. The click of the latch on the door sounds behind me as the weight pulls itself shut. It wants to be closed. It likes to be locked.

      My stomach starts to churn from all that coffee, thick with cream and loaded with sugar. It stirs up trouble in my rebuilt digestive tract. I'm feeling hungry. As I stand in the kitchen, a craving for something comforting kicks in. Mom used to call it "monster mash." Over the years, I've tried to remember how she made it, but it never quite comes out right. I remember there were canned spaghetti and other things in it. I've experimented with adding pork and beans or frying SPAM and cutting it into strips. Someone even suggested trying "Chili-Mac" or "Hash," which come close but never quite match up to my memories.

      Harriet Bristol Wheeler—my stomach turns again at the thought of her name. She knew. She knew just which wound she was probing when she asked. Pointing out the leg scar from my kidney transplant, of all the scars I have, that one is the deepest. A daily reminder of mom. Mom loved me so much she donated one of her kidneys to save my life. With both of mine damaged in the shooting and weeks spent failing to heal from operations and procedures related to the shooting, she stepped up. I miss her. Ian Maynard Abbot may not have shot her, but I blame him for her death. I hate him for her death.

      No matter what combination of ingredients I seem to try in the kitchen, it never tastes the same. While the memories of all these attempts at trying to recreate a moment with my mom sound warm and delicious, I'll settle for the half sleeve of saltines with dabs of remaining peanut butter from the jar tonight, thanks to my second wife.

      I wet the tip of my finger and pick up each of the fallen crumbs from the plastic sleeve on the counter. One at a time, I suck them off my fingertip and enjoy the salty taste. There are more at the bottom. Carefully, with the mouth of the sleeve folded slightly, I hold up the bottom of the package and listen to the sound of the flakes tumbling down the plastic into my mouth. Amidst the stale bits, the fresh salty bits stand out. More rebels have broken free, escaping the plastic with the help of gravity, finding momentary freedom on the counter. I wet my finger again and hunt them down one at a time.

      It was a surprise when my second wife said she was pregnant. Everything became clear when she explained that I obviously wasn't the father. All those lost moments between us add to the feeling of an empty hole inside me. There was a time when I, the teacher, and she, the student, would pretend there was nothing between us. The adrenaline rush of possibly being caught by others in a closet or copy room, the wedding soon after her graduation had only heightened the experience. It was the thrill that she loved, not me. And now, the thrill of someone else was what had gotten her pregnant. Throughout that entire time, I remained true, loyal, and patient. Now, I am alone. No family. Few friends. Not enough money for a barber. No one close enough to care to cut my hair.

      The empty feeling isn't satisfied by the crackers. It's something bigger.
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      I awaken from the flashes of fear and horror after four decent hours of sleep. I slip on my runners and knee-length shorts to jog a few miles through the campus. My pace won't win any races, but it gets the blood pumping. In another week, Spring Break will start, and the campus will be all mine. Asphalt paths through the dew-spangled woods should have fewer tightly Spandex-clad bodies with their bio-diagnostic devices strapped to their arms for instantaneous information. The call of the mourning dove sounds like blowing on empty bottles on those lazy summer evenings when I sit on the front steps, watching the world.

      I feel better with short hair. Twenty minutes with the buzzers and the #2 guard clipped on, the coolness of the morning air feels good on my head.

      There is peace in the patter of steps. Running is about the sound of breathing, the beat of the heart, and the sounds of nature. High-volume beats pumping into earbuds are distracting, dangerous, damaging to the eardrums, and detrimental to situational awareness. These forty minutes in the morning are a form of "being-in-the-world meditation" to clear the mind.

      A hot shower washes away the dirt from the trail, the smells from that morning, the last remaining fragments from the weekend, and any scratchy short hairs from last night's trimming. All the foreign oils and stink swirl away down the drain. The mind is resetting itself for the day. Which class would I lead that morning? An undergrad workshop, an undergraduate lecture, and an afternoon with the grad students who should be nearly finished with this year's work. It must be Monday, as things still seem hazy from the weekend.

      I want a do-over. This "life," ha! This situation has me trapped. I know what the good life feels like, and it is nothing like this. My past is an apparition that haunts me. I jump in fear when a kid in the lobby touches my shoulder, thinking it might be Ian Maynard Abbot. Alone in this world, I am desperate enough for one-night stands with the likes of Harriet Bristol Wheeler.

      Looking across the room of less than twenty that morning, all the hope I had during the shower for the start of a great week evaporates. At least this group is present. Many on campus have already left for Spring Break, arranging with the "cool" professors to take tests or turn in work early. The fine dust of chalk feels familiar as I write on the board, "Papers due no later than Friday, 3 PM." "Negotiations are for litigators, not for grades," still remains faded on the board from last week. There is also a written warning, explicit in detail, that there will be no passing grade given to a student caught turning in work written by another.

      This last point is sad. Why take a writing class if you are going to copy and paste your work? How could I miss this unoriginal work? Just last semester, three people turned in nearly the same paper. Yes, there was a notable ingenuity in the capitalist who earned $100 for writing the paper. Still, the fools who turned them in were not even smart enough to read through them once to find the poison pill the author had added, "Delete this sentence before turning the paper in for a grade – this work was purchased from PaperKing.com."

      "Remember, write your own work," I repeat before letting the group go. "I can tell when you turn in something other than your own work."

      After class, I head to the fifteenth floor of the Welsh Building, where I have a seat in Trudy White's office. Trudy is as far left on the spectrum as you can get. This is her office, she has seniority, she has tenure—something I am constantly reminded of while sitting with her. It may be from the repetitious loop of the teacher's union during her career that reinforces they are providing a safeguard for academic freedom. A safe career and a steady retirement are not something I am likely to enjoy. Trudy is the queen bee of the English department, a solid and imposing figure. I respect her immensely. On Mondays, she can always be found in her institutional green sweater and taupe knee-length skirt—the same outfit she wears every Monday during the academic year. Her white hair and black-rimmed glasses had been in fashion during the early '70s for straights on campus who didn't protest or go to the disco.

      It's hard to believe she's a product of that era from looking at her.

      "Good morning, Trudy," I say as I set my bag on my desk.

      She gives me a suspicious look and grunts, "Morning. Cut your hair."

      "Um, yes, Locks of Love. Did you have a good weekend?"

      "Fine," she says without turning from her work. "I heard you were at a writer's conference."

      "I was. What did you hear?"

      The rusty creak in her chair is annoying as it turns. "That you were there."

      I return her suspicion and reply, "Well, you heard right."

      "Mr. Philips," there is a twinkle of satisfaction in her voice. Her chair groans back into position with that metal-on-metal sound of worn rings and ungreased ball bearings. "The phone rang earlier. It was Dean Reynold's office. He wants to see you."

      The gulp in my pharynx may have been audible. "Did he say⁠—"

      "No. Go see him."

      So, I get back up and head one floor up on the elevator. The doors open to rich wood trim, thick carpets, and panoramic glass views of the Dupont University campus that are unequaled. This is the senior administrative floor, where the decision-makers sit. My level is industrial, with beige walls, tiled easy-to-clean floors, and white ceiling acoustic panels where the occasional pencil dangles that I may have thrown when I feel too much like an adult. The Dean's level includes art on display, awards in well-lit display cases, and administrators' assistants answering calls while working at keyboards on their behalf. It's a higher level.

      The Dean's assistant sees me step forward and raises a single pointer finger to indicate my need to pause for a moment while she completes her task. With the last keystroke, she turns to the call button on her side and says, "Mr. Philips is here to see you, Dean."

      His voice barks back like Spiderman's J. Jonah Jameson, "Send him in."

      Dean Reynolds's view of Dupont's iconic plaza, hand-laid with red brick and lined with native American Dogwood trees that turned the school's scarlet color each fall and blossomed red berries in late spring, surrounded by the granite buildings that expressed pedigree, was the best view on campus. It's the view that sold me on coming to Fredericksburg, Virginia, at the age of 17 when everyone wanted me.

      "Dean Reynolds," I say.

      Reynolds had not aged. He is still the spry, cunning, white-bearded, southern gentleman administrator who'd spoken at countless commencements and ceremonies. His years as a bantamweight in the Navy had taught him skills about staying fit, taking a punch, and counter-punching. It's another thing "this younger generation can't appreciate these days." There is something wily about the man. He is more than an administrator. There is a reason he had been able to get to this position. It combines ambition and certitude.

      "Mr. Philips, thank you for coming in. Please, take a seat," Reynolds says.

      The invitation is more of a command, and I quickly take my place.

      "Haircut?"

      "Donated to Locks of Love."

      There is a wince, "I thought Locks of Love required at least 10 inches?"

      My chuckle is lame, "Just made the cut."

      There is an awkward pause. "I asked you to join me today so we could talk about your future at Dupont. You like it here, don't you, Rick?"

      "Yes, yes, I do. Very much."

      "You've had the opportunity to teach stimulating classes; I'm sure you've enjoyed your excellent colleagues. We provide a suitable environment for education and creativity, wouldn't you agree?"

      "Yes, Dean. Dupont has been good to me."

      "Well," he says, opening a manila file on his desk. "I am a little concerned about the rumors around the 'soi-disant' water cooler this morning." His glare now turns from the folder and burns into me. "You were at a conference this weekend?"

      "Yes, I did a series of workshops on writing."

      "Excellent. I like to hear this. Get yourself out there. Build the community and support it, I say."

      I squirm in my chair, realizing why I was called. As part of the adjunct faculty, I don't have the responsibility of doing research or attending traditional faculty meetings like Trudy, but like any employee, I could have a negative impact on the brand of Dupont University. A partying disgraced professor, adjunct or tenured, was not suitable for Old Dupont's image.

      "Now I hear you are a party man. You had a wild time at this writer's conference over the weekend." His voice changes volume to imply it was a secret. "Word travels fast in campus circles. I don't like this news."

      "Well, Dean, that's actually an interesting story⁠—"

      Reynolds cuts me off, "I don't want to hear it. You are supposed to write it for me to read. You can't live like an undergraduate student anymore. Got it? What does White say in her class? You must grow your skills. You must show your work. It is more than showing up for class and teaching students the same lesson year after year like a well-trained parrot." His voice changes away from the plea of my longtime mentor, "Do you hear me, Philips?"

      "I do."

      Now at a volume everyone on the floor can hear, "As a student, we trained you in a vocation. Mentored you to hone your skills. Taught you to say, 'Fuck You,' to the voice in your head that says, 'You Suck.' Taught you to make better choices in your writing. Now it's time to take all that and produce. I don't care if it sucks, we can help shape that, make it better. However, when you don't produce anything—nothing—that tells us you are not working."

      I try to raise my eyes to meet his but can't hold the blazing contact for more than an instant.

      "You and I have a history," he says. I can hear a whiff of sentimental reflection in his voice. "I saw what happened to you, what you did. I saw those interviews, hell, everyone read your book. 'Shelter in Place' is really something; it's why I asked you to join us here. But that was what, ten years ago?"

      "Eleven."

      "Eleven years, Mr. Philips," he gives me that stare. "Eleven years." The look, I think my father might give me if he were still alive. It's a mix of expectation for better things, with a hint of disappointment. A look I know all too well.

      "I understand, Dean Reynolds."

      "To quote Harold Jefferson Coolidge, 'Publish or perish,' good man. Dupont needs you to publish. I need you to publish, to show your work, not party like the undergraduates." He puts his hand on my shoulder, passing by me to the door. "I've got Ms. White keeping an eye on you. Trudy will keep you flying straight." He opens the door. "I can't have you on the speaker circuit, sleeping with everyone you meet and falling off the stool drunk." He pauses for effect. "You hear me?"

      I get up from my chair, "Yes, sir."

      "You have the rest of this semester to impress me or that rental on campus, your desk with White, the classes..."

      In the mix of emotions, the turn of the screw, I blurt out, "Female serial killer."
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        * * *

      

      My head isn't into this graduate fiction workshop. The students' criticisms of each other's short stories under discussion get more and more insulting as I space out, and things cross the line into name-calling. They jockey for position among their peers. These young writers are broken into two camps this year, hypercritical and hypersensitive. "Publish or perish" is what they want. "Publish or perish." Why did I say "female serial killer"? How do I find something good, real, and true that will connect with the reader? What could ever come out of me that could come close to "Shelter in Place"? Why did I say "female serial killer"? He loved it. It bought me time, but I've dug my own grave.
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