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Chapter 1
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I was never one to believe myself worthy of good things. I was never taught that I deserved more than what I earned. Never thought of myself as strong and brave in a world not designed to be strong and brave for me. As a result, I became greasy and nasty, unhealthy and riddled with self-loathing like anything would. At several points in my life, I found I wouldn’t be surprised if I woke up the next day dead from alcohol poisoning. The worst part was, I didn’t really even care that that possibility was more likely than me living to an old age. 

For a long time, I accepted all of that as an inevitability. It became my expectation that I would never deserve or receive anything beyond the bare minimum. I wasn’t impassioned enough to think that I’d ever earn more than minimum wage, live somewhere I felt truly at home, or even overcome my addiction. When you spend so much of your life assuming that is all that is destined for you, it becomes your reality. 

It nearly did become mine.

––––––––
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I’ll never forget the first time I met him. It was like a dream. A dream that sucks the breath from you, waking you up in a cold, burning sweat. I felt that way almost every time I looked at him. Like I could simply melt away and die, so utterly content and rageful with love. I’d never felt that way about someone before. I was a heartless creature. But, just one grumble from the pit of his tender chest sliced me open, splitting me all the way through to my soul.

He saw the light in me that I didn’t see in myself.

It was so late. The kind of late where you wonder why you’re even still out and panic whenever you see someone else, in the end knowing you’re both just judging the other for not being home. The kind of late where everything is quiet to the degree of horrifying, but also in a way that’s peaceful compared to the noise of the day. The kind of late that people weren’t meant to see. Maybe I was lucky to be awake and alone so deeply into the night. At least, I thought I was.

I was working my second shift, hoping no one was interested in buying anything from this particular Shell off of I-84.

During this last shift, I kept myself facing the front of the store at all times. I just had a bad feeling about being here so late again. The previous few nights this week, a man kept coming in at about the same time, buying a pack of gum and only that without ever saying a word. He never did anything threatening. Buying gum isn’t indicative of a crime, but it just kept me on edge. I wasn’t sure if I was being scouted or stalked or softened for when a real attack came. I feared his goal was to make me complacent. I was determined not to become so.

At half past 3, I decided to move myself from behind the counter and occupy my hands, almost willing my anticipation to disappear. If I didn’t, I probably would’ve picked all the skin off my arms or worse opened a bottle of beer. It wouldn’t have been the first time. Although, ever since I got caught wasted on the clock, I’ve been much more vigilant and perhaps secretive about my habits. Truthfully, I was more afraid of my manager than the gum guy. My job had more value to me than my life anyway. So if anything, my lack of complacency was from fear of being laid off.

I distractedly grabbed the ugly yellow mop bucket on wheels, pushing it out into one of the aisles. My arms felt like quaking weights, shaking with both anxiety and ginger sobriety. All the same, I dunked the mop into the bubbly mess, then started to spread it out across the tiles. Methodically, I leaned back and forth with the movement, almost dancing to my work. It was lulling in a way, pinching my mind with the reminder of tiredness.

Maybe that’s why I always compared our first meeting with a dream. Perhaps it was one. I was half asleep anyway, leaning against the mop pole, wanting to be high on something other than bleach.

It wasn’t long before I couldn’t take it anymore. Leaving the mop in the aisle, I half-jogged back to the register, pulling out a hidden 50ml Fireball. I humored myself by calling it my “emergency medicine”, but I used it too much and had to restock too many times a week for that to be true. The lid chaffed my fingertips a little as I twisted the cap open, downing the entire thing in one go.

I’d become so used to this routine, I knew how long it would take to hit. I just had to stall until then. It wouldn’t get me completely fucked up. It would just stave off the restlessness, so I could actually do my job. Just get through the night really.

I found the mop again and got to work. The more my “medicine” kicked in, the slower my cleaning was, but the cleaning was only busywork. If I made it a few more hours puttering around like this, I could go home, and another day would be done. I could mark it off on my calendar with the kind label “survived”.

Unexpectedly, the sound of a car pulling up to the front of the station startled me. I was so used to this sound, and instinctively, I began mopping more violently as if whomever was about to walk in would expect me to. From where I ended up from my cleaning, I could only see the top of the door over the tops of the shelves. I waited, braced myself almost, for the sound of the bell dinging to alert me of a customer, and, just like I predicted, it happened. It felt so loud in that moment, stinging my ears with the reverb.

I heard gentle footsteps begin to walk around and the sound of keys bouncing in a pocket. It seemed to be only one person with very distinctly soft footsteps very much unlike the gum guy’s. Realizing this, I was able to settle my heart palpitations just a bit, which had come on so suddenly.

Putting the mop I’d had a death hold on back into the bucket, I shuffled myself around the shelves to the front of the store. I could see the back of the customer, who crouched low, looking at something from in front of the counter. I could tell at once that this was not who I was afraid of.

“Can I help you find something?” I asked, making my way to the register.

Hearing my voice, he stood up quickly, throwing his hood off his head, revealing a gorgeous thatch of dark, brown curls. His equally dark eyes dove straight through me, and I felt almost naked in front of him. His gaze was soft, however, so I didn’t feel uncomfortable.

“Um, I was just looking. Could I get a pack of Marlboro, though?”

His voice was unique and intriguing. Deep and thick.

I noticed as he moved, he wore delicate gold chains around his neck and had a few small tattoos on his face and throat.

“Anything else?” I asked, reaching behind me, grabbing what he’d asked for, then setting it on the counter and pushing it towards him.

“Nope, thanks.”

I watched as his long fingers fumbled through his wallet for a ten, handing it to me when he’d snagged it. He smiled at me with slightly yellowed teeth, scrunching his nose up with genuinity. I punched the keys on the register like I had a hundred times, handing a receipt to the stranger when I was done. The interaction was informal, but long, in my head, at least. For a second, it didn’t feel like this was a stranger at all.

As he took the receipt from my hand, another customer pushed open the door, ringing the bell. My eyes darted to the door, honestly expecting to see the customer before me reenter, rendering these past few minutes an illusion. But, instead, standing in the doorway was a middle-aged man in a bright red hoodie, long shorts, and beat up Jordan’s. I recognized him immediately. He shoved his hands deep in his pockets as I watched him slowly walk towards the counter. The customer I was checking out took a step closer to me, placing his hand beside mine. Both of us were staring at the man, who cleared his throat loudly and said:

“Open the register.”

I blinked stupidly. It was the gum guy.

“I said open the register.” he repeated. 

The customer at the counter turned to me, shaking his head.

“Don’t look at her! Look at me!”

The man at the door drew something from his pocket and it took me a minute to realize what it was. The gun he held was small, mostly black with gray accents around the handle. He held it shakily in his right hand, his eyes raging with adrenaline.

“What do you think you’re doing?” The words with a tone of defiance left my mouth before I understood what I was doing. I wasn’t courageous. I suppose the Fireball just hit quicker than I expected.

“Bitch, what the fuck did you just say to me?”

“Get out of here. I’m not giving you anything.”

I glared back as the obvious shock that was spread across the man’s face morphed into a merciless fury. In the same moment his shaking hand stilled, he pointed the gun to the glass case behind me, squeezing the trigger with little force. The bullet flew past me, bursting through the drug case, sending shards of sharp glass all over my back. I could feel bits falling into my shirt while others sliced into my neck, splattering small droplets of blood onto the register. The customer ducked down out of the way, covering his face with one of his hands.

“Open the goddamn register, cunt!” the man repeated.

I ducked as he fired another bullet in my direction. I could hear it whistling as it soared by my ear, missing me by mere inches. I screamed, throwing myself out from behind the counter. The customer was laying on the floor just on the other side. He reached out a hand to grab me as I scooted myself closer to him, pulling me swiftly away from the glass that littered the floor.

The gunman shouted with rage, stomping towards us. The customer kicked his legs out, stopping the man for a second as the bottom of his shoes collided with his shins. I scrambled up to my feet in that brief moment, running into the closest aisle. I heard the muffled sound of more kicking, but I couldn’t quite tell who was getting hit.

“Fuck you!” the man bellowed, shooting another shot.

His arm must’ve been pinned or pointed upwards because the shot flew directly into one of the ceiling lights, shattering it into millions of pieces. Other than a loud grunting, there was silence from the other side of the aisle, then, suddenly, the customer darted around the corner, flying towards me. Just behind him, the man with the gun followed, chasing with some difficulty given his weight.

Without thinking, I threw my arms up to the shelves, shoving down boxes of cereal onto the floor. The customer saw what I was doing, jumping over them before he could trip, but the gunman wasn’t as quick. His large left foot landed on a box of Cheerios, acting as an ice skate as he slid forward, his heavy body flying in my direction.

I went to back away, but I wasn’t fast enough. The man reached out his hands and grabbed my shirt, bringing me down to the ground with him. My head and torso hit the tile aggressively, knocking the breath out of me for a few seconds. In the time that I spent gasping, the man straddled me, drawing his hands up to my neck. He wrapped both his meaty hands around it, applying unrelenting force to my throat, leaning his whole body into me.

I tried pushing him off, but he was too strong. It was like pushing against a brick wall. No matter how hard I tried, he wouldn’t budge. Gradually, the room around me started to fade as I floated from consciousness. All I could see was the man’s vulgar face, his mouth spitting rotten saliva, his eyes bloodshot, pupils enlarged. I couldn't believe that was the last thing I would ever see.

“STOP!” I heard someone shout although my hearing had grown faint.

Like it was thrown from a slingshot, a can of soup suddenly flew over my head, hitting the man that choked me square in the chest. It shocked him just as much as it shocked me, and he let go momentarily. As he released my neck, I drew my knees up to my chest, pushing him away from me with a brutal kick to his gut. He yelled out, flailing his arms upward as a result of his unbalance.

Powerful hands scooped me up by my armpits, dragging me backwards towards the refrigerators on the opposite side of the room. I looked up to find that same stranger from before. I had honestly thought he’d run, but it seemed he hadn’t. It then occurred to me too that he had been the one to throw the soup can.

Reality set in as I steadied myself, my face beginning to gush with furious tears. We only had seconds before the man would be back on his feet. I wasted no time moving back towards the front of the store, heading straight for the door. The stranger followed me, but so did the gunman. As I placed my hand on the handle of the door, the glass on it burst from the impact of another bullet.

Both of us whipped around to face him. He was seething with anger, his chest rising and falling with large intense breaths. 

“I’ll shoot you this time, I fucking swear it.” he gasped, walking towards us, one slow step at a time.

The fear that choked me gave me only one option. Quiet sobs echoed in my chest as I moved like I was being remote controlled back towards the counter. I held my shaking hands up the entire time, not taking my eyes off the guy for even a second. He watched me tiptoe behind the register, and then as I took the key out from under the secret place on the bottom of the counter. I unlocked the drawer with a click. As he heard it, the gunman jogged towards me, his gun still pointed at my face.

Sensing what he had to do, the customer leapt forward in a flash, thrusting himself at the man with a grunt of force. He tackled him to the ground, shoving the gun out of the way. The robber shot another few shots as they wrestled, both wheezing for breath. The customer, this complete stranger locked on to the man with a determination like no other, kicking his arms, trying to get the gun away.

As I watched like nothing more than a spectator, I saw an opportunity. For a fleeting second, I almost ran away. But, something inside me begged me to be brave. And so I was.

With hands moving quickly on their own, I reached down below the counter again and grabbed a short knife I had stashed in the far corner. I gripped it intensely in my palm as I proceeded to throw myself over the counter, propelling my way into the fight. Tossing the customer out of the way so that he flew into one of the shelves, I bent over the man and slit his wrist that was holding the gun. He fired reactively, then it dropped at his side. He yelped out in pain, but I couldn’t hear anything other than the vicious beating of my heart against my eardrums. I laid myself on top of the man’s legs, keeping him as still as I could, sinking the knife into his gut. I could hear him choking on blood, but I only watched as his eyes rolled back into his head, the faint whispers of breath leaving him faster than I anticipated.

When his head finally relaxed and hit the cold tile, I sat back onto my heels, looking at what I’d done.

The customer was panting tired breaths beside me, staring at the side of my face like he could’ve burned a hole through it. The legs of my pants had begun to soak up the hot, sticky substance oozing from the wound. The feeling of it reaching my own skin froze me where I sat, forcing me to realize what had happened.

“What did we do?” the customer mumbled, pushing himself up off the ground.

With no thoughts in my mind, I reached over, grabbing the gun and throwing it away from the massive pool of filth that was beginning to develop. The knife was still sticking out of the man’s lower abdomen, blocking a good portion of blood from spilling out everywhere. I debated for a moment whether I should leave it there, but decided quickly I should take it. Closing my eyes, I bent over, gliding it out like I was playing Operation. I could feel the squelching of flesh as I maneuvered out the blade, cringing at the sound of it.

I didn’t turn back to look at his body once I’d removed my weapon, wiping it across my chest to remove the vile burning liquid that soaked it. I could feel tears welling up in my eyes once more, but fought them back so as not to embarrass myself yet again in front of this savior of a stranger.

For a second, both the customer and I stood looking at each other. The gentleness of the stranger’s eyes made the tightness in my chest ease a little, but I couldn’t help but feel an aching sense of self-loathing at what I’d just done.

The stranger seemed as if he were about to say something, but just as he was going to speak, I heard the sound of another car pulling up to the station. I knew what this looked like. And I knew what I had done.

“I can’t stay here,” I whispered, breathing violently. I stared into the eyes of the customer, without thinking about what I was about to say. “Do you want to come with me?”

This wondrous stranger had no words himself, but, from what I could tell was a very deep and broken place within him, he nodded.

Without hesitation, I leapt across the room to the counter where I’d stashed my keys and backpack. I took both, swinging the backpack over my shoulder, then scrambling out towards the back of the store. With much more elegance than myself, the stranger followed, running up behind me and staying within a foot’s distance.

I led us into the blackness of the storage room where there was an alternate exit to the parking lot. Towers of boxes surrounded us, deadening the sound of our shoes squeaking with wet blood against the tile. The cover of darkness benefited us, giving us extra time I knew we didn’t have.

Once we got to the backdoor, I pressed my body up against it savagely, sending it open into the windy evening. I made sure the customer got out before I closed it behind us, and we darted for my car that was parked just next to the dumpster.

“Get in, get in, get in!”

After throwing my bag into the back seat, I jumped into the driver's side, twisting the key, now smeared with blood too, to start the engine, and immediately reversed around the station. I switched off my lights, made sure I didn’t see anyone looking in the parking lot, then sped off onto the highway, not bothering to peer back in my mirror as we disappeared.



​

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2 
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The night was raging. The sun had long since set, the only lights for miles being the occasional neon sign alerting to another gas station or motel. I laid heavily on the gas, flooring it down the endless stretch of concrete. I kept my eyes glued straight forward, but I could tell my unexpected guest was staring me down from beside me. I bit my lip hard to keep from crying as my conscience slowly started setting in. In the moment, I’d been reckless and angry, but now I would give anything to go back and change it all.

I already hated who I was and what my life was. This was the worst possible thing that could’ve happened to me.

“Um, are you okay?” I mumbled, glancing around nervously.

“Yeah. You?”

I sucked my tongue in, feeling my chest tighten. “Mhm.”

My eyes darted back and forth along the road ahead of us, searching for something I wasn’t sure of. In my frenzy, I saw my bloodied hands, every crease on my fingers filled deep with sticky wetness. We needed to clean up. It wouldn’t be long before the man was found. Before we were found.

Up ahead, I saw a 24 hour laundromat next to a McDonald’s just off the exit. Mechanically, I turned us off the highway, up the ramp to the bridge above us and crossed it. Across the street from where we were headed, in the parking lot of a 24 hour liquor store, a group of dark clothed men sat together around motorcycles, seemingly smoking a joint. They were the only people anywhere around us, so I noted their presence.

“Look,” I started, pulling into the parking lot of the laundry. “I have no idea who you are, and I can take you somewhere if you need to be somewhere, but I can’t take you back. You didn’t do anything wrong. You’re innocent-”

“So are you?”

I stared blankly at him. “I’m not. I just ki..kil-” I couldn’t say it.

“He had you at gunpoint. You were scared! What do you mean?”

I couldn’t admit it to this beautiful stranger now, but I wasn’t innocent at all. At least, not in the eyes of the law. The problem was: I wasn’t sober. If the police found me now, I’d be most definitely convicted for murder.

I felt so utterly trapped.

“Listen,” the tears came again and my voice started to shake. “There were cameras all over the station. They know I was working. They can look at the footage and see us both.”

“But, why did you run? If they see all that, they’ll know it was self-defense.”

“Why did you follow?”

He looked at me, a hopeless longing in his eyes. “I don’t know why. I wanted to make sure you’re safe.”

“And that makes you an accomplice.”

The reality sunk in for both of us. Regardless of what we did or didn’t do ten minutes ago, we’d chosen to run. That in itself was a crime.

“Alright then. What do we do?” he asked.

“I need to get out of these clothes. The smell is gonna make me vomit. Look at yourself, too.” I gestured to his chest, which was drenched in blood and glass.

“Okay. In here, right?”

I nodded, opening my car door.

The moment I stepped out, I could hear the men behind us, laughing amongst themselves, loudly and obnoxiously. I only took a peek at them from the corner of my eye, noticing a few of them were looking our way. Keeping my head down, I turned towards the laundromat, walking up a few stairs at the entrance, then heading inside.

The fluorescents were blinding, but, oddly, the sound of a dozen washing machines tumbling was calming. I could see a woman working behind the counter on the other side of the store, wearing headphones and reading a magazine. She didn’t acknowledge us at all; only bobbed her head to her music, keeping very much to herself.

From where we stood, I could see the bathrooms off to the right of the store and motioned for the stranger to head that way.

“Take off your clothes and come back out in your underwear. We’ll try to wash them at the front of the store, so she can’t see us.”

He understood, heading into the mens as I walked through the swinging door to the womens. The lights inside were off by default, so I switched them on, unknowingly starting up a heavy fan in the ceiling. The vibrations that reverberated around the room made me feel sudden nausea. Maybe it was the intoxication, maybe the adrenaline, or maybe the disgusting realization that was slowly starting to envelop me that I had in fact just stabbed a man to death with one clean thrust.

I hobbled over to the sink, feeling the urge to be sick. I gripped the edges of the porcelain roughly, leaning over, coughing and retching. The vile, burning, acidic projectile practically exploded from me the second my head fell forward, spilling out through both my mouth and nose. Involuntary tears streamed down my face as my cheeks began to get hot and achy. I gasped audibly, coughing up leftover mucus.

“Fuckkk.”

My distress was clearly not blocked by the stupid fan above me because in only a few seconds, the bathroom door swung open, revealing the stranger, standing there in nothing but boxers. You couldn’t tell before, but he was absolutely jacked. Not in necessarily a traditional sense of slim and muscular, but he was thick and full with strength. His abs, although soft, glimmered with sweat, and his shoulders, heaving with each breath, tensed and relaxed over and over with an odd sense of physicality. The chains I’d noticed him wear earlier laid so tenderly on his collarbones, shiny and glistening with the same sweat. And, probably his most striking feature were the dainty tattoos covering his arms and chest. I hadn’t seen the extent of them before under his sweatshirt.

He rushed over to me, scooping my hair out from behind my wet neck, holding it up out of the way.

I could hear him laugh. “You were totally wasted, weren’t you?”

“No!” I sniffled. “Maybe a little.”

“So, that’s why you’re so defiant. You do have something to be guilty of.”

I stood up straight, leering into the handsome stranger’s eyes. 

He only smiled. “I figured as much.”

I shook my head, raising my hand to my mouth to wipe it. I’d almost forgotten it was blood covered and nearly smeared the dried remnants all over myself.

“Here.” the stranger offered, grabbing a few paper towels and handing them to me.

“Why are you not mad? Why not turn me in now?” I asked, so utterly confused at the amusement in his eyes.

“I’m not exactly in the best position to do that. I mean...for starters, I’m Latino.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. Even though what we were talking about was horrid, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief in this stranger’s presence. The feeling was strangely enough...safety.

“Plus, I have a bad feeling about this. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I think we should stick together just until we find out what to do. C’mere.”

My stomach tightened at his words, but I let myself fall towards him as he took my hands in his. Pulling me over to the sink, he turned on the faucet, guiding my hands under the warm water. With gentility, he massaged crappy soap in between my fingers, washing away every nasty inch of them. When my hands were clean, he grabbed the base of my shirt, beginning to pull it up over my head. He looked at me for permission and I nodded, holding my arms up above me. Easily, he pulled it off, tossing it to the side after. I undid the button on my jeans, sliding them down myself, handing them back to the stranger once I’d pulled them out from under my feet.

My mouth was bitterly dry, tasting of everything I’d just expelled from it. As a remedy, I bent my head low under the faucet, slurping up a few gulps of the gross tasting water. Except, the water wasn’t gross at all. To my acid coated throat, it was like an ice bath, washing away every fiber of pain. Once I’d completely satisfied myself, I wiped my mouth with the back of my now clean hand, standing up to look at myself in the mirror. Mascara dripped from underneath my bloodshot eyes in a black pool on my cheeks, and all across my face, splattered there like freckles was blood. The longer I stared, the harder it was to breathe, watching the monster I didn’t recognize in the mirror.

“I’ll take these out. You stay here if you want?” the stranger offered, snapping me away and indicating my clothes.

I shook my head. “Could I come with you?”

“Yeah, sure.”

I followed him out closely, crossing my hands in front of me to cover my chest. I felt so awkward shuffling around in my socks, panties, and bra, but not awkward in the sense that I felt embarrassed. It was weird. It was almost awkward in the sense that it was normal.

“Oh, fuck. I didn’t bring in any money.” I realized.

“Nah, it’s okay. I brought in my wallet.” the stranger revealed, showing me the same wallet he’d used earlier to pay for cigarettes.

I watched him as he put in a few quarters and shoved our bloodied clothes into a washing machine at the front of the store. The woman in the back was still distractedly humming to her music, either unaware of us or too underpaid to care. Where we had situated ourselves was one row of washing machines behind the large glass windows at the front, so no one from the outside could see in, but we could still see out. From where we stood, I could still spot the men across the street. Since I’d seen them last, there were a few missing, but the ones that remained had moved their bikes closer to the street.

“So, um, I’m Nicky.” the stranger mumbled, turning towards me and leaning against the washer.

“Kasi.” I nodded back to him, rubbing my face with my hands.

“I like that.”

I smiled. “Thanks.”

“So, what’d you’d take?”

I was caught off guard by the question. “What?”

“To get so high?”

“Oh, I just drank a little.”

“A little?”

I rolled my eyes. “I don’t usually.”

“Ah, I see.” I could see him smirk at me from the side as he sat down on the floor.

I sat with him, leaning against the machines and letting the vibrations numb my back. It was a nice, uncomfortable feeling. Just enough to make me forget about the painful pressing of tears against my eyes.

“Here, want one?” he suddenly asked, pulling a cigarette out of his wallet.

I took it, placing it between my lips with shaking fingers. He drew a lighter out of the wallet too, lowering it towards my face. I could feel his eyes on me as he lit the end of my cig, such softness in his every movement. Once it caught, I inhaled quickly, taking a huge drag and letting the smoke waft around me. Nicky took one out after me, lighting it as well.

We didn’t speak the whole time we waited, both of us almost motionless except for the occasional drawing of our cigs. In many ways, it felt like we were sitting there forever, but it also ended too soon. The precious moments of security we had on that dumb fucking tile floor, freezing our bare asses off, was taken entirely too fast. The tears I’d been fighting nearly broke through my crusted lashes the second I heard the dryer finish our clothes some forty-five-ish minutes later.

I would be lying if I said I didn’t thoroughly enjoy the feeling of warm clothes against my back again, but putting on clothes that had been (and still partially were) blood stained made my skin crawl. I saw so many precise images flash across the backs of my eyelids of the knife in my hand and the moment I witnessed the life fade from the eyes of the robber. And then the look, oh that fucking look, on Nicky’s face when I saw him next.

The reminder of what I’d done to this stranger made me incredibly insecure, riddled with guilt and self-consciousness. I could imagine the endless resentment I was about to be faced with in addition to the incoming and unrelenting sense of terror as the consequences of my actions were brought to me.

Despite all the moral turmoil I felt, there was only one thing on my mind. I longed so desperately for the burn of any kind of alcohol down my throat. Even after all the vomiting I’d just experienced. Any time I ever let myself feel things this strongly, I was always quick to wash them away. It had been a long time since I’d been so vulnerable with myself.

I wasn’t ready to face it.

“Um, do you have any more money?” I asked, full well knowing I had no right to ask this near complete stranger for anything.

Nicky looked at me, confusion on his face, but he didn’t say a thing. I watched as he put his sweatshirt back on over his bare chest and belted his loose jeans back up. Once he had knotted up his bandana belt at the front of his waist, he handed me a twenty dollar bill, trading it for the cigarette I’d been holding.

I took it quickly like it was on fire, stuffing it under one of my bra straps, then bent over to put on my bloodied white Converse from the pile of clothes we’d been unable to wash. With my jacket over my shoulder, I bowed once to Nicky and left out the front of the store, walking straight past the car towards the street.

Before crossing, I turned around, looking for Nicky, and saw him standing beside the car, watching me. One of his hands was in his pocket, the other holding his cigarette to his lips. He seemed to study me as if I were some odd puzzle he had yet to solve. Granted, I was some odd puzzle I’d had yet to solve, so I didn’t blame him. I just felt so absolutely undressed by him. Every usually unnoticed decision or action I took was now being watched by this stranger.

A couple of the bikers from earlier were still in the parking lot across from me, laughing and talking. I made sure to cross as far down the street from them as I could, walking all the way across the back of the parking lot to avoid any interaction with them. Of course, they noticed me instantly, whistling and such, but no one made any advancements.

Men like that always scared me, but for the first time in my life, I felt genuine horror at the thought of them. And at the thoughts I had surrounding the horror I felt. It surprised me how easily I could imagine pulling the trigger on their heart or slamming a baseball bat into the back of their head. I could practically feel a knife in my hand, slitting their throats slowly and viciously. Violence, rage, and fear hadn’t always gone hand in hand for me, but I wasn’t sure anymore.

Much like the door in the Shell, the door of the liquor store opened with a bell, alerting the cashier of my presence. I saw a tall and lanky older man raise his eyes to mine behind the register, his mouth grinding back and forth from tobacco in his mouth.

“Howdy.” he nodded his head firmly to me.

“Hi.”

I knew exactly where I was going. Even wasted as fuck, I knew how to navigate a liquor store better than my own apartment. Immediately, I went straight for the back, grabbing a bottle of vodka, a bottle of wine, and a six pack of Coors. The vodka was slim enough I could slide in one of the interior pockets of my leather letterman. That’s why it was my favorite. I had to be careful though. The way the man at the counter was watching me gave me such a sense of looming anxiety. He couldn’t have seen me hide the vodka in my jacket, but he almost seemed to know me.

“That all for today?” he asked as I set the wine and Coors on the counter.

“Yep.”

“Can I see an ID?”

I remembered I’d left my wallet in my backpack in the car. I hadn’t thought of this before coming over. Well, I hadn’t really been thinking much at all recently.

“At home, sorry.” I muttered, putting one of my hands on the counter to steady myself. The fear had turned into dizziness and vertigo just as quickly as it had turned into nausea. I noticed my fingers were still bloodstained, the underneath of my nails clogged with chunky blood.

“That’ll be fifteen then.” he decided, tiredness in his voice.

I handed him the twenty, stuffing my hands in my pockets to keep him from seeing the blood, and also from anxiously wringing them around my already bruised neck. Once he’d rung everything up, he slid them into a plastic bag, handing it to me cautiously.

“You have a good night, love. Be careful out there.”

I should’ve just shook my head and left, but instead, I dumbly asked. “What do you mean by that?”

He hesitated before speaking. “There was a stabbing just a little ways from here. Whoever did it got away. They said it was in a Shell.”

“Oh, yeah.”

I felt like vomiting again. My head clouded over, and my eyes felt like they were about to beat out of my skull.

“You alright, miss?”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine.”

If I could’ve sprinted, I would’ve, but I probably would have passed out before I got too far. I hated having to walk past the bikers, and all I wanted was just to see Nicky again. I thought maybe just one comforting look from him would settle this panic that had settled on my chest. To be fair to myself though, that wasn’t the only thing I wanted. Before I’d even gotten halfway across the parking lot, I pulled the vodka out of my jacket, opened the top and took a large swig. The familiar burn of fermentation coated the inside of my throat, and the pain distracted from the intense nausea. It was a dangerous kind of pain to enjoy, but I couldn’t ever get a big enough fix of it.
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