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			Finally, a book I can safely dedicate to my parents!

			Thanks, Nina and Big Ben, for teaching me frugality and excellent money management. We work hard, but we party hard too. And we carry very low balances.

		

	
		
			1.

			Robert Beard

			The carefully folded strip of paper in my lucky locket reads I want to survive the next five days. I kiss it and tuck it under the tight neck of my long-sleeved black tee with the solemn reverence my mom would give her rosary. Or, in the last six months, her Vicodin.

			I sit on the cramped cot in the back of a refurbished mail truck, surrounded by band posters and crocheted afghans and half-finished knitting projects, trying to pull myself together. I can’t stop shaking. At first, the truck smelled like welded metal and fresh paint. I stuck prints from my bedroom at home on the walls, draped my favorite quilt on the cot, and arranged my vintage pillows with a few stuffed turtles from my collection. I even tried hanging up some embroidery hoops, but they kept falling down. For a couple hours, I ­pretended that it was a dorm room or my first apartment, the freedom and comfort I’ve always craved. But the illusion didn’t last. Now, with fast-food bags crumpled up under the cot and a digital clock ticking down the minutes to failure, it reeks of hot garbage and desperation. It’s one step away from being in prison. Or worse.

			I’m already running out of time on my first assignment, with only thirty minutes left before the twelve-hour limit. I’ve been sitting here in my truck, waiting for . . . I don’t know what. For my feelings to coalesce, for some sort of determination to set in. But it never has. I just feel empty and thin and shaky, as flimsy as the fast-food salad I could barely choke down for lunch. I knew I should have gone for fries. Fries would have given me strength.

			I swallow again, fighting to force down the lump of fear in my throat. I’ve got a job to do, and not the one at the pizza place where I’ve worked since my fourteenth birthday, slinging pies with my friends Jeremy and Roy to help pay the bills. No, this job is far more disgusting. And dangerous. And I can’t just quit.

			“Shit,” I mutter, the word echoing off the metal. A few minutes ago, the digital clock set into the dashboard started blinking, which is a noxious reminder to hurry. They’ve given me twelve hours each to complete ten deliveries, so five days to finish out my “shift,” as they called it. But I supposedly get a bonus if I finish early, and I really need that money. And I need to finish. So I need to get started.

			I squeeze back into the driver’s seat, which is on the wrong side, and pull the US Postal Service hat down over my hair. Dark, wavy chunks straggle out underneath, and I wish it were long enough for a decent ponytail. This hat is required, and it’s possibly the ugliest thing I’ve ever worn—and that’s saying a lot, because I have a closet at home full of sweaters straight out of the eighties. At the last possible moment, I button the scratchy new Postal Service shirt over my long-sleeved tee. It’s stiff and itchy, and I can’t wait to take it off again. Just wearing the thing makes my skin crawl. Looking down, I make sure the top button is buttoned correctly, not blocked in any way, and I slide the small signature machine snugly into the front pocket. 

			The package I’m supposed to deliver is riding shotgun, and I can’t stop staring at the printed card that goes with it. I’ve been reading and rereading it all day, but it barely makes sense and my brain is full of snow like a broken TV and I know I won’t be able to remember it. And it has to be done perfectly, word for word. 

			I’ll be lucky if I can remember how to read.

			I shove the key in the mail truck’s ignition and turn it, and the engine sputters to life. I drive around the corner to the house I’ve been watching all day and put the truck in park, leaving it running as I step onto the uneven sidewalk. With shaking hands, I lean in and pick up the fruit basket, the plastic crinkling against my fingers and short but wild nails. I painted them alternately bloodred and bright green with dollar signs just last night. It’s not like I could sleep, anyway, what with the unusually large mail truck parked in an abandoned lot and me having a complete breakdown. The nails look a little Christmassy, but it’s really my own personal protest against what I have to do. I’m still me—even if they’re making me do something very, very bad.

			I walk up between dried-out, overgrown bushes, holding the basket like a shield. This neighborhood used to be really impressive. We pass it all the time on the way to the store. The Preserve, it’s called, like rich people are just milling around in a beautiful, protected oasis, dumb and magnificent as wild animals. I remember wondering how someone could ever earn enough money to have one of these gigantic, brick castles with a filled four-car garage. Now I understand that they couldn’t. Which is why I’m here in the first place.

			The yard is yellow and dry, half overtaken with clover killed by the first frost just a few nights ago. A small tree has fallen over, surrounded by earth gone cracked and hard without constant watering from the sprinkler system, but no one has done anything about it. I trip on an old garden hose and drop the fruit basket to catch myself painfully on my hands. If it were a real gift basket, I would be scrambling to pick up bruised pears and broken apple jelly jars. As it is, the entire thing is still in one piece, the plastic fruit glued firmly together and the foam now dented. The signature machine is still in my front pocket, and I wonder how much abuse it was designed to take. A lot, probably.

			For just a moment, I stay on the ground, feeling the burn of cold concrete under my stinging palms, trying to breathe. I want nothing more than to run back to the truck, to run home, to cry, to scream, but I can’t, so I stand and brush myself off. When I pick up the basket, carefully, as if it mattered, I turn it around so the dented part doesn’t show.

			There are two steps up to the house, steps that aren’t even really necessary. The paint on the door is peeling, the doorbell dangling by wires. I seriously hope this guy is home. Robert Beard, the list says. With a deep breath, I step up to the door and knock. A cold trickle of fear drips down my spine, and I shift from foot to foot in mismatched sneakers, wishing this was just a bad dream and hoping I don’t lose my salad.

			For a while, nothing happens. I start to worry. What if he’s not here? What if he’s already moved on? What if he’s at work? And for just a second, relief floods me as I imagine skipping back to the truck and driving away to get a milk shake and some fries. But the relief is a silly dream, not real, because that would just make my job harder, if he wasn’t here. It wouldn’t get me off the hook. It would keep me here longer, like a writhing worm stuck right through the heart. If worms even have hearts, which I can’t remember. And I don’t want to find out what happens the moment that blinking clock in the car stops counting down.

			The curtain to the side of the door twitches to reveal the flash of reading glasses and squinting eyeballs. I smile and hold up the gift basket. Guess what? It’s a package for you, Mr. Beard! He smiles back like a dog slurping over a steak and nods, and the door unlocks and swings open. The hot air inside hits me like a wall. He’s still got enough cash to cover electricity, then. At my much smaller house, we just put on more clothes and live without heat until the pipes are about to freeze, but this dude is living in his own tropical paradise to escape the sharp chill of November, which isn’t sharp at all in Candlewood, Georgia. 

			The man inside is big and disheveled. What once must have been a nice body has migrated to an old dude pregnancy. He looks like he hasn’t left the house in weeks, with patchy stubble and dark blond hair that’s too long for a rich guy. But his robe is the fluffy white kind you get at fancy hotels, and one of his teeth winks gold when he smiles. And something about him is eerily familiar, but I don’t know why.

			“Robert Beard?” I ask, voice squeaking.

			“That’s me,” he says. 

			He holds out his hands, and I give him the signing machine. Without reading the message, without pausing for even a single heartbeat, he signs it, sealing his fate for the second time. I don’t realize until he hands it back that I was holding my breath. Exhaling a tiny cloud of fog, I look down to make sure the digital stylus worked.

			His signature is big and bold with a line underneath it. Bob Beard.

			And that’s when it clicks.

			This was the Vice President Bob Beard who fired my mom from her nicer office job downtown. She cried for days and never got over the fact that if she’d been prettier, younger, more put together, he might have let her stay. Behind his closed office door, he told her that being a personal assistant was a job for an optimistic young woman with up-to-date skills, a winning attitude, and a fresh-faced appeal. A go-getter.

			And my mom knew exactly what that meant, so she boxed up her mementos with what was left of her pride and walked out before she was forced to train her big-boobed twenty-year-old replacement. We started looking for new jobs that afternoon and ate nothing but peanut butter sandwiches to make her two weeks of severance pay last as long as possible. Her next job was a step down in every way, with insurance so bad that my mom’s had a broken tooth for two years but won’t get it fixed. She winces when she drinks ice water now. Since her car accident, we’ve switched to even cheaper peanut butter.

			All thanks to Bob Beard.

			I press the accept button harder than necessary and nestle the signature machine in my pocket. My pulse speeds up as I angle my body toward him. I’ve hated this guy for years. He holds out his hands for the basket, a little closer, a little more insistent. Bob’s not used to waiting for anything.

			“Well?” he says when I don’t shove the goodies at him and run. I shift the basket to my hip, holding it one-handed so I can read from the card. And so he’s directly in front of me.

			“Robert Beard,” I start, my voice low and angry, all squeak long gone. “You owe Valor Savings Bank the exact sum of $643,762.80. Can you pay this sum in full?”

			His eyebrows go up, and he snorts like a bull.

			“Of course not,” he says, confused and angry, like I’m not supposed to know the true depth of his failure as a responsible human being. Like it’s my fault. He licks his lips and pulls the sleeve of his robe down over the shiny gold watch on his wrist. “Are you with a collections agency?”

			I clear my throat and take a step back as I read from the card, just a little too fast.

			“By Valor Congressional Order number 7B, your account is past due and hereby declared in default. Due to your failure to remit all owed monies and per your signature just witnessed and accepted, you are given two choices. You may either sign your loyalty over to Valor Savings as an indentured collections agent for a period of five days or forfeit your life. Please choose.”

			“What?”

			I look down at the card, wishing there were more for me to say, more than all the tiny-print legal crap on back, the language so thick and official I can’t begin to understand it. It’s so confusing, really. They probably did it that way on purpose. I push the basket up against my chest, right over the top button of my shirt and, underneath that, my lucky locket.

			“It’s pretty simple, Bob,” I whisper. “You either agree to work for them as a bounty hunter or I have to kill you.”

			“What? Who the hell do you think you are, kid? You can’t just walk up to my door and read shit at me and threaten me in my own home! What about charge-offs? What about declaring bankruptcy? That’s how it’s done. There’s a system. Valor isn’t God. This is America, for Chrissakes.”

			I sigh. There’s no helping this guy. He sure didn’t help himself. When you look back at the chain of events that brought me here, he’s one of the biggest dominoes that fell. If he’d let my mom keep her job, if he hadn’t been so goddamn greedy, if he’d paid back his debts, I wouldn’t be standing on his doorstep at all. I move the basket back to my side, let that top button get a good look at his snarl, at his gold tooth, at his I’m-a-wealthy-white-guy-so-I’m-protected-from-everything rage.

			“Robert Beard, you have two choices.”

			“Screw you.”

			“I’m going to take that as a no,” I say.

			“Great. It’s a no. Can I have my goddamn basket now?”

			I take a deep breath and reach behind me, to the waistband of my jeans. I pull out the Valor-issued 9mm Glock and point it at his chest. We’re so close that I can’t even extend my arm all the way. My hand is shaking like crazy, and the gun feels like it weighs a million pounds, and my fingers are numb and slippery. Bob Beard’s hands shoot up, his body going tense.

			“Wait, kid. Let’s talk about this. I might have some cash. . . .” He wiggles his arm, and his sleeve falls down, showing his watch.

			My vision goes weird, like I’m looking down a long tunnel, and at the end is this guy I’ve never met but have hated for years, and for just a second, I can see the tiny red veins in his nose lined up in the pistol’s dead-black sights. I lower the gun, close my eyes, say a prayer to whoever is listening, and completely fail to pull the trigger.

			A soft beep starts up from the truck, the siren getting louder and louder, like an alarm clock that hasn’t reached full volume yet. How much time do I have? A minute? Less?

			I swallow hard and whisper, “I’m sorry.”

			Eyes still closed, I pull the trigger and shoot Bob Beard right in the chest.

			The gun barely recoils, and I take a few steps back. God, it happened so fast. And it’s so unreal. And he still doesn’t understand. He ­gurgles and clutches the door frame before sliding to the ground, one hand to his heart like he’s about to say the Pledge of Allegiance. I lean over him, angling the top button of my shirt, the glossy black one, so that it’s right over the bloodstain blooming on the front of his fluffy white robe. I wait until he stops breathing. I want to make sure they know.

			With trembling fingers, I place the printed card from Valor on his chest for his next of kin. Not that the explanation is going to help much unless one of them is a lawyer. Maxwell Beard has the same address and is tenth on my list, and I’m guessing it must be his son. For just a second, I consider stepping over Robert Beard’s body and going inside to find Maxwell and get that bonus. But I’m pretty sure I’m going to throw up, and I don’t want to do it in a dead man’s house. Seconds have passed, but it feels like forever.

			I leave Bob lying there, his door wide open, and jog back to my truck with the basket under my arm and the warm gun in my hand, finger firmly off the trigger. My feet are numb, my heart trying to pound out of my chest. I feel cold all over, cold and empty, except that there’s something warm all over my face, and I know I’m crying, but I don’t have a free hand to wipe away the tears. The lump in my throat is about to come up, a writhing ball of lettuce and fat-free ranch. Killing a person—it was both a million times easier and a million times harder than I’d thought it would be. And because it was him, because it was Bob Beard, God help me, it almost felt good. And that scares me.

			Today is the first day of government-sanctioned assassination, and the faster I can get through my list of ten debtors, the better my chances of catching them like this, unaware. I can only hope that they’ll all be this uncomplicated—one person, alone, at home, confused, with no warning or rumors. It will be so much easier if they haven’t heard mysterious gunshots all day or found some ­accidental slipup on the Internet. The guy from Valor Savings said they would prevent that, but we all know that the Internet was made for conspiracy theories, even ones that are eerily true.

			I slow to a walk to stick the gun in the back of my jeans and unbutton the Postal Service shirt with one hand. God, it’s just the itchi­est, scratchiest, we-don’t-give-a-shit-about-your-comfort-est piece of clothing imaginable, even with a tee underneath. Plus, since I know that the camera in the top button never turns off, I’ll just feel better when it’s wadded up in a ball on the floor under the seat. I’ve still got my pride, and I don’t want them to see me puke, whoever they are.

			“Dad? Dad!” someone shouts behind me. 

			I don’t turn around. I walk faster.

			“You! What did you do?”

			I break into a run and sling the basket and shirt into the passenger seat as strong hands yank me down, flailing, from the open sliding door of my still-running truck. The guy spins me around and holds the front of my T-shirt bunched in one fist, shoving me against the truck hard enough to make it rock, hard enough to hurt. Rage sings through me, and I don’t need to throw up anymore. I need to fight.

			“What did you just do?” he yells, slamming me against the truck again.

			I gulp down my anger and grab his wrist with my left hand, struggling to put some room between my body and the cold metal of the truck. Reaching behind my back for the gun, I whip it around and put it to the side of his chest, tight, so he can’t jerk away. So he can’t see my hand shaking.

			“Let me go,” I say, quiet and cold.

			I look at his face for the first time, and my heart wrenches in my chest. It’s like looking at a ghost. He looks like his father, like what his father used to be when he was my age. Dark blond hair falling over buttery brown eyes, tall and broad-shouldered like an athlete. And yet he’s wearing the shirt of a band I like, a shirt I have too. Or used to have. It’s at my old house with my mom and most of my stuff, just another part of the life I was forced to leave behind.

			His fingers fall open as the gun kisses his ribs. I yank my shirt away and step back. But the gun doesn’t budge. The kid’s hand is open between us, frozen in place, and I’m transfixed by a prominent Adam’s apple that bobs all the way down and back up.

			“What just happened?” he says, staring into space.

			“Your dad had a debt, and Valor Savings called it in. This is totally legal.”

			“Valor Savings? The . . . the bank? But why? You can’t just go around shooting people.” Rage and sorrow war on his face, and he’s panting like a dying animal.

			“Go read the card, Max,” I say.

			“What card?”

			I exhale, a soundless sigh.

			“The one I left on his chest. Just read it, okay?”

			I climb into the truck backward, my eyes locked with his and the gun still pointing at his chest. He doesn’t move. He doesn’t turn to his father’s body. He definitely doesn’t go read the card, which would explain how Valor Savings Bank, now just Valor Savings, paid off every debt the US government owed to every other country on earth and now owns everything from sea to shining sea, plus Alaska, Hawaii, and Puerto Rico. 

			If he would just read it, the dumb asshole, he would know that Valor Savings is now calling in debts and that, thanks to a tricky and vague little clause in a credit card application that no one bothered to read before signing, they can legally kill their debtors. Even if Max did read the card, he still wouldn’t know that he’ll be making his own choice in exactly four days, if not earlier. 

			Kill or be killed, and God bless Valor.

			I could shoot him right now. Could just pull the trigger while he stands there, stunned. Easy pickings. I could have done it a moment ago, while he was holding me by my shirt and the adrenaline and defiance were shooting through my veins, making my trigger finger as itchy as my Valor-issued shirt. I should have done it then, before I looked into his eyes. It would have made my life a hell of a lot easier.

			But I couldn’t do it. And I still can’t. Not while he’s wearing that T-shirt. It would be like shooting my favorite band, like killing my old self. And Valor may force me to do things I don’t want to do, but they can’t take away the things I am. Or the things I love.

			That’s what I tell myself as I get in the purring mail truck and drive away, my Postal Service shirt crumpled up on the passenger seat by the dented foam gift basket. Max stands there, watching me, until I turn off his street, the big game hunter leaving the Preserve behind until I come to claim the next dumb but magnificent animal in four more days. I swerve to the side, quick, and barf up my salad into the bushes by the neighborhood’s elegant, brick-framed sign.

			As I climb back into the truck, the clock on the dashboard stops blinking and calmly begins counting down from 12:00:00.

			When the GPS tells me to turn right, I do. 

			Goddammit, I do.

		

	
		
			2.

			Eloise Framingham

			The next name on my list is an old woman’s name—Eloise. And I kind of hope she is an old woman, so old that she won’t even be able to see my face through milky-white eyes. Maybe I can just smile and hand her the glued-together basket of plastic fruit for a few minutes, make her feel like she won something, like maybe somebody cares. And then I’ll whisper the words on her card, right into the top button so she won’t actually hear them with her cheap-ass hearing aid. And then I’ll shoot her in the back when she goes to get me a glass of milk.

			That would make it so easy. 

			But it’s just another dream.

			I pull into her neighborhood, just a few streets over from Bob Beard’s. The Preserve is practically abandoned these days, but this cookie-cutter subdivision of much smaller homes is thriving and tidy. Bob’s house probably has ten rooms in it, not counting bathrooms. These houses might have three, if they’re lucky. I already know what they’re like inside: just like the house where I grew up, where I lived until yesterday morning, where my mom is waiting for me, exhaustively praying to Mother Mary while high on prescription narcotics. 

			Point is, this could be my house. Probably has scuffed parquet by the front door, a coat closet full of junk, torn linoleum in the kitchen, sparkling-clean toilet bowls next to faded wallpaper. The people who live here are what my mom used to call “the proud poor” before the economy went sour and then downright bitter. Before she took a lesser-paying job and finally realized that she was one of them.

			Eloise’s house is sloped and unbalanced, basically a big lean-to striped with weathered gray wood boards. It reminds me of when Pa built log cabins in Little House on the Prairie, like one day soon they’ll build the other side of the house and make it symmetrical. Which, of course, they never will. The yard is trim, and there’s a birdbath and a reflecting ball relaxing amid strategically partying garden gnomes. There’s a For Sale sign, too, pretty faded. And wind chimes made of sea shells.

			Please, please, let Eloise be an old woman.

			I stop the mail truck in front of her house and unwad my Postal Service shirt. It’s been riding shotgun beside me as I follow the directions on my Valor-issued GPS unit. They want to make sure I know exactly where each of my marks lives, and they want me to get to them all within the time frame, before word gets out and people start hiding from anything that looks governmental. Or anything with a Valor logo. My instructions say that if a debtor runs or I can’t find them within their twelve-hour period, I set fire to the house. Which makes me think of my mom and that stupid, fraying heating pad she sleeps with for her back and how easy it would be for my own house to go up in flames that no one would ever question or investigate. Now that I’m carrying a gun and I know what Valor can do, nothing familiar feels safe.

			She’s why I’m doing this, of course. My mom did a great job of raising me after my piece-of-crap dad left us when I was four, but when the recession hit, it hit us hard. First Bob Beard sent her packing and we were on unemployment. We were even on food stamps for a while. She took a job that was far away and paid less, but the stress really ate at her. Her last job wasn’t awesome, and the insurance was even worse. When she totaled the car on the highway six months ago and spent two weeks in the hospital, it was pretty much the last straw. Now she can barely walk, she’s depressed and addicted to pills, and I’m maxing out my hours at the pizza place just to keep the electricity on.

			Or I was. I told Roy and Jeremy that I had to cancel all my shifts and go out of town for a funeral, but I didn’t mention it might be my own.

			My mom always told me that if you worked hard and paid your dues, you would be happy. A good person. And then, a couple of months ago, she asked me if she could borrow something from my savings and use some of my work money. And to bring home an extra pizza when Jeremy dropped me off after work. She’d always said my work money was my college money, and when she asked for some of it, the wrinkles around her lips quivering, I knew things were worse than she was letting on. But I had no idea how bad they really were.

			Up until two nights ago, I never could have guessed that she was more than $100,000 in debt. That she had taken out a second mortgage. That she had pawned the title to our new piece-of-shit car. That she’d been fired for missing too much work after the car accident—and kept it from me. That under the influence of generic Vicodin, she had done everything they tell you not to do to stay afloat in an economy this bad and had hidden it from me out of shame. My mom had raised me to be humble, determined, hardworking, and tenacious, just like her.

			Turns out that was just a bunch of bullshit.

			And here I am today, seventeen and driving around a repainted mail truck, killing strangers for the megacorporation that now runs my government. I can’t even begin to grasp what sort of threats, voodoo, and cold, hard cash are behind the fact that everyone in ­America—excuse me, Valor Nation—doesn’t seem to know to whom they are now pledging allegiance. But somehow, Valor has managed to give themselves at least five days of complete radio silence in which to set the new regime in motion by getting rid of the irresponsible scum dragging down the economy with unpaid bills.

			It’s finally open season in America the Beautiful.

			And lucky me. I get to be part of it.

			[image: ] 

			The representative who came to our door in a black suit like the CIA guys wear in movies was as composed and careful and neutral as a plastic figurine. I was sitting cross-legged on the couch when the doorbell rang, working on a knitted cozy for the flagpole at school, knee-deep in bright yellow acrylic yarn. My mom opened the door, and he scanned the room before walking right past her without being invited inside. He had wires sticking out from his ears and a precision to his haircut and sideburns that made me think they had programmed his hair to grow along a dotted line.

			“Patricia Klein?” he said, standing right in front of me, more a statement than a question.

			I was so surprised and freaked out I could only mutter, “Patsy,” under my breath, like he cared about my nickname.

			“I’m here to offer you a wonderful opportunity,” he said.

			He perched on the edge of the sagging recliner, and my mom looked out the door. Whatever she saw in the front yard made her close the door, lock it, and sit by my side on the couch, pulling my hand away from my knitting needles and clutching it tightly like she already knew terrible news was coming. Good news arrives with TV cameras and big, brightly painted vans. Bad news arrives quietly, in dark sedans with black windows. Worry and guilt rolled off my mom like fumes, her shoulders slumping like she’d been caught doing something bad. When I was little, my ex–best friend, Amber, had a puppy who used to look like that when he peed on the rug while wagging his tail. But he ran away, and later on, I had to admit that he was smarter than he looked.

			“An opportunity?” my mom said slowly, like it was a word she’d never heard before.

			“I represent a very high level of the government, and we’d like to recruit your daughter,” the man said. He never gave a name or offered a business card. But he did hand me the same card I leave with my victims—with my mom’s name and six figures on it. And then he handed me another one with lots of legalese and double-talk. And he watched me read it, his face as impassive as a turned-off TV. I dropped it into the puddle of yarn in my lap, my yarn bombing forgotten.

			“I’m sorry,” I said. “Congress? Amendments? Banks? I don’t get it.”

			His smile had the greased movement of a machine. There was no kindness there, no empathy.

			“Patricia, has your mother not spoken to you about her debts?”

			“Don’t drag her into this. Whatever needs doing, I’ll do it,” my mother said before I could even turn to her in utter disbelief. And yet, was it utter? Underneath it all, there was some tiny click as everything came together. As it made sense.

			The man slowly reached into his matte black blazer and pulled out a matching matte black gun. Of course I knew what it was. ­Jeremy and Roy from work had taken me shooting a few times. Not at a range, since I’m underage. But out in the fields behind their trailer park, where they had some old bales of hay and one sad, three-legged plastic deer set up. It felt good and rebellious, blasting a few rounds of cheap bullets into a row of off-brand soda cans while my pizza-tossing geek friends from math class drank stolen beer and cheered me on. It was my one concession to my white-trash roots, shooting that gun in my hipster getup and sale-rack gladiator sandals. Learning how to handle a gun made me feel powerful, offered a different sort of high than the one I get from yarn bombing and selling rude embroidery patterns on Etsy, channeling my frustration into doing something beautiful and defiant with my hands. Most of the time, I prefer creation to destruction. Valor Savings feels differently on that topic.

			As I sat there, cradling a half-made yellow flagpole cozy and a doomsday card in my lap, the man pointed his gun at my mom’s chest. And just like Bob Beard, that’s when I knew it was real.

			“What’s your choice, Patricia?” he said casually.

			My heart jumped into my sinuses, and I picked the card back up, fingers shaking. The words all blurred together. It still didn’t make any sense. It was printed in green ink with a weird seal at the top and the Valor Savings Bank logo at the bottom. Except the word “bank” was gone.

			Just Valor Savings now.

			“I can’t even . . .” I trailed off. 

			I guess the robot guy understood what I wasn’t able to say. As I watched my mom clutch her chest and stare down the barrel of a gun, he explained it with the clear implication that he would indulge me only once.

			“Due to overwhelming national debt, Valor Savings Bank combined with several private shareholders to relieve the government of their obligations to other countries.”

			“You mean they bought us?”

			A cold, reptilian smile.

			“‘Bought’ is such an ugly word, Patricia. They saved us. From ourselves.”

			My mother crossed herself and started praying under her breath.

			“One of the first acts of the Valor Savings Congress was to draft Amendment 7B, which calls in a tricky bit of fine print from the Valor Savings Bank Platinum Credit Card Agreement issued in 2007 through 2013. Debtors owing significant amounts and in arrears for more than three months can, in effect, be considered indentured servants and can, therefore, be legally killed in recompense. And Valor Savings is now calling in several of those debts to relieve the country of deadweight. Our algorithms have pinpointed you, Patricia Klein, as an optimal debt collector.”

			“She’s just a child!” My mom’s voice was painfully high, her swollen fingers tight around mine. “I’ll do it. Don’t . . . This is my business. It’s not her fault. It’s mine.”

			The man swiveled to face her, his gun never wavering. “You’re old, slow, overly religious, damaged, and drugged. You have neither the emotional fortitude nor the stamina to accomplish this simple task. But Patricia is an ideal recruit. And, if she fails, she’s no great loss to the future economy. Consider this . . . an internship.”

			“Like in a call center?” I said, voice shaking.

			“More like a bounty hunter,” he said. “Did you ever watch that show on Bravo? Dog the Bounty Hunter?”

			I gave him a blank stare. “The wrestler? Like with a mullet? Who never kills anyone?” I said. “Like Boba Fett?”

			Something in his jaw twitched then, and I decided to speak as little as possible from there on out.

			“Allow me to be frank, Miss Klein. Your mother owes $167,892.33 to Valor Savings. We already own the car and the house. And, per her signature, we own her.”

			The gun pointed at her chest never so much as trembled the whole time. But I did. 

			“Mom, is that true?”

			“I think it’s gone up a little since I quit paying it,” she said, her voice childish and wavering, like a recording of herself. Her fingers left mine to clutch her rosary against her wrist brace.

			The man smiled again, showing even, white teeth.

			“Now, I’m sure you don’t want me to shoot your mother,” he said. “Not only because no young girl should be orphaned, especially not one who hasn’t seen her father since she was four. But also because there will be no witnesses. Who knows what might happen? You could get shot too. The house could burn down.”

			“You’re going to shoot us both?” I asked. My hands started to lift up of their own accord, like we were in an old Western movie and he had told me to reach for the sky. But he lowered the gun, shook his head as if it were a joke, and smiled like a car salesman.

			“Valor Savings doesn’t want it to come to that. We don’t want to lose our bright young stars before they even get a chance to shine.”

			I gave him as much of a deadpan look as possible, considering his gun was still mostly pointed at my mom, held loosely in his hand. If he’d done his homework, he’d learned about my homework. I’m not a genius, but I try hard. I mostly get A’s and B’s because I really want to get into community college, maybe get a grant or a scholarship to a state school. No awards for me, no after-school activities. I stay out of trouble, although I was once caught selling parsley to some freshman idiot in the last stall of the girls’ room, having convinced her it was weed as a joke. While the other girls in my class went for jobs at the mall or the Cracker Barrel, I’m content to sling cheap-ass pizza because that means I can walk home if I have to. If I was a star, then the sky was getting pretty freaking bleak.

			“We don’t care about your grades,” he said as if reading my mind. “We have your test scores. You have the exact qualities we’re looking for.”

			I turned to my mom and gave her my usual, careful smirk.

			“And you were worried about my career prospects,” I said. “I’m being recruited!”

			I guess that was what broke her and, in effect, me. My mom sobbed and doubled over, dropping the rosary, her arms wrapped around her belly. She’d gained a lot of weight since the accident, and she couldn’t really hug herself anymore. As she rocked back and forth, crying, I realized that it was the saddest, most hopeless, most desperate I’d ever seen her. When Dad left, when she’d lost her good job and had to take a worse one, when I saw her in the hospital, covered in dried blood and bruises—all these experiences had been torture for me to watch, helpless.

			But this was worse.

			“Karen, this is no reason to cry,” the man said, and I sensed a cruel glee under his carefully manicured facade. “It’s not like she had any real future. It’s not like she was going to college. And you’ll be able to afford the treatments you need now. If she succeeds.”

			My head shot up. “Treatments?”

			Mom just sobbed harder and turned her face away like she was trying to bury it in her shoulder.

			“She didn’t tell you about the lump they found in her breast?”

			I scooted closer to her, laid my head against her shoulder.

			“Is it true, Mama?” I said as quietly as possible. It should have been a private moment, not one acted out in front of the government’s new robotic grim reaper.

			She laid her head against mine and whispered, “Oh, Patsy. I should have told you.”

			I wanted to be angry at her. I wanted to pitch a giant fit, slamming doors so hard that things fell off the thin walls. But I couldn’t. All that hugging herself, hiding in her robe. I thought it was just the pain left over from her broken clavicle and busted ribs. But she’d been keeping it from me. The money, the gun, the terrifying wax robot man in our beat-down living room—none of that mattered compared to what was going on under her worn terry-cloth collar.

			The gun twitched in the man’s hand. “Look at it this way. If I shoot her, she won’t be in any more pain, right? That’s better than a long, slow death by cancer.”

			“You know I won’t let you do that,” I said, low and deadly.

			“The algorithms indicated you would feel that way. And you will be compensated for your time. Your mother’s debts will be released. You’ll receive all the supplies you need. As long as you satisfy the terms of our contract within the time frame specified while meeting certain prearranged criteria, this could possibly be the best thing that’s ever happened to you. You might even get a bonus.”

			“So I should thank you for ruining my life?” I asked.

			He put the gun in my lap and smiled. I didn’t touch it. But I already hated it, cold and heavy on the pile of bright yellow yarn.

			“You can thank democracy and greed for that,” he said.

			After he left, my mom showed me her scans, pointed out the lump cradled by broken bones that even a blind person wouldn’t have missed. She showed me the printouts from the oncologist, how much it was going to cost to have surgery and undergo chemo without insurance. Even with the best insurance around, it still would’ve been impossible on our budget. 

			I sat there on the threadbare couch, shaking my head. On the coffee table in front of us, the gun rested on a thick envelope of crap I was supposed to read but couldn’t. The robot man made me sign something before he left, and after everything I’d learned, I should have read the fine print. Maybe it was suicidal, but leaving my signature without bothering to read the document first felt like my last act of freedom.

			They pretty much owned me anyway.

			“I’m so sorry,” my mom started, but I just grabbed her hand like a kid being torn away in a crowd, like holding on to her puffy fingers was the only thing I had left.

			“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said. “It just sucks, and it’s happening, and talking won’t change it. You’ll get what you need. Don’t worry.”

			“But they want you to kill people.” She tried to pull her hand out of mine, but I wouldn’t let her.

			“Better them than you,” I said. “Better them than us.”

			She nodded. I don’t think she agreed. But my mom has always tried to be a good person and play by the rules. She goes to church and leaves something in the offering plate. She pays her taxes—or she used to. Mama taught me from a very young age that if I worked hard and pulled my weight, I would eventually succeed. We scoffed at people who got evicted and at our neighbor, who sometimes chose a new phone over paying her water bill and had to borrow our shower.

			Turns out we were screwed either way.

			Now I’m more practical, more ruthless. I’ve always liked little rebellions and sticking it to the Man, whoever he is. And if I can solve all our problems in five days, then I will do whatever it takes to live through it and keep my mom safe.

			Or so I told myself two nights ago.

			[image: ] 

			The next morning, I pulled the yellowed scrap of notebook paper out of my locket, uncurling it and running a finger along uneven, childish script. 

			I want to find my dad.

			More than anything, that was what I’d wanted every day since he left. Just to see my dad again. For every birthday, I didn’t want a party—I just wanted him. I asked Santa and the Easter bunny and even left a note for the tooth fairy. He’d become this mythical, larger-than-life figure of my imagination, and I was too faithful to give up the dream, even after thirteen years without a single card or phone call.

			But the suddenly grown-up version of me had bigger problems than wanting love and answers for childhood abandonment, than wishing for a picture of my dad to put in the locket he left behind for me. I scratched out my old dream and turned the paper over to write something new.

			I want to survive the next five days.

			[image: ] 

			Now here I stand, on the doorstep of Eloise Framingham’s house. I kiss my lucky locket and tuck it back down my collar. The welcome mat I’m standing on is worn, but the small porch is swept clean. There are two cars in the driveway, a minivan and a compact, both with ghosts on the hood. I shift the fake fruit basket to my hip, check the gun in my waistband, and ring the doorbell. It feels like three years pass by the time a shadow darkens the window glass. I pray for the hundredth time that she’s ancient and nearly gone.

			A guy in his twenties answers in a ratty sweatshirt. “Can I help you?” he says. He looks like he’s forgotten what sleep is.

			“I have a delivery for Eloise Framingham.” My smile is so big he has to know I’m screaming inside.

			“Jesus, who would send that?” he says, voice raw. “She can’t even eat anymore.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry. I’m just . . . I just deliver them.”

			“So leave it on the porch or whatever. I don’t care.”

			He turns to go inside and is about to shut the door in my face. I can’t let that happen.

			“There’s a message, too,” I say, desperate. “A singing telegram.”

			I don’t even know if they have those anymore, or what you would sing to someone who’s dying, but I’ve got to get to Eloise. Now.

			“A message? You can give it to me.”

			I shrug in apology. “Sorry, if it’s not in person, I don’t get paid.”

			“Fuck your getting paid!” he shouts, his face screwed up. “Just let her die in peace. She deserves that much.”

			“Who is it?” a reedy voice calls from inside the dark house. “Is it Stephanie?”

			I shove the guy aside and shoulder my way through the door, using my big plastic basket. He shouts and follows me, but I’m too fast. Grief makes people slow, like moving through water. My mom was like that when my dad left. I was just a little kid, but I remember.

			I barrel down the hall, toward a room where machines hiss with quiet rhythm. An old woman huddles in the center of a swaybacked bed, surrounded by pillows. The smell of urine and worse lurks under the cheap air fresheners lined up on a windowsill. I slam the door shut and twist the lock, and the guy curses and yanks it from the other side.

			“Stephanie?” she says, squinting.

			“Are you Eloise Framingham?” I ask, breathless, before I lose my nerve.

			“Yes,” she rasps. She’s got tubes cascading down her face, and a pink silk scarf struggles to stay tied around her bald head. She’s nothing but bone, just paper skin collapsed around a flat, hollow frame. Her smooth, well-manicured hands are the only sign that she’s much younger than she looks, that she’s being eaten inside by disease. One hand flutters to her concave chest, the nails fake and thick and a beautiful, rosy pink. “Is that for me?” she asks.

			I smile and nod, my lips wobbling. “Could you sign this, please?”

			Her signature is just a jerky line, and she falls back against her pillows with a gasp of pain at the effort. I have never pitied someone so much in my life. And I hate myself for being grateful that what I’m about to do will be as much of a mercy as it is a murder.

			I hold the first button of my shirt up to my mouth and whisper, “By Valor Congressional Order number 7B, your account is past due and hereby declared in default. Due to your failure to remit all owed monies and per your signature just witnessed and accepted, you are given two choices. You may either sign your loyalty over to Valor Savings as an indentured collections agent for a period of five days or forfeit your life. Please choose.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			I’ve read it so fast and low that there’s no way she could have heard anything over her machines. I walk across the worn carpet and hold out the card, and she takes it, her beautiful fingers trembling. And there’s no way she could do what I’m doing because there’s no way she can even stand up.

			“What the hell did you just say to her?” the guy shouts through the door, his body slamming against the wood. I just need it to hold a little longer.

			Eloise looks over the card, and my heart wrenches in my chest at how spastic and yet elegant her movements are. She must have been a dancer once. She’s like a dying queen, like a deer struck by a car trying to stand on severed legs. Her carved ivory eyes scan the card from purple hollows, and she meets my gaze and nods.

			“I don’t mind.” She holds her chin up. “And I forgive you.”

			She closes her eyes. I sit the basket gently on the ground. The flimsy door is banging and slamming behind me, the lock about to break. Just as it flies open, I whip out the Glock and shoot Eloise Framingham in her bird-bone chest. She falls back onto the pillows with every bit of grace I imagined. Her lips curl up in a smile. I’m trembling, but she’s not. Not anymore.

			“What did you do?” the guy shouts. “What the hell did you just do?”

			He runs past me to the bed, holding the woman’s broken body to his chest and sobbing.

			“What was that?” a worried voice calls from the hall, and a college-­age girl in a tracksuit appears in the doorway.

			“Call the police!” the guy yells. “She shot my mom!”

			The girl gasps behind her hand and disappears, running down the hall.

			“The police won’t come.” I stick the Glock back in my jeans and pick up the basket, a thousand years older than I was when I walked in the door. “Read the card. It explains everything.”

			“Read a card? The police won’t come? What the hell is happening?”

			He takes the card from Eloise’s limp hand as the girl shouts from far away, “The police aren’t answering. It was just a message, like for a bank. For Valor Savings. But I called 911, like, three times. What do I do, Matt? Tell me what to do!”

			He doesn’t answer. He’s reading the card. Tears are slipping down his cheeks, he has one arm around his dead mother, and still he’s reading the card.

			“What does this mean?” He looks up into my eyes like I’m a priest, like I’m God, like I know anything. Like I have power.

			“It means you need to start paying off your debts.”

			I can’t stay here a second more, watching a son mourn his dead mother. I can’t watch her head flop against his shoulder as he tries to keep her upright.

			“I’m sorry,” I mutter, and I hurry down the hall, the basket in my hands. 

			The girl in the tracksuit is nowhere to be seen. The front door is still open. I jog back to the mail truck and pull the Postal Service shirt off over my head and throw it onto the floorboards so it doesn’t record my sobbing. My hands are shaking as I put the truck into drive, and I swerve around a cat and nearly hit a mailbox. I can barely drive through the tears, and my mind won’t let go of her beautiful hands holding the card as everything else fell away to nothing.

			I know she said she didn’t mind. That she forgave me. Hell, it was probably a mercy for her. If she was in hospice care, trapped in a bed, strapped to those machines, it’s not like she was living a great life. He said she couldn’t eat. Eloise Framingham wasn’t just going to miraculously recover. That woman was already dead. It was just a matter of time before her brain realized it. Maybe I did her a ­kindness, doing it quick like that.

			But what about her son? Now he’s got a dead mom, and he’ll probably go into debt just to hold her funeral, and that little paper card isn’t going to be much comfort to him. He’s probably already ripped it to shreds. If you’d asked me yesterday, I would have said better him than me. But now, seeing the reality of another kid watching his mom die of cancer and then the senseless, cold-blooded government murder in the back bedroom, I’m not so sure. Maybe they weren’t ready to let go yet, either of them.

			Less than five minutes ago, I stood on her doorstep, wishing she would be ancient. But seeing Eloise Framingham die there, in her bed, with as much dignity as she could muster—now I wish she had been mean or a drug dealer or something, anything that I could hate. I wish she had been like that nasty creeper in the big coat who comes into my work on Kids Eat Free night and rubs himself under the table and tries to corner little boys in the bathroom. I wish it had been someone who deserved to die, instead of someone who simply couldn’t afford proper medical care or who never had a chance to beat her disease. When she racked up her debt, Eloise Framingham didn’t want a bigger TV or a fancier purse. She just wanted a few more years of life. I’ll never even know if she got what she wanted. If it was worth it.

			I back away from the mailbox I almost hit and turn around, and my mail truck is stuck right in front of Eloise Framingham’s garden gnomes while I frantically try to escape. The guy in the sweatshirt steps onto the porch with a rifle in his hands. He opens his mouth to shout something, but I slam my foot on the gas before I find out what it is. He must fumble the gun, or maybe it’s not loaded, or maybe he’s too sad to pull the trigger, because the shots I expect never come. I’m down the street and around the corner on two wheels as fast as a mail truck can go, my heart pounding in my chest.

			I want out of this tidy, happy-looking neighborhood, fast. Back on the main road, I pass the fallen grandeur and yellowed, empty yards of the Preserve and aim for the place where I parked the mail truck last night as I counted down the hours until the clock started blinking and I had to knock on Bob Beard’s door. It’s in one of those subdivisions they started before the economy got bad, where they half built three gigantic houses and abandoned the property to grow wild between fancy streetlights. Like the Preserve’s equally self-­important sister, they call it the Enclave. But it’s empty now and has become the sort of place where kids park to make out or smoke weed and drink beer where no one can see them. No one ever lived in those three houses, and they’re covered in graffiti tags now. 

			There’s this paved lot behind the most finished house, all screened in by those thick privacy bushes that rich people put up so they don’t have to see their neighbors. I guess they were going to have an RV back there or something. But now it’s just a convenient, private place for me to park.

			The clock resets itself, the red lines blurred through my tears. Before I give in and punch the shit out of it, I slip between the seats and into the back of the truck. Some of my stuff flew all over the place when I was turning around and speeding away from Eloise Framingham and her son and his gun, and I try to put things back in order. I tuck the pillows into place, shove yarn balls back into my tote, and push the fast-food bags farther under the bed—after trolling for leftover croutons. They’re clammy with old dressing, but I’m starving and still overcome with emptiness, so I swallow the few chunks I can find and then cough them right back up into the bag when they won’t stay down.

			Hating myself completely, I shove the gun under the pillow on my bed, a narrow cot with a thin mattress that came welded into the back of the truck. When I first saw the setup, I thought it was kind of cute. Homey. Now I see it for what it is: a prison.

			I sit down on the carefully made bed and realize that my hands are still shaking. 

			I just killed someone. I killed two people in one day. Eloise was dying in the same way my mom might die. I’m living in the back of a truck. All I’ve eaten today was fast food, and I puked most of it back up. My blood sugar’s probably low, or maybe I’m in shock. I’ve got eight more people to kill, and one of them is a guy around my age. 

			I don’t know why killing Maxwell Beard should be any worse than killing anyone else. A life is a life, right? It’s not like Jesus thought there was a big difference, if I remember what little I learned when my mom still made me go to Sunday school. For what I’m doing now, age and attractiveness and goodness and great taste in bands don’t matter. 

			Still, I’m dreading seeing him again, putting the gun to his chest and actually pulling the trigger this time. Deep down, I know it’s worse because he’s my age and we like the same music. Maybe he’s just another keep-up-with-the-Joneses douchebag, like his dad. But I saw the fear in his eyes, the devastation. He’s just a kid, like me, and kids should be allowed to make their own mistakes. Whatever he did, we’re both victims of our parents’ weaknesses and bad decisions. And that strikes a little too close to home. I hope I can convince him to do what I’m doing, work off the debt in a horrible but surprisingly quick way, and be done with it. He might believe me if I tell him it’s not so bad. 

			I snort. That’s one big lie to swallow.

			I yank up the back door of the truck so I can stare at the high grass sloping down to a forest. Maybe some fresh air will help me relax, make my stomach stop churning. I just need a nap. I ­haven’t slept since the man in the black suit showed up. When I found the list in the envelope yesterday morning, I tried to Google these ­people, to find out more about them, but our Internet was mysteriously down. Was it just ours, or everyone’s? Is Valor Savings taking over the media, too? Do they now own the television stations, the news, the radio? Are the phones even working? Have they shut down the cell signals? I know the police aren’t answering the phones, but what about the hospitals? Has a bank really taken over the entire country overnight, just like that? Out here, in the backyard of an unfinished house in an abandoned neighborhood, I have no way of knowing what’s happening in the real world, whatever that is now.

			I set the alarm on my phone for four hours from now and toss it back into my yarn bag. Other than making sure I’m awake in time to visit the next victim during Postal Service hours, my smartphone is now completely useless. No bars anywhere, all day. I’m more alone than I’ve ever been in my life, and if I don’t eat something, I’m going to barf acid, so I open the mini-fridge that’s bolted to the back of my truck. It and the tiny microwave are both run by thick cords that snake through the truck, and I’m not even going to try to understand how all that works. 

			The mozzarella sticks I bought at the drive-through earlier are almost frozen, so I microwave them until they melt. They’re mealy and mushy and burn my tongue, but I snarf the entire box and drink a can of soda, which makes me shift uncomfortably. That’s the one thing this mini-RV doesn’t have: a bathroom. But I do have a four-pack of toilet paper. I think about breaking into the house and using their facility, if anyone bothered to put in a toilet. But I can see missing windows, and I know other, less responsible people have already broken in. The toilets are probably ruined and already full. So I just pee out back in the weeds, glaring around, feeling both like the only person in the world and like a rabbit waiting to get eaten by something bigger.
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