
[image: Cover Page of Blackbird]


[image: Title Page of Blackbird]


Copyright © 2017 by Michael Fiegel

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

First Edition

This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by Erin Seaward-Hiatt

Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-2355-9

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-2356-6

Printed in the United States of America.


For Damien
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MANFRED. I disdain’d to mingle with

A herd, though to be leader—and of wolves.

The lion is alone, and so am I.

ABBOT. And why not live and act with other men?

MANFRED. Because my nature was averse from life;

And yet not cruel; for I would not make,

But find a desolation.

—Byron, “Manfred,” 1817


IAD


Of Fate, Free Will, & Anaphylactic Hypersensitivity

09/08/2008

I see her while waiting in line at one of those cookie-cutter burger joints, the ubiquitous sort with sticky plastic chairs, sticky plastic floors, and bathrooms you wouldn’t wash a dog in. And of course there’s the smell, the sweet reek of grease-steeped everything: burgers, fries, shakes, employees—one big drippy clot of wrong. Necessarily this includes me as well, but then life occasionally demands sacrifice, and I would sacrifice many things for french fries. And have.

But I digress.

I am patiently waiting my turn when a gaggle of tweenage girls squall in through the door, dragging a wave of piss-hot air into the lobby. I wrinkle my nose and clench my teeth but there is no avoiding them—they are instantly everywhere, like maggots on a rotting corpse. They seem to move as one mass, each dressed in a matching red bathing suit, a damp towel wrapped around slender shoulders or a slightly too-plump waist. Hideous fat toes wriggle from within a mass of green and pink sandals, slippery with wet; a scant few wear sneakers instead, water from their legs dampening what socks are present, saturating the canvas and ruining the floor with kidney-shaped prints rank with chlorine.

I nearly dismiss them all in this one lump sum, but then I catch a glimpse of bare feet and follow them up too-thin legs, past hand-me-down shorts, and on to their owner.

And there she is.

She is the second-shortest of her group, perhaps eight years old, with matte blue-gray eyes—steely, scared, and sad—peering through thin curtains of pooldamp blonde hair, half of it smashed crudely behind her ears, licking her neck. Ripening bruises purple her thin, pale arms, giving her the appearance of a fallen nestling, thin and floppy, not even worth a cat’s time. Or a trapped bird, stuck in a house, banging against the windows, not dead yet but dying to get out.

The girls jockey for position as they queue for soft serve and french fries, doing their part to contribute to the obesity epidemic. But she just sets herself in place, sliding in without a word or an elbow, neither first nor last. On the surface she looks just like them but I can clearly see she is not. What they are is a neighborhood swim team or club of some sort, and she is not a team person. She is “take your sister with you.” And she is “but Mom.” And she is “no more buts, you take your little sister with you or so help me.” And she is ignored, here and everywhere, yet content in her moments, and in this moment she is simply and wholly in line for an ice cream cone, just as I am in line for my dinner, and I know her.

I know her.

A void opens near the counter, and I instinctively step forward, filling the space to keep things whole. While I patiently wait my turn, I am as always trying to monitor my surroundings, watching for threats, but my attention keeps getting drawn back to this noisy horde of girls, their pudgy fingers fumbling with fistfuls of paper and silver, unable to decide what they want.

I have already decided.

The cool air sends chills down my sweat-soaked spine, raising gooseflesh in anticipation of something that has not fully hit me yet. The back of my mind is still putting it together, spinning, measuring, cutting as I watch the girl, alone in this crowd just like me. She does not want to be here. She wants to be else: somewhere else, someone else. She seeks focus, calm amidst the storm, and finds it by staring at the coins in her tiny palm. She fails to notice me watching her, sees nothing at all but the coins, the coins, the coins she got from daddy.

She drops them when I take her.

• • •

“He’s not so tall,” was my first thought.

It seems odd to think that now, because back then everything seemed tall, surrounding. Even him, at first glance. But somehow I could tell it was an act, a lie. Beneath the trappings, the posturing, he was just average: average height, average build, a body built from more flight than fight. Average looks too, although I think I thought he was just a little bit handsome back then, even if he was clearly headed towards the low end of the spectrum as middle age dug its claws in. Gray hair hung like feathers in his face, peppered with bits of black where the dye didn’t wash out; it was the longest he’d ever worn it and the longest he ever would. His eyes were brown and warm that day, flecked with just enough green to pry the word “hazel” from witnesses’ lips. Intentional, as was everything: the scuffed black boots, the thrift store trench, the dirty baseball cap, even the months-old beard, scratchy and uncomfortable and completely atypical for him.

He wasn’t someone you would notice on the street, or on a subway, or in line for fast food. He was a nobody. And that, of course, is why he was what he was.

Some people claim we are in total control of our lives. They say we have the power to change our present and our future just by making a series of small choices from the menu of life, slowly building up the story of who we are, and who we wish to be.

Others say our lives are predetermined, that we’re simply living out a set of instructions like a character in a video game. Just a bunch of pixels pretending to have free will, controlled by a bit of code that determines everything: hunger, thirst, fear, and fury.

When I was eight years old, I was abducted from a fast food restaurant by a man who took me, in all likelihood, because of a small splotch of mayonnaise on his hamburger. And so I believe in neither free will nor predetermination.

I believe in condiments.

• • •

The conversation before me ends, another customer served, so I step forward to place my order. Described literally, it is as follows: a large box of greasy starch sticks steeped in sugar and salt; a sandwich containing four ounces of low-grade, rancid beef scraped out of a drain, seared for ninety seconds before being placed into an unnaturally soft sesame seed roll (plain, absolutely no mayo); and a small cup containing a tiny amount of sugar-free cola-flavored syrup, a large quantity of ice, and some fizzy water for good measure. Large fries, plain burger, small Diet Coke. Simple.

“You want the combo, then?” The countersheep speaks in a thick, indeterminate accent. I swallow hard, silently wishing he had chosen a different career path. “If you get the combo you can get a large drink for less—”

“The large is bigger than my bladder. No one should consume so much liquid at one sitting.”

“But it—”

“I do not want the combo.” Luck is being pressed here, instead of buttons.

“Okay …” He breaks off into mumbles, and before he can even think to ask me about dessert, I toss some cash on the counter. He seems confused that I have given him exact change, but eventually he hits the right buttons to make the drawer splat out, then turns to assemble my order.

I sneak a glance at the little barefoot girl, still in line. Her friends are off in a distant corner of the lobby, laughs mingling with piped-in hip-hop, a whitewash of spine-grating irritation. She looks so alone, yet not unhappy.

To his credit, and my honest surprise, the countersheep shoves a tray of food into my elbows, derailing my thoughts. Shocked by his efficiency, I wordlessly step aside to let the next person order but find no one behind me. My little white dove is two places back, and her friends are enjoying their ice cream. This is not a difficult decision.

I turn and stoop to her level, mentally daring the people in front of her to defy my wishes.

“Come over here,” I say. “This line is shorter.”

She looks startled, confused, but nods dully and steps up to the counter, eyes barely high enough to see over the top. She reaches up to drop a handful of coins, the last few sticking to her moist palm for a half-second before peeling away to join the rest.

My good deed for the decade done, I walk to the so-called self-service station, because they no longer see fit to give me napkins, straws, and condiments at the counter. I collect what I need, squirt some ketchup into a cup, and put it all on the tray, just so. But just as I turn to head for my usual corner booth, I get that feeling in my gut that something is not right, so I set the tray back down and unwrap my sandwich. And of course, of fucking course, it’s not plain at all. It’s wrong. It has pickles and cheese and onions and horrible, filthy mayonnaise all over it.

I spin, furious, and bring the tray back to the counter, only to discover to my chagrin that the barefoot girl is still there. The sheep looms over her from behind the counter, clearly being anything but helpful.

“No shoes, no service,” he says. And then he reaches out, puts his hand on the counter and—I cannot believe he actually does this—he pushes her coins off the edge. I am aghast at the pointless brutality of his action, and yet for some reason I’m unsurprised by it.

“Can I help you?” he asks, looking me in the eye as coolly as if the coin thing hadn’t just happened. And though they still dance underfoot, I too forget the coins for the moment. As they say, in the event of a loss of cabin pressure, you put your own oxygen mask on first.

“I cannot eat this,” I say, slamming the tray down. “It has mayo on it. I said no mayo.”

And at this point he should take it back, apologize, and make a new one. That’s how this works. Instead, he for some reason decides it’s not worth his time to play nice.

“Can’t you just scrip it off?” His accent seems thicker, and it takes me a moment to interpret. I don’t know how to respond. The suggestion I just scrape mayo off anything is appalling. But his dismissive tone is what pushes me towards the edge. What about “the customer is always right?” The doting sycophancy that was company policy for so long? Fuck, right now I’d settle for mere civility.

Deep breath. Hold it. Exhale.

“I can’t just scrape it off. I am allergic to eggs.”

“There’s no icks on our burgers.”

“No, but there is mayo,” I say, unfolding the burger to demonstrate. “Which contains eggs.”

“There’s no icks on there, dude.”

I’m frothing at this point.

“Eggs, you dumb fuck. Eggs. Not icks. Speak the fucking language. Any language. Just pick one. English, Spanish, fucking Esperanto. Just make sense, you piece of shit.”

“Would you like me to get the manager?” he asks.

People are beginning to watch. The grill cooks are staring out from under the heat lamp. About the only person who hasn’t noticed is the manager.

“No,” I say. “I simply need you to grasp this one simple fucking concept: I cannot eat eggs, and mayonnaise contains eggs. In fact, it’s nothing but eggs. Eggs and oil. And therefore it cannot be consumed by me.”

Something hits me in the shin. I look down to find the girl on hands and knees, picking up her scattered coins. She peers up at me and tries to smile. Tries.

“Sorry,” she says. Voice like rain, like feathers, a soft mumble. “I just wanted ice cream—”

“No,” interrupts the countersheep, who has no place in this moment. The rest of his flock back in the kitchen are egging him on, laughing. And he feeds off it, pushes his luck over the edge. “No shoes. No service. No ice crim and no icks. Now you both need to leave.”

The girl starts to cry. I look up and around, scanning the room to see if anyone cares. No. Not friends, not family, not strangers. No one.

Well, almost.

“Go,” the countersheep says. “Go or I will call the police.”

I cannot help but smile.

“Oh, please,” I say. “Please do.”

• • •

“Close your eyes,” he said.

A whisper, meant just for me.

The gun was for them.

• • •

My ears ring, my eyes tear, my nostrils burn, yet all my senses seem clear, never clearer, as I look back down at her, my smile genuine for once.

“Open your eyes,” I say. But she cannot hear me clearly, fists pressed against her ears, trying to rub away the noise. I kneel and take her chin in my free hand as she blinks tears down a face spattered in red. I retrieve a napkin from the floor, lick one of the cleaner corners, and gently wipe her cheek. Some of it comes off, but some things will never be clean again.

What am I doing? Run, I think. Always run. But I cannot leave her here. Not now. Standing, I reach down blindly, searching about until I finally connect with her hand, a sudden jolt as her fingers close around my thumb. Her hand is cold and wet and her hair smells like chlorine. I can nearly taste it, and forever after she will be that smell to me: clean and caustic. Deadly.

I try to pull her along, but she cannot or will not stand on her own, so I bend over and grab her up in one motion as we head for the door. She struggles and slips, the coins tumbling from her hands as she leans her head against my neck, surprisingly warm tears creasing my salty back.

And for a moment, a tiny one, all is right with a world full of wrong.

• • •

Hell, I thought. Either I was in it, or he was dragging me there. I cried, of course. I always cried easily, especially then. The more I rubbed my ears, the worse the ringing got, and the more I rubbed my eyes, the worse they hurt. I put my head against his shoulder and crammed my eyes closed tight as I could, thinking that maybe I would wake up and it would all be gone. Or maybe just me. But the steel wool of his beard, scouring my face away layer by layer, made sure I knew there was no hiding from this.

And then I slipped, and I was suddenly afraid of him leaving me behind there in that sudden mass grave. I grabbed for his shoulder with my free hand, the other still holding the last of my father’s coins. But I couldn’t hold both at once. I would have to let go of something.

So I let go.

I still dream about how the coins hit the floor behind us and began to dance in the blood, circles in circles. Heads I win, tails I lose.

To this day, I wonder which way that last coin fell.


I Scream, You Scream, We All Scream

09/08/2008

Twenty-four rounds, twelve injured, maybe nine dead. Or something like that; I neglected to take a head count on the way out the door, having been in something of a rush to get into the car and on the road. I am certain about the heroes who pulled their phones out and the little shits behind the counter. As for the others? I can get the numbers later on the news.

I never did like guns, in part because of the uncertainty. Is someone alive? Dead? Is the wound fatal or not? Too confusing. In all the chaos, I am impressed I remembered to save a few rounds: always one for myself, as there are worse things than death, and an extra for my guest, because there are worse things a little girl can encounter, too. I know some by name.

She is very quiet in the back seat, or so I assume. Right now she could be singing the national anthem and it would not get past the ringing in my ears—every time I do something like this, it gets a little worse, takes longer to go away. Another reason I hate guns: they’re loud. This is to say nothing of the mess they cause. People spatter a bit at close range, and my coat is filthy with blowback: blood and other bits I would rather not think about too much, including the sticky goo they pass off as a soft drink. Luckily, my little captive audience of one has avoided most of it, but there are things in her hair she does not need to see.

When we get home, first thing that happens is I get rid of the mess.

Assuming we make it home.

The key to any successful escape is focusing on where you are going and where your pursuers are coming from; everything else is mere distraction. The cat pounces, the bird flies away. There is no time for thought, just instinct. Just reflex. Fly home. If pursued, fly to a new home. Just fly.

Flying blind is unwise, so I turn my scanner on to listen for signs that police are in pursuit of a vehicle heading west on 66 at seventy miles per hour. They are not. In large part, this is because I know how to blend in. For starters, I am driving a common car; this month I have a Camry, of which there are over ten million on the road. Also, obeying the unwritten rules of the road goes a long way. Unwritten being the key—technically the speed limit is fifty-five miles per hour here, but at nearly nine at night, fifteen over the limit means barely keeping up with the flow of traffic.

I know the getaway was clean—I have been eating at that place every other day for a few weeks now, so I knew the layout, where to park, and so on. But really, my odds of escape have less to do with my own ability, and more to do with the ineptitude of others. The police are probably still outside the restaurant, positioning snipers and negotiating with a ghost. If the cameras were even recording, all they have is maybe ten or fifteen seconds that shows nothing useful. What I look like now, I never will again. All the bystanders outside saw as we fled was a white man in a baseball cap, carrying a child from danger. I will barely even register in short-term memory. Eyewitnesses? I shot two with phones and the rest ate the floor; anything they have to say is going to be mixed and contradictory. It always is.

“What did he look like?”

“Tall, but on the average side.”

“Hair?”

“Light black. Is that gray? Gray, maybe. I don’t know.”

“What color was his car?”

“Darkish.”

“What kind?”

“Average? Mid-size maybe?”

“Domestic or foreign?”

“Him, or the car?”

In the first few hours, they will try to track the phones I took, a chirping, 3G breadcrumb trail for them to follow with their IMSI catchers, but that would only be possible if I was stupid enough to not pop the batteries and destroy the SIMs. Over the next few days, they will scour the scene for forensic evidence, spent cartridges, and stray hairs. They will search their databases and find no match, because I do not exist there. Over the next few weeks, they will look for patterns, but I will not do what I just did ever again. I will not revisit the scene of the crime, no matter what. I am not in this for fame, or infamy. This is what I do. And so I will probably get away. As I have before. And, hopefully, will again.

Still, a healthy paranoia keeps me checking mirrors for flashing lights, which is how I notice her watching me in the rear view, jagged arcs down her cheeks, dark smears interrupting the current where her hands have tried to wipe it away. Everything is just gray on gray in the evening light, but every time a car passes there is a moment when everything is all lit up in red, like a warning. A vivid reminder that while they might not be looking for me, they will be looking for her. She is a liability. A ticking bomb full of baby teeth.

We exit at 234 and I migrate south. There is a long light at Lomond, and with two minutes of silence to fill I peek in the mirror. Words, words. Say something. To think this all started over …

“Ice cream,” I say, a bit too loudly. Her expression does not change. I try again, turning in my seat, halving the distance between our eyes. “You wanted ice cream. Right?”

I expect nothing, am shocked to get a nod and a sniffle. Something to work with.

It only takes a few minutes to get to the mall, where I begin looking for a dark spot, quickly finding one beside a van that looks like it has been in the same place for days. Safe bet it will still be there for another fifteen minutes. All I need.

I slip the car into park and turn off the engine. Consider. The ice cream kiosk is in the center of the mall and we are at one end. I am clean enough, sans trenchcoat, but the girl is not, and despite the fact there are likely more than a few teens in this mall whose makeup looks like bleeding, she would draw unwanted attention. I will have to leave her.

“Stay here,” I say. “Just lie down. I will be right back with your ice cream. What kind do you want?”

She declines to answer.

“You have to tell me what you want. Or no ice cream.” I jangle my keys. I generally dislike idle threats, but they work so well on children.

“Plain,” she says as the key hits the ignition.

“Plain? You mean vanilla? There are thirty flavors and you want vanilla?”

She nods. Briefly I consider arguing the point further, but instead I get out, lock the door, and head inside. She wants vanilla, she gets vanilla. Not that it matters anyway. When I get back, she will probably be gone. And that is probably for the best.

• • •

Why did I stay? I have no idea. Not even after all this time. I had every reason to run. He was a stranger, and strangers were bad. Not the kind my parents had warned me about, either, with a van full of candy and puppies. A murderer. How many had he killed? The man at the counter, a few others for sure. Maybe my sister’s friends. Maybe my sister. Maybe me, soon.

I should’ve run away, found a guard or a policeman or a mother. Anyone, really. Even another stranger. How could they have been any worse than him? Whoever I found, they could’ve saved me and arrested him and then I’d be safe.

But if he was going to kill me, why was he buying me ice cream?

Funny … you know, I think it was the ice cream. Blood, tears, noise, and despite all that, all I could think about was dessert.

I should’ve asked for sprinkles.

• • •

For a moment, when I return, I think she is gone; she is well hidden in the shadows. Only her reflection on the window betrays her. I am admittedly a bit shocked, but only just; I did, after all, buy two cones. I like to be prepared for any eventuality, including the unlikeliest.

Somehow I manage to fumble a key in the lock, open the door, and slide in without tipping the cones. She hardly reacts except to reach up and feebly take her ice cream from my hand. And now she has her vanilla, and I have my orange sherbet, which I can safely eat without dying since it is egg-free. The list of things I am unable to eat is almost as long as the list of people I have killed. Likely longer.

I turn on the light and watch her little pink tongue carve icy little troughs, trying to think of words. Sentences. Conversation. For a few minutes, there is nothing but licking and the little panting gasps between licks as we catch our breaths.

“Do you have a name?” I try.

She does not answer. This will not do.

“Listen,” I say. “I realize you are scared. I am a stranger. But we have to be able to talk. And seeing as I just bought you an ice cream, I think you owe me a little cooperation.”

She stops licking.

“Tell me your name,” I say.

Words half-emerge through a glob of vanilla ice cream.

“Swallow first. Talking with your mouth full is rude.”

“Christian,” she says at last, meekly. It comes out like a sigh, like a dying breath.

“Odd name for a girl,” I say, wondering if she is lying. No, why would she? Not yet, at least. “Are you? Or are your parents just American Psycho fans?”

Blank stare.

“Have you gone to church? Drank blood? Rubbed ashes on your forehead? Told a man in a closet that you felt guilty about being alive?”

A long pause. “No.”

“Good. Religion is best avoided. The world is bad enough without imagining some sky person made it that way on purpose. Now, what else? How old are you?”

“Eight,” she says.

“Good. And are you …” Conversation, not interrogation. “How about you ask me a question now. Go ahead. Ask me anything.”

She thinks for a long while, but I do not prompt.

“What’s your name?” she asks, eventually. Victory. Braver than I thought.

“I am nobody important. Nobody and everyman. Alpha and omega. I am the egg-allergic man. I am the walrus. Goo goo achoo.”

I mime a sneeze, make a face, and she smirks. “You’re crazy.”

“So they say.” They. They do, in fact.

“Did you go crazy from eating eggs?” she asks.

“No. Eating eggs would just make me very sick.”

“Would you die?”

I wonder for a moment if she is just curious, somehow worried, or plotting my demise. That would be a hell of a way to go.

“I might die. I have some medicine just in case, though.” I tap the glove compartment, but that is hardly the only place I keep it. I believe in redundancy.

“Any more questions? Other than those involving my death?”

She nods her head and begins to speak, but I quickly add, “Or my name.”

She frowns and gives a little shrug. I sigh.

“Look, names do not matter past hello, and we are well beyond that already.”

“Then why did you want to know my name?” she asks, licking her cone.

Ice cream has mingled with the blood on her cheeks. I do not point this out as it would certainly horrify her, and I do not wish to lose ground recently gained. I just devour the remainder of my sherbet, start the car, and pull out of our spot. I swing directly towards the street, cutting a wide swath across empty parking spaces, spreading a few puddles as we cross insignificant, impotent yellow lines. Thinking, hesitating, second-guessing myself.

When we reach the street, I stop to wait for a gap in the traffic. I peek into the mirror, and of course she is watching me. Waiting. I lower my eyes, close them, and decide.

“Edison North,” I say to the dashboard. “My name is Edison North.”

Then I pull into traffic and leave the past behind.

I open my eyes a few blocks later.


In Hot Water

09/08/2008

Most people are ignorant on purpose. They studiously avoid seeing things right under their noses: climate change, the beggar at the off-ramp, children being abused. This attitude is not without merit. Knowing about something is useless unless you can do something about it.

For example, take Man-Portable Air Defense Systems, shoulder-fired rockets that can travel at twice the speed of sound. Some call them the second greatest worry outside of suitcase nukes; the folks on TWA 800 would probably have ranked them higher. They are easily concealed and incredibly easy to operate—any moron can use one. And there are a lot of morons around.

As I type this, there are about a thousand unaccounted-for MANPADS loose in the world, according to my sources. Does knowing that fact do any good, if there is nothing anyone can do about it? Or would it be better to not know and thus not worry about it?

In keeping with this philosophy, my neighbors choose not to notice me, just as I choose not to notice that the woman next door sells pot, or that the guy upstairs beats his wife and kids. So nobody notices when I carry a small girl into my apartment. Or rather, they do, and then they tune it out and go back to licking their own asses. Humanity is a vestigial tail on the ass-end of the universe, wasteful and shitty. I live in the litter box.

This month, home is a two-bedroom shithole in a low-income complex thirty miles or so west of Washington, DC, in a town called Manassas where people are still fighting the War of Northern Aggression. Manassas is close enough to the capital for “work,” but far enough away that there are far fewer security and traffic cameras around. Being a tri-state area (if you count DC), there is a wide variety of license plates to steal. Escape routes are plentiful, too. I am nine hours from Canada, within ten of a few dozen major cities. There are three major airports and an extensive light rail system, not to mention plenty of coastline just a few hours away, and—in a pinch—the Appalachian Trail. I think things are safe for now, but the more options, the better.

My guest probably wants to run, but right now she is more focused on “fright” than “fight or flight.” I feel it in the way she clutches my shoulder on the walk from the nearby mini-mall where I parked. I see it in her eyes, reflected in my television the moment I lock the door. All those stories are circling in her head. Never talk to strangers. Never take candy from strangers. Never accept rides from strangers. And I am a stranger, and of course I am going to kill her.

But first, a shower.

I set the girl down, dump my trench on the back of the couch, and pull off my shirt and holster. The shirt goes atop a pile in the corner, the gun goes on top of the fridge—out of reach of a small child—the two confiscated phones go in the trash. Throughout, she remains rooted beside the door, eyes darting from the shotgun over the window, to the tangle of wires on the kitchen table, to the faint scars that crisscross my back and chest. I would be scared of me, too.

I take a few steps forward and settle on my haunches, bringing my eyes down to her level. She drops her gaze, but I catch her chin and force her face up.

“I am going to say this once, so listen,” I say. “I am not going to murder you. I did not go through all of this effort to drag a young girl thirty miles only to hide her body under the sofa. There are no bodies under there. You can look for yourself. See if you can find the remote. If you do, you can watch Nickelodeon. You watch that?”

She nods, more vigorously this time.

“Good. So, rules. There are three things I do not want you to do. I am not going to tell you what will happen if you disobey. I am just going to ask you not to. Understand?”

She nods again. She has the nodding down pat.

“First, do not leave the apartment. There is food in the fridge. There is television. There is nothing outside you need. There are dangerous people out there. I acknowledge the irony in this statement, but trust me, they are terrible. I live here because this is a bad neighborhood.

“Second, do not use the phone. Any phone. There are at least six of them. If they ring, you ignore them. No calls, no answers, no texting. You need entertainment, you watch television. Phones are for work only. Later, I will let you go online. You know what that means?”

No reaction. Perhaps she has no idea. Twenty-five percent of the country has not gone on the Internet once. This is why television gets tech wrong about as often as they get crime wrong. Probably she knows, though. I just have no interest in caring right now.

“The third thing is no noise. Outside, you will hear shouting, music, dogs—but I am quiet and my neighbors know that. If there is noise they will ask questions I do not want to answer. So, to recap: no outside, no phone, no noise. Understood?”

She nods.

“Good. I am going to take a shower. You are on your own.”

The apartment is smallish. It is exactly ten steps from the front door to the bathroom and my office, six more to the back of the main bedroom. Enough space for her to be alone if she needs to be, close enough where I can keep an eye and/or ear on her. For now it is important that we build trust. This is why I close the bathroom door behind me, leaving her alone. Well, half the reason. The other half is so I can be alone with my reflection. I have questions:

Why did you do it?

Why there?

Why her?

What does this accomplish?

What does she think about this?

There are no answers, not there before the mirror, and not under the hot water as I scrub myself clean for what seems an hour, wash everything down the drain, the water pinking and then clearing and pinking again as I open some old scabs. The blood reminds me that I need to don a new mask, so I grab the razor and get to work, nicking my face in the process and adding to the mess.

Hair dye? Red or brown? I might also leave it natural, cut it short, and let the gray show. Either or. The specifics are far less important than the fact that there is some sort of change.

Change. Lots is coming, and someone is going to send the hounds to flush her out. As soon as I finish what I came here to do, we are gone.

We?

The hard water hurts my eyes, stings like acid, but I shove my head under the spray anyway and dial myself a hotter temperature, the water tank groaning as I bleed it dry.

What the hell is wrong with you?

Why is she still here?

What the hell is wrong with her?

The hot water goes before answers come, so I clamber out and towel off. Through the door, I can hear the television, faintly. Good. That should keep her occupied while I write.

Some people keep diaries. Some have dream journals, madly scrawling images and words when they wake at three in the morning, looking for meaning in the chaos. Others piece their days together with yellow sticky notes, ideas and thoughts on the fridge. I have my chronicles.

I am not one of those psychopaths who writes down everything that happens to him, if indeed there are such people outside of Hollywood. My bookshelves are not filled with spiral notebooks full of literal psychobabble. I have a reliable laptop with Microsoft Word installed, and that is more than enough. I catalog the interesting bits, the stuff worth remembering, things out of the ordinary. Things that seem to matter at the time.

To who, I am really not sure. Me, I suppose. Perhaps a me I am yet unaware of, some future me I am not willing to acknowledge yet. A me who starts to forget and wants to remember.

I have not had much to write about lately. There is a limit to how interesting life can be, and even the best life has to offer is mostly mediocre. The earth is twenty-five thousand miles around, and in their lifetime, the average person walks about three times that amount. But they spend all of it walking to the bathroom, to and from the car, crawling into bed. Beer and sex, sports and sleep. Walking the dog. These things are all that most people want in life.

I want more, but I know better than to hope. Hope in one hand and defecate in the other, I know which one fills up first. I know firsthand. It was all too recently, with not much to do, not much to say, for stretches of time which—as I write this now—seem impossible to comprehend. Years. But now I find myself suddenly bothering with a little girl.

Why? All I am sure of right now is this: I suddenly have a lot more to write about.

• • •

Back then I didn’t know what it was he did every night, clacking away on his elderly laptop for hours and hours. Maybe I thought he was talking with someone online. And he was, sort of. Just not online. Everything he wrote, it was all just him. For him. With himself. And each night he’d peer into the depths of his soul, then drag himself out just before the abyss could look back. His chronicles kept him right on the brink, but I’m still not sure which way they were pushing. We never discussed them; I never even dared to knock on the door when he was typing.

He’d taken his time that night, leaving the TV to babysit me (a reality I was familiar with). His cable box only went into the low sixties before flipping around to the blue nothing of channel AUX, and that night there was nothing I wanted to watch anyway. All that seemed to be on were shows like Prison Break and CSI: Miami reruns, full of carjackings and kidnappings—far from reality TV but all too real to me. Very current events. I had fallen half-asleep as channels dripped by, listening to the white noise as dialog popped in and out, forming random sentences. Like a lullaby. When the bough breaks …

When he reached down and shook me, I woke right up, though, and barely managed to hold a scream in. Thoughts of escape must have run through my mind, but I knew it was too late; if there was to have been any getting away at all, it would have been earlier, in the car, alone. Why hadn’t I run? Stupid. Stupid girl.

When people talk about “fight or flight,” they always seem to leave out the third one, which is “frozen in terror.” Play dead. Lots of animals do it. Don’t move, and maybe they’ll get bored and go away. Problem is, that doesn’t work with people.

• • •

“Get up,” I say. “You need to get clean.” She is still dotted with blood, most of it in her hair, and I am not about to ruin my flannel sheets.

“Hey.” Still no answer. Fine, I decide. We can do this the hard way. I grab the ugliest blanket from the back of the couch and drape it over her, then—hesitating for a moment—reach underneath and pull her shorts down over her legs and feet. The next bit is especially awkward; were she wearing a shirt this would be easier for both of us, but as it is she has on just the swimsuit, so I close my eyes, reach quickly underneath and up to her shoulders, and fumble it off, sliding it down with the blanket and dumping the whole mess into an increasingly large pile of laundry that will require a setting somewhere between “heavy duty” and “crime scene.”

When I reach back to scoop her up, she unfreezes, whimpering as I carry her towards the bathroom, my eyes tracing cobwebs along the ceiling. Then I realize that if I want her clean I will have to see her, and that is not something I am ready to deal with right now. If ever.

I divert to the bedroom; I decide I can overlook a little blood on my pillows. I tuck her shivering and naked under the sheets and turn out the light, but even in the dark I can feel her eyes open as I make my way to the door. She expected the worst, possibly could have handled that, but has no idea how to react to this. I am not sure I do, either. I pause in the doorway and address the floor.

“I know you have heard stories about bad men who take little girls and do bad things. I am many things, but I am not that.”

She is silent; softly, barely breathing.

“I am going to sleep on the couch. This door locks from the inside. There is no key that I am aware of, so you are safe. Try to sleep. We have a lot to discuss in the morning.”

She says nothing, so I lock the door and pull it shut on the way out. For the briefest of moments, I consider saying “sweet dreams,” but she is not that naïve.

And I know better.


Breaking Fast

09/09/2008

Pizza. Breakfast of champions.

My guest wakes up halfway through my third slice, which means I am almost finished eating, possibly for the day. Breakfast is not just the most important meal of the day, it is occasionally my only meal. I never know when I might be spending a few hours in a crawlspace, so it is never wise to leave the house on an empty stomach, even if all I have to eat is three-day-old pizza. A dish best served cold, of course—after the second day, reheating pizza just makes it worse, so eating it straight from the fridge offers the minimum amount of suffering possible.

“Morning,” I say as she wanders into the room, dressed in one of my flannel shirts. She looks like she has been awake most of the night—I know for a fact she was up to use the bathroom, as I sleep lightly. I also know she slept at least some; she snores.

“Your clothes are in the wash,” I say. “Take a bath. Or a shower. Are you old enough?”

She nods.

“There are semi-clean towels and shampoo in the bathroom. Use conditioner. The water is hard and your hair will be like onion straws otherwise. By the time you get done your clothes will be dry, and we can talk.”

She nods again but just stands there.

“Go. Unfilth.” Only then does she turn and leave. I sincerely hope this is not how things are going to go or I may have to kill her after all.

I bite, chew thoughtfully as the water splashes into the tub, too hot, too cold, just right. Then that forever moment between faucet and showerhead, as water changes course and the pipes shudder in the walls, and then spray hits the curtain. Swallow.

Why is she here? I had thought about it all night long, dreamt about it, and still had no answer. She was an impulse buy, the candy in the checkout line, the magazine, the pack of cigarette lighters—two for ninety-nine cents, what a bargain. If you had never seen it, you would never miss it, but now that you have it, you have to put it somewhere. Perhaps in a kitchen drawer, behind the rubber bands and half-dead batteries. The et cetera of life.

The microwave trills, telling me her clothing is dry. There are no laundry hookups inside the apartment, so I spend an uneventful few minutes betwixt home and the Laundromat in the mini-mall, briefly checking on the car on the way back. It has not been stolen, although I do discover that some inconsiderate asshole has parked his goldfinch-yellow Camaro across two spots, one of them adjacent to mine. I slip underneath and use a pocket knife to cut through everything not made of metal or hard plastic. I will have to wash this shirt again, but it will be worth it even if I never see the outcome.

By the time I get back, she is out of the shower and into my robe, as well as the last slice of pizza. Apparently she is getting the hang of this situation better than I.

“Your clothes,” I say, dumping her things in a pile on the couch. As I cross the room towards her—too quickly, perhaps—I see the food catch in her throat, in that little V where my blue robe splits, but she chokes it down. I sit across from her, pour myself a glass of tepid water from a filterless Brita pitcher. With her there, I am more acutely aware of how messy my table is.

“Why are you here?” I ask. She is silent, so I add, “Why did I take you? Why are you here? First thing jumps in your head.”

It takes a while for a kernel to pop. Then: “Money?”

“Okay. Sure. How much are you worth?”

She stares into her lap, fingers rasping across the crust of pizza on her plate. She is acting her age, and I am losing patience with her.

“Listen, you are a bright girl. I am going to talk to you like an adult. If you do not understand something, you ask me. Else I will assume you are ignoring me, and I will get upset. Do you understand me?”

She nods.

“Say it.”

“Yes.”

“Okay, how much are you worth? A hundred? A thousand?” I grab a crumpled twenty dollar bill from the table and wave it. “Pick a number.”

“Twenty?”

“Wrong,” I say, flicking the bill onto the floor. “You are worthless. I am not interested in money, at present. But at least we know how little you value yourself. Try again.”

She scratches her leg with her foot, shrugs, opens her mouth, closes it.

“Sex?” I say. She blushes. “Do you know about that? Where babies come from?”

She nods, subtly.

“We already discussed that. While there is a distressingly large portion of the population that is evidently interested in small children, I am not among them. I do not do that.”

“What do you do?” she asks, unprompted. Progress.

“What do you mean by that? I eat, I drink.” I sip some water. “I want to impress upon you the need for detail. It will save your life. Now, ask again.”

A pause while she parses, then: “What is your job?”

“I am a serial mass murderer.” It is the closest term I can think of; I have no résumé. Domestic terrorist is too narrow in scope, and the point is not terror, per se. “I kill people. Lots at a time. I am sure you have watched shows where people get paid to kill other people. Hit men. Anyway, that is … kind of what I do. Sometimes on purpose, sometimes as a side effect.”

“Why?” she asks.

They wonder why children kill each other. This is why. They are not old enough to think anything is “wrong,” have not had time to “learn” that it is “bad.” In some states you cannot even be tried for murder if you are under eight. That murder is bad is a matter of opinion, and it is an opinion I do not share with society. Is it murder when a hawk eats a mouse? It is just as premeditated, just as purposeful.

“Why not?” I answer. “There are plenty of reasons. Some people are doing things that should be stopped. Some need to be moved out of the way. Some deserve it, frankly.”

“So you kill bad people?”

“I could not care less about good or bad. Too messy. I hate cleaning up messes.”

She glances around the filthy apartment, quite damningly.

“Yes, I know. This is … This is a … tool shed. Those are meant to be messy. I am like a gardener, and the garden is, I guess everything. Out there in the world.” As I speak, I arrange the detritus on my table into neat rows, thinking this will help her understand, at her age. There’s so much to work with: bottlecaps, potato chips, stray pepperoni. My table is filthy.

“Okay, so there are good and bad plants in a garden. Weeds are bad, right? There are also good bugs, like bees and worms, and bad ones. I take out the pests and the weeds so the garden can grow. I even prune the good plants, sometimes, to make the whole garden better. My job is not good, or bad, though—just necessary. And it sometimes gets messy.”

I wipe everything but the paper to the floor, then hold up my hands, stained with newsprint. I then proceed to point at various front page stories.

“Humans are animals. You know that, right? Biology? Filthy, messy animals. They make a mess whenever their zoo gets crowded. America, Iraq, Afghanistan. Africa. Israel. Georgia. It has always been this way. Do you know about the Crusades?”

She looks confused. I am going too fast. Need to take a step back. I stand up to get some water, and she flinches a bit as I brush past her, but not as much as before. She is like a wild bird in a box, gradually struggling less and less until finally you get it eating out of your hand.

Of course, the bird eventually dies either way. Best to not get attached.

“What grade are you in?” I ask. “First?”

“Third.”

“Third. Did you learn about the Crusades?”

She shakes her head.

“The Crusades were basically white people against brown people. One god against … I guess the same god. Same war being fought right now, over the same tiny rectangle of land. Jews, Christians, Muslims, Canaanites. Everyone claims their god promised it to them. So they have been killing each other for it ever since, well, ever. In the Middle Ages it was a specific set of wars, the Crusades, fought under the banner of your namesake. They even sent children, some younger than you. All killed or enslaved. You can imagine what they did to the girls your age. Boys, too. All in the name of a benevolent god. Good torturer, bad cop, this god.

“But it never stopped. The wars continue. And there is plenty of room for children in the ranks, too. The Moro Islamic Liberation Front runs ten-year-old girls through military training. The Ugandan Lord’s Resistance Army is a third children. Half the Afghani army is …”

I am losing her again. Ranting, rambling. Deep breath, pull it back. Wrap it up.

“The point is, imaginary gods and pointless causes have killed more people than I ever will. At least my causes are tangible, even if I happen to be the only one who believes them. My reasons. That brings us back to your question, which was …”

“Why?” Long pause, but shorter than before. Improvement.

“Why. Indeed. Let me tell you a story.” I close my eyes. The memory is vivid as ever. I can smell the exhaust. Burnt oil and asphalt.

“My car broke down one day while I was on a job. I was a bit more than twice your age. No one really had mobile phones then, so in ninety degree heat, I had to walk to a pay phone. You know what that is? Big glass box? Nearest one was several miles away, and when I got there of fu— of course the phone was out of order, like they all are now. I looked across the street, and there was another phone, but between me and it were six lanes of traffic, whizzing by.

“For a minute, I felt like a cog in … No, you have no idea what a cog is. I felt like … a tiny little worm inside of a big monster, a giant ugly bird. Stuck inside a big belly that just wanted to grind me up and liquefy me. I was nothing. And there was nothing I could do but stand there and get chewed up and digested and eventually turned into shit. Like everyone else.

“But then I reached out and I pushed the button to cross the street. And everything stopped. Traffic stopped. The monster stopped. The world stopped. Because of me.”

I jab at the table to emphasize the point, realize I am too close, staring into her eyes from just a few feet away, and so I sit back. I have not let myself get this deep into it in a long time—no use reciting doctrine to a mirror—and I have lacked an audience. Of course she cannot understand. She is a child.

“Traffic, religion, war, society, politics—all of it is alive. And anything that lives can be killed if you push the right buttons. Not just me, you. We might be trapped in its bowels, but it can be hurt from within. You can choke it as it swallows you, you can tear up its guts while it grinds away at you. And you can bite it in the ass on the way out. The beast has a mouth, but so do you and I.”

I grab the remainder of her pizza crust from the floor and stuff it in my mouth, expanding my cheeks and nearly choking myself. She smiles, and I note that although her mouth is still half-full of baby teeth, the permanent ones she has are clean, straight and strong. Perfectly suited to crushing, slashing, cutting. Designed for killing, as she might be. Not yet, of course. But some day, with some effort …

I’m willing to teach, I realize. But only time will tell if she is willing to learn.


I Live in This Hole

10/15/2008

The weeks fly past like stray bullets when one is on vacation, which I am. Have been for months, unless you count the lull before, which makes it years. The “incident” at the restaurant (inasmuch as I hesitate to use that word) was not work. It was …

I will just leave it at “was” and move on.

My vacation has not been entirely self-imposed. I get paid for what I do, and I am at the mercy of those who pay. I could “work” now if I wanted—and I have in the past—but that is a lot harder to arrange and the pay unpredictable. Some others use downtime to hone their skills: practice at the range, torture for fun and/or profit, serial kill. I sit tight and suffer through reruns, alternately bored out of my mind and cursed with ideas. Doubts, sometimes. More so recently.

Having a guest keeps me occupied, but things are strained. There have been some minor victories—she seems to be over the fear that I will try to kill her, and I am over the ridiculous worry that she will walk in on me in the bathroom—but nothing else of note.

We talk a lot, or at least I do, and I keep little from her, for it has been a long time since I had anyone who found me interesting enough to listen to. Her mind is a sponge, but the thing about sponges is you need to let them dry out once in a while or they begin to harbor unhealthy things. We both need a break. But there is nowhere to go, no need for either of us to leave the house other than my brief forays to the Laundromat. Thirty-some days, ninety-some meals, a dozen take-out menus, hours of games and television and movies. Everything can be delivered now, either by phone or courtesy of my upstairs neighbor’s poorly secured wifi. America is a wretched dystopia and I am glad the worst of it can be avoided, but even I have limits.
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