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The Night Shift

The freezer smelled like wedding cake and a dead pet. I opened it anyway.

I'd like to say I hesitated. That some remnant of decent human instinct flickered in my chest and whispered, Marlene, stop. Call the police. Walk away. But I didn't. I'd been working the night shift at Stow & Go Storage for eleven months, and the only thing eleven months of fluorescent lights and stale coffee had taught me was this: nothing interesting ever happens to women like me.

Women like me work the jobs no one wants. Women like me eat gas station burritos at 2 AM and call it dinner. Women like me watch influencer haul videos on our phones during slow hours and pretend we don't hate the girls on screen for being thin enough to deserve the camera's attention.

So when I saw the freezer—industrial grade, stainless steel, humming like a contented animal—I didn't hesitate. I opened it.

And I found her.

She was hanging from a meat hook. Not a skeleton. Not a mannequin. A body. A woman's body, fully intact, pale as communion bread, suspended by the meat hook through the back of her neck like a side of beef. She was naked. Her skin had the waxy sheen of something preserved but not dead. Her eyes were closed. Her mouth was slightly open, as if she'd fallen asleep mid-sentence.

I knew her face.

Everyone knew her face.

Kira Voss. Season seven of Love Island. Two point three million Instagram followers. Fitness app. Protein powder line. That smile that said I'm better than you and I know it but I'll pretend to be nice about it.

Except this wasn't Kira. Not exactly. This body was heavier than the Kira I'd watched on my phone an hour ago, scrolling through her latest "what I eat in a day" reel. This body was maybe forty pounds heavier. Softer at the edges. The thighs thicker. The belly rounder. The face—god, the face was Kira's but blown up, like someone had taken a photograph of her and inflated it with a bike pump.

I touched her arm.

The skin was cold. Cold like a bathroom floor at 3 AM. But underneath, deep underneath, there was warmth. A pulse. Not a heartbeat—something slower. Something that took its time.

I pulled my hand back.

The skin stuck to my fingers for half a second before releasing.

I looked around the storage unit. Unit 237. Ten by ten. Concrete floor. Chain-link ceiling with cobwebs in the corners. A single bare bulb hanging from a wire, casting everything in jaundice yellow. No windows. No cameras—I'd checked the security feeds before coming down here. The only other object in the unit was a laminated card taped to the freezer door.

I peeled it off. Read it twice.

"DECOMMISSIONED: 2024–2026. Please dispose via industrial shredder. DO NOT INCINERATE."

Decommissioned.

Like a phone. Like a car. Like a thing.

I looked back at the body. At the meat hook through her neck. At the way her toes pointed slightly inward, like a ballerina who'd forgotten the music had stopped.

I should have screamed. I should have run. I should have called the police, the FBI, one of those paranormal reality shows that would pay me five hundred dollars for the exclusive.

Instead, I sat down on the concrete floor. Cross-legged. Like a child at story time.

And I stared.

I stared at Kira Voss's discarded body for what felt like hours. The freezer hummed. The bulb flickered once, twice, then steadied. Somewhere above us, the interstate hummed its own song—trucks and tired commuters and people going home to people who loved them.

I thought about my apartment. Three hundred square feet above this very office. A mattress on the floor. A mini-fridge with month-old takeout. A mirror I'd covered with a sheet because I couldn't stand to look at myself anymore.

I thought about my body. Two hundred and eighty pounds of it. Stretch marks like river deltas. Knees that ached when I stood too long. A face that had never once been called pretty, not even by my mother, who'd stopped calling entirely after I'd gained the last fifty pounds.

I thought about Kira Voss. Two point three million people who watched her stretch. Who bought her protein powder. Who commented GOALS under every photo.

And then I thought: What if I didn't call anyone?

What if I just... kept her?

The thought arrived fully formed, like a gift I hadn't asked for but couldn't return. I sat with it for a long time. Turned it over in my hands. Examined its edges.

The freezer was still humming. The body was still hanging. The laminated card was still promising disposal instructions that no human being should ever have to read.

I stood up. My knees cracked. The sound echoed off the concrete walls like a gunshot in a cathedral.

I walked back to the freezer. I reached past the hanging body—her foot brushed my shoulder, cold and smooth—and I checked the back of the unit. There was more. Of course there was more. Not just one body. Not just one Kira.

There were racks. Industrial shelving, the kind you'd find in a restaurant walk-in. And on those racks, wrapped in plastic like dry cleaning, were others.

Different sizes. Different shapes. Different years.

I counted eight more bodies before I stopped.

Each one had a label. Dates. DECOM 2018 read one, wrapped around a thinner body, college-aged, desperate. DECOM 2021 read another, softer, sadder. DECOM 2023 sat in the middle—abs you could grate cheese on, thighs that didn't touch, a face that looked like it had forgotten how to smile.

They were all Kira.

All of them.

I closed the freezer door. The latch clicked with a sound like a seatbelt fastening.

I walked back to the office. My office. The glass booth with the security monitors and the broken swivel chair and the coffee maker that hadn't been cleaned since the Clinton administration.

I sat down. I opened my phone. I went to Kira Voss's Instagram.

Her most recent post was from six hours ago. A mirror selfie. Gym lighting. Crop top. The caption: "New year, new me. Who's coming with me?"

One point two million likes.

I looked at the photo. At her flat stomach. At her defined jaw. At her eyes, which looked empty in a way I hadn't noticed before.

I looked at my own reflection in the black glass of the security monitor. Round face. Double chin. A woman no one had ever looked at twice.

I thought about the freezer. About the bodies. About the way the skin had stuck to my fingers.

And I smiled.

It was not a nice smile.
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The First Skin

I didn't call the police.

I finished my shift. I clocked out at 6 AM. I walked upstairs to my apartment—three hundred square feet of defeat—and I sat on my mattress, and I thought about what I'd seen.

The rational part of my brain, the part that had somehow survived eleven months of night shifts and gas station burritos and a mother who'd said, "You'd be so pretty if you just tried", that part was screaming. Call someone. Tell someone. This is insane. This is impossible. This is a crime scene.

But the other part. The louder part. The part that had been starving for years—not for food, but for something—that part was already making plans.

I went back to the storage unit at 9 PM. Before my shift started. The sun had set an hour ago. The parking lot was empty. The security cameras were on a loop I'd programmed myself—a trick I'd learned from a true crime podcast. Thirty seconds of dead air, repeated.

I unlocked Unit 237. I opened the freezer.

The bodies were still there. Of course they were still there. Where would they go?

I stood in front of the rack of wrapped bodies. DECOM 2018. DECOM 2019. DECOM 2020. DECOM 2021. DECOM 2022. DECOM 2023. And then the one on the hook. The freshest. The heaviest. The one labelled 2024–2026.

I didn't want the fresh one. Too new. Too recognizable. Too Kira.

I wanted the oldest one I could find.

DECOM 2018.

I unwrapped her. The plastic peeled away with a sound like a Band-Aid on a hairy arm. She was smaller than the others. Light. Probably one hundred and thirty pounds at most. Her face was younger—sharp cheekbones, hungry eyes even in death, a nose that had been broken once and set badly.

She had a zipper.

I almost missed it at first. A thin line, barely visible, running from the base of her skull down her spine to the small of her back. A zipper. Like a wetsuit. Like a costume.

I touched it. The metal was warm. Warmer than it should have been.

I looked around the storage unit. At the bare bulb. At the concrete floor. At the security camera I'd looped.

Then I took her.

I carried her out of the unit like a bride over a threshold. She was lighter than I expected. Hollow. The skin was warm against my arms, almost affectionate. I locked the unit behind me. I walked through the empty parking lot. I climbed the stairs to my apartment.

No one saw me. No one ever saw me.

Inside my apartment, I laid her on my mattress. On the sheets I hadn't washed in a month. On the side I didn't sleep on, because my side had a dip in the middle shaped like my body.

I stood over her.

She looked peaceful. Younger than Kira looked now. Less hard. Like a girl who'd dropped out of college to chase a dream and hadn't yet learned that dreams ate you alive.

I unzipped her.

The zipper went down her spine with a sound like tearing silk. The skin parted. Inside was dark. Dark and warm and smelling—like honey, like rain, like something I couldn't name.

I looked at my own body. At the rolls of fat. At the stretch marks. At the body I'd hated since I was twelve years old, when a boy in gym class had called me a whale and everyone had laughed.

I stepped inside.

The first thing I felt was cold. Not the cold of a freezer—the cold of absence. Like stepping into a room where all the heat had been sucked out.

Then the cold stopped.

Then I was warm. Warmer than I'd ever been. Warm like a bath. Warm like a blanket. Warm like the first time someone says your name and means it.

The skin closed around me. The zipper pulled itself up—I didn't touch it. I didn't have to. The skin wanted me inside.

I stood up.

My body felt different. Lighter. Tighter. My center of gravity had shifted—I was smaller now, narrower, built like a woman who'd never had to worry about fitting into a booth at a diner.

I walked to the mirror. The one I'd covered with a sheet.

I pulled the sheet off.

I screamed.

But it wasn't a scared scream. It wasn't a horrified scream.

It was a scream of joy.

The woman in the mirror was not
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