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Marisa had been dreaming of the stage since she was a little girl – her father would take her to rock shows so early on in her life that she would remember not even being able to stand taller than the stage itself. The bars they went to were always in different places, but the spirit of the places never really changed – loud, dark, and musty, with tacky neon lights, old lamps and the familiar smell of beer and stronger booze. 

They weren’t bad memories, though. The people were friendly, the waitresses were kind, and the music... God, the music was the best part, she used think to herself. It was a different band every time, but like the bars they played in, their spirit was rock, and their soul was fire. 

It might’ve been her father’s dream to see his daughter become a rockstar, but it was Marisa who took that life head on and walked its path. Now, decades later, her spirit was tired, and the fires were going out. She hardly dreamed anymore, and writing music became more than a chore – it became a burden.

Her voice was still a gift from heaven, without argument. The words, however... 

Marisa sat in her waiting room, staring herself down in the mirror with a shade of annoyance, and regret. It was a personal ritual, beginning with a shot of whiskey and ending with the realization that she was very quickly turning old. Too old. She tried taking the topic up with her husband, Ian – before it happened. He was aloof for a time, which worried Marisa, but it all made sense when he came out publicly and announced his mistress. Just like that, five years of an altogether happy marriage dissolved and faded away into nothingness. 

She’d been too much of a mess to get a divorce, and Ian didn’t even bother. Infidelity isn’t illegal, she supposed, so he didn’t care much. She did, although she couldn’t help but blame herself. That didn’t stop her from occasionally fantasizing about his dismemberment, but hey. We all have intrusive thoughts, she told herself. 

She took a last sip, and stood up. It was time to pack up. Her last gig for the night ended half an hour earlier, and the rest of the band already hit the road to head home. Well, “band”. The original five members of the Aggregutter – John, Eli, Beth, Mark and her – unofficially and slowly disbanded sometime after college, when the gigs started getting a bit more serious. Time and time again, some unknown newcomer would stick around for a few gigs, then get replaced – until only Marisa herself remained as the only original and constant member. It felt sad, like being the captain of an undead, sinking ship – and that for fifteen years. 

In those fifteen years, Marisa dove in and out of relationships – Ian proved to be a steady thing, but it seemed even those didn’t last around her. 

“Fuck,” Marisa cursed suddenly, looking down. She wandered out of the bar through the backdoor without paying the trip much mind, and landed her boots in a large puddle in the parking lot. “Great.”

I’m too old for this shit. I think I’ll quit.

“Hey, awesome job back there!” The voice was loud, innocent, and young. Marisa turned, an eyebrow lazily raised. Leaning on her battered Buick was a blonde in leather tights, her arms crossed over her jacket. The blonde grinned. 

“Huh, thanks,” Marisa said with a nod, smiling a bit. Well, all ain’t lost. 

“Mind if I ride with you? I’m a huge fan!” 

Marisa stopped in her tracks, a few feet from her ‘fan’ and car. “Uh, excuse me? No, I gotta get home.” 

“32 Howard Blvd, six miles east, right? I live in the same direction!” The girl pushed herself off the car with a grin and an over-exaggerated step, staring intently. “C’mooooon! I don’t-“

“How do you know where I live?” Marisa asked sharply, feeling dizzy. The booze definitely wasn’t a good idea in hindsight.

“Oh, I know aaaaall about you, Marisa. Like I said, I’m a huge fan!” The girl grinned, stretching a hand out. “I’m Patricia. And I’m here because I want to kill your husband for you.” 

Marisa took a step back, her breath short. “I-I- what the fuck did you just say?”

Patricia clasped her hands together and laughed, walking towards Marisa. “Ooooh poor thing, everyone knows Ian cheated on you. With some cheap skank, too.” 

“Listen, I don’t know what you’re on but, but you should seriously stay away from me. I’ll call the cops on you,” Marisa threatened. Who the hell is this bitch, Marisa thought, and for a second she considered yelling out. 

“You deserve so much better, sweetie. With your voice, oh my god, you should have the world. I love your edge, your fire. Ian’s just an asshole, he’s taking you down, he’s taking my Marisa down. I won’t let him! I’ll save your music, I’ll save you! BUT!” Patricia called out. Marisa pushed past her, lugging her suitcase to the Buick. 

“Look, stay away from me and my husband, I will call the cops on you-“ 

“I’ll kill him for you ONLY if you kill my moooom!” 

Marisa lunged out, and her fist caught something. The girl dropped back, shut up by the punch. 

She tore her Buick’s door open, threw her suitcase in and got behind the wheel, not bothering to strap in. She turned the ignition, stepped on the gas, and fumbled with the stick, high-pitched laughing and crying calling after her from behind. Half a moment later, she fumbled with her phone, debating on whether or not she should call the cops. She dialed. 

“911 what’s your emergency?”

“Y-yes hello? I was just approached by a young woman who said she would kill my husband. I’ve never seen her before, but she knew where I lived-“ 

“Ma’am, are you safe right now?” 

“Yes, I got my car and drove away, sh-she isn’t following me,” Marisa said as she looked back to see if anyone else was on the road. 

“Alright ma’am – what’s your name and address?”

“My name is Marisa McLaughlin, I live in 32 Howard Blvd, my husband is home.”

“Alright ma’am, I’ll see if I can contact an officer in the vicinity and have him check your home. Have you called your husband yet?” 

“No, not yet,” Marisa said as she turned a corner and sped across the street. They lived in a suburb close to the main road, and this late at night the road seemed to be empty save for alone car now and again. 

“Ma’am, the officer is on his way. Do you remember what the person looked like?”

“Th-thank you,” Marisa said. “She was about five foot three, five foot four, blond hair, dressed in leather tights and a jacket. She said her name was Patricia,”

“Thank you ma’am. Have a safe night.” The call ended. 

Her hands shook on the wheel once she put her phone away. She knew there was no way that that Patricia person would’ve made it to her house sooner than she did, but she wasn’t worried about that. It still made her feel safer, in a way. 

By the time she got there, a police cruiser was parked outside her porch. 

“Ian!” She ran straight up to the door, greeted by the sight of a large officer. 

“Ma’am,” said the officer. After a slight silence, he smiled and extended his right arm. “Officer Williams.” 

“Hi, I’m Marisa. I made the call.”

“Well, ma’am, everything seems to be in order here. You have yourself a good night, folks.” With that, Officer Williams stepped out the front door and made his way to his cruiser. A buzz and the muffled voice of another officer could be heard coming in through the radio. 

“What was that all about.” The question didn’t sound like one, but it was one all the same. Ian stood in the hall behind Marisa, as she started closing the door. In contrast to Marisa’s thick jet-black hair, Ian had a layer of thin, blond wisps, balding. He wore glasses and an apathetic look, and a terribly bland brown sweater. 

“What did the officer say?”

“He told me my wife called saying someone threatened to kill me,” Ian replied with a mixed tone of urgency, annoyance and confusion. “Is that true?”

Marisa nodded, her heart still beating faster than normal just remembering what Patricia told her. “She, she just jumped me in the parking lot tonight outside of Jimmy’s, told me she knows where we live, and said she’d kill you.”

“Wh-,” Ian began, now ever more confused. “You know what, I think it’s time. Past time. I’m packing up and leaving.” 

Marisa had time to raise her eyebrows and feel her voice die in her throat for a split second, unable to response, move, or breathe entirely. Oh, she remembered. Right. That happened. For a while, she forgot all about last month’s incident. For a while. Then she remembered that Ian isn’t who he was when they got together. 

An hour later, she was alone in the house. She sat down in the kitchen, to the left of the front door, and poured herself a glass of the first thing she found. She hoped it wasn’t window cleaner. 

A few hours later, the sun was up again. Assuming she did something similar to sleeping, Marisa groggily got up from the kitchen table to the sound of the phone ringing loudly – too loud for her tastes. She answered. 

And then she gagged. “Heeeeeey Marisaaa!” came the voice from the telephone, sweet and innocent, no older than 20. “How aaaare you? I got a little surprise for you! Say hello, Mr. Surprise!” 

“M-Marisa, honey?” said the second voice from the telephone. That’s when Marisa found her voice again. 

“Ian? Is that you?” 

“That suuuure waaas!” replied Patricia. “Now, listen to this!” 

A gunshot. Loud, appalling, brutal. It echoed on and on through the phone in Marisa’s head, ricocheting off the walls of her skull. 

She screamed at around the same time, and her scream drowned out Patricia’s laughter on the other side of the phone. When she stopped screaming, she dropped down on her knees. 

“I kept my part of the deal, Marisa! Now, if you don’t want me to kill you, you might just want to go and do your part, sweetie!” The voice was sweet as sin, but felt like poison. 

“My part,” Marisa repeated, numb still. 

“Mhmmm, time for mommy to die! I left you an envelope with a syringe in the back of your Buick, and gloves! There’s a piece of paper with her address and my number on it too, you have twelve hours from when I hang up to call the number from a payphone and tell me it’s done – or I’ll frame you, and you’ve got no way out. And trust me, I’ll know if you’re lyiiiiiiing,” Patricia said in a sweet, mischievous tone and a flourish of a giggle. Marisa thought she was just about ready to do away with sanity. 

The phone call was over. A continuous, depressing beep accompanied the severe sound of the gunshot.

Marisa blinked, returning to reality. Twelve hours, Patricia said. Twelve hours or I’ll be framed for Ian’s death. And it’ll be 100% believable. Why wouldn’t it be? She had motive, and no alibi. There was the call she made yesterday, but with all the alcohol she’s had lately, she’d have to plead insanity to not be framed as the clear murderer. 

Marisa’s head was spinning. She could try and call the cops, but would they believe her? If this Patricia knew so much, chances are she could spin Marisa into being a crazy, manipulative liar – it would be incredibly tough to talk her way out of that. She had no idea where Patricia was, if she actually shot Ian, or what to do...

Her mother... Why did Marisa have to do it? Couldn’t Patricia just do it herself? She didn’t seem to have much of a problem with that – why this? She didn’t have answers. And she wasn’t sure if Patricia did, either. If she’s just nuts... then this is even more fucked. Although minimal shades of fucked didn’t make things any better or worse. Her husband, as far as she knew, just died on the phone. And she had been tasked to kill an unknown woman, or be put in jail, and maybe even get killed as well.

Marisa never killed anyone. But fighting is another thing. Her first school fight was with Jenny Winters, resident high school bully. She received a bloodied nose and a broken rib from their tiff. There were a few bar fights since then, and Marisa has seen and used her fair share of broken table legs, aluminum baseball bats and even a broken glass bottle. Late night gigs sometimes meant things got rowdy, but it never happened while she was on-stage. 

But this was different. Marisa took a walk outside into the freezing morning air – the sky was grey and gloomy, and no later than six in the morning. Just as Patricia said, there was a brown envelope in the back of the Buick. Marisa opened the door tentatively, reaching for the envelope. She took it back inside and spilled its contents onto the kitchen table. 

Inside was a note, and a black case. Marisa opened the case – a pair of syringes, and a pair of black gloves. Marisa took the note, trembling. It read: ‘Dear Marisa – in the syringes you’ll find a fast-acting, undetectable poison that’ll kill my mother in two minutes. She’s in the ICU in St. Luke’s Hospital, Room 43. Just stick one dose through her IV tube, and you’re done. The other is in case you lose the first! Or have someone else to kill, as a bonus. Smoochy smooch! Love, Patricia.’

Marisa wanted nothing more than to crumple the note and pretend all this never happened, but that wasn’t a sensible option.

No, she would have to follow through a bit more, otherwise she’d have no hope of finding Patricia, and proof of Ian’s death. “Shit,” Marisa said, pulling herself together. Patricia might be watching her this very moment, somehow. She said she’d know if the... thing was done or not. 

Marisa started the car, hands trembling, but not for the same reason as the night before. The drive to the hospital was short – about ten minutes by car during morning rush hour. The streets were crowded with people headed to work, to school, to appointments and gyms – she wondered how many of them were headed out to kill someone. Probably not a lot. 

The hospital was extremely busy this morning, as well. No one seemed to notice her in her black denim and purple shirt, the band makeup on her face over-worn and smudged in places. That was good, she supposed. In her right hand, she desperately clutched the black case. 

“Ma’am?” asked a voice. Marisa turned to find the receptionist, a redhead, staring at her. “Can I help you?” 

“Y-Yes, I think you can. I’m looking for room 43.”

“43?” The receptionist looked at her questioningly, then went through a stack of papers. Marisa looked around, wondering why she was picked amidst a chaotic morning at the ICU. “Ah, yeah. Take two rights, and then down the hall. Burn victims.”

Marisa nodded, then took the receptionist’s directions. She had reached room 43 when a call came in on her cellphone. She picked it up, stuffing the black case in her pant pocket. “Yes?”

“Mrs. McLaughlin? This is Detective Sandor, we may have some horrible news for you. If possible, we’d like you to come down to the precinct, if you please.”

They found him. “I- uhm. Is everything alright?”

There was a silence. “It’s about your husband, ma’am. Could you please come down to the precinct? We’ll talk in person, yeah?”

That was no good, but Marisa couldn’t really say no. It would be too suspicious. “Alright, I’m coming.” 

The drive was long, since the precinct was on the other side of town – but Marisa took a cut through the traffic with an alley road passage. Detective Sandor and another suited man who looked about thirty years younger were waiting for her, with solemn expressions. Their looks made her worry. 

“I’m Detective Sandor,” said the older man. “This is Detective Paulinsky.” Paulinsky smiled politely, his hand clasped over his wrist. 

“We’re... sorry, but... your husband is dead.” 

“We found Ian McLaughlin in Greentown, by the dumpster. A hole blown into his head. We’d like you to come down to the morgue with us. Next of kin and everything.”

All Marisa could think of was her reaction – and when it was time to react, she froze. Her eyebrows furrowed, almost as though she didn’t believe the detectives – but in reality, she just didn’t know how she could lie. She knew Ian was dead. There was no going around that fact. But...

“Who did it?” she asked. 

They looked at each other. “We don’t know yet ma’am. But for now, if you don’t mind, we’ll have to take you in for questioning. Standard procedure, of course, we’d just like your cooperation.”

‘I’ll frame you,’ that bitch said. “Sure, of course,” noted Marisa, unsettled. 

The body was definitely Ian’s. The wound was above his forehead, as though he was bound to a chair when someone pointed the gun on him. Someone. I don’t even have her full name, Marisa thought sheepishly. She had my address, and personal number.

“Is this your husband?” Paulinsky asked. “Ian Michael McLaughlin?” 

“Yes.” The answer came abruptly, and without tears. Everyone knew Ian cheated on her – but her own chill in the moment surprised her. She looked on over her dead husband, and felt nothing as he lay there with bleached skin and a dark red hole a finger-wide where there was once skin and bone covering his brain. 

The police didn’t ask many questions afterwards. They asked her where she was, if she had been alone, if there had been a fight. She mentioned Patricia, which interested them – but they didn’t seem to think she might have killed him. Of course. I’m not credible now, am I. If she had killed him last night, then the emergency call about a strange woman who was never seen or listed by the police definitely sounds suspiciously like an attempt to cover one’s tracks. She groaned when she realized that – thankfully, they ignored it, or didn’t hear her. 

When the questioning ended, Detective Sandor nodded curtly and the pair thanked Marisa politely. They don’t think I’m innocent, she thought to herself, just counting herself lucky for not being arrested on the spot. 

“We’ll keep in touch, Mrs. McLaughlin,” Paulinsky called out as she left the precinct, and Marisa gave a small smile and walked off in a hurry. 

I can’t really head to the hospital now, can I? she wondered – then she felt the phone in her pocket. It wasn’t ringing or vibrating – but the outline of it against her jeans was enough for her to remember that she didn’t have much time. 

She stopped by a diner. Eating would be impossible, but she’d in the very least need a cup of coffee, she decided. The waitress was pretty, blonde... and familiar. “So, you saw the body?” she said with a sweet voice. Marisa, sat on the stool by the counter, turned extremely pale. 

“Y-you work here?” Marisa asked.

“Y’caught me, sweetie!” replied Patricia. She smiled softly, and poured Marisa a cup of coffee. “One cup o’ Joe for the lady! So, feeling any better now that he’s gone?”

Marisa blinked incredulously. “I was just questioned by the police-“ 

“I know that, dummy!” Patricia said with a dull laugh. Then, her smile died as quickly as it came. “Killed mommy yet?” 

Marisa frowned. What am I going to do? “N-no. Not... not yet,” she replied, hesitating with the last word. 

“Hmmm,” Patricia said, regarding her suspiciously. “Hmph. Maybe you need some motivation.”

“I don’t need any fucking motivation,” Marisa hissed. “The police already suspect me as it is. How are you going to fix that?” She thought she might’ve gotten her with that. If she really thinks this is an equal exchange, then maybe she’ll-

“I’ll turn myself in.” The words came from Patricia, and they came in a different, more serious and resolute tone. Patricia stood there, all in white, coffee in hand, and a determined look on her face. 

“Wait, what?” Marisa was confused. She’d turn herself in? 

Patricia frowned. Then, she sighed. “I can’t get to my mom to finish the job, sweetie, they’re watching for me so it’ll be too suspicious after I just barely managed to get myself from being locked up for burning her, and if I get caught for it then I’ll be put away for a long time. But if I get locked up for killing Ian in a plea of insanity, they’ll give me a reduced sentence and ‘treatment’,” Patricia said, giggling. 

Marisa was speechless. Patricia smiled again. 

“You’ll get off completely innocent! And my mom will die of ‘natural causes’.”

Marisa’s mouth felt incredibly dry in that moment, even after she took a sip of coffee. “O-okay,” Marisa said. “But why do you want her dead?”

Patricia rolled up her sleeve, showing Marisa a dozen scars over her forearm alone. “My back’s way worse,” Patricia said as Marisa’s eyes grew in size. “She’s crazy – crazier than me, if you believe it! She’d whip me, beat me, and cut me whenever I did something wrong – but I think eventually she just did it whenever she felt like it.”

“I-I’m so sorry,” Marisa said, still staring at the scars. There were burn marks, too. Razor blades, cigarettes, hot pokers – Patricia’s arm alone seemed to have seen it all. 

“I would’ve probably endured it,” Patricia said with a pout. “But she killed my baby. She didn’t want a grandchild, so when I told her I was pregnant, she beat me. And beat me. Until it was dead.”

If Marisa could’ve turned paler in the moment, she would’ve. 

“Aaaanyways, are you gonna do it?” Patricia asked, covering her arm up and pouring Marisa some more coffee. Marisa blinked, back to reality. The arm and the story completely caught her off guard – now, she wasn’t sure what to think.

“I... alright.” She had to do something. “But only if you promise to turn yourself in.” Marisa wasn’t sure if she could do it – even if Patricia’s mother really was psychotic, and even if all she had to do was stick a syringe into a tube. But she didn’t see any other way. Bringing Patricia in might help her make a case – but if she refused to confess until Marisa pulled off her end of the ‘bargain’ that was forced onto her, she’d be screwed. 

Marisa sighed, and got up, leaving a couple dollars on the counter for the coffee. Patricia stood up smiling, and left. Before Marisa was out of earshot, she heard Patricia say: “Keep your end up and I’ll keep mine up, sweetie!”

At that, Marisa drove back to the hospital. 

She found herself standing before the door to room 43 just an hour later, the black case still in her pocket. She opened the door, the sound of medical machinery droning out. Marisa entered, closing the door behind herself. 

Lying on the hospital bed was a frail body, indiscernible in age or gender. A pump was making its severe sucking sound, as it pushed air into the person. Marisa approached the bed, and the bandage-wrapped half-corpse that lay on it. 

Marisa approached the bed. Patricia’s mother seemed nearly dead already, if this was her – it was hard to tell. What looked like burns covered most of her skin – and her skin, in turn was covered in cloth. Under the blanket, her chest rose and fell almost mechanically to the tune of the life support machine by her side. Sticking out of her arm was a tube, connecting to the IV beside the bed. Cautiously, Marisa took the black case out of her pocket and opened it. She put her gloves on, took a syringe, and uncapped the needle. She took a deep breath.

She pulled the tube of the IV bag and slowly inserted the tip of
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