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Chapter 1

Rachel sat back in her chair, looking at the hotline’s switchboard. She liked the slow nights. But sometimes it felt more like the quiet before the storm—a silence she couldn’t quite trust.

Her grandmother had always told her that bad things came in threes, and usually, alongside a full moon; suicidal ideation seemed to function the same way. Of course, she knew that her superstitions were silly and unfounded. But sometimes grandma’s sayings had a way of making their way into her reality. 

A button on the switchboard lit up. So, it begins, she thought. 

“This is Halifax Suicide Prevention Hotline,” Rachel began her canned spiel. “My name is Rachel. How are you doing tonight?” 

A raspy voice breath hard on the other end. It sounded like a wounded dog. For a moment, Rachel felt her heart skip up another notch. Then she forced herself to be professional.

“I can hear your breathing and it sounds to me like you’re crying,” Rachel finally said softly. Her training as a mental health therapist allowed her to consciously add a gentle quality to her voice, which seemed to help people open up. 

While she genuinely cared about each caller, she was also beginning to suffer from what those in her industry referred to as compassion fatigue. In plain terms, the constant emotional demands of her job were starting to make her short-tempered, and well...an asshole.

Irrationally, a part of her wanted to yell at the caller. 

She chalked the voice up to an idiot kid pulling a prank; that happened sometimes. People who really needed help couldn’t get through when jokesters were occupying slots on the switchboard.

The breathing on the other end began to quicken. 

Fucking idiot. 

” Are you crying because there’s something difficult going on that maybe you want to talk to me about?” 

More breathing. 

“Does it help you to know that there’s a listener right here on the line right now with you who really cares about what you’re going through?” 

Now silence. Screaming would have made more sense. At least that would make her witness to some kind of catharsis. 

Then the breathing began again. 

More rhythmic now. Rachel began to think the guy could be masturbating. 

Ewwww...

Subconsciously, she drew her skirt in and tucked it tightly beneath her thighs.

“Is there anything you want to use our time to talk about?” 

Anxiety began to take hold. Rachel began to give the caller the benefit of the doubt. 

“Honey, do you want to tell me your name?” Rachel asked again.

“I...I...” 

The voice sounded like a woman. Then she heard a shuffling of feet, as if a struggle ensued. 

Then the line went died. 

Rachel’s heart lurched into her throat and her palms began to sweat. She stood up and looked around the call center. Nothing doing on an otherwise quiet night. 

She flagged the incoming phone number and alerted the police, but no more could be done. If the cops could push paperwork through in order to triangulate the location of the caller, they would take it further, but that would be up to a judge. Rachel could do nothing more. 

There were a few more calls that evening, a gay teenager contemplating suicide rather than coming out to his religious parents, a woman in her sixties who felt useless after the death of her husband of thirty-two years, and an older gentleman who’d just been diagnosed with stage 4 lung cancer who was afraid of suffocating to death and wanted to take matters into his own hands. These were average people who were simply overwhelmed by circumstances. Sometimes, Rachel felt useful, but often she felt as though she couldn’t offer these people any real help. After all, she didn’t have super-powers and couldn’t cure diseases or bring back dead loved ones. She could only give folks a few minutes of comfort, just a tiny snippet of love for a few minutes—a safe place to talk and be heard. 

Many of the callers weren’t sure they wanted any more of what life had to offer and it was Rachel’s job to try and convince them to think about things differently, at the very least. She was there to convince them to give their intense pain the opportunity to dissipate. After all, suicide was a permanent solution to problems that were almost always temporary. 

Every single night, she tried to convince people that if they could just hold on a little longer, the winds would change, and their circumstances would inevitably go back down into the realm of the tolerable. Yet, a part of her felt as though she was selling snake oil. For many of these people, life wouldn’t get better at all.

Another part of her job was to recommend services and give referrals. She had a thick book of contact numbers for shelters and various mental health clinics around the state. If the person was actively suicidal, she’d often recommend the ER. 

That said, most of the callers were just looking for a nonjudgmental listener, but there were a few who wanted other things. One of the hardest types of calls to deal with was when people were seeking a witness to their suicide. In her years with the suicide hotline, Rachel had been witness to three of those. 

In one, a man lay down across train tracks with his cell phone pressed to his ear, crying. She could hear the train approaching and she begged him to get up, while she activated the call locator button on the switchboard, as one of her colleagues alerted the police. It was of no use. She heard the terrible screech of the train’s breaks through her headpiece and the man’s screams as his bottom torso was severed from the top half of his body. 

That area of the train tracks had been covered by CCTV, and a hacker had lifted the video of the man’s death and placed it on the Internet, accompanied by all kinds of creative memes. Rachel’s morbid curiosity forced her to watch the incident over and over again in some sort of disassociated fog until her supervisor had intervened and forced her to take a couple of weeks off. 

“Post-traumatic stress disorder is common in our line of work,” her boss had reminded her. “The first line of defense is always self-care. Take some time off.”

Her husband Stephen, also took that time off from work in solidarity but mostly spent the week furiously bleaching every surface within their small home. 

Rachel felt relaxed after a one-hour massage or a trip to the spa. For Stephen, bleaching surfaces produced the same effect. 

She watched him, naked—down on his hands and knees, wearing only a pair of yellow gloves that went up to his elbows, grinding bleach into the floor with an old toothbrush. His face was cherub-like and he appeared to be in a state of bliss. The way the sunlight filtered in through the overhead window, bathing his blonde hair in the yellow light made him look almost holy. Stephen, the patron saint of Clorox.

Rachel loved Stephen but was also admittedly ashamed of him. When she introduced him to her colleagues they almost always jokingly asked if Stephen had been a former patient. 

In truth, they’d met during Grad weekend at Big Bear Resort. The ski lift had broken and Stephen had been too afraid to ski down the mountain alone, so Rachel—always the do-gooder—walked down with him. 

At the bottom, he’d offered to repay her with a cup of hot cocoa. They’d head up to their respective rooms, change clothes, and meet downstairs in one hour.  She’d accepted. 

After that, there were long nights of love-making in the hot-tub and many primal, animalistic encounters, but somehow, along the way, all of that just died.

Stephen had become someone else entirely. Someone she couldn’t save, like the people on the other end of their suicide call. 

Chapter 2

Rachel looked at the switchboard as one of her co-workers gave her a thumbs-up from across the room. She flashed a thumbs-up back. It was their signal for when a person had been successfully talked out of ending their life. Cheezy, but it boosted morale.

Rachel looked up at the clock—just five minutes left of her shift. The light on her switchboard flashed. She picked up the phone. 

“How are you tonight? My name is Rachel, what can I help you with?” 

“I’ve never called one of these things before,” a man’s voice replied before clearing his throat. 

“Well, I can assure you that there’s no right and no wrong here. Just tell me what’s on your mind.”

“I’ve been thinking about that...exactly that. I just finished reading that Comey book—you know, that FBI guy? I’ve been thinking about something he said in it about how most of our lives are about our subjective experience of what we deem as the truth, but that within that there are objective and totally verifiable things too.”

“Would you like to share your name? I think it might help me feel more connected to your experience if I know what to call you,” Rachel answered.

“Look, can’t you deviate from your fucking script for just five minutes and actually be real with me here? God, just hearing your voice is making me so emotional. My problems are existential. We live in a sick society and rather than trying to fix this place, we’re expected to adjust...to merge with the disease.” 

Rachel actually agreed with him, but his delivery was off-putting to her. What did he need to yell at her for?

She wanted to tell him that before joining the hotline, she’d worked as a social worker and that was no walk in the park. Abusive parents often got off on technicalities. Even worse, kids were frequently plucked from bad homes and placed into the system where they were shuffled around to every sort of living situation imaginable: from bad to worse. The system was broken, at best. She wanted to spill all of that on the man, to fire back at him.

“I’m curious about what part of our society you feel needs to be fixed the most?” Rachel asked. 

“My brother’s wife died because we couldn’t afford her cancer treatment. That last month, they renovated an old bus and set off for Alberta, Canada. They parked and slept overnight in national parks and all kinds of things. She died in his arms looking up at the Northern Lights.” 

Rachel listened as the man paused. 

“I lost my wife too...to a different kind of cancer,” he said finally. 

“It sounds like that would be both a beautiful and difficult memory to hold.”

“No,” the male voice grumbled. “The part that’s the most difficult to tolerate is how we’ve stopped giving each other hope—as a species, we’ve forgotten how to love. Lack of compassion is what took my wife, ultimately.”

Rachel looked up at the clock, now strangely wanting the call to go on. 

“So, what is it that I can do for you?” she asked, almost in a hushed voice this time. 

“I don’t know,” the man said. “My wife was a therapist and she said that therapy is supposedly built upon the idea of the benevolent stranger. Can you love a person you’ve never met? Can you be that benevolent stranger for me?” 

Rachel felt a lump forming in her throat. She wanted to say something but found that her thoughts were scattered and out of order.

Without even knowing it, Rachel was pulling at her bra strap. One of her knees was crossed over the other and she felt the heat rising within her core. Something about his voice felt both unsettling and familiar. She desired him...desired to know him.

“I can’t make any promises,” she said with a slight smile. “The only thing I can try and do is to be here for you right now, at this moment.”

“Will you give me a hug?” 

“Sure,” Rachel said, “Close your eyes. You can feel my arms around you and the warmth of my body. You know that the world is all messed up, but right here and right now, you’re safe in my arms.”

The line went dead. 

Chapter 3

Why did he hang up? The question plagued her. Had she unintentionally said something offensive? Had he just gone to jack-off? What made him flee? She was starting to feel self-conscious.

The drive home felt as though it had taken longer than usual, but somehow, she was able to let all her worries drop from her mind when she pulled off the freeway exit closest to her home.

When she reached her house, Stephen was sitting on the front porch waiting for her. He looked a little bit like James Dean, but without all the coolness. 

“There’s supposed to be a meteor shower tonight,” Stephen said, wrapping her into a warm hug. He was wearing large plastic bags over his bare feet, and Rachel winced when she noticed. Stephen sniffed the collar of her blouse. “I think you’ve probably picked up a little bacteria, babe,” she said with a wink.

“That happens when you’re out in the world,” fired back. 

Stephen tried to get back on her good side. 

“I figured we could set up a few sleeping bags out from and really enjoy it if you catch my drift.” He chuckled and then kissed her neck. “Let me change out of my work clothes,” Rachel responded. 

She watched as Stephen went into the closet, rummaged around for the vacuum and then began starting his obsessive cleaning compulsion again. He zoomed everywhere with the vacuum, the bedroom, the living room and even the kitchen

Inside, she felt a mix of love and loathing. He was kind and sweet, but why did he have to be so weird, so broken, so much like a damned patient? Or maybe she was being unfair. Maybe imperfections were the norm. Maybe she shouldn’t fault Stephen for just being himself in his own home. Still, he annoyed her.

She kicked her heels off and slowly crept up the carpeted stairs. 

When she reached the full-length mirror in the bathroom, she stripped slowly, watching herself. She thought of the male caller she’d encountered earlier in the day. What if he was right? What if there were no real rights and wrongs? Then, the only thing left of value would be unbridled pleasure. 

What brings you pleasure, she imagined the caller’s voice asking. You bring me pleasure, she answered speaking aloud to her fantasy.

Slowly, she pulled her shirt up over her head and let her skirt drop slowly from her hips. The caller wanted her to love him—to really love him. Where could the wrong in that be? Rachel knew better than anyone that the way to a man’s heart was through his cock. Love always started in the bedroom, with pounding and moaning and sweating. Love was carnal.

Yet, she knew the dangers. Rachel had sat through countless seminars on therapist conduct and ethics in practice. Her fantasies about a patient were supposed to inform the therapy—not take over. Fantasy was information to be used and processed. Hedonism was wrong.

Still, Rachel couldn’t help but notice the softness of her skin beneath her fingertips. With Stephen, she was going to waste.

She yearned to be wanted. She hungered to be desired, to be taken and wanted like the beautiful woman she was—a kind of unbridled desire that Steve wasn’t even capable of.

She pushed the caller from her mind as best as she could and stepped into the shower, cupping her full breasts. For a few moments, she tugged at her nipples. When she could take it no longer, slowly her fingertips made their way down to her womanhood.

Chapter 4

An hour later, Rachel and Stephen were laying together on the back porch looking up at the stars. Steve’s face was slathered in bug repellant, but he was still kissable. He moved down and kissed her collarbone sweetly. A thought occurred to Rachel then...their backyard was remote, but what if someone was watching them from down within the darkness of the woods at the foot of the yard. She couldn’t shake the feeling. At first, it terrified her, and then she felt more alive than ever. 

“Kiss me harder,” she said to her husband, who was more or less sucking at the base of her neck. She could feel his hardness pressed against her opening. She dripped with want. 

Rachel rolled over, with her rear-end high in the air. “Spank me,” she demanded. 

At first, Steve was confused. “You want me to hit you?” “Yes, do it!” Rachel moaned, chuckling a little. He smacked her gently and she reeled with pleasure. “Again!” She said. She moaned when his hand made contact with her soft flesh. 

“Honey, you’re dripping...” Steve said. He touched her and pulled his fingers away glistening. At that moment, he could resist no longer—germs be damned. 

“No condom?” Rachel asked. “I’m going all in.”

Steve pulled out his rod and rammed every inch into her tight pussy, shivering and groaning as he plunged in and withdrew over and over again. She was so tight he felt as though he might go insane. He wanted to cum, but didn’t want it to end—couldn’t let it end. 

“Maureen!” Stephen screamed, as he came.

Inwardly, Rachel winced. She hated the way he sometimes called her Maureen in the heat of passion. It weirded her out.

For her part, Rachel squeezed him tightly as he plunged into her—yet her eyes remained fixated on the nearby woods.

“What gotten into you?” Rachel’s co-worker, Mina asked the next morning. “Finally get a little bonding time with your hubby?” Mina winked. Rachel chuckled, “something like that,” she smiled.

“Some flowers came for you. We put em in the break-room. They were ruining the whole ‘suicide hotline vibe.’” Mina giggled. 

Rachel sat down at her desk. For a moment, she eyed a photograph of her husband, and then inexplicably put the picture face-down. While it had been Steve’s body inside her own, her mind had been somewhere, with someone wicked. 

For as much as she didn’t want to admit it to herself, she hoped that he would call again. She needed to hear that gruff voice, the musings of that sexy mind. He was such a departure from the bore that Stephen represented: bleach boy. Here was someone she could really roll around in the dirt with. 

Rachel sat and waited for her call light to come on. When it did, she almost jumped out of her chair. 

“I’m feeling suicidal,” a woman’s voice said. The voice was young and sounded desperate. Rachel felt an instant wave of disappointment.

“Okay, I’m hearing you say that you feel like you want to kill yourself. Can you tell me a little bit more about what’s going on for you?” Rachel said, in the softest most understanding tone that she could muster. 

“My boyfriend!” The voice on the phone screamed. “Did he cheat on you or lie to you?” Rachel asked, focusing hard. The voice began to laugh. “No, bitch. I killed him.” The voice said: then there was a pause. 

“I’m done with all the bullshit you’re selling.” The voice said, with more malice this time. “Can you help me to try and understand?” Rachel asked, confused.

“I called you three months ago and I said I wanted to die and you talked me out of it.” The female voice whispered. “So, I stayed alive, with my shitty boyfriend because I didn’t have anywhere else to go and now I’m pregnant—but guess what? I’m getting an abortion...right...now.” 

A loud gunshot reverberated through the phone receiver like a blast of thunder, so terrifying that all Rachel could manage to do was to rip off her headset, lean back in her chair and scream from both terror and agony. 

Chapter 5

“So, you haven’t gotten any calls that were out of the ordinary before this?” A male office named Tony asked her. He tapped his note-pad. “Don’t worry. The DA will probably pull the tape from this woman’s prior call and put in in the file.” He seemed overconfident.

“Is there anything else I should do?” Rachel asked. “Just call us if anything else comes to mind.”

The police had taken approximately forty-five minutes to find the victims. 

The young woman had brought her life to a tragic end in the back of a pawn shop. Yet, her child was still alive within her stomach. 

Emergency personnel acted quickly but there was little that could be done. 

Rachel received the news calmly, feeling detached from the whole situation. The feeling was like being in a dream. It was the kind of dream she knew wasn’t real and yet was unable to wake herself up from. Only it wasn’t a dream, and there was no waking up. 

A mother and child were dead, and she to blame. 

Sure, her profession would say that you can’t save everyone and that Rachel had done nothing wrong. She knew these things. Rachel rationally understood that she hadn’t physically pulled that trigger. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t responsible. Her thoughts of her male caller faded into the background of an emerging depression.

For days she walked around in a haze, replaying the conversation over in her mind. Had there been anything she could have done differently? 

A week after the incident when she was finally allowed to go back to work, Rachel had no more answers than she’d had on the night of the incident. A woman was dead, an unborn child was dead, and she had been the stranger at the other end of the line. Uninvolved, unsuccessful, and ultimately, unable to save them.

Rachel took the calls all through her shift feeling disengaged and speaking off of rote memory more than any actual concern for what was being said. Until of course the man with the gruff voice found its way back to her. 

“Well, hello again. You’ve been gone a while. I’ve had no one to talk to about life’s ugly messes.” He said. 

Whether from shock, PTSD, or some inner demon that had yet to be flushed out, Rachel felt herself getting wet. Something about the quality and tone of the man’s voice touched some deep part of her and she was helpless against it. She was helpless against him.

“I’m sorry, I was out of the office for a while, but I’m back now. What can I help you with tonight? How are you feeling?” She waited on the edge of her seat for his response, for his deep gravelly voice. 

“I’m glad you picked up tonight, I’m feeling very alone. It’s strange to wake up alone every night when you’ve been with someone for so long.” He said.

Rachel crossed her legs trying to hold herself together. 

“How long were you and your wife together?” She asked softly. “Too long on some days, and not long enough on others,” was the man’s cryptic response. It was also a response she understood well. Sometimes being married to Steve was the greatest feeling in the world, and other times she felt like she would happily crawl out of her own skin across a bed of broken glass shards just to be away from him.

“Are you married?” the man asked.” Rachel knew she shouldn’t answer, it was against protocol to give out personal information about yourself, but she answered anyway. 

“Yes. I am.” She said, hardly recognizing her own voice. Somehow, she sounded like a teenager.

“Are you happy?” He asked.

Rachel didn’t answer right away and she knew that he was waiting for her. How could she answer though? 

“What is happiness?” she finally said through the line and his gruff laughter on the other end nearly made her cum.

“Well, if you’re not happy, does he at least satisfy?” Rachel felt herself blush and pulled herself back into the moment. “I’m sorry, this isn’t appropriate. If you feel you need someone to talk to you I can recommend a couple of great locations.” The line clicked and Rachel put her head in her hands feeling light and dizzy. 

“I’m taking five.” She announced to the operator and switched off her button so that her calls would be directed to the other workers. 

Rachel hurried to the disabled restroom in the back office that no one ever used and closed the door, making sure it was locked. She slid her skirt up and pulled her fingers down to touch the wetness of her throbbing pussy. 

A part of her wanted to feel ashamed of what she was doing, but the other part felt the need like she had never felt it before. There was no amount of wanting to stop that could have prevented what she was doing. Her fingers thrust in and out pulling more and more wetness with each long stride. 

Her other hand came up to lightly caress her nipples which had become firm and hard. Her hips pushed forward against the rhythm of her masturbation. All the while, she envisioned what it would be like to have his gruff voice whispering in her ear, and his hard member pushing into her tightness. Rachel came harder than she had done in a long time, spewing a little liquid onto the linoleum floor.

Instead of feeling satiated, she simply felt the need for more. She wanted to be naughty, dirty. She needed to expel her emotions through her body in a way that would purify her. She needed it.

When she got home from work there was a strange package on the front porch. She looked around to see if there was anyone watching but didn’t see anyone. 

Rachel quickly walked inside and opened the envelope. She could hardly believe it when she pulled out a number of scandalous photos of herself. Some of them were simply naked pictures of her walking through the house, or getting out of the shower. Others were of her with Steve. There
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