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​Chapter 1: The Girl with the Hollow Eyes

​
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The last light came into the trailer in stripes, diluted by mini-blinds bowed like the slats of a confession booth. Billie stood just inside the back door, eyes narrow, hands in her pockets. The kitchen’s fluorescent bulb had gone months ago, and the bare white globe over the dinette table flickered even when it wasn’t turned on. Billie preferred it that way—dusk pooling in the corners, outlines blurred, everything stiller than it actually was.

Her mother was a rumor in the hallway: the foot-drag, the wheeze, the bottle thudding onto vinyl counter with a thunk Billie knew by heart. Darlene had been disappearing for years, leaving only the parts necessary for locomotion, the voice and the hands and the floating speck of herself moving room to room. Billie heard her muttering at the news anchors in the back, a sound that slithered through the single-wide like radiator steam.

The double-wide was a territory demarcated by failure. Peeling vinyl wall panels, a rust-mottled sink, the dish rack above it stacked with spavined coffee mugs and warped Tupperware. There was always water in the sink, a meniscus collecting around a slow leak, the old metal strainer flecked with grounds. If you listened long enough, you could hear the house settling, the walls drawing breath, some remnant of the factory’s exhalation left in every prefab joint.

Billie moved the way prey animals moved: without unnecessary noise, with shoulders slightly hunched and weight held close to the body’s axis. She stepped around the frayed linoleum patch near the fridge, aware of how it curled at the corners, always threatening to grab at a socked foot and remind you where you lived. Her mother’s new boyfriend had left a jacket draped over the bar stool by the breakfast nook—heavy denim, arms furred with the kind of grit that turned fingertips black. The jacket reeked of gasoline, something mineral and male, an odor that filled the little kitchen like a threat. Billie stared at it for two beats, then looked away.

She had never known what it meant to belong to a place. Even as a toddler, Billie had practiced subtraction: how to remove the sound of your own breathing, how to squeeze yourself between sofa and wall to let adult argument pass overhead. It was not a strategy, only the way she was built. Now, at eleven, she had mastered the art of going translucent. Every movement mapped a path through the rooms designed to leave no evidence—no shoeprints in the dust, no hand smudges, no open doors that weren’t open when you got there.

Darlene came into view, a hunched apparition in a faded housecoat, stringy hair set with last night’s dry shampoo. She did not look at Billie, only hovered by the fridge and squinted at the cans inside as if expecting one to open itself and hand her a beer. Her face was sallow, with lips chewed raw at one corner and an old shiner gone sickly green under her eye. She held the bottle tight, like someone might ask her for it.

Billie watched her without blinking. When Darlene finally noticed the girl standing at the edge of the kitchen, she exhaled, heavy and deliberate. “Go on, then,” she muttered, and bent her attention back to the fridge. The way Darlene said it, you’d think Billie was asking for something precious.

Billie turned to leave, but not before she caught the television’s light bleeding into the hall from the back room. The voices from the news were an endless loop of shootings, labor strikes, disasters far enough away to mean nothing. She didn’t bother listening. The only news worth knowing happened inside the walls of the trailer, and it never made the broadcasts.

There were rules about being seen: Don’t make eye contact unless you want to start a fight. Don’t step on the hallway’s loose board, or you’ll wake the grownups and pay for it. Don’t bring friends home, or you’ll lose them. Billie lived by these rules, and when she crossed the living room, she did it in a crouch, shoulder grazing the fake-wood paneling, head ducked to avoid the mantle shelf where Darlene displayed old bowling trophies and angel figurines from the Dollar General. Billie never touched them. She did not remember a time when they had not been there, watching.

At the back door, she paused. Her reflection wavered in the glass: sharp chin, the jaw set hard from biting her own cheek, hair cut bluntly just below the ears, lopsided from an accident with kitchen scissors. Darlene had laughed when she saw the damage, then slapped Billie across the mouth for “acting out.” Since then, Billie had kept the look—sharp, practical, easy to scrub clean when the mud caked in.

She put her fingers to the knob. In her right hand, her knuckles blanched, a slight quiver betraying how badly she wanted out. Her nails were bitten raw. Billie counted to three—one for the house, two for Darlene, three for herself—then turned the knob, stepping onto the stoop. The cool hit her like a benediction. October in Kentucky was sharp as a bite, wood smoke and wet leaves and the faint tang of coal dust. The woods behind the park pressed close, trees skeletal already, the ground soft with rot. Light had nearly vanished from the hollow; what remained stuck in the branches overhead, a dull shine, like tinfoil glued to bare limbs.

She closed the door with both hands, gentle, no click, nothing for Darlene to hear. The world outside was not kind, but it at least obeyed its own logic. Billie scanned the tree line, shoulders tight, eyes flicking from shadow to shadow. She knew these woods like she knew the carpet stains in the trailer: every root, every game trail, the places where other kids might hide but never look for her.

The rage was there, always, but Billie never let it flare. You held it in your mouth like a stone, waited for the right time to spit it out. She pressed her palm hard against her thigh, ground her teeth once, then started walking. The trees closed in behind her, and the sounds of the trailer—the television’s drone, Darlene’s bottle, the faint argument of adults—fell away until all she could hear was the hum of insects and the damp shuffle of her own feet.

By the time she’d made it to the clearing at the edge of the ridge, daylight was a memory, replaced by the hard blue-black of evening. Billie stopped, breathing in the earth, the iron scent of decomposing leaves, the acrid hint of woodsmoke from a trailer four lots over. She did not know what to do with the feeling in her chest—too big for a child, too sharp for words—so she let it settle. Then she picked a trail at random and vanished into the woods, taking nothing with her but the jacket she wore and the raw, electric sense that she was still alive, still moving, still hers.

​

Lunch in the Harlan Middle School cafeteria happened at a volume designed to wear you down. It was a storm of sound: trays slammed against metal, plastic chairs scraping the pitted tiles, voices serrated and layered over one another until every word bled into the next. In the middle of this, Billie sat at a table by herself, elbows tucked, chin nearly brushing the chipped laminate.

Her tray was the same as everyone else’s: square and tan, divided into depressions, each holding a variant of industrial protein. Chicken patty, scoop of peas, orange section cut in half by the line cook’s cleaver. Billie ate without looking at the food. She used the side of her fork to segment the chicken, pressing down with the heel of her hand to keep the tray from skidding. Her movements were deliberate, efficient. She chewed methodically, lips barely parting, eyes always on the periphery.

The table was a peninsula, isolated at the edge of the lunchroom’s swirl. All the other seats clustered into packs, heads bowed over their own gossip and conspiracies. Billie did not scan for allies, did not wait for a hand to wave her over. If she ever registered the crowd at all, it was as terrain—obstacles to be mapped, not navigated.

Once, last year, an earnest social worker had suggested Billie “make friends“ by volunteering to hand out napkins or help the lunch monitors. Billie listened, nodded, and kept to her table. She saw through the move instantly: giving you a task didn’t mean anyone wanted you there, it just gave the grownups less to worry about. She preferred it this way—distance, predictability, the slow pleasure of finishing a meal unnoticed.

Now, as Billie picked at the last of her lunch, she watched the room with the blank patience of a surveyor. Her pale gray eyes drifted from cluster to cluster, fixing on nothing, but absorbing everything. There was the girl with scabby arms peeling a glue bottle open and closed. The pair of twin boys, mouths open, tossing chunks of bread at a third kid who caught them and shoved them into his cheek. Billie’s gaze swept over these scenes not with longing, not even with envy, but with the measured detachment of someone watching fish circle a cloudy aquarium.

The noise had a rhythm, like water or electricity. Sometimes, in the lulls between lunch periods, the quiet almost seemed possible—then a sudden yell, a cackle, a tray dropped hard enough to ring. Billie felt each spike as a current in her chest, the old animal bracing, but let none of it touch her face. The trick was not to be seen having any reaction at all.

She was midway through the peas when a boy with shoulders like an unbalanced shelf walked past her table. He didn’t see Billie—she was practiced at invisibility—but his backpack swung out and knocked the corner of her tray, sending her fork into a slow spin. The boy never paused, never looked back. Billie caught the tray with her left hand before it toppled, pinched the fork by its handle, and righted everything in a single practiced motion. Then she watched his back for three slow breaths.

She did not curse. She did not glare. There was no point to it. Billie pressed the side of her jaw until the tension threatened to crack her molars, then let it go. The anger slid through her—not gone, but pressed down, absorbed into whatever part of her had learned years ago that justice and apology belonged to the lucky.

A ring of girls two tables over glanced at her, then immediately away. Their conversation flickered, words cut off and resumed. Billie returned her attention to the tray. She wiped a smear of peas with her thumb, pressed it flat against the brown plastic, then finished her lunch in silence.

When the bell rang, she waited for the first surge to pass—packs of kids flooding the doors, voices ping-ponging off the cinderblock walls. Billie rose, shouldered her backpack, and carried her tray to the bin. She placed it on the stack, aligned the edges, and turned for the exit.

Her shoes made no sound on the linoleum.

​

The trail to Billie’s shelter had gone soft with rot, the carpet of leaves growing thicker each night. She moved at a walk, breath leaving her in tight bursts. The sun had vanished behind the ridge, sky settling into a steady bruise of blue and violet. Billie watched her feet, careful not to trip on exposed root or sink her sneakers in the mud patches—always silent, always measured.

The woods behind the trailer park were not true wilderness. From the hollow, you could hear dogs barking, the whine of a dirt bike, the gurgle of someone’s generator cycling on and off. But these interruptions belonged to another country, a world of light and human urgency that stopped at the first line of trees. Out here, Billie was a traveler among the dead and dying, among trunks ringed with lichen and leaves that mulched to black under each step.

She found her shelter just where she left it: hunched between two scarred oaks, the doorway screened by a clutch of sticker bushes and a drop cloth filched from her stepfather’s toolshed. The whole structure was less a building than a buried wish, willed into place one scavenged board at a time. It was only a year old, but already it looked ancient—metal roof rusted at the seams, two-by-fours listing inward, patches of tin nailed like bandages over the sides.

Inside, Billie ducked, her shoulders scraping the frame. She could sit with her knees drawn to her chest, spine pressed to the lumber, and feel the whole place breathe with her—trembling slightly when the wind kicked up, groaning a little when she exhaled. The floor was a mosaic of old carpet remnants and feed sacks, overlaid with the needles shed by the oaks above. Billie picked at a loose thread, absently, then slid her hand into the pocket of her jacket.

The soup spoon was there, where she’d left it after last time. Long-handled, bowl deep, the edge worn dull from years of scraping cans and saucepan bottoms. Billie turned it over in her fingers, thumb rubbing the tarnish until it shone in patches. The handle was stamped with the outline of a chicken, so old and worn it looked more like a smudge than a bird. Billie liked the weight of it. She liked that no one else had ever asked about the spoon, or tried to claim it as theirs.

She sat in the shadow, the last daylight coming through the slats overhead in seams of dusty gold, then in blue, then in nothing. Billie set her boots flat to the ground, balanced the spoon across her knees, and waited.

The noises of the park filtered in. Dog howling at the far end of the lots, two trailers over. A screen door slammed, sharp and echoing, like the crack of a starter’s pistol. Billie imagined Darlene’s voice raised in complaint, the man’s laughter trailing it. She imagined the kitchen empty again, the beer bottle rolling in its circle. But these were only guesses; Billie did not expect the world to care enough to follow her, and she did not care to follow it back.

Dark came in layers. The tree line turned to silhouette, sky deepened from fog to navy to something close to black. In her shelter, Billie held her breath, counted the seconds between the neighbor’s television laugh tracks and the rhythmic squall of a whippoorwill somewhere farther out. She rolled the spoon in her palm. She wondered what it would feel like to scream, or smash something, or let the anger spill up and out. Instead, Billie pressed the cold metal to her lips and tasted rust and old grease.

Her body wanted to sleep, or maybe run. But she sat, letting the tension wash out, letting herself be the last living thing in the clearing. When she finally set the spoon aside, Billie blinked into the dark, her eyes clear, her jaw unclenched. She waited. She listened.

In the end, nothing happened. The woods said nothing, the world offered no reply.

Billie drew her knees tighter to her chest, wrapped her arms around them, and closed her eyes. The soup spoon lay on the floor beside her, still catching what little starlight crept through the roof.

She was still.
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​Chapter 2: The First One

​
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The yellow globe over the dinette leaked sick light through the hall, making a swamp of shadow on Billie’s bedroom door. She lay fully clothed on her narrow bed, sneakers hooked on the plywood frame, back flattened so tight against the wood paneling she could feel the stud through the pressboard. Nothing in the room belonged to her except the bed, and even that belonged more to the room. The rest was Darlene’s: thrifted lamp, the sweep of makeup-stained towels balled at the foot, a scent of pharmacy lotion gone sweet as mildew. There were holes in the wall Billie had learned not to pick at, even when the plaster peeled back in shapes like scabs.

She tracked Roy’s progress by ear, same as she had since the first night he’d dragged his box of tools and off-brand deodorant into the trailer’s second bathroom. The house itself was built for this, broadcasting every footfall and curse and private defeat straight through the thin insulation. It started the same way each evening: Roy’s boot scraping the stoop, the metallic chuff as he jimmied the lock with his thumbnail, the parade of muttered complaints as he navigated the short maze from mudroom to kitchen. Then the soft animal of the fridge door. Then the pop of a beer bottle leaving the six-pack. All punctuated by Darlene’s silence, thick and porous as wet cardboard.

Tonight was no different. Billie could see Roy’s shadow as a shifting dark at the base of her door, hear the scrape of his rough hands along the counter, the staccato clatter of loose change emptied from his pockets onto the table. When he exhaled, the house seemed to do it too, every surface yielding a little to the rot and nicotine he brought with him. She imagined his shape—shoulders sagged from decades of manual, gut out, face bristled and patchy like he’d only ever learned to shave on weekends. He moved in surges, never straight, always as if the floor might betray him at any second.

“Bitch drank the last one,” Roy’s voice, pinched and wet, cut through the quiet. Darlene must have been hiding in the bath or pretending to sleep. Billie saw his boots under the door, the left one scuffed at the toe from where he’d kicked in a screen last summer. He was holding his breath, listening for an answer, but there wouldn’t be one. It was late, nearly midnight; by now the whole of Ridgeview Park was knotted in on itself, every neighbor’s light snuffed, except the Buckners two lots over, who never closed their blinds.

Roy’s boots clomped down the hall, then stopped. The old wood flexed. Billie’s hands, pressed flat against the mattress, didn’t tremble. She counted backward from ten in her head, just to slow her heart, which had learned long ago that panic only made things worse. At six, she let herself exhale, barely moving her ribs. The house, the man, the world—they all ran on the same script. But sometimes, in the lull before Roy’s first outburst, Billie could feel it—the world holding its breath, waiting to see if this would be the night it broke.

The sulfur smell from the water heater mixed with the day’s reek of fried bologna and cigarette ash. Billie knew she would never scrub it out, no matter how many times she raided the Dollar General for lemon cleaner. She focused on the sounds, picked them apart: the refrigerator’s morse code whine, Roy’s breathing, the click of his ring tapping the dinette. She didn’t remember ever sleeping in this house—not real sleep. Just intervals of lost time, punctuated by nightmares that started and ended in the same fluorescent dark.

At the edge of her vision, Billie could see the sliver of kitchen, visible through the half-inch gap at the bottom of her door. She watched the rectangle of light, the shadows that fell in and out of it. On the counter, the dish rack squatted heavy with unwashed mugs and bent forks. The soup spoon sat at the very end, its bowl turned up, catching the yellow light. Billie could see the chicken stamped on its handle, faint but still there, the way you could always see a scar even after it healed.

She counted again. At four, Roy’s voice cracked the quiet. “Hear me, girl?” His accent slid around the word “girl” like it tasted bad. The wall shivered, but Billie did not. She trained her eyes on the rectangle of light, jaw clamped hard enough to ache in the root of her teeth. Another count. A silence. The bottle cap clattered into the sink. For a moment, all she heard was the rattle of the fridge and her own measured breathing.

Billie shut her eyes. Inside her skull, she saw the map of the house as veins: every room a node, every hallway a choke point. She’d run this simulation for years, practiced every angle, every retreat. She could slip from her room to the back door without ever crossing Roy’s line of sight, if she wanted. Or she could do what she had done for eleven years: remain perfectly still, and let the danger pass.

Tonight, she did neither.

It was not a decision, not even a choice. It was something older—a twitch, a break in the line, a muscle memory not yet written into the book of her body. One second, Billie was counting her own breath; the next, she was vertical, feet on the cold floor, hands empty. Her body did not shake, not even when she opened the door. The hinges did not squeal. The light from the kitchen stung her eyes, but she did not squint.

Roy stood with his back to her, bent over the open fridge, the patch of his plumber’s union stitched to a jacket older than she was. His hair was thin, dyed black in a way that made the scalp stand out in stripes. He smelled like gasoline and basement. Billie measured the room: the perimeter, the obstacles, the distance from door to counter. In the dish rack, the soup spoon waited. It shone with a dull, persistent gleam, as if it knew what was coming.

She moved, soundless. The linoleum had warped at the seam, just outside her door, and she stepped over it with practiced ease. In two strides she was at the counter. Her fingers closed around the spoon. The metal was cold and a little sticky, tacky with old grease. She did not hesitate. Roy turned, a beer dangling from one hand, eyes wide with the stupid surprise of someone who never expects the world to punch back.

“Goddamn it, what’re you—” he started, but the words snapped off, incomplete.

Billie gripped the spoon by the neck, thumb pressed against the flat of the chicken. She raised it. Roy’s jaw hung slack, his arm coming up slow, too slow. Billie brought the edge down onto his face, a single motion, deliberate, just above the cheekbone. There was no drama to it. The metal hit with a wet, hollow thwock. Roy yelped, dropped the beer, and staggered back, one hand pressed to his cheek.

She stepped forward, pressed the advantage. The next blow took him in the orbital socket, the edge finding a place between bone and flesh as if the spot had been designed for it. Roy tried to curse, but only spit and a noise like wet paper came out. He clawed for the spoon, for her wrist, but his hands trembled. She wrenched it free, swung again, and this time the handle snapped in half against his temple. The bowl of the spoon lodged in the socket, buried up to the chicken. Blood sizzled as it touched the hot metal.

Roy made a sound, not words, not even a scream. More like the noise of an animal run down on the road, legs flailing, mind refusing to admit it was over. He sank to his knees, then folded sideways, landing hard on the checkerboard tiles. Beer pooled out from the bottle, mingled with the blood. Billie stepped back, out of the spill. Her sneakers left no print.

She looked at Roy, at the new wet cavity in his face, and found she felt nothing. Not triumph, not relief, not even disgust. She was empty as a clean glass. Her fingers released the broken handle, dropped it in the sink. She watched the bubbles in the beer collapse into red, then turned and walked back to her room, careful to step over the seam in the floor.

On her bed, Billie waited for her heart to speed up. It never did.

​

Billie lay in her room a full five minutes, listening to the new quiet. There were still noises—the fridge cycle, the weak pop of a bulb above the stove, the creak of Roy’s body cooling on the kitchen floor. None of them mattered. She breathed once, deep enough to taste blood at the back of her throat, then slid out from under the army-surplus blanket. There were red spatters on her forearm, on the frayed cuff of her jacket, a line of it beaded along her wrist where Roy had caught her with the back of his hand. The skin felt hot. Billie walked into the bathroom and rinsed the streaks with cold water. She rubbed soap into the cut until it blanched white, then wrapped it tight in a strip of toilet paper. The blood didn’t show through.

She stood in the hall, blinking against the overhead light. The kitchen was a disaster: bottle shards glimmering under the table, blood on the linoleum like paint spilled from a can, Roy’s arms sprawled out at angles that made no sense. His face was wrong. There was too much of it missing, and the rest was glazed in a way that made it impossible to tell if he was breathing or just rearranged into something past human.

The handle of the soup spoon stuck out from the wreck of his left eye, like an antenna or a lever. Billie didn’t look away. She crouched beside him, bare knees on the sticky tile, and gripped the spoon again. The metal had gone warm from the body heat, and the edge slid easy as anything into the pulp behind the socket. Roy’s right arm twitched, a postmortem ripple, nothing with intent. Billie pressed harder, prying upward. The spoon made a sound like the crackle of fresh chicken skin, the bowl dragging the eye out in a single wet scoop. The white orb, streaked with blood and the black spiderweb of burst vessels, dropped into the bowl and bounced once, twice, then rolled into the shadow behind the breadbox.

Billie repeated the process on the other side. The eye came easier, already half-extruded from the earlier blows, and she worked the spoon underneath, levering it out with less resistance. The face below was unrecognizable, slack and open, two neat hollows weeping dark fluid. She wiped the spoon on Roy’s shirt. It left a clean streak through the plaid, bright against the blood.

Her hands were shaking, but only a little. She stood, inspected her shoes—clean, except for a dot of red on the left lace—and then washed her hands in the kitchen sink. She pumped soap until her palms stung. The sound of the water was loud, like rain on a steel roof. She washed the spoon last, scrubbing it with a green scouring pad until the chicken emblem on the handle gleamed silver. She dried it with the dish towel, the one with the cartoon cow, then tucked it into her waistband, handle wedged tight against her hip bone.

She left Roy as he was. No point dragging the body, not at this hour. Darlene would not emerge, not until the sun was up and the place smelled of bleach and hangover. Billie stepped around the blood, careful to plant each foot square on the tile. She paused at the threshold, looked back once. Roy’s face was a cave, empty and collapsing.

She did not feel satisfaction. Only quiet. It was like after a thunderstorm—everything scrubbed clean, a little more air in the lungs, a little less static on the skin. Billie pulled on her jacket, zipped it up to the chin, and let herself out the back door. The October night pressed in cold and absolute.

She walked the tree line, following the narrow goat path that led past the dumpsters and out behind the maintenance shed. Leaves gave underfoot, dry and crispy, and the air carried the ghost of a burn barrel someone had doused too soon. Billie moved fast, but not hurried. She knew these woods blind, every root and rut mapped in the pressure points of her own feet. The only sound was her own breathing and the knife-sharp echo of it in her ears.

At the clearing, she stopped. There was a truck idling on the highway half a mile off, its running lights painting the cloud cover orange. Billie listened for other noises—dogs, kids, a police siren, any sign that the world had changed—but there was only the wind and the taste of iron on her tongue.

She sat under the big oak, knees pulled to her chest, spoon in her right hand. She turned the bowl over and over, watching it catch nothing in the dark. It was heavier now, like it had picked up something from Roy, or from her. The cut on her arm burned in the cold, but she left the paper bandage in place. Blood had stopped. Everything had stopped.

Billie pressed the spoon to her face, feeling the chill, the old scrape marks, the faint ghost of rust. For the first time, she wondered how long she had been planning this—not in words, not in pictures, but in the slow build of her own certainty. She’d never doubted it would come to this. Maybe not with Roy, maybe not tonight, but sooner or later the house and the hands and the voices would all turn on her, and she would have to answer.

She waited until the trees behind her stopped shivering, until her breathing matched the rhythm of the wind. Then she wiped the spoon once more on her jeans, tucked it inside her jacket, and walked into the dark, every step measured and absolute.

​

The woods had gone brittle with the season. Billie walked them at a crawl, every sense aimed outward, even though she knew no one would follow. The trailer park’s lights cut off behind the bend, leaving her in pure night. She liked the way it made the world shrink, so the only thing left was the crunch of last year’s leaves and her own steam curling from her nose. No headlights, no motion sensors, nothing except what she brought with her: the memory of blood and the weight of the spoon, still sticky, pressed into the small of her back.

Billie reached her shelter and ducked inside. The cold bit through her jacket and into her bones, but she didn’t mind it. She unzipped and pulled the spoon free, holding it up to the scraps of moonlight that seeped in through the roof slats. The bowl was flecked with brown and red. She licked it clean, tasted iron and the metallic afterburn of soap. The handle was cold as a battery, so she pressed it between her palms and worked her fingers until she could feel her own pulse.

She sat with her back to the wall, knees hugged close, the spoon clamped between her ankles. Hours passed like that, measured only by the changing color of sky through the roof. At first it was blue-black, then gunmetal, then a thin layer of pewter smeared over everything. A bird started up in the hollow—an idiot, Billie thought, too early for dawn. The wind shook the tin, the sound like someone dragging a chain over concrete.

Billie’s thoughts wandered, but never far. She saw Roy’s face each time she closed her eyes, but only as a shape, a mass, a stain. There was nothing left of him in her, no sense of punishment or reward. He was a bad smell that had finally lifted. For the first time since she could remember, she wanted to sleep. But instead she watched the clouds break up overhead, and waited for the world to catch up to what she had done.

At some point, she heard the first noise from the trailer: not a car, not the radio, just a single, flat scream from Darlene, high and fast as a dog whistle. Billie smiled, then caught herself, then smiled again. She turned the spoon over and over in her hands. The chicken on the handle had never looked so clear.

She waited until the sun rose enough to bleach the sky, then packed the spoon into the bottom of her backpack. She zipped up, wiped her nose on her sleeve, and walked the path back toward the road. At the edge of the woods, she stopped to watch the ambulance lights, flashing low and pointless across the parking lot. Neighbors stood on their stoops, arms crossed against the cold, but no one looked her way.

Billie made it to the bus stop before anyone else. She waited, kicking at a patch of frost, then boarded with the same blank face as always. The bus was loud with rumor: cops at her trailer, Roy dead, blood everywhere. Billie kept her eyes on the window, watching her own reflection flicker in and out of view. She felt calm. She felt lighter than ever.

At school, the day went on. No one asked her anything. In the cafeteria, Billie took her usual seat at the peninsula table, set her tray down, and ate every bite. Her hands were steady, her eyes sharp, her posture perfectly straight. Around her, the other kids jabbered and hooted, oblivious, alive.

Billie ate slow. She scanned the room, table to table, face to face. The noise washed over her but did not touch her. She finished her meal, licked the last of the orange from her spoon, and placed it neatly on the tray.

For the first time, Billie thought, this was how it felt to be truly hungry.
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​Chapter 3: Darlene

​
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In the days after the event, the world kept its appointments with a mechanical precision that impressed even Billie. It started with the patrol car, Crown Victoria, paint gone to dust, wheezing up the gravel cut that passed for a driveway. The first time, she stood at the front window, watching through a slat of the bent mini-blinds. The car’s hood rattled when the ignition died. There was a pause, a cough, and then the door swung open and Detective Marsh levered himself out of the driver’s seat like a man climbing out of his own grave.

The detective’s shape was familiar. Not the man himself—Billie had never seen him before—but the geometry of the body: overfed, under-exercised, the suit an afterthought to contain the real business underneath. His hands were enormous and freckled, and his neck overflowed the collar. He walked up the front steps, pausing to scan the perimeter in a way meant to look casual, and knocked three times on the storm door.

Darlene answered. She was wrapped in her housecoat, the one with the blue and yellow pattern that always reminded Billie of rotted egg. Her feet were bare, the polish on her nails cracked to the quick. She greeted Marsh with a sigh, one that lifted the whole shelf of her chest and then set it back down like a box she meant to forget.

“Ma’am,” Marsh said, removing his hat. His voice was flat, with the hint of a cold somewhere in the nasal passages.

“Detective,” Darlene said, then stepped aside.

He did not glance down at the bloodstain on the threshold. If he saw it, he filed it away for later, the way a man might count the rings on a tree stump or measure the gap under a door.

In the kitchen, Marsh took the seat across from Darlene. He didn’t ask, just folded himself into it, hands braced on the edge of the table as if waiting for an earthquake. Darlene’s hands wrapped her coffee mug, white-knuckled, though the cup itself was empty. She stared down at the Formica as Marsh worked through his notepad, page by page, each question delivered with the low, churchly monotone of a pastor interviewing the recently damned.

“Tell me again, when did you last see Roy Cutter alive?”

Darlene’s shoulders crept up to her ears. “Night before. Maybe one a.m. He was out late.”

“Drinking?”

“Always.”

Marsh’s pen scratched a tidy underline. “He ever threaten to hurt himself?”

Darlene gave a dry laugh, just a tick above a cough. “Not him.”

“He ever threaten to hurt anyone else?”

Darlene paused, then flicked her eyes to the sink, where the soup spoon rested at the top of the dish rack. Its edge caught the kitchen light, flickered, then dulled again. “He yelled. Got loud sometimes.”

“Who’d he yell at?”

She picked at a chip in the ceramic, voice gone soft. “Mostly me. Sometimes the girl.”

“The girl” was standing in the doorway between the kitchen and the hall, back pressed to the frame, eyes fixed on Marsh’s profile. She hadn’t spoken a word since the detectives first arrived, had not even blinked, as far as Marsh could tell. He turned, halfway, and his eyes found hers—a colorless gray, wide as an animal’s in high beam. He looked for something in the flat planes of her face: guilt, terror, pride, even curiosity. He found nothing.

Marsh smiled, a thing he had learned to do without moving any other part of his body. “You must be Billie.”

She did not nod.

“You mind if I ask you a few questions?”

Billie shrugged, once.

He flipped to a new page in his notebook, set the pen down. “I know you seen a lot, and that can be hard.” Marsh waited, but the girl only looked at him, measuring the space between his face and hers. “What do you remember from the night Roy died?”

Billie’s lips moved, but nothing came out. She glanced at her mother, then at the cup, then back to Marsh. He saw a faint tremor in her jaw, as if something deep inside the skull was vibrating. The look reminded him of a tooth about to come loose.

“Did he say anything to you?”

A second passed. Two. Then: “He said he hated me.”

Darlene’s hands squeezed tighter on the mug. Marsh scribbled, careful to spell the words as the girl had pronounced them.

“He touch you?” Marsh asked.

Billie shook her head. “He never could.”

Marsh blinked. The room seemed to flex around that sentence. He looked at Darlene, who was studying the inside of her empty cup as if a future might be found there.

“Did you see who hurt Roy?”

This time, Billie smiled. It was quick and unpleasant, a twitch at the edge of her mouth. “No,” she said.

Marsh set down his pen, letting the silence build. The refrigerator cycled, and the overhead bulb buzzed with a migraine intensity. He catalogued the kitchen: linoleum yellowed and cracked at the seams, chairs upholstered in flayed vinyl, a window above the sink covered in the kind of dust that only developed in rental units and condemned houses. The dish rack sagged on one side, metal wires warped from years of heat and abuse. The soup spoon, tarnished and slightly bent, lay in the cradle, bowl up. There was something about the way the light hit it—a glint, a suggestion of old violence—but it was just a spoon.

He turned back to Darlene. “You mind if we take it? For evidence.”

She shook her head, already halfway gone.

Billie watched him bag the spoon, hands gloved, motions precise and oddly reverent. She followed the spoon with her eyes, then let them drift back to Marsh’s face. He met her gaze and, for the first time, saw the edge of something sharp behind it—resentment, maybe, or hunger.

Marsh zipped his evidence pouch, thanked Darlene in a tone so even it might have been a recording, and stood to leave.

Billie did not move from the doorway. She stayed until the detective’s footsteps faded, then another ten seconds more. Only then did she go to the sink, run water over the empty space where the spoon had lain. Her mother did not speak. The two of them sat in the kitchen until the bulb gave out and the world returned to a more honest shade of dark.

A week later, Marsh came back. The questions had reshuffled, the edges dulled by repetition, but the rhythm was identical: Crown Vic, cough, three knocks, Darlene at the table, Billie in the hall. Marsh’s suit had not been laundered in the interim. He set out his notepad, made eye contact with each woman in turn, and worked his way down the list.

This time, he skipped the preamble.

“Can you remember exactly where you were when Roy was killed?”

Darlene: “Asleep. The pills knock me out.”

He looked at Billie. “You?”

She hesitated, then: “On the back step.”

He wrote that down, his pen tracing each word as though he could make it true by force of repetition.

“Anyone come to the house you didn’t recognize?”

Darlene shook her head.

Billie blinked twice, slow.

“Any fights? Strangers, maybe?”

Another pair of denials.

The interview wound on, hollowing out the little room of air left between the three of them. Marsh closed his notebook, tapped it once against the table. “Thank you for your time,” he said. “If anything comes to you—anything at all—call the station.”

Darlene nodded, the movement so small it barely qualified.

Marsh stood. His eyes, as before, flicked to Billie, lingered a moment, and moved on. He left them in the kitchen, the bulb above replaced but already guttering at the edge.

After the second visit, Marsh did not come back. The world closed its file, and the silence of the trailer resumed.

​

The weeks after Roy evaporated. Billie tracked the days in units of decay: the old bruise healing to jaundice on her mother’s arm, the slow migration of the unclaimed beer cans from kitchen counter to trash, the way blood dries brown in the grout if you don’t get to it fast enough. The house did not change, only the names on the lease.

Darlene did not talk about what had happened. She wore her housecoat every day, sometimes adding a cardigan when the chill came up through the floor, sometimes just shuffling from bed to table and back again. Billie woke first, same as always. She brewed the coffee, scoured the cups, scraped the stove clean before the burn marks could become permanent. She made sure the trash went out on Wednesdays and the bills were stacked in order of desperation on the kitchen table. Darlene’s job was to exist. Billie’s
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