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	“I’ll make it quick, I promise.”

	Matthew’s voice cracked on the last word. Sweat rolled down his temples, and his breath fogged the clear plastic face shield strapped across his face. The young woman in the chair let out a choked sob. Her dark hair stuck to her face as mascara streaked down her cheeks.

	She made muffled sounds behind the gag. He didn’t need to understand the words to know what she was trying to say.

	He couldn’t look at her. Couldn’t meet that desperate, confused gaze. He focused on the knife in his gloved hand, as its blade caught the dim light from the single bulb overhead.

	They were in his basement. The concrete floor had been covered in thick plastic sheeting, the kind contractors used during renovations. It crinkled under his feet with every step. More plastic hung from the exposed beams above, draped like curtains that pooled on the floor, sealing off the space from the rest of the room. The chair she sat on had been wrapped in a layer of thick plastic, too. Her wrists were zip-tied to the armrests, her ankles to the legs.

	Matthew wore white disposable coveralls; the kind auto body shops used for spray painting. The material rustled when he moved.

	“I’m sorry, Lauren,” he said, and tears started streaming down his face. “I’m so sorry.”

	She made more muffled and frantic sounds behind the gag. The cloth distorted everything, but he heard the question in her tone. Why? Why are you doing this?

	He didn’t answer. He couldn’t. What would he even say? That she’d smiled at him? That Darlene had seen it, had watched the way the woman’s eyes lingered just a second too long?

	“I don’t want to do this, but I have to,” he said between sobs.

	Matthew stepped forward and stabbed her. The knife went in just below her collarbone. The chair scraped against the plastic as she fought against the restraints. He pulled the blade free and stabbed again. He stabbed and slashed over and over, and blood sprayed across the plastic sheeting, his coveralls, his face shield. She kept screaming through the gag.

	When it was over, he looked around at the mess he’d made until his gaze finally settled on the far corner of the basement. Through the translucent plastic sheets, he could make out the shape of an old chest freezer. He looked away at once.

	“Are you quite finished with the waterworks?”

	Matthew turned toward the voice.

	His wife, Darlene, stood with her arms crossed at the top of the basement stairs, framed in the doorway. She was tall, with red hair that fell past her shoulders in loose waves. The plastic curtains obscured her features, but he knew she was beautiful. More than beautiful, really; she was stunning. She was the kind of woman who turned heads in a room.

	“She deserved it,” Darlene said as she descended two steps. “You know she did.”

	Matthew looked down at the knife, at the blood dripping from the blade onto the floor. He opened his mouth then closed it. What was he supposed to say?

	Darlene sighed, a sound that managed to convey both disappointment and pity. “Clean up this mess and come upstairs.”

	She turned and stomped back up the stairs before disappearing through the doorway.

	Matthew was once again alone in the plastic-wrapped space, surrounded by blood and silence. The woman’s head hung forward, chin resting on her chest.

	He was still crying.

	But he started to move.
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	Matthew stood under the scalding hot water and scrubbed at his skin until it burned red and raw. The soap had long since rinsed away, but he couldn’t stop.

	He wasn’t washing off blood. The coveralls, the gloves, the face shield had done their job, had kept him clean.

	But he could still feel it. The weight of the knife. The resistance as the blade went in. The way her body had jerked with each…

	He pressed his palms against the tile wall and let his head hang forward. The water beat against the back of his neck.

	“Matthew, did you lock the front door?”

	Darlene’s voice came from the bedroom, casual and light. He didn’t answer.

	“Matthew, did you hear me?”

	He turned off the shower and reached for the towel. His reflection in the mirror was fogged, indistinct.

	When he stepped into the bedroom, Darlene was on the bed, leaning back on one elbow. She was inspecting her nails, painted a deep crimson, tilting her hand this way and that to catch the light.

	“I was thinking we should repaint the kitchen,” she said without looking up. “That yellow is so dated. Maybe a nice sage green? Or gray. Everyone does gray now.”

	Matthew was in the doorway; towel wrapped around his waist. Water dripped from his hair onto his shoulders.

	Darlene glanced up, seemed to notice him for the first time. A smile curved her lips.

	“There you are.” She sat up straight. “You did good today, you know that, right?”

	His throat tightened. “I don’t want to do this anymore.”

	“You say that every time.”

	“I mean it.”

	Darlene crossed the room in smooth strides. Her hand came up to cup his face, thumb brushing his cheekbone.

	“Matthew.” Her voice was gentle, patronizing. “You’re nipping the problems in the bud. You know that. Before they hurt anyone. Before they destroy marriages, ruin other people’s lives.”

	He wanted to pull away; to tell her she was wrong. But the words stuck in his throat.

	“That woman today?” Darlene’s finger traced his jaw. “She would’ve kept doing it. Seducing married men, destroying families…”

	“Her name was Lauren…”

	“Whatever,” Darlene interrupted him. “You did the right thing ridding the world of her.”

	Matthew avoided her gaze.

	Darlene’s hand dropped. She stepped back. “Are you hungry?”

	He shook his head.

	“All right.” She moved toward the door then paused in the threshold to look back at him. “Get some rest. You’ve had a long day.”

	Then she was gone, her footsteps fading down the hallway.

	Matthew went down hard, knees hitting the floor, elbows braced against his thighs as he buried his face in his hands.

	The tears came hot and silent, his shoulders shaking with the force of holding back the sound.
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	Morning light filtered through the kitchen window. Matthew was by the stove, spatula in hand, watching eggs sizzle in the pan. Outside, a deer picked its way through the trees at the edge of the property.

	The house sat half a mile off the main road, down a gravel drive that wound through dense pine forest. He had no neighbors for miles. Just trees and silence and the occasional wildlife. It was the kind of isolation that most people found unsettling.

	Matthew had found it perfect.

	His eyes moved to the back patio. He’d been working on it for a while now. Half of it was done, but the rest was still bare earth. A bag of cement slumped against the house, half-empty.

	He should finish it as soon as possible.

	The eggs hissed in the pan. He turned his attention back to the stove, slid the cooked eggs onto a plate, then added bacon and toast. He carried the plate to the small kitchen table and sat.

	His phone lay beside his coffee mug. He scrolled through local news while he ate.

	A headline caught his eye halfway down the feed: SEARCH CONTINUES FOR MISSING COLLEGE STUDENT

	His thumb hovered, then tapped on the screen.

	The article loaded. A photo appeared at the top. It was of a young woman in a cheerleading uniform, with blonde hair in a ponytail, a bright smile. The caption read: Stacey Cunningham, 21, last seen leaving her shift at Murphy’s Burger Joint
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