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CONTENT WARNING


If you’d like to avoid spoilers, you can skip this page. However, if you have sensitivity to any elements, you may want to be aware that this book contains murder and physical fighting. It involves discussions of suicidal ideation, loss of family member, death of a young person, and suspected child abuse. There is NO on-the-page sexual assault or child abuse depicted.

If you or anyone you know is struggling with suicidal thoughts and feelings, please call or text 988. You don’t have to decide anything today. Just know there’s someone safe you can talk to about it.




Dedicated to my goddaughter, Savahna, who gave me the line that inspired this book. Never be afraid to speak up, because you never know how far your words might travel.




I SAW MY FIRST dead body in Walmart.

My mom sent me from two aisles over to grab one of those round disc things you stick inside the toilet. When I saw the man, he was reaching up to the shelf above the bathroom stuff, and then he fell.

It was so distinct, the moment between when he was and when he wasn’t. How much of him was already gone before he hit the floor.

That’s how I always remembered it, like his body was a sock puppet and the hand inside just disappeared.

Before that, I was scared of lots of things: the dog-monster under my bed, the squishy black stuff in the very end of a banana, the way my mother’s face pinched down when she opened the bills every month.

But after that, I was only afraid of one thing: What was the hand inside of me?






Serial Killer Wanted

Willing victim for experienced murderer. No rape, no torture, no amateurs.

You need to kill and I need to die.

Let’s talk.









CHAPTER
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Dani

I’M NOT THE kind of girl who believes in fate. I believe in death and taxes, and that the math will always come out in favor of the person with the most expensive calculator. Fate is a fairy tale for the kind of people who actually get happy endings, who can afford sedans with heated steering wheels, and donate a dollar only after they’ve dropped six times that on a coffee.

It wasn’t until I became a murderer that I felt the first itch of destiny. Before death started to follow me like I owed it something. Or maybe it owed something to me.

That’s why I’m not as surprised as I should be when a CheepsList ad for a serial killer pops up on my phone. I wouldn’t be sitting in my car outside a funeral home right now if I weren’t already suspicious about fate. As signs go, this is the equivalent of running into your drug dealer outside your twelve-step meeting. But part of me still isn’t sure.

Not about what I’ve done. That’s simple enough. I still remember the first time, analyzing the blood spatter with eyes made critical by a thousand CSI shows and true-crime podcasts. Trying to decide how to adjust my story to convince the police.

I know what I can do, and that’s no longer interesting. It’s the why that digs at me.

Because that’s the thing, isn’t it? Either all this shit means something, or it doesn’t. In my case, I’m not sure which is harder to live with.

This funeral home is my attempt to find out if there’s something else I should be doing with my very particular set of skills. There’s no other reason I would apply for an internship when I already have the kind of job that pays like you always need another one. I’m not naive enough to work for free, showing up bright-eyed and bushy-tailed to make some asshole’s coffee in the hope that it’ll teach me something about my future. I might just be desperate enough, though, because a career as a mortician would be an easy answer to the equation of Me + Death = ?

I don’t like this new development, though. I eye the mortuary sign, then cast a restless glance at my phone. There’s no way that classified ad is a coincidence, not now, not today. It’s a tap on my shoulder from something I’m trying to ignore. I’m three months clean since my last kill. At least, the one I was hoping could be my last.

I flick out of CheepsList and into social media, but all the posts are about the latest news—rich, corrupt men making policies that are about to make the rest of us even poorer. I stab off my phone screen and yank open my car door handle even though it’s still too early for my appointment.

The heat of midday closes in around me as I cross the street toward the funeral home, sweat already prickling under my nicest top. Should have worn heels for an interview, maybe, but I’m not shelling out twenty bucks at Target for a job that doesn’t even pay.

I stalk into a quiet room of pastel carpet and stop at the claw-footed foyer table with its meek rack of brochures. Boxes of tissue are tucked knowingly into all the corners. In the room beyond, racks of coffins gleam.

It is a building made for weeping.

Slick-soled shoes whisper over carpet, and a middle-aged man appears. He’s shaped by a cheap suit and a face that reminds me of lumpy banana pudding. The kind that’s been left out for long enough to grow a skin across the top.

“Hello, and welcome … to Williams Funeral Home.” The owner’s voice hitches almost imperceptibly when he sees me.

Almost.

“I’ve always wondered about that. The difference between a funeral home and a mortuary.” It’s an honest question, but after his hesitation, my voice comes out sharp. I’m not helping my case, as my mother would say. Though I don’t even know yet if I care to be making a case. Besides, he won’t throw me out. Not now. He’d be too ashamed of what that meant about him. I just give him a tight-lipped smile and cross my arms so he knows we don’t have to shake hands. I wonder if people ever refuse to shake his hand because they know he’s been touching dead bodies all day.

“That’s an astute question, missy. You must be our potential intern?”

I nod, staring him down like a dare to ask why I’m interning at twenty-six.

“Well, a funeral home is a full-service establishment, offering an array of supportive services, including grief counseling and multimedia funeral presentations. A mortuary focuses a bit more on the mechanics of body preparation and the paperwork of appropriate remains disposal.”

Hmm. A mortuary might have been a better option. I doubt I have an untapped talent for grief counseling or multimedia anything.

But I follow him anyway, listen anyway. Ask to see the embalming facilities anyway. He takes me downstairs. Instead of smelling like dusty pews and Kleenex, down here the air is colored by disinfectant, chemicals, and the faintest tinge of rot that even the droning ventilation system can’t entirely sanitize. I wait, knowing most people would be disgusted. Instead, I feel that same, familiar nothing. There has to be a reason for that gap in me. For why I can do what I do.

I let my fingers trail over the metal of the wheeled tables. The hoses and boxes of gloves. A scalpel and a few other tools are laid out and I touch them too.

It’s rude. But I heard a musician once say that the way to choose a guitar was to see what feels right in your hands. Funny how it all comes back to that. How nothing will ever feel to me like it does to them.

“Can you … Um, please don’t touch the scalpels. They’re sharp and you’re not trained.”

I turn and he busies himself with straightening things.

“So when can I start?” I ask blandly, because I hate it when people won’t look straight at me.

“I … the nature of the work may not be what you thought,” he says. “I’m not sure you can handle what we need.”

Oh, can’t I?

I pick up the scalpel.

The look in his eye changes. I can’t tell if that’s what I wanted or not, but either way, he’s looking at me now. I twirl the scalpel, and the metal is hard and cold as it spins across my knuckles. There’s more than one way to test my purpose here, and the floor has a drain. The walls hold no cameras. When I made the appointment, I didn’t give him a name.

“Miss, I—”

I take a step forward.

He took something from me with that look, and with one step, I take it back. One tiny knife is all I need to remind him how very alone we are in this basement. Me, the dead, and him.

He’s a tall, white, middle-aged man. Even growing up with a banana pudding face, I have to wonder if this is the first time he’s ever felt the cold trickle down his neck that whispers you’re prey.

The man starts to edge away, but I’m between him and the only exit. He throws a startled look toward the cell phone resting on the table, but we both know it’s too far away. To get to help, or to get away, he’ll have to come through me.

The power in the quiet of this moment fills me back up as I stroll across the room. I like the way he can’t quite lift his shaking hands as I set the tip of the scalpel beneath the knot of his tie. It reminds both of us that I’m more than a nobody with a crap job.

I wait, letting his shock trickle into shame as I give him a long moment to realize he could have tried to fight, and he didn’t. He owns this building, this suit, all this money. But I own him.

The threads of his tie start to part under the sharp edge of the scalpel and I strengthen the pressure, deepening the cut. His back has come up against a cinder-block wall now and there’s nowhere for him to go that’s not closer to my blade.

He makes a sound, a heaving yelp of a sob whose movement only slices his tie faster. The blade glances off a button beneath and we both smell ammonia as the fabric of his pants darkens. What’s left of his tie dangles in two ragged tails, like ruined legs.

I could walk away right now. I’ve made my point, probably.

But it pisses me off that when people look at me the first thing they see is weakness. They’re almost always bigger than me. They could beat me, hold me down, sure. But I can erase them like they’ve never been.

So I do. I slip his own scalpel into his neck, finding the carotid with a quick flick of my wrist.

His heart is already pumping so hard the first blood comes out as a spurt, and it splatters my face. I should wipe it clean, but I like the way it feels hot on my skin when I meet his eyes one last time and arch an eyebrow.

Checkmate.

I won this round, but he’s too busy clutching his neck to properly concede the point. Too bad.

I turn my back on the spluttering sounds he’s making and pluck his phone off the desk just in case he makes it that far before he bleeds out. Wipe down every instrument on the tray that I touched. He doesn’t try to stop me when I leave the basement, following twists and turns of corridors I shouldn’t know already. But then, perhaps it’s an innate talent of criminals, always knowing the way out.

I pluck tissues from one of the ever-present boxes and wipe the phone, which I leave innocently on his upstairs desk. Clean my face next, and the outside handle of the funeral home, third. Without a name in his appointment book or a single fingerprint left behind, this case will grow cold and die.

The bloodied scalpel, I keep. A small theft to remind me that he was wrong about what strength and weakness looked like. This bridge is burning behind me, but Williams Funeral Home doesn’t feel like the sign I was looking for anyway. Not the way the CheepsList ad did.

I step out of the scanty pocket of shade by the front door and cross the street in the scorching Arizona sun. It’s barely tepid compared to what it will feel like to work the fryer all evening at my shitty job. I close my eyes and inhale, ignoring the sweat that gathers under the band of my bra, because with it comes the warmth of the sun, absorbing into my black hair. Caressing my skin like a gentle touch I probably wouldn’t accept even if I still had a girlfriend to offer it.

What feels right in your hands?

The question mocks me all the way back to my car, across the street I’ll never drive on the way to the funeral home career that I apparently won’t be having.

My real question is, Why me?

What does it mean that killing is so easy for me? It’s a clue, it must be, but the larger mystery remains.

I pick up my phone, letting it glow in the palm of my hand once more. The CheepsList ad is like an answer.

So I create a new email address, and I answer back.

Because even if I’m still searching for the why, with a new body growing cold behind me, there’s no arguing the what.

I am a serial killer.
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To: CheepsListAd8543493053@CheepsList server.com

From: FacelessMan00@gmail.com

Date: May 1, 1:20 PM

Subject: Help Wanted

What kind of person posts a CheepsList ad for a serial killer?

To: FacelessMan00@gmail.com

From: MVictimVolunteer@gmail.com

Date: May 1, 1:31 PM

Re: Help Wanted

The desperate kind.

Can you help me? Have you done this before?

To: MVictimVolunteer@gmail.com

From: FacelessMan00@gmail.com

Date: May 1, 2:04 PM

Re: Help Wanted

Dear Volunteer,

Talking to strangers on the internet about murders you’ve committed sounds like a great way to go to prison. And posting a help wanted ad for a murderer seems like it’ll probably end with you skinned for a lampshade, so good luck with that.

Why would I put my ass on the line to help someone I give absolutely no fucks about?

Cheers,

Not Your Serial Killer

To: FacelessMan00@gmail.com

From: MVictimVolunteer@gmail.com

Date: May 1, 2:38 PM

Re: Help Wanted

Dear Faceless,

I figured somebody like you needs people to kill. Why not me? You’ll be a hell of a lot more likely to get caught messing around with unwilling victims than you would taking me as a freebie.

But if that’s not enough, just tell me what you want in return. Money, a kidney, a blowjob, whatever. Believe me, I’m so beyond caring.

Sincerely,

Volunteer

To: MVictimVolunteer@gmail.com

From: FacelessMan00@gmail.com

Date: May 1, 3:30 PM

Re: Help Wanted

Dear Volunteer,

I’ll take two fresh kidneys and a million dollars. Cashier’s check only, please, and you can mail it to Crazytown, USA.

Which is where you’re clearly already living, if you think the kind of guys who’d trade you a blowjob for a bullet will take you anywhere you care to be.

I don’t have to kill, for the record. I just can.

I don’t know if you recognized my screen name—in Game of Thrones, the Faceless Men carry out the will of the Nameless God and bring death to those who need it. The Faceless Men have their code about who lives and who dies. Except in this case, I decide, not some invisible god who can be given convenient speech bubbles by whoever is in power. It also means if the wrong choice gets made, the error hangs on me, not God.

If you want my help, I want your story. I don’t personally give a shit what you’ve done. But your blood will be on my hand, and I have to live with myself after this. You don’t. If I’m going to keep doing this, I should probably do it for the right reasons.

Cheers,

Faceless
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Jeika

CHEEPSLIST IS BASICALLY my fairy godmother.

When my baby brother peed on the couch, Mom was between paychecks, but after one day of sitting on the floor, we headed to the little bird icon of the online classified ads. Four hours of scrolling pictures, a minimal amount of cash, and an annoying drive out to Scottsdale later, we had non-peed-on fake leather with reclining seats and cupholders. Legit cupholders. In the couch.

A couple of years later, when my little brother, Ray-Ray, forgot he had a social studies project until the night before? CheepsList, boom. One slightly used diorama of the Oregon Trail. Granted, his project was supposed to be on the Civil War, but this at least eked him out a C.

And when I realized the dorms are only for people, um, still enrolled in college and I needed a new place to live that wasn’t my car? One ad for a room for rent later and I had a roof over my head without waiting for a credit check.

Lesson learned. CheepsList solves problems.

So when I needed to die, and I realized I wasn’t up to the task, to the online classifieds I went.

Writing the ad was the hard part. I wasn’t sure how to attract the exact kind of criminal I needed, so I kept it simple. After all, they can’t be any worse at killing me than I am.

The day before yesterday, I tried to hang myself in the woods.

I thought gravity would leave no room for mistakes. After all, gravity doesn’t get nervous or flinchy. It doesn’t have feet that can slam, unasked for, on the brake pedal. Gravity has no fingers that shake and sweat so you can’t even grip a knife. Doesn’t have a mouth that goes gummy and dry so the pills stick to your tongue and bleed bitterness down your throat until you choke and spit them into the sink like the mangled, half-melted carcasses of your best intentions.

But even gravity can fail you when you can’t tie a thirteen-loop noose properly.

There’s a quiet whimper from the next room, but I steel myself. Not my problem.

Still, my stomach flips and growls, and I reach for the box of Teddy Grahams beside the bed. I’m always hungry, like the empty feeling that haunts me is begging for some kind of nourishment I can’t give it. Bonus: the snacks quiet the churn. Double bonus: munching on something sweet distracts me and makes me feel almost okay. Not so much when my throat is this sore, but usually. I’ve been reading the last email from Faceless Man over and over, trying to decide how to answer their ultimatum, and it’s got my stomach even more churned than usual. One thing’s for sure: I can’t tell them what I’ve done. There’d be nothing stopping them from taking it to the police.

But what else but the truth would convince them how badly I need their help?

Another small, sad sound comes through my bedroom door, and it scrapes at the underside of my heart. I jump up, cursing myself the whole time. My roommate’s due back from class any minute. If she never has to walk her own dog, how is she ever going to remember to do it once I’m gone?

I open the door, feeling horrible for making Cooper wait. He perks up when he sees me but doesn’t jump on me. He’s all playful energy with Kia, his real owner, but with me he’s more careful, soft. Like he’s afraid to startle me.

“Sorry, boy.” I run my hand over his silky head and he leans against my leg, instantly content. “Wanna get your leash?”

Now he explodes, nails scrabbling for purchase against the floor as he races back toward the door to get what I’ve asked. Kia adopted him as a rescue, and he’s some mix of golden retriever that produced a sweet, happy fuzzmuppet the color of hot chocolate with a dollop of cream, like my mother used to make us at Christmas. I don’t think he ever got enough to eat before he ended up at the pound, so he only ever grew a little past puppy size. Makes him cute as anything, but I always pour extra in his bowl when I’m the one to feed him, which is … probably too often.

I take him outside and apologize with a longer walk than usual, but when we get back, Kia still isn’t home. Again.

I don’t begrudge my roommate her busy whirl of friends and classes and frat parties, I really don’t. In a parallel universe, I’d probably be doing the same. It’s just, I don’t think she realizes how much pain Cooper’s in trying to hold his bladder for all the hours she’s gone. He’s all bounding joy and enthusiasm when she gets home, and she doesn’t hear the tiny whimpers that sometimes escape him in all those empty hours before she returns.

That’s why I started driving over on my breaks from work to let him out and taking him to the dog park to run. Especially after I saw how rarely Kia bothered with anything longer than a five-minute visit to the sad little strip of grass by the road.

When we get back into the cool of the air conditioning, he tries to follow me into my room, but I crowd him out with my knees, a pang twisting in my chest. “Sorry, boy,” I murmur. I don’t want him to get attached, because I can’t stand the idea of him whimpering at my door and me not being able to answer, once this is all over.

I try to ignore the tiny, disappointed sound he makes as he flops to the floor in the hallway, tags jingling. To distract myself, I pull my phone out of my pocket, going back to the email that’s been tormenting me all day.


I have to live with myself after this. You don’t. If I’m going to keep doing this, I should probably do it for the right reasons.



How the hell am I supposed to know what qualifies as the “right” reasons to murder someone you found on CheepsList?

The pain nags at me, and I resist the urge to scratch my neck, still stuck on what I should write back. Being suicidal feels like rope burn, is what I want to tell them. The outer layers of your skin get scraped off so everything beneath is raw and weeping, just all the time so you can never forget it. It feels like failure, like the very specific shame that comes with something you have to cover up every time you leave the house so people won’t know what you did. Or in my case, what you couldn’t manage to do.

In my defense, a lot of very macabre people are eager to be quite helpful on YouTube, but those knots are harder to tie than they look.

After that fiasco, this should be easy. Write an essay, 500 words or less on why you want to die, please add a clear thesis statement. It’s freshman lit all over again and I wasn’t exactly aces at that.

While I think, I snatch up a greasy tub of Bag Balm and dab some onto the scrapes on my neck. Blonde strands of hair stick to the salve so I wrestle my hair up into a clip before I finish treating the wounds. They only have a few hours left in the air before I have to disguise them for my shift as an assistant at a real estate office, which I apparently have to go to now since I am starting to deeply doubt I’ll be able to off myself before the next billing cycle. The cover-up is going to be hard to pull off, considering I’m the kind of scarf-wearer that makes strangers reach out to me when I walk into Target. Here, honey, let me fix that.

Plus, Phoenix. We’re not exactly the land of scarves and mittens.

I close my eyes and force my mind back to what I need to capture in that email: everything I was thinking about when I drove to the forest preserve, then as I tried to slip that rope around my neck. The feelings, yes, but sanitized of the secrets that need to die with me.

When I open my eyes again, the tears have drawn lines all the way down my cheeks, stinging when they reach the raw places on my neck, but my vision is clear. I sit down with my back against the door, because it helps to be a little closer to Cooper’s warm weight on the other side. I tell myself it doesn’t count if he doesn’t know I’m doing it. He’s not even my dog, and if he doesn’t get too used to having me around, it won’t hurt him when I disappear.

I start to type, as fast as my thumbs can fly. I only stop to google and recheck my numbers. Back when I still thought I might manage to graduate from college—state school, at least—I majored in environmental science. The facts are so clear, once you take half a glance in that direction. Humans leave such a scar on this beautiful world. What could any of us do to justify the crater of impact our lives leave? Nothing, that’s what. Especially me. Even this sharp, skeptical killer on the other side of my classified ad can’t argue with that.

To: FacelessMan00@gmail.com

From: MVictimVolunteer@gmail.com

Date: May 2, 1:59 PM

Subject: My Reason

Dear Faceless,

This is all I think about these days, but I somehow still don’t know how to answer your question. Not just because I don’t want to talk about it, though of course I don’t. It’s that no matter what you say about why you want to die, people say that’s not a good enough reason. Not because it isn’t, but just because that’s what you’re supposed to say. Well, fuck that.

The truth is, I should already be dead. Everything would make so much more sense if I died six months ago. It made me think, afterward: How do you know you deserve to be alive? How does anyone? But then, it’s the same question you must be thinking about all the time. Faceless Man and all.

I don’t know your criteria, but here’s mine.

Name three great figures from history. (Yes, I know the question was why I wanted to die. I’m getting there.) I mean good people, heroes. Here, I’ll go first: Jesus, Mother Teresa, Robert Redford.

What do they all have in common? They all did things for other people or the environment. They sacrificed something of their own happiness and comfort and freedom for others. It doesn’t even matter which three I could have picked. All good people have that same thing in common. Nobody admires you for saving yourself. To save your own ass is human, to save someone else’s ass is divine.

One more point for you, before I get down to my reasoning. The amount of resources needed for a human lifespan is about 70 billion tons right now. That number has tripled in the last forty years. That means, if I live eighty years, it’ll probably triple twice more. Basically, 630 billion tons of resources just for little old me. In a lifetime, I’ll use 81,585 gallons of gas. More, if I end up with a long commute.

I’ll eat about thirty-five tons of food. TONS.

I’m using up all this stuff and for what? What do I add to the world in return? Before I dropped out of college, I had one friend who was more athletic than me, and one friend who got better grades than me. And that’s pretty much the story of my life. I’m never going to cure cancer or win the Nobel Prize. I’m absolutely freaking ordinary. All these statistics about the average American are about people just like me. And if there are millions of people just like me, what’s the point of me?

Here’s the truth, Faceless: I’ve already done the worst thing a person could do. And there’s no taking it back. But even without knowing what I regret, you can’t deny this: If I die now, every dollar of health care, every gallon of gas, and every sandwich I will ever use up can go to someone else. Every person I will ever hurt will be saved from me.

No matter how hard you try in life, you can’t control everything your actions will set in motion.

If I choose to die, I can control my own impact from this moment forward. I can make it disappear.

So if you want to judge me, then go ahead. You’re supposedly the expert. My very own Faceless Man. Do I deserve to live or die?

Sincerely,

Ready to Be Done

P.S. What’s with the “Cheers,” anyway? Are you British? Are you toasting your emails to a suicidal person? Because that’s moderately fucked up.
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Dani

BLACK SMOKE SEETHES from under the edges of my car’s hood and I glare at the motionless vehicle. If this is another sign, it’s a great big middle finger of one, because I’m definitely going to miss my interview at the veterinarian’s office. Two vets turned me down before I found one willing to let me shadow them for a few euthanasia appointments.

Shadow.

I like that verb. I’d like to be doing that a whole lot more than I’d like to be scowling at the hood, wondering if I should even bother with the gymnastics to get it propped up. I’m going to have to call him anyway. There’s nothing to do with cars and smoke that I know how to fix and getting the stick in the super-high hood is a bitch.

I let out a sigh through my teeth. It was probably pointless anyway, trying out more legal avenues for my gift for death after I already cut someone’s throat this week. Not to mention answering the CheepsList ad that could definitely be a cop. I’ve googled “entrapment” about thirty times since then.

I’ve just felt off since the failed internship interview. Not quite the gut-scraping regret TV claims murderers are supposed to feel, but just a little pang of oopsie. Maybe because I’ve never killed anyone who didn’t deserve it before. Or at least asked me for it. And sure, Mr. Funeral Home was kind of a judgy asshole, but not truly bad enough to pull down a death sentence.

It almost scared me.

That I could get caught, sure, but mostly that it’s gotten this easy. After all, just because I can doesn’t mean I should. So I’m taking it slow with this classified ad, and I went ahead with the vet office thing. Just in case. Except then my car died.

It’s not just this interview I need the car for: the grocery store’s too far to walk, and so is my job. I glance back at the house. When I left, my mom was passed out on the couch in a T-shirt and her underwear, one bare foot slumped off the cushion onto the floor. The bottle of Southern Comfort and the bottle of her pills were both low enough to let me know that the pain was bad yesterday. I should have moved out to my own place and my own life years ago, but she can’t make it without me.

I can’t keep both of us going without a car, but two weeks ago, I hit the limit of what I was willing to do to keep this thing running. Funny how the world doesn’t change its rules even when you’re not willing to play anymore.

The metal’s hot against my ass when I lean back against the grille of my car and make the call.

“Hey, it’s out again. Smoke this time. Can you come over?”

As soon as he agrees, a smile slithering through his voice, I hang up and tip my head back, letting my eyes fall shut. Sometimes the world is so ugly that all I want is darkness.

I keep my lids closed as long as I can. The three blocks from his trailer won’t take him long. The sun’s already burning my skin red when I open my eyes again to see him walking up the street. Toes wide in that duck-walking swagger, his pants sagging from his chopped-off belt. Even from here I can see how wet his thin lips are. He is the reason I ended up in front of the funeral home.

Looking for any other answer. Any way his life isn’t my responsibility to end. If I’m going to keep doing this shit, I want it to be on my terms, but somehow, it never feels like it is.

Eric smiles as he approaches, eyes slitted against the sun.

“More car trouble?” He smells like sweat. Not clean sweat but the kind that festers in your armpits and doesn’t come out in the wash. Layered on top of that is body spray made for a man two decades younger than his receding hairline claims him as.

I step back and let him lift the hood. Though I’m not going to fucking ask. “Shitty timing. I’m late for a job interview.”

“You get fired?”

“Not yet.”

He chuckles. “So, soon then?”

Given that Marilyn just wrote me up for insubordination again last week, and put me on Mondays even though I told her I couldn’t work that day? Probably.

I just shrug.

“Ah, shit …” He whistles through his teeth, then sidles closer to me as he points into the engine at something that looks like a half-melted belt. “See that?”

I don’t lean in. “Can you get parts from the junkyard?”

“Maybe. Desert air means rubber doesn’t keep, but if they got in a fresh junker that’s the right model, we might be able to do something with that. Wanna ride out there with me?”

“No. I’m busy.”

I used to ride with him to the junkyard when we first moved here. Why not? Back before I started to second-guess why he was so eager to help, and this car was just a piece of garbage with beautiful classic lines, abandoned by one of my mom’s boyfriends. Eric was the one who dropped a junkyard starter into it and gave me the ability to get farther from my house than my feet could ever take me.

Work. Money. Freedom. I loved the gasoline-scented muscle of that car, the way it drove like every other vehicle on the road would melt like wet tissue paper before it.

Eric’s old enough to be my father, but I let him stand closer, look longer, than I would have let anybody else, because of the gift of that car. But I don’t let him touch. Not because I can’t survive it. I can survive almost anything, unfortunately. I just won’t let him make me into a person who will endure things from men.

He reaches into my engine to poke at something, the freckled skin of his arm pallid where it protrudes from the sleeve of his T-shirt. “Can’t be that busy right now if you were supposed to be at a job interview.”

“I need to call them to reschedule.” I’d rather not lose that big open question mark of possibility with the one veterinarian who is willing to let me in the door. Maybe I’m meant for something more than this. Maybe Mr. Funeral Home can be my last one, for real this time.

Eric straightens. “Well, if I gotta go to the salvage yard alone to run your errands, at least walk me back to my house.”

“It’s only three blocks.” I raise an eyebrow at him. “A grown-ass man can’t walk three blocks on his own?”

“Gets lonely.” He nods to my quiet house. “You oughta know about that. Besides, friends hang out together. We are friends, right?”

It’s a test. A punishment, really, since I slapped his hand off my shoulder two weeks ago. An hour later, I saw him at the playground pushing the swings for Aurelio Jimenez, a five-year-old he’s definitely not related to.

“Because friends see each other in between fixing each other’s cars,” Eric presses, his eyes watery and more than a little bloodshot. He’s not blinking. “Pretty sure I don’t do that shit for strangers.”

“Let’s walk, then.” I don’t look away or squirm. Eric nods.

This is why he keeps coming around. It’s certainly not because I’m nice to him. He likes me because I’m not afraid of him. Well, and because I’ve got tits. But he thinks my lack of fear is because I don’t know what he wants from me. Probably, he thinks that’s why I keep naively asking him over to fix my car.

I look at him for a little longer. His thin nose. Rotting seaweed eyes. Wet lips. I can kill you, I think. The knowledge crawls under my skin, like my blood is a different color from everybody else’s, and I’m the only one who knows.

I don’t mind killing. I know I should. It’s messy and exhausting, and in the thick of it, the other person’s agony echoes through every nerve in your body, lighting up your internal organs with the atavistic memories of pain fear run that seem tattooed on our bones from the days when caves were places of refuge.

All my true-crime podcasts tell me that other murderers thirst for that, that they must thrive on the sadism and adrenaline, but it does nothing for me. I don’t crave it, but like surviving, it’s just something I can do. Especially when it’s a stranger, it’s startlingly easy.

But Mr. Funeral Home is still sitting in my gut like a meal I can’t quite digest. If I’m going to do this even one more time, it has to be on my terms. My choice, for the right reasons, not just because I can. Otherwise, I’m no better than the predators I’ve made my prey.

I turn toward the street and his hand settles on my back, guiding me around him. His smallest finger slipping under the hem of my shirt. I stop moving, my throat closing so abruptly it’s like I’ve taken a punch. His hand falters awkwardly, the word “friend” hanging in the air between us even though he hasn’t said it.

A test. A punishment.

I whirl and grip his wrist, feeling every mile of freedom that car gives me shrinking down until the metal trailers lining the street might as well be bars. I squeeze until his bones grind and he jerks back, fear flaring in his eyes when his arm snaps taut between us like a leash he just hit the end of. I don’t let go, and it takes him less than a second to realize he can’t make me.

“What the hell?”

“Don’t touch.”

“Jesus, I thought you might—wasn’t trying—wasn’t nothing,” he sputters. “Thought we were friends!” He shakes out his wrist when I release it, holding it to his chest for a second the way a hurt child clutches a stuffed animal. His lips pooch out. Wounded, almost pouting.

“Friends walk,” I instruct him, my blood pumping wildly through my veins until my head spins and reels and I have to work hard not to blink. If I lose my car, we lose our trailer. I lose my whole life. The car’s so old, I could never afford to keep it running without him. Wouldn’t know how, even if I tried. He knows it, I know it. And I draw the line anyway. “They don’t touch.”

I pushed his hand away last time, but the car was already fixed then. I didn’t say a word, and so he thought maybe this time, I’d let him. He couldn’t even wait until we got to his house and he tried to get me inside, that’s how excited he was about the idea that he might get away with it.

“Jesus,” he mutters. “That mom of yours probably hasn’t patted you on the back in ten years. Thought you might—”

“I don’t,” I cut him off. The only thing that’s saved him from me so far is that he’s a bigger risk than the others, because he’s connected to my real life. The police may be busy, but they’re not always stupid.

I start walking toward his house and he jogs to catch up, his stride a little shorter than usual. Wounded, distracted. He’s calculating if I’m still worth it, what there is left that I might let him get away with. I let him think it over, hoping his filthy desires will give him false hope enough that I’ll get a new serpentine belt and a smoke-free engine out of the deal.

When you don’t have what you want, sometimes hope is all you get.

We’ve only made it a block when a little girl bursts out of her house. She’s maybe six or seven and her name is Holly. I know because I’ve made her lunch a time or two when her parents were working back-to-back shifts and didn’t know the babysitter hadn’t shown up. I remember how hard it is to be hungry when you’re that little.

She pelts up the swept-clean pavement of her driveway, waving to us.

Eric squats down and pulls her into a hug, avoiding my eyes. My pulse jolts as the hand I just slapped off me settles onto her instead. She’s so young, his hand is nearly as wide as her whole back.

“Hey, you bored today? Wanna come over?” He gestures to me. “I’ve got to fix her car, but then I was going to make cookies. You could put frosting on them. You
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