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One


The news had been everywhere the past few weeks. Michael Williamson had been arrested in the disappearance of Sally Walker, also known as Shaelyn White. After talking to an informant, the DA had also charged him with witness intimidation, drug trafficking, and money laundering. Even if he magically beat the eventual murder rap, Michael Williamson was going to spend a very long time in a very hot, very dangerous Florida state prison.
“The judge denied bail for Williamson, calling him a flight risk…”
I was in the kitchen making myself a cocktail while listening for the weather. When I heard that last line, I snorted. Would this be what happened to me if Stu told anyone?
I had been feeling a combination of anxiety and extreme sadness lately. Having not heard a word from Stu made life that much more unbearable. The only consolation was running into Andrew York a few weeks ago. That guy made me feel something other than sad.
The clock read 9:23 a.m. I sipped my dirty martini while judging myself for drinking so early in the day. I shook my head; I deserved to wallow in this pain. I deserved the pain too.
It had been two weeks since Stu left. Two weeks of nightmares, tears, and alcohol. I’d barely eaten anything. The girls were worried about me too.
We’d had a dinner night since then and I’d looked like a train wreck. My hair has been a mess, I’d worn no makeup, and my eyes were so puffy they wondered how I’d driven myself there. Kristen and Danielle had stopped by almost every day since. But today was for me. I needed to be alone.
I picked up the shaker and walked out onto the patio. The weather was offensive, even for Florida in September. I sat down and poured more into my glass. I sipped and stared out toward the lake. Beyond that was a such thick haze, the buildings on the other side were hard to make out.
“With a heat index over 105…” floated out from the living room. That made me stop caring about what weather was in store.
I snorted then slid the door closed. Minion didn’t need to feel the soup. Neither did my electric bill by keeping the door open.
There were no sounds other than traffic and sirens. It was a typical Saturday.
I finished the remaining martini and sighed. The sweat from the shaker was now a puddle on the table. And the sweat from my face flowed onto my shirt. I felt sticky and slimy at the same time. I’d showered once already and now needed another. I snorted again and pulled myself up before opening the door to a cat who showed her annoyance that she hadn’t been outside with me.
“It’s gross out there,” I told her as I closed the door.
I rinsed out the shaker and glass, then set them on a towel on the counter. I’d be using them both again soon, and had no care for cleanliness.
I walked into the living room and fell onto the couch. The weather guy was just finishing, and the seven-day was on-screen. There was some relief in sight, with rain in the forecast all day tomorrow. That meant jogging would be soggy. Like my current disposition. I closed my eyes and let his voice soothe my mind. Then my phone vibrated on the table, extracting a growl and snort from me.
I opened my eyes as I sat up and leaned forward to pick my phone up. Kristen was calling. I pressed the power button to mute the call and set it back down on the table. I knew I couldn’t avoid my friends—or my life—forever. But for today, I really wanted to be alone. I needed it.
I flipped one of the streaming services on and scrolled for a horror movie that always made me feel better. The Devil’s Rejects was always good for at least one giggle. One of the actors was also a comedian and brought that to one of the scenes. For years I hated it, but it was amusing—I loved the violence—so it grew on me.
But not today. I advanced through the beginning to that scene…and felt nothing. Not even the tiniest bit of mirth. I stopped the movie, stood, and shuffled into the kitchen for more alcohol.
The bottle of vodka I’d been keeping on the counter was gone. I peeked into the recycling bin and saw it lying on top. I supposed I’d finished it just a bit ago and didn’t remember. So I searched the cabinets and pantry for another bottle. There wasn’t one.
“Shit.”
Minion paused her bathing long enough to eye me like I’d called her names. I petted her. She licked my hand, then nuzzled it away from her. Even my cat wanted nothing to do with me. Not that I could blame her.
I plopped onto a chair at the table and sighed heavily. I needed to get myself out of this funk somehow. And the liquor store didn’t open until 11 a.m. anyway.
Sighing again, I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees. I tried to think of something I could do now that would ease the anxiety. The only thing I came up with was to go for a jog. Maybe that would help clear the booze from my brain, at the very least.
I changed and headed out. I took a spiral sort of route in an effort to challenge myself. And to beat myself into mental submission. I knew if I hurt enough from the jog, I would push harder mentally. The chain reaction would then cause my mind to retaliate with anger, or something like it. Then I might be able to find my way out of the wet paper bag I’d now found myself in.
Earbuds in, I walked across Bayshore to the bay. I berated myself until I reached the railing. Then I questioned everything while I stretched. What the hell was I thinking telling Stu? What had I hoped to accomplish? It couldn’t have been to bring him closer. Did I want to go to prison?
I sighed, changed the song, and hit the pavement. I swirled my neighborhood for thirty minutes, maybe more. I didn’t care about the distance or time, only how I felt. And I felt like I’d been run over.
My whole body ached. It should have. I hadn’t jogged or stretched for days. I did nothing more than go to work, drink, and sleep. Sleep was my number one next to Minion. I ate a little between those things too. But it didn’t grasp me like the booze and sleep did.
I appreciated stress eating, but it wasn’t what I went through these past few weeks. Instead, I stressed and didn’t eat. I’d lost a bit of weight too, which should have worried me but didn’t. I cared about almost nothing.
My phone vibrated in the holder strapped to my arm as I walked into my house. Without looking, I pressed the button on the earbud wire, answering the call.
“Hi. Is this Britney Cage?”




Two


“May I ask who’s calling?” I asked, pretending to be my assistant, Barb.
The man on the other end chuckled. “Hey, Brit. It’s Andrew.”
Ugh, gross. This asshole. I took a deep breath and attempted to sound happy.
“Hey, Andrew! What’s up? How are you?”
“I’m well, thanks. Do you still own Passing Through?”
“I do.” I knew where this was headed, and I didn’t like it.
“Can you help me out? I need something short-term until I find a new job. Unless the firm I temp at wants me full time, obviously.” His tone was snobbish, like it always had been. Like he was doing me a favor by letting me employ him.
“Sure. Come in Monday and fill out the paperwork. Bring your bank info, résumé, and two forms of ID.” I sounded like a robot. Plus, I felt like he may have already known what he needed to bring.
“Already have it all together and ready to go. Thanks, Brit! I really appreciate it!”
“No problem,” I said as the metaphorical light bulb dinged in my brain. “Have a good weekend, Andrew.”
As I took the earbuds out of my ears, I realized something seemingly insignificant. How convenient it was that the five people I’d killed in the last two years had all temped for me at some point? I smirked and hoped the cops wouldn’t put it together for a long time from now or I’d be screwed.
I pulled my phone from the holder as I unstrapped it, and walked upstairs for a shower. As I went, I scrolled through my last text conversation with Stu.
Sorry about her. She just transferred from some county further south. Anyway, I told her about Michael, and she’s got others helping her track him down. One of the CIs said they saw him around town.
No worries. She was polite. I’m worried about Shae though.
I don’t think we’ll find her.
You think he killed her, don’t you?
We can talk about this later.
Okay. Wanna come over for dinner and a movie?
Brit, you only need tell me the time.
6.
K. See you soon.
My eyes misted over. Then I got mad and threw my phone onto my bed. It bounced off the headboard before landing between a couple of pillows. I sighed, grateful that it was a Samsung.
I undressed and flung my clothes into the laundry bin and got in the shower. I hadn’t bothered to start the water before getting in, either. It was like I wanted to feel the sting of the ice water goosebumps. The water ran warm almost immediately after the initial shock. Or maybe it just felt that way because my skin was used to it in a weird way. I thought there was a word for it, but my brain failed me.
Under the water that suddenly flowed hot, I stood, letting it wash over me. As it did, I let myself get angry. Angry for actually thinking I could tell Stu and not suffer any repercussions. Angry for even wanting to tell him in the first place. Angry for letting my feelings for him get in the way. Then I smirked.
“It worked,” I said out loud. “Today is the day I get my shit together and get back to being me. Besides, I have a murder to plan.”
I washed and got out, towel-drying my hair after. I would be home all day. Which meant I could spend the day researching. I wanted to savor this one though. It all had to be perfect. The planning, anyway.
My why was straightforward because Andrew was, well, Andrew. After one misguided romp, he believed he could have me whenever he wanted. If he was like that with me, I imagined he’d been the same way with other women. I wasn’t sure which pissed me off more. But that added to why he needed to die.
The how was also much simpler now that I had my custom knife. I considered giving it a name, but that would likely have made me grow even more attached to it than I already was. It was a tool that, if necessary, could be replaced. Naming it might make it harder to let go of in an emergency. I hadn’t planned to keep it forever, either. I just wanted to keep it for as long as I could. For as long as I killed without being caught.
I put on an outfit that would be called lounge wear. It consisted of pair of terry pants and an oversize top. It was comfortable. I never understood why the term lounge wear even existed. It wasn’t like I would be actually lounging. Or wearing it to a lounge. Were those things even still around?
I swiped my phone from the bed where it had landed earlier and headed for the stairs. It vibrated for a second to remind me there was a notification to check. I unlocked it and saw the text message icon had a number two on it. I tapped it to see who needed to text me twice in about a half hour.
It was Julie.
Hey, Brit. I hope you’re okay.
I love you. Let me know if you need anything.
I smiled. Julie had always been good to me. And far too kind. Not just to me, but to others as well.
Thanks. Be in the office tomorrow. Love you too.
Placing the phone in my pocket, I went downstairs and started scanning the streaming channels for serial killer movies. The ones I was looking for today were the ones with creative body disposal. That was the sole criteria. I found one within a few minutes.
Ashley Judd and Morgan Freeman were in it. I enjoyed watching movies Judd was in, especially. And Freeman was an amazing actor. So what if this movie was made in the ’90s? I thought the ones she was in were good. It was a bonus that there was a serial killer—or two—in this one. I scrolled to the thumbnail and let the screen stay there while I went into the kitchen to grab a snack and drink.
In the fridge, there was half a bottle of red moscato and some cheese cubes. The combination looked more enticing than anything else did. I pulled the bottle and container out and set them on the counter. There wasn’t much sense in wasting a glass for that small amount of wine, but I used one anyway.
Back in the living room, I pressed play. Then I sipped and munched and enjoyed the movie. I got to the part where one of the killers left a victim’s body tied to a tree. I thought that part was odd, along with the fact that there were two working together. The other killer left no bodies out in the open. At least none that were mentioned. So much for research. At least the movie was tolerable.
After it ended, I got to thinking. I decided that tying a dead body to a tree was a cry for help; to be caught, not to taunt the police. I wasn’t going down that road. I had no desire to be caught. Nor did I delude myself into thinking I would never be caught. Sure, I’d told Stu. But that was out of a want to be honest with him. Not because I’d held some secret desire to face a death sentence.
Watching Dexter, however, got my brain going.




Three


I scrolled through my watch list until I found it, and pressed play once again. This show was a good one. And it was full of useful information. I’d sort of used bits and pieces before, so to have it influence me now wasn’t a surprise. Besides, he had it right: hide who you really are from your family, friends, and other loved ones.
I’d made it halfway through season three when it finally hit me. He cut the bodies up, put the pieces in plastic bags, then dumped them into the ocean. In the Gulf Stream, to be precise. The bit I found odd was the plastic bags. They didn’t dissolve, so why bother with them? Why not hold them overboard and—
I giggled maliciously. My disposal method for this kill was solidified. But I wasn’t going to dismember another body so soon. I didn’t even have a different way to accomplish that. It wasn’t worth it this time.
What I would need was a reliable way to hoist a body, though. I couldn’t remember if that shop in Ybor had an engine hoist. If it did, all I needed was a way to transport it to a dock at night. My plans were coming together more solidly than they had for Shae.
But I’d also need a boat capable of going out to sea. Shit. Maybe Andrew had one and I didn’t know about it. I found myself hoping that was the case. But would life give me this kill that easily?
Then I mentally listed some other things I didn’t already have and would need to acquire. The list wasn’t long or expensive. It was more like it was an odd list for someone who wasn’t a researcher, construction worker, or contractor of sorts. But when had that ever been an issue?
I stopped the show and checked my phone for the time. I hadn’t realized that I’d been watching things for as long as I had been. At least Minion hadn’t realized what time it was yet. I figured I’d beat her to it and headed into the kitchen, calling her name as I walked.
I fed her, then checked the fridge and pantry for my dinner. There wasn’t much that would cook quickly. I sighed and slid the notepad and pen I kept on the counter over to me, writing my grocery list out. I didn’t even have pasta in the house. How sad.
Back in the living room, I ordered a pizza, Hawaiian style. It was the one with barbecue sauce instead of marinara It also had ham, bacon, and pineapple. I was a monster in all forms of the word, but especially for my pizza choice. And I almost took pride in that. The app said it would be at my door in about an hour. I set my phone down and started the show back up to pass the time.
The timing of my food arrival coincided with a knock on my beloved serial killer’s door. I paused it and got up to get my dinner. I wished the delivery girl a good night and set the box on the coffee table. Plates weren’t necessary, but I needed a napkin. I grabbed one from the kitchen and sat back down to savor this rare treat.
I unpaused the episode and dug into my cheesy goodness. If I hadn’t had the feelings issues earlier, I’d have thought this was the perfect way to spend a lazy day. That aside, tonight was shaping up to be the kind I appreciated. Minion even joined me as the episode ended.
The time on my phone read 8:49. It was getting close to bedtime. I stroked Minion’s head and scratched her chin while deciding if I wanted to watch one more episode. The answer was obvious.
When the next episode finished, I closed the app and shut the TV off. I shifted Minion and stood, carrying the pizza box to the kitchen. I’d eaten half and would take the other half to the office tomorrow. I put the remaining slices in a plastic container and stuck it in the fridge. Then I washed the glasses I’d left in and around the sink. This was the last night of feeling sorry for myself.
By the time I’d made it to my bed, Minion was already there. She sat on my pillow wearing a look of disapproval. I giggled and nudged her aside as I crawled in. I was comfy and asleep as soon as I pulled the blanket up.
[image: image-placeholder]My alarm went off like any other day. But my brain overrode my heart, just like it had long ago. I’d almost forgotten what it was like to wake up and start my day without a care in the world. I smiled and enjoyed it for a moment before getting out of bed.
The sun shone in the bathroom when I brushed my teeth, reflecting off the brushed nickel door handle. It blinded me a bit, and made me wonder how gross the weather was. Not that it mattered; Florida weather usually wasn’t ideal until November anyway.
I changed out of my pajamas and into jogging gear, then stretched before leaving. I was still sore from yesterday, though not as badly as I’d expected. The stretching felt great. It reminded me that, like my body, I was capable of great things. I smiled and headed out.
I took the same swirl pattern I’d taken before. Not to avoid anyone, but because the route was pretty and a little bit more of a challenge than my usual. Though I was glad that if Andrew had been out on Bayshore, it was likely we wouldn’t bump into each other. After all, it was on a jog that I’d recently
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