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            WATCHER AT THE WINDOW

          

        

      

    

    
      I check my pulse for the third time today and release the tension I didn’t realize had gathered in my shoulders. Perfectly normal, as always. Small an act as it seems, this sort of repetition is the glue that holds me together. Sustains me. For some people such mundanity is the death of them, but those are the people that don’t have their lives together. Not like I do.

      A reclaimed-fabric clad customer walks up to the counter, the side of her hand smudged with graphite. For a millisecond, my eyes flick up to her for assessment: a community college student pulling an all-nighter and in desperate need of caffeine. Those are the only customers a coffee house like this gets at eleven PM. Why the hell are we even open that late? And doesn’t she know all-nighters will ruin your health? Too much sleep can be lethal too, though. There have been studies on it. Seven and a half hours is thought to be the best amount, so that’s what I aim for every night of my life, trimming and lengthening my natural rhythm with meds and alarms and whatever else necessary.

      “Did you get that?” my all-nighter-because-I-can’t-plan-my-life customer asks.

      But judge her all I want, I’m the one who spaced out.

      “Sorry, could you repeat that?” My hands shake as I punch in her order for an iced horchata latte. Stupid.

      She thanks me despite my ineptitude and waits for the barista to whisk together her drink.

      I give an inward sigh as I glance at the coffee-cup clock, the spoon-shaped minute hand crawling towards the end of shift. Eleven o’clock strikes just as the door swings open, the chimes above it banging in a cacophonous rattle. I force my eyebrows to stay down as a scraggly old man walks through the door, bits of food enmeshed in his beard and his teeth a putrid yellow. Colors may not have a smell, but it gives me that impression all the same. I don’t even want to think about the bacteria a man like this plays host to.

      “We’re closing in two minutes, sir,” the other barista, Nick, says as he slings an espresso-stained towel across his shoulders. He has less patience than I do when it comes to late customers, or at least doesn’t bother with bending over backwards for them. If it weren’t for him, I’d probably let these people keep the shop open all night, too afraid to upset anyone should they complain to the manager. Not that she would’ve liked staying open late, either.

      “Then I’ll take two minutes.”

      Nick masks his irritation well, then goes to the register. “What can I get you?”

      “Are you Eugene?” he asks.

      I look him up and down from across the counter. It’s not possible that I’ve met him before—is it? I’ve never seen this man in my life.

      “Nope, not me,” Nick says.

      “Well, I need him to take my order.” He points a dirty fingernail at me. “I guess that’s you.”

      Nick blows out a half-stifled laugh, making it seem almost like a cough. It takes him a minute to step away from the register though, almost like he’s wary. Waiting for something. It’s likely just my imagination.

      “Good luck,” he mutters as I pass him.

      “What would you like, sir?” I ask. Working food service for the past two years, I’ve learned how to school my features into pleasantness even if I don’t feel it.

      “Don’t know. Don’t like coffee much.”

      “Oh.” I pause. He stares at me, face blank. “Well, we have a selection of teas available, if that’s something you’d like.”

      He shrugs. “I want the cheapest thing you have. Only got five bucks for the night.”

      Homeless then, though I’m not sure late night treats are the best use of his money. Not that it’s my place to say as much. I eye the red glass bowl of individually wrapped caramels near the card reader, marked for 50 cents apiece.

      “That would be these, sir.”

      He grunts and roots around in the bowl with those cracked and tobacco-stained nails. A queasy feeling skitters through me.

      “One of these, then,” he says.

      I punch it into the machine. “That’ll be fifty three cents.”

      “I thought you said fifty?”

      “Sales tax, sir.” I force my breathing to stay even, to not cower in the face of his annoyance—though I don’t quite look him in the eyes as I say it.

      With a huff, he hands me a single five dollar bill, crisp and clean despite his appearance. I blink. Either someone was very generous to have given him a full five, or he isn’t as hard-pressed as I thought. I take it and fish around in the drawer for his change.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but I was just wondering.” I glance down at where my name tag should be, but that my work doesn’t provide. Apparently labeling people doesn’t mesh with the pseudo-bohemian vibe of the cafe, even if it’s as innocent as stating one’s name.  “How did you know my name?”

      “Some woman out in the parking lot.”

      I wait for him to continue. He doesn’t. “Some woman in the parking lot…did what?”

      “Gave me money, told me to get some food.” He scratches at his stomach and his stained shirt rides up. “So long as I asked for you.”

      I falter as I slide the change towards him. My patience for the evening is wearing thin, anxiety beginning to replace it. The later I leave work, the less time I have to tend to my evening routine, the more likely the next day is to get thrown out of whack, and so on. The gentleman in front of me certainly isn’t going to help get things back on track, either. Best not to indulge him.

      “Here you go, sir.”

      The door bangs open, the chimes tied to it rattling in the quiet air.

      “We’re closed,” Nick says from over his shoulder as he wipes down the milk frother.

      The woman who just entered makes no move towards the counter, doesn’t even glance at the overhead menu. I try to assess her like all the others, to anticipate what she’d want, but instead draw a blank. Her eyes, golden like raw ocher, graze over the homeless man before locking onto me. I squint. It’s been a while since I’ve seen someone wear colored contacts, at least those of such an unnatural color. It would be jarring if they weren’t so transfixing. She nods at Nick in what I guess is acknowledgement of what he said, then makes a sharp turn out the door, black hair whipping behind her. Weird, but one less customer for me to contend with—one who respects closing time, no less. A rarity. Her silhouette climbs into a car under the parking lot’s buzzing light, but she makes no move to pull out, just sitting there. I turn away. Better for her to dawdle out there than in here.

      The congregations of students begin to file out, the dull murmur of chatter leaving with them and the parking lot emptying car by car. The homeless man leaves too. Nick tosses his rag into the sink and slings an arm around my shoulder.

      “I don’t want to say I hate late customers,” he sighs, “but I hate late customers.”

      I chuckle, but keep it low in case the manager is listening in. Never mind that she left an hour ago. “I feel that. Had a lot of them this week.”

      He nods. “How many hours does this make for you? It’s gotta be something wild.”

      “I don’t mind,” I say even as I stifle a yawn. I take in a lungful of the coffee bean scent in hopes it’ll revive me.

      “You’re probably beat. Anyone would be, with your schedule.” Nick shakes his head and closes down the register. While I’ve never had an older brother, Nick seems like the person who’d make a great one. Protective, slightly annoying, and very much a hardhead. It’s an endearing combination. “I can lock up today. You head home, alright?”

      “No, I’ll stay. It’s not fair to leave you with all the closing stuff.” In truth, I just don’t want to be thought of as someone who coasts at their job, someone who’d jump at the chance to take it easy. If word were to get back to my boss, all my future job or college plans could shatter. In any recommendation letters or references, she could toss a wet blanket right onto my prospects with two short words: he coasts.

      “Might be for the best,” Nick says as he collects the cappuccino cups. Their chipped porcelain clinks together in his hands as he sets them in the sink. “Last thing this town needs is another Brendon Watts.”

      I quirk an eyebrow up at him. “Am I supposed to know who that is?”

      He quirks one right back at me and turns away from washing dishes. “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Do you not watch the news or something?”

      “Celebrity news doesn’t count as news.”

      “Are you for real right now?”

      “Uh, yes?” I stammer as my pulse quickens.

      “Brendon Watts.” He says it like a statement, not a question, but I still can’t tell what he’s getting at. Nick leans in, elbows on the flecked granite countertop and eyes bright like a child with a secret he’s not supposed to share—but who plans to anyway. “Dead kid?”

      My expression remains blank, though I kick myself on the inside. Apparently this is a name I should know, and while it’s somewhat familiar, ‘somewhat’ doesn’t cut it. I’ve tried to get into the habit of making flash cards from unfamiliar names and facts to sharpen my memory, but it’s remembering to do so that I forget.

      Nick continues. “Two days ago, someone named Brendon’s found shot dead in a parking lot just north of town. Some guy in my finance class, his old man works with county PD, and word is that it was brutal. Like, execution style. No motive, no evidence, nothing. Things are still kinda hush-hush because they don’t want to freak everyone out, but I think it’s a bit late for that.”

      An involuntary chill scuttles down my spine. Never would I have thought something like that could happen here. Sure, no place is ever totally insulated from violence, but still. Austin is known for being safe, and while the growing population has seen our crime rate increase, it’s still low.

      Nick shakes his head and clicks his tongue before turning back to the cups. “Crazy world out there, man.”

      “Yeah.” I grab a clean rag from the drawer, mind elsewhere, lingering on his words. “Sure is.”

      I wipe down the counters and look out the window again, into the vast blackness of the parking lot. The black-haired woman’s car is gone.
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        * * *

      

      Nick and I walk to the back employee parking lot together. As we finished cleaning the cafe, he’d taken it upon himself to divulge the gory contents of every last Brendon-Watts-related rumor that’s ever graced his ears, and nineteen though we may be, now neither of us feel all that safe walking into an unlit, unsurveilled lot at night. From the pallor of his face, it’s safe to guess Nick regrets psyching himself out too.

      Tragedy though it was—I really do feel for his family’s loss—I throw off all thoughts of Brendon and step into my paint-chipped sedan. I hit the lock three times before I buckle my seatbelt, a habit my older sister ingrained into me. The car rumbles to life, and after double-checking my rearview mirror, I see a third car in the employee parking lot—despite that only Nick and I were on-shift. Loiterers. Before I sit long enough to look suspicious—the hell do I have to look suspicious for? I’m the one at work—or to contemplate the dim outlines in the car, I speed away.

      Fifteen minutes later I’m home, having averaged a responsible gas-mileage and never daring to edge near the speed limit. Once the doors are double-bolted and I’ve ingested enough calories to maintain my weight, I open my email on my phone. My eyes drift to one message in particular and I tap it.

      
        
        Beautiful here as always! Abuela says to make sure you’re eating and sleeping enough. How’re things on your end? Try to relax and enjoy this summer!

        XO - Mom and Dad

        

      

      Attached is a photo of my dad and his mother, my abuela, with his finger blurring the upper corner of the lens. Their sun-kissed cheeks are flushed with a rosy tint and wide smiles eclipse their faces. Currently my parents are off in Spain visiting my father’s family, well into their fourth week by now. They’d tried to drag my older sister along with them, but she was toiling away on her graduate thesis and would’ve sooner swallowed glass than get onto an airplane. I had chosen to stay so I could work and invest in my mutual funds, that way they could grow while I was busy with whatever degree I pursued. Which I definitely would pursue—once I decided what to do with my life. My parents, however, still feel bad about leaving, and have been sending messages since.

      I pull the coffee-and-soap-scented shirt over my head and toss it into the hamper, then throw in the shirt for my other job as well. Realizing the name tag is still on it, I bend over to pluck it off. Eugene Reyes, it reads. Such a godawful name, uptight and weak, but it fits me. Lanky, not that outspoken, a completely anal basket-case, and with a mess of black hair that skims down my neck like a sodden mop.

      By the time I floss and swallow my sleep aids, the clock reads 11:32. Two minutes later than my norm, but…I’ll survive without bumping my alarm ahead. Two fewer minutes of rest won’t be the end of me, so long as I don’t indulge the behavior. I flop onto my bed and give a small sigh, pulling my thick-framed glasses from my nose. Thank god the hipster style is in. Contacts pose too great a risk of papillary conjunctivitis for my liking.

      I tug the bedside lamp string and the room goes dark, the shadows bleeding in like ink through cotton. As I lie there, eyes closed and slowing my breathing, my mind flicks back to Nick’s words. No evidence, he’d said.

      Stop thinking. I picture a blank wall and try to focus on it, attempt to clear my thoughts, but to no avail. Execution style, he’d said. My mind’s eye conjures up the image of some poor soul’s lifeless body, left to be discovered in an alleyway or parking garage. What kind of person could do that? Try as I might to picture a wall instead, I can’t shake the image. I roll onto my side, then my back, then around again until my legs tangle in the sheets, but the thoughts remain.

      What was Watts doing to draw a killer's attention to him? Was he in with a rough crowd? No, Nick said they hadn’t found a motive, not yet at least. Was he just not being conscious of his safety? Blaming the victim is never in good taste, but sometimes you wonder: if they acted differently, would things have turned out the same?

      At the very least, I know that I’m in the clear. I live in a safe neighborhood. My jobs are in reputable areas of town. I take care to watch my back, and I’m hyper-vigilant in almost every aspect of my life. Unexpected though the unexpected may be, that sort of tragedy is the last thing I’ll ever have to worry about—one of the many benefits of making my life predictable to a T.

      Eased by the thought, I curl around the comforter and drop into sleep.
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            SPIRITED

          

        

      

    

    
      I bounce on the balls of my feet, back and forth, back and forth as I wait for the crosswalk to give me the light. Even though there are no cars at the intersection, you never know when one might come around the corner, but I don’t want to lose my momentum either. Waking up early just to further torture myself with a run is bad enough as is. Catching every standstill crosswalk doesn’t help. I check the morning’s humidity level on my phone and try to calculate how much water I’ll need to drink to replenish my fluids. And what amount of electrolytes I’ll need to consume to keep my water intake from diluting my stores. And how to fit it into my daily caloric allotment.

      I wish I could just let things go sometimes, but my mind refuses.

      The white pedestrian icon lights up. I trot across the intersection, still careful to check both ways for cars. There aren’t many on the road at this time on a Saturday. My thigh muscles burn. I pound across the pavement. Sweat runs along my bony spine. Save a few hiccoughs, these moments are some of the only times my brain is quiet. Relaxed. I’ve certainly been told exercise will fix my problems often enough for me to give it a try. It doesn’t, but it comes with its own benefits. The baggy shirt swings around my form with each stride, a collar of sweat darkening the neck of it. I pull it from my skin with a finger and duck my head to give myself a sniff. I cough. As if there was any doubt that I reeked.

      While I’m not trying to impress anyone, I scan the area all the same. No one’s there. I hear the rush of vehicles on the main road a few blocks off, but nothing closer save for some chatty squirrels. Yet while I don’t see anyone…

      No, that’s just the paranoia from last night kicking in. It’s only natural after what happened to Brendon, but that’s all it is. Fixable panic.

      Eyes press into my back. I turn around one more time, more like a startled cat’s jump. No one’s there. Of course not. I wipe my sweaty hands on my running shorts then head back home, and still I can’t help but look over my shoulder every twenty seconds. My sister Moira quirks up a brow from upon the couch as I walk through the door.

      “Still running?” she asks.

      “Still coming over to leech off Mom and Dad’s cable?”

      She shrugs, the glare from the TV illuminating her blocky glasses. “I can’t stream local news from my apartment.”

      “Since when do you watch loc—”

      The macabre image that flashes onto the screen shuts me up. Even through the blurred pixels, there’s still enough horrible context clues to show me more than I ever wanted to know. Splatters fleck the brick wall near where Brendon’s body was found, and I’m not sure it’s all blood. My stomach curls in on itself in a bout of nausea.

      “Why’re you watching that?” I turn away and head into the kitchen. The photograph dampened my appetite, but if I wait for my muscles to go through post-workout break down, I’ll get even skinnier than I already am. I rummage through the cabinets for an easy source of protein. Scooping unprocessed peanut butter from the jar, I then pop it in my mouth.

      “I’m sorry, do you not want me to be informed?” Moira shoots back.

      The reporter’s voice, strangely warm despite the subject, details the time and place of the incident. “Authorities still have no suspects or theories regarding the death of young Brendon Watts, and are holding his body for further examination before he is interred on Saturday morning. The Watts family has asked that donations be made to local charities in lieu of flowers.”

      The anchor continues on, but I try to tune out her voice. “Can you shut that off?”

      “This is why I came over here,” Moira says with a shrug, still looking ahead.

      I huff out a sigh and move to head for my room, but hear the TV click off before I make it to the end of the hall.

      “Eugene?” she calls. When I don’t respond, she repeats herself with that demanding, big-sister tone. “Eugene.”

      “Yeah.” I come back out to the living room and lean up against the wall, head tilted at an awkward angle between the plaster and my shoulder to avoid eye contact.

      “Something’s wrong,” she says, eyes dragging over me like she’s trying to sniff out clues. “Tell me.”

      “It’s nothing. Don’t worry.” My standard response to everything. When my parents ask why I’m wound so tight, when my classmates want to know if they could get some control over our projects… The list goes on.

      “I will sit on you, stupid.”

      That she will. I sigh, and she smacks the leather couch cushion beside her. Resigned, I plop down onto it. We sit in silence for one moment, then two.

      “It’s just all the Brendon stuff,” I say.

      “Eugene.” She rolls her eyes and rubs at them. I know how this conversation will go. “We’ve talked about this. Every time something happens, even something minor, you spiral—”

      “He was killed.”

      “Yes, he was and it’s horrible and I hope they catch the monsters who did it. But. You can’t rev yourself up about it so badly that you can’t sleep or eat or function. We’ve been there too many times before.”

      “How can you distance yourself like that?” My voice raises by a fraction, but not at her. “How is everyone not locked up in their houses and—”

      “Listen,” she says, putting a hand on my shoulder, “it was a tragedy, but stuff like this happens. It’s unlikely anything will happen again for quite some time, especially in a neighborhood like this. Okay?”

      “But you can’t be sure.”

      She takes her hands off me to run them through her hair, pin-straight like mine, but maintains her composure. I don’t know how she finds it in herself to tolerate me, but I appreciate the effort. Even if I never voice it. “No one can ever be one-hundred percent sure of anything, alright? Now I want you to make plans, put this out of your mind, and go have fun. No working, no worrying, just fun. It’s summertime, for god’s sake.”

      “It’s not—,” I sigh. “It’s not just the news. That’s bothering me, I mean.”

      Her eyebrows arch up, an invitation for me to go on. I try to swallow down what I want to say, and find myself second guessing my thoughts from last night and this morning. Maybe I am being ridiculous, but could it hurt to mention it?

      “I think someone’s following me.”

      Moira blinks. Before she can laugh or object, the words rush out of me.

      “Well, more like someone’s watching me. I don’t know exactly, but I’ve just had this really weird feeling—”

      “Don’t do this, Eugene.” She now grips both hands around my shoulders and turns me to face her firm expression, older and more certain than my own. “I know it’s hard. But you have to let this anxiety stuff go, or else it’ll always be something that’s got you looking over your shoulder. That’s no way to live.”

      I purse my lips together, biting down my retort. That’s exactly the point, I want to say. When anxiety becomes your natural state, you don’t know what actually warrants being afraid anymore. What if this is one of them?

      “Call me if you ever need anything or just want to talk, alright? But as for this,” she gives me a light shake, “relax. Promise?”

      Despite that I’m not sure it’s a promise I can keep, I nod all the same.
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        * * *

      

      I wipe a sheen of sweat from under my ball cap, then pull it off to fan myself. The air hangs heavy with the scent of grease scrapings and a salty tang, and while I know my skin isn’t actually coated in a film of oil, I can’t help but imagine one. I sling a dishcloth over my shoulder and look out over the few straggling Chicken Bucket patrons as they file out, stained plastic trays and crumpled receipts in their wake. It’s been an uneventful night. The evening chaos aside, no one got any snippier than usual, and no threats walked through our doors. My shoulders are no longer so tight, so tense up around my ears.

      After a few minutes I gather the trash, grateful no one has stayed too long past closing. I bend over a booth’s linoleum tabletop to sweep off grains of salt. They stick to my hand. I shake them off and my reflection catches in the window, the glass panes showing me the drab brown interior, the tiled floor, the particle board tables.

      Something shifts again in the window—this time from the other side, in the pitch dark night.

      My heart stops. It’s too bright in here for me to see whoever—or whatever—is outside. But anyone can see inside, as easy as staring into a goldfish bowl. I lunge towards the glass, cup my hand around it, and peer out. Nothing stares back at me, at least not that I can see. These night shifts always used to be my ideal; quick-paced and with a free meal.

      Since yesterday, my opinion has shifted ever so slightly.

      I step back and stare, eyes tight. It could have been a grackle for all I know, but I’m not going to stick around to find out. After the half hour it takes me to clean the soda machine, restock the napkins and straws for the morning, and make the next day’s coleslaw, I’m back in my car, doors promptly locked and shift complete.

      As I take off my hat to rub where its cheap material has chafed my ears, I realize I’m out of bananas at the house. I curse under my breath. While not a calamity, it is an inconvenience. I have another early morning run scheduled for tomorrow, and my tried-and-true pre-exercise snack has been a banana for the past eight months. Making a whole separate trip for it would be a waste of gas and breaking from the repetition of today’s routine isn’t an idea that thrills me, but better to throw off today—a day that’s almost over—than flubbing tomorrow before it even gets off the ground. I turn the keys in the ignition. There’s only one grocery store still open at this time of night, but it isn’t far. Throwing my arm over the passenger seat’s cracked shoulder to back out, I make for the main road.

      It takes me less than a second to see the sedan hurtling my way, screaming through the lot. A rush of heat seizes me. My mind scrambles. Slam the breaks and hope it overshoots me, swerve and hope we miss each other, or punch the gas and get the hell out of the way. Before I can consciously decide, my foot slams on the gas as I peel out of the parking lot and onto the road. No one else is driving in the far right lane, leaving me with a safe out.

      Relief bleeds through my chest, the throbbing fire in my veins lessening as I pull over and take in a deep gulp of air. I glance in my rearview mirror to see what the other driver did, if he’s drunk or texting at the wheel. I cock my head to the side. Another driver cut him off. Parking lots have gotten more hectic since the area has grown, but rarely do they descend into total chaos. Until now, I guess. I shrug off what tension remains then drive on, trying to keep my eyes ahead.

      Whatever happened, no one was hurt. Uncrushed limbs and an undeployed airbag are the only two items on my checklist for this evening. And bananas.

      I reach the store. Tonight the parking lot has an unsettling clarity, a crispness to it compared to the filmy smog hanging over the highways, spewed out by construction vehicles en route to the newest high rise or strip mall. The street lamps buzz like whirring cicadas overhead and stray grocery carts litter the parking spaces. Being in the service industry myself, I feel for the poor soul who’ll have to collect these.

      I step through the painfully bright front doors and grab a cart out of habit. Might as well pick up a few other things while I’m here, so long as I keep my costs down. It’d be inefficient otherwise. I take a mental tally of what the house is out of and head to the produce section, first to the left. The wheels of my cart squeal with each rotation, met only by the occasional cash register chirp or slap of a mop against the concrete floor. The store is almost deserted at this time of night, 10:27, save for a few college students and service workers. I rub the goosebumps puckering along my forearms as I draw closer to the chilled section. Jewel-toned cabbages sit clustered together, outer leaves withered, herbs a row above them. I throw a bag of romaine lettuce in my cart, then pluck three bananas from their cardboard box, and as I look sideways at the appetizing display of tubers, shallots, and peppers, I push my cart all of two feet before a woman seizes the front of it. I nearly jump backwards.

      It’s her. The woman from the coffee shop. Her eyes, inexplicably golden, stab through me sharper than any blade. My sights dart down to see her fingers clenched through the wire front of my cart, white knuckled.

      “We need to leave,” she says before I can utter a word.

      I blink twice. “Uh, what?”

      “Leave your cart and come with me. You’re—”

      “Listen, ma’am.” I try to move my cart and she holds it in place. What exactly do you say when someone does—well, whatever this is? “I’m sorry, but I think you have the wrong person.”

      “I don’t.”

      I push forward, but she doesn’t budge. In her all-black ensemble—boots with what looks like a hell of a lot of traction rubber at the soles, form fitting pants—she manages to look intimidating despite her petite height, in no small part due to her bared, corded arms. Even though it's clipped to the back of her head, dark hair spills over her shoulder, stretching to reach her ribcage.

      “This isn’t some damned gallery.” She jerks the cart towards her and leans in. “If you don’t come with me right now, you will die. Tonight.”

      My insides go cold.

      I search her eyes. Unreadable. Unfathomable. Who would lie about something like this? Is this some sick threat? But no, she wouldn’t kill me.

      Would she?

      I think back to the only other time I’ve seen her before, in the coffee house all of twenty-three hours ago. She’d only looked at me—then left once she saw I wasn’t alone. It was her who’d sent in the homeless man to figure out who I was. Oh god, how long has she been planning this? Just tonight I thought there was someone outside the restaurant window, someone I couldn’t see. A car had sped after me. I saw an extra car in the employee parking lot the night before. A roiling wave of nausea hits, making me feel light-headed and like cement all at once. It’s no mistake that she’s here.

      “Have you been…following me?” I know the answer before the words even leave my mouth.

      She glances towards the entrance behind me ever so quickly, too fast for me to make a run for it, and while I’m a runner, I have a sinking feeling that I’d be outmatched here. With a whip of her head, she bares her teeth and looks back to me.

      “Come with me and you won’t end up like Brendon Watts.”

      His name rings in my ears. All of the other sounds, the beep of the scanners, the faint squeal of wheels, all of it fades away. Cold sweat pops up on the back of my neck, my stomach churning. Through it all, I know one thing for absolute certain: I’m screwed.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t meander around the store to lollygag or burn time in hopes she’ll lose interest, which in retrospect is probably what I should have done. Instead I aim to get the hell out of dodge as fast as possible. I don’t even check out, bananas be damned. I make straight for the parking lot, keys in hand, bringing me to a dark and empty parking lot. It isn’t until I’m faced with it that I consciously realize the peopled supermarket would’ve been a better place to work out whatever the hell this is. I kick myself.

      “You shouldn’t ignore me,” she insists, right on my heels. Her teeth remain out, something primal as she flicks her gaze about the gravel lot. “Listen to me!”

      I pull my phone from my butt pocket to call my sister, hoping it’ll put this chick off whatever designs she has. It’s not until she punches me in the mouth that I fully comprehend the gravity of my situation.

      My head snaps back as white explodes across my vision. My teeth scream down to the root. She tears the keys from my hand and seizes the neck of my shirt, then shoves me against a car door as the locks pop open. My gut sinks straight to my ass as I realize her intentions.

      Is the car a metallic grey? Blue? I’ll need to describe it to the police—if I ever get to them—but my head swims with pulsing white noise and dizzying darkness. Why did I not buy pepper spray? I know that my work doesn’t allow weapons and that I could have been fired for having one on my person, which horrified me at the time—but being dead seems a far worse alternative. My world tilts sideways as she hurls me into the car and pushes past me, climbing over to the driver’s seat. She locks the doors.

      “Get down,” she says.

      I want to explode at her in rage, but my voice comes out more like an indignant squirrel’s, high pitched and furious. “Are you ins—”

      “Down!”

      She shoves my head towards the mud-caked floorboards, my muscles straining against her. Something near the nape of my neck gives a sharp twang and I clap a hand over it, then look up just in time to see and hear a screaming bullet ricochet off the hood of the car.

      My heart leaps into my throat. She was telling the truth. About some of it? All of it? Or is it a ruse to make me trust her?

      She slams her foot on the gas and the tires screech under us, spewing up loose asphalt as we tear out of the parking lot in an arc. After a quick glance over her shoulder, she reaches behind her and into her waistband. The distinct boxiness of the oiled metal shines even in the dark. A lump rises in my throat. I’m a Texan, and if anybody on Earth knows what a gun looks like—regardless of whether or not they use one—, it’s a Texan. One protest too loud, one scene too noticeable for her liking and soon it’ll be my name in the obituaries.

      She throws back the hammer.

      “Oh my god!” Panic floods me, drowns me. I hold my hands up in front of my face and shrink into the corner, pressing against the door. Like it’ll do me any good. “Oh my god, you—”

      “Quiet!” She flashes a glare my way, looking for all the world as if she wants nothing to do with me. “Keep your head down and stay there. Give me your phone.”

      My hands quiver. I’d hoped she was an amateur at this sort of thing, but no such luck. Regardless, I’m not about to fork over my last remaining life-line. Whatever insanity she’s trying to drag me into, I’m not going to take it whimpering and compliant. I eye the gun in her hand, the other one resting firm on the steering wheel. She catches my gaze and shakes her head.

      “Good to see your gears turning, but not a smart move. Trust me.”

      As if she’s given me any reason to, but for now I shove that aside and begin wondering about her end-game. Stalk guy, abscond with said guy in grocery store, and then…what? It’s a question I’m not sure I want the answer to. She shakes her head in exasperation, long locks roiling like black asps, then shoves her hand in my pocket. My neck turns an angry red at the invasion of space—not that that appears sacred to her—as I stammer like an idiot. She pulls my phone out of my pocket, then opens her window and chucks it onto the road.

      “Hey!” I watch the plastic and glass shatter into a thousand pieces under other speeding vehicles. It quickly disappears behind us, now no more than useless scrap.

      “You’ll thank me later.”

      “Like hell I will!”

      With yet another glance into each side mirror, she jerks the car onto a frontage road and then the highway, me slamming my head into the window with each careen. A new surge of panic flushes through me as I realize I haven’t put on my seatbelt—and with my luck this evening, I could very well go flying through the windshield. I fasten the seatbelt across my torso, but don’t remind her to. If she wants to die, so be it. The speedometer needle soars, miles of streetlights and neon signs off the freeway streaking past us like comets. How have we not gotten pulled over yet? There aren’t many cars on the road, and those I do see are too far away to signal for help. A realization sinks into me, like poison seeping into a well.

      I’m being abducted. And no one is coming.

      My sister and I are distant, talking only when she’s over at the house. My family won’t be home for another month, thousands of miles away. My bosses might notice my absence, but they see people quit without notice all the time. It could take weeks before anyone thinks to ask where I am, at which point I could be buried in some roadside ditch. My head begins swimming, the air pulling out of my lungs, my heart collapsing in on itself, pulse splitting. I can’t breathe, already a dead man walking. Already in Brendon Watts’ shoes.

      I’d planned my life so carefully and here I am now, at the hands of likely the last face I’ll ever scorch into my brain, having never really lived at all. Something like anger or shame sets my eyes stinging. How much of my life did I sacrifice in trying to gain some measure of stability? Of predictability?

      And now, in spite of all of that, to be faced with death in the one way I never predicted.

      No. I can't think like that. Once I do, I’m as good as dead. Think, think, there has to be some way for me to escape, some way to defend myself. Jumping out of the car at the speed we’re going would be suicide, but wouldn’t it be better to at least have a fighting chance than be someone’s docile kill? My hand edges towards the door handle.

      “It’s locked,” she says as if reading my mind. “And a stupid idea.”

      “You thinking I’d go down easy is a stup—”

      “I told you exactly what I was doing!” Her voice raises, eyes as fiery as a smith’s forge. “Those people that shot at us in the parking lot? Who do you think they are, your friends?”

      “It could’ve been police or something! Someone trying to help me for all y—”

      She snorts. “They weren’t police, I can guarantee you that much. Those are the people who killed Brendon Watts. And now they want you.”

      My heart—my poor, out-of-breath heart—continues to pound against my ribs and beat my other organs into oblivion. She’d said as much before, at least I think so, but not in as many words.

      “Why? What did I do? I didn’t even know Brendon.”

      She falls silent. Whatever irritation and urgency was on her face before folds back, then she straightens, facing dead ahead and not looking at me. But behind it all, I think I see her shoulders curl in by a hair. Shame? Regret? Or is she just cold?

      “It’s—It has nothing to do with Brendon,” she says. “It’s because of me.”

      “Because you what? Did you get him involved with a bad crowd, or did he owe—”

      “Nothing like that.” She shakes her head. “He was supposed to help me with something and these people, they found out. And they didn’t want him to help me. So they killed him.”

      Her gaze remains fixed. Wisps of hair frame her jaw, like wrought iron framing a portrait of resolve. I go mute and stare at her—before a spark of outrage ignites in my chest.

      “Let me get this straight.” My teeth clench so hard I half-worry they’ll crack, but I keep talking. “You knew Brendon Watts.”

      “Correct.”

      “You needed his help.”

      “Correct.”

      “And because of that, these people, whoever they are, killed him.”

      “Again, correct.”

      The spark explodes into a flame. “Then why are you getting me involved? I haven’t agreed to help you with anything. I don’t even know if I can! God, like I would at this point! Your ‘logic’—” I throw up emphatic air quotes “—says that they want to kill anyone who helps you, but you’ve plucked me off the face of the earth before I even agree, and now—and now! Now even if I tell them I haven’t agreed to help you, they won’t believe me!”

      She hesitates before answering. “Mostly correct.”

      “Mostly? Explain to me what part of that was not absolutely spot on.” I flash her a disparaging look, but the expression feels foreign to me. I worry I look like a toddler sucking on a lemon for the first time.

      “I wasn’t going to ask for your help. But by the time I had surveilled you—”

      “Stalked.”

      Her upper lip twitches into the smallest of sneers. Not a fan of my constant interruptions, it seems—but I’m the hostage so I’ll interrupt as much as I please. “By the time I’d surveilled you, I’d already made up my mind to seek out someone else. But then these guys showed up, saw that I was watching you, and I guess assumed we’d already cut a deal. I didn’t know until I saw them following you.”

      “And you what? Decided to save me?”

      “Isn’t that obvious?” She shrugs, as if there’s no danger to her in the equation at all. Her voice becomes faint. “I can’t have innocent blood on my hands. Not again.”

      I swallow. I don’t want to ask how many there were before Brendon.
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      The stretch of highway unfurls before us and silence engulfs the cab. All that hangs in the air is a slight hum from the tires speeding over uneven concrete lanes, joined occasionally by the whoosh of a passing car. Their appearance is scattered, but each time we pass one she tightens her grip on the gun. An hour goes by without change. Green exit signs pass us in the tens, maybe hundreds as I fight the exhaustion that threatens to overtake me, kept at bay until now by pure adrenaline. The clock on the dash reads 12:53. Barely two and a half hours since this insanity began.

      “Where’re we going?” I lean forward and press my palms over my reddening eyes.

      “Not sure.”

      I resist giving an exasperated sigh. “What do you mean ‘not sure’? You’ve been driving this way for ages.”

      “All I’m trying to do for now is put distance between us and the people who want you dead. Any complaints with that?” She flicks her gaze towards me, but this time there’s a glint in her eyes I hadn’t seen before. I remain quiet. “I’ll take that as a no.”

      “What’s your name?” I ask.

      She purses her lips in a reversion back to her hardass self.

      “Oh, come on. After everything you’ve put me through, I deserve at least that.”

      A moment of silence, but finally she says, “Corinna. Corinna Floros.”

      “Well, Corinna, it’s—I mean, I wish I could say it’s nice to meet you, but—”

      “No, I understand. Can’t imagine this is your idea of a fun evening.”

      “What kind of name is Corinna? Not to be rude, I’ve just never heard it before.”

      “Macedonian.”

      “Is that like Greek?”

      “No, Macedonian.”

      “They’re basically the same thing though.”

      She half-laughs, more of a breathy bark, and her eyes glitter like topaz. “Not if you ask the Greeks. You?”

      “Eugene.”

      “God, I’m so sorry.”

      “About time you said something like that.”

      “Sorry for your name, not for the fact that I’m saving your ass.”

      I ignore the jab. “Saving my ass from a situation you put me into.”

      “Still, saving it.”

      After another glance in the empty rearview mirror, she pulls off the highway and onto a ramshackle asphalt road that spits up black crumbs as we drive. Corinna heads us into a motel parking lot almost entirely devoid of cars, the one sign in the lot flickering an infected yellow. On the other side of the lot is a desolate strip mall that looks more haunted-house than center-of-commerce, and a couple men loiter under the sheltered walkway, passing a thin, lighted object between them. In the back is a rusted dumpster, and a few very happy raccoons duck behind it as our headlights pass over them.

      “Why’re we stopping?” I ask.

      The car jerks to a halt as she puts it in park, then leans over the console to grab a vinyl duffle bag so worn that it’s become shiny.

      “C’mon.” Corinna throws open her door. “We’re getting a room.”

      My eyes widen and my heart leaps into my mouth again—but this time for a different reason. “A room? But why do—”

      “You’re tired, aren’t you? If you’re going to be any use, you need to be on your A-game. Which as of right now, you definitely aren’t.”

      “Of any use?” I spit.

      “Unless you can think of a different way out of the mess we’re in, I don’t see many other options.” She slams the door shut and, though I can only hear her faintly through the glass, asks, “Are you coming or what?”

      I follow.
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        * * *

      

      Corinna jams the duct-taped keycard into its slot and herds me inside, never letting me out of her sights by even a hair. With the door chained and the deadbolt flipped, she then points to the far corner of the motel room, one of the few places the blue and orange flecked carpet isn’t worn through, and tells me to stay there until she’s done with…well, whatever it is she’s doing. I go to the corner and slump down against the wall, trying to make myself as unnoticeable as possible.

      From the duffle bag she pulls out a tapered wooden block, gathers up the hair dryer from the bathroom and grabs some towels. She wraps the dryer cord from
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