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"We only have but one story. All novels, all poetry, are built on the never-ending contest in ourselves of good and evil."

John Steinbeck, East of Eden


Chapter One

CHIN IN HAND, I rested my elbows on my knees, leaning forward as the killer on the television jumped from the shadows. The fake screams and blood were the highlight of the past hour, but I was dangerously close to yawning. The actress onscreen did the typical horror movie cliché and fell over nothing, overexaggerating her tumble to the ground. I groaned, wishing the killer would end her already. He walked toward her, and she held her hands up over her face as if that would save her.

Laughing, I plopped a handful of popcorn into my mouth.

“Everything alright?” Mom asked from the kitchen table.

I glanced over my shoulder, forcing the slightest hint of a pleasant smile. It was Friday night, and I was tucked under a blanket with snacks and a horror movie. What could be wrong? “Of course.”

When her eyes moved to the TV, it was at the same time that the knife sliced through the air. Her nose wrinkled, and I recognized the hint of judgement in her eyes, a little twinkle that told me exactly what she thought of my choice of entertainment. She had never approved of my love of horror but believed too strongly in me “finding my own identity” to do anything about it.

“Be careful about dropping too much of that popcorn,” Mom said, standing from her seat. “The rats are back again.”

“That’s wonderful,” I said, looking at the tiny yellow crumbs I’d already dropped.

“I’m going to get an exterminator in here eventually, but I can’t afford it this week,” she continued, either not noticing the mess or choosing the path of least resistance and not mentioning it.

“If we already have them, I don’t think a few crumbs will make a difference,” I pointed out and shoved another handful of the buttery snack in my mouth, making extra sure to drop a few more pieces.

Mom sighed, already beaten down by her day of monotony to argue. “Just be careful when you walk into the kitchen, okay? I’m not using the conventional traps because apparently, it’s not fixing the situation. I’m going to try glue boards. Don’t step on it or it’ll peel the skin off your foot.”

I pictured the skin slipping away, leaving all the raw meat exposed. Maybe if this movie had tried something like that, it would’ve been interesting. I held up my finger and thumb in an okay sign. “Gotcha.”

The sound of her ripping open the package was louder than it should’ve been as I turned back to the movie. I cranked up the volume, watching fake blood spread from the fake corpse. “Terrible special effects!”

The sound of ruffling plastic stopped. “I don’t know why you watch that stuff.”

Something about Mom’s passive-aggressive comments made me love these movies more. Though, really, I preferred the authentic videos. I never told anyone about watching those though. That part of me had been born accidentally. I’d been aimlessly scrolling through social media when a leaked video of a woman’s beheading showed up in my timeline. The video started, but I hadn’t read the caption, only realizing what it was after it was over.

I sat for a while, replaying the film in my head and processing what it meant. My stomach should’ve flopped. I should’ve been sickened, horrified, something other than intrigued. I clicked replay, maybe seven or eight times, before I’d had enough. I couldn’t wrap my brain around the fact that I had literally seen someone die.

Horror movies drew out the death scenes, giving them theatrics and suspense, but real life wasn’t like that. For all the fake movies I’d ever seen, the beheading seemed somehow faker. There was some jeering from the surrounding crowd, a swing of a sharp blade, a thud, a tiny spray of blood, and the woman was dead. Snuffed out in a three-minute clip. It stayed with me, and I thought about it at the most inconvenient times.

I didn’t know what that said about me, or maybe I didn’t like what it suggested. Either way, it had left me with the thought that human life was both strangely fragile and persistent. Every snuff film I watched proved it more.

I need to stop this, I’d told myself, but somehow, watching them got me through the day. It was like an awful addiction. What did that fascination mean? What kind of a person loved violence and gore? No one I knew. Not my mom or my best friend, Keaton. I was different from them and not the good kind of different.

When I thought about it, I couldn’t remember a time that I ever truly felt as if I belonged. When I was little, I used to lie in the backyard, feeling the grass beneath my hands as I stared up at the sun, wondering when the aliens who had dropped me off would take me home. Surely me being here among all these humans who were so unlike me was an awful mistake.

Of course, I didn’t tell my mother this, or anyone for that matter, because I was sure it was a foolproof way of getting myself sent to an asylum. Mom had gone to one for a few months when I was little. Not that it helped.

On a whim, I once told Mom about seeing the world as a series of grays, and she told me I was depressed. This didn’t feel like that. It wasn’t sadness. This emptiness was different. This felt like a void, a gaping hole that needed to be filled by something I had yet to discover.

I didn’t know how serial killers came to the inevitable conclusion it was their destiny to bring harm to others, but something in me started to suspect I was on that path, and I didn’t know how to get off it…or if I wanted to. Understanding other people—their wants, their needs, their goals—was never something I could do. The basic ability other people have to connect to one another was mysteriously absent in me.

Bundy spoke often of a “malignant being” who drove him to kill. Berkowitz heard voices. Hell, even the Zodiac claimed to have headaches that could only be cured by killing. Those serial killers all believed something in them drove them to do what they did. Maybe they were bullshit defense strategies to keep them from facing the death penalty, but it didn’t stop me from wondering, what if they weren’t?

What if the difference between killers and normal people wasn’t their intelligence or family background or genetics, but some entity, a dark part of their own subconscious that takes over?


Chapter Two

LEAVING THE APARTMENT was never a choice I willingly made. I left to go to work and school—because I had to—and on the rare occasion when Mom was in a mood and would kick me out. Sometimes, I would go out for Keaton’s sake, but like me, she was inherently an introvert.

It had been a few days since I’d last heard from her, and while it wasn’t unusual for me to go no contact, it was odd for her. She was the type to check in daily in case anything drastically changed in my life in the span of twenty-four hours.

I pulled out my phone, staring at her name, and considered texting her, typing out a message before I deleted it. Lately, she wasn’t the same Keaton I knew. She had developed a crush on the cashier at the multiplex and that was all she could think to talk about. At first, I had tried to be supportive of my friend, going with her as she debated whether to come right out and tell the girl her feelings. She never did, of course, and it didn’t take me long to figure out why she really wanted me to go. She was using me to see if the other girl was jealous. The first time I had suspected Keaton’s true motives was when we were in the lobby of the theater, and she had started laughing hysterically for no reason as she grabbed my hand.

While I liked Keaton, I didn’t like being touched, and I certainly didn’t like being part of someone else’s game. Not that I had anything better to do, but it wasn’t what I considered to be a good time. Keaton never apologized for using me, so, I hadn’t gone back with her.

I slung my backpack over my shoulder and went out the door to start my day. As my upstairs neighbor, it wasn’t uncommon to see Keaton around the building. I glanced up the stairs but saw no one. The lobby downstairs was void of life too.

I pulled my headphones out, sticking them in my ears as I passed the parking lot. Mom’s shiny red Sedan was parked in one of the spots near the exit. I could’ve taken it instead of the bus, but I didn’t trust myself.

The thing about my darkness was that it didn’t only affect the way I thought about the world, it turned me against myself just as often. Recently, I’d had days when I found myself driving and wondered what it’d be like to swerve the car into oncoming traffic. It didn’t take too many instances of those thoughts for me to decide that driving wasn’t for me.

I plopped down on the hard red bench at the bus stop, studying the other three people in the bus shelter. They kept their distance, and I relaxed as I waited. Sometimes, people didn’t understand the concept of personal space. That was why I started carrying two pocketknives. One in my pocket, and one clipped into the cup of my bra, just in case.

When the bus came, I avoided eye contact with the others and slipped into the first empty seat I passed. Eye contact led to conversation, and I didn’t want that. I never wanted that.

Keaton was the closest thing to a BFF I had ever had, and while I cared about her, if she suddenly stopped talking to me, I wouldn’t pursue the situation. We would never talk again. Mom had noticed that about me, how easy it was for me to cut people off, and unlike my comment about a gray world, she had seen my lack of any real attachment as a red flag and immediately took me to a therapist.

He used a lot of phrases—anxiety, agoraphobia, Borderline Personality Disorder, possible psychosis—you name it, I was probably diagnosed with it. Mom had been devastated, but the labels did nothing to me. I was the same person I had been before Dr. Reggie had given his two cents. Mom tried to force me to follow his plan, and up until I turned eighteen, I went along with it.

Then I told her no more. It hadn’t made me better, and it never would.

I am who I am.

Day by day, she witnessed me withdraw further from society but didn’t understand my reasons for doing so. I tried to reassure her it wasn’t out of sadness, that the truth was, the actions came from feeling nothing at all. Maybe that was worse than sadness, I don’t know, but Mom wasn’t happy for that explanation either.

I gave up. She was going to think what she was going to think.

When the bus approached the intersection I needed, I rose from my seat with my head down. This crossroad was about a block away from where I worked, a medium-sized grocery store in the middle of town called Grocer’s Way. Nothing too fancy, but it was large enough that I gathered no attention from my coworkers when I walked through the door. Though I suspected if the store was smaller, that would still be the case. I didn’t have many friends. Like high school all over again.

Fortunately, real life treated me slightly better than high school had. At least I wasn’t bullied here…for the most part. There was only one coworker who gave me problems, but I didn’t see him right now. Samuel was a stocker so I couldn’t tell if he was here or not until I did a lap through the store.

I don’t know if “ex” would be the right word to describe him since we had only gone on one date, but that was the extent of our history. When I’d first started working here, I thought Samuel was attractive, charming, decent. He had asked me out, and I had agreed with little knowledge about him. When I found out he was a “Netflix and Chill” type guy, I said, no thanks, and left. I had never been the kind to jump into bed with a guy, and I wasn’t about to start now. Needless to say, he didn’t take the rejection well. His affection burned away to hostility, and it had been that way ever since.

I had to stay on guard, waiting for whatever nonsense he had cooked up for the day. On his off days, I could relax, but he was an ass kisser which meant he often came in on times when he wasn’t scheduled too. The walk to my locker in the employee lounge was quiet. I set my backpack inside my assigned blue box and got my name badge out. Putting myself together, I walked toward my register, seeing who I had to work with today.

There were two girls, Harlow and Carmine. They were friends outside of work, and Harlow was close to my wannabe-ex. I plastered my best see-I’m-human-too smile on and did what I could to get through the shift. The first few hours breezed by in the way that minimum wage dead-end jobs tend to do.

“Hey,” a voice said from behind me. My work bestie, Oscar. He was on the shorter side, his curly brown hair making up some of his height. He blinked his big brown eyes. Bestie might be a strong word. We were acquaintances at most since we only talked at work. And lately, even that seemed rare. Our shifts were opposite, him working mornings and me in the afternoon so only a few hours of our time overlapped, if any at all.

“How’s it going?” I asked.

“It’s…going,” he said and glanced at my register. “Lunch time yet?”

“Yeah, just about.” I signed off and stepped out of the cubicle. “Anything in mind?”

He glanced across the store to the connected restaurant called Burger Joint. It was a little place that sold burgers and chicken strips. Nothing fancy, but I’d grown a taste for them.

“Works for me.”

He studied my profile once or twice as we walked as if he wanted to speak, but no words came out. I pretended not to notice, hiding my eyes by pulling out my wallet to see how much money I had on hand.

We ordered separately but sat at the same table. I took a bite of my burger, wondering what I was really eating. I had seen some disturbing reports about fast food in the past. I set down my food and narrowed my eyes at Oscar. He sat hunched, elbows on the table, and stared at the unwrapped lump on his plate as if he expected it to dance for him.

“You can’t eat telepathically, you know,” I told him.

He raked his fingers through his hair. “Yeah, I know. I’m…out of sorts, I guess.”

I took another bite, studying him as I chewed—the bags under his eyes, the white shirt with the dirty collar. There was something wrong with him. He looked as if he hadn’t eaten or slept properly in a few days, but I didn’t know how to approach the situation, didn’t know if I should. I was shit at giving advice.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

He stared at me as if he debated telling me the truth. “Things are…going to be different soon,” he stated, jutting out his chin. “They’re going to be better.”

I swirled my tongue across my bottom teeth to remove a piece of lettuce that had gotten stuck. “That’s good, right?”

Oscar looked down at the table again, his spark gone. “Yeah.”

I was confused, certain I had done something to spur the odd reaction. He sounded almost…disappointed, as if I hadn’t reacted the way he wanted. We said nothing for the rest of the meal, and as I finished my food, I stared at Oscar’s still untouched plate, wondering why he bought anything if he didn’t want it.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked, crumpling my empty wrapper.

“Yep,” he answered and cleared his throat. “Yeah.” Oscar finally unwrapped his burger, but it was to take two bird-like bites before he set it down again.

“Are you full?”

“Doesn’t matter,” he replied, nearly tossing away the entire tray as we went back to work.


Chapter Three

THAT NIGHT, KEATON must’ve realized how long we had gone without speaking because her name appeared on my phone. I debated answering it, not exactly wanting to leave the house again for the day. I ignored her first call, staring as it went to voicemail. A minute later, my phone started to ring again. Knowing she wouldn’t give up if I ignored her, I held the phone to my ear.

“Hello?” I said uncertainly, almost cautiously.

“Hey,” Keaton said. “Plans for tonight?”

I already knew where this conversation was going. “You outta know me better than that by now.” Every time she asked, I never had plans, and this fact had remained true for years.

“I do, but I wanted to be sure your calendar was empty ‘cuz I want you to come out with me tonight to see a movie.”

I stared at my blanket and wondered why I had answered the phone. Hadn’t I already known this would be the conversation?

“Please.”

“You never apologized for what happened last time.”

“You’re right,” she said after a brief pause. “I’m sorry. Now what do you say?”

“Trixie gonna be there?”

“Dude, you don’t know?” she asked, voice animated.

“Don’t know what?” I asked, hardly interested by the gossip. Sometimes, it felt as if Keaton didn’t know me at all.

“She got fired last week. It’s okay though. It happened when I was there so I ended up getting her number from the whole ordeal,” she said, and by the tone of her voice, I could tell she was smiling.

“Well, that worked out well for you, didn’t it?” I said. I had the inkling Keaton may have had a hand in getting Trixie fired, but she would never admit it, and I would never ask.

“Yeah, but enough about that. We haven’t spent much time together in days. I want to go to the movies to chill. You know, me and you? That new horror flick is out.”

“You’re gonna have to be specific.”

“Come on, Jessie, hang out with me,” Keaton whined. “We don’t have to see a movie. We can go get something to eat or get a coffee or I don’t know. Walk around the park?”

“Could you have any cheesier ideas?” I laughed but considered it. Going out for a bit could be a good thing. The longer I stayed indoors, the more I thought about Oscar in the Burger Joint. The weird reaction to my questions and his cryptic: It’ll be better soon. “Fine, fine. We can do something.”

“Great, be down in a minute,” she said, ending the call without a goodbye.

I set the phone down. In my messy t-shirt and shorts, I wasn’t dressed to go anywhere, but by the time I convinced myself to stand up, there was a knock at the door. I threw on a clean sweatshirt and leggings before I answered it.

Keaton beamed at me. By nature, she was an unconventional dresser, appearing more like a skater boy with short white-blonde hair and baggy clothes than a girl. In fact, the first time I met her, I thought she was a boy until she talked. I adored her aesthetic.

“If it wasn’t for me, you would be a hermit,” she declared.

“Still practically am.”

“The world could end, and you still wouldn’t leave your house, would you?” Keaton joked as I slipped out of the apartment, listening to the familiar click behind me as the door closed.

“What would be the use in that? There’d be nowhere to go anyway.”

Keaton punched my arm lightly. “Smart ass.”

“Less people, more peace,” I replied.

“Amen to that,” Keaton agreed, rolling her big blue eyes as we crossed through the apartment lobby. “So, what’ve you been up to the past few days?”

“Oh, big things,” I replied, thinking of Mom’s declaration of the rats. “Wild things.”

“You’ve been home watching horror movies, amiright?”

“Yep,” I said, tucking a lock of my dirty blonde hair behind my ear. “How are things going for you and Trixie?”

Keaton stuck her hands into the pockets of her oversized black trip shorts. “I mean, we’re not a couple yet if that’s what you’re asking. We’re talking.”

Outside the lobby, the sky was darkening. The blue-purple of the night contrasted by the dim streetlamps as we walked through the parking lot. At this point in the conversation, other people would’ve asked follow-up questions or offered some helpful insight about themselves. I did neither. I really didn’t want to know more. Her love life was none of my business.

We drove in silence, but that was the thing with Keaton. She didn’t mind, she never did. I couldn’t make heads or tails of her sometimes. Maybe it was why I had trusted her from the moment we met. She was an outsider like me. Or maybe it was because she was the only person I could truly be myself with. She didn’t try to diagnose me. She accepted me.

Keaton was my haven. The only one I had.

Through many years of awkward social interactions, I had learned that dark humor made a lot of people uncomfortable, and sometimes, angry. Like my horror movies, Mom hated any dark joke I made, but Keaton? She laughed with me, and I wondered if she’d still be laughing if she knew that half my jokes were grounded on real feelings.


Chapter Four

NIGHTS OUT WITH Keaton reminded me that regardless of how much of an outsider I thought I was, at heart, I was still human. Nothing and no one else made me feel like I mattered. Especially not my job. Well, not the job so much as a certain someone at the job.

The next morning, I kept my head down as I made my usual trip to work. My commute went by without incident, and when I hit the door of Grocer’s Way, I scanned my surroundings for signs of Samuel. He never had two days off in a row which meant he was here somewhere. Eyes and ears peeled, I made it to the employee lounge before his nonsense began. A piece of paper had been taped to my locker that said, “Stuck up bitch.” Angrily, I ripped it off, crumpling it in my fist as I twisted the code into my lock and opened the door.

“Jessie,” Samuel sneered as he entered the break room. He brushed past me, ramming his shoulder into mine. He was a big guy, and I was sure the contact would leave a bruise later.

“You forgot your trash,” I called after him, throwing the paper at the back of his head before I pulled my name badge from my locker and slammed the door with a clang.

He watched me, unfazed. Perhaps the worst part of his ugly personality was the fact that he had an attractive veneer on top. Chocolate brown hair, green eyes, and a slender face. The paper landed at his feet, and he scooped it up. I was almost positive he would stick it to my locker after I left, but I wasn’t going to stay to give him the chance to say anything else.

Trembling with rage, I walked back out to the sales floor. When I took my place behind the register, I hoped it wasn’t obvious. Harlow glanced at me from the nearby register, offering me a small smile, which I ignored.

At work, I tried to be professional, to keep my head down, and speak only when necessary. I had learned that was the best way to get through my days without getting in trouble. It was the only thing I could do. I had tried to report Samuel’s bullying to my boss, Mr. Waters, but it hadn’t gone down well. Samuel had charmed his way out of the situation, and Mr. Waters had looked at me with sympathy as if he assumed I was completely batshit crazy for having a bad thought about his star employee.

And I wasn’t the type to make the same mistake twice. Instead of trying again to fix the situation, I let it go, which did hurt a bit, if I was being honest. When I was a kid, I had imagined I would grow up to be some big important person with a big important job, but now that I was practically an adult, I barely made it in the most basic job industry.

And it sucked.

I started to ring up my first customer of the day. The meaningless work was something to focus on, something to distract me. I hated every minute of it, but I reminded myself that at least I was being paid to hate it. The day was easy until a man in a fedora made it to the front of my line. He leered at me the entire time I rung up his things, and I pretended not to notice as I told him his total.

He pulled out his wallet, opened it, then paused. “You’d be much prettier if you smiled,” he said, staring at me as if the rude comment would somehow make me listen.

I stared back, deadpanned. The part of me interested in normality for the sake of my job told me to play along, but the rest of me fully understood and supported Aileen Wuornos’ choice of victims. If I ever did snap, it’d probably be thanks to a guy like this. I glanced toward the aisle, where Samuel was knelt putting cans in a perfect row on the shelf. Or him.

After a full minute of silence and still no smile, the man huffed and swiped his card. When his transaction finished, he grabbed his bags and stormed off. I offered him the middle finger as I watched him go.

“Looks like you could use a break,” Oscar said from behind me.

“Are you on break?”

“I took mine earlier,” he said, and put his hands in his pockets, avoiding eye contact.

I frowned, feeling as if whatever he’d wanted to say yesterday was still on his mind and now this was a game of chicken to see who would break first. “Oh, okay,” I said at last. When it was clear Oscar wasn’t going to say anything else, I added, “Well, let me know if you want me to grab you something. Some chips or water or whatever.”

“Thanks, but I’m good,” Oscar said and smiled, but it didn’t touch his eyes. “Never change.”

I didn’t leave as he took my place at the register. Red flags were everywhere, and I was blinded by them, ready to charge like a bull in a fight to figure this out. “Oscar, what’s going on?”

He ignored me, waving a customer to the register. “And how are you today?” he asked her as he started to ring her up.

“Huh,” I muttered, baffled. I wanted to keep asking him questions, but it was clear he wasn’t going to answer. I made eye contact with Samuel on accident before veering off in a different direction when I realized how close he was. Had Samuel heard what Oscar had said? I couldn’t tell.

I went to the deli section, browsing for something small to eat. When I was on break alone, I didn’t like to go out for lunch. I’d buy something in the store and eat it in the break room. Today, I grabbed a sandwich and glanced toward Oscar’s line, debating trying one more time to get him to open up.

I did exactly that. As I rounded the shelves, I could hear someone speaking.

“It’s not that hard. They can train monkeys to do your job. Just ring it up.”

Samuel.

I stepped around the candy rack to see Samuel standing by Oscar’s register. Oscar waved his wand over the bottle, frowning. “It’s not my fault. The register’s frozen,” Oscar said calmly and set the wand down to poke something on the screen.

“Yeah okay,” Samuel rolled his eyes. “I think you’re just stupid.”

Anger washed over me, and I stormed up to him. “Leave him alone. It’s not your break time anyway, so why are you even over here harassing him?”

Oscar stopped, watching the exchange.

Samuel opened his mouth but walked away to disappear into the store when he spotted Mr. Waters standing at the end of one of the aisles.

“He’s such a dick,” I said as I threw my sandwich on the belt. Then I reconsidered. “Wait if your register isn’t working, I’ll go to Harlow’s.”

Oscar smiled. “My register isn’t frozen. It’s fine. I wanted to give him a hard time.”

“I love it.”

Oscar scanned the sandwich then looked at Samuel’s discarded drink. “Want a lemonade?” he asked, holding it up.

I shrugged. “Sure. Hate to see it go to waste.”

Oscar told me my total, and I swiped my card. “Have a good lunch,” he said.

“Thanks.” I grabbed my food and took two steps away from the register.

Only when he started ringing up his next customer did I remember what I’d wanted to say to him. But he seemed fine, I told myself and made my way to the break room, content with the knowledge that I’d tried.

When I passed my locker, I almost expected to see another note taped there, but there wasn’t one. The break room was a quaint room with white walls and a blue floor. Across one wall were a series of vending machines for snacks and drinks. Another wall had a counter with a sink and a microwave. The rest of the space had about six white tables spaced out, starting from the place the line of lockers ended.

I sat at the nearest table, ready to eat when I heard footsteps and realized Samuel had followed me. Bracing for a fight, I balled my hands into a fist as he approached and lifted my chin to glare at him.

“So what is it?” he asked. “He’s good enough for you to date and I’m not?”

I scoffed, hardly able to believe we were having this conversation. “Date? Who said anything about dating? We’re friends.” I made a show of taking a sip of the lemonade he’d been unable to buy.

“I don’t get it. I mean we go on one date, and—”

“And what? You assume you have some ownership over me now, is that it?”

“You are simple.”

“You know what’s really simple? Leaving someone alone. Obviously, I want nothing to do with you.”

Samuel tilted his head back to exaggerate the sound of his laughter. “Maybe this is fun for me. What will you do?”

I flared my nostrils. At six foot two, he had the advantage here, but that didn’t stop me from thinking about grabbing his hair and smashing his face into the table.

“Exactly,” he said, taking my silence as a point for his argument. “You should be grateful that someone like me is even interested in you. Smart girls wouldn’t waste such an opportunity.”

That was a direct insult, but I couldn’t find the words to argue. I stared into his eyes, going into the dark places in my brain, the same ones I usually tried to avoid. Keaton told me once that when I shut down, my eyes change from blue to black, and I could imagine they’re as black as coal right now.

Or maybe not because he had the audacity to grin. For now, he wasn’t afraid of me, but if he kept pushing, I was sure we would both regret the results.


Chapter Five

AFTER THE ENCOUNTER with Samuel, my nerves were on edge for the rest of the day which was unfortunate because I couldn’t go home and hide like I wanted. Twice a week, I took classes at the university in town for a degree in forensics. It fascinated me in the same dark way that the beheading video had. While I knew this was also a decision Mom wasn’t happy about, she was glad for the idea of me doing something with my life.

She had never gone to college, dropping out sometime before she graduated high school. Minimum wage jobs were the best she could get, and she had made it vehemently clear that she wanted better for me. Or she wanted me to stop living on her couch.

I wasn’t sure which.

On the way to campus, I texted Keaton to tell her what had happened at work. She was the only one I told about Samuel, the only one who knew how much I endured. I didn’t tell Mom because I didn’t know how she’d react.

My phone buzzed with a response from Keaton: a series of knife emojis. I laughed at first but then felt hollow because somewhere in the back of my mind, his words keep replaying— “What will you do?”

I tucked my phone away with that question at the front of my mind. I hated to admit it, but I didn’t know what I would do. If his taunts continued to escalate, there would come a time where I would have to step up my game and do something, but what? How far would I let him push me before I let the darkness decide his fate?

My phone buzzed again, and I saw another text from Keaton. It said, You’ve got to stop letting him get the best of you.

She was right, but it was impossible to stop my brain from replaying his words over and over on a loop, making me angrier each time.

As I walked through the door to class, I pushed the thoughts away. Samuel had no place here. While I generally hated leaving the house, I didn’t mind when it came to college. Here, I didn’t stand out for my outside-the-box thinking and fascination with the morbid. Unlike high school, where I had felt invisible to teachers and classmates alike, in college, the professors warmed to me…more than my classmates at least.

When Professor Parks began to speak, I wrote his every word, but diligent note taking only occupied me for so long before I started to operate on autopilot. The problem? It left my brain free to wander. When that happened, it would take effort to wrangle it back into place. Today was one of those days.

I kept thinking back to the note Samuel had taped on my locker. I envisioned myself stalking up to him, demanding to know what was wrong with him, and shoving the paper down his throat. I started to smile down at my notebook. As soon as I realized it, I cleared the emotion away, hoping no one else had noticed. I didn’t want to explain where the expression had come from.

I shoved a fistful of hair from my face and went to work jotting down a new paragraph. In the desk beside me sat an average man in his twenties named Mark Something. He jabbed me in the shoulder. It wasn’t often that someone talked to me.

“Do you have an extra pencil I could borrow?” he asked.

I stared at him, the hopeful rise of his eyebrows and tiny curve of his lips. In my mind’s eye, I could see myself dig into my bag, pull out a sharpened pencil, and shove it right through his eye.

My hand trembled with the urge. It was as if the darkness in my head tried to take control of me sometimes, the urges powerful enough that I wasn’t sure I could break the spell if I wanted to.

“Jessica?” Mark asked as if he wasn’t sure I had heard him.

“Oh, yeah, sure,” I said finally, reaching into my bag. Careful of the image in my head, I tossed it onto his desk.

His forehead scrunched. “Thanks?”

He’d interpreted my move as rudeness, but I thought it would’ve been much ruder to stab him. He eyed me strangely for the rest of class, and I pretended not to notice. I tried to comfort myself with the knowledge that he would most likely never ask to borrow another pencil.

When the end of class came, I packed up fast enough to be the first one out the door. After the awkward interaction with Mark, I was glad to go to my next class though the note on the door said it had been moved. The class would begin in the auditorium instead.

My shoulders slumped.

Every quarter we had active shooter training to make sure we’d know how to react if a dangerous situation were to arise on campus. A girl had been murdered in her dorm the year before, and the school had emphasized everything safety related.

I thought about going home. We wouldn’t get into much of a lecture today anyway since the seminar took up about an hour. My alternative though would be going home to an empty apartment. That itself wasn’t such a bad idea, but when Mom got home and saw I made it before her, she would riddle me with questions about my day.

Staying it is.

Yawning, I stuck to the shadows, steering clear of the larger groups of people as I made my way across campus. I kept my head down, relieved when I walked into the dark auditorium. Keeping an eye on my feet, I listened to the hushed conversation of my classmates around me and sought out a seat that was both the farthest from everyone and the closest to the door. A banner with the words “Active Shooter Preparedness” had been hung across the front of the stage. I stared at the looping writing, wondering why they’d print it in red ink.

A man who looked a little older than me jumped up onto the stage and tapped on the microphone, sending the sound of distinct thumping through the auditorium. “Hello, everyone. I’m here to talk to you about something that’s becoming more and more common. Active shooting situations have been on the rise over the past few years…”

I zoned out. The lecture was exactly the same as the other three times I had been forced to attend. Resting my chin in my hand, I stared at him as he walked to each end of the stage, making intense eye contact with those seated there.

“If you ever find yourself caught in an active situation, remember the acronym ADD.”

The ADD process was simple. A person had three choices to make when faced with danger. One, they could avoid the attacker, also known as running for your life. Two, they could deny the attacker entrance to their location—hiding for your life. Or three, defend yourself.

The last option was the one that made me think. In a life-or-death situation, everyone would be out to save themselves. First instinct would naturally be to run, but the thought of fighting back was interesting. It would be an excuse to unleash the demons inside me to see how it felt without anyone thinking twice about it.
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