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      After I kill Jason, I’m gone.

      A large part of me isn’t expecting him to be here. It would be too much good luck, and it’s late.

      Why would he be at the school?

      But it’s the only place I can think of other than his father’s house, and there’s no chance I’m getting in there.

      But much to my amazement, when I round the corner, I spot Jason’s black SUV parked right in front. No sign of him, though.

      In a rush, I park on the same row but a few spaces over. I tell myself it makes sense. That no one will see us here together. It doesn’t matter, though. Immediately I remind myself that after this, I’m leaving town for good.

      Before I can get out of the car, the door opens and my heart drops. Him. Coming out. He’ll see me and wonder what I’m doing here. Will I confront him right now? Here out in the open?

      But before I can answer those questions, I realize it’s not Jason coming out of the 500 building.

      It’s Grace.

      And I pause, watching her hurrying from the building and wondering what the hell she’s doing here at this hour.

      I watch until she turns off into the trees and goes across the lawn towards the pond and I lose sight of her. I sit there for a moment, waiting for Jason to come walking out after her. I think about what I heard him tell Connor about Grace. Did he call her here to talk to her? To end the relationship between Grace and his son?

      Whatever it is, Jason is in that building.

      I’m positive of that.

      I get out of the car and grab the knife in the passenger seat. A long butcher’s knife straight out of the block on my kitchen counter. I head to the door and gently tug on it, wondering if Jason locked it behind him. But he hasn’t. It swings open, creaking on its hinges and making me cringe as it does. I wonder if he isn’t planning to be here long.

      The sound seems so loud, like there’s no possibility he won’t have heard it. I bring it closed softly behind me. Even as quietly as I do, it still moans shut and clangs when metal hits metal. The sound is small in the grand scheme of things, but here, tonight, it sounds louder than a freight train to me.  I’m still and silent for a moment, straining my ears to see what I can hear.

      But I hear nothing. The building is quiet. No evidence of anyone aside from the open door.

      I start walking down the hallway, going as quietly as I can. I glance down each hallway and see no one in the darkness. And finally, I come up on the hallway where our classrooms are. I draw the gun and softly step towards Jason’s classroom.

      I imagine what was just happening in here. The conversation with Grace. What it must have been about and how intimidating he must have been. I can just imagine it, too. The way he would talk to a teenage girl, imagining himself so much more powerful and important than her. His own son more important than her. His future weighs more.

      It fills me with a rage I’m not counting on.

      I already feel that for the others. For myself.

      But now I add Grace to the mix.

      Another generation of White boys hurting young women.

      My hand grips down on the knife handle as I approach Jason’s room. I spot the lamplight coming out into the hallway. He’s silent in there. Not grading papers. Probably sitting at his desk, leaned back, hands folded across his lap, satisfied with himself. Satisfied that his son won’t pursue a girl like Grace. Someone poor. Someone that’s no one.

      And just then, I hear footsteps behind me, scurrying, running. The squeak of sneakers on linoleum floor. I spin and raise the knife in time to see someone’s form disappear around the corner. I hurry after them and only reach the end of the hallway in time to see a dark shadow leave the building, the door slamming shut after them.

      And I’m left chilled.

      Jason? Could he have known I was coming?

      I turn back to go to Jason’s classroom with the knife raised. I think then about whether I have what it takes to really kill this man. To sinkt his knife into his gut or slit his throat. I don’t know, but I want to be ready the moment the opportunity presents itself.

      I creep down the hallway and finally come up to the door and I look inside.

      And I gasp, stepping back into the hallway.

      Jason lies in front of the desk, his arms and legs spread onto the floor, what’s left of his face against the tile. He’s a bloody mess. The entry wound from the bullet is in the back of his head. Whoever shot him, shot him from behind. And they killed him.

      He’s dead.

      Jason White is dead.

      And I’m not the one who killed him.

      But they were in the building with me.

      My head spins.

      I rush backwards, looking down at my feet to see if there’s blood on my shoes. But there isn’t. I fumble with the knife, putting it into my jacket and I race down the main hallway to the door. I grab the bar and push it, throwing the door open and I step out into the chilly parking lot, gulping air and trying to come back down to earth. I feel like I’m dying.

      My heart races and then I look up and see something I’m not expecting.

      Four police cars, lights and sirens on, whipping into the parking lot and racing to a stop in front of me.

      One of them gets out with his gun drawn and shouts at me.

      “Hands where I can see them!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PAST

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t wait to wipe the smug smile off that son-of-a-bitch’s face, and I’d like to do it with the business end of a shotgun.

      The thought is visceral, pumping through my veins like blood, and feels like a gut punch. A grim reminder of everything that’s brought me to this moment, sitting here in my car with the low hum of the radio, watching Jason White through a pair of binoculars.

      I probably won’t use a shotgun. No. Something less obtrusive, undetectable. Poison, maybe. Something that would cause a slow and agonizing end. But the urge to bludgeon him to death with the nearest blunt object is undeniably appealing. I bring the binoculars down and watch the shapes of Jason and his wife Meghan go about their nightly routine, two shapes in the darkness, one heading to the kitchen, the other making her way around the living room, switching on lamps and then taking a seat on a couch that probably cost more than six months of my current salary as the newest teacher at Blackheart High School.

      My focus shifts to Jason in the kitchen, and I bring the binoculars back up. He’s now digging through the fridge looking for something. He finds it—a bottle of beer—and grabs a bottle opener off the front of the fridge to pop the bottle open. He replaces the opener and takes a long swig, downing half the longneck in one gulp. Jesus.

      I’d like to think it’s his conscience making him drink that quickly, but he always has, conscience be damned. The last time I saw him, he was chugging a beer. I guess not much has changed, even if he’s partying alone tonight.

      I know the feeling.

      I’ve spent plenty of nights drinking alone since Jason trespassed into my life.

      And I’ve spent the last day following Jason, trying to figure out his routine. Learning where he goes on a Sunday, how much time he spends alone. And the answer isn’t much.

      Jason spent the morning golfing with his his teenage son. His old man—William White, patriarch of the White clan—wasn’t there. Two generations of Good Ol’ Boys playing the most Good Ol’ Boy sport there is.

      Jason’s father, William, is the keeper of their secrets. I still remember the clip of him leaving his office—the District Attorney’s Office—and waving away reporters that wanted to ask questions about a girl that had gone missing. Ashley Martin. She was eventually found dead and nothing came of it. He insinuated that girls like her get what they deserve, running wild with boys who don’t know better. But he could assure everyone that his son, Jason, was not involved, despite the fact that he’d almost been up against rape charges with another girl a year earlier.

      I drop the binoculars and place them in the passenger seat, bringing up a hand to rub the back of my neck. It’s tight, aching, and I feel like the only thing that might make me feel better would be a good stretch on a medieval rack. Right now, a dislocated spine sounds like welcome relief to the compression I’m feeling.

      “Fuck,” I mutter to myself.

      I run back over the day in my mind. After golf, they ate at the country club, spending at least an hour there. Afterwards, Jason left with his son and ran a couple of errands, got gas, washed his car, and went to the high school. The same high school where I’ll be teaching this fall. The same high school where Jason teaches twelfth grade English.

      Jason and the boy—likely a student himself at Blackheart High and not standing a chance to become a decent human being—disappeared inside for a few hours, possibly so Jason could get ready for the week ahead. School starts tomorrow. I spent Saturday doing the same thing, wondering if I would run into him. We haven’t officially “met” yet, even though Jason knows me. I highly doubt he’ll recognize me, and if he does, he won’t know from where. I’ve lost over one-hundred and fifty pounds since he last saw me. Most of that in the two years after he ruined my life. My hair is platinum blonde now, formerly mousy brown, and the weight loss dramatically changed the way my face looks. I’m also going by first name now. Back in high school and college, I went by my middle name: Madison. Now, I’m Lyssa.

      If he recognized me, I’d be shocked.

      But as soon as he does, I’ll kill him. And hopefully, I’ll get to eliminate him before that happens.

      And as soon as I do, I’m getting the fuck out of here and never returning.

      That’s the plan and it has been for a while. It took everything in me to return to Blackheart, Oklahoma. Coming home to the town that broke me has a bitter taste to it. I don’t have warm fuzzies about my time here. It’s something I’ve thought about for a long time and something I told myself I wouldn’t do until both of my parents were gone.

      My mom passed five years ago, and this summer, my dad joined her.

      I have no one left to behave for.

      I’m ready to act out. To let all the rage out that’s been eating me up from the inside for the last twenty years.

      I inhale deeply and bring my hands up in front of me. They tremble and I can feel my heart racing in my chest. Just sitting out here, fifty yards from Jason, feels too close for comfort. For a moment, I doubt my plan. I wonder what it will be like to confront him. What it will be like to “meet” him tomorrow. I plan to introduce myself seeing as how I’ve got the classroom across the hall from him.

      He and his wife were wrapping up a vacation on the day that I met several of the other teachers sharing the building with us. It was just as well. I’d like to introduce myself to him on my own terms. With my new body. My new face. My new name.

      Not the girl he preyed on.

      She’s gone.

      And now he gets to deal with me instead.
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      The sun is setting over the horizon, and I realize it’s probably time to head home. Jason might leave tonight, but I need to get some rest before tomorrow. Not just to be on my A-game, but because first days are exhausting. Especially with a bunch of sixteen-year-olds.

      This fall semester is different than others. I have no intention of finishing it, and it casts a weird pall over the coming days and weeks, like a mourning veil is going to hang in my doorway, coloring—or discoloring—how I see everything for the next month or so, depending on how long this takes.

      I don’t really know what I’m going to do after this is over. Right now, all I can think about is Jason and getting the vengeance I so desperately want.

      I shift into drive and my mind wanders, imagining what it will be like to leave suddenly, mid-semester, fleeing for parts unknown after my work here is done. Briefly, I worry about my students. They’ll be fine, though. Kids are resilient, and in the grand scheme of things, losing a teacher mid-semester isn’t exactly up there on the big T trauma scale.

      Now, a teacher being murdered?

      That might rate.

      And while I wish it wasn’t going to be me to make it happen, I can’t say that I’ll be sorry to see Jason go. No matter how I slice it, I’m certain his death will leave the world a better place than he found it when he came screaming out of his mother’s womb. Honestly, I’m making the school a safer place. Hell, the whole community.

      I wind through the perfectly landscaped neighborhood and come to a stop at the gate. After a moment, it registers the weight of my vehicle and lets me through, then I’m headed to the main road that leads into Blackheart.

      It’s midway back to my house that I realize the car is silent, I’m gripping the steering wheel with white knuckles, and my molars are grinding with such pressure that I hear a squeak as the bones resentfully move over each other.

      I force myself to relax and try to use an exercise a therapist gave me. I name things I can see. Things I can smell. Hear. Touch. Feel. But at the end of it I’m left with the same feeling I always am. Rage. White hot irritability. The feeling that if one person so much as looks at me wrong the rest of the way home, I’ll lose my shit, following them to their own house where I can burn it to the ground.

      I remember a girl telling me she’d done that when I was in the psych ward.

      Someone cut her off in traffic, so she followed him home and burned his house down.

      People like to joke about 72-hour holds sounding like a vacation, but there’s little else more hellish than a psychiatric hospital. Struggling people surrounded by authorities that rarely get it right and sometimes even relish getting it wrong. Most of the time it’s underfunded and a pathetic excuse for a place to stabilize anyone’s mental state. More like you fake getting better just to avoid spending another horrific night there praying for the Halcyon to kick in before you have to listen to another minute of the nurses cackling way too loudly at the station right outside your permanently open door. When you do get out, they return your shoelaces and your bras with the good underwire and send you on your way, not giving a single shit if you’re really better, only hoping that when you do finally do it, it won’t be a mess for them to clean up.

      I spent a week at Locke Memorial Hospital after what happened to me.

      What Jason did to me.

      We’d both graduated from Blackheart High School, but it was when I was a student at Bloodthorne, the all girls’ college in Devil’s Hearth, and he was a student at Wildegreen, its male counterpart, that he destroyed my life.

      I realize I’m gripping the steering wheel again when someone honks at me at the stoplight. I glance up, it’s green, and I imagine it has been for a few moments. I slam on the gas and the tires squeal as I peel out. I’m an angry person. A bitter person.

      Someone that I don’t recognize and haven’t for years. Someone for whom a laugh used to come easy and who saw the world as her own little oyster even though she was never sure what that phrase really meant. All of that—my gentleness, my kindness, my softness—he took from me. And if I can’t have it back, I’m going to take something even more precious from him.

      His ability to hurt another single soul.

      I’m driving too fast as I approach my neighborhood, a far cry from Jason’s. It was built in the 1960s and a lot of the properties have been snatched up as rent houses, mine included. Property King, I think the name of the rental company is. It was something obvious and stupid like that. A name only a non-creative soulless leech could come up with.

      I make a right turn practically on two wheels and force myself to slow down when I enter the neighborhood. A sign reminds me that deaf children play here. Deaf or not, there are kids playing basketball in one driveway, tag in another yard, and running through a sprinkler in yet another, enjoying the last blisteringly hot, humid days of an Oklahoma summer.

      And then I see a group of teenagers, some of whom might even be in my class or Jason’s. Either way, they won’t forget this year.

      No one at Blackheart High will.

      No one in this whole town will.

      Everyone is going to remember this fall for a long, long time.

      Just like I’ve remembered a similar fall in Blackheart for a long, long time.

      As I come around the corner of my street, Honey Place, I see something that pulls me out of my thoughts.

      A man, standing in my driveway, pacing back and forth.

      I slow as I approach and when I slowly turn into the drive, he spots me and raises a hand as if to say ‘hello,’ offering a sheepish smile. He looks like it pains him to wear it. I bring the car to a stop and kill the engine, but not before rolling down my window.

      Something in me doesn’t want to get out of the car to talk to him.

      The part of my brain that’s always on alert tells me to keep that car door between us. To give myself an easy escape. It doesn’t matter to that part of my brain that obviously this guy already knows where I live. I plan to worry about that later. Right now, avoid immediate danger. That lizard part of the human psyche is hard to kill, especially when it could have proved useful once. It’ll never let you forget that.

      I don’t roll it all the way down, only a few inches, but I offer him a smile, knowing well that sometimes safety is in performance. He approaches.

      He’s tall, over six feet by several inches. He’s strong, too. Wearing a t-shirt and basketball shorts, his leg muscles are easily observable. It’s clear he works out, or at least does something to stay in shape and maintain muscle mass.

      He could snap me—or pretty much anyone—like a twig.

      He smiles at me and leans down.

      “Hey!” he says, a little too brightly. And then he falters. “Hey, yeah. I’m sure you wonder why I’m standing in your driveway,” he says.

      “You’d be right,” I say back.

      “Well,” he says. “My dog is in your backyard, and I can’t get him to crawl back under to my side. I didn’t want to trespass and go back there without you knowing,” he says, rubbing the back of his neck like the awkwardness of the situation is too much to bear.

      “I appreciate that,” I say, but my tone is sharp. I don’t immediately trust him, just like I don’t immediately trust any man.

      “And the gate is locked,” he adds.

      I narrow my eyes at him.

      “So, really the only reason you didn’t go back there is because the gate is locked?” I ask, the edginess of the question audible in my voice. It comes out before I can help myself. Usually, I can be polite. I can perform the expected role of a woman in polite society, but maybe it’s because I was just so close to Jason. I just can’t do it right now and my mask is slipping.

      “No,” he says, holding a hand up as if to stop me from jumping to any conclusions he doesn’t like. But I know what men like him are like. Entitled. Going into my backyard doesn’t even register as something that might make me feel unsafe. He’d never have to think about such a thing. But he goes on. “No, no,” he says. “I just meant that on top of not wanting to go back there without permission, I couldn’t have if I wanted to.”

      “But you did want to,” I say, filter totally tossed aside at this point. He’s on my nerves now. Too nice. Too likeable by normal standards. He’s hiding something.

      I feel my stomach flip flop. My hands get sweaty and my heart begins to race. All classic signs that panic is coming. That I have only a few moments to turn this around before I’m going to start tearing up. Fuck. I hate this. It makes me feel so weak. I want to warn him that if I start crying it’s not because I’m afraid of him, it’s because I’m so angry I want to kill him.

      He backs up from the car. I’m not sure if he sees the expression on my face or some divine being told him it would be in his best interest. But as soon as he does, I feel my blood pressure simmering down. Just enough space so that I can’t feel his body heat through the cracked window is all it takes. I take several deep breaths and then assure myself it’s safe to get out of the car.

      “What’s your dog’s name?” I ask before opening my door, mostly to see if this guy really has a dog, also in an effort to come down and seem like a desirable neighbor instead of a bitch.

      “Bean,” he says, without missing a beat. “He’s a brown pit bull. Total sweetheart. He won’t bite. Umm, if you want, I can wait over on my porch, and you can bring him to me.”

      I furrow my brow for a moment, unsure of what he’s just said. It’s exactly what I’d like for him to do and for a moment, I’m disarmed by it. I nod and he turns to go back over to his house. I wait until I see him step up onto the porch, and then I get out of the car.

      I grab the key on my ring that unlocks the backyard gate and head over.

      As soon as I approach, I can hear Bean whining relentlessly. He’s eager to get out, or maybe just eager to greet whoever he finds on the other side of the gate. I stick the key in the rusty lock and fiddle with it for a moment before it comes undone and springs open. I pull it out and unlatch the gate and I’m greeted by the most ebullient animal I’ve ever met in my life.

      Bean’s mouth is a wide, panting smile and he jumps up and licks me on the face twice. I find myself laughing. He practically tries to tackle me to the ground to love on me and I kneel to get down on his level.

      The one thing I’ve loved about all the therapy I’ve done is the therapy dogs that I’ve met along the way. Bean is a lot more excited than any of them, but his heart is in the right place.

      “Calm down,” I say playfully. “Don’t you want to go back home?”

      But Bean seems happy to be all over me and not concerned about his dad.

      Finally, I stand up and start walking him next door. I get into my neighbor’s yard and Bean spots him on the porch, then breaks into a wiggly butt sprint that ends with him tackling the tall man I met in my driveway only a few moments before.

      “There you are. Naughty dog,” he says, though there’s no tone of discipline in his voice. It’s more amusement. I find myself smiling against my better judgement.

      He opens the door for Bean to pass inside with a happy trot when I catch motion out of the corner of my eye. I turn to look and see a black sedan pulling into the neighbor’s driveway, parking directly beside the black Jeep that’s already sitting there. The person in the driver’s seat turns off the car but stays put.

      My neighbor waves at them, then glances over at me. His smile fades and I don’t move immediately. I’m curious who it is. I shouldn’t be. It doesn’t matter, but I am.

      Finally, I unglue myself from the situation next door and try to abide by the constant reminder I give myself: not everyone is out to get you. I turn and head for my own porch.

      I glance back one last time to see that the visitor is a male and he’s just disappeared inside Ryan’s house, where I’m sure Bean is wiggling to beat the band at the sight of a new potential affection-giver.
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      The alarm goes off on the nightstand as I’m staring at the ceiling.

      I roll over and stop it, then swing my legs out of bed. My head throbs a little bit from the shitty night of sleep, so I go to the bathroom and take a couple of ibuprofen, then look in the mirror.

      Dark circles hang under my eyes like the decrepit gardens of an abandoned Babylon and my cheeks are full and round, but not in a cute way. More like they’re flashing neon pink reminders that I need to stay hydrated. I splash cold water on my face, and it feels divine on my hot skin. I’m not sure how much it can do for the rest of my appearance, but it sure feels nice. I start getting ready. When it comes time to get dressed, I pause at my closet.

      I hung up all my clothes because there aren’t very many of them and the big space seems to swallow them all up. There should be more. In a normal situation, enough for two people. It seems so empty with just mine taking up only a fourth of the space.

      And as I’m looking at the articles of clothing, I feel paralyzed when I spot a gray sweatshirt.

      I was wearing gray sweats the night Jason raped me.

      Baggy gray sweats.

      My heart rate kicks into gear, and I take a deep breath to calm myself. I reach for a blouse and a blazer, white and deep green respectively, then grab a pair of skinny jeans and get dressed for the day.

      I glance back one more time at the gray sweatshirt before I head down the hallway to grab my purse, my bag, and my keys.

      I don’t turn on the radio on the way there. The car is silent, and I’m lost in my own thoughts to the point that when I pull into a parking space outside my building, I can’t remember the drive here. Sitting in the spot, the engine hums and I watch as another teacher walks past to go in the back of the building. I glance around, my stomach suddenly nervous. It dawns on me that I’ll see Jason in mere moments. He could be sitting in the lot with me right now.

      Calm down. This is what you want.

      I’m here to do what I need to do. That’s all. He’s just a person. He’s not a superhuman monster. The back of his head is just as vulnerable to a bullet as anyone else’s. His guts just as vulnerable to the sharp end of a knife.

      I take a deep breath and calm my nerves, then get out and head into the building. I grab the door handle and throw wide the back door to the 500 building where the English, Spanish, French, and Latin classes are held and then make my way down the dim hallway towards the front of the building where room 503 is.

      My classroom.

      Right across from Jason’s, 501.

      I get to the corner and when I round it, I inhale sharply, expecting to see him standing there outside his classroom, waiting for me. Like he knows I’m coming. But he’s not. The hallway is empty, but as I approach the door to my classroom, I see that his is standing open, the lamp on his desk on, but he’s not sitting there.

      I unlock my classroom door and head inside, fighting the urge to close the door behind me. Instinct tells me to, but I know I shouldn’t. Doors need to remain open until the first class is in session. Part of me doesn’t even want to turn my back on his empty room, but I force myself to head in and get settled.

      Thinking about this possibility during my first week, I moved my desk last week so that my back is to the wall, the desk facing the door of my classroom. I couldn’t stand the thought of him sneaking up on me.

      I take a deep breath and sit down.

      Looking up, I can see right into Jason’s classroom. The lamp is the only light on, and I don’t really blame him. The overhead lights remind me of being in a science laboratory, which I guess is fine if you’re dissecting frogs but it’s not ideal for the humanities.

      The thought it absurd, distracting. So normal.

      The man that will be taking a seat behind that desk is the man that raped me and ruined my life over twenty years ago.

      Twenty years ago.

      “Let it go already,” a man said to me once.

      We were on a date. Our third or fourth. We weren’t that close yet, but I was considering a relationship for the first time in years. He knew I had anxiety and PTSD, but not why. After I told him, he said to let it go. To get over it. To not let it control me anymore.

      He said it all like he was giving me the weather.

      Like it was no big deal.

      Like my entire identity hadn’t been shattered that night.

      He would never understand. I knew in that moment. And I was paralyzed. I didn’t leave the restaurant immediately. I stayed until dinner was over. We even got drinks afterwards. I felt so small. Like none of this mattered.

      But I’m not that person anymore.

      I’m not a scared little girl, I remind myself.

      And then I hear footsteps coming down the hall.
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      It’s only when the frame of a tall man darkens my doorway that I realize I haven’t even turned on a lamp. I’ve been so focused on waiting for Jason that I just sat in the dark.

      “Hello, in there!” the man calls and instantly, I recognize his voice. It’s older, deeper and grainier. He’s aged, just like the rest of us. But it feels like ice being fed intravenously at the crook of my arm. A shiver runs up to my shoulders and down to my fingertips, feeling almost like walking into a cobweb covered in fresh dew.

      “Hello,” I say in response and fumble for the lamp behind my desk. I fight to switch it on quickly, hearing footsteps cross the room. For a moment, I’m reminded of the moment in any slasher movie where the final girl is trying like hell to get away from the killer, but she just can’t seem to get her feet under her. I screw with the lamp switch for what seems like eternity, and then it clicks on, and I spin in my seat to see Jason White standing right in front of my desk.

      He’s taller and more broad-shouldered than I remember. My eyes travel up to his face. Square jaw, blue eyes, and a crooked, million-dollar smile beams at me. He holds out his hand.

      “Jason White. I teach senior English across the hall. We didn’t get a chance to meet before,” he says.

      I sit there, staring at him, his hand sticking out between us like an olive branch he would never offer if he recognized me.

      And it dawns on me in that moment, he doesn’t.

      He doesn’t recognize me.

      I had counted on that. It was part of the plan.

      But the reality of it hits me like a tidal wave that’s been rushing out and now back to shore since the moment I stepped foot in this godforsaken place.

      Wordlessly, on autopilot, I stick my hand out limply and let him shake it. My mind separates from my body, and I feel like I’m floating in the corner of the room, watching this moment of my life unfold in third person, like the narration from a horror novel.

      He lets go of my hand and smiles. But there’s something in it. He tilts his head slightly, like he’s thinking something. Calculating a math problem in his mind before he tells me the answer. He hesitates for a moment before he speaks, and then it dawns on me exactly what he’s thinking.

      He thinks I’m attractive.

      He’s sizing me up.

      “Nice to meet you,” he says.

      “Miss Evermore,” I say, finally, barely getting my assumed last name out above a whisper. It’s like all the air in the room has been sucked out through a gap in the ceiling tiles. Like every bit of conviction I had about what I came here to do has been sapped out of my body. I know with a quickness that if I stand right now, my knees would buckle beneath me.

      I’m face to face with the monster, and he doesn’t even remember who I am or what he did to me because it really was that insignificant for him. I was one among many.

      It changed my entire life and for him it was another Saturday night. One of hundreds. Unremarkable. Not worth etching into his long-term memory or perhaps superceded by too many other similar memories.

      “What’s your first name, Miss Evermore?” Jason asks, his voice lower now. Almost like he wants me to tell him a secret. Something we can share. It feels disgustingly intimate for some reason and my skin threatens to crawl off my body, but I answer him. Mostly because a huge part of me just wants him to leave.

      “Lyssa,” I say.

      “Lyssa,” he repeats. “Lyssa. Lyssa,” he says it again and again, like he’s tasting it. Like he’s a snake, scenting the air with his tongue. Looking for something.

      And I’m wondering if he’s finding it.

      “Pretty name,” he finally says, but it’s apparent that more is going through his mind.

      For a horrible second, I wonder if I’ve misjudged him. If he remembers me. But the look on his face isn’t the look I’d expect if he remembered who I was.

      It’s just my imagination, because he says something I’m not expecting.

      “Did you just move here?”

      “Yeah,” I lie. “Just moved here before school started.”

      It’s partially true, but he doesn’t need to know the full size of it. I grew up in Blackheart. I lived here until I was raped, when I ran away to Texas. And that’s where I lived until this summer, when I lost my father and realized there was nothing that would put this pain to bed for me besides Jason’s death.

      He nods, still half-smiling at me in a way that makes me uncomfortable. I clear my throat.

      “I’d love to take you to get some coffee this afternoon. Give you a run-down of how things go around here,” he gestures behind him, meaning the school.

      Instinctively, I know going to coffee with him is the last place I want to put myself. But it’s something I must do if I want a shot at my true goal. I swallow, realizing my mouth and throat are dry. Then I speak.

      “Sure,” I say. “That sounds lovely.”

      “I’ll meet you here after school, then,” he says. “Oh, and by the way, I think my son is in your homeroom class.”

      Son.

      I smile, unable to nod or give another sort of response. For some reason, that one word sends a chill down my spine. I knew he existed, but somehow hearing Jason refer to him makes it even more real. Before, I could have dismissed the kid as a nephew. One of his sibling’s sons. But this kid is his. And there’s nothing to make me think he isn’t on the same path Jason was at that age.

      “Oh,” I say. My mouth forms a perfect ‘O’ and I have to tell myself to shut it.

      “Be easy on him,” he says with a wink. And then he turns and leaves.

      As soon as he turns his back, I feel my body relax. Not in a peaceful way. In the way a rabbit’s might after being left for dead while still alive. A chance to escape. Adrenaline still rushes through my veins and my heart pounds. With each step he takes towards the hallway, my body is a little less tense. After he’s gone, I feel the same kind of blissful fatigue after a panic attack. Like my energy is spent and I’m safe again. I’d like to lay down, curl up under a heated blanket, and sleep for a week.

      My heart rate slowly comes down, but as I watch him getting settled at his desk and students begin to head through the hallways, I’m struck by his final words to me.

      Be easy on him.

      Isn’t that what the White boys have always asked of the world? For it to be easy on them?

      For it to let them get away with rape?

      With murder?
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