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WINNER of the 2023 Writers NL Pitch Wars Award!

It’s 1931 in Kansas, and twenty-three-year-old Jamie Foster is in desperate need of employment. Recklessly, she secures a job as an executioner, but quickly discovers the trauma that comes with it.

Through this job she meets Eleanor Collins, a woman fleeing her hometown, and the two form a deep connection—one that Jamie does not entirely understand.

Things take a dark turn when Jamie’s guilt manifests as the ghostlike forms of the people she has executed. The world around her is growing increasingly unsettling, and it only gets worse when an unsettling figure from Eleanor’s past follows her to Kansas. Left with nowhere to hide and nobody but each other, the two form a desperate plan to escape.
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ELEANOR

“I lost my job.”

Joseph sighed and nodded. Eleanor had known it was coming. They both had. She just hadn’t realized how soon it would happen. From the look of it, Joseph wasn’t surprised in the slightest.

“You’re not getting it back, are you?” he asked. His voice was low and his eyes were dark as he stared down into his empty teacup.

Eleanor shook her head without saying “No, I’m not.” Partially, this was because he didn’t really need her to say it in order to know, but also because she didn’t want to have to admit it.

Joseph pushed back his hair and said with a humorless laugh, “The man who owns the barn in town, Atticus Jones, is hiring an executioner. That’s what I’ve heard, anyway. Maybe you could do that.”

“No. Absolutely not,” Eleanor set down her teacup and watched the ceiling’s reflection on the yellowed inside. “After what happened with Hugh, I...”

“Don’t worry about it, Eleanor. You’ll be alright. You’ll make some money somehow.”

Eleanor was certain that Joseph knew that she cared more about her job itself than the money, but she nodded along anyway, brushing a curl away from her face and letting out a long breath as her shoulders sagged back against the wooden chair. It dug uncomfortably into her shoulders, and she frowned.

“You could always come stay with me. Or, actually, take Aunt Clara’s cabin in Indiana. You do know that, don’t you?”

She smiled at him. “I should be the one saying that, Joe. You shouldn’t have to look after me. I’m your big sister.”

“You’ve taken care of me for long enough. Maybe you deserve to be looked after every once in a while, too.”

Eleanor stood and made her way to the kitchen sink where she set her teacup. “I appreciate that. I really do. But, I’ll be alright. I just need another job.”

Joseph’s chair scraped the hardwood floor as he pushed it away from the table and came to meet her at the sink, leaning heavily on his cane. The sound of the chair reminded Eleanor of being at work with the kids who ran their fingernails across the chalkboard, and who laughed when she would wince and shake her head. She blinked and turned around.

Joseph’s kitchen was homey. Homey, Eleanor thought, in a way that was much different than her own house or the school. The house was small, the kitchen being one of the smallest rooms in the house. There was a window over the oven with a view of the river out back and a steel sink in the corner of the room, where she stood and let her gaze stray to her brother.

“I did see this woman the other day, though,” she told him. “She was at the market at the same time as I was. We went to the same bread vendor.”

“Did this woman offer you a job?” Joseph asked, tipping his head back as he drained the rest of his tea and set the cup next to Eleanor’s in the sink. 

“No, but she was talking to the vendor, and he told her about a job at the market, selling tomatoes,” Eleanor paused, ripping at a hangnail. “I should learn to garden.”

Joseph huffed out a laugh, shaking his head a little as he leaned back against the counter. “At least think about Atticus Jones, Eleanor. He could have something for you to do. I’ve heard that he has something for everybody.” 
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“My parents named me Jamie after my grandmother, and my grandmother was not a coward,” Jamie told herself as she glared into the dusty, fingerprint-covered mirror. She shivered when her reflection glared back. “My grandmother was not poor, she was not unemployed, and she was not alone.”

This hit Jamie very hard two days later, when she received an eviction notice on the morning of November thirteenth, 1931. 

“What is this?” she asked the man who had handed her the slip of paper.

“An eviction notice,” he said simply, peering at her in a bored manner with half-lidded eyes. 

“Why?”

“Because your taxes have not been paid in five months.”

“But I will get them paid. I’m looking for a job now.”

“Too bad,” said the man with a wave of his hand, in a way Jamie wanted to pull his mustache hairs out one by one. “Come up with the money in thirty days, or you’re out.”

Jamie groaned and turned around, slamming the door behind her and kicking it, just for good measure. She crossed her arms and looked around. She wished there were somebody to tell her what to do. 

The flyer on the kitchen table suddenly seemed very loud. Executioner. It was, Jamie thought, a big and bloody word, one that possibly came with big and bloody consequences. But, it could get her taxes paid.

“I’ll do it,” she muttered, picking up the flyer and tracing her fingers over the words. “Evicted... over my dead body.”
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I meant it when I told him that I would do whatever it took to get the money. I think anybody would have. 

I should have kept my mouth shut. 

Now, I stood in a run down, wet-smelling barn with a man who was pacing back and forth and sizing me up. I was rather tall for my age, but I did not think that this was what he was observing. Instead, I think that he was questioning why he should hire a woman. 

This was to be expected. Men liked to look at us women, especially ones who were alone, or ones who were below them, and stare at us as if we were creatures from another planet if we asked for employment. They liked to belittle us, narrowing us down to our sex and nothing more. How dare we wish to make money? How dare we succeed? 

The man—Atticus Jones—took me to the back of the run-down barn and sighed heavily, taking a seat on a haystack and stroking his ginger beard in thought. I noticed a spider crawling up the wall behind him and winced.

“I will do anything,” I said earnestly. I had to sell my case, and I knew it. There were easily much more experienced people, taller and stronger people, who needed the money just as much, maybe more than I did. 

“Anything?” he asked, raising his eyebrows as he looked me up and down. 

“Anything,” I confirmed.

He gave a little hmph. 

“I swear, I’ll do it. I will do whatever you need me to do.”

An old, mousy brown horse stood up slowly and shook its head noisily before making its way to where Atticus was sitting. He laid a hand on its head and scratched between its ears. A housefly landed on the wall next to my shoulder, patiently awaiting Atticus’ decision with me. 

“You know, it’s a tough job. Not just anybody can do it. I want to know for certain that you won’t back out on me.”

The horse snorted and snapped its teeth at Atticus, who tapped it lightly on the muzzle. I folded my arms across my chest and planted my feet.

“Mr. Jones, I need the money. I can handle it. There aren’t too many people jumping at the chance to do this, are there?” I knew that wasn’t exactly true, that I was lying through my teeth just to get the job, and I hated myself a bit for it. Anybody would have taken the job. Everybody was low on money. “I was a woodcutter for two years, so I know how to work with blades. I’ve taken meat-cutting classes and dealt with the cleanup, the blood, and the guts. I know that I can do this, too.”

He was quiet, and for a moment, the only sounds were the horse’s heavy breathing and the rustling of the trees outside. I pulled my coat tighter around my shoulders.

“Why should I give you the job?” he asked, one hand pausing on his chin.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, there are certainly men out there who would do this for me. Why should I bother giving the job to Little Red Riding Hood instead?”

I scoffed and unfolded my arms, planting them on my hips instead. “Do those men know how to cut through muscle? Could they keep a straight face when they cut it? Tell me the name of a man who has not once cut himself while cutting down trees, or burned himself while lighting a fire. Go on, Jones. Tell me.” 

Atticus kept his mouth closed, looking at me in an unimpressed manner. My stomach squirmed in worry. 

“I’m alright with people, too,” I went on, setting my jaw. “Most people, anyways. I know how to talk people down from things. I was the one who cared for my grandmother when she finally lost it. There are many reasons to hire me instead of one of those men who just want to hold a fancy sword.”

He watched me carefully when I’d finished speaking, eyes trailing up and down my body. 

“The pay is nice,” he said finally. “You would have to start immediately, though. Tomorrow, seven o’clock in the evening.”

“Thank you,” I sighed. A weight slid from my chest to my feet and melted into the rotting wooden floorboards of the barn. 

He leaned back against the hay and grinned, though not exactly happily, slapping his knee as he let out a loud whoop.

“We’ve got an executioner!”

“Thank you, Mr. Jones. Really.”

Atticus clapped me on the shoulder with a warm, heavy hand. I winced. He was a large man with large hands and muscles, and I suddenly wondered why he didn’t just do the executions himself.

“Go home. I’ll see you tomorrow evening.”

I shook his hand and tipped my head, but just as quickly as my relief had come, a feeling of immense dread had taken over, worming its way into my chest and sliding down to my stomach.

I had imagined myself doing many things in my life. As a girl, I had imagined being a princess or a chef. I had imagined myself, once my parents died, living the rest of my life with my grandmother. I had even seen myself, though quite vaguely, lovelessly marrying a man with too much money for his own good, probably an alcoholic, a tall man who would cheat on me on his way home from work, and taking his money while he was out, fleeing the state while he smoked a pipe with another woman. 

I had never imagined myself as an executioner. 
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I left the barn and went straight to the market to buy a loaf of bread. The sun was just setting, wrapping itself in the arms of the heavy November clouds and high winds. There was a rusty red truck parked on the side of the road near the market, one wheel removed, but nobody was nearby to fix it. The air smelled like herbs and flour, and there were, as always, too many sounds to pick out exactly what anybody was saying and who they were speaking to. People working at the stands often liked to poke their heads into the conversations of others, adding a little, “Isn’t that the way it is,” or “He’ll be home soon, I bet.” Though the crowds had died down in the last year, particularly in the last few months, the shrinking of the crowds was not all that signficant. The noise never stopped. It only seemed to get louder.

I stepped around a group of teenage boys in suspenders and flat hats who were standing in a circle, tossing a coin and chattering, and made my way to the bread vendor named Peter whom I had taken painting classes with when I was younger. He was a brown-skinned man with a thick black mustache and long, curly hair, and he liked to wear deep blues and emerald greens. 

“Hello, Jamie. What’s new?” he leaned against a wooden stand with his elbows and dropped his chin into his palm.

“I just got a job, that’s what’s new,” I said. I picked up a loaf of bread, examined it carefully for any signs of mold, and dropped it in front of him.

“Really?” his eyebrows shot up and disappeared under
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