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    For Mom,
I promise I'm not insane.
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Prologue


[image: ]


The first time I killed, I don’t think I was old enough to fully grasp the gravity of what I’d done. I need to think very hard to remember what exact age that was because it feels like eons ago, but, looking back on it now, I was probably eight, going on nine years old. My years were all fuzzy at that point, a conglomerate of experiences and milestones that held no meaning to me, so I didn’t bother holding on to most of those memories. However, I can specifically recall that Tuesday morning in the summer, the hour after breakfast when my mother pointed out the mourning dove in our backyard that I later strangled with my chubby, little fingers.

I wandered out alone into the yard, and that bird had made the mistake of lingering around, warbling a soft call that sounded like high-pitched chortling. Ever since my mother wagged her finger at the window and said, “Look, Mally, look at that darling birdie,” I’d been fixated on it. I don’t think my parents were aware of my differing nature, of how much compassion I lacked compared to other children, but if they did know about my apathetic, careless shadow early on, they did an awful job of managing it.

I have no idea what parent expects their child to kill, but my mother probably didn’t think to prevent her young daughter from squeezing the literal life out of a bird. She found me sitting in the field behind our home, in the tall grass that she and my father deemed our backyard, holding the lifeless, feathery body. My purple overalls were ruined; two streams of blood had trickled over the pockets after I dug my fingers into the mourning dove’s torso.

“Malia Olivia Del Ray,” my mother had gasped, hands on her hips. I distinctly remember the sunlight over her gray-streaked bun and the flour on her floral-pattern apron. “What have you done?”

I’d squeezed the dove’s body tighter in one hand and stared at her with a blank face. “You said you liked the bird, Mama.”

“Dear God. Yes, but not like this!”

“Why not? Now you can have it forever.”

“No, I can’t,” my mother hissed down at my unaware face. She wrenched the bird from my hands, much to my disapproval, and held it over my head by its feet. She dangled its body over me scoldingly, the red-speckled feathers almost tantalizing. “Do you see this, Malia? Do you see what you did to this poor animal? When you hurt something like this, you can’t keep it! It’ll just keep dying until it rots, then something will eat it. But thanks to you, it died early. Now I have to throw it away before your father sees.”

“I’m sorry, Mama.” I had this frown that was too childlike, too soft for it to seem apologetic. “I thought I was being nice.”

My mother scowled then. “Why the hell would killing a bird be nice?”

“I thought you’d like it if I brought it to you,” I’d said. “Because you said it was pretty. Don’t you like it like that?”

I remember I pointed at the dead dove in her hands. “It’s nice like this. It’s quiet and it doesn’t move.”

I don’t know why I didn’t cry when my mother backhanded me. I can still feel the phantom feeling of the sting in my cheek, the tears that welled in my eyes, and the same emptiness I’d always had in me. I didn’t cry or whine, but my body produced tears regardless of what I did and didn’t feel. 

I just didn’t understand anything back then. Why my mother didn’t like my attempt at a gift, why I shouldn’t have killed something beautiful and innocent.

I’d have many more backhands and slaps to weather from that day on. My father would hear my mother’s complaints about my killing, but he would be too tired from a soul-sucking office job to care. My mother would try to find countless solutions to my incomprehensible issues.

And I would go on to kill much uglier, guiltier things, like human beings.

—-
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I WAS A GOOD CHILD, I think. My mother liked to say I was. I had a few evident problems, though, issues that came out as too unsavory to present to a certified professional.

I don’t think a physician or a psychiatrist could have done much for me, anyway. I tried a few medicines in my years, all kinds of over-the-counter pills and random drugs on the streets of New York. Antipsychotics and heroine did very little for my ‘ailments’ (which is what my mother liked to call my problems), and actually served to amplify them sometimes.

I didn’t try heroin, cocaine, agarics, or any club drugs until I was in my mid-twenties. Everything else I took, I received from my mother or found through my own devices. I was in no way an addict because I had no cravings or symptoms of an unsatisfied junkie, but I did continue to chase the high I got from sating the particular hungers that emerged from my issues.

During junior high, I had a nice routine of daily life. I would get good grades and be the textbook weird girl in my small class of fifty kids, then wander through the forest surrounding my little hometown. Bellemoore had a population of a mere thousand or so people, and there wasn’t much to do. I wasn’t interested in the usual activities kids my age liked anyway, loitering in the grocery store parking lot and setting off illegal fireworks and making out in the beds of trucks, so I spent hours lurking those woods. I got a thrill out of crushing huge beetles, watching wild dogs fight, and slingshotting stones at nondescript birds.

My mother would get obscenely violent and upset when I came home covered in dirt and blood. I tried to assure her that I hadn’t hurt anyone, but I would end up with fresh bruises on my knees from her baton, which was a repurposed baluster that had broken off from underneath the banister of our stairs. She used to whack me a few times, then load me up with whatever antidepressants and stimulants her therapist had prescribed her lately while apologizing for being a hopeless, bad mother that could never say anything right or have any of the right opinions.

My father witnessed this ordeal every other weeknight, then fell asleep in his armchair while bad reality TV or a game show blared in the background. I don’t resent him for never helping me. I had understood early on that he was of no use, just a man in my house that made the money that bought my food and clothes and school supplies.

I don’t resent my mother either. Now that I think about it, I realize she was just trying to control me, to be a paragon of the community that was her, my father, and I in our two-story cottage. Our neighbors were scarce and few because of how isolated we were in the Canadian mountains, so when we did host guests, which was a very rare occasion, it was crucial that my mother present me as a normal, stable child who liked bugs and drawing and cartoons. 

She had a thing for appearances; an obsession with being seen as the strong, do-it-all woman who raised a sweetheart daughter while the husband and father of her child acted as a virtually absent father, a slave to the tasks of a white-collar insurance agent and the oh-so-average office he tried to practically live at because of the private dysfunction constantly brewing at home.

As I said, I don't blame my father for who he was. And as of now, I don’t hate my mother for how she handled me and tried to hammer down the contingency of my urges.

I needed help. That was for sure. A specific kind of help that couldn’t be delivered from any human hands but mine. My mother and I didn’t know this, though; not until I was fourteen and too desperate.

When I entered high school, everything took a turn for the worse. 

My simple wants and desires to kill unimportant animals and see their blood and hear the crack of their bones and bodies, my itch that I can only describe as a craving to play God’s scythe and writhe in death with the dead as something not dying but alive and in control of the end—all of that intensified. 

My lack of care for the world around me became suffocating. It came to the point that my mind always bordered on suicide. Constantly, I thought of killing myself because it seemed improper to think of killing someone else or acting as I wanted, which would’ve consisted of me not caring who or what I hurt, or how badly I hurt them.

Fortunately, I found that I could have a veil. As if it were ceremonial, I would prepare myself every morning to face society and its eight hours of mandated education and awful humanizing procedures that it believed to be valuable. Disassociating in my bedroom, staring at a cold cup of tea, simply letting the fog in my mindscape take over so that I didn’t have to think or feel; I did all of these things to coerce myself into a state that was sort of... stagnation. The bloodlust would curdle, go back underneath a lid of a pot that barely contained humanity’s concepts, and then I could function somewhat as a person perceived as a regular, perhaps out-of-touch student. I could forget about dwelling on how famous people like Virgina Woolf took their lives and do my algebra under white, cold light.

My public high school rather liked this mask I put on for some reason. My fellow girls, the ones who didn’t have to command their minds or force themselves to align with proper social etiquette, liked me a little too much, and I later realized that some of them coveted my approval because I was an outlier. Someone who knew what a real indie personality was, a person who was out of the mainstream in their world.

I don’t think they ever realized that I was actually just fucking insane.

I had a semblance of popularity in those years, which I sometimes cherished because of the traditional experience and connections every human must experience. That was only sometimes, though; most of the time, I harbored hatred for every single conceited bitch and concrete-for-brains asshole in that public high school. Even if I felt that a person, one or two of my classmates, were nice and tolerable and decent, I was too bitter and unchanging, and refused to see that because I never wanted to falter and think as if I could relate to anybody or that they could relate to me.

Understanding the flow of cliques and interactions made my brain physically throb each time I entered a classroom. Outside of school, I had to deal with my manic mother and relieve stress through eccentric hobbies. Safe to say, I soon found that killing little animals in the woods and avoiding my peers outside of school and contemplating what kind of person I was wasn’t enough to keep me from spiraling

Luckily, I’d graduated from the child’s play that was sitting in the forest and watching the things out there hurt each other and smashing small critters with rocks. Taking harm deeper into my own hands was where I turned next.

Cutting myself on glass, eating shards of metal, dragging my too-long nails across my skin, however—generally hurting myself—that didn’t supply me with enough satisfaction. I didn’t want to die, but I wanted to understand why I should live. I couldn’t live in an on-and-off war of being actualized within myself and unrelatable daily life and the hell of home; I needed to believe in something and put my faith into its purpose.

And eventually, after years of average life and building up an overly complicated philosophy over and over again, I came to believe that I’d only understand what it is to be human, to feel and find purpose, through the way of primal loss, in life’s one situation that draws out the entire being of someone—which was the incident of death. I believed that this instance would bring enlightenment of some kind, a brief yet revolutionary catharsis.

While in my pursuit of said enlightenment, I spent my first semester of high school navigating the social scene and classrooms without an ounce of grace. I was rude and weary and unapproachable. I earned good grades, refused to participate in group projects, didn’t come home until very late in the night, was given too many disciplinary warnings but never offered true help by the guidance counselors and principal.

My peers, the ones who wanted to be in the loop but outside the current of regular kids, tried to schmooze it with me because they thought me a loner, some kind of protestant antisocial. Some of them, when they saw those little jagged scars on my skin, perceived my private stress relief and exploration as an aesthetic of questioning life. At the time, I barely understood why they would ever think of harm as something beautiful instead of dangerous and eye-opening, but now, in my three decades, I see that they were just teenagers wanting to immaturely taste the edge of life.

I too wanted that same refinement, I suppose; I wanted to have a similar palette as the figurative reapers and graves and divines, to take pain and be tough and have people swoon at my resilience. Those students and their affinity for romanticization, however, bordered on being the same as a wiccan with an overt fascination in numerology. They had no true need for the things I wanted to understand, and I think they were never anything beyond kids needing crowds to fit into and unconventional things to like.

I didn’t push their company away despite what I thought of them. I never truly liked any of them, and none of them knew anything about me beyond my name and my classes—and that was the way I had kept it. They were the classmates that I sat by and watched as they made fools of themselves, and they did the same did for me. Even if those people felt like they knew me past the first layers of my person, they didn’t know a thing truly, and that was how it had to be. I needed to keep them at a surface-level understanding because they were of no use to me personally. I liked their companionship and how slightly more bearable they made high school, but teenage friends who had no comparable bearing of my world were, simply put, worthless.

I digress. So while I allowed sadomasochistic, unexceptional classmates to try and dip their toes into my circle, and while my mother pulled her hair out and further complicated our dynamic with every pill and strike she threw at me, I internally suffered, which was really the most significant problem I had out of everything else.

See, separating myself from the tangible world was no issue for me. I could float through life aimlessly and die of cardiac arrest at an office job like my father did in my second month of freshman year. I wanted to feel, though, and to be versed on my views on life and death. I wanted to understand humanity so viscerally, to be the epitome of its pride and greed and so, so utterly human that no dark thought or yearning could ruin me again. That goal of total self-actualization was my priority above all. My relationship with my mother and my plan for life could wait, as long as I had a way of progressing towards what could only be total completion for myself.

After years of surviving off drops of blood from others and only viewing corpses and dangling my life off a string for fun, my father’s death made something in me click. When my mother received the call that he’d dropped at his desk, she yelled for me with an odd calmness. She didn’t sound remorseful or even sad, but annoyed and impatient. I got on my boots and a hoodie, even though it was September and it was too warm, and she drove us to my father’s workplace without telling me what was going on. I suspected something was off, but I also thought she might’ve finally snapped and that she was going to drop me off at a truck stop or something. She drove seventy miles per hour on those mountain backroads, and I didn’t try to clutch my seatbelt as I watched the world fly by in the passenger of our decade-old hatchback. I shivered when she pulled into the parking lot and told me, “Just get out and be quiet. Don’t talk to anyone.” And I followed my mother into the building, walked past smells of stale coffee and paper, and saw my father slumped over at his desk.

My fourteen-year-old self clutched her hoodie and stared, and against my mother’s wishes, asked one of the cops, “Why is his chest red?”

My father’s head had slammed into his keyboard, his suit and brown hair disheveled. His heart had burst inside of his chest, a violent way to go, and he hadn’t the faintest idea what happened to him in the moments he was dying. He was in so much pain and shock that he had clawed at his chest, torn open his button-down, and dragged his nails across his skin to the point he drew blood and nearly dug a hole in himself.

It almost looked like he’d been trying to carve something over his heart, one last sigil he wanted to leave behind in his skin. I fantasized about that scene while my mother spoke with the police and called the company that handled our life insurance—and it wasn’t until my head hit my pillow that night did I realize what had awoken in me.

Listening to my mother’s sobs through the wall and the shake of pill bottles, I had the revelation of my life. I knew little of what death was, but I wanted to become so intimate with it, so well-known within its cradle—because in the womb of the end, I thought, we are most human.

And that was all I wanted to be, to understand; a person, human. I didn’t want the warmth of a person I knew, though, and I wanted to control the incubator of blood and understanding that I needed—that I still need.

I needed a stranger. I needed a victim, a willing volunteer for my mind’s sake.

So I plotted my first murder during my freshman year.

—-
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IT WOULDN’T BE GLAMOROUS, I told myself then. Not pretty or angelic, but the bare bones of what death could be, something rough and beginner. 

I was scared at first to put my thoughts into action. I thought that making my plan a reality might defile my dreams in some way, but I concluded that that was a cost that came with every achieved goal, disappointment in the final result. Nothing is what or how you expect it to be, and it’s good if you learn that early on, I’d thought.

My first murder—my first kill that was a human—it was a boy from outside my hometown. He wasn’t used to the terrain of my forest, the wilderness which I had claimed because I felt it had sort of birthed and nurtured my interest in humanizing myself—he was trapped by my allure. I took the bus after school one day and stalked around Merrickville, the town he came from, then once I caught his interest I invited him out to the woods. He probably thought I wanted to have sex with him or kiss in the dirt. I had desired him, but not with any sexual connotations. I liked how vague of a character he was, how unremarkable his absence would’ve been. I took my time picking him. His mother was dead, I learned, and his father was a drunk and hardly home. He didn’t have many friends either. He was a perfect loner.

I took him deep in the forest, let the foliage consume us. And when he took me in his arms and tried to kiss my neck, I slit his throat with a hunting knife.

God. I remember the warm spray of his blood, the way his hands spasmed. It was almost like we actually had sex from how it felt when he died atop me, euphoric and hazy. I was so fuzzy inside, so overcome with a sense of being in control and fulfilled.

Then the emptiness returned. The buzz stopped, my adrenaline went down, and I was myself again.

Killing made me human, I thought. Killing got me closer to understanding how to find a stable current.

Killing was my lifeline.

I buried the boy and discarded the remains of the murder and cleaned myself up, and went on. I don’t know how he wasn’t found; I added up that his never-solved case was on the behalf of the small police force Bellemoore had, and that the later investigators who were involved weren’t any more capable themselves. I saw his missing report when my mother was reading the morning paper. The five whole officers we had and the neighboring towns’ police weren’t doing a very good job at finding missing persons. My mother had shook her head and said, “Another idiot kid. Only morons go missing, Malia. People who don’t know how to survive in this world are the ones in these reports.”

I had nodded and took the pills she gave me, then went to school.

I learned to be cleaner over the years. I wore gloves, never let myself get so close to the bodies while they bled. I picked people my age to slice and did it every so often, like a drug I needed the occasional fix of. When I got too antsy, though, particularly during my junior year, I was butchering someone every weekend and dumping them in different towns or parts of my forest.

I never selected anyone that I was too close to. I never learned too much or attached myself to the victims, only to the feeling and understanding they could grant me.

I really wanted to exterminate Lizzy Torbeine throughout high school. Not kill—exterminate, because she was someone I really considered a pest instead of a person worth giving a piece of myself to through the knife. She was this bitch blonde that tried to bother me every chance she got. Her parents were socialites in Bellemoore, a drunk trophy wife mother and an abusive oil-man father. She was every guy’s wet dream and a grade-A pain in my ass.

I remember the time when she saw a guy ask me out and confronted me, and I had really wanted to choke her then and there.

“Oh my God, Malia. Bobby Mayfield likes you?” Lizzy had snapped her gum at me and giggled. A bottle-blonde I didn’t know the name of and Nancy Riggins, lackeys of Lizzy’s, trailed her as she strode with me between classes.

“I guess,” I’d answered. “I turned him down, though.”

“Damn. Why not go out with? He’s cute. And I heard he’s really sweet. Nancy overheard him saying that he wants to do you a favor since no guy likes you because of what happened to your dad and everything. That’s nice. I can call him back over if you want. It’s totally okay if you’re shy.”

“No. It’s fine.” The rage inside of me had been so potent that I bit my tongue. When I went to the bathroom to check, my mouth was full of blood.

I hated people like Lizzy Torbeine. I still do. Those plastered personalities and social ranks that people think matter are nothing more than conjecture and high school hierarchy. But they were Lizzy’s peak, the area of her expertise.

And as much as I disliked her, I didn’t kill her or fantasize about her demise. Killing people like that never gave me anything. I tried slicing the wrists of an airhead playboy once, and I remembered that my hollowness never dissipated that night. It'd been a waste of blood and time, so I learned to only aim for people with substance to their person and mind.

—-
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I NEVER EXPECTED MUCH to come from my kills. That is, I expected it to only affect me because it was meant to be personal and beneficial for only one person—myself. Small towns eventually take notice of things, though, even when you think they’ll end up being so insignificant. Not that people didn’t notice the rise of missing people or remnants of bodies being found—it was that nobody connected these things to be a string of crimes committed by one person. Not until the media screwed it up.

Some reporter put the missing reports together. They canvased a damn area, looked into the few cases where bodies of mine had been discovered and marked off as robberies gone wrong or assaults taken too far. They figured out some common link because there was suddenly a headline that there was a serial killer in our little region of the southeast Canada mountains. They gave me a name and everything; the Mountainside Mauler. And people ate it up. They believed that reporter, and I grew paranoid.

I thought the police would beat down my mother’s door one day and arrest me, and my life would be over. I would be doomed to be unsatisfied and question my purpose as a human forever in a cell. I would forever be unfulfilled as a mortal mind. 

The police never found me out, though.

My mother, however, did.

It was a late Friday night, I recall. I’d spent too much out after a kill and returned well past midnight. I was drunk on contemplation and fervor for death that I didn’t bother to wash up. I badly parked our hatchback and wobbled inside to find my mother on our beat-up, plaid couch.

Her entire body shaking, she held the phone in one hand, some pills in the other. I thought she’d already called the police, and debated how bad it would be if I killed her.

In our long minute of staring wordlessly at each other, she slowly stood. Then, somehow, she asked me, “Is it you?”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s you. You’re the one taking all those people. Are they dead?”

I twirled the car keys on their ring, someone’s else blood still marring my face. I’d left my plastic coverings in a Target bag outside. I had thought I would have time in the morning to chuck them.

“Did you call the police?” I had asked.

“No.”

“How long have you known?”

“I don’t know. A while, I guess. I don’t know how to ask my own daughter if she’s a fucking murderer.”

“I’m not a bad person, Mom.”

“No, you’re just a goddamn serial killer.”

“It helps me understand myself. You don’t get it. The pills don’t do anything. You fucking know that—”

“Don’t use that language with me, you little shit!”

She threw the pills at me. I kneeled down to pick them up, but she told me to forget about them.

“I don’t want to know who you take. I don’t want to know what you do to them,” she’d said. “I just want to know how it helps you.”

I was quiet for a moment. I didn’t know how to explain how cathartic murder was to me, especially to my mother. “I don’t know. It gives me this rush. It fixes me for a little bit, and I get to feel like an actual human.”

“Good God, Malia.”

“It’s the only time I ever feel truly alive.”

“Please stop talking.”

“I can’t help it. Dad made me realize it.”

“Stop.”

“You’re the one who asked. If you’re going to turn me in, then don’t visit me.”

“I’m not turning you the fuck in!”

“Mom—”

My mother hit me harder than she ever had before, like I was a fool that needed to be disciplined in court. Like I was the most stupid girl ever for thinking that my own mother would put me in prison.

After that night, my mother started introducing me to new people. They were weirdos, random townies she said by chatting them up on the street. I didn’t catch on that she was trying to help me until she asked me one night if I needed to go out.

“What do you mean?” I’d asked through a mouth of dinner.

“I thought you might take that girl Jamie to the woods...”

“Um.” I didn’t understand in that moment what was happening. It took me some time to realize that my mother was trying to connect with me in a way by finding me victims, trying to sate my appetite for a philosophical breakthrough, furthering me towards a better mentality.

“I might. Thanks, Mom.”

“Sure, Mally.”

My mother would never fully understand what I did or why I did it. She would never comprehend what I encompassed alone in my acts and thoughts. Things were good, though. She helped me, and we had a complicated bond like every other mother and daughter. But I think I never became as codependent on her as she would’ve liked. She pushed for more, and I gave her slivers of myself to enjoy when she wanted the whole of my being, to devour me.

It’s an awful comparison to make, measuring my relationship with my mother with a metaphor of how much of my individual she’d eat. I felt like a piece of meat around her, though, something she wanted to present nicely before she bit into it.

It was good that I distanced myself from her slowly over time. I don’t talk to my mother anymore, and it’s not like she can talk anymore herself. Ultimately, she ended up being the reason that I stopped killing.

—-
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SHE INTRODUCED ME TO Jolene Rebel and her two sons, Axel and Norman. My mother told me she met them at the bar in town, and wanted to see if I would like to take them to tour the forest. I knew what that meant, and I told her maybe I would, maybe I wouldn’t. I had stuff going on.

I didn’t like that she’d been going out so much lately, talking to any stranger she could and lounging around the bar. I especially didn’t like that she would bring home strangers and introduce me to them before she took them up to her bedroom, probably to entice them and make sure they had something to look forward to if they decided to see my mother again.

I knew how desperate she must’ve been to talk with her only daughter, to spend quality time with me in some way, but there had to be a line, a certain method to how she did things. Tragically, I didn’t tell her soon enough how unappealing her methods of bonding were, and my mother crossed too many boundaries all in one night.

My father’s company had left a generous pension to his widow. We had enough money for bills and food and extra things if we wanted, but I never asked for extra cash. My mother gave me an allowance that I put away into savings, and the rest of the money went to her. I thought she always blew what was left on slots or drinks, but I didn’t know the specifics of her spending. Usually she came home with a bottle of cheap liquor and a handful of loose cash, so I assumed I had a good idea of what she did in her spare time. She couldn’t have done much else besides drinking and gambling anyway; there wasn’t a thing to do in Bellemoore except fuck, drink, gamble, or skate at a worn-down rink with asbestos in its walls.

As a result of my mother’s spending habits, she met a lot of odd characters at the bar. Most of the time, I didn’t take up her offers of drunks and druggies. I didn’t like those kinds of people—their deaths felt... itchy. Like my mind found the ends of their existences prickly and mediocre, much like the death of a person like Lizzy Torbeine would’ve been.

When I met the Rebels, I was around twenty-three. I’d been out of high school for a while and had earned my associate’s degree. I think I stayed home for so long because Bellemoore and the mountains were my hunting grounds; I didn’t want to leave that. My mother understood my habits by then, and she and I had settled into a routine that worked. She tried to appeal to my mind, I kept her at arm’s length, and we settled for simple times together—watching movies together and not talking about the fact that I’d murdered a countless number of people.

This specific night, my mother broke the routine. She... ruined it. Ruined me.

I hated her fucking guts when I saw her. I wanted to string her up. I wanted to be so ugly, so brutal—to kill for the sake of fucking killing, to forget about catharsis and being human, and I just wanted to be a goddamn cold-blooded murderer—

She arrived at the woods one night when I said I’d be out. I’d already lured out an unimportant college kid, and I was basking in him. I was listening mindlessly as he told me about his major and how he liked Nietzsche and the difficulty of studying Greek and Latin on the side. I very well thought I understood philosophy better than him, and the prolific, outstanding breakthroughs he told me about were thoughts I’d had every other Tuesday. However, I liked him nonetheless. I thought taking in his essence then warming myself on his post-matter rant would be wonderful. In that rant, he wouldn’t be talking, but I would be understanding him entirely, taking in how completely whipped he was for the space of mind.

But then I saw my mother in the distance. I saw her and the three other people, and I told the guy to leave. My gut sank when I heard their voices nearing and heard the crunch of leaves and twigs.

“W-what? I thought we were having a good time,” my would-be victim stuttered at me, and I insisted he go.

“We were. And I want to see you again. But you should leave for now.”

“All right, I guess.”

He thankfully left before my mother and the Rebels arrived within a few yards. I turned the knife over in my pocket and stared at them. 

I don’t know why the Rebels trusted my mother enough to follow her out into the dark woods, but they had—and it was the worst mistake they could have ever made.

“Mally. I thought you’d be with someone out here. It’s dark.” 

My mother greeted me with ice in her voice. She kept her hands in the pockets of her jacket. I can still smell her floral perfume wafting in the wind, and the yellow flannel she wore imprinted itself in my memory.

“I was. My friend left,” I’d said. “What are you doing out here?”

Jolene smiled and waved at me, like we were fucking friends or something. “Your ma said she wanted to show us the cabin y’all had out here. Real nice of her to invite us.”

The anger simmering inside of me was muted somehow, a subtle shift in the atmosphere around me. I didn’t realize how much rage I had until my mother pulled her hand out of her pocket and showed me the revolver she had.

I’d been picking everything into pieces until then, trying to understand what she was doing, coming out to my forest. Every recent event crashed into me, an unforgiving wave of reflection and memory. The way Axel and Norman looked at me and licked their lips, all the times my mother had laid a hand on me, Jolene’s annoying southern drawl, all the pills I’d taken without complaint—my will to live being made through murder, then my mother trying to control my murder...

“You’re ruining this for me,” I’d said to my mother.

“Don’t be ungrateful, Malia.”

I tried so hard to ignore the way Jolene panicked behind her. “Is that a gun? What the hell!”

“Ungrateful? How can I be grateful for what you’ve done, Mom? You came out here without telling me, and now you’re trying to insert yourself into—”

I bit my tongue when my mother clicked the safety off. “I just wanted to be a good mother,” she’d said. “But you had to turn out this way, and I had no idea how to adapt. Then I had the idea that if I could join you...”

“It won’t make me love you.”

“I know. I just thought it would bring us closer.”

“It won’t. Nothing can. I’m not made to love anything but myself and my mind.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?!” Norman had seemingly grown too nervous to listen to my mother and I bicker anymore, and, on behalf of his crying mother and terrified brother, charged forward.

My mother shot him in the foot. When he fell back, I plunged forward and cut his throat. Then I caught Axel and Jolene in the stomach and heart.

They weren’t good runners.

I sat on the ground, knees scraped and dirty, blood on my face, and I expected my mother to shoot me. I thought I’d grow violent suddenly and stab her, but I didn’t.

We didn’t kill each other. We didn’t have the hearts to, I suppose, not back then.

I told her to help me with the bodies. I had her drag them to the edge of the forest with them, then I told her to go. She tried to stay, but I cursed at her and shouted until she went.

I dismembered and dumped the Rebels alone, tried to ignore the hot tears rolling down my cheeks. And when I went home that night, irritated, empty still... I had felt a different kind of buzz.

Killing wasn’t ruined for me, but I was questioning what the point of it was anymore. I had always wanted to feel human, but in a way that couldn’t be tarnished. What was the point of taking people still, of morphing their lives in my mind, if it could be messed with so easily?

When I checked on my mother and saw that she was in bed, I packed a bag. I took the car I’d gotten at twenty-one—a nice sedan—and left town.

I wasn’t there in the morning when my mother woke up, and I decided I didn’t care if she ratted me out to the authorities or anyone. I didn’t care who knew what I was, who I was—who I was trying to be.

I left killing behind, and I decided to understand human life in a different way.

—-
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I BOUNCED AROUND FOR a while after leaving Bellemoore. I thought the United States sounded like a nice change, so I sorted out some documents and moved to Jersey for a year or so. My apartment there was shitty and the neighbors were sour retirees, but I loved my first slice of independence. I missed the knife and my hometown and my mother, but I knew I couldn’t go back. At least not for a while.

I had a nice time in the rest of my twenties, I suppose. I dreamed of New York and lived there for a while once I had enough money, saw a bunch of sights, danced for hours at nightclubs, slept with strangers, put myself into debt, bought too many clothes and too much makeup, earned a degree in journalism at a sad local arts campus.

I even got married. I met my husband, Freddy Himrod, at college, then divorced him after our short-lived love fizzed out. At the time I met him, he, like me, had also been earning his degree a little later than most people. He was a graphic design major, nice to talk to—a warm body to spend time with.

I divorced him when I was twenty-eight and found out he’d cheated on me. Thank God we didn’t have any kids because I never wanted to see him again, to be tied to him in any way ever again. Nowadays, I don’t talk to him much, or really think about him or what we had..

After I’d had my spin around the U.S., I returned to Canada. I don’t think I’d succeeded at anything at that point and time, and I needed to go back to somewhere I was familiar with—I realized that when I was going to bed alone again in my stupid New York high-rise after another shift at a corporate publishing firm.

I had a degree. I’d had a husband. I had a place to stay in, food to eat. I had everything a functioning, regular person did.

But I still didn’t feel like a person.

I still missed the knife.

I didn’t miss my mother anymore, but I missed Bellemoore.

Which is why I found myself back home—in Bellemoore once more, in a new house I got a mortgage on and everything.

I went back home because I failed at having a full life outside of it. I planned not to kill again in Bellemoore, and instead make a good living in it. I wouldn’t be the Mountainside Mauler, looking for a rush and humanity again.

I would be Malia Del Ray, Bellemoore’s newest journalist at its under-funded newspaper.
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I don’t know why my mother didn’t tell the police that I was the Mountainside Mauler. She certainly had all the evidence she would need, but she never came forward.

When I went by my childhood home to see her, I’d already been in Bellemoore for a few days, staking it out in the local hotel. I wanted to see if I needed to pack up my things and leave as soon as I had arrived, or if I didn’t have to face her an issue in my new life. Though, upon venturing into the undisturbed weeds of my old backyard, I found that nobody was home, and then when I checked the town registrar I was told that the house was now in my name. I hadn’t gotten a letter about anything, much to my disappointment—probably because I’d moved around so much; yet the house was mine, and I had to decide what to do with it.

I didn’t want to stay in that house, or be connected with it in any sort of manner, so I rented a smaller place closer to town. As for the old house, it took me a while to get around to, but I eventually packed it up and sold it, then tried to never think about it again. My new house—the home I hoped to make my permanent nest—faced the highway and was nestled deeper into the mountains, near my old stomping grounds.

When I left New York and moved back home, I took just a few boxes and my purse with me. I didn’t have much; I’d never needed many material things. It’d been strange learning what tangible things I needed after I put a ban on killing; how many pots and pans I needed to cook, how to estimate the amount cutlery the average person owns, what kind of decorations I liked, the kind of clothes I wanted... Having complete free will and a range of choices was challenging. 

It took me a while to know myself after I stopped being so destructive.

I stayed in Bellemoore’s only inn, a dingey little hotspot on the edge of town, until I found a place to stay. The knock of home had drawn me back multiple times, but I had to stand strong and not return to my mother’s cradle. I’d missed it, but it no longer served or ruled me.

Finding a job was easier than getting a place. Apparently, the new mayor had ran a harsh campaign in the election. I’d been hoping the position had belonged to the same old fart who’d held the role the entire time I was growing up, Kimmy Norton—but it was wishful thinking to believe she still might‘ve been in office. If Norton had still been on the chair, I probably would’ve been able to squirm my way into the community quicker. I don’t remember caring much about the town’s politics, but Bellemoore took local blood seriously. I was a home-grown alumna of Bellemoore High and now a hotshot journalist; if Norton recognized me from the numerous dinner parties my mother hosted and was still mayor, she surely would’ve hooked me up.

I might’ve lied on my resume about writing for the Times and working with some major media brats in New York, and held up the illusion that I really was a hotshot reporter, but it was for the greater good. The Bellemoore Ringer (yes, that was the local media’s business name and part of the name of the paper, Bell Ringer) hired me as their new on-site reporter and a writer without a second thought.

During the time I had to wait for my new place to be cleaned and officiated as my property, I lingered around the bar and read at the library. For that first week I was back, I had to resort to observing the town I grew up in, like I was a specter haunting my old grave. I got a library card and drank the inn’s swill and talked up locals. I asked townies about what had changed and explained my story to them when prompted. I left out my bloody past and eccentric hobbies and my mother’s name, and began to wonder what of me these people know. Had I taken someone they knew once? Had a loved one of theirs granted me a piece of enlightenment? Did they know my mother? Had my mother been at the same stool in the inn’s bar at one time, trying to hook someone in for me?

I expelled those thoughts from my head every time they came to me, and spent my days learning and reintegrating into small-town society until my home-to-be was ready. I learned that the new mayor was an overly happy and sometimes rash man named James Grane. I wasn’t very interested in his name or what he did until I discovered the detail that he owned the local media outlet and ran a handful of other endeavors in town. A trucker that I took shots with told me that he was a personal man and liked being chummy with people, that Grane might’ve been trying too hard to get in good with the community—then I tuned him out and asked for another round.

Bell Ringer would be more exciting with a new reporter around, someone said. Maybe I’d write interesting columns and bring something new to that shabby paper. Magazines and new tech wasn’t exactly something Bellemoore kept up with, just whatever was on CBC and the nightly porn channels, so I suppose people expected me to gear the paper towards being more exciting and modern. I told people I could probably do that, I could probably spice up whatever their little paper was; however, I wasn’t so keen on making promises and explaining my goals for my new career then. I was more interested in digging into what the latest happenings were, so I could find something to occupy myself with while I went through the fuss of moving in.

People had a lot to say, and I could only listen to so much before I inched too close to things that I couldn’t concern myself with.

I found out a new bakery opened recently in town, actually not too long before my arrival—I was four or five days late for its grand opening. The owner was nice and warm, and a college girl had made a fool of herself when she asked him out. The high school was the same, someone’s kid committed suicide last year. People still went missing, but not as much, not like during the craze from seven years ago.

A damn broke in a town over. The dog shelter needed people to adopt, not shop. The strip mall was demolished in the neighboring city. The youth wanted more to do, more trendy coffee shops and clothing outlets. The town needed better electrical lines, always had.

There was still nothing to do in Bellemoore.

There used to be a smell in the woods. Someone went out there once and swore they discovered body parts but never showed anybody where they were—a wild dog eventually ate the remains apparently.

The police department was still small, but they had a couple more officers. A total of seven cops. They’d even been able to afford a secretarial position.

When I didn’t busy myself with strangers and their stories, I ordered things for my house. A couch with an odd stain, a cheap TV that was nice for being manufactured in 1999, a rug I would have to clean; a coatrack, new plates and cups, a bookshelf, and a desk. I didn’t think about budgeting when I ordered everything, but by no means did I go overboard. I had some savings I could dip into anyways if I needed more cash for essentials or rent.

When I’d ordered everything I could think of and listened to the same people twice over, I lost myself in a mental distance, like I had many times before. I hated the sickness of repetition, even if I knew it was a pattern would be short-lived. Waking up in the inn, staying in the bar, walking around, chatting with the odd characters, scrolling mindlessly on my laptop at night.

I yearned for the morning of my move-in date, so I could leave that depressing fucking inn and go on to my new life. Because the entire time I sat there and listened to washed-up workers and housewives complain, all I heard was them asking to make their sad lives better with my presence.

I ruined this town once. I wouldn’t be sure how to make it any better, not until I broke into my new life.

—-
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“ALL RIGHT. EVERYTHING’S settled up. Here are your keys, Ms. Del Ray.” The realtor, Rick Combardo, gave me a cheesy grin and dropped the keys to my house in my open palm.

I shifted awkwardly. The mud that stuck to the underside my flats was still slick. It’d been a rough drive out; my house was in the middle of nowhere really, a haven between the mountains and woods. And I had a neighbor, which was odd. I could see their house over the hills when I drove in, but before that I had been under the impression I would be totally alone in my new place—I hadn’t noticed the other house during my initial preview.

“Thanks.” I closed my hand and tucked the keys in my pocket. Rick kept smiling wide as he stood in the middle of my small, gray living room. When you entered the house, it was the first room you encountered. Off to the right, across the hallway, was the kitchen, also small and sterile. And down the hall, I had a decent bathroom and bedroom.

It was a small, manageable house that I expected to be peaceful. Affordable, too.

“Hey, one more time about those neighbors...” I decided to ignore the flicker of annoyance I saw cross over him. I’d already asked him about the other house a few times. It wasn’t surprising that he’d gotten tired of entertaining me about my unexpected neighbor.

“They just
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