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PART ONE







  
  
  CHAPTER I

  
  




“Congratulations! Family and friends, it is my honor to introduce to you: Mr. and Mrs. Fleischer.”

And that was it: the rings were exchanged, the kisses were given, the husband eternally intertwined with the wife. A new chapter began for the happy couple, Conrad and Elizabeth Fleischer, who both now bore the unfortunate last name of “butcher” in German.

Perhaps the name though was apt, thought Elizabeth, as she had butchered her relationship with her last husband and Conrad was a butcher of people—criminals, to be more precise.

Sitting around the dining room table enjoying the bits and bobs going around after their wedding, she could not help dwelling on how much harder it was to worship a man than it was a god. A god, she thought, says nothing in return and remains ever-present in your mind but never physically close. A man is a fleeting creature who gets as physically close to you as possible and then leaves—whether it is to work, play, or abandon ship.

Exactly three years ago, Elizabeth woke up one morning in her house to find that her love had gone. The rooms were bereft of his things and she figured he had discovered her inventory of male things: boxers, kissing pictures, promise rings, just stuff belonging to dead times and might-as-well-be-dead people. Still, he was not her first.

It appeared that life was too long, according to Elizabeth. If Romeo and Juliet had lived longer rather than died with their pure love, then they probably would have ended up in divorce court. Life was long enough to fall in and out of love—to be overwhelmed with new love, only to fall out of love within the same season. Living was all about movement and change, and certainly, nothing in her life stayed static.

Needless to say, Elizabeth had a cynical view of love by the time her first husband got away in the summer, which gave her the entire gloomy winter to think about what was next for her. She often fell upon bad news when people could be the most mobile. The warmer months were real times of change, not the New Year. She always felt apprehensive around June, July, and August for that reason. People moved, picked up, left, switched, carried on during those months.

But all she wanted was stability. Elizabeth, with her black hair and blacker eyes against her ghostly skin, wanted a hole to crawl in and never leave again. The term homebody was made for her.

When she slept in her bed at night, the only way she could fall asleep was curled up into a tiny, skeletal ball, just big enough to fill the hole she wished to hibernate in.

She had dreams about one day living in a castle, which gave her enough unique spaces to hide in, but they were all completely under her control. The area she was left in had plenty of Queen Anne-styled houses that were built in the late nineteenth into the early twentieth century in America.

However, her next romantic prey was not seen living in such a lovely house. She spotted him leaving his small, modern house one morning to go for a jog. Elizabeth was walking on her way to work when she spotted him closing his front gate. It had black spikes as high as a six-foot-tall man, much like himself. They were imposing and the front of the gate bore his surname: Fleischer.

At the time, she never knew the meaning of his last name. All that drew her in was this handsome man with his brown hair and browner eyes and his frightening gate. She turned around once more after she had passed him on the sidewalk and glanced at the muscles working underneath his tanned flesh. They moved underneath like pulleys in a factory.

In her agitation, Elizabeth desired to catch this new man and became determined to keep him at all costs.

***

Their wedding came shortly thereafter and today was meant to be the happiest day of her life…again. But determined to make this one last, she stopped any and all connection to her previous boyfriends and other play things, threw away all her boxes of things, mementos of earlier times and sexier moments, in order to come to him as clean as the day she was born.

In this day and age, it was not difficult to wash yourself clean of past wrongdoings. All a person had to do was audit their paper trails and digital accounts for any and all moments of ecstasy, for nothing made a person more jealous than a stranger who is only seeing a part of the whole. Everybody was out to get Elizabeth for her beauty and scandalous behavior. The best thing for her to do was to hide, hide in this Queen Anne house, and wait for the apocalypse.

In fact, that is something that brought this powder keg of a couple together. They were both rather misanthropic types with a desire to maintain their hypochondriac ways. They loathed most people—not those that were morally good, but certainly those that were bad or felt that they were somewhere in between.

In the Fleischers’ utopia, everyone would behave toward each other with the utmost respect and formality. Etiquette would be taught in all schools, and children would be treated like little adults in many ways. The only violence to break out was when someone violated another Man’s rights. The justice would come in swiftly and all peace restored. Otherwise, to each his own and money was earned with an honest day’s worth of work. Society would run on civility and honesty, with little help needed from the courts, the police, or the military.

Unfortunately, the Fleischers knew they were surrounded by people who did not act civilly or earn their money fairly, while the corrective action was marred by red tape and bureaucratic rules that put an end to swift justice.

Governments grew larger as justice grew scarcer and the Fleischers watched the world crumble before them both. Having no power within society, the two joined forces and essentially barricaded themselves inside their own Queen Anne-style house, which they lovingly referred to as “the manor.” The house, to them, felt like another person, one who did not lack the refinement and good taste that their neighbors’ houses did. It stood tall, built in 1885, acting just as haughty as if it was built yesterday, though some of the shingles had rotted away and the paint in the attic was peeling and the animals had had several generations come and go from its drafty crevices.

The style of the house was named after Queen Anne’s reign on the English throne from 1837 until 1901, the end of the Victorian era in Europe and abroad. It included all the “gingerbread” trimmings and pinnacles and bits and pieces of stained glass windows with serial balconies and peaked gables and dormers and rococo traceries that caught outsiders’ eyes as they passed by. All these parts came together to create an intricately imposing outside, which at the same time promised just as sophisticated and elegant an inside.

The style originally was meant to echo the medieval English homes and the spikiness of the manor did reflect the macabre. The architects of the time to bring this style to America were seeking to defy the industrialized world and bring back the detailed, handcrafted work of the medieval era. The house exuded a kind of romantic and gothic feel, though Elizabeth and Conrad believed it to be much too close to other houses.

Over time, and as the town grew, the suburban portion of the area was filled up with more and more houses, so many, in fact, that they nearly looked built on top of each other. The best ones overlooked the town’s bluffs and had enough space in between to forget one even lived next to other human beings. But this was not where the Fleischers’ residence was. They found themselves in this decade surrounded by neighbors with hardly any room to walk outside at all, save for a little side yard that Elizabeth planned to grow vegetables and flowers in next spring.

The asymmetrical form of the manor led most people to believe that the small family inside of it was as strange in their behaviors and tastes—which was not wrong. The newly married couple planned to have children eventually. They even went out to purchase a small wooden rocking horse to put in one of the guest rooms that would later become a nursery for their first child.

However, children were not on their minds at the moment. Currently, they desired to see the world crumble already so that they could start anew. Oftentimes at night, they lay beside each other and talked of ways to burn down the neighbors’ houses without getting caught or mailing their drug-addicted teenagers more illicit drugs before calling the police on them or scaring them all into leaving by robbing their houses in the middle of the night. There were so many ways to get rid of those they did not want around.

The house itself inspired ideas between them too, for it had little hidden rooms and outdated servants’ quarters throughout the house. The basement, built out of limestone and black as pitch, easily resembled a dungeon in a medieval setting. Many times Elizabeth found Conrad down in the bowels of the house, inspecting parts of the stone and feeling around the dirt for various chains and ashes from old fires of long ago. The chimney had since been left cold until they bought the house about a month earlier. Conrad cleaned it out and warmed the hearth once again. His tasks were mostly house repairs, trash disposal, and all things financial.

The woman’s work around the house involved cleaning, cooking, and sewing. Elizabeth did such things with rigor and grace. Though since her previous role as wife, she had been trying to learn how to be one all over again with a different spouse. One day as she was dusting away the ever-present cobwebs, she said to Conrad: “Look at this spider! He must be the ‘crazy uncle’ of the bunch, sitting out here vulnerable, visible to every passerby.” She looked up at Conrad, who was watching behind her, hoping to elicit a reaction like her previous husband did when she said such things, but he said nothing. Elizabeth was devastated.

She had no inner jokes yet, like lovers usually do, and it was so difficult to make Conrad smile. But at the same time, she was surprised that the “crazy uncle” joke even erupted out of her, as if she expected him to read her mind! She thought herself a silly fool for testing him in such an unfair manner and she focused her hurt on the spider who produced nothing but pain in her soul. Taking a tissue that lay beside her, she grabbed the lone spider and made sure to squish the life out of it in her hand. The black blob, which subsequently soaked through the tissue, was visible to them both. Conrad only nodded his approval and turned to leave.

Elizabeth was alone then with her anger, still feeling unsatisfied with smiting the tiny life given to her. So, she rose and put the anger into her cleaning. She dusted without a light touch, nearly knocking over every precious porcelain vase they owned in the process. And then she vacuumed while humming sea shanties about dead lovers and cold bones that were masked by the roar of the machine. She made sure to suck up every living thing in that house that she considered uninvited.

Their aggressive behavior defined their property. Neither of them wanted gawkers or people investigating for themselves in the old, haunted-looking manor, especially when Halloween was about to come round again. The Fleischers swiftly annihilated anything that got inside.

The bugs and the bats and the rats were all executed, stomped on, and generally exterminated by poisons and other manners of brute force. The manner of her cleaning could only be termed cruel. As Elizabeth finished off her victims, she cleaned the mottled-looking, artificial plants that were strewn around the rooms: some were long vines of English ivy while others were black roses or real dried flowers that might as well have been fake. The dust fell to the floor, rendering her vacuuming somewhat pointless. She promised herself to get to it next month if their socks did not already pick it all up.

***

The couple got married right at the beginning of October when the leaves were on fire. The Queen Anne-styled house mimicked the autumnal world outside with its use of only golden yellows and reds and oranges and browns and greens. None of the exterior paint included blues or grays or anything too vibrant. They were the colors of fire. Their house looked the best in the sunset hours of the fall, as the leaves fell silently to the ground.

There was some terra-cotta ornamentation done right under the front roof and many of the bricks and their mortars were of the same dark red hue. Burgundy was used as a highlight color for many of the accent pieces on the house. Needless to say, the couple’s favorite color was burgundy, dark red, crimson, anything akin to blood.

The interior was filled with tiles on the floor in the kitchen and bathrooms and along the edges of the fireplace, while old wooden boards stretched alongside the entire first, second, and attic floors. However, the basement was all made of limestone. Every room included a unique, usually floral-patterned wallpaper, the bathtubs featured claws, and the stairwells were etched with acanthus leaves. The manor could occupy a man for days with all of its details. And that is what made the Fleischers never want to leave.

Rather ironically, the first architects of the Queen Anne style who had wanted to go back to the handcrafted days before industrialization in their designs were actually brought to their golden years by industrialization itself. For the decorative tiles became industrialized, and they became much cheaper to use to create more beautiful Queen Anne homes in America. The woodwork, too, was created by machines and that made it much faster to put up houses with balloon framing. Better ways to create larger panes of glass with fewer impurities led to the creation of larger windows, allowing much more light inside the often dark living quarters of the manor. New innovations like the gas stove and cold and hot water faucets and central heating and cooling and improved hardware all contributed to the more modern home that needed less maintenance and overall work and provided more comfort to its owners.

The manor was beloved for all those reasons by the new couple. They could have the historical beauty with the modern appliances. To their surprise, on the rare occasion that they did invite guests over, there were still people who complained of not having a fan installed in the bathrooms to hide their vulgar sounds and odors. Or there were others who wanted the wallpaper ripped off and some “brighter” paint colors used on the walls. Needless to say, those guests were never invited back again. For Conrad and Elizabeth, nothing needed changing in their manor. Everything was absolutely perfect.

The fact that the house had character and offended some modernist types made it even lovelier to them. Other people could just avoid the manor entirely, and they could not care less. Of course, there were always tittering, fat, old women walking in gaggles and chatting about inane things while their husbands all walked quietly behind them, quietly observing the world. The old women would shriek and squeal upon seeing such a frightening house, while the men would scratch their heads and think up various explanations about the state it was in. Silly women ramble through life without truly worshiping and tending to their husbands in a noble, respectful, and caring way, thought Elizabeth, as she peered out of the upstairs window. She held the lace curtain open to observe their husbands walk behind their women silently and, perhaps, stoically—though having chosen such women was a mistake.

Elizabeth let the curtain fall and turned back toward her husband. He always provided her with the next domestic task, which she was craving right now…or maybe she just wanted an excuse to stop thinking about those detestable women. If only she could cuckold them, using their husbands for her pleasure while she forced their wives to watch…then maybe they would finally go silent. Elizabeth smiled.

Meanwhile, she found Conrad holding out the yellow measuring tape against one of the basement walls.

“What are you up to?” she asked.

“Just measuring these walls for some new furniture I ordered today,” he said, continuing to measure and record his numbers down on a scrap of paper.

“Furniture for down here?”

“Yes, darling. Why do you have to ask so many questions?” By his tone, Elizabeth knew to back off. She shook her head and waited for his next move. “Did you finish dusting and vacuuming?”

“Of course, dear.”

“Then be of some use and grab me a new pen from upstairs. This one has seemed to have run out.”

Conrad stood there shaking the life out of the pen and then licking the tip, as if trying to excite it into releasing just a bit more ink for his benefit. But none of his tricks worked, and his swearing increased the longer she took. Covering her giggle, Elizabeth took her time approaching her husband with his much-needed pen. He waited until she got near and then snatched at her arm.

“Oh! That’s not fair! Stop it!” She struggled to get out of his grasp. Their play fighting happened frequently, and it only served to tie them closer together. For, you see, Elizabeth never really wanted to get away.

Conrad nipped at her ear as he grabbed the pen and wrote down what he had been trying to retain in his mind for the last several minutes that she had been gone, puttering around upstairs.

She waited until he told her to go away, which she took to mean that all the chores for the day were done. Feeling a bit disappointed, Elizabeth decided to try and relax by stepping out onto the porch veranda and sitting on their swing. The porch swing creaked with its rusty chains and dirty cushions, and the icy chill of fall closed in around her throat, causing her to clench her teeth, but she still loved the manor’s swing.

The swing gave her something to do with her feet as she rocked herself into a kind of forced relaxation. Elizabeth could never relax; she was simply not that type. Relaxation was surely a pathway straight to living the rest of her life attached to the couch and the television that inevitably sat in front of it. No, she refused to become fat and lazy like those tittering old women. Her body must be treated as a temple, and so she acted as such, propelling herself forward on the swing while daydreaming about the apocalypse.

The view from her swing was miserable, however, for there were houses across the central road and houses to the left and right of her. She was trapped on all sides with a view of what her neighbors were up to constantly, though she would rather not know of their very existence. But there went her neighbor directly across from her with his socks in his sandals and his shorts too high up and his glasses much too prominent on his face, watering his flowers before they died at the first frost. And to her right, those neighbors comprised an entire family—from the youngest to the oldest—all taking a smoke break on their front porch.

The previous owner of the house said that the houses built so close to ours used to be the servants’ quarters and, as they were small and less opulent than their own home, it seemed fitting that a group of criminals lived there now. Elizabeth turned her attention to the left of her, where the neighbors were all morbidly obese and would surely never starve for the winter as they could hide extra nuts beneath their double chins and solely live off their fat for a good season or two.

In her sudden distaste for “the outdoors,” Elizabeth made her way back inside, slipping in as quietly as a phantom in the night. Conrad was nowhere to be seen yet again, and the daylight was quickly fading away earlier and earlier as the fall grew older and older. She turned the candelabra on, which was wired through the main post of the stairwell. Each bulb was shaped like a flame, reminiscent of the ordeal the previous owners had to contend with by burning beeswax candles that they typically hand-poured to make their own sticks. The ancestors of this manor also lived on the old iron furnaces with a coal area in the basement used to provide heat all over the house. The woman of the house and her servants always had to clean up the coal and make the candles for the house to keep running smoothly…and Elizabeth did not even want to consider dealing with chamber pots. All in all, her duties were mild and relatively clean tasks, unless the mice or bats decided to make a home for themselves in the manor.

There was one night a bat squeezed itself in between the ceiling trim and the water pipe fixture going up through the wall. In horror, Elizabeth watched as the bat made itself smaller and smaller in order to get into the house. There was a terrible storm outside, which must have scared it. Without sparing her a moment to think, the bat flew in disoriented and crashed into one of the walls, only to fly right over Elizabeth’s tucked-under head, her screams reaching Conrad’s ears just in time for him to see the bat flying around in terror.

Grabbing a beater for clothing and rugs off the wall, wrapping his shirt around the outer rims, thereby creating a sort of net, he swung after the bat. He missed the first few times until he caught it on its way up to the trim of the parlor, where it wanted to hang for the night. But the bat got caught in Conrad’s net and as he brought the net down to the ground he yelled, “Get my machete from the wall!” Elizabeth was too frightened not to obey, though she felt awful already for what he was about to do next.

With the bat still trapped underneath the net against the floor and Conrad’s other hand wielding the machete, he began hacking the bat to pieces. Elizabeth had never heard a bat scream before, but it rang in her ears long after the screams had ceased to exist. In the dark glow of the sunset, the room cast in red, the couple could both see Conrad’s shirt soaking up the stain that was growing rapidly.

Lifting up the makeshift net, Conrad carried the deceased bat out to the trash and threw the corpse away without a second thought. The threat had been eliminated. Wiping his hands clean and the floor that was now stained red, Conrad lay back down on the couch to enjoy the rest of his evening in peace, while Elizabeth tried to drown out the screams with a bit of liquor from the dining room cabinet.

By the next morning, the red stains on the wood were still there. Elizabeth knew her task was to find a way to get them out of the wood. She poured salt down over them to allow the blood to get soaked up from the grain. This helped tremendously, but she still felt like a splotchy shadow was there. Though asking Conrad about it, he disagreed. “The stains are gone!” he declared. “Well done, wife.” And with a tap on the behind, he went off to go do what men are called to do—work on their “personal projects” in their own self-declared caves.








  
  
  CHAPTER II

  
  




The floor stains never disappeared for Elizabeth, but like many things in the manor, they stopped attracting her attention after a while. After all, a Queen Anne-styled house was made to distract and attract its owners and guests. The entire interior had intricate wallpaper and stained glass and China and pictures hanging everywhere and turned wood and more elaborate engraving all over the place. It was a house stuffed to the roof with handcrafted beauty in any and all forms.

The manor had its own literary flair as well, with motifs spaced out around the entire interior. Upon first moving in, Elizabeth took note of the three dominant images that kept cropping up.

The carved shell motif was on many of the faceplates behind the doorknobs or in the metalwork of tiny shelves or on the staircase posts or other chairs scattered around the place. The history of the shell dates all the way back to the Greco-Roman times as a representative of the goddess Aphrodite, who ruled over beauty and love. The shell itself signified fertility. When Elizabeth discovered this tidbit in a book she found in their library, she smiled a crooked sort of smile. For children were not wished for just yet in this place, though she was happy to have the sentiment and reminder labeled all over the house.

The ball and claw design on the bottom of each of the bathtubs were all transformed from a dragon’s claw to a lion’s paw. Meaning that the idea originally came from the Chinese image of a dragon guarding its treasure—a crystal ball or a pearl or some sort of precious jewel. But when the English furniture makers caught on to the idea, they changed the dragon into a lion to represent England more easily. Still, the overall idea represents the guarding of treasure or even wisdom or purity from outside forces. This manor was certainly guarded furiously by its new owners. The couple would flay anyone who trespassed alive and feed their own flesh back to them.

The final motif here was the acanthus leaf and the scrolls carved around it. They were also found on the doorknobs and their faceplates, in metalwork around many of the mirrors, on the posts of the stairwell, and on several pieces of furniture too. The motif also dates back to the ancient Greeks since it was a plant found in the Mediterranean. It was a thistle-like type of plant, which the ancients used on their columns for many of their important public buildings. Throughout the ages, the acanthus leaf motif symbolized immortality, or at least the immortality of the soul. Elizabeth chose to see these plants as symbolic of her and Conrad never leaving this manor since they would be immortal in both body and spirit as long as modern medicine kept up with them. They both had decided that this was their home forever and there would be no new owners “after them.” This symbol was truly her favorite as well as Conrad’s for its meaning was one they would sign a deal with the devil for—anything to keep what they had gained.

The Queen Anne-styled house was truly representative though of the Fleischers. Their desires for fertility and guarding what was theirs and immortality itself were palpable in the way they interacted with the outside world. It was certainly the life of two people who had a deeply personal, private domestic sphere and a skeptical, reluctant public sphere. They only ventured out into the outside sphere out of necessity, like for new identification cards or vital records or groceries or banking.

Both the lord and lady of the manor looked in confusion at people who would invite them on camping trips or out to the movies or travel to a place that was not their own stately home. For why on earth would they want to be anywhere other than their paradise? Where all the amenities are taken care of and what they found beautiful was already inside their own four walls?

People would always push back with “Oh, but what about making memories” and all the “experiences” you can get from going out. By then, they were both in their thirties and set in their ways. The Fleischers had seen enough of the outside world by now to know that no place was like home—their own home.

What could be better than a manor full of symbols they valued and ancient trinkets that they had each collected over their lives? What place could ring more true to their souls than a manor full of their own skin particles and fallen hair and dirt carried in from their yard?

No, thought the couple, there was nowhere else they would rather be than in their own home. Sure, they could view images of other manors and castles and cathedrals from around the world. They enjoyed knowing about them, but they had absolutely no desire to cram their way through crowds of putrid strangers, all making the same trip to see the same guarded images, to take the same sloppy pictures with them in front of the same places. All so then they could cram themselves in a boat or a plane or a train or a car or whatever mode of transportation was necessary to get them to that select destination. They found there were simply too many people in this world all breathing the same air and running the same race.

But they were different, and they demanded what was different. And if they could not eliminate people from the face of the earth in droves, then they were forced to stay within their property lines and keep everyone else out. Their lifestyle mantra was simple—no one else in, no one else out, like a blood-brain barrier. Was the organism still alive? No, but they desired the manor to look dead anyway in order to deter the outside away from the putrid corpse that inside was like the sacred garden.

Elizabeth and Conrad were a team. In this sense, they united together to protect their house. This was their first baby. They did not desire to own a pet together like most newlywed couples, no; they wanted to care for an old manor together. And the manor, though filled with more modern contraptions, still required an exorbitant amount of maintenance. And nowadays, without the common use of servants, Elizabeth was the main cooker, cleaner, and sewer of the entire place.

It was for this reason that her full-time job was at home, while Conrad worked as a contractor of sorts who often brought work home.

***

The two met while Conrad was running about doing his errands—buying various home repair items, like duct tape and trash bags and gallon buckets and other random sharp tools. Elizabeth worked in a library before domestic life called to her. So, on that fateful day, she was walking to work, knowing he would be around, and just happened to walk by him. They both had looked each other up and down, giving one another a pat down with their eyes. They both kept walking but slower, and after being several feet away, they each turned around to stare at the other, nearly missing each other’s backward glance.

The next day, Conrad was prepared. He waited in the same spot by his car with a single rose in his hand for the mysterious woman who wore such strange clothes for the modern day. The day before when she passed him, she had on black Chelsea boots that covered up her tiny ankles, her legs were covered by navy blue leggings to keep her warm, and on top was a beautiful jewel-green dress that cinched in at the waist, almost like she was wearing a corset under her clothes. She also wore a royal blue peacoat over the top of her dress to keep her warm, while her black hair draped down her back and swayed in the wind. Whoever she was, she exuded the Gothic and Romantic periods of a time long ago lost to the taste of the modern world.

There she was, walking in the same exact way she did yesterday, and she was hoping to run into him again by the way she smiled upon approaching him.

“Hello, I was hoping you would be in my way again.”

“In your way?” He loved a feisty woman.

“That’s right. I was just minding my own, walking to work, and there you were utterly distracting.”

“I do apologize, but you had much the same effect on me. Your attire is quite…different.”

“Old? Outdated? Utterly feminine? Yes, I’ve heard it all before. Personally, I think it is fitting for a librarian to be in what I wear. Doesn’t it exude feminine and educated to you?”

“Well, I’m not sure what to call it, but it certainly got my attention. Here, I thought this would be the right gesture for such an outfit.” He handed her the single rose, which was nearly black in its color.

“We’re off to a darkly romantic start, aren’t we?” she smiled.

“Yes, I suppose we are,” he said. “Would you like to join me for a meal tonight?”

“Of course. I get out of work at five. Pick me up?”

“With pleasure.”

The two went on about their day until five o’clock when the group of librarians exited the building after all the patrons had gone, and Elizabeth found Conrad standing there beside his vehicle.

“Where are we going to eat?” she asked.

“At my home.”

Both stayed quiet with lumps in their throats until he pulled into his garage.

The garage was small and cramped. He had tools strewn all over the place, and there were odd stains on them. Nearly running away from the get-go, Elizabeth took a deep breath and hoped that the inside of the house would not look the same.

The garage door led straight into the house, which was nearly as small as the garage but extremely tidy. For a man living alone, it seemed to do him well enough. He hunted around for all the lamplights he could turn on to fend off the darkness and the two sat down at the dinner table, where he had already prepared a meal of chicken and mashed potatoes and peas, a hearty meal for two.

“This is very good, thank you,” she said as she covered her still-chewing mouth. Her manners struck Conrad at once. She looked like a doll who belonged in his domain. She fit the esthetic so well, though a less cramped house would make her appear grander. He knew how grand she was.

“You make this house look much better,” he said.

Elizabeth looked up, her eyes ablaze with desire. For she saw a man’s space devoid of a woman’s touch. The garage, especially, gave her thoughts of invading a wounded animal’s space. He might enjoy dominion over his entire property, but she knew how to make him happy in it. So she said, “I think you should hunt me and stick me up on the wall like a taxidermic animal.”

And in that single sentence, Conrad wanted her.

They spent the rest of the meal chewing in silence, focusing on the chicken breast that lay before them and exactly how taxidermy would work on such a creature. Wiping her mouth gently with a napkin and setting her fork and knife in an X-shape on her plate to signify her being finished, Conrad removed the dishes to the kitchen sink.

She offered to help, and the two stood next to each other, close enough to feel the heat emanating off one another’s skin. The water cooled them both down as they played with the bubbles, and Elizabeth giggled in ecstasy.

Cleaning dishes had never been so enjoyable to Conrad, and he wanted an eternity of nights like these where he had a partner doing the grunt work alongside him. Standing there at the sink, his body loomed perfectly over top of hers. She seemed to come straight from his limbs. She was meant to live in the space between his arm and his side. There was no way, he vowed to himself, that she was allowed to escape now.

Meanwhile, she felt his heat, and he was tall, but without being overbearing or enormous compared to her. He held a strength over her that was immensely attractive. All she wanted to do at that moment was to serve him, and well.

They bumped their arms while handing plates to each other and each time felt like a zap to both of their bodies. Neither of them had ever felt so sensitive before this moment. Rather quickly, Elizabeth lost the ability to lift another plate. She had grown weak, zapped of all her electricity, it seemed, as Conrad paused to observe the effect he had over her.

Her knees wobbled and her stomach tightened as much as her breathing. Conrad knew that if he did not act now, then he would lose her interest. Without drying his hands, he caught her before she lost her ability to even stand, and the two of them melded into the other. While Elizabeth grew weaker, Conrad grew strangely stronger. Lifting her up, he threw her over his back like a child and carried her to his bedroom.

***

They never engaged in a kind of soft, sweet lovemaking. Conrad believed that that kind of love only came at the end of a lifetime of being married. No, their sex was crude and loud and rough. Elizabeth was no stranger to sex, but she had never before felt so feminine. She had never melted before and felt complete trust for a man. Nothing in the world could strengthen her at this moment. Not only was she pinned down under his body, but she could not contain the painful pleasure she had to endure, and so she had to scream. There was no other option than to scream.

Conrad, on the other hand, was also no stranger to the fair lady and her wiles. But he had never before imagined being utterly consumed by her smell and filled with a rageful lust. He felt a need to punish her strongly, punish her for making him feel so much when he did not want to feel so riled up. She deserved to be beaten down with his power, all of it. Down, down, down he pressed her into the bed, though at times he had images flash in his mind of it being a hard street or, at least, a wooden floor. He thought she deserved no more pleasure for making him so crazy.

They were both combative and dangerous, like feral animals. When he had finished, both lie there breathing in the odor of their own sweat and secretions. Conrad had proven to Elizabeth that they were not nice to each other—that they did not have any desire to be “nice” to each other. They loved being cruel, defiant, proving to themselves and each other that they were made of metal and not of soft flesh.

Though Elizabeth loved nothing more than hiding her face away under Conrad’s arm. She was strong, but at certain times, she felt weak and utterly dependent on him. His warmth and firm physique made her mad, as she trembled when he got near. Oftentimes, he cornered her and frightened her in the small house, like this entire relationship was a game. In a way, they mated as animals did—often confusedly and instinctually. The female would innocently lay there, looking around, until the male came over and had his way with her and she would bite and fight a bit, but the mating still occurred until they both rolled around in satisfaction by the end.

That was how it was between them, a game of hide and seek. They played this game for months. There were even times when Conrad would appear in the stacks where Elizabeth was reshelving books. Of course, there were too many eyes watching for them to be romantic, but she knew he was there for her and waiting until he could mount her again.

They were mean in their games too. Conrad often came to pick her up, but sometimes the door would
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