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    This book is for Mike. Keeping track of appointments, driving to appointments almost every day, shifting uncomfortably on waiting room chairs, surrounded by doctors, taking copious notes, waving to the staff in the Emergency Department who by now know his face, and waiting in line at the pharmacy. Always by my side, and always on my side. Hopefully soon we can burn that notebook.
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I would be lying if I said I’d never done stupid stuff in a bar. As such, I would also be lying if I said the only reason I run is to keep my heart strong.

♦
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HE LOOKED A LITTLE bit dangerous, or a lot. I wasn’t in the mood to care. I should have known better than to be so honest with him. Talk about too much information. I could have answered his question with anything; God knows I have plenty of nightmares to choose from.

I don’t know why, but it was kind of sexy when he leaned in close and murmured, “Tell me what really scares you.”

Note: keep that shit to yourself.

Because now I’m sitting on a dirt floor, tied to the rim of what I think is a tractor tire. Not that I find tractors particularly frightening, or not that I did, anyway. But the tire happens to be located in an otherwise empty cabin, somewhere in the middle of the desert.

“Be a good girl and stay put,” he’d said.

Very funny. I can hear him rummaging around outside in the bed of his truck for who knows what. I hadn’t seen a chainsaw or a machete or even a toolbox on the way here, but then again, I wasn’t completely conscious during the trip.

I pull at the rope. There isn’t much slack, but it’s old and frayed. To his credit, the knot is tight around my wrists but my captor was no boy scout. I’m able to twist and loosen it enough to work the loop back and forth over the metal on the rim of the tire until it almost slices through. Almost.

My task is interrupted and I yelp as he yanks on my hair, pulling my head back until I’m staring up into his eyes. I hate that. My dad used to do it when he wanted my attention. At least the rope snapped. I drag my fingers across the ground and the fistful of dirt I hurl at him scatters in the air before it even gets close.

“You throw like a girl,” he sneers.

He might not be so cocky if I’d had a softball instead of a dust ball, but it is what it is.

Still, I noticed with some satisfaction that he’s trying to hide a limp. The man is big and fast but his gait favors the foot that I stomped earlier when he grabbed me from behind.

Note: never turn your back in a huff.

He hauls me up by the hair and shoves me against the wall, which is, fortunately, made of thin rotting planks. So even though my vision blurs for a second from the force of the blow, the wood gives under the strain when the back of my head slams into it.

I struggle against him and I would ram my knee into his balls, I really would, but he is so strong, holding my legs in place with just his thigh.

I bet that in a parallel universe he’s the kind of guy who would use his strength to rescue a woman in my situation. I wonder if he realizes what I was willing to do with him, to him, and for him before he kidnapped me. And honestly, that’s a game I would have played if he weren’t so serious about it.

Oh well, in this universe, his muscles, boots, and bedroom eyes are just another trap set by a god who surely hates women.

He raises his hand at me and I duck my head.

“Why are you flinching, baby girl?” With a laugh, he feints another slap. “I’m not even hitting you.”

Before I can help myself, I think, ‘but you will’, and then I bite the side of my tongue when the back of his hand connects with my jaw.

Note: manifest something else next time.

He flings me back to the floor, part of which is covered with a filthy tapestry rug. The rug is square against the far wall and I scramble toward it. I don’t know why crouching in a corner seems like a good idea.

But I don’t get that far because he jerks me up by the arm, and shouts, “Why are you so stupid?”

If I knew that, Sir, I wouldn’t be your prisoner.

He kicks the rug away from the wall and it folds in on itself before falling into the dark hole that it was hiding. I look around once again and now realize that this is not an old house or even a cabin. It is the entrance to an abandoned mineshaft.

He drags me toward the hole and holds my upper body over the opening. I’ve got a death grip on his forearms, and I’m screaming, and I can barely see for the tears that flow, whether I want them to or not.

“Quit your crying,” he snarls.

Something my dad used to say.

“Shut up or I’ll throw you down that shaft, I swear it.”

The serial killer equivalent of “...before I give you something to cry about.” I guess I should be grateful Dad didn’t have access to a mine.

“You bitches are a dime a dozen, If I have to start over, I’ll get a second one just like you.”

I sniff and choke back my sobs. I don’t know how deep this part of the mine is. I might not die if he throws me down there, not right away. I don’t feel like laying around for days with a bunch of broken bones.

He tosses me to the ground. Again. By this point the skin on my knees is shredded and I’m getting pretty tired of his antics. I notice the supplies he gathered from the bed of the truck are spilled out of a plastic grocery bag near the door. What I can see is a headlamp (makes sense), a pink dog collar (oh great), and a paperback copy of Pride and Prejudice (what?).

Wait...

A second one? Has he never done this before? Is this cowboy wannabe a rookie rapist serial killer? Should I be flattered that I’m his first victim? That’s a sick thought. I might be getting a little bit hysterical, but I decide quickly that one way or another, I will be his last.

If he is annoyed by a woman’s tears, he’s about to be infuriated by what I plan to do next, because he is absolutely right. I throw like a girl, I flinch like a girl, and I cry like a girl. But I also run like a girl.

He’s muttering to himself, glaring at me, and pacing back and forth like a caged animal. The giant tractor tire rim is blocking my path to the door, but that’s okay. I wait until he’s directly in front of it, his heels nearly touching the metal. I spring for his middle with my arms outstretched, knocking him off balance and backward over the wheel.

“Bitch!”

I turn and run for the other side of the shack, cover my face with my arms and throw myself against the flimsy wall. It splinters and separates and flanges my skin, but I’ve made it through. As I try to pick myself up, I can feel that he’s grabbed hold of my ankle, so I push off and kick back into his nose with my other foot. His hands fly to his face, and I take the opportunity to grab a piece of wood.

My brain is screaming, “Go! Go! Go!” But I hold the wood over my head and wait until he’s got half of his body through the opening before bringing my arms down and stabbing it through his shoulder. He screams in pain and I start to run.

I charge down the hill and before the ground flattens out, I hear a crunch and my right leg sinks into one of probably a dozen old wooden mine shaft covers barely hidden throughout this part of Arizona. I can hear him laughing, and the sound is close. So close.

My heart is pounding and I’m cursing myself for not committing to strength training but fueled by nothing but fear, I’m able to hoist myself out.

I’m terrified, but something else he doesn’t know is that he doesn’t scare me half as much as I do. There’s nothing he could do to me that I haven’t already worried about, planned for, and, at least mentally, died of. My brain does not know the difference between a mountain lion and a Monday. I almost always feel like I’m being hunted for sport, so I’ve literally been training for this my whole life.

Note: thanks, Dad.

As fast as I can, I take off across the desert and I don’t look back. I have no idea where I am and night is falling. I ignore the stabbing pain under my ribs until, after what feels like about a mile, I can no longer hear him behind me. Still, I know he’s out there.

He might be trying to cut me off, so I weave through a forest of cholla cactus and slide down the side of a wash, crouching to peer out from underneath the low tangled branches of a mesquite tree.

My lungs are burning and I would give anything for even a sip of water. I wipe at my parched lips and try to focus through the incessant buzzing. Is that the insects coming out in the dark or is it the sound of me losing my mind?

I see him now. Well, I see the beam of his headlamp moving back and forth as he makes his way through the cactus.

“That’s right,” he calls out to me, “you better run, run, run!”

He’s kicking the cholla arms and they’re sticking to his boots and the legs of his jeans, so he reaches down to grab one of the fuzzy-looking sticker balls. Could he be that stupid?

He is covered in the fine little spikes, swearing and stomping and flicking his hands. Anyone from Arizona knows that it would take an emergency professional a few hours with a pair of tweezers to get all of them out of his skin.

He growls in frustration and shouts, “I’m going to kill you!”

Duh.

It hurt my swollen jaw, but I could not help smiling into the darkness because it has occurred to me that he doesn’t know the desert. If he’s not from here, I could lead him anywhere, into anything.

Maybe I don’t have to. Through the buzzing and his threats, I could swear I just heard a car.

His headlamp passes across my hiding place and illuminates a scorpion that has been hanging out next to my fingers. I have to put my hand to my mouth to keep from crying out.

Calm down. Jesus. In for four, hold, out for four. But he can hear my breathing and stalks in my direction.

Shit.

He’s distracted though, still picking at his pincushion hands and as he reaches the embankment, I know that he can’t see me yet. I try to hold my breath and stay perfectly still but that damned scorpion clamps my pinky finger with its claw.

My scream startles him and he slides down in the sand, landing at my feet but wide eyed and face to face with my scorpion.

I reach out and pull the headlamp, snapping it back against his forehead. While he’s dazed, I steal it and step on his back to climb out of the wash.

Running again at full speed toward the sound of the road, I can see lights up ahead, but I can also hear his footfalls behind me. I reach the shoulder screaming for help and waving my arms at an old man in an even older compact car. Maybe one of the first compact cars ever?

He’s driving slow enough that I risk throwing myself in front of him and bouncing off the hood. There’s a lot of road rash, but I sit up on the asphalt and call him back. He slows to a stop and I think I’m saved. But then he floors it.

He left me. That mother fucker left me.

I can see my killer’s shadow across the road, watching me as I move to all fours and then to my feet. He thinks it’s over, but I’m off again.

Dammit, I’m slower now. Something is broken, my other wrist maybe, but there’s no time to worry about it.

Run, run, run.

The headlamp went out when the car hit me, but the moon is bright tonight and I can see well enough to avoid the cactus, the rocks and the dark expanse in front of me.

The dark expanse.

He’s so close that I can hear his breath, and I know he’s reaching out to grab me as if I have eyes in the back of my head. I pick up speed and so does he. I wait until I can feel his fingers on my shoulder and then I drop to the ground. I hit the dirt spread eagle on my stomach and as the toe of his boot catches on my arm his body pitches forward into the dark.

When I look up, I see that he’s clinging to the edge of a gorge with one hand and the branches of a small dried-out creosote bush with the other. He’s barely holding on. His breath is coming in gasps, but he doesn’t use them to beg me for help, he knows better.

In fact, I stumble over to the creosote bush and yank it out of the ground.

“No!” He screams, “No!”

I had wished for a second that I could have seen the look on his face when he first tumbled over the edge, but his flailing limbs and the shock and terror in his eyes when the roots of the bush came free is so much better. The weight of him causes me to fall on my butt when I let go, and I just sit here.

Note: don’t leave until the screaming stops.

It stops right after the squelch and snap of his body as it hits the jagged rocks below. I flick on the headlamp to make sure. There’s no movement, but dead or not, he won’t be coming after me tonight.

I secure the light around my head and back away from the
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