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“The fury of a demon instantly possessed me. I knew myself no longer. My 

original soul seemed, at once, to take its flight from my body; and a more 

than fiendish malevolence, gin-nurtured, thrilled every fibre of my frame.” 

 

 –Edgar Allan Poe, The Black Cat



PART ONE 
W h o  I s  S k y l e r  O ’ N e i l l ?  

 



 

 

 

 

 

Twenty-Seven Years Ago 

 

 

My fingers tighten around her neck, and my thumbs push against her 

windpipe. Her hands pound on my chest. Her nails claw my arms, my 

neck. My skin throbs alive with a pulsing burn where her broken, 

jagged-edged nails penetrate my skin. I understand why she tries to 

resist me, but her efforts aren’t enough to stop me. I will no longer 

allow her to push me around like a mindless dummy. I see more clearly 

now than ever. My self-confidence peaks to incredible heights. I’ve 

never felt this strong before, with so much power coursing through my 

muscles. I’m a mountain of man, indestructible, and instead of pulling 

away, I lean into her resistance. 

The swollen face I’m forced to stare into looks different from the 

image of her I have in my head. Her face is no longer flushed with the 

healthy pink tone of a superior, confident young girl who thought she 

had the upper hand. “You fucking idiot! You dumb loser!” she had 

screamed at me only a few minutes ago. Who is the loser now? Huh?  

I gave my heart to this girl. I treated her like a lady, the way my 

mother taught me: “Be polite. Be kind. No means no. Don’t use girls. 

Don’t hurt their feelings. Don’t ever force yourself on a girl.” 

But my mother was wrong. These girls at school don’t want a 

gentleman. They take kindness for weakness. What they need is a tough 

guy who slaps them around, pins them to the wall, and fucks them hard. 

Blinded by anger and disappointment, I push down harder on her 

throat. Her pulsing blood drums under my fingertips. She looks sick 



 

and weak with bloodshot eyes that spill tears and purple lips that 

tremble. I like her better this way. Focused. Silent. Submissive. I know 

that I won’t let go of her neck until all evil leaves her body through 

those sharp blue eyes and thin lips. 

Sometimes, when I’m blinded by anger, my head starts buzzing—

like it’s buzzing now. In those moments, my inner voice urges me to 

break something, to hurt someone. But I’ve never gone this far before. 

I won’t deny that I’ve thought of slapping some sense into Caroline 

on other occasions—like when she asked me to pick her up at seven 

o’clock sharp, yet when I arrived at her house, she wasn’t ready. She 

made me wait in the car for half an hour. Punctuality is essential when 

it comes to relationships. Making your boyfriend wait for thirty 

minutes is rude. Caroline is a rude girl. 

I should have realized how bad she really was after our first few 

dates together. Like when I brought her a sandwich for lunch and she 

told me she hated ham and threw the whole thing in the trash can at the 

school cafeteria. Or how she made me pay for every movie ticket, every 

meal, every special order she’d send back with the waitress at least 

twice just to humiliate her. 

I wish my mother had done a better job preparing me for these real-

life, self-absorbed drama queens. The idea of dating she gave me was 

a fairy tale. 

As the minutes roll on, I become aware of the pressure inside my 

right knee as it digs deeper into Caroline’s chest. I want this nonsense 

to be over, but she refuses to apologize to me. Why can’t she 

understand that I can’t let her go until she does? Her pleading words of 

“Please, don’t!” and “Help!” and “Let me go, please!” are now replaced 

with gurgling sounds. Just say you’re sorry, and I’ll forgive everything 

you’ve done to me. 

Caroline turns out to be a stubborn bitch. Not even pain and fear can 

make her humble. 

I stare deeper into those once glistening but now bulging and damp 

eyes. Who’s the loser now? 



 

Only a few minutes ago, her eyes were rolling with disdain and pity 

as she tried to break up with me. But instead of gently letting me go 

without hurting my feelings, she unleashed the monster inside of me. 

After that, it was easy to overpower her and pin her to the ground. Now 

I’m here to witness the light slowly diminishing from the mirrors of her 

dark soul as her eyes turn into dull, lifeless orbs, a pair of tacky glass 

marbles. 

Why aren’t you laughing now, bitch? I hear the words in my head, 

but I won’t give her the satisfaction of knowing how much she hurt me 

with her words. 

She tries to kick me, but I notice her ridiculous attempt in time to 

move my right knee over her stomach. I force all my weight onto this 

one spot, right below where her ribs meet, and that’s more than enough 

to pin her down. All she can do is flap her skinny arms like an anemone 

in a current, a desperate effort to find and strike a weak spot in me. She 

doesn’t know that all my weak spots are inside of me and that she has 

already torn through most. 

I’m the victim here. I’m the one who got hurt. But I’m too strong 

now to let my weaknesses get the better of me. It’s my responsibility 

to make her understand that she can’t antagonize people the way she 

does. Boys have feelings too, and contrary to the common 

misconception that those feelings include only hunger, thirst, and the 

need to fuck, we do have more refined feelings. 

I lean closer to her face. “You’ll never hurt me again!” I whisper. 

She can’t or doesn’t want to reply, and her mouth hangs open like a 

blow-up doll’s. I can smell on her breath the chocolate strawberries she 

ate moments before she broke up with me. What kind of person eats 

her boyfriend’s ten-week anniversary present and then tells him that 

she doesn’t want to be with him anymore? Caroline is evil, and I will 

stop her from casting her malicious spell on anybody else. I will choke 

the bad out of her if it takes me all night. I’ll do that for her because I 

care. 

I loosen my fingers to allow her to catch her breath. Hope returns to 

her eyes, but her lips are still shaped downward in fear and loathing. 



 

My job is not done yet, but there is time for a short break to stretch my 

fingers and loosen up a few muscles in my arms and legs. Maybe the 

consequences of her actions will enlighten her and she’ll start properly 

apologizing to me. She owes me one heartfelt and honest apology. 

Earlier tonight, I picked Caroline up at her house and drove her to 

my place. Like so many times before, we walked straight to the 

guesthouse—located at the south side of the property, past the pool, 

behind the rose garden—without disturbing my mother in the main 

house. But tonight’s date was special because it marked the ten-week 

anniversary of our secret romance. I prepared for this special occasion 

with a sea of candles and rose petals sprinkled on the hardwood floor 

and a box of chocolate-covered strawberries. 

As far as the preparation went, I really outdid myself because this 

ten-week milestone not only symbolized my deep, emotional 

relationship with Caroline, but it also marked my longest relationship 

to date. I wanted to show my dear Linnie how special she was to me, 

how much our relationship meant to me. 

In the car on the way to my mother’s estate, Caroline was moody 

and looked tired, but I was sure that once she saw the extra mile I went 

for her, she’d lighten up. 

I opened the door wide for her, expecting her to jump out and throw 

her arms around my neck and kiss me all over with her sweet lips, but 

instead she sighed and rolled her eyes. “You’re too sweet to me,” she 

said, taking the biggest strawberry from the box on the silver tray I held 

up for her. She nibbled the chocolate off and discarded the rest back 

onto the tray. Then she sat the tray on her lap like a petulant child and 

said, “I can’t be with you anymore.” 

I stood in front of her like an idiot, words lost to me, holding the 

platter of neatly arranged berries like a loyal butler. This was not how 

this night was supposed to go. 

She took another strawberry and bit into it. “Why don’t you say 

something?” she demanded, glowering—a very unladylike response—

and tossed the bit-off stem, sticky with her saliva, at me. “You’re so 

weird sometimes, you know that?” 



 

“Did I do something wrong?” I implored, feeling a mixture of 

humiliation and confusion colliding inside of me. 

She rolled her big azure eyes at me. Only yesterday, those eyes were 

elated and dazed with pleasure as she sat on my lap in the back of my 

car. I knew she wanted to be with me, but I couldn’t allow our first time 

to be in the back seat of a car, even if I had spent hours polishing the 

leather for her. 

Caroline deserved more than that. She deserved candles, flower 

petals, and chocolate-covered strawberries. I was going to give her all 

of that: things girls dream about in their fluffy beds, things girls 

whisper to their plush animals. 

Tonight was supposed to be our big night. I was going to make love 

to her. I had it all planned. 

She flung herself onto my couch—the couch where I kissed her 

every night for the past seventy days—and harrumphed. “I can’t do this 

anymore. I’m just so over this. I need some space.” She said it easily, 

as though we were nothing. She tossed the words at me like unwanted 

clothes onto her bed—clothes that don’t fit her anymore because they 

are too old, too worn. That’s who I am to her? A worn-out piece of 

clothing she’s grown tired of? 

I should have let her break up with me, should have taken it like a 

man, but her words were too cold and unexpected, and I couldn’t 

breathe. Tears pressed against my eyes. Showing weakness infuriated 

me. The worst thing I could do was weep like a girl in front of her, 

especially after she used the word “sweet” to describe me. I wiped the 

tears away with the back of my hand to save what dignity I had left. 

“Don’t act like you’re so heartbroken,” she sneered, tapping the spot 

next to her on the couch, inviting me to sit down. Who is this girl? What 

did she do to my Caroline? 

“I’m heartbroken,” I managed to say. I kept my distance from her. 

I wasn’t sure I could trust myself with her. “I thought you loved me.” 

“Come on, honeybun, there are plenty of girls out there for you. You 

should be happy that I’m releasing you and allowing you to go out and 

experiment with other girls.” 



 

I clenched my jaw. I was not going to respond to her ridiculous 

offer. “You said we’d always be together. You promised,” I pleaded. 

“Don’t be an idiot. We’re both going off to college soon. This thing. 

Us. It wouldn’t have worked out anyway.” 

She reached out like an octopus reaching for its prey, grasped my 

shirt, and pulled me onto the couch on top of her. 

I let her. 

She didn’t waste a second as she leaned into me teasingly, bit down 

on my lower lip, and pulled on a chunk of it with her teeth. I didn’t 

taste her. I tasted blood. 

“I’ll miss our little games, though,” she teased. 

I pushed myself away from her and dabbed at the bloody cut on my 

lip with my finger. “Don’t play stupid games with me, Linnie. You 

know I hate them.” 

“Fuck off, asshole!” she bellowed, shoving me hard with both 

hands. I fell back and hit the back of my head on the edge of the coffee 

table. A candle toppled over and spilled hot wax onto the cracked and 

aged wood tabletop. 

“Now look what you did!” I shouted, holding the back of my head, 

which was throbbing and burning. Mother always says that the most 

important parts of the brain are in the back and that I must protect them 

by any means. A curtain came down in front of my eyes, and I became 

trapped in a dark place, overwhelming and cold. 

Breathing heavily, I looked at the smoking wick of the knocked-

over candle. I’ll never be able to scrape the wax out of the cracks of the 

hardwood. Mother will kill me. Anger heated up inside me. As if it 

wasn’t enough that she disrespected me, that she hurt me, and that she 

might have done permanent damage to my brain, but she had no respect 

for my mother’s stuff either. What a bitch! 

As my eyes focused on her startled face, the only thing I could think 

about was shaking this monster out of the Caroline I loved. 

I sprung to my feet. “You’re not giving me freedom. You’re fucking 

that new guy, Blake, aren’t you?” The words rushed out of my mouth, 

jagged and dangerous. “I should have known.” 



 

Images of my sweet Linnie wrapped in Blake’s arms, naked, 

smelling of sex, and glowing with perspiration tainted my mind. The 

pictures were so real and painful that I couldn’t bear to watch them. I 

began banging my forehead against the wall until I saw stars. I wanted 

to black out. I wished to die. Without my love for Caroline I had 

nothing. Facing tomorrow without a purpose was threatening, a dark 

tunnel with no light at the end. 

“Stop being so dramatic. We had a good run. It was fun, but now 

it’s over.” She was back on her feet, standing in front of the sofa, fixing 

her skirt into place. I wanted to rip the buttons off her blouse, tear off 

her tiny lace panties, and violate her. 

Why is she leaving me? Wasn’t I good enough for her? I should 

have been tougher. I should have pushed her against the wall on our 

second date and fucked her like those fictional alpha males in those 

stupid romance books she reads. That Blake dude was a jackass. Is that 

what she wants? I can give her that. I can be rough. 

I launched myself at her and took down her lanky body that had 

never seen a day in the gym. We landed painfully on the couch. 

She slapped me hard across my face. Not the usual playful way she 

would do sometimes. This was a real slap, an angry one. How can she 

go from love to hate so fast? 

Only last week she told me she loved me. We were lying on the 

hood of my car, staring at the starry sky and drinking Coca-Cola from 

the bottle; we were dreaming about the future. Now there was only 

disgust and fear in her eyes. I held her down steadily. As strange as it 

felt, I became aroused from the way she struggled underneath me. She 

noticed my erection and spit in my face. 

I ripped her blouse open. The plastic black buttons popped and 

landed on the wood floor around us like firecrackers. 

“You fucking idiot! Get off me, you asshole. You’re a fucking loser. 

I hate you!” she screamed, squirming in my clutches. Her name-calling 

was fuel on the fire and made me want her more. 



 

My fingertips came alive as I groped under her skirt. I became aware 

of every texture I touched. The soft fuzzy hair on her upper thigh. The 

shaved skin between her legs. Her wetness. 

A hot tingling started in my groins and began spreading to my legs. 

Warmth crawled up my spine. The rush of blood in my head made me 

feel dizzy. 

She slapped me again, this time harder and with better aim. 

Only two days ago she was whispering sweet words into my ears, 

egging me on, giving me permission to do things to her. Why is she 

resisting me so viciously now? 

I started kissing her neck the way she used to like it, but when my 

eyes found hers I saw something I’d never seen before. Hatred. 

Contempt. Those eyes broke my heart. 

She spat in my face for a third time. Her warm, foamy saliva landed 

on my nose and on my cheek. The black cloud that had been hanging 

over my eyes rose into my brain. A cold and dense mass of emotions, 

the commander of my actions. 

I sniffed my fingers that were inside of her. For the first time, I 

found her smell foul and repulsive, and everything changed in that 

moment. 

My heart sank, and I wrapped my hands around her swan neck. 

 

 

As the images of my flashback catch up with the present, it becomes 

clear to me that she is the one to blame for our disastrous date tonight. 

Her actions tonight led us to this point, leaving me with no other option 

but to teach her a lesson about respect. 

An hour passes, and she still fights back, but at least she stopped 

calling me a “fucking idiot.” 

I use the moment of quiet and peace to replay the events of this 

awful night in my head on an endless loop, trying to make sense of 

things. Every angle, every thought, leads to the same conclusion. This 

creature underneath me isn’t the one who stole my heart. I want back 



 

the Caroline I fell in love with on that picnic by the ocean, but I’m at 

loss; I can’t turn back time, and nothing I do to her now is working. 

As her breathing calms, her arms stop flapping around and her nails 

no longer try to claw at my skin. I release her neck and put my hands 

on the floor. Her face lies only a couple inches from mine. It’s 

impossible not to notice that her eyes are glazed over with fear and 

contempt. I have a feeling that she won’t apologize; she won’t submit, 

and that realization makes me incredibly sad and disappointed. 

The break is over, and I refold my fingers around her neck and 

tighten my grip. Only God knows how long I have to go on with this 

madness to see the sweet look in her eyes again. I long for that love, 

for that connection, but she isn’t giving it to me. She is selfish. Blake 

ruined my dear Caroline. She is damaged. 

But tonight, I am in the position to help her find herself again. As I 

push down on her, power I’ve never known before runs along my arms 

and gathers in my fingers. 

Soon my dear Linnie’s slurred words reduce to a moan and, at last, 

into silence. She lets go, and the weight of her head feels like a ton in 

my hands. As I struggle to hold her, I watch the muscles on her face 

droop and her eyes go out of focus and roll back into her head. It’s 

mesmerizing to witness how popped blood vessels turn the white part 

of her eyes into a maze of red lines. 

When her lips stop trembling, I let go of her neck, ready to kiss her 

without resistance, but her body drops onto the couch like a rag doll. 

As I get back on my feet, her body moves to the edge of the couch 

and rolls onto the floor. Her head bounces back from the wood with a 

dull thud and drops back again like a slam ball. 

I let out a long, tired breath. I know she is playing dead, and I’m not 

in the mood for games. 

I poke her. 

No response. 

As a heavy dose of adrenaline spreads inside of me and heats up my 

face, I poke her again. 

No response. 



 

I touch the vein on her neck. 

No pulse. 

Heat rises in my stomach and in my face. I didn’t mean to kill her. 

I massage my face and stand up, angry and frustrated. “Now look 

what you’ve made me do,” I grunt and kick her in the stomach. 

I had given her all my love, and she had hurled it back in my face 

like it was nothing. I’m angry with Caroline because this is not what I 

want for us. We had plans. We had a future together. 

Time lost to me, I chew the skin next to my nails while sitting on 

the floor beside Caroline’s lifeless body. I thank God that we never 

made our relationship official. She wanted to wait and see if we were 

serious before telling her friends and family about us. I agreed with her 

decision with disappointment because it made me feel as if I wasn’t 

worthy of her love, as if she was ashamed of me. 

Though my initial feelings about the secrecy were negative, I soon 

learned to enjoy it. There was excitement and magic in the stealthy 

ways I picked her up at parties in the darkness of the night and stole 

her away. She would text lies to her girlfriends about her whereabouts 

while hiding out in my mother’s guesthouse with me. 

She knew how to make me feel special. That’s why I don’t 

understand what got into her tonight. 

I get a knife from the drawer in the kitchen of the guesthouse and 

scrape out my skin from underneath her nails. I soak a cloth in bleach 

and water—using the same ratio my mother uses to disinfect the 

bathrooms—wipe down her body, and soak her hands in the bowl. 

Mother always says that bleach makes stains disappear without a trace. 

And that’s what I want, to erase my traces on her. 

I run a comb through her hair and a lint remover over her clothes. I 

roll her in plastic wrap, using up an entire roll I had found in a kitchen 

drawer. I dig up the biggest wheeled suitcase from the closet and force 

her body inside. It’s a surprisingly challenging task, and it wears me 

out. 

I drink two bottles of Coke before I grab my car keys and pull the 

suitcase out to the yard. 



 

My back aches from lifting her dead weight into the trunk, but at 

least I start feeling good about getting rid of this manipulative bitch 

because nothing is as it seems with her, not even her weight. I did the 

world a favor by taking out this conniving man-eater. I couldn’t let her 

go to college and tear through people’s hearts and souls. 

I drive to the part of town where Blake lives, but there is no place 

to dump a body in that stuffy suburban neighborhood where people 

breathe down each other’s necks. The playgrounds I pass are only 

patches of sand and grass with uninspiring and identical swings and 

slides, monotonous and repetitive zones that serve only one purpose: 

to teach kids that being home is more fun than the park. 

I take El Camino Real to the east shore of Batiquitos Lagoon, which 

is far from Blake’s house, but my brain is drained, and I can’t think of 

a quieter, more suitable place. 

Under the veil of night, I stop the car in the middle of the bridge and 

drop the suitcase into the dark water. I know I should keep moving and 

leave before somebody sees me, but it’s hard to tear my eyes away from 

the sinking suitcase. Bubbles gurgle and pop to the surface as the dirty 

water enters Caroline’s makeshift coffin and floods her body. I imagine 

her skin breaking out into goosebumps. It’s still a pleasant image in my 

head. 

The wooden pillars under the bridge are infested with barnacles and 

moss. Floating islands of seaweed give rides to soda cans and candy 

wrappers. People don’t come here to swim or scuba dive. This is the 

perfect resting place for Caroline. No one will ever bother her here. 

The wind that passes along the bridge is chilly and harsh. A series 

of shudders force me to fold my arms around me. 

Under the starry sky, the ocean in the distance makes a beautiful 

sight. If I die, I’d like to be buried here. Caroline is lucky. This is prime 

real estate. 

Two headlights glaring in the distance warn me that it’s time for me 

to go. I do the sign of the holy cross and murmur a quick prayer in 

memory of Caroline as I get back into my car. 



 

On my way home, I stop by a 7-Eleven. I feel dirty and tired and 

need a little pick me up. As I sip on a Styrofoam cup of watered-down, 

burnt coffee, I promise myself not to waste another minute of my life 

thinking about that selfish, callous bitch. Life is too short to waste on 

people who don’t deserve your attention. Yet I can’t find sleep. The 

worst thing is, I don’t know what is keeping me up—the caffeine or my 

disturbed conscience. 

 



 

 

 

OLIVIA 
MONDAY 
 

 

A violent force pulls me out of my sleep, and I suck in a lungful of air, like being revived after a near 

drowning. My body lies docile as my eyes begin to focus so rapidly that I feel my pupils dilate. The exposure 

to light and the rush of oxygen makes me shiver and my head swim with dizziness. I pull the blanket up to 

my chin, listening to my heart pounding in my chest, a marching band with hundreds of tiny feet enclosed 

in my ribcage. I reach over to my right, but the bed is cold and empty. Richard is gone. 

The antique mantel clock warns me that it’s 11:42 a.m. I try to sit up, but every movement I make 

releases a hard, bouncing ball inside my head, slamming against my skull. 

Holding my head still, I summon my memories of last night, but it’s so loud in my head that I can’t 

grasp a clear thought. I look around the room to find a picture or an object I recognize. I’m panicking. 

Where am I? What happened to me? 

With measured moves, I snuggle up to the headboard like a frightened animal recently introduced into 

the wild, stripped of any feeling of safety. From this angle, I can take in the entire room; the large peach-

colored carpet over the dark hardwood floor, the detailed woodwork on the sofa, the elegant cabinets 

hugging the pastel-colored walls, the fireplace with the white mantel decorated with golden motifs. At last, 

my eyes land on a framed picture of Richard and his mother hanging over the fireplace. I’m home. I’m safe. 

This is the bedroom I share with my husband. 

I let my eyes adjust to the daylight. It takes a while for the gray cloud in my head to lift. This is not my 

first time waking up hungover despite not having a drop of alcohol the night before. Lately, my adjusting 

takes longer. Maybe it’s because I’m getting older and my brain isn’t as resilient as it used to be. But then 

again, I’m only thirty-six. That’s not old enough to lose one’s mind. 

I reach for my iPhone on the nightstand and call Richard at his office. I know he has prohibited me from 

bothering him at work, but I need him now. I’m in raging waters, and I need an anchor to still me. 

The line seems to ring forever, and after an anxious wait, I hear the answering machine pick up. A 

pleasant, sexy female voice informs me about the Good Samaritan Foundation’s business hours. I don’t 

leave a message and hang up. 

I check my phone for today’s date. Today is Monday. How long was I out? 

I scoot to the edge of the bed and hug my knees to my chest. As I rock back and forth, my memory 

clears. I remember now. Last night, I had a fight with Richard over the money I sent to my brother in 

Sweden. Richard provides me with a very comfortable life—he gives me more than I need—but the day 



 

we married, he made it clear that he wouldn’t support my family. I didn’t expect him to, and I still don’t, 

but it’s difficult to live in a multimillion-dollar mansion and drive expensive cars when my mother struggles 

to pay her electric bill and my brother can hardly feed his family. 

 

 

Richard and I were eating dinner when he mentioned my withdrawal from the bank between two bites. 

“I thought we talked about this, Olivia. You went behind my back again.” 

Our Hungarian housekeeper, Margit, was in the room with us, but her presence is usually ignored. Her 

progression from annoying obstacle to unnoticed wallpaper eventually became normal to us. Richard 

thought European help in the house would make me feel more at home. I’m from Sweden. We don’t speak 

the same language. We don’t recognize the same traditions or customs. We don’t even share the same 

culinary taste. 

I put my fork down. Food doesn’t taste as good when the emotional price to pay for it is so high. “I 

know, Richard, and I’m sorry for not asking your permission, but Lucas called and begged for my help. It 

was an emergency. He said that they couldn’t turn the heater on and that the kids were cold,” I explained, 

pushing my plate to the side. I felt Margit’s disapproving eyes on my back. She’d spent half the day 

conjuring up a fantastic feast of tender roast beef with carrot sauce and bread dumplings, yet I disregarded 

her laborious work with a flick of my hand. 

“How come he doesn’t have money? Didn’t we help him open a restaurant last year? Or was that a lie, 

too?” Richard said without raising his voice, calm and controlled. Moments like this, I wish he’d yell or 

break a few plates. Show some human emotion, dammit. 

I know my brother lies. He also has mastered how to appeal to my conscience, making me feel guilty 

about the wealthy life I now enjoy. “It’s easy for you. You just open your legs and get what you want,” 

he’d say, spitting his jealous, bitter words at me, as if I weren’t his little sister but a cash cow he was unable 

to milk. 

When it comes to my family, I go soft, especially when Lucas calls and tells me about the place where 

my mother lives, a small, one-bedroom brick house on a secluded hill where she grows her own food on a 

napkin-sized piece of land, with only a scrappy mutt for company. I live on an acre of manicured land in 

the Los Feliz area of Los Angeles, tended by a live-in landscaper. 

My mother is alone. 

I’m never alone. 

My brother has two young children, and he and his wife have little money to raise them. 

I have no kids. 

When Lucas calls, or when I call my mother on Skype, I become weak with emotion, and I break my 

promise to Richard. 

If I had access to cash, I could be craftier about saving up money to send to my family via Western 

Union. But since I’m not doing any shopping for the kitchen or the house, not in charge of bills, and was 

given only a credit card, my expenses are tracked in Richard’s digital world. 



 

Having no other option, I wired five hundred dollars from Richard’s bank account, knowing that Richard 

would be notified. I knew this fight was coming. It’s an unavoidable evil I must bear every time I choose 

to help my family. 

I’ve been trying to make my brother understand that everything we own is provided by Richard. I signed 

a prenup. If we divorce, I’d have to leave this house the same way as I moved in, with only a suitcase of 

clothes and shoes to my name. Maybe that’s exactly what my envious brother wants for me. 

My mother understands. She never forces me into the corner. 

“He has the restaurant we gave him money for; it just isn’t going too well these days.” My voice shakes. 

Richard knows that I don’t even believe the words I’m saying. 

“Or so he says.” Richard pairs his utensils on the right side of his plate, indicating he’s done eating, and 

wipes his mouth with a cloth napkin. “Did you like your life growing up?” he asks calmly. 

Richard knows about the harsh circumstances I endured as a child, thanks to a low-self-esteem and an 

ever-loser, alcoholic father. If I had known that during our years of marriage he would use this information 

to dominate me, to control me, I’d have never told him. In marriage, one’s weakness shouldn’t be a platform 

for the other to stand on. 

“You know I didn’t.” My stomach turns over. I taste the bile in the back of my throat. 

Richard leaps to his feet. The legs of his chair scrape over the floor, startling me. “If you disrespect me 

like this again, you’ll find yourself back where you came from. Am I clear?” 

He leaves me shaking and crying in the dining room. 

 

It’s all clear now. I know who I am, where I am, and what happened last night. After I left the table, I 

crawled up into a reading chair with a book, feeling alone and abandoned, until Richard brought me a glass 

of warm milk. I’m not a restless child, yet Richard treats me like one sometimes. “It’ll help you sleep 

better,” he’d say, “calm your nerves.” 

I’m young enough to start a new life. I could go back to work as a nanny, like when I first moved here. 

I was good at it. Or apply for sales positions at the mall. I could turn my life around, but I never do. I guess 

it’s the Catholic in me; I like to suffer. Or maybe I’m just a coward. 

I push myself out of bed against my better judgment. My body is begging for more rest. I make it to the 

bathroom, where I take a good, long look at the dark circles under my eyes, my blotched, swollen face, my 

cracked lips. I want to hurt Richard the same way he hurts me. I do that sometimes, get back at him with 

little annoying things he’d never know was me: deleting a song he loves from his iPod, hiding his favorite 

tie, spitting in his shoe. He never suspects me for those unexplainable mishaps because I’m cunning and 

stealthy, like a ninja. When you grow up with a father who could go into a mad rage over a glass of spilled 

milk, you learn to be invisible. 

Richard is a man of measured and monotonous habits. Every day he gets up at five o’clock sharp, goes 

for an hour-long run around the neighborhood, eats breakfast at six thirty—a bowl of kefir with nuts and a 

hint of cinnamon and dash of honey—and at ten past seven he drives to his office in downtown Los Angeles. 

Since it’s near midday, I won’t find him home. Good, because I itch to do something annoying to him to 

retain what little self-respect I have left. 

I drag myself downstairs on the carpeted staircase to his home library and weekend office. 



 

Margit is an aggressive cook. The clinks of pots and pans reverberate through the hallway, and even 

though I’m heading away from the kitchen, the sounds are sharp and set my nerves on edge. 

In Richard’s office, I find an inch-thick stack of paper titled “South Park Shelter Rental Renewal 

Contract” on his desk. I take out two random pages from the middle of the pile and crumple them up in my 

hand, leaving the rest of the documents as they were. 

To hide the stolen pages, I take a little trip outside to the dumpster behind the carriage house, which had 

been refurbished into a garage where Richard keeps his car collection. I flip open the top of the trash bin. 

A bundle of blood-stained towels nestles on top of a pile of dried leaves, and next to it lies a bag of dust 

and lint that seems to have come from a vacuum cleaner. Apart from Margit, who, as far as I know, uses 

the trash bins by the side of the house, only our groundskeeper, Pablo, has access to this trash bin. I picture 

him wrapping his hand or arm in towels to stop the bleeding from a deep cut from a brush trimmer or a 

broken branch. 

I bury the crumpled contract pages underneath the grass clippings and leaves and walk down the long 

driveway to the guest house to check on Pablo. He is that type of rough man who would rather fix a broken 

leg himself than see a doctor. 

I knock twice before his wife comes to the door and opens it a crack. Pablo isn’t here, that much I 

understand. She doesn’t speak English, and my Spanish is rather basic, so after a ridiculous attempt at 

miming my inquiry about her husband—which looks like a threat of cutting her arm off—I leave 

disappointed. 

I look for blood drops around the house but find none. I should leave a note for Pablo, but I don’t have 

any pen or paper on me. I’ll just check on him later. 

On my way back to the house, I grab a handful of apples from the basket on top of the firewood pile and 

hide them in Richard’s prized hedges. Deer like to chew on the fresh green shoots, and I encourage their 

habit—which drives Richard crazy—by feeding them apples. Watching my husband supervising Pablo 

trimming off the damaged branches, face red with rage, is sometimes the only thing that gets me through 

the day. 

Listening to the birds chirping and breathing the fragrant winter air, I head back to the house. In sunny 

Southern California, flowers never stop blooming. 

We live in an elegant English Norman estate on Aberdeen Avenue. A home like ours is fit for a 

Hollywood celebrity, which used to make me wonder how Richard could afford it all, considering that his 

life’s work is managing a nonprofit organization. 

As I drag myself along the road back to the house, a massive jolt runs through my head, so strong that 

it sends me doubling over in pain. I lean against a pine tree for support. A series of ragged breaths helps me 

to still myself while I focus my eyes on the warm house and my mind on a cup of hot coffee. 

From this spot, I have an unobstructed view of the carriage house and a piece of white fabric underneath 

Richard’s black Maserati. I falter toward the building to check it out. Holding onto the bumper, I bend down 

and stretch my arm underneath the car until I touch something soft. I pull out a silk scarf, and it’s not mine. 

One whiff of the sweet-scented fabric sends my heart into a jealous rage. 

The entire world starts spinning around me as I frantically search the Maserati’s back seat. 



 

The interior of the car is immaculate—not one mint wrapper forgotten beneath the seat, not one dry leaf 

on the floormat, not a single long strand of hair stuck in the carpet. The car looks as if it just rolled out of a 

dealership. 

I shut the door with enough force to send an echo throughout the garage. My knees won’t stop shaking 

as I stare at the trunk, wondering if I’m brave enough to look inside it. I debate with myself about potentially 

facing an unpleasant truth or leaving the trunk closed and carrying on with my business, like I always do. 

Like what I’m expected to do. But as the years go by, it’s getting harder to swallow the bitter pill. 

For a moment, I forget about my headache and my worries about my future, and I pop open the trunk. I 

find a pink handbag sitting lopsidedly in an otherwise bare space. With shaking fingers, I take out the faux-

leather purse screaming of bad taste, unzip it, and pour out its contents into the trunk. Lip gloss, half a dozen 

condoms, a pack of antibacterial wipes, a small bottle of mouth wash, a box of mints, and a few folded 

tissues fall onto the beige carpet. My first impression is that my husband had found himself a cheap street 

prostitute to bang, and I suddenly see why he married me. The puzzle I’ve been trying to solve for a decade 

has finally presented itself in a glaring light. 

Bile comes up against the back of my throat and my eyes tear up as I rummage through the cluster of 

items. I discover a cell phone and a small wallet with a smiley emoji sticker on the front. 

I check the phone first. It’s an older iPhone with a cracked screen. I press the home button with my icy 

fingertips, but the screen remains black. I drop the phone back onto the pile and pick up the wallet. A folded 

wad of cash is crammed in it, along with a few membership and credit cards. I pull out the driver license, 

issued nearly five years ago by the California Department of Motor Vehicles. The girl in the photo has a 

kind and pretty face. A cascade of blond hair spills over her shoulders, half-covering a golden necklace 

with red stones that loops around her neck. My eyes wander down to the name, and the card falls from my 

hand. 

Skyler O’Neill. 

It takes a moment to come out of my shock, to slow down my heartbeat, and then I’m able to stuff all 

the items back into the purse and place it in the exact spot I found it. I slam the trunk closed and drop to my 

knees to put the scarf back under the car. On second thought, I slip the scarf into the pocket of my silk 

bathrobe. Richard would have never left such obvious evidence of his unfaithfulness on the ground unless 

he dropped it without realizing it. 

I half-run, half-stumble to the house. Margit catches me at the bottom of the stairs before I can sneak 

back to my room. “It’s about damn time you got up,” she grunts in her thick Hungarian accent. 

She ushers me to the kitchen and pulls out a chair for me. I don’t want to be here, yet I sit down like an 

obedient schoolgirl. 

“What’s the matter with you this morning?” she asks, putting a dish in the oven. 

“I’m not feeling well again,” I explain as though I owe her an explanation. I can’t help myself. I’m still 

a little girl inside who can’t do anything right. Margit is the ironfisted mother I never had. 

“You need to see a doctor,” she tells me, managing to take off her mittens, close the oven with her right 

hip, and talk to me at the same time. 

“I will. I promise,” I tell her because I want her to get off my back. Richard thinks that I stress too much 

and that I need to rest more. I don’t do a damn thing all day and have nothing to stress over, so whenever 



 

he mentions the word rest I want to claw his eyes out. Maybe he wants to keep me in bed all day so that he 

can go about his shady business without my interrupting. Tiny imaginary monsters start gnawing at my 

stomach. What happened to the fairy-tale life I was supposed to live? When I met Richard, this was not the 

life I imagined. 

“I’m not talking about a family doctor. You need to have someone look at your head. A shrink, or 

whatever you call those people who sit down with you and make you talk about your problems,” Margit 

says, wiping the flour from her hands onto her apron. 

“I don’t have any problems!” I hear myself shout. I don’t want to be rude to her. She genuinely cares 

about me, so my impatience with her is unnecessary and rude. I’m not a hot-headed teenager controlled by 

her hormones. However, she picked the wrong morning to lecture me. My head is about to split open. The 

pain comes in waves, and each time it pulls me into the deep like an undertow I have no power to fight. I 

see red, then stars in white spaces. “Jesus!” I hiss. 

I need to find Richard. I can’t live like this any longer. I’m sick of being sick. My ovaries are withering 

away. I’m running out of time. If Richard doesn’t want to start a family with me, then it is time for me to 

look at other options. And now his cheating puts everything into a new light. 

“Did Richard say when he’d be home tonight?” I ask Margit, who’s already at the stove heating water 

in a kettle for tea. She is an old soul. The tea will be a blend of chamomile and cherry, enriched with honey 

and fresh lemon from our tree. She has a traditional Hungarian remedy for every problem. I must admit, I 

do love it. 

“He was gone by the time I got here,” she says. 

Good, then I’ll have time to soak in the hot tub to loosen my muscles and nerves and mull over how to 

approach the situation. Confronting my husband about the purse would leave me with two options: forgive 

him and live the rest of my life in silent humiliation, or divorce him and restart my life from ground zero. 

Either way, I’m screwed. 

I ask Margit to bring my tea and a towel to the den and drag myself out of the kitchen. On my way to 

change into a bathing suit, I pass more colossal oil paintings of Richard and his mother. My mother-in-

law’s judging eyes follow me as I move through the house. Her bitter face makes me want to puke. 

Back in my bedroom, I lie down on my bed and start flipping my phone around in my fingers. At least 

a dozen times I dial Ashley’s number, but I can’t bring myself to hit the call button. Whenever I close my 

eyes, conflicting emotions overwhelm my thoughts. If I make this call, my marriage is over. 

I need more evidence. I need to understand why my husband has a woman’s purse in the trunk of his 

car, especially the woman who’s the patient of my one and only friend, Ashley. I close my eyes and imagine 

that poor, young girl lying on Ashley’s couch and talking about my husband. Did she mention his name? I 

can’t even begin to think that way. 

Margit is calling for me. I yell to her, asking her to leave the tea in the kitchen because I changed my 

mind about the hot tub. If I go in, I may never come out. 

I continue licking my wounds while mulling over what I should do. I wish there was a handbook for 

situations like this. 

The more I roll the possibilities around in my head, the more I understand that if I want answers, then I 

have no choice but to break into Richard’s basement lair, the private sanctuary he keeps locked up from me 



 

and from the rest of the world. If I were a cheat, I’d keep my secrets where nobody could find them. Not 

once have I been invited into his private chambers. For years, I’ve been accepting his excuse about how 

after a long day at the office dealing with drug dealers, pimps, and prostitutes, he needs peace and alone 

time to center himself. I will not honor his privacy any longer. Not when he violated my trust. 

I send Margit to town for strawberries. She leaves, grumbling all the way to the front door. There is 

plenty of fruit in the refrigerator, and she finds it wasteful to drive to the market just to satisfy my cravings 

when I’m not even pregnant. 

After her car disappears down the bottom of our driveway, I try the handle on Richard’s private door in 

case I luck out. 

I don’t. 

I know a few ways to pick a lock. My brother taught me how when our dad locked us up in our rooms 

as kids with no food, water, or access to a bathroom. The easiest way is to use a screwdriver, but that could 

leave a mark on the doorframe, so instead I dig up my lock-pick case from the bottom of my tattered brown 

moving box in the closet—the only thing holding the scant memories of my old life. 

I’m a little rusty, but it only takes a few attempts to pop the lock open. 

I do know that there is a staircase behind this door because I’ve heard Richard descending it more times 

than I care to admit. I step inside the dark, feeling shaky and hot. It’s not right to be scared in my own 

house, yet my stomach is a squeezed stress ball. I refrain from touching the walls for the much-needed 

support—I’m dizzy and my migraine is killing me—but I fear leaving my fingerprints. Silly of me to be so 

paranoid. Richard would never dust the walls for prints, but I can’t help thinking of those stupid crime 

shows on TV that run in the background all day to keep me company. 

I move on light feet, my eyes watching for a thread or wire stretched across my path, which, if snapped, 

would alert Richard to my meddling about in his room. How terrible is it to have such eerie thoughts about 

my husband? Isn’t marriage supposed to be a safe place for a wife? I wouldn’t know. My mother’s life was 

always in danger when my father was home. I still hate the sound of rattling keys because I dreaded that 

sound every day when I was a kid. It meant my father was home, and we never knew if he was in a good 

mood or a get-out-of-my-way-or-I-will-beat-the-crap-out-of-you mood. 

I don’t turn back, not because I’m not scared but because I need to prove to myself that I’m not a 

frightened little girl anymore. I’m a brave married woman. I have rights. 

There is another door at the end of the staircase that is also locked. I pick that lock, too, wiping the salty, 

warm perspiration from my face frequently. The anticipation is ripping me apart, but I overcome my fear 

and enter the room. 

The interior of Richard’s private room has the same feeling to it as the rest of the house. The heavy 

wooden furniture set in the room makes me wonder—strangely—who helped Richard carry it down here. 

The dark paint on the walls lends a mysterious touch that gives me the chills. If I were a writer, I’d enjoy 

working on a thriller or mystery in this Sherlock Holmes-ish atmosphere. But I’m not, and neither is 

Richard. 

Shivering, I walk along next to the bookcase, my fingers gently caressing the spines of leather-bound 

books. The air has the same scent to it as the hollow spots on Richard’s neck. I used to love lying next to 

him and sniffing his skin for hours. His scent meant love, safety, and a future for me. I had thought that 



 

after all the terrible things that had happened to me, I’d finally gotten it right. The image of another woman 

sniffing the same spot on his neck barges into my mind and fills my brain with hot blood. 

I can’t be sensitive now, not when I’m doing something forbidden and unforgivable. I can almost sense 

my husband’s presence in the room. Chills run down my spine. The feeling is strong enough to force me to 

look back and check the space behind me. 

I’m alone, so I let out the breath I’m holding. 

There is a desk at the far side of the room and an ebony leather chair behind it. The room lacks a personal 

touch, a nobody-ever-comes-to-see-my-place mess. If I’m not careful, I may leave my trace behind for 

Richard to find. I sniff at the collar of my bathrobe. It smells faintly of perfume, but I don’t think it’s strong 

enough to mark my presence in the room. 

I don’t know what I expected coming down here. The thought of unraveling the dark side my husband 

desperately tries to hide from me was initially exhilarating. There is nothing incriminating here. No laptop 

with secret e-mails from his lover amateurishly hidden in a folder titled “business documents” or something 

equally inept. Not even a picture on his desk to give me a straw to grasp at. I don’t even know what I’m 

doing here, apart from invading my husband’s privacy. This is ridiculous, and I should be ashamed, but I 

can’t stop myself from pulling at the drawer handles one by one, hoping to get lucky. After taking the risk 

and making the effort to get into this room, leaving empty-handed would be a shame. Only none of the 

drawers will open. My suspicion rises, and my mind begins conjuring up possibilities. Most of them are 

downright crazy. When did my thoughts of warm beaches and palm trees turn into something so dark and 

sinister in my marriage? 

I hear footsteps upstairs. It’s my cue to run, but my legs won’t move. Go! Damn it! I scream in my head, 

but my body is frozen. 

Rushing water fills the pipes in the ceiling. Judging by the sound, I assume Richard is home and that he 

jumped right into the shower downstairs, as he always does when he comes home from work. The only 

difference is that it’s too early. 

Either my blood pressure or my blood sugar drops, and I feel lightheaded. I stagger to the recliner in the 

middle of the room and sit down. I will only close my eyes for a second to compose myself, to gain the 

strength I need to climb the stairs. The chair oddly faces a wide expanse of blank wall—a pale, unblemished 

section that stands out from the otherwise darker colors in the room. My mind is too numb to dwell on the 

reason. With my back pressing against the very same leather my husband’s back presses against, I picture 

him leaning over me. 

The sounds of pelting water remind me that I may or may not have time to make it out of this room. My 

right hand slips off my thigh and lands on something hard wedged between the cushions. My groping 

fingers push deeper and pull out a small hardcover book. Only when I open it do I realize that it’s not a 

book but a journal. As I hold it in my hand, the spine of the journal resting against my palm, the pages split 

open in the middle and unveil a pencil drawing of a naked girl bound by her wrists and ankles and chained 

to the ceiling. As my heart leaps out of my chest, I turn the page so fast I get a papercut. Sucking at my 

bleeding finger, I flip through dozens of pictures of women drawn in submissive and humiliating positions. 

Richard is not an artist. He can’t draw. If he could, his mother would have already bragged about it to me. 

So if Richard didn’t draw these pictures, then where did this dirty, pornographic journal come from? 



 

Enclosed in a bubble of confusion, I barely notice that the water has stopped running in the pipes. I snap 

the journal closed and push it back into the fold of the cushions. I need to run for the door, but my limbs 

feel paralyzed, and all I can manage to do is trip over my own feet and crawl on the carpet toward the 

staircase. I bang myself from wall to wall as I make my way higher and higher up the seemingly endless 

staircase. 

It takes an eternity to reach the first floor. I close the door behind me, and ignoring my urge to keep 

moving, to get to safety, I lean against the wall like a package too heavy to be moved. 

My knees are shaking, and perspiration is rolling down the center of my back, tickling my spine. There 

is a shadow, a sound. Richard rounds the corner, wearing only a towel wrapped around his waist. His damp 

chest is glistening from the sunlight. He radiates warmth and confidence, an almost palpable energy of a 

trustable, strong man, yet I can’t stop my chest from rising and collapsing. Only a matter of time before he 

notices my emotional state. 

He walks up to me. I push my hair back with both hands and force a smile. You can do this, girl. 

He leans against me. His breath is warm on my face. He reaches for my wrists and lifts my arms over 

my head. His hips pin me to the wall. His lips latch onto mine. His tongue forces itself down my throat. I 

close my eyes to relax my mind. A trail of goosebumps follows the path where his hand moves along my 

arm and down my side. Then his hand slips underneath my robe. He is touching me. I’m shrinking. My 

world is disappearing. 

“I’m sorry, honey. I shouldn’t have lost my patience with you,” he whispers in my ear while his other 

hand pulls off his towel. “Let me make it up to you.” 

The wet towel lands on the wooden floor with a muffled thud. There is no escape for me now. He is 

inside of me. A place we had been so many times together. A happy place, except this time I can’t help but 

feel violated. 

 


