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“Is Dale okay with the break up?” 

Olivia sipped her coffee, licked away the foam moustache and said, “I guess. 
He didn’t pitch a fit or anything. How could he be okay with it? We’d been 
together for a while. I don’t like it, but it’s the right thing to do, you know?” 

Harry nodded, turning the coffee cup on the table with his fingers. They sat 
in Starbucks with light music playing in the background, people moving and the 
rich smell of  coffee and chocolate thick enough to touch. They placed 
themselves by the window because he wanted to keep an eye on his car, amazed 
how much of  Olivia’s stuff  they had crammed in his Prius. After loading it, he 
had to lean on the hatch with all his body weight to get it closed. They had 
stuffed it with all the things she would need for school and items she probably 
wouldn’t need. Olivia was starting university on Monday. It hurt to let her go, a 
hand squeezing his heart. He didn’t like it. But, like she said, even if  you don’t 
like it, you should do the right thing. He thought that’s what she said. Maybe he 
paraphrased her a little. Even though he felt the pending empty nest, he couldn’t 
deny the tingle of  excitement for her. It was a good time in her life, to leave 
home for the first time and travel into the unknown. Like going on an 
adventure with no treasure map to guide the way, armed with good judgement 
and moral character. It had been his job to equip her with those attributes and 
he believed he had done well enough. Exceptional young woman. Isn’t that 
what all dads thought of  their children? Maybe yes, maybe no. 

Harry scanned the coffee shop noting MacBooks, tablets, headphones and 
ebooks. People isolating themselves in public with electronics. Might as well 
have stayed home if  all they wanted to do was drink coffee and browse the 
internet. Jeez, he realized he was getting old. It happened quick. One day you 
woke up, looked around and started saying things like, “It was better back then,” 
or, “Music nowadays is just noise,” and when the words leave your lips, you’re 
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stunned, thinking, man, when did this old guy appear? 
“You okay, Daddy?” 
“What? Yeah.” 
“You were frowning and staring off  into space. That thing you do when 

you’re brooding.” 
“Brooding? I don’t brood. I’m more of  a pensive person. Brooding sounds 

negative.” 
“Brooding is negative. And you look it, when you frown like that.” 
She was concerned and he knew she had reservations about leaving home 

as well. It had been the two of  them for so long. She could stay at home and go 
to a local college and maybe not even have to break up with Dale. Everything 
stays the same. She would do it more for him than herself. And because he 
knew this and wanted to be a good dad even if  he lost a part of  his heart when 
she left, he smiled and said, “I’m just excited for you. This is going to be good 
for you.” 

“Yeah, but is it going to good for you?” 
“Of  course it is. This is natural. Kids grow up, kids leave home. It’s the way 

things are supposed to go. And I’m glad you turned out the way you did. I’m 
stunned, actually, with all my bumbling.” 

“You were great, Dad. I couldn’t have asked for better.” 
“Me either, kiddo.” 
She sipped her coffee and with his words, some tension eased from her 

shoulders. She smiled and put a hand over his. 
He grinned and shook his head. 
“What?” 
“Remember when I tried to tell you about—” he glanced around the coffee 

shop and when certain no one was paying them any attention, he whispered, 
“your period?” 

Olivia chuckled and then groaned, “Oh my, that was a disaster. You started 
sweating and stuttering. Like the time you tried to explain the birds and the 
bees. I mean, who even says that anymore?” 

He said, “I wanted to puke. My stomach flipped around on me and I 
thought I was going to heave when I took the tampon out of  the wrapper and 
tried to show you where it went. Remember that? Holy Christ on a popsicle 
stick I sucked.” 

He sipped on his drink, his face a bright red, a rueful smile dressing his 
face. 
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Olivia, laughing at him, drew a chuckle from him. The camaraderie of  
comedy. 

“You didn’t suck. You just didn’t have a vagina.” 
“Jeez. Keep it down would ya?” 
“You did it all alone, Dad. I think you did a terrific job, cause I am pretty 

awesome.” She grinned, amusement a dancing jewel in her eye. 
Beautiful, like her mother. He thanked a God he didn’t believe in she didn’t 

take after him. He wasn’t ugly but he wasn’t good looking either. The crown of  
his head decided to start pushing the hair out too early in his opinion. He fussed 
over it this morning, taking care to comb his hair over the growing pink crown 
without looking like he was trying to cover it which everyone, including him, 
knew was impossible. He lost the hair on the top of  his head where he wanted 
it and instead it sprouted out of  his ears where he didn’t want it. What is the 
evolutionary purpose of  growing hair in your ears as you aged? Harry liked that 
Olivia had been spared any resemblance to him. You always want the best for 
your children and a daughter with his looks? That would’ve been less than ideal. 

Her mother, Samantha, had been stunning. She was just not interested in 
being a mother. Or maybe she didn’t want to be involved with him. The result 
was the same either way. After Olivia had been born, she left her with him, said 
she never wanted a child and left town. She hadn’t been heard or seen from 
again. He got a beautiful daughter out of  it, from a one night stand with a 
woman who had been way out of  his league. 

He remembered the night he had met her. Flabbergasted would have been 
an understatement to his reaction when she bought him a drink. They moved 
from the bar to a booth and spoke for most of  the night. She laughed at his 
jokes, reached to touch him with her fingers, punctuating her words with 
manicured nails. She smelled like strawberries. Not her perfume, her skin. Like 
goddamn strawberries. 

He hadn’t expected marriage. He knew he had been a drunk decision of  
regret on her part. Still, to just leave and never want to be involved with their 
wonderful daughter? Harry couldn’t fathom it. Hard thing to explain when 
Olivia got old enough to ask where was her mother and why did she leave. A 
part of  him wondered if  she sometimes wished her mother would come back 
and take her away from her awkward father. Maybe she dreamed about it late at 
night, staring at the glow-in-the-dark stars he had pasted to her ceiling. 

“Yeah. You are marginally awesome.” 
“Marginal?” 
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“Yes. After strong reflection, I believe your awesomeness is marginal at this 
point. After university, I’m sure your stock will rise, but it depends.” 

“Oh yeah, depends on what?” 
“On how often you call and visit your father.” 
“Well, I thought I’d stop by for Christmas, to get presents of  course. Oh, 

and if  I run out of  money, I may come home. You know, only if  I need 
something.” 

Harry clutched his chest, “My heart! You’ve broken it! But I will accept 
those terms.” 

Olivia laughed, “C’mon Dad. I’ll call and visit as much as I can. I’m not 
even gone yet and I already miss you. I’m going to miss this.” 

“This?” 
“Yeah. This. Moments like this.” 
“It is a pretty good one. And because I raised you to be awesome, I think 

you’re going to have a great time.” 
“Thanks Dad. I think I will too.” 
“Don’t get pregnant.” 
“Dad!” 
“Stay away from crystal meth and boys named Andy.” 
“What? Andy?” 
“Shifty little bastards, boys’ named Andy.” 
She laughed and said, “You’re so random!” 
“Hey!” Feigning offence he said, “These are pearls of  parental wisdom. You 

should treat them as such. Andy and crystal meth? Terrible.” 
She raised her eyebrows and after a quick glance at her watch said, “It’s time 

to go. I gotta be on residence soon. Where’s Uncle Frank? I thought he was 
helping us.” 

Such big blue eyes watching him and he remembered picking her up after 
the first day of  kindergarten. She looked at him with the absolute trust 
particular to children and raised her arms to be lifted up and carried. He never 
thought he could love someone so much and feel the love in return. He had 
lifted her off  the ground and walked her to the car in his arms. She had 
jabbered in his ear about her day and the friends she met. Harry, listening and 
nodding, wondered how much love can a heart hold? Limitless. His heart 
anyways. 

Harry checked his watch and said, “Frank? He’s gonna meet us there. 
You’re right. It’s time to scoot. We gotta long drive ahead of  us.” 
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“Dad. It’s an hour. I’m only an hour away.” 
“Like I said, a long drive. Probably have to fill up twice. On the way there 

and on the way back.” 
“You drive a Prius. You won’t have to fill it up until next month.” 
He nodded, “They do get good mileage don’t they?” 
She stood and he followed her out to the car. 
They drove to the university of  Guelph from their home town of  

Hamilton. They talked, comfortable with each other. Harry thought even if  she 
wasn’t his daughter, she’d be someone he’d actually like. A good person. Was it 
parental blindness? Could be. He didn’t think so. He could tell by the way her 
friends greeted her and how Dale had held her in reverence that there was 
something about her. She was the person people glanced at when she entered a 
room. She was the person dogs never barked at. 

He did alright, as a father. Even the teenage years weren’t all that bad. They 
weren’t that good either. A few sleepless nights wishing he had someone to talk 
to about it. Frank, the consummate bachelor, never had anything helpful to say. 
Harry had no idea how to talk to her when she came home smelling of  dope, 
giggling at nothing particularly funny. Still, compared to some of  the stories 
he’d heard he figured he survived the years of  the teen relatively unscathed. 

They arrived in the city and followed the signs posted on the Hanlon 
Highway to the university. Smaller than Hamilton and less industrialized, 
Guelph was a pretty city. Old trees, plenty of  green-space, a town built around 
and accommodating to the university, Harry believed Olivia would be safe here. 
One of  the safest cities in Canada according to Statistics Canada. The sprawling 
university grounds bloomed before them. Older red-brick buildings beside 
newer glass and steel ones. Long expanses of  grass sprouting thick trunked 
trees with branches drooping from the weight of  leaves. Moving-in day, the 
roads around the campus were clogged with inching cars packed with laundry 
hampers, lamps, and the detritus of  student living. The roads wound around the 
buildings creating a daunting maze. After many glances at a glossy map in a 
pamphlet, they found the right building. Frank stood out front, ogling the 
passing girls. 

“Jeez, Uncle Frank, put your eyes back in your head would you? You look 
like a lion at a watering hole.” 

“Yes, of  course. Should I have worn sunglasses you think? Then, no one 
can see where I’m looking.” 

Olivia laughed and said, “You know, you’re old enough to be their father.” 
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He waved the statement off, “Nonsense. I’m younger than your dad, you 
know. By quite a lot. I’m more like an older cousin, handsome, witty and so 
much more attractive because, as a cousin, I have to be off  limits. The risk of  
birth defects and all.” 

Harry said, “Alright, alright. Let’s get her unloaded and then you two can 
carry on your conversation about how Frank is a creeper.” 

“Creeper? Me?” He smiled and wiggled his eyebrows. 
Olivia laughed. 
They lugged her stuff  to her room, weaving and twisting past smiling 

students, happy to be out from under their parents’ watchful eye. Harry noticed 
a few male heads turn to look at his daughter and a knot of  worry tightened in 
his guts. People put drugs in drinks. He exhaled and reminded himself  he 
trusted Olivia. She knew more about what went on than he did. She would be 
fine. 

After Harry placed the last box in the room, he leaned against a desk 
drinking a Coke. Olivia drank a Coke Zero. Frank checked his watch like he had 
somewhere to be. 

Harry said, “You need a hand unpacking all this?” 
“No.” 
“Alright. I’ll get going then.” 
Frank said, “Yeah. Cool. I gotta go too. So, I’ll leave you two cry babies 

alone to say your goodbyes.” He pointed at Olivia, “I’ll expect to see you on 
Thanksgiving young lady.” 

“Depends. Are you gonna bring a date? A classic Frank date.” 
“This should be good. What’s a classic Frank date?” 
“All looks, no substance.” 
“It hurts that I’m so transparent. But, of  course. I don’t date for 

conversation. I have you and your dad for that. The few times a year I decide to 
show up anyways. Well, take care. Remember, try out as many dudes as you can 
before settling for one.” 

Harry said, “Frank! C’mon man!” 
He raised his hands, “It’s good advice.” 
He scurried out the door when Harry’s mouth turned into a thin line and 

said, “See you.” 
Harry jabbed a thumb at Frank’s back and said, “Quite a character.” 
“Yeah.” 
He stood and she hugged him and he squeezed her right back. Harry 
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thought, keep it together! Don’t you cry! She smelled of  memories. Her first walk, 
her first words, her first bike ride, her first day of  school, all the images popping 
through the hippocampus in his brain. Weird, to hold your heart in your arms 
and know you must let it go. He released her first. Did his eyes have a bit of  
shine to them? Definitely. Olivia faked not noticing very well. 

“I’ll be home for Thanksgiving. You’ll pick me up right?” 
“Absolutely. Let me know the time and I’ll be here. Frank’s date should be 

entertaining. Provided she can string some words together to form a sentence.” 
She rolled her eyes, “Can’t wait.” 
“I know right? At least you know it’ll be interesting.” 
“Frank’s dates usually are.” 
“I’ll see you then?” 
“Yeah. Drive safe Dad. I’ll call you.” 
“Once a week?” 
“Maybe twice.” 
He pointed at her, “I’m holding you to that.” 
“Okay, okay. I’ll call you twice a week and see you in a month or so.” 
“Damn right you will.” 
He walked out, proud and sad, hoping she liked it here and hoping she 

hated it and wanted to come home. 
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Harry sank into the couch with a beer in his hand and turned on the TV. Five 
o’clock and already dark out. He shook his head. Fucking Canadian winters. He 
popped the top on the can and flicked through the channels, not seeing 
anything, just trying to find background noise. Something to dull the senses. 
Like drinking beer. It served to induce a stillness of  thoughts. Since Olivia 
disappeared five years ago, or let’s be real here, since she was taken, he couldn’t 
slow his brain. The gears wouldn’t slow, kept clunking along showing him 
images of  Olivia dead in a ditch. When he thought of  this, and he often did 
because of  his stupid cruel brain, in his mind’s eye it was always raining. She’d 
be at the bottom, her hair a golden halo fanned out on the dirty mud. Her 
hands would be taped in front of  her. Her fingernails worn down and peeled 
back as though she tried to escape by scratching through a wall. The rain 
splashed into her open mouth and plinked into her eyes. She never flinched. She 
never blinked. That’s how he knew she was dead. 

Sometimes, he saw her body crumpled in the bottom of  an old well. Arms 
and legs bent at unnatural angles. Bones poking through flesh, her expression a 
postcard of  pain. Again, the rain a humming backdrop falling from the heavy 
grey clouds. And he’d think, I failed her. She’d been taken and he couldn’t find 
her, he couldn’t save her and he sure as hell couldn’t do the one thing parents 
are supposed to do: protect her. Now, as soon as he got home from work, he 
drank until the recriminations in his brain silenced. He had a problem with the 
drink. He knew it. He knew the people at work knew it. When you come in the 
morning with red eyes and popping Advil like candy, people noticed. 

Good thing he worked like a bastard. Work, he found, also produced a 
stillness of  thoughts. Turning his thoughts and focus to a problem to be solved 
pushed the images away, put a lid on his worrying for a short time. Working in 
IT for a big corporate firm kept him busy and he did like it. It was his drinking 
that had stopped his upward mobility. For as long as he’d been there and with 
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his experience, he should have been a supervisor by now, or maybe in the admin 
side and be the guy who decided what equipment to buy, what software to 
acquire, all the fun shit super geeks like him lived for. At least he’d kept his 
drinking for when he wasn’t working. Almost, anyways. There was the one time 
he came back from lunch with a bit of  a sway. He had one too many martinis 
with lunch, well, probably a few too many. While gulping one down, he pointed 
at the glass to the bartender, signalling he wanted another with a flurry hands, 
wanting it in a hurry. His lunch hour wasn’t over but it was getting close. The 
bartender, a young guy with an eyebrow piercing and one ugly moustache, 
shrugged and made him another one. He knew a drunk when he saw one. 
Harry liked the warm feeling inside. It settled in his stomach and then reached 
out to all parts of  his body, a pleasant, tingling feeling. Maybe too pleasant. A 
Martini was not a chugging drink he decided because man, they could fuck you 
up in a hurry. Returning to the office like that was a mistake. He should have 
called in sick and went home to sleep it off. But like most drunks, he thought 
he’d been fooling everyone and like most drunks, he soon found out how 
wrong he was. He swayed in, talking a little too loud, bumping into cubicles and 
making a giant fool of  himself  in front of  his peers and supervisors. Naturally, 
his supervisors became concerned. 

They sent Tracey to talk to him. A person he had trained. A person he had 
been getting closer to before Olivia…well, before he’d lost her. She walked into 
his office and closed the door behind her. Never a good sign. He remembered 
his heart sped up a little and he thought, they’re finally going to do it. I’m getting fired. 
His stomach rebelled and he thought he was going to puke on his own desk. He 
swallowed, his mouth gushing with saliva and he couldn’t look her in the eyes. 
He stared at the coffee cup on his desk. It was white and in black lettering 
across the front it read, Don’t talk to me until I’ve had my first coffee. He kept his eyes 
on it as she approached. He saw the front of  her shirt where it met her waist. 
Black with some pattern on it, were they glasses? Like reading glasses? He 
couldn’t tell. All he knew was that he couldn’t look at her. Not at her face. They 
couldn’t make him do that could they? He felt a deep shame then and his face 
burned with it. But a part of  him, the alcoholic part, the greedy little man in the 
corner of  his soul thought maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to be fired. It could be a 
good thing. They’d have to buy him out and then he could get down to serious 
drinking. Something attractive about the idea, a nihilistic urge to destroy himself. 
He wanted to find bottom and stay there, where the pain wasn’t as sharp, where 
it didn’t have teeth. Then Tracey surprised him. She handed him a pamphlet for 
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Alcoholics Anonymous and spoke to him about the lunchtime martinis. He had 
a problem. The bosses knew it and were monitoring him. They were 
sympathetic to his loss and would support therapy if  he wanted it. No, he didn’t 
want it and he raised his eyes to hers. Her face flushed. She had the pale skin 
red heads have, white as paper that filled with red in embarrassing or awkward 
moments: like this one. He watched her lips and wanted to kiss them. Did she 
smell like strawberries? Drunk thoughts. Stupid thoughts. She told him this was 
his one and final warning. Come back to work drunk again, and he’d be fired. 
He nodded. He understood. She told him he was to go home now and return 
tomorrow sober. The company already called a cab on his behalf. And in case 
he was wondering, it wasn’t a suggestion. 

He stood, patted his pockets for his keys, nodded and left. He didn’t meet 
anyone’s gaze on the way out. He couldn’t. And he wondered if  he could even 
return the next day. In the cab as he was passing shops, cars and people walking 
to anywhere, he realized the break he’d just gotten. He didn’t want bottom that 
bad after all. He needed work to keep busy or he’d go crazy. In the office there, 
when Tracey was speaking to him and he had the urge to kiss her in the most 
inappropriate setting, to smell her to find out if  her skin smelled of  
strawberries, in that moment he had a taste of  crazy. He thought of  that saying, 
he couldn’t remember what it was from but it surfaced in the cab and it played 
in his brain, like a song on repeat: the centre cannot hold. Dread flooded him. 
If  he kept going like that, without work to act as a behavioural anchor, he’d lose 
all identity, moving from one drunken fog to another, broken up by the need to 
sleep or the search for his next bottle. He would be sucked into an abyss that he 
created, a crazy place with no escape where images of  Olivia’s dead body kept 
him constant company pointing accusatory fingers. He didn’t want to visit there 
again. 

For a brief  moment, in the cab when embarrassment pushed aside his 
inebriation with a vicious elbow, he told himself  he’d quit for good. Better 
rampant thoughts than facing that type of  humiliation again. When he got 
home and opened the fridge to see a six pack of  Labatt Maximum Ice beer on 
the shelf, he thought, 7.1% alcohol content baby! And then the drunk’s constant lie 
of tomorrow, I’ll quit tomorrow flitted through his mind as he reached for the 
bottle. From then on, he restricted his drinking to home after work. He ate 
lunch at his desk in his office so people could see him and let the office spies 
know he was sticking to the deal. And who knew? Maybe it’d help him quit. He 
just had to take it one day at a time. He was fooling himself  and insightful 
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enough to know it. The best lies, the most convincing, are the ones we tell 
ourselves. And no one can lie better better than an alcoholic. 

He turned on the hockey game, slugged back the beer and went into the 
kitchen for another. He opened the cupboard for a glass and saw a shot glass. 
He took it down and looked in the liquor cabinet. It stood empty. When the hell 
did he drink the dark rum? He was sure he had half  a bottle at least. You’re a 
drunk and drunks have no memory, he thought. It scared him a bit, to think he 
drank a bottle without remembering it. He put the shot glass back, opened 
another can and poured it into a glass and took a drink. Have a fear you don’t 
want to face? The ugly truth a little too ugly? Have a beer. The solution to harsh 
realities. A small smile creased his cheek. 

He took another can of  beer and brought it back to the couch to watch the 
Leafs suffer another loss. Goddamn tough to be a Leafs’ fan. He sipped at his 
beer, feeling the edges getting softer, his eyelids drooping, his chin dancing on 
his chest. He managed to keep filling the glass when it had the nerve to be 
empty. 

The phone bleated, alarming him. Cold beer slopped over the rim of  the 
glass and splashed in his lap, “Fuck!” 

Who’d be calling him? It wouldn’t be work. They used to call him out for IT 
problems in the past, but not since he began his love affair with the sauce. He 
did have friends, once upon a time, but with a combination of  withdrawal and 
liberal self-medication of  alcohol, they disappeared along with Olivia. Even his 
brother Frank barely called anymore. The phone digitally clanged. Probably a 
jack-ass cold-caller even though he put himself  on the no-contact list. 

It continued to bray. He stood, a little wobbly, and set the glass down before 
he slopped more out of  it. He walked to the cordless, saw the ‘unknown 
number’ display and picked it up. 

“Listen, I’m drunk, tired and not interested in what you’re selling.” 
“Daddy!” 
His world stopped. 
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Olivia hadn’t even made it to her first class before being taken. Hell, she hadn’t 
even slept in her new bed at residence. She puzzled over it a long time, in her 
prison wondering, like most people who have something terrible happen to 
them, how she could have avoided it. How did she not sense what was bearing 
down on her? A monolith of  menace. How could it happen with such 
suddenness? Like walking off  a cliff  having no idea the path ended. One second 
you’re whistling along and the next, you’re falling through the sky, your face a 
study in confusion. No warning, no expectation of  disaster. And even after a 
lifetime of  reading or seeing the news on TV, relating the terrors of  natural 
disasters or man-made ones, it never occurred to her that such things could 
happen to her. It seemed those terrible things happened far away, to far away 
people with names she didn’t know and faces she had never seen. Might as well 
have happened on the moon. One thing she was sure of, she wasn’t a goddamn 
psychic. No tarot card readings for her in the future. 

After her dad left her at the university amidst luggage and boxes, she 
examined her new home for the next year. More like a glorified closet. She 
thought if  she stretched out her arms she could probably touch both walls. She 
tried it and she could. Her fingertips brushing the ridged contours of  the 
cinderblock walls, painted a sunny yellow. She began the tedious process of  
unpacking. She propped open the door so she could hear the students in the 
hall laughing and moving about backdropped by competing music genres from 
different rooms. Busy, happy sounds. Olivia decided to contribute. She searched 
her boxes, found the Bose sound dock and plugged it in. Easy to get lost in the 
music while your hands busied themselves with onerous chores. Olivia believed 
music made everything better and once she connected her iPod, the fear of  the 
new, of  being alone and reliant upon herself, faded with her immersion in the 
music. The excitement of  this entirely new experience built inside her and she 
couldn’t wait to get to class, meet other people and maybe sit under one of  the 
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overhanging willows and discuss life with pedantic boys growing their first 
beards. Humming, she finished unpacking and folded down the boxes to slip 
into her closet for later use. 

She lay on the bed, congratulating herself  on her efficiency and thinking the 
ceiling could use a poster. Rock band? Or some cute actor? Someone knocked 
on her open door. A tall guy, lanky, stood in the door with the suggestion of  a 
smile. He had a tattoo on the side of  his neck, a symbol, obscured by his hair. 
He held papers in his hand and said, “Hi.” 

“Hey.” 
“I’m the R.A. The uh, resident advisor. Just popping in, saying hi.” 
She stood and offered her hand, “I’m Olivia.” 
“Rick. So. Here are some useful pamphlets. Maps of  the buildings for the 

classes. You should wander around tomorrow, find where your classes are. This 
place is big. It also shows where the cafeteria is and the on-campus pub. You old 
enough to drink? Probably not. First year, right?” 

“Yeah.” 
“This little booklet contains the rules for living here. It has a list of  fines 

and what not. And the last one there, has the phone number for campus 
security and all the R.A’s and oh, also has admin numbers, like who to talk to 
and what to do about changing a class.” 

“Okay. Thanks.” 
“The cafeteria has a Starbucks now. And a Timmy’s. They accept the meal 

plan cards. They’re open late, too. Classes don’t officially start until Tuesday. 
Monday, there is an orientation session if  you wanna go. It’s like a more detailed 
version of  the stuff  I just gave you. Starts in the university Centre, at around 
nine in the morning. You’ll get an event calendar, for frosh week there too. But 
you can get those anywhere.” 

“Perfect. Thanks again, Rick.” 
“No problem. See you around.” 
“Alright.” 
He hustled off  and she heard him knock on another door down the hall 

and begin his speech. She sat on the bed and browsed through the pamphlets. 
The daylight faded and she noticed the sun shone mid sky, outlining the 
buildings as though drawn in black marker. Maybe she should go for a walk 
now, browse the campus with a coffee in one hand and a cookie in the other. 
Early evening, summer warmth still lingering, it’d be pleasant. Besides, what else 
would she do? She needed to burn off  all the energy roiling inside and buzzing 
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under her skin. She should use the energy for an adventure. She slipped on her 
flip flops, patted the pockets of  her jean shorts to make sure she had her keys, 
student card and phone and after closing the door behind her and using the 
map to orient herself, she headed to Starbucks, her flip flops flapping on the 
ground. 

She passed by rooms with the doors open and saw students lounging on the 
bed or in chairs. Bottles of  alcohol and mix lined up like sentries on the desk, 
half  empty or half  full, depending on your outlook. Some nodded, grinning as 
though she were part of  the conspiracy and others invited her in, slurred speech 
indicating they already had too much. She smiled to some said, “Another time,” 
to others and left the building to be met by fresh air redolent of  barbecues 
roasting meat and the sounds of  laughter dancing to her ears. So busy here and 
cheerful. 

She glanced to the sky, rippled purple like a dark bruise as the sun circled to 
the horizon. Maybe they’d have a nice September. Could never tell in Canada. 
Wasn’t uncommon to have plus twenty degrees Celsius one day and a snow 
storm the next. She loved the warmth and endured the winter. She hoped to 
have a warm autumn. Amazing to her, to feel excited, scared and hopeful all at 
the same time. Almost like when she got her driver’s license. She bounced up 
and down in front of  her dad and thought her heart would explode when he 
handed her the keys. Everything seemed possible then and it was the same way 
now. A long road of  possibilities stretched out before her. 

She walked down a path winding its way through thick trees, drooping 
branches laden with leaves and into an open area where some students threw a 
football to each other with red plastic cups at their feet. 

Starbucks was in the cafeteria area in the university centre building. She got 
a latte and a gingerbread cookie. While sprinkling some cinnamon on her latte 
she spied a familiar face seated at a table. It took her a moment to place him. 
Then she remembered she’d seen him many times over the years at the 
recreation centre she worked in while in high school. A big man, strong through 
the shoulders but always ready with a smile. While the kids swam, he always sat 
by the pool, reading a book and sipping a coffee. Much like now. What was he 
doing in Guelph? At the Starbucks on campus? Did he have a kid going here? 
Seemed a bit too young. She shrugged it off  and left the university Centre and 
continued with her exploration. The sun had disappeared behind the earth. The 
street lamps hummed above her casting haloes of  light at their base and 
darkness claimed the spaces in between. She didn’t mind. She hadn’t learned to 
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fear the dark. 
Main roads intersected throughout the campus. Olivia preferred to walk 

along the main roads because they were better lit. A logical precaution that in 
most instances made sense. Main roads are better lit and frequently travelled. 

Olivia’s phone chirped. She took it out of  her pocket and read a text from 
her friend, Sara, wondering how the new digs were. Sara was commuting from 
Hamilton to Western university in London, and was jealous, in a good natured 
way, of  Olivia living away from home. With deft hands Olivia texted back and 
forth with Sara. She was unaware of  the panel van slowing behind. Later, by the 
texts between Sara and Olivia, police would determine the time of  her 
abduction between 8:45pm and 9:00pm. 

Olivia described the social R.A., Rick, to Sara and didn’t hear the van 
creaking to a stop and the door sliding open. She was completely and utterly 
oblivious of  the large man in a gorilla mask coming up behind her until his 
arms encircled her. She saw the phone slip out of  her hands to hit the sidewalk, 
in slow motion, like when something terrible happened in a movie so they 
slowed it right down to better witness the tragedy. She was lifted from her feet, 
carried to the van and thrown inside. It happened so quick and so befuddled 
her, she didn’t start screaming until the door slid closed and the van accelerated 
into the night. The snatch took approximately three seconds. Police later 
thought it unusual there were no witnesses on such a busy road. Not unusual, 
just perfect timing with a dash of  bad luck for Olivia thrown in. 
 .   .   . 
 
She screamed and thrashed her legs, twisting in the grip of  the man in the 
gorilla mask. He punched her in the nose and that stopped her screaming. 
White spots twinkled behind her eyes. The back of  her head clanged against the 
metal floor. Her eyes teared and her mouth flooded with blood and the salty 
taste slid past her tongue and down her throat.  

“That’s a good little bitch. Keep fucking quiet,” said the man. 
He turned her over and secured her hands behind her with plastic ties. She 

spat blood on the floor, confused, blinking her eyes to rid them of  the bright 
spots. The gorilla man flipped her on her back and he placed his knees on both 
sides of  her and sat on her stomach. She grunted as his weight stretched the 
skin on her hip bones and crushed her ribs against her insides. Her breath 
hitched in difficult gasps. 
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The driver didn’t look back. He didn’t glance in her direction at all and she 
knew there’d be no help from him. Olivia guessed the broad shouldered man 
would be driving the speed limit, stopping for all the lights and following all the 
rules of  the road. They could not afford to be pulled over. Not with her, their 
stolen cargo in back. 

Gorilla man must have had keys or something in his back pocket because 
she felt something unyielding grind against her hip bone. The pain took on an 
immensity of  its own and reduced the lesser pains to dim background noise. 
Her nose throbbed and blood still ran into her mouth yet the grinding pain on 
her hip overshadowed it. She grit her teeth and tried to move her hips a little, to 
adjust the angle of  her hips to lessen the pain. He must have thought she were 
trying to buck him off  because he put his hand over her nose and mouth, 
pressing tight. The pain in her nose exploded, needles probing at her brain and 
the hand tightened, fingers pinching her nostrils closed and cutting off  her air. 
She could see the outline of  his mask as the passing street lights glowed on the 
fur. Her lungs burned. She twisted her head, trying to dislodge the hand. He 
responded by gripping tighter. The pain of  his grip battled against her need to 
breathe. She opened her mouth and jerked her head and she felt skin against her 
teeth: his skin. Without thinking about it, knowing she had to breathe, needing 
air, needing that goddamn hand off  her mouth, she clamped down on the skin 
and crunched through it. 

“Fuck!” He lifted his hand and she pulled sweet, beautiful air into her 
mouth. The air tasted wonderful and her lungs filled with it. She inhaled again 
and she choked on the blood in her mouth while the man in the gorilla mask 
examined his hand in the passing lights from the street. The driver never said a 
word. He picked up an iPod and pressed play. A woman’s voice singing Ava 
Maria issued from the speakers. She knew that song from her music teacher in 
high school. Her teacher, Mrs. Trayne, used to play it all the time and tilt her 
head listening to it with her eyes closed. The driver didn’t look back, 
unconcerned about his partner’s swearing or why he did. 

The Gorilla got off  her and knelt beside her. In this moment, the removal 
of  his weight equated to heaven. He leaned over her and even though she 
couldn’t see his eyes in the depths of  the mask, she felt them roaming up and 
down her body. Olivia pressed her body into the floor of  the van, desperate to 
create distance, maybe to disappear into the metal floor. He grabbed her nose in 
between his thumb and index finger and squeezed. She squealed and tasted 
blood dribbling into her mouth. The pain lifted her hips off  the floor. He let go, 
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chuckling. Lights from the street ran across the ceiling, his head a dark, furry 
blob. 

“You and I? We’re gonna have some fun aren’t we darling? You got spunk. I 
like it.” 

Her voice trembled, “Do what you like. Just please. Let me go. I haven’t 
seen your faces. Please. Let me go.” 

He didn’t move. The van rocked gently. He ran his fingers lightly over her 
cheeks, almost a caress. She flinched and couldn’t suppress a shudder. His hand 
snapped out and grabbed her breast and twisted it, pulling her off  the floor 
with his strength. She cried out and after what seemed a lifetime of  pain, he let 
go. He said, “I’ll do what I like anyways. But letting you go? Doesn’t matter how 
nice you play or how great you suck a dick. We’re never letting you go. You’re 
ours now. And baby, we’re gonna have us some fun tonight! Have to break you 
in, honey, take that fight right out of  you. That’s the best part, breaking the new 
ones in. Woo-hee!” 

The ceiling of  the van blurred with her tears. Whatever they had in store 
for her wouldn’t be pleasant. And no matter what she did, in the end, she knew 
they had to kill her. Why wouldn’t they? The dead make terrible witnesses. It 
was clear from what he said, she wasn’t their first victim. They weren’t bumbling 
fools. They’d done this before and acted with confidence because of  it. How 
many girls had perished under their cruel hands? Her veins ran cold with 
despair. 
 .   .   . 
 
Before the van stopped, Gorilla man put a sack over her head and tied it around 
her neck, taut enough to be uncomfortable. Her hands throbbed from the 
tightness of  the plastic cuffs. He lifted her up and slung her over his shoulder 
with a grunt. A blood clump fell out of  her swollen nose and rolled along her 
skin and into her hair. 

From the van, it seemed a short distance before the sound of  boots on 
gravel turned to the click of  tile. She wished she could see inside the house, 
where they were and what they were doing. Blood pulsed in her head and his 
shoulder digging into her diaphragm made it hard to breathe. Her stomach 
roiled and she thought she might vomit in the sack. No, no, no, don’t do that, she 
thought, clenching her teeth and swallowed down rising bile not wanting to 
have her own head and face swimming in her own puke. 
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A door creaked and heavy feet clomped on wooden stairs. She could tell 
they were descending because each step dipped down. The stairs went on 
forever, every drop a fresh dig into her stomach. Her knee cracked on the 
corner of  something hard and she yelped. She felt the blood clot roll against her 
cheek. It was cold. 

“Shut up. That was nothing. You don’t know what pain is.” 
Her world had been reduced to sounds and battling the urge to vomit. She 

heard a clinking of  metal and a door scraped open. His steps thudded forward. 
He let her slide off  his shoulder and she knew he was going to drop her like a 
sack. She managed to turn her body before she hit cold concrete. Her right 
shoulder and hip took most of  the impact and an expulsion of  air hissed 
through her lips. Her hip and shoulder throbbed, pulses of  pain in a universe of  
pain. The plastic ties on her wrist bit into the flesh when she hit the floor and a 
warm trickle of  blood slid along her tingling thumbs and palm. Her head 
clipped the ground and her teeth clacked together. Winded, she curled on the 
ground waiting for the pain to subside. Steps receded and the heavy door 
clanged shut. The rope around her neck dug in, cutting off  the carotid and 
dimming her vision until she lifted her head for relief. 

“Hold still, honey. I gotta cut the string. You wouldn’t want me to nick ya.” 
Metal pressed against her ear, down her jawline, playing along it with patient 

pressure. The string cut with ease. He yanked the sack off  her head, getting a 
few hairs in the grabbing and she gritted her teeth against it wondering how 
many hairs he got in that grab. Bright light stung her eyes. She blinked and 
sniffed back blood leaking from her nose. She moved to wipe it away but her 
hands couldn’t comply. She felt the numbing sensation moving up her forearms, 
an intense tingling, like a buzzing under her skin. She’d read one time that lack 
of  oxygenated blood killed cells. Would they keep her trussed up long enough 
for her hands to become useless? Now what were they going to do to her? 
Nothing pleasant, nothing she’d laugh and blush about, that’s for sure. 
Something terrible. Something cruel enough she had to be snatched and hidden 
so they could enjoy their prize and do things to her where she could expect no 
help and her screams wouldn’t matter. Except to those who caused them. 

Her head flicked around the room. Cinder Brick walls like her dorm room 
except pink. A Pepto Bismol eye stinging sort of  pink. The floor was concrete 
grey. A pink metal dresser against the wall. She later learned the dresser was 
bolted to the floor, like everything in the room and the bolts were melted at the 
seam, impossible to remove. Her eyes took in an open shower with pink tiles 
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and a heart-shaped mat outside the stall on the floor. And next to the stall? A 
pink fucking toilet. And behind her, she had to crane her neck to see, a cot, 
frame painted pink, bolted to the floor covered in pink blankets and red pillows. 
The room measured two, maybe three times bigger than the one she’d moved 
into at the university, which seemed now a lifetime ago. 

The Gorilla man squatted before her, “Welcome home!” 
Another man stood in the corner, wearing a jackal mask. Must be the driver, 

the one who didn’t speak or turn to look all the way here. Where-ever here was. 
His arms crossed over his chest, he had broad shoulders and the muscles 
rippled along his forearm. The dark pockets of  his eyes devoured her. 

The Gorilla man stood unbuckling his belt, casual, as though he were 
getting ready to climb into bed after a hard day. 

“Nice place isn’t it? Warm,” he gestured to the toilet and shower, “private 
amenities,” he tossed the belt behind him and started kicking off  his boots, 
“and best of  all: rent free!” He slid his pants down and his erection bounced 
above her. “Well, not really free. We all have to pay in some way, I suppose. 
Sometimes, paying can be painful. Yep. It sure can be. How painful this gets is 
completely up to you…kind of  mostly up to you. If  you misbehave, I’m not 
accountable for my actions. Sometimes I just get carried away. All of  a sudden 
I’m covered in blood and my poor date? Well, she barely looks human anymore! 
And for what? I’m gonna get what I want in the end anyways. I always do.” 

He grabbed her shorts, fumbling for the button and she squirmed, 
scrambled and kicked out with her foot. He caught it effortlessly. She bucked 
and twisted and kicked out, trying to get loose of  him. 

He held on, his grip tightening and he said, “You’re gonna wanna play 
nice.” 

He spoke over his shoulder, to the Jackal, “A little help here.” 
The Jackal walked over. Olivia could see a bulge in the Jackal’s pants and 

knew there would be no help from him. She knew she should just listen to him, 
give in, give them what they wanted and maybe, just maybe she could figure a 
way to get out of  here but she couldn’t. She didn’t have it in her to quit like that. 
Couldn’t give in to these fuckers! Amazing, how similar terror and rage were to 
Olivia. Rage made her forget about how much her shoulders hurt or how her 
hands tingled for lack of  blood flow. Olivia thought, Fuck them! Think they can just 
scoop her off  the street and she’d be their plaything for nothing? Everything has a cost and 
they were going to pay it. Her nose didn’t bother her at all in the moment the Jackal 
grabbed her feet and the Gorilla started tearing at her shorts. Instead she 
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screamed, a piercing scream, warbling in pitch and echoing in the small room. 
She kicked out, twisted, squirmed, screaming and snarling and fighting them. 
Gorilla man grabbed a fistful of  her hair and punched her in the face. Her lips 
mashed against her teeth and her head hit the floor, again! The ceiling spun, the 
long tubes of  light fading in and out. She tried to scream and instead choked on 
blood. Coughs wracked her chest and she spit out blood onto the grey floor. 

“I like this one. I really do, but she’s gotta learn. You got them shears on 
you? Good. Now hold her tight. She’s not going to like this.” 

Still dazed, the word “shears” reached a part of  her brain telling her she 
should be concerned. She lifted her head and frowned at what she saw. The 
Jackal sat on one of  her legs and held the other by the ankle, his grip tight, his 
biceps bulging. The Gorilla held shears. Garden shears, the type she’d seen her 
dad use to cut thick branches. She read a brand name on the blade, 
CRAFTSMAN and knew he bought them at Canadian Tire, the same place her 
dad bought all his tools. 

She whispered, “Hey now! Hey! What’s going—” The shears snipped 
cleanly through her small toe. The toe jumped into the air, spun and hit the cold 
floor. A dash of  blood punctuated where it landed. A red blot on grey. What the 
hell just happened? She couldn’t believe it. Was that her toe? Then the pain hit. 
They’d cut off  her toe alright and instead of  screaming, she yelled, “You 
motherfuckers! Cock-sucking shit-bags! Let me go, let me go or I swear to—” 
Gorilla squished her cheeks with his hand, fingers digging in deep. Her jaw 
bone creaked under the grinding pressure. It cut short her cries. 

He said, “Shut. The. Fuck. Up!” He shook her head and she could feel the 
grinding pressure on the bones in her skull. He leaned in close and said, “You 
want me to keep going? You want me to whittle down every toe? Then what? 
Start on your fingers? After that, an arm? Is that what you want?” 

She shook her head. Her courage faltering under the images he presented. 
“I’m gonna cut those ties off  your wrist. Then, you’re going to take off  

your own fucking clothes and lie down on that bed my partner took the time to 
make all nice and pretty. I don’t want no more shit from you. Not one fucking 
word or whining or ‘please don’t,’ crap. You got it? One more sound out of  you, 
and you lose your other baby toe. We understand each other, princess?” 

She nodded. He held the shears up to her eyes and clicked them shut. She 
flinched. He turned her roughly by the shoulder and snipped through the plastic 
ties. 

Blood rushed into her hands, tingling life fluttered in her fingers, another 
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location of  pain on a body wracked with it. Blood dribbled from where her toe 
had been. It ached. Intermittent shards of  pain made her wince and suck in air. 
She saw her disembodied toe on the floor by the metal leg of  the bed. She’d 
painted the toe nail a bright blue. She thought it cute at the time. 

She stood, being careful to go easy on the foot, snot, drool and tears a shiny 
line hanging from her chin. Under the gaze of  the Gorilla and the Jackal, she 
undressed. Her entire body trembled and the toe on the floor kept drawing her 
eye, as though tethered on a line. When she pulled her shorts off  the fabric 
brushed against the red nub where her toe used to be. She sucked in air and 
almost fell over, stumbled and she stifled a sob. How to fight men such as 
these? They’d whittle her down, piece by piece and in the end what would be 
left? A torso, maybe. They wouldn’t need a room to hold her. All they would 
need is a box. They were going to do what they wanted and there was nothing 
she could do about it. Tears shined on her cheeks. Fully nude, she hobbled to 
the bed and sunk into it, staring at the ceiling wishing she were anywhere else or 
anyone else. 

The Gorilla sighed, rubbed his hands together and said, “My! That sure is 
pretty.” 

The bed creaked under his weight. 
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Five years. Although she’d lost more parts of  herself  over the time, the first 
night remained the worst. Maybe because such cruelty was unknown to her she 
questioned whether it was really happening. Even though it kept happening, 
over and over. Those things happened only in those horror movies Dale tried to 
get her to watch but she never would. She wasn’t into that sort of  thing. She 
told him once the world didn’t need more horrors, even for entertainment. She 
didn’t know anything of  real horror then and spoke of  it from a protected 
person’s perspective, confident those terrors would never visit her in her 
suburban home with a full belly and clothes on her back. Now, she lived those 
terrors. She became a meat puppet, her strings played by two masked men, evil 
in their own ways. 

Quite a contrast between the two men. The Gorilla enjoyed giving pain. 
The more she squealed the more excited he became. One time, while he was 
using her, he stabbed her shoulder with a knife. She imagined she heard the skin 
split as it slid in and ground against bone. Oh, how that hurt! How she bled! She 
freaked out! Squirming, kicking, screaming and the Gorilla man yelling, “Fuck 
yeah! Like a goddamn bronco!” 

The Jackal barely touched her. He would always be in the room though. 
They always came into her cell together, always wearing their masks. The Jackal 
never spoke to her. Not once. Afterwards, when Gorilla man got too 
enthusiastic, the Jackal would carry her to the shower, clean her wounds, dress 
her in a fluffy robe and comb her hair, never saying a word, the dark eyes 
behind the mask enigmatic and more than once she hoped to find some 
humanity in their depths. There never was. He would play Ava Maria on his 
iPod attached to portable speakers, on repeat, the same fucking song over and 
over. He would paint her toe nails pink (the toes she had left anyways) resting 
her foot on his knee, always gentle and relaxed. He would clean her room with 
some sort of  polish, mop the floors and spray the room with freshener before 
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they left. He liked the scent of  lavender. The Gorilla man would snore on her 
bed or wait, pacing in the room, anxious for the Jackal to finish his ministrations 
or his labor. It was the Jackal who would show up after one of  their ‘date nights’ 
and made sure she took the morning after pill, the Gorilla man sighing 
theatrically in the background. No need to threaten or force her to take the pill. 
She didn’t want a child by rape. 

The Jackal proved inscrutable. She didn’t know what he got from all this. 
He never used her. Not that way. The Jackal watched, moving around the room 
for better angles, an almost forgotten shadow seen over the Gorilla man’s 
shoulder. She thought maybe, just maybe, he felt sorry for her or there was 
some connection she couldn’t see that prevented him from participating. Maybe 
he cared for her. She wanted to believe it, she wanted to think he would become 
an ally. After a brief  time, she dismissed the idea. He never shirked from helping 
Gorilla man punish her. She sensed he even liked it. He got right in there and 
she could hear his breathing get faster when he held her down for the Gorilla. 

At first, she fought every time they entered the room. She had once 
removed the shower curtain rod, hid behind the door and when the Gorilla’s 
giant head appeared beyond the door, she struck it, gritting her teeth and 
screaming, her arm a relentless blur. Problem was, the rod had been hollow. A 
light weight, piece of  shit aluminum. The Gorilla man laughed at her, his arms 
crossed above his mask and his eyes peering out from the protection of  his 
forearms. Then he took the rod from her hands. Like it were nothing, like she 
were nothing. And then he punished her, laughing sometimes and other times, 
his voice a growling rage. The Jackal stood by to clean her up after. The Jackal 
was there to watch. 

Over the years, she examined every inch of  the room. Everything had been 
bolted down. There was nothing sharp in the room. The corners of  the dressers 
were rounded. It had been built and designed with soft edges. The mirror, made 
of  hardened plastic, would not break. They had suspended pink curtains on the 
wall. Nothing behind it, certainly no window just more cinder block pink. It was 
a decorative curtain, suspended by string. She considered choking someone with 
it, but they were never alone and to think she could overpower even one of  
them enough to get a string wrapped around their neck seemed a ludicrous idea. 
Even if  she managed to somehow get the string wrapped around a neck, the 
flimsy thing would probably snap with the slightest pressure. And she 
remembered what happened after she tried to ambush them with the curtain 
rod. There was nothing she could do. 
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After some time, believing this horror had become her life, she didn’t want 
to keep on living. For what? To be those sick men’s plaything? Getting whittled 
down when she dissatisfied or angered them in some way? What would be left 
of  her at the end? A torso? Helpless in bed, unable to defend her self  in any 
way? What would her life be like? 

She fought for the sake of  fighting. She couldn’t stop herself. When they 
walked in, expecting to take from her, she shook with anger. Why should she 
make it easy for them? After a time, the uselessness of  her actions took a toll on 
her. All she ever got for her efforts was punishment. More pain, more 
degradations. She never got out of  the tiny cell, hadn’t even seen beyond the 
door. So she would fight, she’d get hurt, the Gorilla would rape her and then 
after her wounds were tended to, they would leave. If  she didn’t fight them, she 
would be raped. If  she did, she would be hurt (maybe get her nose cut off) and 
still raped. What was the point? They made it clear to her she no longer had 
control over her life. Her life belonged to them. They could take it at anytime. 
Before they did though, they could make it hurt. They were masters of  pain. 

She wanted to die. It was the one decision left to her, one she could 
contribute to, at least one thing she had control over. How could she get it 
done? There was nothing lethal in her room to do anything to herself  with so 
instead, she made the decision to do nothing. She would starve herself. She 
wouldn’t eat any of  the food they gave her. It was hard at the beginning. Her 
stomach rumbled and complained and she ignored it by sleeping, turning her 
back to the plate of  food on the dresser calling to her with its smell. She 
thought of  flushing it down the toilet but didn’t trust herself  to get too close to 
the pancakes, eggs, or whatever else they had made for her. The two men would 
come into the room, look at the untouched plate and remove it. Sometimes the 
Gorilla would chuckle and say something like “How’s the hunger strike going?” 
or “Don’t get too skinny, I may not want you then and wouldn’t that be a 
shame?” She felt herself  shutting down, despondent and indifferent to 
everything, living in her mind. She moved to use the toilet and the water in the 
bowl tempted her. She was so thirsty and look at all that water, right there in a 
bowl for her and all she had to do was dip her head in it and lap it up. The sink 
didn’t tempt her near as much. She would have to turn on the tap to see the 
water. In the toilet, it didn’t hide, it was right there and she was surprised that 
water had a smell. Now, a chlorine pool she could smell from quite a distance 
but she never considered water, out of  the tap or in the toilet had a scent to it. 
The longer she didn’t drink, the stronger the smell became. She ignored it and 
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letting the thirst build and the hunger carve out a hollow hole inside her, she felt 
her energy sliding away. Weakness allowed her to ignore the hunger and the 
thirst, well, to a certain extent. So, to keep it at bay, to force herself  not to give 
in, she slept and when she wasn’t asleep she travelled into her own mind. She 
stopped using the toilet. She went in her bed although she was amazed at 
anything coming out of  her since she stopped giving her body anything that 
could create waste. Maybe it was her own body eating itself. To give her energy. 
And the waste was the dead parts inside getting out. It didn’t matter. In her 
mind she was already dead. 

Hours passed in a slow, grinding fog. She developed skin burns from the 
urine and crap and although a part of  her was disgusted, it was a small part with 
no real voice. That annoying voice couldn’t overcome her lack of  nutrient 
induced lethargy. She hoped to eventually blend into the background so they’d 
forget about her. Meld with the sheets on the bed and disappear into painless 
oblivion, a place where cruel men couldn’t take you apart piece by piece. Stupid, 
but at the time it wasn’t. To her, it was a way to escape them without having to 
physically escape and face punishment. She pictured them coming into her 
room, their masks twitching here and there in panic when they couldn’t find her 
even though she lay right on the bed, giggling into her pillow, or more 
accurately, the pillow giggled because she had fused with it. She believed in this 
idea the way a young child believes in Santa Claus. A belief  sustained by faith 
and hope. Like all her hopes since she had been imprisoned, they were shattered 
with careless ease. 

The Gorilla and Jackal creaked open the door and the Gorilla said, “What 
the fuck’s that smell? Did she shit her bed? Is that what that is? Jeeeeesus!” 

He stomped over to her. When he kneeled before her, his dark angry eyes 
boring into her, she knew he saw her and that her illusion was just that; not real. 
She didn’t disappear at all. Stupid, stupid girl. She cried. 

“You better fucking cry. What is this? What do you think you’re doing here? 
Not eating and now shitting in your goddamn bed! This isn’t no hospice! When 
you’re no use to me, you’ll get hacked up and hung in my freezer! I’ll toss your 
fucking guts into the woods for the animals to eat. And then I’ll cook you on 
the skillet with extra virgin olive oil and some spices, maybe with a bottle of  
white. When I have a bit of  your meat beside some mashed potatoes and 
carrots on my plate, I’ll think of  all the good times I had with you. Goddaaamn, 
that sounds good. You know what, that idea is making me hungry.” He canted 
his head towards the Jackal and said, “You hungry for that Jackal?” 
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No answer from the Jackal. He never answered anything. 
The Gorilla stood and glared down at her. He waved his arm at her, “This, 

whatever it is you’re doing, doesn’t make you useful to me. It makes you more 
work. I got enough work to do as it is and I don’t want anymore. Now, this shit 
is gonna stop. You’re gonna clean yourself  up and eat the fucking food I take 
the time to cook for you.” 

A razor blade, the old fashioned kind with a handle, danced before her eyes. 
“Or I start using this. I’ll cut off  your fucking nose. Then I’ll pop it in my 
mouth and eat it in front of  you. And honey, you know I will.” He ran the back 
of  the blade down the bridge of  her nose. She shivered. 

Her gaze shifted to the Jackal. There must have been a pleading in her look 
because Gorilla chuckled and said, “You looking in the wrong place for help, 
girlie. There’s no help for you here. Not in this place.” The truth of  those words 
gutted her. 

The Jackal stood against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest. Even if  
she couldn’t see his face, his posture was a description of  indifference. No help 
for her from him. So why try to live? To be raped, left alone to heal and then 
raped some more? Death would be a blessing. It would be a merciful end 
considering the alternative. She hoped at one time the Jackal would help her. He 
had looked after her. After she bled from orifices, legs trembling and too weak 
to stand, he helped her to the shower with great care. He applied ointment, he 
gave her pain medication and never, ever tried to fuck her. He’d been gentle 
every time. Taking care to clean the wounds with a light touch and whenever 
she hissed in pain, he’d pause until the pain subsided. Why would he be like that 
if  he didn’t, in some fucking-crazy-psycho-man way, care for her? There was no 
reason for it. She had hoped to seduce him into friendship, help her get out of  
here, but realized now how foolish that idea had been. It could be part of  the 
Jackal’s whole fantasy to care for a damsel sorely wounded, even if  it had been 
him that did the wounding in the first place. They never visited her alone. They 
were careful. And for many reasons. Safety a primary one. What if, by some 
miracle (up there with Moses parting the red sea type of  miracle) she did get the 
upper hand on one of  them? She might escape. And say, by coming alone, one 
of  them actually developed real feelings for her? Got to see her and know her 
out of  the rape context and saw her as an actual person and not their personal 
Barbie doll? But they never came in alone did they? Their policy of  always 
visiting together had a purpose. A clever one. To prevent feelings from building 
and to diminish the possibility of  her getting the better of  one of  them. There’d 
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be no escape. There’d be no help. It was meant to discourage hope. It worked. 
She turned her head away, expecting the cold razor against her neck before 

the burning pain of  the slice bore her to nothingness. A part of  her hoped for 
it. He didn’t cut her neck. The Gorilla stuck a knee into her side and leaned on 
her, pinning her to the bed. He pinched her nose and she thought, he’s going to do 
it, he’s going to cut off  my nose, then he let go of  her nose and pulled her right ear 
so hard it hurt and then the razor cut into it. He sawed and cut off  her right ear. 
Oh how she screamed and bucked! Her legs kicked out, her arms pressed 
against his legs and punched at his sides. Nothing stopped his sawing motion or 
the feeling of  blood flooding her ear and the sound of  her own tearing flesh as 
he pulled and sawed, pulled and sawed. At the back of  the room, as always, the 
Jackal watched. 

Afterwards, the Jackal carried her to the shower, her trembling legs too 
weak to sustain her. Blood ran down her shoulder, back and legs. So much 
blood. She wanted to touch where her ear had been, to make sure it had 
happened. It throbbed with pain, the air even hurt it and she didn’t want to 
know for sure, not really. All this can’t be real, can it? Abysmal cruelty swaddled 
her in despair. The Jackal, with gentle hands, cleaned her, bandaged her and 
combed out her long hair. Gorilla man changed her sheets, complaining and 
swearing the entire time. He muttered to himself, “I got carried away again 
didn’t I? How is she supposed to clean this shit up when I cut off  her ear? I 
suppose we’ll need a new mattress and sheets. And I’ll have to go get it, as 
usual.” 

The Jackal bandaged her head over the spot where her ear had been. They 
sat her in a chair, left the room with the mattress and sheets and returned with 
new ones a short time later. They must have a stash of  stuff  somewhere, for 
when their charges mess up or when they mess up their charges. After the 
mattress was down and the clean sheets put on the bed, the Gorilla raped her. 
They were making a point. It can always get worse. They educated her on that. 
She had earned her Ph.D in the theory of  how-things-can-always-get-worse. 
Her life, what consisted of  one, became a regular routine of  irregular rape and 
torture. What she did do though, after the Gorilla took her ear, was eat the food 
they brought her and shower with almost consistent regularity. She never knew 
when they would show up. There was no schedule she could figure out. Her 
aches would disappear, she would have read three or four of  the books they left 
for her and for moments, she could imagine she were at home in her room with 
her dad downstairs surrounded by books and awaiting a phone call from a 
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friend. Peaceful and quiet and then the door would creak open and two masked 
men would enter to damage her for their own amusement and destroying any 
illusion she had built in her mind. Time passed, marked by a different depravity, 
a unique indignity she would be forced to suffer. Usually with that fucking Ava 
Maria playing in the background, a soundtrack to her captivity. 

She had been cured of  suicide. A sharp razor took care of  that. She hadn’t 
been cured of  depression. A dark cloud hovered over her. Sometimes, she 
would think of  her dad. She would cry until her stomach cramped and her eyes 
burned. Other times, she sat in her reading chair, open a book, and hours would 
pass without a page turned or a word read. She’d lose hours in a haze. Her neck, 
arms and legs would groan from the sudden movement of  startling awake. She 
wouldn’t kill herself. It wasn’t because she harboured hope of  escape. It was 
because she feared their lessons if  she failed. She had lost three toes, two fingers 
and an ear. They told her the next time, she would lose her leg. And Gorilla man 
promised he would feed it to her. After all she had been through, she believed 
him. 
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They always entered the room together. The Gorilla man first and then the 
Jackal. She would hear the deadbolt turn and the squeal of  the hinges as the 
door pushed open, a heavy door, displacing the air before it and there would be 
a breeze on her face. The Gorilla man would offer a greeting in a happy tone, as 
though he was asking how your vacation had been but the words belied the 
joviality of  the voice. “How’s your snatch? Ready for another round is it?” He 
would put the key in his pocket and take off  his clothes, folding them neatly and 
placing them on the floor. Strong shoulders and a broad chest suggested an 
athletic youth. The years added girth to his waist and even though he could lose 
a few pounds, he was fast. With his giant hands, he would reach for her, 
pinching her in the sensitive spots to make her cringe and squeal. It had been 
that way since the first night. A routine she could count on. That’s how they 
treated their prize. 

So when the door opened, announcing its intention to admit her 
tormentors, she pulled the blankets up to her chin even though she knew it 
would not protect her. A reflexive reaction to fear developed in childhood, 
hoping the blanket would hide her from the red-eyed monster breathing in her 
closet. A shiver coursed through her and she grit her teeth against it. Olivia 
prepared her mind. She had healed nicely, physically at least, from the last time 
and felt anger she would be messed up again. Anger felt better than fear even 
though they constantly fought for ascendance within her. Getting hurt and then 
healing just for them to come along and hurt her some more was getting to be a 
tired fucking routine. Split lips were the worst because it was hard to eat. 
Everything stung. Especially when she would be chewing along, mind on 
something else, and she would crunch into a scab inside her mouth, pulling it 
open again. That hurt a lot. Her mouth would fill with salty blood and mixing 
with the food, the combination made her want to gag. 

She told herself  this time, just maybe, he might be gentle. He might be nice. 
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Illusions and lies were all she had left to indulge in, like she did when she’d read 
and imagine herself  back at home. She wasn’t back home. She constructed the 
illusions expertly. 

The door clanged shut. The lock clicked. The Gorilla man stood alone. No 
Jackal. The blankets dropped from her hands. Her mouth hung open so wide a 
bird could have fallen in it. 

“Time for a private session, my love. I’ve had enough of  holding back.” 
Holding back! Was he fucking serious? 
He unbuttoned his shirt, folded it, and placed it on the dresser. 
“I never liked an audience. His fucking rules though. ‘Do this, don’t do 

that.’ A man can get tired of  that shit.” 
Olivia had no idea what to say or even if  she should say anything. He 

looked agitated. Nervous. She wondered if  he had killed the Jackal, but 
dismissed the idea. Somehow, she knew the Jackal to be the dangerous one. The 
one to come out on top if  they ever had it out. 

He kicked off  his shoes. He dropped his pants, folded them and slid off  his 
boxers and put them in the pile. He didn’t take off  his socks. He never did. 
Probably because the floor was always cold. His penis hung limp. Also out of  
the ordinary. Maybe he didn’t feel as brave as he pretended. 

He stepped towards her on the bed. She pressed herself  back. His penis 
stiffened. 

“You know what? I hate this fucking mask! Can barely see! Fuck this thing!” 
He unlaced the back of  the mask and tore it off  his head. 

Oh fuck! He’s gonna kill me now. Countless times over the years Olivia 
prayed for death and now, faced with the certainty of  it, she found she didn’t 
want it. Why else would he take his mask off? That night long ago, when she 
had been taken, even though they told her they would never let her go, a small 
part of  her believed otherwise. Of  course she did. What is life without a spark 
of  hope? Wearing the masks helped her sustain the hope. If  she were never to 
escape, why bother wearing the mask all the time? With the mask on, escape or 
even more ridiculous, release, was a possibility. Another constructed lie, sure, 
but she fluctuated between wanting to believe and thinking it foolish to do so. 

When the mask dropped to the ground terror squeezed out a scream. A 
short bark, window dressed with hysteria. 

He pointed a finger at her, dark eyes blazing, “Shut up, bitch!” Spittle 
gathered at the corners of  his mouth. The Gorilla was scared. It didn’t make 
sense. Yet she knew it to be true. She knew he was breaking the rules and feared 
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the Jackal. 
The first time without a mask made a huge difference. The masks infused 

them with an inhuman quality, monstrous and unreal. His face humanized him, 
still a monster, but terrible because it made the nightmare all the more tangible. 
Dark hair, dark eyes, someone she might have considered, in a different 
situation, middle-aged handsome. Now the mask on the floor was all she could 
focus on. The rubber, hairy gorilla mask she had hated all this time. The cause 
of  so many nightmares and real life horrors, discarded on the ground because 
now was the time for her to die. No more fucking around. After a bout of  
raping, beating and maybe, if  he’s feeling frisky, some digital amputation. Maybe 
her nose this time. Or her lips. A bloody gash for a mouth is all he would leave 
her. Then he would cut her throat. She shivered on the bed and pointing at the 
mask, begged, “Please. Please put that on. You have to.” 

He stopped, a confused eyebrow climbing his forehead. His face bloated 
red. She knew he thought she were insulting him, telling him to put the mask on 
to hide his ugly face and she wanted to tell him that wasn’t the reason and she 
opened her mouth to say it and instead, his fist connected with her forehead 
and the ceiling undulated and spun and time passed in flashes. 

He grunted above her. She tasted blood in her mouth. A back tooth 
wiggled in the gum. Her breast hurt and there was dampness there, slick on her 
stomach. A slapping sound with every thrust. Was he sweating on her? The bed 
springs creaked. He buried his head in the pillow above her shoulder and kept 
going. He must have kept hitting her after the first punch. She must have 
blacked out. It didn’t worry her. It had happened before. Her breast hurt. What 
did he do to it? Her vision cleared. She could see the lights, recessed in the 
ceiling behind unbreakable plastic. A collection of  dead flies pooled on the 
bottom. 

A vein jumped in his neck, next to her cheek. She clenched her legs around 
him. He moaned, surprised. She ran her hands through his hair. He tried to lift 
his head but she held it down, firmly and he responded by moving faster and 
moaning some more. She focussed on the vein in his neck, pulsing under his 
skin, jumping fast. She put her mouth on the vein and he paused, maybe sensing 
the danger. She bit into his neck. Ground her teeth together until they met. He 
screamed and tried to stand but the bed made it awkward for him to get his feet 
under him and all he could manage was to get to his knees with his butt on his 
heels. Intwined upright, she locked her legs around him and squeezed his head 
to her as she ground her teeth into his skin. Blood spurted into her mouth and 
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jetted down her throat. She gagged but didn’t release her hold on him. She held 
his head to her shoulder, keeping him close with her arms. Her legs tightened 
on him. He jerked up but still she clung to him. Warm blood, almost hot, ran 
between them. 

“Fucking bitch!” He growled. 
He snaked his arms in between them and Olivia could feel his hands on her 

stomach moving up to her chest. He pushed with his hands and pulled with his 
back. She strained to hold him. To let go meant her death. She could feel them 
separating despite her straining to hold them together, her muscles tight with 
tension. His hands slid along her skin, slick from the blood. She couldn’t hold 
him much longer. With a tremendous heave, he pushed her down. His strength 
pulled her hands from his head and he reared back with a wet, slipping sound. 
Her teeth still gripped a chunk of  his neck and when he reeled back, the flap of  
skin stayed with her. The wound pulsed an arc of  blood across the room. It 
splashed on the pink tile of  the shower. 

His mouth opened in an ‘O’, his eyes bulged and for a satisfying second of  
time, she saw panic in them. Honest to God, gonna shit himself  type of  panic. 
With a mouthful of  his meat, a blood bib on her chest, she smiled and spat the 
excised meat on the pillow. 

He clamped his left hand to his neck and made ready to step off  the bed 
until he saw her smile. He turned back and struck with a hammer fist. Used to 
his rages, she saw it coming and raised a forearm to block it. His fist crashed 
through her hand and bent her left index finger back. She heard it crack before 
the pain hit her and his fist sank into her stomach. The air whooshed out of  her 
and she curled into a ball, holding her injured hand against her chest as she 
gasped. He lifted his arm to strike her again and he weaved drunkenly, eyes 
rolling up into his head before he could bring them to focus. He grunted, 
stumbled and almost fell on the floor. Blood covered the left side of  his body, 
all the way down to his feet. He staggered, righted himself  and took tentative 
steps to his clothes. His chest heaved and his legs shook, like a toddler taking 
his first steps. To Olivia, he looked drunk. The hole she excised from his neck 
was too big and he couldn’t stop the blood running out. It seemed incredible to 
her that he might die here. She hadn’t thought he could die although she hoped 
for it with all her heart on many occasions. To see him stumbling, then going 
down to a knee, his hand falling from his wound, a gush of  blood hitting her 
dresser, she stepped from the bed, her tingling finger forgotten. He swayed on 
one knee and then fell flat to the floor, his head striking the concrete. It made a 
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thunk sound, like dropping a coconut on the floor. The room was suffused with 
the scent of  blood, coppery and cloying. Olivia crept closer. Was he dead? 
Could she dare to hope? 

She cradled her injured hand against her stomach and moved closer. Small 
spurts of  blood drooled from his neck wound. His socks remained startlingly 
white considering all the blood. She edged closer to him on her tiptoes afraid 
she might wake him. Did a finger twitch? She couldn’t see the rise and fall of  his 
back. Was he still breathing? She nudged him with her toe. He groaned and she 
jumped back. Takes a fuck of  a long time for someone to die. He didn’t move. 
His flesh so white and porcine. Spattered in blood with white socks, inert on the 
concrete floor lying in a spreading pool of  blood, he didn’t look real and none 
of  this seemed real until the blood touched her toes. Warm and then cool. So 
quick to lose its warmth. 

The blood oozed out and then stopped altogether. Fucker must be dead. 
She felt numb, dazed. Everything took on great detail. She could see the pores 
in his shoulder and the individual hairs sticking up. His sagging middle aged ass 
appeared sunken and for once in her miserable time spent here, she didn’t feel 
afraid of  him. Because he was dead! Disgusting piece of  shit! Rapist! Torturer! 
How she hated him! She hit him with her healthy hand, punched him right in 
the back and the impact sent ripples through his flesh. She stood and stomped 
on his head. She hated him and thought hate such an inadequate word for what 
she felt for him. There was no word to describe the depths of  her abhorrence 
for him. She wanted to crush his head into the ground. She hauled her foot 
back, aiming for his head and she connected alright and it bent her toes back 
and stretched the tendons running along the top of  her foot. Her other foot 
slipped in the blood and she fell back, putting her hands out and her injured 
finger struck the floor with her hand and the pain was like lightning under her 
skin and she yelped and cursed under her breath. 

She crawled out of  his blood, eyes blinded with tears and wondering if  she 
could have fucked that up even more. Now her foot and hand ached and she 
was sitting in a room with a cooling corpse. Still stuck right where she was 
before and suffering new injuries she caused. While the pain receded from sharp 
stabs to an ebbing pulse, she glanced around her prison. So much blood! 
Glaring contrast of  dark red and bright pink. Some of  the blood appeared 
black. She stood, struggling to get her feet under her and wavered above the 
dead man. Naked, she felt vulnerable. She limped to the dresser and struggled 
into underwear and wincing, pulled a tank top over her head. At the closet she 
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selected the two items of  clothing they allowed her. Track pants and a 
sweatshirt. No strings in any of  them. If  they wanted her in something nice, 
they brought it with them and waited for her to put it on under their salacious 
gazes. The Gorilla man would rub a hand along his crotch, watching her. How 
she fucking hated him, both of  them! Once dressed she noticed the salty taste 
of  blood in her mouth. Knowing it was his blood almost made her gag. She 
wanted nothing of  him on her or near her. He revolted her. 

She hurried to the sink and sucked back water, swishing it around trying to 
keep the nagging thought of  what the Jackal would do to her if  he returned at 
that moment to find his companion dead on the floor. Everything had been 
bolted down, no weapons for her in here to help her. She was stuck here and 
her hands palsied as she tried to wipe the blood off  around her mouth. The 
thought of  the Jackal returning quivered her stomach. She had to get out of  
here before he returned! How to do that now when she couldn’t do it before? 

The key! When the Gorilla came in to her room, she watched him put the 
key to her prison in his pocket! That’s what he always did! She gasped seeing his 
pants in a neat pile on the dresser. She could get out of  here. And with some 
luck, and by God it would be about time she had some, she could get out of  
here before the Jackal returned! 

Leaving the faucet running, she hobbled to where he had folded his clothes, 
her foot throbbing with every step. She tossed the clothes on the floor in her 
scramble to get his pants. She saw him put the key in his pocket, she knew it, yet 
still, a nagging fear persisted. What if  it wasn’t there? After all this time, escape 
couldn’t be this close could it? She felt the hard outline of  the keys through the 
pocket and her heart tugged at the arteries in her chest. She dug her hand inside 
and pulled them out. She held them up to her blurring eyes, peripherally aware 
of  her missing middle finger from the middle knuckle up. She used her thumb 
and ring finger to hold the keys. They had taken her index finger too, from the 
same right hand. The smooth pink end grotesque to her. Her lip quivered. They 
had taken so much from her. She inhaled and pushed down the sadness. Time 
to get out of  here. She stepped over Gorilla man, fumbling through the keys, 
her concentration down to a narrow point. A handful of  keys on the ring. 
Which would open the door? She tried, three, four, no luck. Was the Jackal 
pulling in the driveway right now while she stood here messing with keys? A key 
slipped in and turned. She exhaled a deep breath and it shuddered in her breast. 
She pulled the door open. For the first time in five years, she left her prison. 
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Wooden stairs in front of  her led up to another door. A hallway extended to her 
left and right. Narrow, the hallway walls were painted white with a dim bulb in 
the ceiling. There were three doors on her left and one to the right. Heavy metal 
doors, painted pink, just like her room. Were there more women like her down 
here? Toys for the demented? How is this even possible? She should go. Right 
now. Get help and return. It’d be the smart thing to do. She wasn’t equipped for 
a rescue mission. She took a step towards the wooden stairs and paused, her 
foot in the air. But then, what if  the Jackal returned in her absence and decided 
to get rid of  the rest of  them? Could she live with herself  knowing she could 
have saved them? The rooms were probably empty though. How many people 
could you abduct and not be found out? Maybe they were just supply rooms 
and she should get the fuck out of  here while she still could. Lying to herself  
again. The rooms weren’t empty and she knew it. There were others like her, 
abused and tortured waiting for an escape that might never come. Olivia had to 
do something. Either way, she should at least check. She held up the key ring 
and they jingled before her eyes. Lot of  keys here. She moved to the door on 
the right, listening intently for any sound of  movement from upstairs. What 
would she do if  she heard a front door open and heavy treads on the boards 
above? Probably have a fucking heart attack, that’s what. Whatever happened, 
there was no way she was going back into that room. No goddamned way in 
hell. 

The key slipped in on the first try. She pushed the door open and faced a 
room identical to the one she’d left. A young woman sat on the bed, clad in 
track pants and a sweatshirt, like the ones she wore. Probably got a deal in bulk, 
the sick fuckers. She pictured them pushing a cart around Costco, wearing their 
masks, holding up clothing and nodding as they tossed it in the cart. 

The girl hugged her knees, terrified eyes peering out through strands of  
hair. Olivia thought she could be looking in a mirror. She resembled her so 
much except, after a quick glance, Olivia noticed the woman wasn’t missing any 
fingers or toes. The girl, lifted her head with raised eyebrows, confusion and 
hope warring in her eyes. 

Olivia said, “Let’s get out of  here. We gotta go.” 
“Who are you?” 
“Someone like you. Someone who wants to get the fuck out of  here!” 
The girl bounced off  the bed and reached Olivia in an instant. She appeared 
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healthy and strong and Olivia thought she must be a new addition here. She 
didn’t have that worn down look. 

Olivia said, “There are more doors. This way.” 
They moved down the hall. Olivia’s hands shook at the door. The keys 

rattled in her hands. Fear and pain exhausted her, making her movements 
clumsy. The girl put a hand on Olivia’s, steadying them and said, “Here. Let me 
do it.” 

Olivia let go of  the keys. 
“I’m Lucy.” 
“Olivia.” 
Lucy opened the door on the second try. Another pink room. Another 

prisoner on the bed. Startlingly similar to Olivia and Lucy except this one 
appeared as lifeless as a mannequin. Her eyes followed them as they entered the 
room. Despondency showed in her gaze. She didn’t have any clothes on and it 
didn’t seem to bother her. She didn’t try to cover herself  at all. Books were 
scattered on the floor. The rest of  the room appeared neat. 

Lucy said, “Oh my God! Her hand. They cut off  her hand!” 
Olivia gasped. Her right arm ended at the wrist in an angry red stump, 

covered with scabs. A fluid-sopped bandage sat discarded at the foot of  the 
bed. Her eyes regarded them with disinterest. Olivia knew this girl had been 
here a long time. Maybe even longer than her. She had that look to her, like just 
a part of  her were here. The rest of  her had escaped inside. Olivia knew all 
about that. She had tried it herself. 

In a soft monotone she said, “They ate it, my hand. They brought it in here 
on a plate after to show me. Only my bones were left. They said it tasted 
delicious. They said my flesh was delicious.” 

The girl turned her head to the wall seeing things only she could see. 
Olivia said, “We’re getting out of  here.” 
Still facing the wall, the girl said, “No one gets out of  here. They told me 

that.” 
Olivia, voice hardening said, “They were wrong. We’re getting out. You’re 

coming with us.” 
The girl didn’t move. The wall held her complete interest. 
Lucy took clothes from the closet. Track pants and a sweatshirt. Must have 

been easy to shop. Same clothes, same sizes. 
Lucy said, “Let me help you. C’mon. Put these on.” 
The girl moved mechanically. Lucy manipulated her arms to get the 
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sweatshirt on and pulled her off  the bed to get the pants on. The girl lifted her 
legs to help when directed to do so with a tug or a touch. All the while, Olivia’s 
heart pounded, punching against her ribs. They were taking too much time. 
They have to go. 

While dressing the girl, Lucy said, “How’d you do it? How’d you get out.” 
“I killed him.” 
Lucy’s head whipped around, “Both of  them?” 
Olivia shook her head, “No. Just Gorilla man.” 
“The other guy wasn’t with him?” 
“No. Just him.” 
“But they always come together. Always.” 
“Not this time.” 
“How’d you kill him?” 
“I bit his neck open.” 
At that, the girl with no hand smiled. A small smile, but it was there all the 

same and it gave Olivia hope. 
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The next room: empty. Pink and identical to the others except lacking a victim. 

Lucy said, “I don’t like the other guy still being out there. He could show up 
any second.” 

“I’m trying not to think about it.” 
“What’s with the pink? It’s like a fucking unicorn puked in here.” 
The girl with no hand said, “They see us as toy dolls. We’re in a doll house. 

Their doll house.” 
Olivia said, “What’s your name?” 
“Jen.” 
“I’m Olivia. This is Lucy.” 
Jen moved a strand of  her hair out of  her eyes with the stump and said, 

“Thanks for not leaving me here.” 
Olivia said, “You would have done the same.” 
Jen shook her head, “No, I wouldn’t have. I would’ve run for the hills. I’m 

getting out of  here.” 
Jen turned and with careful steps, walked up the stairs. 
Olivia and Lucy glanced at each other, wondering if  Jen had the right idea. 

How many doors would they open? What type of  chance were they taking 
staying around for so long? There was one door left. The last one. What if  there 
were a whole slew of  them upstairs? A giant house full of  pink rooms with 
tortured dolls. What then? Olivia exhaled, knowing she could only worry about 
one thing at a time. Like the door ahead of  them. They didn’t know what waited 
upstairs. No point in concerning themselves with that until they had to. But 
there could be one more girl like them, huddling in there, maybe pieces of  her 
cut off, hoping for something, anything to vanquish the horror of  being 
imprisoned here. Olivia said, “Just one more door! Then we all go together. All 
of  us.” 

Jen paused on the stairs, her thin shoulder bones trembling through the 
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back of  her sweater. Lucy said, “Hurry the fuck up, then!” 
Olivia said, “Bring the keys.” 
The last door was different than the others. Thicker, with a rubber seal 

along the bottom. Olivia put a hand on it, “It’s cold.” 
Lucy slid a key in, turned it with a click and pushed the door. It hissed 

open. Cold air plumed out. Olivia and Lucy took a step back as frosted air 
billowed into the hallway. 

Lucy saw them first. She yelped and gasped at the same time. A unique 
tittering sounding of  lunacy and desperation. Lucy’s hand tightened on Olivia’s 
arm. The smoke cleared. Shadows became visible. Two girls were suspended 
from ceiling hooks with their stomachs hollowed out, resembling flesh canoes. 
One girl was minus a leg, the other one lacked an arm from the shoulder down. 
Cold storage for their food. Even death didn’t offer an escape. Olivia’s stomach 
gurgled. Sweat beaded her brow as a chill, originating in her bones, shook her 
entire body. 

When Lucy spoke, Olivia jumped, “Let’s get the fuck out of  here! Like 
now!” 

Olivia backed up, her injured hand and foot a low throb in the background 
of  this horror. That’s where they were supposed to end up, all three of  them, in 
the meat fridge awaiting a gruesome dinner. The Gorilla and the Jackal, seated 
around a table alight with candles and napkins on their laps, wearing tuxedos 
and their masks. In her mind, they weren’t masks. They were their real faces and 
on the table by their plates, were human masks. Hearts in blood sauce from the 
stock in their secret freezer dressed their plates. Someone’s daughter, someone’s 
loved one. They’d toast each other with glasses full of  red wine and dig in. The 
image conjured bile. She swallowed it and when she felt more in control she 
nodded at Lucy. Time to go. 

Jen led the way upstairs with Lucy in the middle and Olivia at the back. The 
stairs creaked under their weight. Olivia worried they were making too much 
noise. Enough noise for a person to hear them coming, right outside the door at 
the top of  the stairs. A person wearing a Jackal mask and holding something 
deadly, like an axe, sweaty hands gripping the handle as they approached, 
breathing harsh behind the rubber mask. Her eyes focussed on the door knob. 
Nothing to do about it. They had no weapons and they were not going back. 
Not alive anyways. She couldn’t shake the image of  him waiting for them 
beyond the door. Her heart trembled and her mouth cottoned. She couldn’t be 
steps away from freedom. This isn’t how things happened. Not in real life. The 
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Gorilla and the Jackal taught her all about the real world. They cut away her 
optimism with a few snips of  garden shears and a sharp razor. They showed her 
in real life, more often than not, the monster gets his meal and the bogeyman 
claims another child. Olivia found it hard to press forward, as though she 
trudged through a swamp. She wanted to be sure. Lucy reached to grasp the 
handle and Olivia said, “Wait! Do you hear anything?” 

Alarmed, Lucy said, “No! Do you?” 
“Just listen at the door.” 
Jen said, “There’s nobody there. I’d feel him.” 
Olivia stared at Jen and thought, maybe she would. Jen had most likely been 

here the longest. What provided for the longevity? How did Olivia and Jen 
placate the two men to avoid ending up on the hook in the freezer? It was 
obvious Lucy hadn’t been here that long. She didn’t have the look to her, that 
look of  placid desperation she and Jen shared, the haunted look seen in old 
photos of  Holocaust survivors. She hadn’t lost an ear or a hand or some fingers 
and toes. She had all her fingers. She’d been through some terrible times, that’s 
for sure, they all had but there were varying degrees of  it weren’t there? Sure 
there was. Getting your hand cut off  and having it returned to you minus flesh 
was pretty fucking terrible. On the barometer of  awfulness, it sat right at the 
top. Those atrocious moments can shape you, mould you into someone you no 
longer recognized. The Olivia who had been thrown in here so long ago is 
vastly different to the Olivia standing on the stairs in the dark hoping murder in 
a jackal mask wasn’t waiting on the other side. They’ve all been changed. So 
maybe Jen, who’d been here the longest, could feel him. Maybe her senses had 
been so sharpened she picked up the ability to know when a visit was imminent. 
Maybe. Olivia did know the soft assurance issued by Jen served to quell her fear 
and still her doubts. 

“Alright,” said Olivia, “open the door. Let’s get out of  here.” 
Jen turned the knob and when the door didn’t open Lucy sighed and said, 

“It’s locked. Of  course it’s fucking locked.” 
Olivia said, “Try one of  the keys.” 
“Yeah. Right,” sounding surprised, as though she’d forgotten all about 

them, she tittered, “I still got em’ in my hand.” 
Jen stepped to the side and Lucy, after finding the right key, pushed open 

the door. 
Olivia saw a kitchen over the shoulder of  Jen and Lucy. Stainless steel 

appliances, granite counter, white cupboards and a wooden sign above a light 
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switch reading, Bless this Mess. Olivia, struck by the ordinariness of  the scene, 
paused on the stairs. They all did. Olivia didn’t know what she expected but 
commonplace domesticity with a hint of  religion wasn’t it. She expected 
more…chains? Hooks? Something indicative of  the evil personalities living 
here. Jen, crouched low, moved ahead first, head swivelling like a deer 
approaching a watering hole. On the island in front of  them, Lucy plucked a 
knife out of  the set in a block. She paused, considering, and then grabbed 
another one. Olivia crept in to do the same and her eyes were drawn to the 
cordless phone, sitting there on the counter. She didn’t remember crossing the 
distance from the doorway to the phone. It was like the phone materialized in 
her hand. She pressed the talk button and the numbers back lit a pleasant green. 
The dial tone droned in her ear. Had there ever been a more beautiful sound? 
Her fingers flew on their own. She should have phoned the police. Called 911. 
That would be the smart thing to do. Instead, the image in the forefront of  her 
mind was her father’s face. She could still hear his voice in her head, telling her 
it was okay, she would make friends on that first day of  school when the yard of  
screaming kids overwhelmed her and weakened her knees. The person who 
checked her closet and under her bed because she was too afraid to. The man 
who read to her when she was sick, keeping a cool cloth close to hand making 
sure she took the medicine at the right times. His calm assurances when he was 
teaching her to drive after she reversed into a light pole in an empty parking lot 
when the jumping car scared her heart into her throat. He had been her rock. 
The one person she could always count on. It didn’t occur to her he wouldn’t 
answer, or that he moved and his number had changed. He would be home 
because he wouldn’t be anywhere else. So that’s who she called and when his 
voice came on the line, it felt like sunshine on her face, the sweetest music in 
her ears. In a voice soaked in tears and hope, she cried the name of  the person 
who had always been there and would always be there. She cried, she couldn’t 
help it, as her dad screamed her name back to her. 
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“This book is not for the faint of heart. It's deliciously dark and 
gruesome.” –Where the Reader Grows 

 
"Olivia. She's a brilliant character, broken, but trying to survive on her 

terms." ‐Ginger Nuts of Horror 
  

"The female lead, Olivia, is a great character. She reminded me of Jamie 
Lee Curtis." ‐Cedar Hollow Horror Reviews 

  
"It is certainly shocking and gruesome, but John Hunt manages it quite 

impressively." ‐The Novel Pursuit 
  

"I was engaged from the very first to the very end." ‐Strong Book 
Reviews 

  
"Doll House is a deeply felt and admirably realized tale of an unending 

real‐life nightmare." ‐Mallory Heart Reviews 
  

"My head is spinning... I was clenching my hands and biting my nails the 
WHOLE time." ‐After the Pages 

 
"If you want a 'scare your pants off' type horror thriller, then look no 

further." -Clues and Reviews 


