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Chapter 1: Mill Road

Rod Callan lived in a town where everybody knew everybody else’s truck.

That was one of the first things outsiders failed to understand. They thought people knew names. They did, of course. Names mattered. Families mattered.

Especially in a town like Mill Road, which carried its history like a badge of honour. There’d been a settlement here since the mid-1800s, but it had never seen much growth. There was a heyday with the old soybean fields, but since then, it had stayed hooked to the same demographic, like many places in small-town America.

But trucks always came first.

You saw a dented red Ford outside Murphy’s before you saw the man who drank there most days. You saw the mud-caked Chevy by the plant gates and knew Kurt Packer had picked up overtime. You saw a black Dodge parked outside a woman’s house twice in one week and by Saturday morning half the town would have reached conclusions, not all of them wrong.

Mill Road sat in a shallow bowl between pine woods and old soybean fields, with the plant on the east side and the straggling Main Street running through the middle like someone had drawn a line in a drunken fit and then forgot why.

The plant now made automotive parts, though the old boys still called it the mill because their fathers had, and because old names had a way of hanging around long after people had passed. It was a wide, low, ugly building with loading bays, chain-link fencing, lights that burned all night, and air that smelled of hot metal, oil, dust, coffee and masculine sweat.

Rod Callan had worked there since he was nineteen.

He was thirty-two now, though he looked like the years had mostly bounced off him and gone to bother lesser men. He was six foot two, broad through the shoulders, with arms thick and heavy from work in the plant that a gym could never replicate. He had a square jaw, a broken line in his nose from a fight outside The Rusty Crow a few years back, and hands big enough to make everyday objects look toy size.

He liked being big. He liked walking into a place and seeing men take the measure of him before deciding not to make anything of it. He liked the way women looked at him when he smiled slowly and leaned against a bar as if the bar had been installed for his benefit.

Rod had never been what anyone sensible would call kind, but he was not stupid. He worked hard. He paid what he owed and didn’t live beyond his means. He helped his mother move furniture when she asked, though he complained through most of it because she’d never been much of a support. He brought beer to cookouts. He knew how to put on a roof, fix a bad hinge, patch drywall, change a tyre, and talk a drunk friend out of punching a deputy when he needed to – which was often.

The plant shift began at six in the morning, which meant Rod’s alarm went off at five fifteen, five forty if he’d been out at the Crow for the night. Rod wasn’t good in the mornings but usually by six or shortly after, that feeling had usually been absorbed into noise. The plant was good for that. Machines hammered and coughed. Conveyors rattled. Men shouted over the line because the line was just too damn noisy all the time. Forklifts beeped their miserable little beeps and things moved chaotically as if there was no rhyme or reason for the work.

Rod liked it well enough.

Not because it was pleasant. It was not. The air dried your throat and left grit in the corners of your eyes. The floors were concrete, the lockers smelled of old sweat, and the vending machine by the west doors had taken more dollars from men than any bar in town. But the plant was simple in ways the rest of life was not.

You showed up. You clocked in. You did the work. If something was heavy, you lifted it. If something broke, you fixed it or shouted until someone with the right badge came over and fixed it. If a foreman barked, you let him bark, because barking was cheaper than punching a guy in the jaw.

Rod worked Line Four most days, loading and checking parts with Kurt Packer. Kurt was the only man in Mill Road who could make Rod feel like he was not the biggest thing in the room.

He was a little shorter but heavier in the chest and shoulders, with rough black hair, a beard he kept trimmed because he was vain, and forearms roped with muscle from years of work and lifting and dragging things that should have been left. Kurt had a cowboy’s taste in clothes without having owned anything larger than a half-dead pony when he was ten. Boots, jeans, belt buckle, sometimes a hat if the night required one. He moved slower than Rod, but there was weight in him. When Kurt looked at somebody too long, most men found something else to do.

He was Rod’s best friend. That did not make him gentle.

“You look like hell,” Kurt said that Friday, pitching a part into the crate with a metal clank.

Rod did not look up. “Your mother likes me that way.”

“My mother’s been dead eight years.” Kurt gave him a sideways look. “You sleeping in your truck again?”

“No.”

“Liar.”

Rod shoved another part along the table. “I got a place.”

“Since when?”

“Since last night.”

“No shit. Somebody finally take pity?”

“Sister’s going out of town. I’m watching her apartment.”

Kurt barked a laugh. “Alice’s place?”

“You got a problem with Alice?”

“No. I got a problem picturing you in Alice’s place. That apartment smells like a flower shop on LSD.”

Rod wiped sweat off his forehead with the back of his glove. “It’s a place to crash.”

“It’s got little pillows.”

“All places got pillows.”

“Not little silk ones with nice frilly edges. Last time I was there, I felt like I’d stepped onto a Disney set. Girl never grew up.”

Rod had noticed those. Four on the couch. Different pink and pastel colours, all useless, unless you wanted to clutch them and cry to a sissy movie. He had thrown two on the floor, the second he sat down, and then, after a minute, picked them up again because Alice would somehow know.

“She’s gone a month,” Rod said. “It’ll do while I find another place.”

“You break anything, she’ll skin you.”

“All I gotta do is get someone in to clean it before she gets back.”

Kurt smiled. “Make sure you do, man. Alice is small, but she’s got mean eyes.”

Rod grunted.

Alice did have mean eyes. Like a person who remembered every dumb thing you ever said and kept it filed away for future use. That was probably why she was still single. She was four years younger than Rod, worked as an assistant manager at Hartwell Insurance, and had spent most of her adult life keeping herself clean of the mud their family dragged around. She paid bills early. She showered everyday. She sent thank-you cards and looked picture perfect even when the heat of summer was burning the sidewalk.

She was flying to Portugal with a friend from college, or maybe Spain, or one of those countries people like Alice visited to eat little plates of food, take pictures of walls, and post them online. Rod had not paid attention. He was more interested in the key to her apartment and a bed to sleep in, however girly it looked.

His own apartment was gone.

That was the short version.

The longer version involved a landlord named Pete Haskell, who wore bright red suspenders and thought bleach fixed mould. There had been unpaid rent, an argument, a broken kitchen cabinet door, Rod did not remember breaking but probably had, and a final conversation in the street where Pete said he had tenants lined up who didn’t “bring trouble home every goddamn night.”

Rod called him a fat little tick. Pete called the sheriff. No one went to jail, which in Mill Road counted as a mature resolution.

Since then, Rod had been sofa surfing. Two nights at his mother’s, which was two nights too many. Three on Kurt’s couch, until Kurt’s girlfriend of the week took against Rod’s boots by the door. One in his truck behind the plant that made him cranky all day.

Alice’s flat was above an old tailor’s shop on Main Street, though the tailor had died years ago and the place below now sold vaping supplies, lottery tickets, phone chargers, and candles that smelled like someone had farted. Alice’s staircase ran up the side, narrow and clean, with a black metal railing and a porch light that worked only because Alice was that sort of person.

Rod had moved in with one duffel, a cooler of beer, and a cardboard box of paperwork. Alice had handed him the key in the parking lot outside the building that morning, sunglasses on her head, suitcase already in the trunk of her little white car.

“No parties,” she said. “And no women in my bed.”

Rod had smiled. “What if they’re real clean?”

She had looked at him over the top of the sunglasses, and for a moment he saw the same girl who used to stand in front of him when their father got loud, small and pale and unafraid in a way that made no sense for someone her size.

“No women in my bed,” she repeated.

“Fine.”

“And don’t go through my things.”

“I’m not twelve.”

“You get bored, you get drunk, and then you start looking for things to poke at. If something is closed, leave it closed,” she said.

“I ain’t going through your embarrassing stuff.”

She gave him a smile that did not reach the mean eyes. “Just don’t be an ass.”

He had lifted both hands. “I’ll water the plants. Feed the candles. Tuck the little pillows in.”

She hugged him then. He let her, though he looked over her shoulder while she did. Affection in parking lots made him itchy.

“Take care of yourself,” she said.

She got in the car and drove away before he could answer.

Now, at the plant, with sweat down his back and Kurt beside him, he could still hear his sister. If something is closed, leave it closed. Women liked saying things that sounded clever and meant nothing at all.

“You going to the Crow tonight?” Kurt asked as the line slowed.

“Payday Friday.”

Kurt nodded. “Good. I need a night fuckin’ something that don’t answer back.”

“There’s a small gene pool in the Mill for that kind of thing.”

“I’ve been fuckin’ underappreciated recently.”

“Try washing.”

Kurt sniffed his own shirt. “That’s the smell of industry, boy. The girls love it.”

A horn blared at the far end of the floor. Somebody shouted. The line jerked and stopped. Foreman Dale moved down the row yelling, though nobody could hear what he was yelling over the dead machine alarm and the general sound of men deciding the problem was somebody else’s fault.

Kurt leaned against the table and looked at Rod. “You still messing with Stacy?”

“No.”

“She threw you out, too?”

“She wanted more than it was.”

“You mean, she wanted you to stop texting other girls.”

“That’ll be it, then.”

Stacy Wheeler had been around for three months, which in Rod’s life almost counted as long-term. She had dark hair, a loud mouth, and a temper that made sex better and arguments worse. It had ended when she saw a message from a bargirl in West Laketon named Bree, who had sent Rod a picture that was not of her face. Stacy had thrown his phone into a laundry basket full of wet towels. Then she had thrown a beer bottle at the kitchen wall, which caused the cabinet door incident Pete Haskell still wanted money for.

Heat built up under the plant roof. Men went quiet in the hour after lunch, each locked inside his own sweat and resentment. Dale shouted more. The vending machine stole two dollars from a new kid named Lenny, and everyone told him it was a lesson in life. Kurt dropped a part on his boot, swore until Dale told him to shut up, then swore at Dale in a tone that made Dale suddenly remember paperwork elsewhere.

By four, Rod’s shoulders ached and his patience had worn thin.

By four thirty, he was in his truck.

It was a black Ford F-150 with a cracked taillight, empty energy drink cans and burger wrappers in the footwell, and a radio that sometimes turned on by itself. The cab smelled of dust, work clothes and the pine air freshener Kurt had hung from the mirror as a joke because Rod said only old ladies used them. Rod had not removed it.

He drove down Mill Road towards Main Street with the windows open.

The town looked half asleep in the heat. The laundromat door stood propped open. A man in a Vietnam cap sat outside the barber shop, smoking under a sign that said NO SMOKING WITHIN 15 FEET OF ENTRANCE. A teenage girl crossed the road with a milkshake in one hand and her phone in the other, not looking up once. The Baptist church had changed its sign to say GOD SEES WHAT YOU DELETE, which Rod thought was pretty good.

Alice’s building sat near the end of Main, above the vape store with its neon green OPEN sign buzzing. Rod parked in the alley, took the stairs two at a time, and let himself in.

The place was too clean. Clean in a way that made a man feel uncomfortable. Pale curtains. Cream couch. A glass coffee table with a stack of books arranged by size, not because someone had read them. Little bowls that held nothing useful. A framed print of some woman in a flowing dress standing by the ocean looking as if she had swallowed a whole load of zen. A rug so pale it looked like it was just waiting for him to ruin it.

The kitchen was small but expensive, all white cabinets, butcher-block counters, copper pans hanging from hooks, and jars labelled with things Rod had no intention of using. Flour. Sugar. Oats. Coffee. Lentils. One jar just said SEEDS, which was about as far from a thick steak as you could get.

He drank half a beer straight down standing in front of the fridge.

There was no proper food in the fridge either. Greek yogurt. Salad leaves. Almond milk. A plastic container of something orange. Eggs. A half bottle of white wine. Cheese wrapped in paper. No baloney, no leftover pizza, no jar of pickles or anything a real man would eat.

He found a frozen meal in the back of the freezer and put it in the microwave. It came out smelling like old vegetables. He ate it anyway, sitting at Alice’s little round table while the sunlight went gold through the curtains.

The flat made noises as it settled. Old building noises. Pipes. Floorboards. A creak from the ceiling or the wall. Nothing special. The bedroom door stood closed down the hall.

Rod finished the food, threw the tray in the trash, and showered. Alice’s bathroom was full of little bottles. Shampoo for colour-treated hair. Conditioner in a pump. Something called body polish. Three creams. A razor with a pink handle. Rod used his own soap and did not touch anything else.

By seven, Kurt texted. Crow. 8:30. Don’t dress like you slept in your truck.

He dressed in jeans, boots and a black T-shirt tight enough around the shoulders to make the point without saying it. He checked himself in Alice’s hallway mirror and ran a hand through his hair.

Good enough.

The Rusty Crow sat on the west edge of town where Main Street started to give up and become an open road. It had been a feed store once, then a pool hall, then nothing, then a bar after Ray Tull bought it with insurance money from a barn fire nobody liked discussing. The building was weathered wood and rusted tin, with a red neon crow over the door and a sign painted underneath: BEER COLD, MUSIC LOUD, TROUBLE OUTSIDE.

Rod pulled into the gravel lot at eight forty and saw Kurt’s truck already there. Big muddy Dodge, lifted tires, dented rear bumper. Half the town’s Friday night crowd were in the lot smoking, laughing, spitting, adjusting belt buckles, pretending not to wait for somebody prettier to arrive.

Inside, The Rusty Crow smelled of beer, old wood, fried food, perfume, sweat and the sawdust Ray threw on the floor because sometimes a drop of blood needed soaking up. Neon beer signs glowed on the walls. A mounted deer head watched over the bar with the defeated look of an animal who had seen too many line dances. The jukebox was playing something from the nineties about a woman leaving, a dog dying, or both.

Girls moved through the place in tight jeans, short skirts, white boots, curled hair, lip gloss, hoop earrings, painted nails, all that bright country femininity Rod liked because it knew what it was selling and did not pretend otherwise. Men wore hats, denim, work shirts, boots. Some looked like they had come from ranches. Most looked like they had come from the plant.

Kurt was at the bar with two beers waiting.

He wore the hat. Rod pointed at it. “There it is.”

Kurt handed him a beer. “Already got called handsome twice.”

“By who?”

“Linda.”

“Linda calls dogs handsome.”

Rod drank. Cold beer hit the back of his throat and turned the day a little brighter. They stood at the bar and surveyed the room, as men like them did. Not just looking. Claiming. Measuring. Who was here. Who was drunk. Who had come with somebody and who might leave with somebody else. The same Friday night arithmetic that had been going on in Mill Road since before either of them was born. It rarely changed.

Kurt nodded towards a table near the dance floor. “Stacy’s here.”

Stacy was there in a red top and jeans, hair down, lips bright. She was laughing with two friends and absolutely knew Rod had seen her. Beside her sat a man Rod did not know, too thin, too clean, wearing a shirt with buttons fastened up near the collar.

Kurt watched Rod watching.

“Don’t,” he said.

“I’m not doing anything.”

“You’re doing your shoulders.”

“What?”

“You do a thing with your shoulders before you start something.”

Rod drank. “I don’t.”

“You do.”

Stacy glanced over. Rod raised his bottle. She looked away. The thin man leaned towards her, said something, and she laughed too hard.

One beer became two. Two became whiskey because Kurt said beer was for pussies. Rod forgot the ache in his shoulders. The Crow filled and got louder. Boots scuffed in sawdust. The jukebox shifted to something faster. Two women danced together a little too sexily while men watched. Ray Tull shouted at somebody for standing on a chair. Somebody dropped a glass and everyone cheered because people in bars will cheer for nearly anything once they’ve had a drink or two.

Rod flirted with a blonde named Kayla who worked at the dentist’s office and had a laugh that sounded like she was bred from a mule. She leaned into him when he spoke. He put a hand on the back of her chair. She did not move away.

Rod liked the smile if not the laugh. He liked the way she looked up at him through mascaraed lashes, half bold and half waiting to see how bold he would be. He liked the little silver cross at her throat and the tight white shirt that hugged in all the right places and the way her long nails clicked against her glass. He liked it in the simple way he liked most things: because it was there, pretty, and might be his if he pushed the right buttons.

But for some reason, the old pull did not arrive cleanly.

He heard Alice’s voice instead. No women in my bed.

Then another thought came, uninvited and sour: Alice had drawers full of things softer than Kayla’s shirt. Rod blinked.

Kayla tilted her head. “You okay?”

“Fine.”

“You looked weird for a moment.”

“Just thinking.” He grinned because that was expected, and she laughed because she was supposed to.

Later, Kurt came over with a shot for him and leaned close. “Kayla?”

Rod shrugged. “Maybe.”

“You sick?”

“She’s talking too much.”

“They all talk.”

Around eleven, a fight almost started near the pool table when Kenny Voss accused a guy from West Laketon of disturbing his shot. Ray got between them with a baseball bat he kept under the bar and an expression that suggested he had done this countless times before. The fight dissolved into muttering which was unusual for a Friday night.

At eleven thirty, Kurt danced with a woman in cut-off shorts and white boots. He moved surprisingly well for a man built like a stone door. Rod watched from the bar and hated him a little for it. Kurt’s hand sat at the woman’s waist, firm and careless. She laughed up at him, cheeks flushed, hair swinging. He leaned down to hear her, hat brim casting shadow over his eyes.

There was something in that picture Rod noticed and did not want to notice.

The woman.

The way she let herself be held and still seemed in charge of how much she wanted to give. The painted mouth near Kurt’s ear. The tilt of her hip. The polish of her nails against his denim shirt. The soft brightness of her against his roughness.

Rod turned back to the bar.

“What’ll it be?” asked Patty, the bartender.

“Another.”

She poured him a beer and gave him a look that suggested she knew his type and had cleaned up after enough of them. By midnight, Kayla had left with her friends. Stacy and the thin man were gone, too. Kurt was still working on the woman in white boots, though Rod suspected she was working on him just as hard.

Rod stepped outside for air.

The gravel lot was damp from an earlier shower. The neon crow buzzed red above him, its beak flickering every few seconds. Trucks sat dark and hulking in the lot. Beyond them, the road ran black towards town, then the plant, then fields, then woods. Mill Road did not have much skyglow. At night, the dark came right up to the buildings and waited.

Rod leaned against his truck and lit a cigarette, though he only smoked when drunk and always regretted it.

The smoke tasted awful.

From inside came laughter, music, a shout. The whole town seemed to be in there sweating through its best clothes and making decisions it could blame on beer.

Rod looked towards Main Street.

Kurt came out fifteen minutes later, alone.

Rod looked at him. “What happened?”

“Friend got sick.”

“Convenient.”

“She gave me her number.”

“She wrote the wrong one?”

Kurt held up his phone. “We’ll find out tomorrow.”

They stood in the damp lot for a while.

Kurt looked at Rod again. “You been strange tonight.”

Rod opened his truck door. “I’m tired, bro.”

“From what? Sitting around Alice’s dollhouse?”

Rod’s grip tightened on the door. Kurt noticed, because Kurt noticed more than he let on.

“Hell,” he said. “That place getting to you already?”

“No.”

“Then why you making that face?”

“What face?”

“Like something crawled under your shirt.”

Rod looked away towards the neon crow. It buzzed and flickered, red light bleeding over the gravel.

He drove back through town with the window cracked and the radio low. Main Street was mostly dark now. The pharmacy sign glowed blue. The diner had one light on in the back. A stray dog crossed near the laundromat and disappeared behind the hardware store. The plant lights burned in the distance, white and steady, like another town that never slept.

Rod parked in the alley.

Inside, the flat smelled a lot more of flowers as if it had begun to decay in the heat.

Rod shut the door and locked it. He kicked off his boots near the mat, missed the mat with one, and left it there. Alice could haunt him later. He took a beer from the cooler, opened it, and drank standing in the kitchen.

The place felt too still. The curtains hung pale and unmoving. The framed ocean woman looked towards a sea that went on forever. The little bowls held their useless nothing. The hallway led to the closed bedroom door.

He should sleep on the couch. That had been the plan. The couch was too short and the little pillows were stupid, but he could manage. He had slept worse places. Truck cab. Break room. Stacy’s floor after she locked the bedroom door. Once under a picnic table after a Fourth of July night that remained mostly theoretical.

The couch was fine. He stood there looking down the hall. The bedroom door stayed closed.

He thought of the woman in white boots pressed against Kurt on the dance floor, her nails on denim, her hair curled over her shoulders, the softness of her against the hard set of him. He thought of the drawers in Alice’s room. Not that he knew what was in them.

But he could guess.

Women had whole worlds hidden in drawers. Rod had known, in a crude way, all his life. Bras hanging over chairs. Lipstick in glove compartments. Perfume in bathrooms. Shoes that made no sense for walking and all the sense in the world for being looked at. He did not understand why he was thinking about that now.

He finished the beer and then walked down the hallway. The floor creaked once under his weight. He stopped, irritated at himself for stopping, then took the last two steps.

Alice’s bedroom door was painted white. It had one of those little brass hooks on the outside with a hanging sign that said DO NOT DISTURB in neat black letters. Probably from some hotel she liked. Rod had not noticed it before.

He touched the sign.

It swung slightly.

He opened the door.

The bedroom was dark except for the streetlight coming through the curtains. It fell across the bed in pale bars and caught on the mirror above the dresser. For a moment, Rod saw himself there: big shoulders in a black T-shirt, hair mussed, eyes a little red from beer and smoke, standing in his sister’s doorway like a burglar who had forgotten what he came to steal.

The room smelled like Alice.

Perfume, powder, laundry, something warm beneath it.

It was too feminine. The word came to him at once, sharp with contempt and something close to unease. Pink bedspread. Paler pink pillows. A chair with a silk robe folded over it. Dresses behind the half-open wardrobe door. Makeup brushes in a white cup on the dresser. A necklace hanging from the mirror.

Rod stood there longer than he needed to.

Then he stepped inside.

The wardrobe door waited half open.

And at the bottom, where the streetlight did not reach, something black sat behind Alice’s shoes.


Chapter 2: Alice’s Room

Alice’s bedroom was quiet in a way the rest of the flat was not. The living room had the street below it, cars passing, a late laugh from the sidewalk, the faint buzz of the vape store sign. The kitchen had the refrigerator and the pipes. Alice’s bedroom seemed to sit behind a pane of soundproof glass.

Rod reached for the wall switch and turned on the light.

The room appeared all at once, and he almost preferred the dark.

It was neat and perfectly feminine. Everything had been chosen. That was the thing. Nothing in the room was accidental. The cream bedspread, the pale pink cushions, the narrow brass lamp on the bedside table, the framed print over the bed showing a woman in a white dress standing in long grass. The dresser had perfume bottles arranged on a mirrored tray. Makeup brushes stood in a white ceramic cup. A silver hairbrush lay beside them, bristles clean, handle polished by use. A pair of earrings rested in a little dish shaped like a shell.

Rod looked around and felt the same irritation he had felt in the kitchen, only sharper.

“Jesus, Alice,” he said.

His voice sounded too loud.

He walked to the dresser first. That was not looking for sheets. He knew that, but he had already started lying to himself and saw no reason to stop halfway. He picked up one of the perfume bottles. Heavy glass. Pink liquid inside. A gold cap. He pulled the cap off and smelled it. Flowers. Warmth. Something sweet underneath.

He made a face and put it down.

“Who needs all this crap?”

The woman in the print above the bed did not answer. She stood there in the long grass, hair lifted by some painted wind, probably thinking painted thoughts.

Rod opened the top drawer. Then he stopped. Not because he had suddenly remembered manners. Rod had never owned enough manners for that. He stopped because the drawer looked like it belonged to a life he was not supposed to see.

Folded lingerie. Not just underwear. That word was too plain for what lay there. Soft things in black, cream, pale blue, rose. Lace edges. Satin straps. Little clasps. A pair of stockings still in tissue. A bra folded carefully with the cups nested as if it might bruise.

Rod stared. His first reaction was to laugh. It came out once, short and mean.

“Hell.”

He picked up a black bra by one strap, holding it away from himself between thumb and forefinger. It was light, soft, more complicated than it needed to be. There was lace across the cups and a tiny bow between them, which struck him as ridiculous. Who was the bow for? Nobody ever answered questions like that honestly.

He set it down again.

Then he touched it again, this time with his fingertips. The lace was softer than he expected and he suddenly found thoughts from his childhood rushing through him.

He closed the drawer too quickly. He was drunk and that probably made him stupid too.

Rod turned towards the wardrobe.

Inside hung dresses, blouses, jackets, skirts, all packed close together with Alice’s neatness. A few things were covered in garment bags. Shoes lined the bottom in pairs. Boots, heels, flats, sandals. Colours that looked like they had been chosen for seasons instead of weather.

He pushed the clothes aside with the back of his hand. A silk robe slid over his wrist.

He jerked his arm back.

“Christ.”

Nothing had happened. A robe had touched him. That was all. Pale blue silk, hanging there like it had been waiting for the chance to make him look like something he wasn’t.

Rod pulled it out and held it up. Then he looked around the room with a hint of suspicion. It would be just like Alice to set up a camera somewhere. He was conscious that his heart was beating a little more feverishly.

The robe was light enough to weigh almost nothing in his hands. The belt dangled. The sleeves looked too narrow. He imagined Alice wearing it in the morning, hair down, coffee in hand, moving around the flat like somebody in a commercial for a life Rod would never see.

He shoved it back into the wardrobe on the hanger, a little untidily. He adjusted it but it seemed to stick out.

There were no sheets there, or if there were, they were buried behind too much woman.

He opened a drawer in the wardrobe.

This one held nightwear. Folded silk camisoles, sleep shorts, something white with thin straps, another thing in dark red satin that looked too small to be useful in any climate. Rod lifted it with two fingers, then let it fall back.

He could still smell the perfume.

It seemed stronger now as if it was trying to intoxicate him.

Outside, Mill Road was rough, dry and practical. Men went to the plant. Women worked the diner, the insurance office, the clinic, the school. Trucks needed tires. Roofs leaked. Dogs barked. Bills came in with red numbers. People did not have time to arrange tiny earrings in shell-shaped dishes or colour coordinate drawers and hangers.

Alice had made time.

This room was not soft because softness had happened to it. It had been built that way. Chosen into softness, piece by piece. Each bottle, brush, dress, cushion and folded bit of silk had been placed there by a person who believed life should have texture beyond concrete and dust.

Rod did not like that for a reason he couldn’t quite admit.

It made him feel crude, and when Rod felt crude, he usually found someone smaller to mock until the feeling went away. There was no one smaller here. Only Alice’s things.

He crouched at the bottom of the wardrobe.

A pair of boots sat in front, brown leather, practical enough to be trusted. Behind them were shoe boxes, two plastic storage bins and a folded winter coat sealed in a clear bag. Rod shifted the boots aside, then dragged one of the boxes forward. It held heels wrapped in tissue. He put it back.

Behind the second storage bin, something black showed in the shadows.

A case of sorts that he had briefly noticed before. Rod reached for it and dragged it forward. It was heavier than he expected.

He set it on the floor between his knees and sat back on his heels. The case was matte black, about the size of a small suitcase but flatter, with rounded edges and no branding. No stickers. No scratches.

The case was cold.

Rod noticed it as soon as his hands rested on the lid. Not refrigerator cold, not winter cold. Just wrong. The room was warm from the day, but the black case held a chill as if it had been stored somewhere deeper than a wardrobe.

He looked towards the bedroom door.

No one there.

Of course no one was there.

He looked back at the case.

The clasp was silver, small and plain. It was not locked. It only looked as if it should be.

Rod should have left it alone.

He thought that clearly.

Then he opened it.

At first, he did not understand what he was seeing.

Inside, lying folded in a neat shape, was something pale and smooth. It looked like silicone, maybe rubber, maybe some expensive material Rod did not know the name for. A wetsuit, he thought after a few seconds, though it didn’t seem to fit. It was not like any wetsuit or protective gear he had seen. He pulled it up. It had hands and feet, or places where hands and feet should go. It had a torso, legs, arms, a narrow neck opening. Down the back was a slit or opening, sealed now with edges that lay so close together they were almost invisible.

If it had been some obvious sex thing, breasts and ass and shiny costume nonsense, he could have laughed and closed the lid. He would have called Kurt and said Alice had a freak box in her closet, and Kurt would have made a joke so bad it would loop around to good.

But the suit was almost blank.

No breasts. No hips. No exaggerated anything. The surface was pale, smooth, slightly dull under the light. A second skin without a person inside it. Sexless. Unfinished. Waiting.

Rod touched it. He pulled his hand back.

“Jesus.”

The feel of it stayed on his fingertips. Smooth, cool, too much like skin and not enough like anything else.

A folded sheet of paper lay tucked in one corner of the case.

Rod took it out.

The paper was thick, white and printed in clean black lettering. No company logo. No brand. No phone number. Just instructions. He read them once, his brow furrowed.

Then he read them again.

ADAPTIVE BODY INTERFACE: FIRST USE

1. Remove all clothing.

2. Step into lower section and draw material up over legs, hips and torso.

3. Insert arms fully. Align fingers and toes before sealing.

4. Fasten rear opening from base of spine to neck. Seal must be complete.

5. Stand before a mirror during first adaptation.

6. Remain still. Do not interrupt first adaptation.

7. Do not wear while intoxicated.

Rod looked at the half-empty beer bottle on the bedside table, where he had put it without thinking.

“Little late.”

He kept reading.

8. Do not use if unwilling to surrender bodily control.

The smile went away.

That was something he was not expecting. Then:

9. Prolonged use may result in identity dominance.

Rod stared at the words.

Identity dominance.

He did not know what that meant. Not really. It sounded like something written by a lawyer who was trying to sound as if he knew what he was talking about. He flipped the page over.

Blank.

He looked back into the case.

The suit lay still.

Rod sat there in Alice’s soft bedroom, holding the paper in one hand, feeling the chill from the case even at this distance. Somewhere outside, a truck went by on Main Street, engine loud for three seconds, then gone. The ordinary sound made the room stranger, not less.

He should have closed the case.

He knew that too.

Instead, he read the instructions one more time.

The laughter came back, because men like Rod laughed when something tried to make them feel afraid. They laughed at warning signs and strange noises and old stories told by people who did not own decent work boots. They laughed because not laughing might mean taking things seriously.

“Do not use if unwilling,” he said aloud. “Alice, what the hell are you into?”

He imagined her face if she saw him kneeling there with the case open. Mean eyes. Mouth tight. Small body full of outrage.

The night at The Crow and the beer and whiskey had put a hand on the back of his neck. The room had irritated him all night. Kurt’s voice was in his head, laughing at Alice’s flower-shop apartment. The suit looked impossible and stupid and somehow personal. A challenge made of pale silicone or something else.

Rod stood.

He lifted the suit properly from the case.

It was heavier than it looked, but not heavy enough to explain the way it seemed to pull down on his hands. The limbs unfolded with a soft dragging sound. Not wet. Not dry. Something in between. The opening down the back parted when he turned it, revealing the inside, which looked darker, almost shadowed.

The material stretched when he pulled it.

He gave it a harder tug.

It stretched more.

A stupid grin crossed his face.

“No way.”

He looked towards the mirror.

The tall man in the black T-shirt looked back: broad chest, thick arms, work shoulders, jeans riding low, boots planted wide. Rod Callan. Line Four. Black Ford. Fights outside bars. Women in tight jeans. Kurt at his side. No one’s idea of something that could be swallowed by Alice’s weird rubber thing.

That was the thought that did it.

Rod set the suit on the bed and pulled off his shirt.

He did it quickly at first, like a man getting ready for a shower. Shirt, belt, boots, socks. The room felt warmer once he started. The beer moved in his blood. He could still stop. The sensible part of him, smaller than usual but present, said that very clearly.

Stop.

He unbuttoned his jeans.

The printed paper lay on the bed beside the suit.

Do not wear while intoxicated.

“I ain’t intoxicated,” Rod said. “Relax.”

He pushed his jeans down and stepped out of them. His underwear followed after a pause he pretended not to notice. Then he stood naked in Alice’s bedroom, big and muscular and foolish, with the suit lying on the bed in front of him like a shed skin from something born on another planet.

He picked it up again.

The foot openings were small. Too small, he thought. The whole thing was too small. It would not fit him. That settled it. He could try, fail, laugh, put it back. No harm done except to common sense, which had never been a valued family heirloom.

He sat on the edge of the bed and worked one foot in.

The material stretched.

It stretched too far.

Rod frowned.

His foot slid through, the suit gripping his toes, then the arch, then the heel. It was cold at first, then warm. He pulled the second foot in. Same thing. The silicone clung and stretched, thin but strong. He pulled it up over his calves.

The hair on his legs flattened beneath it.

The feeling made him pause.

It was like being touched everywhere at once.

He swallowed and kept going.

The suit resisted at his thighs. His legs were thick from work, squats, years of carrying weight. The material stretched with a low, faint sound. Rod pulled harder. It came up over his thighs, then hips. He stood and worked it higher, grunting now, no longer amused in quite the same way.

The suit clung to his body. Every muscle, every scar, every rough edge. It smoothed nothing yet, only covered. His tattoos showed faintly beneath the pale material, blurred like something underwater.

“Stupid,” he muttered, breathing heavily.

But he did not stop.

He worked one arm in, then the other. That was harder. His shoulders were broad, his arms too thick. For a minute he thought the material would tear. It did not. It stretched. It accepted him. He pulled until his fingers slid into the suit’s fingers, each one tight around his own.

The neck rose to his throat.

The back hung open.

Rod twisted, trying to reach the seam.

The instructions said to fasten from base of spine to neck. He found the lower edge by touch. There was no zipper exactly, but when he pressed the edges together they sealed, the material joining with a faint click that was felt more than heard. He worked upward slowly. Lower back. Middle back. Between the shoulder blades. Hard to reach. He swore, stretched, caught the next section, pressed it closed.

The suit tightened each time a section sealed.

Not much.

Enough.

By the time he reached the neck, his breath had changed. He pressed the final seam shut.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Rod stood in Alice’s bedroom wearing the blank pale suit and felt like the biggest idiot in Mill Road. He looked at himself in the mirror.

The sight should have made him laugh.

He looked like a peeled version of himself. Big, broad, absurd, pale from throat to toes, with his own head sticking out above a skin that belonged to nobody. The suit flattened body hair, smoothed the visible lines of muscle without hiding them, and made his hands look strange. Not smaller. Just wrong. Like someone had dipped him in candle wax and forgotten to finish the job.

Rod barked a laugh.

“There,” he said. “Good job. Very scary.”

The woman in the print over the bed looked past him towards her painted sea. Rod turned slightly, flexed one arm, watched the suit stretch over the bicep.

“Identity dominance,” he said. “My ass.”

The suit tightened. Not all at once.

It began at the spine. A pulling. Deep, narrow, cold.

Rod stopped smiling.

The sensation moved up his back in a line, from tailbone to neck, exactly where the seam had been. Except there was no seam now. He reached for it, fingers slipping over smooth material. Nothing. No ridge. No opening. The back had sealed perfectly.

The suit tightened again.

This time it went around his ribs.

Rod grunted and bent forward. The material clamped against him, squeezing, then sinking somehow. It did not feel like fabric pressing into skin. It felt like skin pressing inward. His chest seized. His breath caught halfway and he began to panic. He reached back behind himself and tried to pull the suit apart. His fingers slipped and there seem no way to pinch the bodysuit and pull it free from himself.

He stumbled into the dresser.

Perfume bottles rattled on the tray.

“What the hell?”

The mirror showed him hunched, one hand against the dresser, the other clawing at his side. The pale material seemed smoother than before. Closer. He dug his nails at the edge near his throat.

Rod clawed harder.

The suit did not tear.

The material warmed.

Not outside. Inside.

Heat spread across his shoulders and down his arms. His fingers jerked. The suit tightened around each one. His knees buckled and he caught himself against the dresser again, knocking over the silver hairbrush. It hit the floor with a sharp clack that sounded far away.

The suit tightened across his thighs.

A deep ache bloomed in his bones.

Rod made a sound he would have mocked in any other man.

The instructions lay on the bed behind him.

Do not interrupt first adaptation.

His vision blurred.

The room seemed to tilt in soft pinks and creams. Alice’s bed. Alice’s curtains. Alice’s perfume. Alice’s mirror holding him there while something impossible began to work through his body with patient force.

Rod staggered towards the bed, then stopped.

A sound came from inside his head.

Not outside. Not the flat. Not pipes. Not the street.

Inside.

Small at first. Bright, distant, almost amused.

Like a girl laughing in another room.

Rod froze.

The laugh, soft and feminine, came again.

Closer this time.


Chapter 3: The First Change

The girl laughed inside Rod’s head.

That was the first thing he noticed most clearly, even before the pain found its proper teeth. Not a woman. Not Alice. Not Stacy. Not Kayla from the bar. A girl.

Young, bright, amused.

She laughed like she had watched him put the suit on and had known exactly what would happen. Like she had been waiting at the bottom of a deep well with her hands folded in her lap, listening to him grunt and curse and pull the pale thing over his body. Rod staggered back from the dresser.

“No,” he said.

The word sounded like his own voice. Deep. Rough. Male. That steadied him for half a second. Then the suit tightened again.

It closed around his ribs hard enough to steal the next breath. Rod bent forward, one hand braced against the side of the dresser, the other clawing at his throat where the suit met skin. Except it did not meet skin anymore. There was no join. No seam. No edge he could hook a nail under.

The pale material had become part of him. His fingers scrabbled uselessly at his neck.

“Get off.” The suit did not answer. Something moved under his skin.

Rod froze. It began in his shoulders.

A deep wrenching sensation, not like muscle strain, not like anything from the plant or the gym or the time he had taken a bad fall off a scaffold and bruised half his body purple. This was internal. Bone and muscle moving. His shoulders pulled inward with a wet, grinding pressure that made him gag.

He looked in the mirror just in time to see his broad frame shift.

His shoulders narrowed.

Not all at once. Inch by inch, too fast and too slow at the same time. The heavy width that filled doorways, that made men step aside, that had always been part of the answer when Rod asked who he was, began to draw in. Muscle bunched and softened. The thick ridge of his traps eased down. His chest changed shape beneath the suit, no longer a hard slab of work and lifting, but something unsettled, remaking itself from underneath.

Perfume bottles shook on their mirrored tray.

The girl laughed again.

Rod swung his fist into the wall.

The crack of knuckles against plaster should have helped. Pain he understood. Pain he could use. The wall dented. His hand throbbed.

But even the hand was wrong.

He stared at it.

His fingers were shrinking.

They drew slimmer as he watched, thick knuckles smoothing, nails stretching a little, palms narrowing. The heavy workman’s hand that had lifted parts, swung hammers, gripped Kurt’s shoulder, closed around beers and women’s waists, became smaller, finer, pale against the dresser.

Rod tried to straighten.

The room rose. But that wasn’t quite true.

His body was losing height. His legs shuddered as bone and flesh pulled inward. His jeans lay discarded on the floor beside the bed, absurd and empty, and he had the sudden wild thought that he could put them back on if he could only stop changing long enough. Just pull the jeans on. Boots. Shirt. Back to the Crow. Back to the plant. Back to anything with concrete, grease, noise, men swearing at machines.

His knees buckled.

He fell against the bed, rolled, and hit the floor on one hip.

The pain there was sharp and strange.

His pelvis shifted.

Rod screamed.

The sound that came out was not quite his.

Still rough with panic, but thinner, higher, split through with something bright. He clapped both hands over his mouth and stared at the mirror from the floor.

His hips widened under the suit.

The movement was obscene in its plainness. No magic sparks. No fog. No theatre. Just his body changing in Alice’s bedroom while the street outside stayed quiet and the neon from the vape shop buzzed downstairs. His waist pulled in above the widening hips, skin and material sliding together as if the suit had remembered a shape it preferred.

His stomach flattened differently.

His ribs narrowed.

His thighs changed, thick muscle softening, smoothing, curving. The hair on his body was gone. Not flattened now. Gone. His legs were bare and clean and too smooth under the bedroom light.

He tried to crawl.

Not towards the door. Not really. He had no plan except away.

Away from the mirror. Away from the box. Away from Alice’s perfume. Away from the laugh in his skull.

His feet cramped.

Rod kicked once and slammed a heel into the floorboard.

The bones in his feet shifted. Shorter. Narrower. The big rough feet that had lived in work boots for half his life pulled into something smaller, arched and delicate. His toes cracked, reshaped, settled.

He retched but brought up nothing.

The suit was hot now.

Not burning. Worse than that. Alive-warm. Skin-warm. Him-warm.

He got to his knees and reached behind himself again, fingers running down his spine, searching for the opening. There had been one. He knew there had been one. He had sealed it himself, pressing the back closed from tailbone to neck. He had felt each section join.

Now there was nothing.

Only a smooth back.

Skin.

His skin.

The suit was not on him. The suit was him.

His chest convulsed.

At first he thought it was another spasm in his ribs. Then pressure gathered beneath the flatness of his chest, deep and forward, swelling. Rod stared down, unable not to.

“No,” he whispered.

His chest rose.

Breasts pushed outward beneath the pale surface. Small at first, then fuller, shaping themselves with a slow, awful certainty. The sensation was not only pain. That was the part that turned his stomach. There was ache, pressure, heat, stretching. But there was also a sickening tenderness, a sensitivity so sharp that when his new arms brushed against his chest he flinched like he had touched a wire.

He covered himself, then yanked his hands away because covering made them more real.

The girl in his head sighed.

Not laughed this time.

Sighed.

As if relieved.

Rod grabbed a handful of bedsheet and pulled himself upright. The bedspread slid under his fingers. Cream cotton. Too clean. Too soft. He hated it. He hated the whole room. He hated Alice. He hated the thing in the case. He hated his own drunken hands for opening it.

He reached the mirror by accident.

Or maybe the room had arranged that.

He stood, shaking, in front of it.

The person reflected there was still changing.

Rod’s face had begun to go.

His jaw softened first. The hard square line blurred and narrowed. The old break in his nose smoothed away. His cheekbones lifted, not dramatically, but enough to change the whole map. His lips filled. His mouth became softer, wider, coloured faintly as blood moved under new skin. His eyes widened, lashes darkening, brows shaping themselves above them. His neck lengthened. His throat looked slender.

His hair began to grow.

That almost finished him.

It came from his scalp in dark, thick waves, spilling past his ears, over his cheeks, down to his shoulders and then farther. It fell around his face in a rush, heavy and glossy, touching his bare new shoulders. The sensation made him shudder. Hair brushing skin where no hair had been. Hair sliding over the breasts that had just risen from his chest. Hair catching on his lips when he gasped.

He tried to scream properly then.

He wanted the sound to tear the room apart. Wanted Kurt downstairs somehow, kicking the door in, calling him an idiot, dragging him back to being Rod by force of profanity and big hands.

The scream came out high.

Female.

Bright with terror.

Rod stopped with his mouth open.

The girl in the mirror stopped too.

Petite. Dark-haired. Smooth-skinned. Breasts rising and falling. Wide hips. Narrow waist. Small hands clutched near her chest. Pretty face twisted with fear.

Not Rod in a suit.

Not a man covered up.

A woman.

A young woman.

No, not young. Rod’s mind searched wildly. Not a kid. Not a girl in that way. A grown woman, but smaller, softer, made with the sort of prettiness that drew eyes at The Rusty Crow and made men lower their voices without realising. She looked like trouble in a short dress waiting to happen.

Rod stumbled back.

His smaller heel caught on his discarded jeans and he nearly fell.

“Rod,” he said.

The voice was wrong.

“Rod Callan.”

Higher. Breathless. Girlish.

“Rod Callan. Rod Callan. Rod Callan.”

He said it again and again, like a prayer learned by a man who had never believed in anything except his own body.

The name did not fit in the new mouth.

The more he said it, the weaker it sounded.

He punched the wall again.

This time the blow barely dented anything. Pain shot through his small hand, sharp and useless. He stared at the knuckles, expecting blood, expecting swelling, expecting evidence that something of him remained. The hand only reddened.

A soft little hand.

He backed away from the wall. He looked down at his smooth crotch, the empty space between his slightly parted legs. His mouth dropped open.

Rod had known anger all his life. It lived close to the surface in him, a dog on a short chain. This was not anger. This was something smooth and quiet pressing up from below, like groundwater finding a crack in concrete. It did not smash through. It seeped.

His breathing slowed.

The room looked different.

Not safer. Not normal.

Different.

The perfume bottles on the dresser no longer looked like junk. They looked arranged. The makeup brushes stood in their white cup, waiting. The silk robe over the chair seemed less ridiculous. The drawers no longer felt like Alice’s private nonsense. They felt like places where answers were kept.

Rod shook his head hard.

“No. No way.”

He turned towards the bedroom door.

Get out. That was the last clear command from Rod as Rod.

Get out of the room. Get out of the flat. Go into the hallway naked and female if he had to. Find somebody. Anybody. The old man in the apartment across the hall. The vape store clerk downstairs. A cop. Kurt. Not Kurt. The thought of Kurt made something warm move low in the new body.

Rod stopped dead.

A memory rose without asking: Kurt at the Crow, hand at the waist of the woman in white boots, head bent, hat brim shadowing his eyes. His work-thick arm around her. His body broad and hard and certain.

Rod gagged.

The warm feeling did not go away. The girl laughed again, softer now. Closer. Rod turned back to the mirror. “Shut up.”

The woman in the mirror said it too, pretty mouth curling wrong around the words. Then her face changed. Not physically. Something behind it. The eyes, still wide, seemed to focus. The shoulders lowered. One hip shifted slightly to the side.

That was the first clear sign that Rod was not alone in it anymore.

The right hip tipped. The shoulders softened. One hand rose to move dark hair from the face. The gesture was delicate, practised, infuriating. Rod tried to clench the hand into a fist. The fingers only brushed through the hair and let it fall over one shoulder.

A thought came.

Not in words exactly.

The makeup first.

Rod recoiled from it.

The body turned towards the dresser.

One step.

Unsteady, because the feet were new.

Another step.

The floorboards felt cooler now. Her feet were bare, arched and small, and the room seemed taller around her. The dresser, once low enough for Rod to loom over, now sat at a different height. The mirror held more of the bed behind her.

His hand reached for the white ceramic cup of makeup brushes.

Rod grabbed his own wrist with the other hand and held it tight.

For a second, he won.

Then the grip loosened.

The girl inside him did not force him like a punch. She waited him out. She let his terror spend itself against the wall of what had already happened. The body breathed. The breasts rose and fell. The long hair lay over one shoulder. The mouth, full and parted, waited.

Rod’s hand picked up a brush.

He had no idea what it was for.

She did.

His thoughts began to smear.

Foundation.

The word arrived along with the knowledge of which bottle to pick. Not Alice’s shade, exactly. But close enough. No, not that one. The lighter one. There, in the little glass bottle with the black cap.

Rod watched his hand lift it.

He tried to throw it.

Instead, the fingers twisted the cap off.

The scent of makeup rose. Clean, powdery, faintly chemical. He had smelled it on women before without caring what it was. Now the smell felt like the start of an answer.

The brush moved.

Foundation touched the new face.

The first stroke across the cheek made him shudder. Not from fear this time. From the intimacy of it. The cool product spread over skin that was already smooth and soft. The brush blended it in with small motions. He knew the pressure. He knew to work from the centre outward. He knew to blend along the jaw, though the jaw was delicate now and needed little help.

Rod did not know these things.

She did.

His name is Rod Callan, he thought.

Her name is Alicia, something answered.

Not loud. Not like a voice from the ceiling. Worse. Like a fact remembered.

Alicia.

The name slid through him with the warmth of recognition.

The woman in the mirror smiled a little.

The smile was not his.

Concealer under the eyes. A light touch around the nose. Powder. The movements became faster, smoother. Panic returned in little bursts, but they grew weaker each time the face improved. The makeup did not create the woman in the mirror. It refined her. It removed the last signs of shock. It gave purpose to the softness.

Alicia liked the eyes.

Mascara came next.

The wand approached the eye. Rod expected to flinch. The body did not. It looked down, then up, lashes darkening, lengthening. One eye, then the other. The mirror changed again. The woman looking back had depth now. Intention. She was not merely pretty. She was becoming aware of how pretty she was.

Blush.

The cheeks warmed.

Lipstick.

That was the worst.

The tube was in Alice’s drawer, deep red but not cheap, the kind of colour Rod had noticed on women without understanding the work behind it. The new hand opened it, twisted it up, and brought it to the mouth.

Rod fought then.

Hard.

The lipstick hovered. The body shook with the struggle. One hand gripped the dresser. The other held the lipstick so close he could smell wax and pigment.

“No. I’m Rod.”

The girl in the mirror watched him.

“I’m Rod Callan.”

Her eyes softened, almost pitying. The lipstick touched the lower lip. Colour spread. Rod felt the mouth become Alicia’s. The name rang clear now.

Alicia.

The girl inside the suit. No, not inside the suit. Inside him.

Rod’s thoughts backed away from that like a man backing from a basement door that had opened by itself. The lipstick finished. The lips pressed together, then parted. Alicia tilted her head and examined the result.

“Pretty,” she whispered.

The voice was hers.

The sound filled the room differently. It did not scrape against the walls. It slipped through them. Rod panicked again, but panic had become a thing happening behind glass. His thoughts were still there, but dulled. He tried to push forward and found no muscle to use.

Alicia opened the top drawer.

The lingerie drawer.

Rod had looked inside earlier with a sense of doing something wrong. Alicia looked with appetite. Her hand moved over lace, satin, little folded things. She chose black because Alice’s pinks and creams were too soft for tonight. Black lace panties. Matching bra. It was not quite her size, but the body adjusted in small ways as she dressed, breasts settling into cups, straps fitting against smooth shoulders.

Alicia fastened the bra behind her back without looking. She stepped into the panties. She looked at herself in the mirror, head tilted, dark hair falling over one shoulder, black lace against pale skin.

She smiled again.

This one was fuller.

“Better.”

Rod’s name flickered.

Rod Callan. Rod Callan. Rod Callan.

Alicia opened the wardrobe.

The dresses hung waiting.

Her eyes moved across them differently than Rod’s had. Not with confusion, not contempt. Calculation. Alice’s wardrobe was neat but safe, built for office work, dinners, quiet dates, airport travel. Alicia wanted something that would show the body the suit had given her. Something short. Something that said she had not come into the world to sit politely in a chair.

There.

A black dress pushed near the back, perhaps one Alice bought and rarely wore. Short, fitted, thin straps, soft fabric with a little give. Alicia pulled it from the hanger and held it against herself.

Rod saw the mirror.

He saw the woman holding the dress up, already knowing.

No. Please.

The plea surprised him.

He was not a man who said please.

Alicia ignored it, if she heard it at all.

She stepped into the dress and drew it up over her hips. The fabric slid tight, then settled. She pulled the straps into place, adjusted the neckline, smoothed the waist. The dress clung to the body in a way that made the transformation final in the mirror. Breasts, waist, hips, thighs. No blankness now. No sexless suit. No peeled version of Rod.

Alicia.

She chose heels from the wardrobe next.

Black. Thin straps. Higher than Alice probably wore often. Alicia sat on the bed and fastened them around her new ankles. Her fingers were quick with the buckles. Her feet knew the arch, or learned it in the instant she stood.

She rose.

Wobbled once.

Laughed.

Not the laugh inside Rod’s head.

A real laugh, in the room.

The sound seemed to wake the apartment.

A pipe clicked somewhere. A car passed outside. Downstairs, the vape store sign buzzed harder for a second and then settled.

Alicia walked to the mirror.

The first steps were careful. The next were better. Her hips moved because the shoes and body required it, because the dress allowed it, because she liked the sway. Long hair brushed her bare shoulders. The perfume bottles shone on the dresser. The black case lay open on the floor behind her, empty now, the instruction sheet half under the bed.

Rod tried to look at the case.

Alicia looked at herself.

She lifted one hand and touched her cheek. Then her hair. Then the curve of her waist.

Her lips parted.

“Oh,” she said.

One syllable.

Soft. Wondering. Pleased.

Rod felt himself slipping back.

There was no dramatic fight left. No inner battlefield. No two voices shouting in a skull. That would have been too clean and too noble. This was more like falling asleep against his will while someone else stayed awake in the room.

His memories blurred at the edges.

The plant. Kurt. The Crow. Alice in the parking lot. Stacy throwing the bottle. Pete Haskell’s suspenders. The black truck. The old weight of his body.

All still there.

All moving away.

Alicia turned slightly in the mirror and looked over one shoulder at the fit of the dress.

Rod had admired women doing that. He had watched them in bars, in parking lots, at the edge of dance floors. He had thought he understood what the gesture meant. Vanity. Invitation. Performance. Something for men like him to enjoy.

He had never understood the pleasure of doing it.

Alicia did.

Her smile deepened.

She found Alice’s jewellery. Hoop earrings, a bracelet, a fine chain with a little pendant. She put them on with practised hands. She dabbed perfume at her throat, then stopped and dabbed a little lower, between the breasts, laughing quietly at some private thought.

Rod was nearly gone.

He threw one last thing forward.

Kurt.

It was not a plan. Not even a warning. Just the name, heavy and familiar, his friend, his equal, the man at Line Four, the man who had laughed at Alice’s flower-shop apartment, the man who wore a cowboy hat without irony and made women lean into him on the dance floor.

Alicia looked up.

Her eyes in the mirror changed.

Interest.

Not recognition exactly.

Hunger.

Rod recoiled into darkness.

No.

Alicia touched her lips with one fingertip, checking the lipstick.

“Kurt,” she said.

The name sounded different in her mouth.

Not a friend.

Not a rival.

A possibility.

That was the last thing Rod heard clearly.

Then there was no Rod.

Only Alicia stood in Alice’s bedroom, wearing the black dress and heels, dark hair falling loose around her shoulders, face made beautiful by hands that had known what to do before she had fully existed.

She looked at the woman in the mirror for a long time.

Outside, Mill Road slept badly. Trucks cooled in driveways. Men snored on couches. Women checked locks. The plant lights burned on the edge of town. The red neon crow over the bar flickered in the dark, its beak failing and recovering, failing and recovering.

Alicia smiled like she had been waiting a long time.

Then she turned from the mirror and walked across the room, hips moving easily now, heels clicking on Alice’s floorboards.

The black case remained open at the bottom of the wardrobe.

Empty.


Chapter 4: The Morning After

Rod woke on Alice’s bed with a dry mouth and a pounding head, feeling that someone had taken him apart in the night and put him back together wrong. For a few seconds, that was all there was.

Pain.

Not one pain now. Several. A dull ache in his shoulders, a deeper soreness through his hips and ribs, a stiff pull across his back, a sharp tenderness in his hands. His legs felt heavy and strange. His skin felt too awake beneath the thin sheet.

He opened his eyes. Alice’s ceiling looked down at him.

Cream paint. Hairline crack near the light fitting. A little shadow from the curtain moving in the morning air. Rod stared at it.

Then he sat up too fast and nearly threw up. The room shifted around him like he had drunk a boatload of beer and whiskey and the world was still spinning.

“Christ.” His voice came out low and rough.

His voice.

He froze with one hand against his throat.

Low. Rough. Male.

Rod’s hand was big again. Scar across the knuckle from the time he had punched Kenny Voss and missed. Thick fingers. Work-rough palm. The sight of it almost made him laugh, but the laugh died before it got loose.

He looked down.

His chest was his chest. Broad, hairy, hard with muscle and morning sweat. His stomach, his thighs, his feet sticking out from the sheet. Big feet. Ugly feet. Feet that belonged in work boots, not anything with straps or pointy heels.

He was Rod.

He breathed once, hard as the room came into focus.

Alice’s black dress lay on the floor near the wardrobe.

One strap was twisted. The hem was caught under the leg of the little chair by the dresser. Beside it, a pair of black heels rested on their sides like two dead insects. One had a smear of something pale on the strap.

The dressing table was a mess. Not Alice’s kind of mess. Alice made controlled messes, small ones, things stacked in useful piles before being sorted. This was different. Makeup lay open across the surface. Foundation bottle uncapped. Powder scattered near the mirror. A mascara wand dried on a tissue. Red lipstick without its lid, rolled halfway towards the edge.

A towel was on the floor by the bathroom door.

Rod could see stains on it. Beige smears. Black streaks. Red around one corner like a mouth had been wiped there.

On the bedside table sat a whiskey glass.

He did not remember pouring whiskey. Alice probably did not even keep whiskey. He leaned closer. Lipstick marked the rim in a dark red print, clean and obscene in the morning light.

Rod got out of bed.

He was naked.

The sheet fell away from him and he stood there, one hand gripping the bedpost, body sore and shaking. His knees felt weak, which angered him at once. Weak knees were for men in hospitals and boys after fights. He locked them until the room steadied.

Then he saw the suit.

It lay on the floor near the foot of the bed.

Empty.

Pale.

Folded half in on itself, as if something had crawled out of it during the night.

Rod did not move. The thing looked dead in daylight. That was the first thought. Dead and harmless. Pale silicone skin with limbs collapsed, the back opening parted, the inside shadowed. No movement. No warmth. No laugh in his head.

But he remembered. Not all of it. Not clearly. That was worse.

He remembered the pain. Shoulders grinding inward. Hips widening. Breasts pushing out of his chest. Hair falling over his face. The mirror. The woman. Alicia.

He remembered her saying Kurt’s name.

Then nothing.

A blank. Not sleep. Not blackout like after too much whiskey, where pieces sometimes floated back in the wrong order. This was a clear absence of memory. A section of time cut out and thrown away.

Rod bent and picked up the suit.

The material was room temperature now, soft and limp in his hands. He nearly dropped it. His fingers remembered too much. The way it had tightened. The way it had sealed. The way it had stopped being something on him and become something of him.

He shoved the suit into the black case. It took longer than it should have because the limbs would not fold neatly. They slid over one another, catching, twisting, lying there like they were still alive and resisting. Rod forced them down, jammed the lid shut and fastened the clasp.

He grabbed the case with both hands, carried it to the wardrobe, and pushed it behind the shoes at the very back. The hems of dresses and blouses brushed his forehead as he worked. He stacked more shoe boxes in front of it. Boots. Winter coat. Another box. He kept going until no black edge showed.

Out of sight, out of mind. He didn’t know why that was important.

It helped for about two seconds.

His phone buzzed on the carpet near the dresser.

He picked it up and turned it over. Battery low. Six missed notifications. Three from Kurt. One from the plant schedule app. Two from numbers he did not recognise. The wallpaper on his phone had changed. It had been his truck.

Now it was Alicia.

She filled the screen, standing in Alice’s mirror in the black dress, long dark hair over one shoulder, lips painted red, one hip turned. She held the phone at the right angle. She knew the angle. That was obvious. She looked small and smooth and sharp, a pretty woman with a smile that seemed to know something about the man looking at her.

Rod stared until the screen dimmed.

He woke it again.

His thumb opened the photo gallery before he had properly decided to.

There were more.

Alicia sitting on Alice’s bed, legs crossed, one heel hanging from her foot.

Alicia leaning close to the mirror, lipstick bright.

Alicia in the bathroom, hair pushed back with one hand, eyes dark from mascara.

Alicia standing in the hallway, smiling at the camera like she owned the flat.

Then a video.

Rod did not press play.

He stared at the little triangle over her face.

His thumb moved.

He locked the phone and threw it onto the bed.

He went to the bathroom and gripped the sink.

The mirror showed Rod Callan.

Bare, big, pale from shock, eyes bloodshot, hair standing wrong. His jaw was square again. His nose broken again. His mouth rough and dry and his. The man in the mirror looked frightened in a way he would have hated seeing on anybody else. He found the soap and scrubbed his face under hot water, trying to do what, he did not know. Scrub her away.

When he finally looked up, his face was raw.

He dried his face and stood there for a long time, his heart beating heavily.

He went back into the bedroom like a zombie and began cleaning. He shoved makeup into drawers, screwed lids on crooked, wiped the dresser with the stained towel. He picked up the black dress and held it for a second too long before throwing it into the laundry basket. The fabric was soft and limp in his hands. It smelled faintly of perfume and skin.

He kicked the heels under the wardrobe because he could not stand touching them. Then he crouched and pulled them back out because Alice would notice that, even though she wouldn’t be back for another month. He placed them where they had been before, or close enough. He had no memory of exactly where they belonged. Alice probably had a system. Women like Alice always had systems.

The whiskey glass he carried to the kitchen.

There was no whiskey bottle on the counter. He checked a cabinet and found one at the back, half empty. He did not remember finding it last night. Alicia had, then.

That thought slipped in too easily. He put the glass in the sink and turned the water on until the lipstick mark disappeared.

The red faded slowly. It seemed, for a moment, to stick under his thumb as if it was reluctant to leave this world and vanish altogether.

By the time he dressed for work, he was late.

He pulled on jeans, a grey shirt, socks, boots. Ordinary clothes. Heavy clothes. Clothes with seams and weight and purpose. He should have felt steadier once he had them on. Instead, every familiar piece seemed to sit over a body he no longer trusted.

At the door, he glanced down the hallway. The bedroom door was open. Beyond it, the wardrobe stood closed. He stomped back and slammed the bedroom door. Pushed everything to the back of his mind.

The plant was the plant. Nothing unusual and that should have helped. It didn’t.

The gate lights buzzed. The gravel lot was full of trucks. Men walked in with lunch pails and coffee cups, shoulders hunched against the morning. The air near the loading bays smelled of diesel and dust. Inside, machines clanged and pressed and shouted in their own language. Forklifts beeped. Metal crates scraped across concrete. Dale was already yelling at somebody about a missing set of tags.

Nothing had changed.

His body still worked. That was one mercy. He lifted. Loaded. Checked parts. Moved when the line moved, stopped when it stopped. His muscles obeyed him, though they ached strangely under the shoulders and through the ribs. He told himself it was from sleeping wrong. He told himself that three times, then stopped because the lie had begun to stink.

Kurt came in ten minutes after the shift started, hatless, beard damp from a shower, coffee in one hand. He looked Rod over.

“Damn.”

Rod did not look at him. “Morning.”

Kurt laughed. “You left early. Thought maybe Kayla circled back.”

“No.”

“Stacy?”

“No.”

“Somebody else?”

Rod’s hand tightened around the next part. “Jesus, Kurt. No.”

Kurt lifted one hand. “All right. Touchy.”

Rod forced himself to breathe. The line moved. They worked. For an hour, Rod almost found rhythm. Lift, check, turn, place. The big ordinary motions of a big ordinary man. Sweat came. Machines drowned thought. He focused on weight in his hands, pressure through his boots, the smell of oil.

Then one of the women from Packing walked by wearing dark red lipstick. Rod’s hand slipped. The part hit the edge of the crate wrong and bounced to the floor with a metal crack. Dale looked over.

“Callan!”

“I got it.”

“Then get it.”

Rod bent to pick it up. His back twinged. For one second, he felt hair brush his shoulder. Long hair. Dark. Hair that wasn’t there. He straightened too fast, part in hand, heart kicking.

Kurt looked at him from the other side of the table.

“You sure you’re all right, bro?”

“I’m fine.”

Kurt studied him.

That was not normal. Kurt joked, shoved, laughed, picked at things until they bled. He did not study. Not unless he was deciding whether a man was about to swing.

At break, Rod went outside instead of to the vending machines. The plant had a smoking area under a crooked metal awning, though half the men who stood there did not smoke anymore. They just needed a place where the walls did not hum.

Rod lit a cigarette with hands that were almost steady.

Kurt followed him out.

“Thought you quit except when drunk.”

“I’m on a health kick. They say smoking is good for you now.”

Kurt leaned against the wall and sipped coffee. “You ain’t right. I can tell.”

Rod blew smoke towards the fence. “You a shrink now?”

Kurt ignored that. “What happened after you left?”

“Went home.”

“To Alice’s?”

“No, Kurt. To the moon.”

“Find those little pillows too much for you?” He forced a grin.

Rod smiled despite himself, but it felt weak. “It’s like sleeping in a flower store.”

“Bet you looked real pretty in there, all curled up.”

The words hit wrong. Not because Kurt meant anything by them. He said pretty the way men like him said it to other men, as an insult tossed light. But the word opened a small door in Rod’s head, and behind it was Alicia in the mirror, red mouth curved, dark hair over one shoulder.

Rod turned on him. “The hell did you say?”

Kurt’s brows lifted. “Easy.”

“What did you say?”

“I said you probably looked pretty surrounded by Alice’s shit. It was a joke.”

Rod stepped closer. Kurt did not move back. That was Kurt. Most men would have. Kurt only straightened, coffee still in hand, eyes cooling.

“You want to do this at work?” Kurt asked.

Rod looked at him.

For one second, he wanted to hit him.

For one second after that, he saw Kurt’s hand at the waist of the woman in white boots and felt something inside his body answer. Not anger. Not only anger.

Rod stepped back like he had touched a live wire. Kurt watched the retreat, and something shifted in his face.

Concern, maybe. Suspicion.

“Rod.”

“I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not, man.”

Rod flicked the cigarette away half-smoked. “Stop saying that.”

“Then stop looking like that.”

“Like what?”

Kurt’s mouth tightened. “Like you got the cancer or something like that.”

Rod shoved past him and went back inside.

The rest of the shift dragged. The plant became too loud and not loud enough. Machinery hammered, but it could not drown out the memory of Alicia’s laugh. Men shouted, but none of them sounded as clear as her whispering Kurt’s name. Rod drank coffee until his stomach turned sour. He ate half his sandwich and threw the rest away.

At lunch, Kurt sat across from him at the picnic table outside the west door. Neither spoke for several minutes. Then Kurt said, “You remember that girl in the white boots?”

Rod stared at his sandwich wrapper. “What about her?”

“Number was real.”

“Congratulations.”

“Don’t be a dick.”

“I’m always a dick.”

“True.” Kurt leaned back. “Might see her tonight.”

“Good for you.”

“She’s got a friend.”

“No.”

“You didn’t hear the details.”

“I don’t need details.”

Kurt laughed. “Since when?”

Rod stood so fast the bench scraped back.

Kurt stopped laughing.

The men at the next table looked over.

Rod stared down at him, fists tight.

“What?” Kurt said, quieter now.

Rod did not know. That was the terrible part. He did not know what had sparked. The thought of going out. The thought of women. The thought of Kurt with white boots. The thought of a friend. The thought of sitting in The Rusty Crow trying to be Rod while Alicia’s photographs sat hidden in his phone like a guilty secret.

“I’m not going out tonight,” he said.

Kurt looked at him for a long second. “Then don’t.”

Rod walked away before the tremor in his hands became visible.

By the time the shift ended, the sun had gone low and red through the dirty plant windows. Rod clocked out, ignored Dale telling him he looked like hammered dog shit, and drove back to Alice’s flat without turning on the radio.

The diner sign flickered. Kids rode bikes near the church. Old Mrs Hanley watered flowers outside the pharmacy. A deputy cruiser sat near the gas station, and the deputy inside was eating chips. The Rusty Crow would be getting ready for another night. Patty wiping the bar. Ray checking the register. The neon crow waiting to bleed red over the gravel lot.

Rod gripped the wheel until his knuckles whitened. At Alice’s building, he parked in the alley and sat in the truck with the engine off. He did not want to go upstairs.

That was the truth.

Not because of Alice’s pillows. Not because of the smell. Because the black case was in the wardrobe behind shoe boxes and winter clothes, and out of sight no longer meant anything. But where else was he going to go?

The stairs creaked under him. The walls smelled like old render and the vape store downstairs. He unlocked Alice’s door, stepped inside and shut it hard behind him.

The flat smelled as it had before.

Flowers. Soap. Stillness.

Rod stood in the middle of the living room, his stomach tightening.

“Nothing happened,” he said. His voice sounded large and stupid in the quiet room.

He grabbed a beer from the cooler. He opened it, as usual drank half straight down. He did not shower. Did not eat. Did not go near the hallway.

He turned on the television.

Some cop show. Then a rerun of something with people buying houses too clean to exist. He watched without hearing or seeing much. The blue light filled the room as evening died outside. The little pillows sat at the other end of the couch, watching him in their dumb pastel way. He kicked one onto the floor and left it there.

He drank a third beer.

His phone sat on the coffee table. He did not remember putting it there. Something weird unfolded in his stomach.

He had not opened the photos again.

He had deleted none of them either.

At nine, Kurt texted. Crow later if you grow a pair. Rod stared at it.

The television turned the room blue. Outside, a truck passed. Upstairs or downstairs, a pipe clicked. Somewhere in the building, someone coughed. Ordinary sounds. Ordinary town. Ordinary Friday turning into late Friday, then into something that belonged to people with better plans.

Rod finished the beer and set the empty on Alice’s glass coffee table without a coaster. That felt like rebellion for about half a second. Then he looked at the ring it left and wiped it with his sleeve.

“Damn it.”

He stood. Not to go to the bedroom. To get another beer. He got one. Opened it. Drank. The hallway waited. He sat down again.

The news came on. A woman with perfect hair talked about a storm system moving in from the west. Rod watched the weather map crawl across counties he knew by road signs and high school football grudges.

He thought about Alicia. The way she had stood.

That was the part that would not leave him. The body had known what to do. The hip turned, the hand in the hair, the smile. Rod had spent his life making his body do things. Lift, shove, swing, hold, push. Alicia’s body had moved like wanting was built into it.

He kicked the little pillow harder this time. It slid under the coffee table.

The bedroom door remained closed. He walked to the kitchen, opened the fridge, stared at yogurt and eggs and almond milk, then slammed it shut.

He could sleep on the couch.

He should sleep on the couch.

Instead, Rod found himself at the mouth of the hallway. He did not remember deciding to go there. One second he was in the kitchen, the next he stood where the hall narrowed, looking towards the closed bedroom door.

His heart had begun to beat harder.

The bedroom door sat shut, white and plain, with the little sign hanging from the brass hook. DO NOT DISTURB. Rod stared at it.

Behind that door, the wardrobe.

Behind the wardrobe door, the boxes.

Behind the boxes, the black case.

Inside the case, the pale suit lying folded like a body waiting to be filled again.

Rod took one step.

Stopped.

Took another.

His hand reached for the bedroom door.

He told himself he was only checking.

Just checking it was still there.

Just making sure the case was shut.

Just making sure the nightmare would stay buried.

His fingers closed around the handle.

The flat seemed to hold its breath again.

Rod opened the door.


Chapter 5: Back to The Suit

Rod stood in the bedroom doorway and stared at the wardrobe.

The television kept flickering in the living room behind him, washing the hall in blue light. Some woman on the news was still talking about rain moving in from the west. Her voice had gone thin through distance and walls, almost drowned by the buzz of the refrigerator and the blood working in Rod’s ears.

Even with the dark and the shadows, he could see that the wardrobe door was not fully closed.

He was sure he had closed it.

He stepped into the bedroom and turned on the light.

The room appeared as it had before: cream bedspread, pale pillows, dresser, mirror, bottles on their tray, brushes in the white cup. The black dress was gone from the floor now, buried in Alice’s laundry basket. The heels were back in the wardrobe where he had put them. The towel had been rinsed and shoved behind the bathroom door because he still had no idea how to wash makeup out of anything.

The floorboards creaked under his boots. He had not taken them off. He had walked through Alice’s clean flat in plant boots and did not care. Or told himself he did not.

He opened the wardrobe, drawing in a deep breath.

Shoes. Boxes. Winter coat. Storage bin. The things he had stacked in front of the black case remained there, mostly. One shoe box leaned at a slight angle. That was all. Rod crouched. His knees cracked.

He moved the boxes aside.

The black case sat exactly where he had shoved it. Matte, plain, cold-looking. No glow. No mystical humming. Just a case. Something Alice might have used for documents or photos, not this strange, frightening thing. The blood was thumping in his temples and he could feel sweat beginning to trickle down his brow. He blinked a couple of times and realized he had been holding his breath.

Rod dragged the case out. It scraped across the wardrobe floor.

The sound made him flinch. He let it go and looked over his shoulder. The light from the TV bounced around the hallway walls.

“Goddamn it,” he muttered. Every fibre in his body seemed to be warning him of danger. But he couldn’t help himself. For some reason, he couldn’t resist.

The clasp gave easily under his thumb.

Inside, the suit lay folded.

Pale. Smooth. Limp. Slightly creased but otherwise featureless.

Rod sat back on the floor with the case open in front of him. He was sober now. That mattered. The first time, he had been drunk and curious and stupid. He had stepped into the thing because beer had made the room softer at the edges and pride had done the rest. The first time had an excuse.

This time he had none.

He looked at the suit for a long time, refusing to touch it again.

The television voice murmured down the hallway. Rain by morning. Maybe storms after that.

Rod remembered the instructions, though the paper was still half-hidden beneath the folded suit. The words seemed to be burned into his brain now. Do not wear while intoxicated. There. See? He was not.

Do not use if unwilling to surrender bodily control.

That one he did not like. He knew what it meant now.

Prolonged use may result in identity dominance. That one he didn’t quite understand but he didn’t like that either. It sounded way to ‘final’.

He could have sat there for an eternity but he finally reached into the case and touched the suit with two fingers.

The material was cool again. Dormant, maybe.

Nothing happened.

“See?”

He did not know who he was talking to. The room. Alice. The thing. Himself. He picked up the folded instruction sheet and opened it. Same words. Same calm black print. Nothing new. No explanation of Alicia. No warning that said, by the way, if you wake up with photos of a woman in your phone, you may be in big, big trouble.

What the hell had happened last night? He searched his memory but there just seemed to be a big, black hole. That was what he needed. A reasonable explanation of what happened. Maybe the suit had drugs in it. Some chemical absorbed through the skin. Maybe he had blacked out and dressed himself. Maybe the photos were someone else, some trick, some app, some Alice nonsense. Maybe he had lost his mind.

If he put the suit on sober, he would know. It sounded stupid and dangerous but he needed to know.

He could stay in control. Stay Rod. Observe. See where the trick began. Take it off before anything went too far. He would be ready this time. He would not panic. He would not let the girl rise up and take him. He would hold on to his name. His skin prickled and goosebumps suddenly rose on his thick forearms despite the heat in the room. It was like he was addicted to some kind of drug – he wanted to resist but the more he crouched there in Alice’s bedroom looking at the bodysuit, the more he felt himself dissolving, his masculinity screaming but not being heard.

“Damn it,” he whispered.

He stood and stripped. Not fast this time. Boots first, left then right. Socks. Belt. Jeans. Work shirt. Underwear.

Each piece came off and made the room worse. Naked in Alice’s bedroom, he felt less like a man proving something and more like an animal that had wandered into a trap it had already seen sprung. He stood there, big and hard and bare, with the suit in the box and the mirror catching too much of him.

Rod looked at his reflection.

Broad shoulders. Thick chest. Heavy arms. Hair across the chest and stomach. Scar near the left hip from a roofing nail. Bruise on one thigh from work. Broken nose. Jaw like a shovel blade. His flesh glimmered in the light and a voice in his head suddenly giggled and said “My aren’t you a hunk.”

Rod blinked and realised his cock had stiffened as if he was excited at seeing himself. That surge of sexual energy seemed to spur him on.

He picked up the suit. It unfolded over his hands and seemed to drip onto the floor like a fluid thing. The cold of it passed into his palms. He hated that he remembered how to enter it. Hated more that his body seemed to remember too. One foot, then the other. Pull up over the legs. The material stretched around his calves, thighs, hips. He moved slowly, watching the mirror, forcing himself to breathe.

No drink in him now.

No excuses.

The suit slid up his torso.

He pushed his arms into it. The fingers stretched over his own. The pale skin closed around his hands. He worked the material up over his shoulders and felt the same tightening across his back.

He reached behind himself.

This was the hard part. The back seam waited, open from spine to neck. He could leave it there. Step out. Laugh at himself. Put the suit back in the box and carry it to the river. Throw it in and watch it float away or sink. He could do all of that.

Instead, he sealed it.

Base of spine.

Click.

Lower back.

Click.

Middle.

Click.

Between the shoulder blades.

His breathing came faster.

Neck.

The final seal closed.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Rod stood before Alice’s mirror in the blank pale suit, sober and sweating. His half erect cock showed through the thin silicon. He looked like an idiot and was about to laugh at his own stupidity.

The suit tightened.

Not as violently as before. The first pull ran up his spine and brought every memory back with it. Rod bent forward, jaw clenched, hands on his knees. The pain was there, yes, but faster this time, more efficient. The suit knew the path now. That thought frightened him so badly he nearly lost the little control he had.

His shoulders began to narrow.

Rod forced himself to watch.

That had been part of his plan. Watch, understand, master it. But there was no mastering the sight of his body abandoning him. The broad frame tightened inward. Muscle softened. His chest shifted. His ribs drew smaller under the pale skin. His waist pulled in as if an invisible hand had tightened a belt inside him.

He gripped the dresser as he had the night before. Perfume bottles rattled again.

His hips widened. He gasped.

The sound came higher than before, halfway between grunt and cry. His thighs changed, thick work muscle smoothing into softer curves. His height dropped in a strange lurch that made the room climb around him. The dresser rose. The mirror rose. The bed seemed wider.

His hands shrank on the dresser edge. The big knuckles smoothed. Fingers thinned. Nails lengthened slightly. The suit’s pale surface sank into them, or they sank into it. There was no difference anymore.

He felt the breasts begin.

The pressure rose from inside his chest, hot and tender, swelling forward. He clenched his jaw until his teeth hurt. He would not cry out. He would not. The forms of his body pushed against the suit that was not a suit, and then there they were, soft and heavy and sensitive, changing his balance as if the room had tilted.

His face followed.

Jaw, nose, mouth, eyes. The mirror blurred with tears he refused to admit were there. His lips filled. His cheekbones lifted. His lashes darkened. Long dark hair spilled down again, sliding over his shoulders, falling forward around his face.

The pain peaked.

Then fell away.

Rod stood shaking in front of the mirror.

Alicia’s body looked back.

Petite. Curved. Smooth. Dark-haired. Naked except for the skin that had become skin. Pretty enough to make Rod’s stomach twist with a feeling that was not only horror. His eyes dropped to the flat space between her legs and something caught in Rod’s throat. My God, she was almost perfect.

This was where he had to hold on. He slammed both hands on the dresser as he tried to focus.

“Rod,” he said. “My name is Rod.”

The voice was high and female.

“Rod Callan.”

The name came out wrong, but it came out.

Good.

Again.

“Rod Callan.”

The woman in the mirror looked frightened. Her breasts rose and fell, the nipples jutting out. Her hair hung around her face. She looked ridiculous saying his name.

But Rod was still there.

He laughed once, harsh and breathless.

“There. See? I’m still here.”

The girl inside did not laugh back.

Last time, she had laughed. Last time, she had risen like a thing waiting for its cue. This time there was silence in him. A soft, dark silence with someone moving behind it.

The silence warmed.

He felt it in the chest first, not the breasts themselves but deeper, behind the ribs. A loosening. An easing of panic. His thoughts, which had been sharp and frantic, began to lose their edges. He tried to clutch at them.

He dug his new nails into his palm.

Pain flashed.

Good.

“Rod,” he said again.

The woman’s voice trembled.

Not enough.

The silence opened.

Alicia came through.

There was no battle worth calling a battle.

Rod had imagined a fight this time. Him braced inside his skull, pushing back while the other self tried to take the wheel. He had imagined fists, shouting, a man holding a door closed against a woman on the other side.

It was not like that.

It was more like a light going off in one room and coming on in another.

Rod vanished.

Alicia opened her eyes.

She stood naked in Alice’s bedroom with one hand curled against her chest and the other resting on the dresser. For a moment, she did not move. She let the body settle around her, hips, waist, breasts, hair. The air touched her skin. The room smelled of perfume, stale beer and male fear.

She smiled.

“Poor Rod,” she said.

The voice sounded clearer now.

More hers.

She turned her head and looked at the bed, where his clothes lay in a rough pile. Jeans, shirt, underwear, boots. Big things. Heavy things. They looked ugly on Alice’s pale bedspread.

Alicia wrinkled her nose. “Yuk!”

She stepped away from them.

Her balance came more easily now. Bare feet first, then a slow turn in front of the mirror. Her hips moved naturally. The hair brushed her back. She lifted it with one hand and let it fall. The gesture pleased her. Everything pleased her simply because it belonged to her.

The blank state of the first night was gone.

She knew where things were.

Dresser. Wardrobe. Lingerie drawer. Makeup. Jewellery. Shoes. The phone on the bedside table. Rod’s phone. His messages. His life carried in a black rectangle he had never thought to protect from her.

It was time to get ready.

First, clothes.

Alicia opened the top drawer.

Alice’s lingerie waited in neat rows. This time Alicia did not choose in a rush. She stood with one hip tilted, fingertips moving over lace and satin, considering. Black had worked last time, but black was too obvious for what she wanted now. Tonight required something that could move from Alice’s bedroom to the street without looking like a dare too soon.

She selected a pale pink set.

The bra was soft and pretty, with lace cups and a small bow between them. Rod would have mocked the bow. Alicia touched it and smiled.

“Cute,” she said.

She put on the panties first, then the bra. Alice was not exactly her size, but the suit solved little problems like that as if it enjoyed them. The straps sat where they should. The cups filled. The waist looked smaller above the line of lace.

She studied herself in the mirror.

A woman in pink lingerie looked back, dark hair tumbling around her shoulders.

Good.

But not enough.

She opened the wardrobe.

The dresses came first. She had worn black last time. Now she wanted to know what else she could be. She drew out a floral summer dress and held it against herself. Too sweet. She tried a blue wrap dress. Nice, but too Alice. She pulled out a short red dress and smiled, then put it back. Later.

She found jeans folded on a shelf. Tight, dark, with a little stretch. Ah! A cute, short denim skirt. Alicia stepped into it and drew it up over her hips. The denim clung beautifully. She fastened it and turned sideways.

“Oh, yes.”

The words came out low and pleased.

She found a soft white blouse, thin enough to hint at the pink beneath if the light caught it. She buttoned it halfway, then unbuttoned one more because she liked the line of her throat. A belt. Not Alice’s neat narrow one. A little brown leather belt with a small brass buckle. It gave the waist shape and made the jeans look less borrowed.

Then boots.

Alice had boots in the wardrobe, but most were wrong. Too sensible. Too city. Alicia wanted something fit for Mill Road at night. At the back, beneath a garment bag, she found a pair of tan ankle boots with a narrow heel. Not cowboy boots, but close enough.

She put them on and walked once across the room.

The step changed her.

Less formal than heels. More grounded. Still feminine. The boots clicked softly on the floorboards, not the high sharp sound from last time, but something steadier. Alicia liked that.

She went to the dresser.

She began with foundation. Quicker now. Less hesitation. Her hands knew the shape of her face. Concealer, powder, brows. She darkened the eyes more than Alice would have. Mascara, then a thin line that made them sharper. Blush. Lipstick.

Not red tonight.

Gloss.

A soft pink gloss that made her lips look wet and bright under the bedroom light.

She leaned closer to the mirror and smiled.

The smile needed practice.

Not because she did not know how. Because there were different smiles for different uses. She tried a sweet one first. Too easy. Then a shy one. Useful, but false in a way that annoyed her. Then a slow one, mouth just curved, eyes watching from under dark lashes.

There.

That was the one.

She practised it again.

She tried a laugh next. Quiet. Then brighter. The brighter one sounded like the laugh Rod had heard in his head.

That amused her.

She found earrings in the shell-shaped dish. Hoops, small enough not to look like she had tried too hard, big enough to catch light. She put them on, then chose a little necklace. Perfume next. One spray at the throat. One on the wrist. She nearly dabbed between her breasts again and smiled at herself for remembering.

Then she saw the phone.

Rod’s phone sat on the bedside table, face down.

Alicia walked to it slowly.

It looked crude in her hand. Heavy case, cracked corner, smudge across the screen. She pressed the button. The screen lit.

Her own face looked back.

The photo from last night.

Alicia in the black dress, smiling as if she had already known this moment would come.

She entered Rod’s passcode without thinking.

Of course she knew it.

Messages.

Kurt was near the top.

Kurt: you alive?

Kurt: don’t tell me Alice’s pillows killed you

Kurt: Crow later if you grow a pair

Alicia laughed.

She opened the thread and scrolled.

Work complaints. Crude jokes. Photos of machine parts gone wrong. A picture of Kurt holding a catfish by the mouth. A meme so stupid Alicia stared at it for three seconds and still did not understand why Rod had replied with laughing faces. Plans for The Rusty Crow. Comments about women. Stacy. Kayla. A woman in white boots.

Kurt’s photo appeared in a contact image Rod had taken without caring about quality.

He was leaning against his truck in the plant lot, one boot crossed over the other, cowboy hat low, beard dark, arms folded across his chest. Work shirt rolled at the sleeves. Heavy forearms. Strong hands. A half-smile that did not ask permission to be liked.

Alicia studied him.

Kurt Packer.

Rod’s friend. Rod’s equal, or near enough. The man Rod measured himself against without admitting it. The man who walked into The Rusty Crow and made women turn their heads before he said anything. The man who could be kind and mean in the same breath and make both sound like he had earned the right.

Alicia touched the screen.

Her thumb rested over the picture of his hand.

Desire moved through her, clean and unashamed.

She liked his hard jaw. She liked the beard. She liked the hat, though Rod had mocked it. She liked the way his body seemed built out of work, bad habits and command. She liked imagining those hands on her waist, not because she thought she would vanish under them, but because the thought of being held by that kind of strength made the body warm.

She considered typing as herself, but the number was Rod’s. That would require care.

She wrote: not going Crow tonight?

Then she paused.

Too plain.

She deleted it.

Typed: you at Crow?

Deleted.

She smiled and typed:

You still chasing white boots or did she wise up?

She sent it.

The reply came less than thirty seconds later.

Kurt: look who woke up

Kurt: she had work early

Kurt: why you care jealous?

Alicia sat on the bed, crossing one leg over the other.

That movement pleased her too.

She typed: just checking if the hat worked

Kurt: hat always works

Alicia: on women with poor eyesight?

Kurt: you got mouth tonight
 

Kurt: Crow in an hour. Come out and say it to my face

Alicia watched the words.

Come out.

Say it to my face.

She imagined walking into The Rusty Crow as Rod.

No.

That belonged to someone else.

She imagined walking in as Alicia. Not to Kurt as Rod’s friend. To Kurt as a woman he had never seen before. A woman who knew his jokes, his pride, the rhythm of his voice. A woman he would look at.

Really look at.

Her smile deepened.

She typed: maybe

Kurt: maybe means no when you say it

Alicia: maybe means maybe when a girl says it

She sent it before she could overthink the risk.

The reply took longer.

Kurt: what girl?

Alicia looked at the screen, then at herself in the mirror.

The pale pink gloss. The dark hair. The tight skirt. The blouse open at the throat. The little boots. The small woman sitting on Alice’s bed with Rod Callan’s phone in her hand and Kurt Packer beginning to lean, unknowingly, towards the trap.

She typed: you’ll see

Then she turned the phone off.

For a moment she sat still, listening.

The television still murmured in the living room. The refrigerator hummed. A truck rolled by outside and faded. From below came the faint electronic buzz of the vape store sign.

Alicia stood.

There were practical problems. Money, keys, phone, ID. Rod’s wallet sat on the dresser, thick and ugly. Alicia opened it. Cash. Driver’s licence with Rod’s face. Plant ID. A debit card. Cash would do.

She took four twenties and a ten.

Keys next.

She found Alice’s small purse in the wardrobe. Cream leather, pretty but too sweet. No. She dug further and found a black crossbody bag, simple enough. She put the cash inside, Alice’s lipstick, a compact, keys, and Rod’s phone. The phone worried her. If Kurt called Rod while Alicia stood in front of him, complications could follow. But she needed it.

She looked once more at Rod’s clothes on the floor.

They were a heap beside the bed. Work jeans. Shirt. Boots. Underwear. Heavy male things discarded like a skin.

Alicia stepped over them.

At the bedroom door, she stopped and looked back.

The black case lay open at the bottom of the wardrobe. The instruction sheet rested on the bed where Rod had thrown it. The suit itself was gone, of course. Not visible. Not separate. It lived as skin now, warm and complete.

She touched her own arm.

Smooth.

Then her waist.

Then her mouth.

She smiled.

“Thank you, Rod,” she said.

She turned off the bedroom light and walked down the hallway.

In the living room, blue television light washed over Alice’s cushions and the kicked pillow under the coffee table. Alicia paused to pick it up. She placed it back on the couch, patting it once into shape. She turned off the TV and headed to the door.

The hallway outside smelled of old wood, carpet dust and faint sugar from the vape store downstairs. She locked the flat behind her, the key turning neatly in her hand. The stairs sang under her boots as she descended.

Mill Road at night waited for her.

Dark shopfronts. Parked trucks. The road shining faintly under streetlights. Somewhere west, The Rusty Crow was waking up in neon and noise, men in cowboy hats leaning on the bar, women laughing with painted mouths, Kurt Packer probably wondering what the hell Rod had meant.

Alicia breathed in.

The night air smelled of rain coming, hot asphalt, beer from somewhere nearby, and the plant far off at the edge of town.

She stepped out.

For the first time, the small-town night saw Alicia.

And it made room.


Chapter 6: The Rusty Crow

The Rusty Crow looked different from the sidewalk maybe because Alicia saw it as a woman walking in alone.

That made it another place entirely.

The gravel shifted under her little boots. The night had turned damp and warm, with rain still somewhere west of town but not here yet. The neon crow buzzed above the door, bleeding red over the building’s warped boards and the wet shine of parked trucks. Its beak flickered off, then on, then off again, like it was trying to speak and losing the nerve.

A group of men stood near the entrance, smoking and talking too loudly. Plant men, mostly. Not Line Four, but close enough. Men Rod knew by face if not by name. One had a hat pushed back on his head. Another wore a sleeveless denim shirt and a tattoo of an eagle that looked more like a sick chicken.

They noticed Alicia.

Of course they did.

Their conversation changed shape as she approached. Not stopping. Men like that rarely stopped at once. They slowed around the edges. One of them looked at her legs, then her face. Another took a drag from his cigarette and forgot to blow it out until too late. The man in the hat shifted aside before she reached the door.

“Evening,” he said.

Alicia looked at him, not smiling too much.

“Evening.”

The word came out smooth and light. She could smell her own perfume, in contrast the rugged scent of the man.

His eyes followed a line from her mouth down to her breasts.

She liked that.

Rod had liked being the man watched at the bar. Alicia discovered, in that first red wash of neon, that being watched in a certain way was something quite thrilling. It made men step aside before you had asked them to. It made eyes linger a touch too long.

She reached the door.

The man in the sleeveless shirt opened it.

“Here you go, honey.”

Alicia gave him a small smile. “Thank you.”

Inside, the noise flooded over her.

Music first. Some country song with a guitar line hard enough to survive bad speakers. Then voices, laughter, pool balls cracking, boots scuffing through sawdust, Ray Tull shouting from the far end of the bar. The place smelled of beer, fried onions, perfume, denim damp from sweat, floor cleaner failing in its life’s work, and the faint illegal edge of a certain kind of smoke from people who believed rules were for other counties.

Alicia paused just inside the door, giving herself the half-second to draw it all in. The electricity of the night. Her dark hair fell loose over one shoulder. Her soft blouse skimmed her waist. The tight skirt shaped her hips and legs in a way that had already made two men outside ogle her without apology. The boots gave her enough height to move with feminine elegance that was a notch above the usual girls that frequented The Crow.

A few men glanced over at her now. Women too. The women’s looks were quicker and sharper. They measured the outfit, the hair, the confidence, the possible threat. One woman near the jukebox looked Alicia up and down, then returned to her friend with a little shrug that asked who this new girl was.

Alicia smiled to herself.

She moved towards the bar.

Her hips found the rhythm without any effort now. Not exaggerated. Not a show for those watching. Just the natural sway of a woman in a skirt and heeled boots walking over sawdust while men pretended they were not watching. The crossbody bag rested against her hip.

Patty was working the bar.

Alicia knew Patty through Rod’s memories. Early forties, blonde hair always pinned up badly, sharp mouth, thick wrists, eyes that missed little and forgave less. Patty had once refused Rod service after he called a deputy a church mouse with a gun. He had considered that unfair at the time.

Now Patty looked at Alicia as she approached and gave her the quick bartender assessment: age, state of drunkenness, trouble level, tip likelihood.

“What can I get you, honey?”

Alicia slid onto the stool. “Vodka soda. Lime if you’ve got it.”

“Got it.”

Patty filled the glass. Her eyes flicked over Alicia again. “You new around here?”

“Passing through.”

“Through Mill Road?” Patty said. “You get lost?”

“A little.”

Patty gave a dry laugh and set the drink down. “That’s how most folks end up here.”

Alicia paid cash.

“You meeting someone?” Patty asked.

“Maybe.”

“That means yes around here.”

“If you say so.”

Patty grinned despite herself. “All right.” She looked up and down the bar. “Don’t let them scare you. Bark’s worse than their bite.”

Alicia took the drink and turned on the stool.

The room opened before her.

Tables near the dance floor. Pool in the back. Two dartboards nobody used properly. The jukebox glowing in the corner like a cheap shrine. A line of hats along the bar. Women with curled hair and tight dresses. Men in work shirts, boots, belt buckles, tattoos. The red neon crow reflected in the mirror behind the bottles, as if the whole place seemed to have something watching from above and behind.

No Kurt. Not yet.

Alicia sipped her drink. Rod would have taken beer. Or whiskey. Something hard and simple. Alicia liked the cold fizz, the clean bite of lime, the way lipstick touched the rim. She turned the glass in her hand and looked at the pink gloss print left there.

Pleasure moved through her, quiet and bright.

A man came over within three minutes.

He was young, maybe twenty-five, with a narrow face and a shirt open at the chest. He leaned one elbow on the bar beside her and smiled like he had a right to be there. He was too skinny and not too masculine, though he wanted to be.

“Haven’t seen you in here before.”

Alicia looked at him. “No.”

“You from West Laketon?”

“No.”

“Passing through?”

“Obviously.”

He blinked. “I’m Dean.”

“I’m sure.”

His smile faltered. Alicia took another sip.

Dean looked at her mouth, then down at her body, then back to her eyes as if ticking all the boxes. She wondered how excited he was, looking at her. “You got a name?”

“Yes.”

He waited.

She let him.

Alicia learned something then. Silence made men like Dean sweat. Dean laughed awkwardly. “You’re a tough one.”

“No. I’m having a drink and minding my own business.”

That might have become unpleasant if Patty had not passed behind the bar at that moment and said, “Dean, your brother’s looking for you.”

Dean glanced over. “He is?”

“He will be when I tell him you’re bothering the customers again.”

Dean understood enough. He lifted both hands, still trying to make a joke of it.

“See you around,” he said to Alicia.

He left.

Patty wiped the bar near Alicia’s glass. “He’s harmless when sober.”

“Is he sober?”

“No.”

“Then thank you.”

Patty gave her another look. “You got a way about you.”

Alicia smiled. “Do I?”

“Like you know how to handle yourself.”

The door opened again. A gust of damp air came with it. Alicia did not turn at once.

She felt the room change. Not hugely. Not like when a fight began or a woman with a bad reputation entered in a short red dress. This was subtler. A small tightening in men near the door. A recognition. Space being made because somebody with a reputation had arrived.

She looked into the mirror behind the bar first.

He stood just inside the entrance, shaking rain that had not yet fully started from the brim of his hat. Dark cowboy hat tonight. Denim shirt. Jeans worn slightly loose. Boots. Belt buckle dull silver. Beard trimmed. Shoulders heavy beneath the shirt.

Kurt scanned the room. His gaze passed over the tables, the dance floor, the bar.

It found Alicia.

There was no recognition.

Not even a flicker.

Kurt Packer, who had known Rod Callan for more than ten years, who had worked beside him, drunk beside him, fought beside him, slept on his couch and mocked his life, looked at Alicia and saw a woman.

Only a woman.

His eyes moved from her hair to her face, then lower and back up. Not crude but not polite either. It was more calculating. It touched what it looked at. Alicia felt it at her throat, her waist, her thighs, then in her stomach. And it made her squirm deliciously inside.

Kurt started towards the bar.

Patty saw him coming and reached for a beer before he asked.

“You on your own, honey?”

“You know it.”

“Rod not dangling his carrot with you this evening.”

“Fucker’s gone AWOL. Been acting weird all day.”

His voice was rough from work, drink, too many cigarettes, and a life in Mill Road. Alicia heard Rod’s memories of that voice and felt something twist. Rod’s memories had no place to go now, so they became useful. She knew Kurt’s tones. When he was joking. When he was pushing. When he was close to anger. When he was deciding if someone was worth the trouble. And how to get him, maybe, to react.

He took the beer from Patty, then turned to Alicia.

“Seat taken?”

There were three empty stools between them.

Alicia glanced at them. “Depends which seat.”

His mouth moved.

Good. He liked that.

He chose the stool beside her but left half a space, close enough to make intention clear, far enough not to insult her intelligence.

“I’m Kurt.”

He took a drink. Alicia watched his hand around the bottle. Big hand. Work hand. Small scar near the thumb. A slipped blade on a job years ago. Alicia had no right to know it, so she did not look too long. Kurt noticed anyway.

“You always study men like that?”

“Only when they’re close enough.”

“You didn’t tell me to move.”

“No.”

His smile sharpened slightly. “Good.”

There was command in him even when he was smiling. Alicia felt it and enjoyed the power it seemed to have over her. As if he could suddenly ask something and she would be unable to resist.

The jukebox shifted to something slower and dirtier. Two women whooped near the dance floor. A man yelled for Ray to turn it up. Ray ignored him. The neon crow flashed red in the bar mirror above Kurt’s shoulder, making his reflection look briefly stained.

“Texted my buddy earlier. Weird message. Think he might be having a nervous breakdown over some woman. You don’t know him, do you? A guy called Rod.”

“I know of Rod. Never met him.”

“Everybody knows of Rod.”

“I’m new in town.”

Kurt laughed again. “Staying long?”

“Haven’t decided yet.”

“And me, have you heard of me in the short time you’ve been here?” he asked.

She looked him over deliberately this time.

Hat. Beard. Shoulders. Hands. Denim. Boots. That stillness in him.

“No.”

Kurt’s eyes darkened with amusement. He didn’t seem put out though maybe he was deep down. He was interested and he was feeling his way forward, not wanting to make a mistake. It was a bit like he was fishing and had just hooked a plump salmon and was figuring out how to get it to shore.

“So, what’s your name girl.” She looked at him and smiled. He nodded towards her glass. “You want another?”

“I’m not finished with this one.”

“People usually drink quicker around here.” He pushed his hat back a little. “Tell me, Alicia, are you the kind of girl who likes to get drunk and crazy?”

“When it’s worth it.”

Alicia felt the warmth of that settle low. She did not show it. Not much.

Patty appeared with a towel over one shoulder, pretending not to listen and absolutely listening. “You bothering her, Kurt?”

“Not yet.”

Alicia looked at Patty. “He’s behaving.”

Kurt ordered another beer and then looked at Alicia. She raised her glass and he shouted across the bar, “And whatever it that this girl is drinking, Patty.” Kurt leaned closer by half an inch. “So, you from nearby?”

“No.”

“You’re not too big on conversation.” He laughed, but this time his gaze stayed sharper. “Okay. What should I ask?”

That was better. Alicia liked that he adjusted without retreating. Their drinks arrived. She looked towards the dance floor. “You could ask if I dance.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

He set down his beer. “Then come on.”

She looked back at him. “Do you actually dance?”

“I’ve got some moves, girl.”

He stood. There was no fuss in it. He did not hold out a hand like a gentleman in a film, and he did not grab. He simply rose, looked at her, and waited as if the next step was obvious.

Alicia stayed seated one second longer. She felt her skin tingle in a way that was more intoxicating than the alcohol. She put down her glass, slid from the stool and followed.

The dance floor was not full, but enough people moved there to let bodies hide among bodies. A few couples turned close. Two girls danced together near the jukebox, laughing at a man who tried to join in and failed miserably. The floorboards were old and marked by years of boots. Sawdust gathered at the edges.

Kurt turned to face her.

“Still want to?”

Alicia smiled. “You afraid I’ll say no?”

“No.”

“Then why ask?”

His hand moved, not touching her yet. “Because you’d make no sound interesting.”

Alicia stepped closer. Kurt’s hand came to her waist. The contact went through her so hard she nearly lost the smile. He was warm. Solid. Larger than her in a way that made the whole room seem far away. His fingers rested at her waist, firm and sure, not wandering. His other hand took hers. The size difference was obscene in its plainness. Her hand looked small in his. Her wrist delicate. Her nails, painted in Alice’s pale polish, dainty against his skin.

The music was slow enough. Kurt moved better than men expected him to, which Alicia already knew from Rod’s memories but understood differently now. The feel of him suddenly so close to her threatened to take her breath away. She could feel a warmth spreading through her body, flowing gently down to the space between her legs.

His eyes remained on her face.

“You dance well,” he said.

“So do you.”

“Surprised?”

“A little.”

“You thought I’d stomp around in the hat?”

“I do have a thing for cowboys,” she said without thinking. Her voice was a little breathless.

Kurt laughed, and his hand tightened slightly at her waist. “Most girls do. It’s the wilderness spirit, I think.”

She wanted to lean closer.

She did not.

Not yet.

The song rolled on. Red neon flashed in the mirror. Boots moved around them. Someone shouted from the bar. A woman nearby laughed into a man’s shoulder. The Rusty Crow had its cowboy heart, but Alicia felt it beating under her feet now. She had entered it and the place had not swallowed her. It had changed to fit her. Or she had changed to fit it.

“So, you got a name?” Kurt asked.

Alicia looked up at him. She could lie. She could choose anything. Ashley. Megan. Beth. Some name that belonged to the town.  But the name had come before the clothes, before the bar, before Kurt’s hand at her waist. It had risen from inside the suit like a truth that did not care who approved.

Kurt’s mouth curved. “That hard a question?”

“No.”

“Then?”

The song slowed near its end. His hand stayed at her waist. His body stood between her and the rest of the room, broad and steady, smelling faintly of beer, soap, denim and heat.

Alicia smiled.

“Alicia,” she said and looked up into his eyes.


Chapter 7: Kurt is Smitten

Kurt Packer woke with Alicia’s mouth in his head.

Not a kiss. Not exactly. He had not kissed her. He was sure of that, though he had thought about it hard enough during the night that his mind had started filling in the missing parts like a drunk man trying to explain himself.

He woke before the alarm, lying on his back in the narrow bed at Mrs Donnelly’s place, one arm thrown over his eyes, the sheet kicked down to his hips.

The room smelled like a confirmed bachelor’s pad, his work boots, oil from a gasket he had been cleaning over the sink and the heat trapped under the old roof. His digs were not much. One upstairs room in a house owned by a widow who rented to men from the plant and pretended she was concerned about their welfare. Bed, dresser, chair, small fan that clicked when it turned left, one window facing the alley, brown carpet older some of the boys who sat outside O’Malley’s of an evening.

It was enough.

Kurt had never needed much from a room. A place to sleep or bring girls (which Agnes Donnelly didn’t seem to mind). A place to shower. A place to put his boots. Men who needed room ended up getting married and selling their life away. That wasn’t Kurt, not by a long way. He was still young and he had wild oats to sow. It never occurred to him that time was wearing on and that the life he led had some sort of expiry date. He worked, he drank, he fucked quite often and he maintained his masculine balance. It was all a place like Mill Road asked of you.

But that morning, the room felt empty in the wrong way. He lowered his arm and looked at the ceiling.

Alicia.

Dark hair. Pink pouting mouth. The way she had looked at him in the mirror behind the bar before turning properly. The mysterious delay before she finally gave him her name as if it was a Rubicon crossed that could not be reversed. Her hand small in his. Her body fitting against him on the dance floor with that mixture of strength and softness that had gone through him faster than whiskey.

He had known plenty of women.

That was not bragging. It was just fact. Mill Road was small, but there were always women passing through the Crow, women from West Laketon who wanted a real man for the night, women at cookouts, women bored enough to mistake him for a better idea than he had any right to be. He knew the ones who wanted trouble and the ones who wanted attention. He knew the ones pretending to be wild and the ones who were. He knew how to lean on a bar, how to wait, how to let silence do work that dumb boys tried to do with chatter. And he looked the part, of course. The rugged cowboy though the last time he had been on a horse was at an entertainment park in West Laketon when he was five.

Alicia should have been easy to place. Another pretty girl passing through looking for some masculine attention.

She was not. For some reason, she was different and he had known that the moment he set eyes on her.

Kurt sat up and rubbed both hands over his face. His beard scratched against his palms. The fan clicked left, clicked right, clicked left. Outside, a garbage truck groaned somewhere on Main Street. A dog barked twice and then quit. Morning in Mill Road came in pieces, most of them mundane.

He reached for his phone.

No messages.

He checked anyway.

Nothing from Alicia, she had refused to give her number when he asked for it last night, saying she had left her phone back at her apartment. Nothing from Rod either, except the strange exchange from last night.

Rod had been weird all day. Not drunk weird. Not broke weird. Not Stacy-threw-a-bottle-at-my-head weird. Something else. Twitchy. Angry. Hollow around the eyes. Like a man listening to bad news through a wall. Maybe he was coming down with something like he said.

Kurt put the phone down. His mind turned back to Alicia, wondering what it would be like to finally take her, hard and passionately, the feel of her soft flesh beneath his hands, the press of her lips and hardness of his cock as she held it in her small hands. He felt an immediate stirring beneath the sheets and contemplated relieving himself but then slapped himself across the face to wake up properly.

“Hell,” he said.

His deep voice filled the room and ended the dream of her for about two seconds. She was going to be in his head all day, he could tall.

Kurt got out of bed and crossed to the kitchenette and sink in the corner. Mrs Donnelly called it an efficiency room because she liked words that made rent sound fair. The sink coughed brownish water for half a second before clearing. Kurt splashed his face and looked in the small mirror.

He liked what he saw well enough.

Not pretty. He had no use for pretty. Strong. That was the word that mattered. Strong jaw, hard eyes, shoulders thick from work, arms built from years of moving things that resisted being moved. He had begun lifting in high school because he discovered early that strength was a superpower if a man knew how to wear it properly. Not just for fighting, though there had been plenty of that. Strength changed conversations before they started. It made men think twice. It made women look again, then decide whether they wanted danger close or far away.

Kurt understood strength.

He trusted it more than he trusted kindness, money, family, promises or God.

His father had been strong in the wrong way. Heavy hands, weak spine. A man who could hit a boy but could not hold a job longer than a season. Kurt had learned from him mostly by deciding not to become him. He learned to use strength clean when he could and hard when he had to. He learned that a man did not need to shout if his shoulders said enough. He learned that asking twice was usually a mistake.

Masculinity, to Kurt, had never been complicated.

You carried your weight. You kept your word unless the other person broke theirs. You worked. You paid. You did not whine about life and the universe but you could bitch about your boss till the drink took hold. You did not back off from a fight no matter who was standing in front of you. You took care of what was yours.

Femininity was not complicated either, at least he had never thought so.

Women were soft where men were hard. Bright where men were dull. More careful, more dangerous, more able to destroy a man without touching him if he was stupid enough to hand them the blade. He liked women feminine. He did not pretend otherwise. Hair, scent, mouth, hips, dresses, boots, nails, the way a woman could make a whole room shift by crossing it slowly. He liked the difference. He liked the traditional pull between hard and soft. When a lady piqued his interest, he tried his luck. Sex could be functional or passionate, he didn’t much mind which.

Alicia had been all difference and it had drawn him to her in a way that hadn’t happened for a long while.  She had stepped into The Rusty Crow and made him feel that difference like heat under his shirt.

Kurt shaved around his beard, washed under his arms, dressed for the plant. Jeans. Work shirt. Boots. Hat left on the chair for later. He looked once more at his phone.

No message.

He went downstairs.

Mrs Donnelly was in the kitchen in a blue robe, smoking under the extractor fan because she thought that made it not count.

“You’re early,” she said.

“Couldn’t sleep.”

“Guilty conscience?”

“Don’t keep one.”

She looked at him over her cigarette. “That’ll catch up with you.”

“Everything does.”

She seemed to like that answer or dislike it in a way that amused her. “Coffee’s in the pot.”

Kurt poured some into a travel mug and left before she could ask anything else.

The plant looked meaner than usual in the morning. Low grey sky above it, chain-link fence, floodlights still pale against the daylight, trucks pulling in one after another. Men climbed out stiff and silent, lunch pails in hand, faces already set against the day. The big building hummed before you reached the door.

Rod’s black Ford was already there.

That was unusual.

Rod liked to arrive late enough that Dale could yell and early enough that Dale could not write him up. He treated clocks like suggestions and preferred to be rebellious than compliant. That was one of the things Kurt liked about him.

Kurt parked beside his pickup and sat for a moment.

The Ford looked the same. Cracked taillight. Pine air freshener dangling from the mirror. Fast food bags visible through the passenger window. Nothing strange there. Trucks told stories in Mill Road, but this one was not telling him much today. He and Rod had been buddies for as long as Kurt could remember, ever since Rod had punched out a bully who had been trying to kick ten types of shit out of Kurt in the schoolyard.

Inside, the plant swallowed him whole.

Noise. Heat. Oil. Dust. Men moving under bright lights. Dale was already yelling even though it was early because Dale considered shouting a leadership style. Forklifts chirped and backed up. A line jammed somewhere near shipping.

Rod was at Line Four as usual.

He looked like hell.

Not hungover. Rod wore hangovers well enough and he was still young enough to weather a heavy night at The Crow and still put in a shift. This was worse. His skin looked grey under the plant lights. His eyes had that bloodshot shine men got after either no sleep or too much thinking. His jaw was covered in stubble like he had forgotten he owned a razor. He was moving parts too fast, dropping them into the crate with more force than needed.

Kurt set his coffee down. “Morning, sunshine.”

Rod did not look up. “Fuck off.”

That was not unusual by itself.

Kurt pulled on his gloves. “You always this sweet before breakfast?”

Rod shoved another part down the table. “Not in the mood.”

“No? What mood you in?”

“The one where you shut up.”

Kurt watched him for a second. Rod did not look at him.

“All right,” Kurt said.

That made Rod glance over because Kurt backing off was rare enough to count as suspicious.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You got that look.”

“What look?”

“Like you’re figuring something.”

Kurt picked up a part and checked the edge. “Maybe I am. You been taking something you shouldn’t. You look like shit.”

Rod turned away.

Kurt let him. He’d seen guys go the wrong way on drugs. The white powder or something harder that got you addicted quick. But Rod was a straight booze and occasional weed guy, not someone who experimented. Maybe he was just coming down with something and it was making him crotchety.

For the first two hours, the line ran hard. The plant had one of those days where every machine sounded pushed to the limit. A press jammed. A forklift clipped a stack of crates. Dale lost a clipboard and accused three people of moving it before finding it under a set of steel plates. Lenny cut his thumb on a sharp edge and carried on for ten minutes before noticing blood all over his glove.

Rod worked like a man trying to punish himself for some dark indiscretion.

He lifted more than he needed to. Took the heavy end without asking. Snapped at Lenny. Snapped at Dale, which was unwise but satisfying to watch. Twice, Kurt had to reach across and steady parts before Rod sent them clanging to the floor.

By break, Kurt had had enough.

They stood outside under the crooked awning. The sky had lowered further, pressing down on the plant roof. Men smoked, spat, complained about Dale, women, food prices, government, trucks, and the Cardinals, not in that order.

Rod lit a cigarette with hands that shook. Kurt noticed.

Rod noticed him noticing.

“Say it,” Rod said.

Kurt leaned against the wall. “You still look like shit.”

“Already knew that.”

“You sleep?”

“Some.”

“That means no.”

Rod dragged hard on the cigarette and coughed once. “Since when do you care?”

Kurt looked at him. “Since you started acting like a tweaker with a drug problem.”

Rod barked a laugh, but there was no humour in it. “Drug problem.”

“That funny?”

“No.”

“Then what is it?”

Rod looked towards the fence. Beyond it, the road ran past the plant and towards town. Trucks went by with headlights on though the morning had not gone dark enough to need them.

“Nothing,” Rod said.

Kurt studied the side of his face.

Rod had been his friend long enough that Kurt knew the difference between a lie and a wall. This was both.

“You sick, then?”

“Maybe.”

“Get to the docs then. You want me to take you?”

Rod looked at him sharply. “You my mother now?”

“Your mother would’ve raised you better.”

Rod almost smiled.

They went back inside.

The rest of the morning got worse. Rod dropped a crate lid, cursed so loud Dale came over, then told Dale he was going home. Dale, prepared to argue, looked at Rod properly and seemed to decide some illnesses came with paperwork if ignored.

“You contagious?” Dale asked.

“Fuck off, Dale,” Rod said.

“Get out of here.”

Rod stripped off his gloves and threw them into his locker hard enough to make the metal bang.

Kurt followed him halfway. “You need a ride?”

“I got my truck.”

“You safe to drive?”

Rod turned.

There was the old Rod for a second. Big, angry, insulted to be treated like anything breakable. “You want to hold my hand too?”

“No,” Kurt said. “You’d get ideas.”

Rod stared at him a little longer than necessary. Kurt could almost feel the heat coming off his body. Then he looked away. That was wrong. Rod should have snapped back. Called him something ugly. Shoved him if he felt better. Instead, his face closed down.

“I’m fine.”

“You keep saying that.”

Rod walked out. Kurt watched him go through the plant door, shoulders broad under the dirty shirt, boots heavy on concrete.

Kurt swore under his breath and went back to Line Four.

The day did not improve.

With Rod gone, Lenny took his place, which meant Kurt did more work and spent half the afternoon not punching a nineteen-year-old who held parts like they were fragile birds. Dale shouted. The air got hotter. The machines kept at it. Somewhere around three, rain started hitting the roof in a steady metallic crash. Steam hissed across the parking lot outside.

Kurt worked through it with his jaw set and Alicia’s face returning whenever the noise thinned. By the end of shift, he had decided two things.

Rod was lying about something.

Alicia was going to be his.

Not in the cheap way boys said that about a woman they had not earned. Kurt did not mean he owned her because she had smiled at him once. He was not that kind of stupid. But he had felt something in her that was difficult to ignore. The way she let him lead. The way she pushed back with her mouth while her body leaned in as if trying to confuse him. The way she looked at him like she had already measured the danger and had decided that she wanted what he had to offer.

He drove back to Mrs Donnelly’s place, showered longer than usual, and groomed his beard with care. He dressed for The Rusty Crow properly. Dark jeans. Clean black shirt. Belt. Boots polished enough. Dark hat. A little cologne, not much. A man who smelled like he tried too hard had already lost half his claim.

Mrs Donnelly saw him leave and gave a dry little laugh from the sitting room.

“Lord help somebody,” she said.

Kurt put his hat on. “Amen, Mrs D.”

The rain had stopped by the time he reached the Crow. The gravel lot was wet and full of shallow black puddles reflecting the red neon bird above the door. The sign buzzed like it had a secret stuck in its throat. BEER COLD, MUSIC LOUD, TROUBLE OUTSIDE.

Inside, the bar was warm, noisy and already sliding towards bad decisions.

Patty stood behind the bar, blonde hair pinned up, towel over one shoulder. Ray Tull was arguing with somebody about pool money. The jukebox played a slow country song with a woman singing as if regret had done her personal harm. The plant crowd had come in strong. Hard days always thickened the air and led the men to drink.

Kurt took his usual place at the bar.

Patty set a beer in front of him. “Rod still alive?”

“Last I checked.”

“Was in here earlier, looked like death.”

Kurt took a drink. “Everybody’s got an opinion today. Think he’s sickening for something.”

Patty leaned both hands on the bar. “You waiting on that girl?”

Kurt looked at her.

“What girl?”

Patty laughed. “Pretty thing. Dark hair. Eyes like she’s seen a thing or two.”

Kurt looked towards the door.

“Maybe.”

“She trouble?”

“Probably. Most things worth having are.” It was a moment of honesty that Kurt wasn’t usually prone to.

“That’s the kind of thing men say before I have to mop something up.”

Kurt smiled. “You worry too much.”

“I’ve seen enough men like you make bad choices with women like her.” Patty’s expression changed slightly. Then she sighed. “Suit yourself, Romeo.”

He drank and looked away.

The evening moved on as it usually did. Guys drank, girls came in, drank, danced, guys pushed in to dance with girls or bought them a drink at the bar. Kurt swore that the only way Mill Road maintained it’s population these last few decades was because of The Rusty Crow.

Kurt played one game of pool and lost because he was watching the door. The man who beat him slapped the rail and whooped like he had taken a title in Vegas. Kurt let him enjoy it because violence over pool was depressing unless money was involved.

Eight thirty passed.

Nine.

A blonde in red boots tried talking to him near the jukebox. She had pretty eyes and a laugh he would have liked any other night.

“Waiting on someone?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“She late?”

“Well, if she stands you up, you know where to find me.”

“I’ll be sure to give you a call.”

At nine seventeen, Alicia walked in.

The room did that thing again.

The bar altered around her as if some spell had been cast. A few conversations staggered. One man at the door turned too far to watch her and nearly spilled his beer. Two women near the dance floor gave her the quick head-to-boot inspection. Patty looked up and stopped wiping the glass in her hand for just a heartbeat.

Kurt stayed still.

He had learned long ago not to move too soon for anything he wanted. Alicia stood just inside the doorway.

She wore a dress this time.

A silk dress, or close enough, pale with a shimmer that caught the red neon and turned almost silver when she moved. It skimmed her body and fell high enough to show the tops of her stockings when she took a step. Real stockings, he thought. Not tights, not bare legs. Stockings. The shoes were high and black, with slim straps around her ankles. Her dark hair was loose, a little fuller than before, falling over one shoulder like she had arranged it to ruin men’s concentration.

She carried a small black bag against her hip.

Her lips were softer tonight. Pink, glossy, dangerous.

Kurt’s hand tightened around his beer. She saw him. She did not come over at once.

Of course she did not. She went to the bar two stools down from him and looked at Patty.

“Vodka soda, please.”

Patty smiled. “Lime?”

“You remembered.”

“I remember trouble. How are you, darlin’?”

Alicia laughed. “I’m fine.”

Kurt watched that laugh go through the men nearest her. He did not like all of them seeing it. Patty set the drink down. Alicia paid cash. Then, finally, she turned her head towards Kurt.

“Evening,” she said.

Kurt picked up his beer and moved to the stool beside her.

“Evening.”

“You look don’t look surprised.”

“I like playing my cards close.”

Her eyes flashed.

She had come dressed to be noticed, but she had also come with a confidence that was unusual in girls around these parts unless they had a few drinks in them. Kurt liked that. Some women tried softness as defence. Alicia used softness as bait and kept something sharp behind it.

He nodded at the dress. “That new?”

“Maybe.” Alicia took a sip of her drink and let her eyes move over him slowly. Hat, beard, throat, shirt, hands. The survey was not shy. It had weight. “I thought I’d add a little glamour to this place.”

Kurt leaned one elbow on the bar. “You like to be noticed, I think.”

Alicia smiled into her glass. “There’s always that. Seems like you noticed me anyways.”

Behind the bar, Patty muttered, “Here we go,” and walked away.

Alicia crossed one leg over the other. The dress shifted. The stocking top appeared for half a second and vanished again. Kurt saw it and his heart beat just a little bit faster.

Alicia saw him see it.

“That was deliberate,” he said.

“What was?”

“Don’t play dumb.”

“I’m not dumb.”

“No,” Kurt said. “You’re not.”

“Careful, Kurt. You almost sounded respectful.”

“I can be respectful.”

He looked at her properly then. Not just the dress. Not the mouth. Her face. The eyes that knew too much and gave too little away.

“A girl likes to be treated properly, you know.”

Alicia looked at him for a beat. Then she laughed, not loudly, but enough.

“You come to The Crow it’s not to be treated properly. At least, that’s what they say. What you really looking for.”

“Oh,” she said. “A man who knows what he wants. Not those city types who are all manners and low libidos.”

Kurt smiled. “Good girl.” He said it before thinking too much about it. Her eyes changed. Something passed through her, quick and bright, like a match struck in a dark room.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” she said.

He raised his beer bottle. “Yes, Ma’am.”

Her fingers tightened slightly around her glass. Kurt leaned closer, close enough to smell her perfume. Not Alice’s clean sweetness. Something warmer. Deeper. A scent that belonged near skin and which was guaranteed to drive him wild at some point.

“You were thinking about me,” he said.

Alicia looked up. “Were you thinking about me?”

“All damn day.”

There it was. No reason to hide it. Hiding desire was for men who feared being refused. Kurt did not enjoy refusal, but he did not fear it. A woman could say no. That was her right. A man could decide whether to keep asking, walk away, or wait until the answer changed.

Alicia’s lips parted. “That sounds inconvenient. Not sure I’ve had a man think about me all day.”

“It bet.”

“Poor Kurt.”

“You mocking me?”

“Yes.”

“Careful, hun, I might do something about it.” The words came low.

She looked at him over the rim of her glass. “Is that a threat?”

“Maybe you need it.”

“Maybe you like warning me. What you’re going to do to me if I play hard to get.”

“Maybe I like seeing if you listen.”

“And if I don’t?” The noise of the Crow seemed to thicken around them. Somebody shouted from the pool table. A woman laughed too hard. Boots moved across sawdust. The neon crow blinked red in the mirror behind the bottles. Alicia put down her glass. “Dance with me,” she said.

Kurt smiled. “Your wish is my command.”

“I thought you liked commands.”

“I like giving them mostly.”

“You’ll survive.”

She slid from the stool. The dress caught the light as she stood. Kurt’s eyes followed the movement before he could stop them. She knew. Of course she knew. She walked towards the dance floor without looking back.

Kurt followed. The song playing was slower than the room deserved. Good enough. Alicia turned when they reached the floor. For one second, she looked smaller than before. Silk dress, high shoes, dark hair, eyes raised to his. The kind of woman some men would mistake for fragile because they had never seen a snake in grass.

Kurt put his hand at her waist. She let him. The silk was smooth under his palm. His fingers rested there and felt the small movement of her breath. He took her other hand. Her fingers curled against his. Cool at first. Then warm.

“You’re tense,” he said.

“I’m not.”

“You are.”

“Maybe you make me tense.”

He drew her closer. Not too close. Enough. They moved.

She followed well.. Kurt guided her through a turn. The dress shimmered around her thighs. A man nearby looked. Kurt looked back at him once. That was enough.

Alicia noticed. “Possessive.”

“Observant. Protective. You don’t know these guys.”

“I’m not yours.”

“Not yet.”

Her head tilted. “That confidence is alluring.”

“I’m strong. That’s what you want.”

She laughed. “There it is.”

“What?”

“The Mill Road man. Built from denim, hardwork, bad coffee, cigarettes and beer.”

He smiled despite himself. “You got a problem with Mill Road men?”

“I’m just getting to know them.”

“That ain’t an answer.”

“It’s the one you get. For the moment.”

He pulled her closer and her soft chest pressed against him. The smile left her for half a second.

“You like making me chase,” he said near her ear.

Alicia turned her face slightly, her mouth near his jaw. “And what do you do after catching your prey, cowboy?”

“That depends what I caught.”

The room thudded around them. The song kept going. Kurt’s hand stayed at her waist, but his thumb moved once against the silk.

“You think you’re dangerous,” she said.

“I know I am.”

She could have stepped back. She did not. The song ended. Another started, faster, but they did not move away at once. Alicia’s fingers rested against his chest now, not his hand. Her nails pressed lightly into his shirt.

“Kurt,” she said.

He liked his name in her mouth. Too much.

“What?”

“I’m not one of your usual girls.”

“I know.”

“You don’t know anything.”

“I know enough.”

Her eyes sharpened. “Do you?”

“You came back.”

“That doesn’t mean what you think it means.”

“You wore that dress.”

“For myself.”

“Sure you did.”

Her mouth curved. “You think everything is for you?”

“Mostly.”

“Good.”

Alicia stepped back then, finally, breaking the hold.

“I need my drink.”

“No, you don’t.”

She turned and walked away from the dance floor, a little too quickly for someone pretending to be in control. Kurt watched her go. The dress moved like water over her hips. Stocking tops flashed once. Men looked. Kurt felt his jaw set and did not bother softening it. At the bar, Alicia took her glass and drank. Kurt followed but did not crowd her at once. He gave her a few seconds. That was generous. She knew it too. She looked over when he stopped beside her.

“You’re very sure of yourself,” she said.

“Yes.”

“That simple?”

“Most things are.”

Alicia’s expression changed.

That had got under the dress, under the gloss, under whatever game she was playing. She seemed suddenly short of breath as if she was about to jump over a precipice into a clear blue lake that held either death or salvation.

Kurt leaned closer. “You want to tell me I’m wrong?”

She held his gaze.

The Crow went on around them, crude and loud and blind. Someone spilled beer. Patty cursed at ‘some old coot’. Ray shouted for two men to take it outside if they were going to posture like dogs. The jukebox clicked and changed songs.

Alicia said, “I should leave.”

“No.”

“No?”

“You don’t want to leave.” He smiled and stroked her cheek gently.

Alicia’s cheeks coloured slightly. Not much. Enough.

“You’re an arrogant bastard,” she said.

“There she is.”

“Who?”

“The girl with teeth.” Her eyes flashed again.

“I thought you liked pretty.”

“I do.”

“I thought you liked soft.”

“I do.”

“Then why do you keep poking at the part of me that bites?”

Kurt moved closer until his body blocked most of the bar from her view. “Because it bites back.”

She looked at his mouth. That was the end of the conversation, even though neither of them admitted it. Kurt put his beer down without looking. Alicia’s hand lifted, touched his chest, then stopped there.

“Careful,” she said, throwing his own word back at him.

He bent slightly. “You need it too.”

“This is a bad idea.” She said it but he could see the passion rising in her eyes. Her lips seemed fuller and when they slightly parted he felt drawn to them in a way that was magnetic and even magical. He could feel his pants stirring and all rational thought starting to fade away. That was the effect Alicia had on him and it was new and exciting and unstoppable.

Her fingers tightened in his shirt.

Kurt did not kiss her at the bar. Not with Patty watching, men watching, the whole Crow ready to turn a private thing into public meet. He had some sense. Not much, maybe. Enough.

He took Alicia’s hand. She looked down at it. Then up at him.

“Kurt.”

“Come on.”

“Where?”

He did not answer with words. He led her from the bar, not dragging, not rough, but with a certainty that made refusal possible and unlikely. Alicia followed. The silk dress shimmered in the red light. Her heels clicked through sawdust. He felt every eye that turned after them and ignored all of them. The hallway to the restrooms was narrow, darker than the bar, with old posters on the wall and a buzzing bulb that made everyone look guilty. The music dropped behind them to a heavy thump. Alicia’s hand was still in his.

Near the restroom doors, she pulled back.

“You always get what you want?” she asked.

Kurt looked at her in the dim hallway, at the silk dress, the dark hair, the bright mouth, the eyes that knew too much and still dared him closer.

“You know you want it girl, I can see it in your face.”

Kurt opened the restroom door behind him and held her gaze. She looked once back towards the bar, where the red light flickered and the music kept beating through the wall.

Then she looked at him.

He guided her in, not forcibly but with certainty. Alicia followed willingly. He slammed open the door of a cubicle and pulled her inside, pressing her against the side wall, his hands slipping under her skirt roughly, pulling her ass cheeks apart. She gasped as he pressed his mouth to hers, pushing his tongue in, tasting something faint and minty tinged with alcohol. He felt her melt slightly. He parted her legs and lifted her up, she wrapped them around him, burying her head into his neck. He nuzzled her and said ‘goddamn’ several times as she gasped with pleasure.

He could feel her damp pussy against his stomach and knew she was already there for him. “Tell me, you want me to fuck you, girl,” he growled. “Tell me!”

She gasped and moaned loudly, arching her back a little, pressing her groin into the hard muscle of his stomach. “Fuck me,” she growled. “Fuck me hard.”

He turned her and put her back down, pushing her towards the urinal. She bent over it, her butt facing him, legs slightly parted. Kurt undid his belt buckle and pulled out his fully erect manhood.

He lifted her skirt roughly and pulled down her panties so that they straddled her thighs. Then, he pressed into her softness, his dick slipping into her like a hot knife through butter. He grunted and grabbed her waist and began thrusting back and forth.

There was no nuance to their lovemaking. It was primal and animalistic and pure. He grabbed her hair and she arched her back again and he thrust deeper and deeper as she cried out with pleasure. The first time did not take long.

For both of them, the pressure had been building and now Kurt released, convulsing with a cry of his own, hot semen flooding her. That set off an incredible cry of ecstasy that maybe the whole town heard. She shuddered and, as he slowed, she pushed back for him to penetrate deeper.

“Oh, my God, oh, my god,” she breathed and then she laughed, something pure and unadulterated.

Kurt pulled out of her and she stayed there, panties around her thighs, his juice dribbling down the inside of her thighs. She was breathing heavy and her flesh glistened in the light. She turned, blushing. She put a hand around his neck and kissed him.

Kurt smiled. “Well, I’m glad we got that out of the way.”


Chapter 8: Burning the Bodysuit

Rod woke with the memory of Kurt’s mouth on his.

It was undeniably there, inside the black place where that memory should not have been. A hard flash. Red light. The narrow hallway at The Rusty Crow. Kurt’s hand around his wrist, not cruel, not quite gentle either, pulling him through the restroom door. The smell of beer, disinfectant, sawdust, damp denim. Kurt’s hat brim low. Rod laughing once, breathless, trying to sound like he was still in charge. But he wasn’t. She was.

Then Kurt’s mouth. Brutal and hard and utterly delicious.

Rod sat bolt upright with a sound halfway between a snarl and a cry of abject pain.

The bedroom was grey with morning. Alice’s room. Cream bedspread. Pink cushions. Dresser mirror. Wardrobe. The same soft, hateful little room where all of it had begun.

He was naked on top of the bed, twisted in the sheet, his skin cold with sweat. He was going mad. He was in a living nightmare. For a while, he did not know which body he was in.

The panic hit before his eyes could catch up. His hands flew to his chest, then lower. Big hands. Hair on his chest. Hard stomach. Male body. His body. Rod Callan. Six foot two, plant worker, black Ford, Line Four, boots by the bed.

He was Rod.

He was Rod.

He was Rod.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed and nearly fell.

His legs shook. Not from weakness, he told himself. From lack of sleep. From shock. From whatever poison that goddamn suit had pushed into him. But he knew the difference. His body felt used in a way no ordinary hangover could explain. His thighs ached. His hips ached. His throat felt raw. His mouth tasted of gloss and beer and something else he did not want to name.

Another flash came.

Kurt’s hand on the back of Alicia’s neck.

Alicia’s palms against the wall.

Kurt’s voice, low and rough. “Come on girl!”

Then a stronger image, so clear it made Rod clap both hands over his face.

Kurt behind her. Hard hands at her hips, pulling her close, gripping her with the certainty of a man who had stopped asking because the answer had already been given. Alicia’s body answering him, soft and willing and alive in a way that made Rod’s stomach twist.

He lurched and that was then he felt something warm trickle down between his thighs. He looked down, a milky white trail settled between the hairs.

“No.” He almost wretched there and then.

The bodysuit lay on the floor.

Draped on the rug. Pale limbs twisted. Back opening parted. One arm lying over Rod’s discarded jeans. It looked obscene in the morning light. Not because it had any shape of its own, but because Rod knew now what it could become.

A pair of panties lay near the bed.

White lace. Alicia’s, or Alice’s, or both. Rod had no idea anymore. He picked them up without meaning to, and the smell came up at him before he could stop himself. Pungent and undeniable.

Perfume.

Sweat.

Something intimate and strong and warm. Something that belonged to a woman who had been wanted hard and had wanted it back. Rod threw them across the room like they had burned him.

They landed against the wardrobe door and slid down softly. He stumbled to the bathroom. The mirror showed him a man being eaten from the inside. He looked worse than he had looked after any fight, any drunken night, any double shift, any night sleeping in the truck. His face had gone long and hollow. The skin beneath his eyes was dark. His stubble seemed dirty rather than rough. His shoulders were still broad, his arms still heavy, but there was something drawn about him now. Something stripped. The big body remained, but it looked as if the person inside had been carved thinner.

He gripped the sink.

Another flash came.

Alicia’s reflection in a dirty restroom mirror.

Silk dress pushed up, hair loose, lipstick smeared at one corner of her mouth. Kurt behind her, his dark shirt open at the throat, his face close to hers in the glass. Not smiling now. Watching her like she was something he had caught and did not intend to release.

Alicia saying his name.

Rod gagged and spat into the sink. His stomach heaved until he thought his head would explode.

Nothing came up.

He turned the tap on and shoved his head under cold water. It ran over his scalp, down his neck, into his eyes. He stayed there until his lungs hurt and his hands had gone numb against the porcelain.

When he straightened, the mirror was blurred.

His phone was on the bedside table.

He did not remember putting it there. Of course he did not. Rod remembered less and less of his own life now. The phone screen was cracked at one corner. There were notifications waiting. Three from Kurt. One from Dale. One from an unknown number. A photo icon in the corner.

He called the plant.

Dale answered on the fourth ring, already annoyed.

“What?”

Rod swallowed. “It’s Callan.”

“I know who it is. You late, boy.”

“I’m sick.”

There was a pause.

Dale had probably been waiting years for those words to come from Rod’s mouth and did not know what to do with them.

“Sick how?”

“Does it matter?”

“If you’re hungover, I’m not writing it down as dumbass flu.”

“I’m sick.”

“You sound like hell.”

Machines hammered in the background at Dale’s end. Somebody shouted. The ordinary plant noises made Rod feel suddenly far away from himself.

Dale said, “One day. If you ain’t in tomorrow, bring a note.”

“A note from who?”

“A doctor, genius.”

He stood in the bedroom, phone in one hand, staring at the suit on the floor. He needed it gone. He needed it destroyed. Unable to corrupt him anymore.

The thought came with such force that it steadied him.

No more wardrobe. No more black case. No more waking to lipstick and pain and Kurt’s hands fumbling for every secret part of him. No more Alicia stepping out of him like she had rights. No more fucking maybes. No more walking into The Rusty Crow as bait. No more Kurt looking at Alicia like he had found gold.

Rod dressed quickly.

Jeans. Shirt. Boots. No shower. No breakfast. He grabbed the suit by the neck opening and shoved it into a black garbage bag. Then he added the panties, the silk dress from the floor, the makeup wipes, a lipstick he found uncapped on the dresser, and the phone.

It landed against the suit with a dull, soft thump.

Rod took the bag downstairs and out through the alley. Morning had settled wet and low over Mill Road. The backs of the shops looked worse than their fronts. Dumpsters. Broken pallets. Weeds in the cracks. The vape store’s back door with a NO SMOKING sign taped beside a can full of cigarette ends. A stray cat moved along the wall and vanished under Mrs Hanley’s porch.

Rod put the garbage bag in the back of his truck.

He drove out of town.

Mill Road thinned behind him.

Past the plant road. Past the Baptist church. Past the last gas station where the sign had lost its two As and still read G S ST TION. Past the old soybean fields gone half-wild and the pine woods that had been there longer than everybody’s bad ideas. The road dipped and rose, cracked at the edges, cutting through country that looked empty until you noticed the old hunting stands and rusted mailboxes and tyre tracks leading into trees.

He pulled onto an old service road near the creek.

Nobody came out here unless they were dumping appliances, getting high, or doing something they did not want seen from Main Street. Rod had done all three at various points in his life. The place smelled of wet leaves, mud and old oil. A broken washing machine lay on its side near the trees. Beer cans glittered in the ditch.

He got out.

The air was cool. The sky had the flat white look it got before rain or after it. Rod opened the truck bed and pulled the bag out. The suit inside shifted. He almost dropped it.

He carried the bag to a patch of dirt near the creek and emptied it. The bodysuit slid out first. Pale and wrong against the brown ground. Then the phone. Then the panties. Then the dress, black silk or whatever it was, crumpling in the dirt like a dead crow.

Rod went back to the truck and took the gas can from behind the seat. Half full. He used it for the mower sometimes, when he had a place with a yard, which he did not currently have. He unscrewed the cap and poured. Gasoline hit the suit and ran over it in shining ribbons. The smell rose sharp and clean and violent.

He poured it all. No point taking any chances, boy.

Over the phone. Over the panties. Over the dress. Over the goddamn devil suit. Do not use if unwilling to surrender bodily control. Rod laughed once.

“Here’s my fuckin’ surrender.”

He threw the empty can aside. His hands were shaking again, but this time it did not feel like weakness. It felt like the body getting ready for a fight it understood. He took his lighter from his pocket. The wind made the first flame fail.

He cupped his hand. The second caught.

Small flame. Blue at the base. Orange at the edge.

He looked at the suit one last time.

He dropped the lighter.

Fire took the gasoline at once.

A hard whoosh rolled up from the dirt. Heat slapped his face. Rod stumbled back, raising one arm. The black dress curled first, edges shrinking, silicon twisting. The panties caught and vanished into orange. His phone popped once, small and satisfying. Black, sooty smoke lifted in the air, it’s smell acrid and final.

The suit burned.

A dark spot appeared near the chest. Another at the thigh. The material began to curl inward. Smoke continued to rise, thick and greasy, smelling like burning plastic and hair and something worse beneath both. Rod coughed and stepped back again, but he did not look away.

“Burn,” he said.

The suit shrank into itself. The limbs twisted. The torso buckled. Fire moved through it in sudden lines, as if seams were burning that had never been visible before. Rod watched until nothing recognisable remained. Watched until the phone casing cracked and melted. Watched until the dress was ash and the and the ground itself scarred.

When the fire died low, he found a branch and stirred the remains.

Black lumps.

Melted glass.

Ash.

No suit.

Rod kept poking until the branch snapped.

Then he stood there in the empty service road with the smoke stinging his eyes and the creek moving slow behind the trees.

This time, it was done.

He drove back to Alice’s flat with the windows open despite the cold.

The smoke smell clung to him. Gasoline too. He liked both. They smelled like work, machines, garages, masculine things. They covered perfume and sweat and that awful intimate scent from the panties. He parked in the alley, climbed the stairs, went inside and locked the door.

Rod stripped off his smoky clothes and showered. He scrubbed hard enough to redden his skin. The water ran grey for a moment, then clear. It was over and he was going to forget, no matter how much Jim Beam it took.

He slept the rest of the day.

Not peacefully. Sleep came fitfully. Every time he sank, something reached up from the dark and dragged him through last night. Kurt’s hand taking Alicia’s. Every dent and gnarl of the restroom door. Music thudding through the wall. Alicia’s back against the sink.

Kurt’s mouth at her ear. Her own laugh, breathless and bright.

Rod woke at noon with his hands gripping the sheet.

He woke at two crying, “Stop!”

He woke at four with his whole body hot and ashamed, remembering Kurt’s voice saying something that had made Alicia shiver with pleasure.

He could not hold the memories straight. They were not memories, not exactly. They came as flashes, smells, pressure, bits of sound. Kurt saying her name. Alicia saying his. The hard line of the sink against her thighs. Kurt’s hands. Kurt’s weight. The sound of someone pounding on the restroom door and Kurt barking, “Use the other one.”

Rod rolled onto his side and pressed his face into the pillow.

How could he look the guy in the face again?

That thought became worse than the rest.

The suit was burned. The phone was burned. Alicia was gone, if she had ever been anything more than some sickness the suit had made inside him. But Kurt was still Kurt. Kurt would still be at the plant, still at Line Four, still leaning on the table with coffee in one hand, still saying whatever came into his head. Kurt would talk about Alicia. Maybe he would brag. Maybe he would wonder where she had gone. Maybe he would look at Rod with that hard, suspicious stare and somehow see something.

Maybe the fire had shaken something loose. Maybe the suit had left poison in him. Maybe his mind was inventing scenes from evidence because it needed something to be sick over. He clung to that for an hour.

Invented.

A dream.

Not real.

By evening, he almost believed it.

Then he remembered Alicia’s hands on Kurt’s belt buckle and nearly punched the wall.

He did not.

His hand already hurt from the dresser, the floor, the morning, everything.

He drank water. Then beer. Then water again because the beer made his stomach turn badly. He found crackers in Alice’s kitchen and ate them standing up. No phone. No television at first because he could not bear other people’s voices. Then he turned it on because silence was worse.

He fell asleep on the couch at some point after dark.

The next day passed in the same thick fog.

He woke several times. Noon. Three. Five. He did not know if it was the same day or the next until he checked Alice’s little wall calendar in the kitchen and tried to count backwards. Time had gone soft. That frightened him. Time belonged to Alicia when it went soft.

“I burned it,” he woke up crying.

At night, he sat on the couch in sweatpants and an old shirt, watching a game he did not care about. No phone meant no one could reach him, which should have been good. Instead, it made the flat feel cut off from the world. The score sat in the corner of the screen. Men ran, shouted, hit one another legally. The crowd roared. The announcers talked too much.

Rod tried to let it wash his head clean.

A knock came at the door.

He froze.

Another knock.

Rod stood slowly.

For one wild second, he thought it would be Alicia. Impossible. Ridiculous. A woman wearing his burned phone as a necklace, smiling burnt and toothless in the hall. He went to the door and looked through the peephole.

Kurt.

His heart kicked like a trapped animal. Kurt knocked again. “Rod. Open up, man.”

Rod looked down at himself. Sweatpants. Shirt. Bare feet. Drawn face. No phone, because he had burned it. No way to pretend he was out. He unlocked the door. Kurt stood in the hall with a six-pack in one hand, whiskey in the other, and his hat tipped back. He looked Rod up and down.

“Jesus,” Kurt said. “You look like shit.”

Rod swallowed. “Good to see you too.”

Kurt held up the beer. “You disappeared.”

“Phone broke.”

“Phone broke or you broke it?”

Rod stepped aside. “Lost it. You wanna come in?”

“Both.”

Kurt entered.

He had been in Alice’s flat before, long enough to mock it, but he looked around again like the place had become stranger since the last visit. The couch, the little pillows, the pale rug, the framed ocean woman, the glass table Rod had finally learned not to put wet bottles on. Kurt set the beer on the counter.

“Still smells like a candle got murdered in here.”

Rod forced a smile. Kurt took two beers from the pack and tossed one to Rod. Rod caught it, and the clean, familiar motion steadied him. Beer from Kurt. Game on television. Sofa. Two men. Ordinary things.

Kurt opened his bottle on the edge of Alice’s counter.

Rod winced. “Don’t do that.”

Kurt looked at him. Rod looked at the counter, then back at him.

Kurt smiled slowly. “She got you trained already?”

They moved to the couch. Kurt sat with his legs wide and his elbows on his knees, beer dangling from one hand. Rod sat at the far end, not because he meant to, but because his body needed enough distance.

The game filled the room. Somebody fumbled. The announcer got excited. Kurt cursed at the screen because cursing at games was a civic duty.

Rod drank half his beer too fast.

Kurt glanced over. “You really sick?”

“Yeah.”

“With what?”

“Flu. Something.”

“You don’t look flu sick.”

“What kind of sick do I look?”

Kurt looked at him longer than Rod liked.

“Like you got bit in a zombie outbreak.” Kurt laughed at his own joke and then he saw that Rod wasn’t joining in. “You go see the doc tomorrow. Okay?”

“What happened to your new girl?” Rod asked.

It came out rougher than he meant.

Kurt leaned back slowly. “Alicia?” He took a drink. For once, the big man looked uncertain. Not weak. Not soft. Just annoyed by a problem he could not hit or charm into shape. “Damn bitch is playing with my mind, man.” Kurt shook his head. “Shows up dressed like sin. Gives me that mouth. Lets me...” He stopped, glancing at Rod as if deciding how much to say.

Rod’s face burned harder. Kurt went on anyway, because Kurt was Kurt. “Lets me fuck her to hell and back, then disappears. No number. No goodbye. Nothing. Like she walked out of the world.”

Rod’s stomach turned.

He stared at the game.

The players moved across the screen in bright colours. Men tackling men. Clean violence. Rules. Whistles. Lines painted on grass. Rod clung to it.

Kurt said, “She was different.”

Rod did not answer.

“I mean it,” Kurt said.

“I heard you.”

“No, you didn’t.” Kurt leaned forward, elbows on knees again. “I’ve had girls play games. She wasn’t that. Or she was and she was better at it than most. She’d look at me like she already knew what I’d say. Knew things about the plant, about me. Real freaky.”

Rod said, “You sound smitten, man. That’s a dangerous thing.”

“I wasn’t that drunk.”

“You’re always that drunk.”

Rod stood. “You want another beer?”

“Still got one.”

Rod went to the kitchen anyway. His hands shook as he opened the fridge. He stood there staring at almond milk, Greek yogurt and eggs. The cold air rolled over his face. Behind him, Kurt shifted on the couch and then farted loudly.

Rod closed the fridge. When he returned, Kurt had his boots up on the coffee table. Rod kicked them off without thinking. Kurt looked delighted.

“Jesus. Alice really did get you trained.”

Rod sat down. “She’ll be back soon and she’ll notice.”

“You care about glass now?”

“I care about not hearing about it when she gets back. Okay?”

They watched the game.

A little normal came back.

Not all at once. Normal never came back all at once after something bad. It crept in through stupid things. Kurt yelling at a referee. Rod muttering that the quarterback was paid too much to throw like a drunk uncle. The beer getting cold in their hands. The couch too small for two big men. The rain starting outside, soft against the windows.

Kurt talked less about Alicia after that, perhaps sensing that it riled Rod.

He found himself breathing easier by the third quarter. The bodysuit was ash in the country. His phone was melted. Alicia’s clothes were gone except whatever remained in Alice’s wardrobe, and he could deal with those later. Kurt was here, sitting on Alice’s couch, drinking beer and watching the game like he always had. He had not looked at Rod and known. He had not recoiled. He had not laughed.

He had not seen Alicia in him.

Because Alicia was gone.

Rod could go back to the plant. Buy a cheap phone. Tell Dale the old one got smashed. Sleep on the couch until Alice returned. Maybe get through the lecture. Maybe find another apartment. Maybe let Kurt talk about Alicia until he got bored or angry and moved on to some other woman in white boots.

Men forgot women. All the time. That was one of the things men were good at when they needed to be. Rod would forget too. He would drive the whole thing down into the deepest place in his head and leave it there. The suit. The mirror. Alicia’s laugh. Kurt’s mouth. The restroom. The smell of perfume and sweat and gasoline. All of it.

Lock it away.

Pour goddamn concrete over it.

Rod leaned back onto the couch and watched the game. Rain ticked at the windows. Beer cooled his hand. Kurt sat beside him, solid and ordinary and too close to the truth without knowing where it was buried.

Rod told himself it was over.

By the end of the game, he almost believed it.


Chapter 9: Saturday Night

Rod woke in Alice’s bedroom with a hangover sitting behind his eyes like a dead animal.

For a while he did not know how he got there.

That had become one of the things he hated most. Not the pain. Not the fear. Not even the shame, which came back in pieces and always found some new place to bite. It was the missing step between one thing and the next. One moment he was on the couch with Kurt, watching the game, beer sweating in his hand, trying to make himself believe the world had returned to normal. The next he was in Alice’s bed, on top of the covers, still wearing his jeans but no shirt, one boot on and one boot missing.

The bedspread was dragged halfway to the floor. One pillow had been thrown against the wardrobe. A beer bottle stood on the dresser between Alice’s perfume bottles. Another lay under the chair, empty, its neck pointing towards the door as if trying to escape. His shirt hung over the brass lamp. His missing boot sat on its side near the bed, muddy sole leaving a dark mark on the pale rug.

Rod sat up, and the hangover shifted forward with a slow, dirty weight. His tongue felt too large and there was a strong aftertaste of whiskey. His stomach made a warning movement, so he stayed still until it settled.

He suddenly felt alarmed and looked for the bodysuit. He was relieved it wasn’t there. Not that he could see anyway.

A man who had seen a thing come back from fire no longer trusted bare floorboards. He looked under the bed. Around the chair. In the wardrobe with a shaky heart. He looked at the mirror. Broad chest, stubble, bloodshot eyes, hair flattened on one side. A big man in a pink room, scared of his own shadow.

No suit.

He breathed.

“Gone,” he said.

The room tilted, then eased back into place. He pulled on his shirt, tugged on his boots and then sat on the edge of the bed with his head in his hands. A flash came. Kurt on Alice’s couch, laughing at something on the television.

Kurt saying, “Your sister got any food in this house that ain’t for rabbits?”

Rod saying something back. Then later, maybe, Kurt standing in the hallway, one hand braced against the wall, asking why the bathroom was such a goddamn mess.

He stood and went to the living room.

Kurt was asleep on Alice’s couch. He had not so much slept on it as conquered it. One arm hung over the side. His boots were still on. His hat rested over his face. The little pink pillows had been shoved to the floor in a heap. An empty bottle of whiskey balanced dangerously near his hip, wedged between the cushion and his belt. His dark shirt had ridden up at the side, showing a hard strip of stomach and the old scar near his ribs from the night Tommy Bell pulled a knife outside Murphy’s and learned a valuable life lesson.

Kurt snored once, stopped, then snored again.

The sound was ordinary.

It made his skin prickle.

Because he knew the same mouth making that rough, half-drunk snore had been forcing it’s tongue down Alicia’s throat. He knew the same hands, heavy and still now, had gripped Alicia’s hips. He knew the same body sprawled across Alice’s couch had held her against the sink in the restroom at The Rusty Crow while music thumped through the wall and someone pounded on the door.

Rod gripped the doorframe until the memory passed.

Flashes. Dreams. Poison from the suit. A mind trying to make sense of something that had made so many changes in such a short time. He went to the kitchen. Coffee first.

Coffee was practical. Coffee belonged to men who woke too early and worked too hard and did not think about their best friend’s hands spreading an ass that had once been theirs. Rod opened cabinets until he found Alice’s coffee. Of course it was not in a tin. It was in a glass jar with a little wooden scoop and a label that said Italian Roast in Alice’s neat handwriting.

Kurt stirred on the couch.

“Hell,” he muttered from under the hat. Rod poured coffee into a mug. Kurt lifted the hat from his face and squinted towards the kitchen. “That coffee?”

“No, it’s soup.”

Kurt sat up slowly, rubbing his face. “You got soup?”

“You want coffee or not?”

“Yeah.”

Kurt stood, stretched, and a line of vertebrae cracked loud enough to make Rod wince. He came into the kitchen. “You sleep in your sister’s bed?”

Rod handed him the mug. “It’s a bed.”

“You were worried about her glass table last night but you’ll sweat beer into her sheets?”

Rod looked at him. Kurt grinned into the coffee. “Here’s mud in your eye.”

Kurt leaned against the counter, drank, made a face and reached into his shirt pocket for cigarettes. Rod saw the movement before the pack came out.

“Not in here.”

Kurt looked slowly around Alice’s apartment. The pale curtains. The cushions on the floor. The framed ocean woman. The little bowls. The glass table. The whole soft, arranged world. Then he looked back at Rod.

“You serious?”

“She’ll smell it.”

“You smoke.”

“Not in here.”

Kurt’s grin widened. “Jesus.” He lifted both hands, cigarette still between two fingers. “Fine.”

He carried the coffee to the window, cracked it open, and leaned his head towards the gap. “There. Civilised.”

“That’s still inside.”

“It’s half outside.”

Kurt lit the cigarette.

Smoke curled out, then back in because the window did not open far enough. Rod watched it spread under the ceiling. Alice would smell it. She would walk in, take one breath, and know. Her pig eyes would narrow and there would probably be hell to pay.

Kurt drank his coffee, smoked, and studied Rod through the haze.

“You look worse today.”

“That your medical opinion?”

“I charge by the insult.”

“I’m fine.”

“You ain’t. Get it checked out for fuck’s sake.”

Rod said nothing.

Rod opened the fridge and stared into without seeing anything. Yogurt. Eggs. Almond milk. Cheese. Little plastic box of orange something. Everything still arranged by Alice’s hand, still waiting for a life that preferred beans to meat and oat milk to full fat dairy. Rod walked past him to the living room and began picking up bottles.

Rod said, “You came here to drink beer and pass out. If you came here to put me in hospital, find another occupation bro.”

Kurt looked at him another second. “You have looked at yourself in the mirror?”

Rod smiled without much humour. “I look like shit. Okay, if I’m still bad tomorrow, I’ll make a damn appointment. Feel better now?”

Rod threw the bottles in the recycling bag harder than needed.

Kurt finished his coffee and cigarette at about the same time. He crushed the butt in a beer bottle and carried both to the sink as if that counted as manners.

“I’m going.”

“Good.”

“Hospitality round stinks.” At the door, he paused.

“If Alicia turns up and she’s got a friend, you want in?”

“Sure.”

The apartment seemed different after the door closed. As if it were breathing a sigh of relief.  Rod stood in the middle of the living room listening to Kurt’s boots go down the stairs. The building settled around him. A truck passed outside. Smoke hung near the window and drifted around Alice’s curtains.

The old landline rang. Rod nearly jumped out of his skin.

He had forgotten Alice had one. It sat on a little table near the hallway, cream plastic, neat and old-fashioned, the kind of thing Alice kept because the building had wiring from another century and because their mother preferred calling actual numbers attached to walls.

It rang again. Rod stared at it. Again. He picked it up.

“Yeah?”

“Rod?” Alice. Her voice came through thin and far, with airport noise or road noise behind it. For a moment, Rod felt such sharp relief that he had to close his eyes. “What’s wrong with your mobile?”

“Lost it.”

There was a pause.

“How do you lose a phone?”

“God knows, I got drunk and…you know.”

“You sound dreadful. Are you ill?”

“Don’t you start, think maybe I caught the flu or something.”

Rod looked around the apartment while she spoke. Bottles. Cigarette smoke. Pillows on the floor. Mud mark on the rug in her bedroom. His shirt on the lamp. Beer ring on the glass table. Coffee grounds on the counter. A lipstick or nail polish thing lying under the chair, not there yesterday, pink and accusing.

Alice said, “I’m coming home early.”

Rod’s hand tightened on the receiver.

“When?”

“Tomorrow evening, maybe the morning after. It depends on the flight.”

“What happened?”

“Marta’s father died. Or stepfather. It’s complicated and nobody in her family speaks to each other. We’re cutting the trip short.”

Rod leaned against the wall. “Shit. Sorry.” He looked around the apartment and his heart sank a little. Now he was going to be spending the next day trying to make the place habitable again. At least for Alice.

“You there?” Alice asked.

“Yeah.”

“Try to sound less pleased.”

“I’m sorry. About Marta’s father.”

“Stepfather. Maybe father. It’s fine. You didn’t know him.” A pause. “Is the apartment all right?”

Rod looked at the beer bottle with Kurt’s cigarette butt in it sitting beside the sink.

“Yeah. Why do you ask?”

“Rod.”

“What?”

“I want you to clean the apartment.”

“I was going to.”

“No. I mean properly. Sheets washed. Trash out. Kitchen cleaned. Bathroom cleaned. And don’t put anything delicate in the dryer.”

Rod looked towards the hallway. Alice’s bedroom door stood open. The black case was still in the wardrobe. Empty. The suit was ash in the country. How was he going to explain that?

“It’ll be clean,” he said.

“It had better be. I’m tired, I’m coming home early, and I’m not in the mood to find beer bottles in my plant pots.”

“You got plant pots?”

“Rod.”

“Fine.”

Another pause.

Her voice changed a little. “Are you really all right?”

He opened his mouth. Nothing came. They had never been particularly close so it was too late for confessionals.

Alice said, “Rod?”

“I’m fine.”

She sighed. “Of course you are.” The line went quiet. Then she said, “Clean the apartment.”

“I said I would.”

Alice did not answer for a moment. When she did, her voice had gone flat in a way he knew too well. “Put everything back exactly where you found it.”

He swallowed.

“Sure.”

“Exactly, Rod.”

“I heard you.”

“Good.”

She hung up.

Rod kept the receiver against his ear until the dead tone began to hurt. Then he put it down.

He started in the living room. Bottles into recycling. Cans in trash. Pillows back on the couch, though one had a stain he could not identify and spent ten minutes rubbing with a damp cloth. He wiped the glass table, found three rings on it, cursed Kurt, cursed himself, then polished until the surface reflected the ceiling light cleanly.

He opened all the windows to clear the cigarette smoke. The curtains moved in the early morning air. He vacuumed the floor twice. When he went over the rug, the machine made a high whining noise and smelled faintly of overheated dust. The neat lines it left in the pale rug bothered him in a way he could not explain. They looked too clean. Too feminine.

He moved to the kitchen.

Beer bottles. Coffee grounds. Cigarette butt bottle. Ash. Food wrappers. The counter scar from where Kurt had opened his first bottle. The sink stained from coffee and other stuff. He scrubbed until his wrists ached.

Then the bathroom. The bathroom was worse. Makeup smudges still hid in places he had missed. A faint red mark near the sink. Pink gloss under the edge of the mirror. Mascara in a towel. Hairs long and dark caught near the drain. Those definitely had to go

Alicia’s hair. Not his. Rod picked them out and flushed them.

He scrubbed the sink. The mirror. The floor.

By the time he reached Alice’s bedroom, the day had gone grey outside. Late afternoon light came through the curtains, thin and tired. The room looked cleaner at first glance but only because most of the mess had gone sideways instead of away. Rod changed the sheets.

He shoved the old sheets in the laundry basket along with some lingerie and a dress.

He picked up Alice’s other dresses from the chair, the floor, the bed rail. Some were hers. Some Alicia had worn. Some he could not remember pulling from the wardrobe, which meant he didn’t know whether they were Alice’s or not. A blue dress. A black one. A floral thing. A silk slip that made him stare at his own hands for too long because for one moment he was transported back to the other night.

Panties. Bras. Stockings. A pale camisole. A white lace thing he had never seen before but knew without knowing that Alicia had worn. He picked it up by the strap, then stopped. It smelled faintly of perfume. Not strong. Not like the panties from before. Just enough.

Rod threw it into the basket and carried the whole thing to the washer. Alice’s washing machine had more settings than a NASA rocket. He stared at the dials.

Normal. Delicates. Quick Wash. Whites. Cold. Warm. Spin.

He went for delicates because it was less likely to damage anything. He shoved in the dresses and underwear, added detergent from the labelled bottle, and started the machine.

The clothes turned slowly behind the glass. Alice’s dresses, Alice’s underwear, Alicia’s proof, all folding around one another in soap and water. Rod watched longer than he should have. The washer pulled them under, lifted them, turned them, buried them in foam.

If only everything could be cleaned that way.

By early evening, the apartment looked almost decent.

Alice would still know. She would step through the door and smell the difference in the air, see the grain of the rug wrong, know which perfume bottle had been moved half an inch. But to any normal human being, the place looked fine.

The washed dresses hung over the bathroom rail because he did not dare use the dryer.

The underwear lay over the bed rails in Alice’s room, which made it look like some private laundry disaster.

He showered. Long and hot. He washed away cleaning sweat, hangover stink, smoke, old beer. He stood with both hands on the tile and let the water hit the back of his neck. The bathroom steamed. The mirror clouded over until his reflection vanished.

Good.

He suddenly realised he needed to find somewhere to stay. He would go to the Crow.

That decision had come while he cleaned, quietly at first, then more clearly. He had to go. He had to be Rod in public for a start and he had to find himself another bed to sleep on. He had to stand beside Kurt, drink beer, say stupid things, watch women, make his body remember its own habits. He had to walk into the Crow as himself and own it.

He turned off the shower. The flat was quiet except for water dripping from the showerhead and the noise from outside. He dried himself and then wrapped the towel around his waist, heading into the living room, down the hall to the bedroom. He wasn’t thinking of much.

The bodysuit lay on Alice’s bed.

Pale. Dry. Folded neatly.

Waiting.

For a moment, Rod thought he had gone mad.

His heart seemed to stop as he looked at the thin, silicon, flesh like shape on the bed. His mouth dried and he realised his hands and legs were trembling. He felt his balls shiver up with fear. The bodysuit was perfect.

Not charred.

Not melted.

It had burned. He had seen it burn. The skin had blistered. The limbs had curled. The phone had popped. The paper had blackened. The stink of the thing had got into his clothes and hair. He had stirred the ash with a branch until nothing remained.

And now it was on Alice’s bed. The room seemed to lengthen between him and it.

Somewhere in his head, Alicia laughed. Small at first. Bright. Familiar.

Rod closed his eyes.

The laugh came again, closer this time. Not loud. Not cruel exactly. Worse. Amused. As if she had watched him pour the gasoline, watched him drop the lighter, watched him stand in the smoke thinking men solved everything by burning it.

Silly Rod. He reached the bed. The suit looked exactly as it had the first night, before everything. Blank. Pale. No breasts. No hips. No face. A second skin without a person or personality inside it. The back opening lay parted, darker within.

Rod’s hand lifted.

He snatched it back.

Alicia’s laugh warmed into something like a sigh.

The room smelled of clean sheets, damp skin, and beneath it, faintly, Alicia’s perfume. Rod’s breathing came too fast. He tried to think of something. Concrete. Steel. Dale shouting. Kurt snoring on the couch. The black Ford. His hands around crates. His boots heavy on the floor. But each thought broke as it arrived. But she was there. Come on, Rod baby, just one more time before sis comes home.

A sob tried to come out of him. He swallowed it and turned it into a curse, but the curse came thin. “Fuck you.”

Alicia laughed again.

The room seemed to close around him. The feminine room. Alice’s bed. Alice’s dresses drying on the rail. Alice’s underwear carefully hanging on the bed frame as if by design. The towel dropped and the mirror caught his naked male body beside the waiting suit. The apartment cleaned for a sister coming home too late. Alicia’s world arranged and ready.

He picked up the suit.

It unfolded over his arms.

He stepped into it.

One foot.

Then the other.

Rod cried out once, not from pain but from the first rush of surrender. The material slid up his damp legs. It did not stick. It seemed to drink the water away, smoothing against his skin as if he had been prepared for it. He pulled it over his thighs, hips, stomach.

His hands worked without hesitation now. The suit came up over his chest, his shoulders, his arms. Fingers filled fingers. The neck rose. The back hung open.

He reached behind. Base of spine. Seal. Lower back. Seal. Middle. Seal. Between the shoulder blades. Seal. His hand found the final opening at the neck.

For one second, Rod looked at his reflection in the mirror and saw a man scared that he would never again be free.

“Please,” he whispered. No one answered. He sealed the neck.

The transformation began at once.

Fast. Violent enough to remind him who made the rules, but smoother than before. His shoulders pulled inward. His height dropped. His hips opened. His chest reshaped, breasts rising with tender weight. Hair spilled down over his shoulders in dark ropes. His face softened. His mouth filled. Hands shrank.

Rod tried to hold onto one thing. His name. Rod Callan. Rod. Rod.

But the name had burned with the phone. It had gone into the dirt with the blackened plastic and the melted glass. It had been spoken by Kurt on Alice’s couch with beer and suspicion, but even there it had sounded like something already fading.

Alicia rose behind it.

Rod backed into the darkness. He knew the darkness by now. It had no walls. No sound. No floor. It was the place he went when Alicia lived. He had fought it before. Raged. Scratched. Tried to dig fingers into the edges.

This time, the darkness opened like a mouth.

And Rod fell.

Alicia opened her eyes. She was standing in Alice’s bedroom with both hands resting lightly on the bedpost. For a moment, she stayed still and let the body settle. The room smelled clean now. That pleased her.

Rod had finally made himself useful.

She looked at the mirror. The woman there was wet-haired, bare, smooth and complete. Water had dried from her skin as if the suit disliked inconvenience. Her dark hair fell over one shoulder, glossy already. Her breasts rose softly with her breath, the nipples hardening in the cool air. Her waist curved cleanly into hips to die for and the space between her legs felt warm and expectant. Her mouth, unpainted, looked almost innocent.

Alicia smiled. She was far from innocent.

“Poor thing,” she said.

Alicia dressed slowly because the night deserved care. It was the beginning of one life and the end of another. It deserved reverence.

First, lingerie.

Not Alice’s old sets. Not the emergency things worn in the early nights. She opened the small drawer Rod and took out the white lace bra and panties she had seen and admired the other night. She fastened the bra with neat fingers, stepped into the panties, then stood before the mirror.

Alicia Drake, she thought. That’s who I am now. She did not question it. It fitted perfectly. Oh, what fun she was going to have.

A dress next.

She considered the pink top and denim skirt, then shook her head. Kurt had seen that already. Tonight needed polish. Alice had a shimmering silk dress in a garment bag, pale blue with a silver shift in the fabric when the light caught it. Alicia took it out and held it against herself.

She slipped into the dress.

It skimmed over her body and settled high on the thigh. The silk held the lamplight. When she turned, it flashed softly, not cheap, but impossible to ignore. Holdup stockings came next. She rolled them up her legs with care, stretching them luxuriously over her smooth legs.

High heels. Black, strappy, narrow enough to make every step matter. She put them on and stood.

The mirror approved.

Makeup.

She sat at Alice’s dresser, the place where Rod had first been taught what his hands could do when they stopped being his. Just eyes and lips this time. A natural look maybe, with a hint of glamour. Eyes darker than before. Mascara. A little shimmer at the lid. Lips in a deep rose gloss that made her mouth look soft enough to tempt and sharp enough to punish.

She brushed her hair until it fell in loose waves. A silver necklace. Hoops. Perfume. One spray at the throat. One at the wrists. One lower, because Kurt would notice even if he pretended not to.

Alicia stood.

She looked like a woman men wanted.

Before she left, she turned to Rod’s things.

His clothes lay where he had dropped them. Jeans. Shirt. Underwear. Socks. Work boots by the chair. His belt on the floor. His wallet on the dresser because Rod had taken it out before cleaning and forgotten, or because something in him had known Alicia would need it.

She opened it.

Cash. Useful.

A bank card. Driver’s licence. Alicia removed the cash first and put it in a little black bag. Then the bank card. Then the licence.

Rod Callan stared out from the photo.

Square jaw. Broken nose. Hard eyes. A man who believed the world was simple because simple things had mostly worked for him.

Alicia held the card between two fingers.

For a moment, she felt something. She blinked. The card warmed between her fingers. The printed letters trembled. The name Rod Callan blurred. The face on the licence shifted first. The square jaw softened. The hair darkened and lengthened. The eyes widened. The mouth changed. Then the name.

Rod Callan thinned, stretched, broke apart. New letters formed cleanly over the plastic.

Alicia Drake. She looked at it for a long moment.

Then she smiled.

“Well,” she said.

She slipped the card into her bag.

Rod’s clothes went into a black garbage bag. Not folded neatly. Alicia gathered them as one gathers the remains of a bad party. Jeans. Shirts. Work socks. Underwear. The belt. Old receipts from pockets. A flannel overshirt. A spare pair of work trousers from his duffel. The smell of plant, sweat, beer and male stubbornness rose from them.

At the door, she paused and looked around Alice’s flat.

Clean enough. Not perfect. Alice would know things had happened. Alice would know from the air alone. But Alicia would not be there to explain them. She was not coming back.

She took the garbage bag down the stairs.

Her heels clicked crisply on each step. Outside, evening had settled over Main Street. The sky was bruised purple at the edges. The vape store sign buzzed green below. The diner windows glowed. Somewhere to the west, The Rusty Crow would already be filling with smoke, music and men who thought the night belonged to them until a woman walked in and proved otherwise.

Alicia carried Rod’s clothes to the bins behind the building. She lifted the lid and dropped the bag in. It landed heavily among coffee grounds, boxes, bottles and the ordinary waste of other lives.

For a moment, from somewhere deep and far away, something stirred. Perhaps it was Rod, trying some last hurrah to try and return and take back his life. It’s mine, now, she thought and smiled.

She walked back through the alley, past Rod’s black Ford. It sat where he had left it, broad and useless, the pine air freshener visible through the windshield. She considered taking it, then decided against it. Rod’s truck belonged to Rod. It was too large, too loud, too heavy with old habits. She needed something nicer.

Alicia preferred to walk.

Let the town see her. She checked her reflection in the dark window of the vape store. Silk dress. Stockings. High heels. Dark hair. Glossed mouth. Black bag at her shoulder. The new licence inside. Something occurred to her then. She reached in her bag and brought out the bank card – the name had changed too. So, now she had a bank account.

Alicia Drake smiled, then she turned west and began walking towards The Rusty Crow.

The neon bird was not visible yet.

But she could feel it waiting.


Chapter 10: Kurt and Alicia

Laketown had proper shops.

That was the first thing Alicia decided.

Not the failing strip mall outside Mill Road where people bought printer ink, work boots and birthday cards with fishing jokes. Not the row of tired stores near Main Street with dusty windows and handwritten signs. Laketown had glass-fronted boutiques, a department store with polished floors, a cosmetics counter that smelled of powder and promise, and women walking around with bags looped over their wrists as if buying things was not an errand but a natural extension of personality.

Alicia belonged there immediately.

She had taken the early bus from Mill Road with Rod’s card, Rod’s cash and Alicia Drake’s face looking out from the licence in her bag. The bus driver did not blink. That pleased her. People trusted plastic. They trusted names printed on official cards more than they trusted their own eyes.

Now she stood before a shop window in Laketown and looked at herself reflected between two mannequins wearing summer dresses.

She was dressed plainly for shopping, or what passed for plain now: denim skirt, soft white blouse, tan boots, dark hair brushed loose, gloss on her mouth, sunglasses pushed up over her head. Pretty, but not trying too hard. Small-town enough not to be mistaken for city money. Feminine enough to make men look twice when she crossed the street.

In the window, Alicia smiled.

Somewhere deep inside there might have been old weight, old noise, the ghost of a man with big hands and a black Ford. But if he was there, he was far off now. Something locked in a room at the end of a hallway Alicia did not need to visit anymore.

She stepped into the boutique.

A bell sounded above the door.

The woman at the counter looked up. Mid-fifties, silver-blonde hair, sharp glasses, linen shirt, not easily impressed. Good.

“Can I help you?”

“I need clothes,” Alicia said.

The woman looked her over. Not rudely. Professionally. Size, shape, colouring, budget, confidence.

“For anything in particular?”

“For leaving a place behind.”

The woman blinked once. Then, unexpectedly, she smiled. “That can require several outfits.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.”

The next hour passed in silk, cotton, zips, hangers and mirrors.

Alicia tried on a green wrap dress first. It made her look like someone who brought salad to church lunches and owned clean kitchen scissors. Then a black fitted dress, better, but too close to the first night in Alice’s room. A red sundress with a low neckline and thin straps made the saleswoman pause with one finger against her mouth.

“That one,” she said.

Alicia turned in the changing room mirror. The dress made her look alive. Not sweet. Not safe. Alive. It showed her throat, her shoulders, the curve of her waist, the shape of her legs. It did not apologise for any of it. She imagined walking into The Rusty Crow wearing it and felt the room slow before she had crossed the floor.

“Yes,” Alicia said.

After that, there was no stopping things.

A blue dress for daytime. A black skirt. Two tops, one pink and one cream. A pair of white shorts Alicia bought because Rod would have hated them. A soft cardigan she almost rejected, then kept because a girl could not live on trouble alone. Not every hour of the day, anyway.

At another high-class department store, she bought lingerie.

That was more private, and more satisfying. White lace. Pale pink satin. Black for nights at the Crow. A blue set because it matched one of the dresses. Stockings. A garter belt with tiny bows she touched twice before putting it in the basket. The woman at the counter folded each piece into tissue paper as if it mattered.

Alicia watched the careful movement of hands over lace and felt something close to tenderness. A life could be built from such things. It would be built now.

She bought the suitcase last. Hard-shell, black, medium-sized, with little wheels and a clean silver handle. The man in the luggage section asked if she was travelling.

“Soon,” Alicia said.

“Anywhere nice?”

She thought of the road beyond Mill Road. Towns she had never seen. Cities full of bars where no one knew her. Hotel rooms with clean sheets. Stores brighter than Laketown. Men who would see only Alicia. Women who would call her honey, sweetheart, ma’am, miss, whatever the day required.

“So much for a girl to do,” she said.

The man looked confused, then laughed because men often laughed when they d noot know what else is expected. Alicia paid and left with the suitcase rolling behind her.

By late afternoon, Kurt’s apartment looked smaller because Alicia had brought the wider world into it. It was not much of a place.

He rented the top floor of a narrow building near the feed store on the western edge of Mill Road. The outside stairs were rusted, the hallway smelled of paint and fried food, and the apartment itself looked as if a man had arranged it in one afternoon and then never questioned the result. Brown couch. Television. Coffee table with boot marks. Small kitchen, metal sink, two cracked tiles near the oven. Bedroom through a half-open door. Work shirts on a chair. A stack of mail on the counter. One good cast-iron pan. One mug that said WORLD’S OKAYEST UNCLE.

It should have depressed her.

It did not.

Kurt’s place was crude, but it had his shape in it. The weight of him. Boots by the door. Belt on the counter. Hat on a hook. The smell of soap, denim, beer and skin. Alicia did not intend to live there forever. She knew that before she had set her suitcase down. But for now, it was shelter. A place to put her things. A place where Kurt looked at her as if the room had improved by admitting her.

He stood in the kitchen while she unpacked half her bags onto the table.

“Jesus,” he said. “So, you’re really moving in.”

“Yes.”

He picked up a pale pink bra by the strap and looked at it. Alicia took it from him.

“All this stuff looks new.”

Alicia grinned. “I thought you might like it.”

He had come back from the plant early. He said he had taken half a day because Dale was annoying him and Lenny had nearly put a crate through his foot. Alicia suspected that was not the whole truth. Kurt had wanted to see if she would still be there.

She liked that. She liked that he had doubted her enough to come home and check. He leaned against the sink, arms folded, watching her lay dresses over the chair and place the makeup bag on the counter.

“Damn, you’re a sight for sore eyes, darlin’.”

He studied her. Kurt had a way of looking that would have made a weaker woman confess things she had not done. It came from his size, mostly, but not only that. Rod had been big. Rod had filled space. Kurt did something else. He held space. Let it tighten. Waited for others to move first.

Alicia refused to move. Kurt stepped towards her.

“That suitcase says more than maybe I want to know.”

Alicia shut the suitcase lid and put it down on the floor. “Maybe I like being prepared.”

“You going somewhere?”

“One day.”

“With me?”

“Maybe.”

His jaw tightened. There it was. Possession. Not the foolish kind from boys in bars. Not Dean reaching too quickly or some plant man whistling at the door. Kurt’s possessiveness had weight because he tried not to show all of it. He wanted to grip, command, keep. He wanted to be the kind of man a woman looked back for before leaving a room.

Alicia crossed the kitchen slowly.

“You angry already?”

His mouth curved, but his eyes stayed hard. “You came into my life like a lit match and bought a suitcase the next morning.”

“That does sound like me.”

He put his hands on her waist as she leaned against the sink.

Alicia pressed a little into him and felt his slight hardness around her butt.

“You think I’m something passing through,” she said.

“I think you’re trouble.”

“I am.”

She turned and touched his chest with one fingertip. “You don’t need to know everything.”

The apartment became quiet.

The traffic outside. The hum of the refrigerator. A dog barking below, then stopping. Alicia could feel Kurt’s heat through his shirt, the rough strength of him, the way he made her smaller without making her feel weak. Rod had believed masculinity was bulk, appetite and noise. Kurt’s masculinity was simpler and more dangerous. He wanted, and the wanting had discipline around it.

Alicia loved that.

Not love in the soft sense. Not flowers, promises, old songs and women crying at kitchen tables. She loved the feel of it. The shape of it. His hard hands at her waist. His beard near her cheek. The old confidence that did not need to explain itself.

Kurt bent and kissed her.

It began as anger, or partly. A question asked with his mouth because he had run out of patience for answers. Alicia answered by rising into him, letting the force of him gather around her. The kitchen sink pressed against her back.

Kurt’s hands moved, firm and familiar now. Alicia’s fingers curled in his shirt. He murmured something against her throat that sounded like a curse, or praise, or both. She laughed once and felt him respond, felt the breath go out of him in a way that made her powerful.

For a second, with the sink behind her and Kurt’s body close, she felt almost fond of him. He was not the whole world. That was important to remember. Kurt was Mill Road. Hard, handsome, dangerous, limited. He made an excellent beginning. He was not the ending.

One day, she would leave him. Not today. Not tomorrow, perhaps.

But one day. When the town grew too small. When The Rusty Crow knew her too well. When Kurt’s arms became a place rather than a danger. Alicia would pack the black suitcase, take the card with her new name, and head out into the wider world. There were cities, roads, clubs, shops, mirrors, men, women, hotels, lives.

So much for a girl to do.

He lifted her up and she wrapped her legs around him, carrying her to the bedroom. She was hot now, had an itch that needed to be scratched. That was the real Alicia. Deep down. He pushed her onto the rickety old bed and unzipped his flies, pulling out his manhood that was already hardening. She giggled and they kissed again as felt him push into her and begin to thrust rhythmically. The sensation of him filling her was powerful and she arched her back as he pushed hard, wrapping a big hand around her neck. She pulled off her top frantically and watched as he sucked at her titties, sending little shocks of pleasure through her body. His muscular arms enveloped her and his hard cock pounded at her, the bed screeched and she laughed and then suddenly cried out as the first orgasm took her.

As they lay together in the heat, she touched Kurt’s beard. “Crow tonight?” she asked.

He looked at her mouth. “You asking or telling?”

“I’ve got a pretty dress to wear.”

The Rusty Crow was already beating hard by the time they arrived. Saturday night had filled the lot. Trucks sat in wet gravel, headlights flashing as latecomers turned in. The red neon crow flickered over the door, beak failing and recovering, failing and recovering. Music thumped through the old boards. Cigarette smoke gathered near the entrance despite everyone pretending rules existed.

Alicia wore the red dress. Kurt noticed every step she took in it. So did everyone else.

She liked walking beside him. Not behind. Not ahead. Beside. Close enough that his hand brushed the small of her back when men looked too long. Close enough that women saw the claim and measured it. Kurt in jeans, boots, black shirt and dark hat. Alicia in red, dark hair loose, lips glossy, heels sharp against the wooden floor.

Patty looked up when they entered.

“Well,” she said. “There’s a picture.”

Kurt tipped his hat. “Jealous?”

“Of which one of you?”

Alicia laughed and slid onto a stool. “Vodka soda.”

Patty made the drink and set a beer in front of Kurt. Her eyes moved between them with the practised suspicion of a woman who had survived decades behind a bar and seen just about everything.

“You two look pleased with yourselves.”

Kurt took a drink. Alicia crossed one leg over the other. The red dress shifted. Kurt looked down, then back at his beer. Patty caught it.

“Sure,” she said. “Good day. I went shopping.”

“So I see.”

They drank. They danced. Kurt touched her like he had permission now and wanted the room to notice he knew how to use it. Alicia let him. Sometimes she leaned into it. Sometimes she moved away just enough to make him follow. He did. Of course he did. He was like a big, stupid puppy.

The bar did not care where she came from if she arrived properly. It cared how she walked, who looked at her, whether she could hold her drink, whether she brought trouble and whether that trouble was interesting enough to keep.

Around ten, the door opened and Alice came in.

Alicia was at the bar with Kurt’s hand resting on the back of her stool. Patty had just said something rude about Ray’s new shirt. Kurt laughed. Alicia turned her head, still smiling.

Alice stood inside the door.

Small, neat, pale from travel and anger. Dark hair cut just below the jaw. Cream coat belted at the waist. A handbag held close to one side. She looked wrong in The Rusty Crow. Too clean, too prim, too aware of exactly what she had walked into. Her eyes moved across the room once, fast, then landed on Patty.

Patty looked up.

“Alice Callan,” she said. “This is a surprise.”

Kurt stiffened beside Alicia.

“Have you seen Rod?”

The question was simple. The room did not stop, but the men nearest the bar heard enough to turn their attention sideways.

Patty leaned on the bar. “Not for a few days.”

Alice’s mouth tightened. “What does that mean?”

“It means not for a few days.”

Kurt stepped in. “He called in sick. I saw him the other night.”

Alice looked at him. “Kurt.” It wasn’t a pleasant exchange. “He isn’t answering his phone.”

“Said he lost it.”

Alice looked at him more sharply. Alicia watched both of them. Kurt was tense now. He had not expected Alice. He knew something was wrong, had known for days, but wrong in Mill Road usually meant debt, drink, a woman, a fight, a job, a truck in a ditch. It did not mean this. Alice’s presence brought the hidden thing closer to his face, and he did not like what he could almost smell.

Alice said, “No one’s seen him?”

Patty shook her head. “Not here.”

“Ray?”

“Out back. He’d tell me if Rod had been in causing problems.”

Alice breathed in slowly.

Then her eyes moved to Alicia.

Only then. Alicia felt the moment arrive with a clean little click.

Alice’s gaze dropped first to the red dress, then the hands, the hair, the face. Not the way women in bars looked at a rival. Not the way men looked at a body. Alice looked like a person recognising the shape of a nightmare from the wrong side.

Her eyes widened.

“Something wrong?” Kurt asked.

Alice did not answer him. She looked at Alicia as if the noise of The Rusty Crow had fallen away.

“Who’s this?”

Kurt’s hand came to Alicia’s shoulder. “Alicia.”

Alice repeated it. “Alicia.”

Alicia raised her glass slightly. “Evening.”

Alice’s face went still.

Rod had known those mean little eyes all his life. Alicia knew them through him. When Alice went still, she was not calm. She was getting ready to explode.

Kurt looked between them. “You two know each other?”

“No,” Alice said.

Alicia smiled into her glass. Patty, sensing a kind of trouble that might not mop easily, moved down the bar and pretended to check stock.

Alicia slid from the stool. “I need the bathroom.”

Kurt’s hand tightened once at her shoulder. “You all right?”

“Yes.”

She kissed Kurt slowly on the lips, smiled and walked away. Alice watched her move.

Alicia walked away from the bar without hurrying. The red dress swayed. Her heels clicked over the wooden floor, then softened in the sawdust near the hallway. She could feel Alice’s eyes on her back of her neck.

The restroom hallway was dimmer than the bar. Posters peeling. Old payphone still mounted on the wall though no one had used it in years. The same buzzing bulb overhead. The same closed door where Kurt had led her before. The air smelled of bleach, beer and warm dust.

Alicia pushed open the women’s restroom door.

It was empty.

Two stalls. One sink. Mirror spotted at the edges. A machine on the wall selling things nobody bought unless desperate. Someone had written LORI LOVES DANNY in black marker near the hand dryer. Below it, someone else had written POOR LORI with a picture of a limp cock.

Alicia set her bag on the sink and checked her reflection. Her lipstick needed a little attention. She opened the bag and took out the gloss. The door opened behind her.

Alice stepped inside. Neither of them spoke. The music from the bar came through the wall as a dull thump. A woman laughed somewhere outside, then a man shouted, then the door swung fully closed and cut the worst of it away.

Alice stood by the door, one hand still on the handle.

Up close, she looked tired. She had been through airports, bad news, too many phone calls, and then had come home to an apartment missing a brother and an apartment that didn’t quite look the way it did when she left for her holiday.

Her eyes stayed on Alicia’s face.

“Is it you?”

Alicia capped the gloss.

She turned slowly.

“Hello, Alice.”

The colour left Alice’s face. For a second, she looked smaller. Not weak. Alice had never been weak. Smaller in the way a person does when the world confirms the worst thing they had tried not to believe.

“No,” Alice said.

Alicia smiled. “No?”

“Where’s Rod?”

Alicia leaned back against the sink.

The porcelain was cool through the red dress. She crossed one ankle over the other, comfortable, almost amused. This was Alice’s fear, not hers.

“Gone.”

Alice flinched. “What did you do?”

“What did I do?” Alicia laughed softly. “That’s interesting.”

Alice stepped closer. “Where is my brother?”

“Where do you think?” Alice looked at her body then. Really looked. The face. The hair. The mouth. The shoulders. The curve of the dress. The hands resting lightly on the sink. Searching for Rod the way Rod had once searched the mirror for himself.

Her jaw tightened. “Who are you?”

Alica smiled. “Just what did you think would happen, Alice?”

“Rod put it on?”

“Oh, Alice.” Alicia tilted her head.

Alice said nothing.

“Did you think poor little Rod would be able to keep out of your wardrobe?”

Alice’s eyes flickered. There it was. The old guilt. Not enough to save him. Not enough to undo anything. But enough to prove she had known the trap and left it in a room with a man who always opened the wrong drawer.

“I told him not to touch my things,” Alice said.

Alicia laughed again, quieter this time. “That’s your great defence?”

“It doesn’t make people,” she said. “Not from nothing. Not like you.”

Alicia’s eyes narrowed. “It makes what the wearer needs, darlin’.”

Alice took another step. Her voice had lowered now. Still controlled, but shaken under the surface. “It takes what it finds. It pulls from want, fear, shame, hunger, vanity, resentment, all of it. It builds a shape that can live. But it doesn’t mean the first person is gone.”

“You really don’t understand, do you?”

“Will you answer a goddamn question! What has it done to him?”

Alicia stepped away from the sink.

“Rod burned it,” she said. “Did you know that? He took it out into the country and poured gasoline over it. Burned his phone with it too. Big, strong Rod. Solving things the only way he knew.”

Alice whispered, “God.”

“It came back. I came back.”

Alice closed her eyes. Only for a second. When she opened them, the fear was clearer.

“You have to let him go.”

“You don’t get to put me back in a box.”

Alicia moved closer. Alice did not back away. That was Rod’s sister. Small, mean-eyed, standing where bigger people expected space and refusing to give it. Alicia almost admired her.

“It is simple,” Alicia said. “I’m here. Rod isn’t.”

“He’s still in there.”

For a moment, they stood close enough to see each other properly. Two women in the bad yellow light of The Rusty Crow restroom. One who had brought the danger home. One who had climbed out of it. Somewhere beyond the wall, Kurt waited with beer, questions and hands that had already chosen Alicia’s body over any truth Mill Road could offer.

Alice said, “I won’t let you take him.”

“Little late.” Alicia reached past Alice and opened the door.

Alice caught her wrist.

“Let go.”

“No.”

“Alice!”

For a second, the name carried something that belonged to Rod. Childhood. Parking lots. Bad fathers. A sister standing too small and too brave in front of a bedroom door. Taking the knocks her brother was unable to.

Alicia grip loosened.

That was all Alicia needed.

She pulled free and walked out.

The hallway brought the music back. Loud. Crude. Alive. The red neon glow from the bar reached the corridor floor and coloured her shoes. Alicia moved towards it, her heart beating hard but clean.

Kurt looked up as she came back.

His eyes went to her face at once.

“What happened?”

Alicia slid onto the stool beside him.

“Nothing.”

He looked past her towards the hallway. Alice had not come out yet.

Kurt’s jaw tightened. “That didn’t look like nothing.”

Alicia touched his cheek with two fingers and turned his face back to hers.

“Dance with me.”

He stared at her.

Questions moved behind his eyes. Kurt had plenty. Where was Rod? Why had Alice looked at her like that? Why did Alicia’s hand tremble slightly before she put it in his? Why did trouble seem to follow her like perfume?

Then the music changed.

Something slower.

Something with a heavy beat under it. Kurt stood. He held out his hand. Alicia took it.

Across the room, the women assessed, the men watched, Patty pretended not to, and The Rusty Crow carried on like it had always carried on. Beer cold. Music loud. Trouble inside, no matter what the sign said.

Kurt’s hand settled at Alicia’s waist. She stepped close.

Near the hallway, Alice appeared. She stood half in shadow, one hand at her cheek, watching them. Alicia saw her. Held her gaze. Then Alicia turned her face up to Kurt and smiled. He drew her into the dance.

The red dress caught the neon. Her dark hair brushed her shoulders. Kurt’s body moved with hers, strong and sure, and the room made space for them because rooms always did when something alive and dangerous crossed the floor.

Somewhere far away, beyond memory, beyond warning, beyond Rod Callan’s discarded boots and burned phone, a man might have been calling her name. Or his own.

Alicia did not listen.

The wider world was waiting.

And for now, Kurt’s hands were warm at her waist.
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