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CHAPTER ONE
I WAKE up to an inbox full of all-caps death threats and a flaming paper bag filled with dogshit on my doorstep. In other words, it’s Monday.
Amazing what a human being can get used to. A year ago, I’d be crying and calling the police. Now my blood pressure barely rises. I delete emails and clean up my front porch. I slip on a pantsuit, clip back my tangled nest of hair, draw a bow of red lipstick on my lips, and head to the office in a self-driving taxi—hopefully for the last time. Because later today, I’m set to go pick up my brand-new Sunray. That’s right, my own solar-powered car. Look at this fancy bitch.
“Good morning,” the robotic voice says as I settle into the back seat. “How are you today?”
I put on my sunglasses. “Not in the mood, car.”
“What kind of music would you like to listen to?”
“The silent kind.”
Outside my window, we pass a steady stream of palm trees. The sky’s the smoggy color of dirty dishwater and traffic’s stop-and-start as we head from Hollywood toward the jagged skyline of downtown LA. Usually I’d be on my phone, passing my commute time scrolling headlines. But I silenced my phone this morning after seeing my boss Viv has been texting me since six a.m. Boundaries, Viv. Respect them.
It hasn’t been easy for me to set boundaries, but I’ve learned that if I don’t, it means I’ve created no space for myself. My job at the digital magazine Said makes boundary-setting hard. The news or the latest scandal breaking on social media does not give a crap about my work hours. Everything is reactive. Media suffers from a desperate need to be first, to post the first hot take, the first takedown, the first spin on a viral video. But at the wise age of twenty-seven and having worked in this industry now for three years, I’ve begun to realize that nothing is actually that urgent. If I have something worthwhile to add to the narrative, a story can wait. My boss’s frantic edits about this week’s column can be tabled until I officially punch in. My phone can sit on silent mode while I’m commuting. Nothing is on fire.
Well, usually. My mouth drops when the taxi tries to pull up to our high-rise office building and I behold the whole loading zone blocked by fire trucks, police cars, and a news van.
“I cannot find a dropoff,” the car says to me. “Please allow me to circle the block to find a location for dropoff.”
“Just let me out here,” I say, opening my car door.
“You cannot step out into the street—” it says.
“I can do whatever I want, you bossy hunk of metal,” I mutter, hurrying to the sidewalk to see what the commotion’s all about.
A crowd has gathered, held back by yellow police tape. I get a little sick to my stomach as I notice an armored police vehicle and a serious-looking truck that just says SHERIFF on it. There’s a bit of a war zone vibe here on an ordinary Monday morning. I spot my work crew gathered on the sideline, clutching purses and bags and whispering to one another. When they see me, they flag me down and I join them.
“What the hell is going on?” I ask, relieved to see they’re still alive and kicking. “Fire?”
Giovanna, my work wife, gives me a half-hug. “Bomb threat.”
“Who?”
“Us.”
I blink back at her and she raises her penciled eyebrows.
“It wasn’t me, was it?” I ask, quieter.
“Of course it was you,” says Terrance, glaring through his thick glasses, arms crossed.
“Well, it wasn’t me, Terrance,” I say. “I didn’t call in a bomb threat.”
“No, you just poked the goddamn bear again and now …” Terrance gestures toward the pandemonium on the sidewalk.
“Is anyone covering this?” a voice says behind us. It’s Viv, looking decades older than her forty years because the woman never sleeps and lives on diet cola and Droidburgers. Her shirt is buttoned wrong but I’m not about to be the one to tell her. “Terrance?”
“I’m in Culture,” he reminds her.
“You’re in whatever I assign you, smartass,” Viv tells him. “Get to work.”
“I can do it, Viv,” I say, raising my hand.
“Not you,” she says, without even looking at me.
I lower my hand, exchanging a look with Giovanna, who grimaces. Great. Viv’s pissed at me. In fact, reading the expressions on my colleagues’ faces, everyone is pissed at me. A couple months ago we had to clear the office because of an anthrax scare. Earlier this year we installed bulletproof glass because of a series of threats that came to Said’s DMs. Terrance gives me one last dose of the stinkeye before taking his tablet out of his courier bag and walking toward a couple of firefighters to start asking questions.
“I want pictures,” Viv tells Giovanna.
“Should I livestream on social?”
“No. Just photos for Terrance.” Viv finally makes eye contact with me. Her eyes are bloodshot and frighteningly blue. “And you? Let’s take a walk.”
I had really hoped that there was nowhere to go but up when I woke up this morning to death threats and shit on my doorstep. But I have the sinking feeling as I walk away from the chaotic scene—all of my co-workers watching with pitying expressions—that I might end up losing my job today. Viv and I turn a corner, walking in step. All I can think is, I shouldn’t have bought that freaking car. What a pompous ass I was to pretend I had job security. Now I’m going to have to freelance and eat cereal for breakfast, lunch, and dinner again, or worse—adopt a roommate. I’m getting way ahead of myself, trying to think if there’s a way I can sue for wrongful termination, when Viv stops in front of a trendy coffee shop and jams a thumb toward the front door.
“Want a cup of something?” she asks, in an uncharacteristically friendly tone.
Oh man. I’m really in for it.
“Are you firing me?” I ask. “Just tell me.”
“No.”
I blow out a sigh of relief. “Then sure, I’ll have a cup of something.”
The coffeeshop is bustling with energy, tables filled with everything from well-dressed office dwellers to a man with no shoes on, strumming a ukulele. After grabbing a diet cola and a black coffee, Viv and I find a table in a corner and take our seats.
“Okay, let me have it,” I say as soon as we sit down.
Viv sits, puts her hands together in a prayer position, and takes a deep breath. “I admire you a lot, Eve. I want you to know that.”
It’s like I’m about to get dumped.
“You’ve got balls,” she continues. “And I mean that as the highest compliment.”
I can’t help but roll my eyes.
“Listen, I covered the MeToo movement back when I was fresh out of journalism school. I got death threats too.” She pops her can open and slurps. “When you’ve pissed them off this much, you know you’re doing something right.”
I relax a little, blowing on my coffee. Viv’s settling into maternal pep talk mode. She’s been my boss for years and I can read her moods like a magazine.
“So when I say what I’m about to say, please keep in mind, I have experience in this arena. I have perspective.” She gives me a tight, sorry smile. “It’s time to put the column to bed.”
A sinking feeling pulls me down. My column, my beloved column. I started “What’s Your Problem, Bro?” after I started interning here three years ago. In my column, I investigate online trolls and expose them for who they are in real life. Serial harassers of public figures. Misogynists. Racists. Homophobes. Not doxing them, of course—not posting their contact information or address. But profiling them and their pathetic little lives so people can take a peek at the manboy behind the curtain. “What’s Your Problem, Bro?” has become a flagstone feature of Said and accounted for a third of our traffic last year. It’s how I got a book advance fat enough to buy me that Sunray I’m supposed to pick up later today. I can’t imagine pulling the plug on the column—not now, not because of this.
My mouth is still open as I try to find a proper response. “How could you give in? You were the one who told me to ignore the threats. To delete them and not take them seriously.”
“I know I did. I stand by my word.”
“You know there’s no bomb,” I say, my chest burning. “You know it’s just like all the other threats.”
“I know this too.”
“Then why?” I ask, leaning in, trying to control the emotion building in me. I know from experience that an emotional response will not sway Viv in any way. She makes decisions based on data and logic and journalistic duty, nothing more, nothing less.
“It’s not about you,” Viv says. “I’m not worried about you. You’ve proven you can handle anything. It’s about the rest of my team.”
I wait for her to continue. I haven’t felt this kind of sick ache since I was dumped last year.
“The success of your column has obviously driven us a lot of traffic,” Viv says. “It helped us build our younger, more diverse audience. Love that for us. But do you see the faces of your colleagues today? I’m getting HR complaints that people are afraid to work in the office. They’re calling it a hostile work environment. It’s not worth the psychological toll it’s taking on other editorial staff.”
“Terrance,” I cut in. “Terrance is the one complaining, right?”
“It’s confidential,” Viv says, sipping her soda.
It’s totally Terrance.
“I cleaned up a flaming pile of dogshit on my doorstep this morning,” I say slowly, “and ignored actual death threats in my inbox to come to work today. And you’re pulling my column because Terrance is scared?”
Viv puts her soda down and sears me with her flame-blue gaze. I fight the urge to look away but don’t, because I want her to know that I won’t back down. That I’ll keep fighting. That’s the kind of writer I am.
“I know I told you, early on, to not back down because of trolls,” Viv says. “And I appreciate your warrior spirit, I do. But one of these days you might find that a threat isn’t so empty after all. And that scares the shit out of me, Eve.” She leans in. “Flaming pile of dogshit on your doorstep? That means they know where you live.”
I’m aware. It’s not like I’m unbothered. But that’s why security systems exist.
“On top of how dangerous this beat’s become for you,” Viv goes on, “there’s the matter of traffic.”
I sigh. Here we go. Here’s the real reason for this—because in the place where Viv’s heart should be, there’s actually a spreadsheet full of engagement numbers.
“Traffic to your column’s dropped by sixty percent this year,” she goes on. “And we’re no longer selling ad space to it the way we were a year ago. The format’s repetitive. It’s been played out. Then you have your book coming out—”
“I haven’t even started writing the book yet,” I remind her.
“Right, but it’s beating the same drum. Look, this isn’t a debate. This is an order. We’re retiring the column. You’re moving to Lifestyle for the time being.”
“Lifestyle?” I say in disbelief.
I can see my future laid out in front of me, paved with advertisements for cosmetic products masquerading as features. I was in Lifestyle for a brief time during my internship. The most exciting thing I got to do was write about a hair removal cream.
“Or we could lay you off,” Viv says. “Up to you.”
She doesn’t say it unkindly. She offers me a sad smile, one that says that isn’t what she wants, but she’s being generous. Because if I get laid off, I get unemployment.
I am hollow. I am sitting here in a noisy café humming with life and I am a corpse in a pantsuit. This turn of events is so stunning I have emotional vertigo.
Viv squints at her watch. “Ah, they gave the all-clear. We’re good to go back.” She stands up and stretches, as if we were just casually catching up and she didn’t just euthanize my career.
I can’t seem to get up from my seat, trapped between the dead-end options of either moving to Lifestyle or accepting a layoff.
“We good?” Viv asks.
“Honestly, no.” I stand up, grabbing my purse. “I’m still processing this. Can I take the day?”
“Okay,” Viv says. “But I expect you back in tomorrow. And I’m not going to put up with pouting.”
Pouting. As if I’m a child whose toy got taken away and not a grown-ass woman who built a column that Viv’s entire editorial team hitched a ride on for years. But okay, Viv. If that’s what gets you through the day.
The last thing I want is to go anywhere near the office, so I wait for a self-driving taxi a block away near a parking lot. My heart’s pounding and my stomach hurts. I regret the fact I spent my entire book advance on a luxury car like a shortsighted fool. What if Green Light, the publisher who acquired my book, decides they want to punt it when they find out my column was killed? And I have to give the money back that I already spent? I could vomit. Across the street, a man is sitting at a bus stop and won’t stop staring. I take a book out of my bag and read while I wait. I’ve learned the art of constructing a tiny world that only I occupy—otherwise I’d be terrified, wondering if every strange man looking at me is a troll.
I’m very lucky. I remind myself of this as I crawl into the back of the self-driving taxi. Look out the window at the sunny world humming with small people and big dreams. A guerilla camera crew on a streetcorner. A panhandler dancing in front of a closed bistro. A janitor bot ambling up the sidewalk, sucking up trash. I’m very lucky. I live in one of the most expensive cities in the world. I’m a twenty-seven-year-old woman with a job in media and an apartment of my own about to pick up a luxury car paid for in full. I get death threats every day but I’m still alive and kicking.
Lucky, lucky, lucky.
What happened?? Where are you? Giovanna texts me.
It’s going to be so humiliating having to face everyone in the office again after word gets out.
Long story, I text. Tell you later.
“Car,” I say aloud. “Can we go to the Sunray dealership in Century City?”
“Yes,” the car says. “Estimated time remaining: twenty-two minutes.”
Nothing like a big expensive toy I probably can’t afford to distract me from my existential dread.





CHAPTER TWO
I GREW UP POOR—HAND-ME-DOWN-WEARING, free-lunch-eating poor. Sometimes I’d come home and we wouldn’t have electricity because Mom couldn’t afford to pay the utility bill. She was a single mother without a high school diploma raising a kid on a receptionist’s pay. Then she lost her job to a bot named Betty. That was five years ago and even though Mom found a work-from-home telemarketing job, she’s still bitter about it. She prank-calls Betty sometimes when work is slow. Yes, Mom is a petty bitch and I love her for it.
Growing up without money lit a fire under my ass. It made me work harder than all the other students I went to high school with, because college was the only possible way I could level up and out of section 8 housing. I ended up getting into UCLA on full scholarship, moving from East LA to Westwood. I was going to school with rich kids who spent more on their hair and nails than my mom did on groceries for an entire month. For the first time, I saw luxury up close and personal. And I wanted some.
As a kid, Mom and I didn’t have a car. We rode the bus. But in college I briefly dated a business major with slicked-back hair who used to drive me all over LA in his cush, new-stinking self-driving car and have sex with me in the back seat. Every time I would moan, the car would ask, “What was it you said? I didn’t quite get that.” I thought it was hilarious. I loved that car. Loved it more than the guy who owned it. As someone who had never had a car of my own, there was something sacred about it, something magical that felt more like a home than a vehicle, more of an end than a means to an end. I told myself when I had money, I was going to get a car of my own like that. When I did, it would mean I’d finally made it.
Well, here we are, pulling into the dealership so I can take home my brand-new Sunray. Numbly, I exchange a look with myself in the rearview. Guess this means I’ve finally made it. There are palm trees and a long, lush stretch of lawn between the parking lot and the glass administrative building. The parking lot shines with pristine cars no one has blemished yet with fingerprints. A couple so tall and polished they could be models are talking to a man in a suit with a headset on.
This is a special brand of buyer’s remorse—one where I impulsively bought a Sunray while flying high on life and then gradually began wondering if mistakes were made when I had to wait six months for the Sunray to actually arrive. And now after today, who knows if I’ll even have a job. But at least I have a luxury car to drive me to the job I won’t have soon, am I right? I sit in the taxi a moment, grinding my teeth and questioning my life choices.
Last year was a whirlwind. The amount of traffic “What’s Your Problem, Bro?” was driving shocked everyone at Said. My columns kept going viral. I was getting interviewed at other news outlets for my bravery in speaking up and going directly after the many trolls who lurked in the internet’s shadows to bully and threaten people. It’s so rare we see such trolls held accountable. My column was part snarky takedowns, part curious character profile—a space to make fun of these vile fools, but also a place to attempt to understand why they had become what they had become. Yes, the column resulted in some anthrax scares and bomb threats. I went after a few militia-types, which really kicked a hornet’s nest. Numerous defamation suits were filed against Said after I exposed a woman who was endlessly harassing the public accounts for Dilly the Dogue, a mascot for a children’s restaurant. The lawsuits went nowhere; my reporting and sourcing were airtight.
The best part of my job wasn’t the salty prose, it was the sweet taste of justice. A few of the trolls, after being exposed online, publicly apologized for their behavior. That was gratifying. Then Green Light offered me a book deal to basically create a best-of collection of my column with some new entries and an introduction—imagine that. My name, on a bookstore shelf! It seemed like life was skyrocketing toward success, that this was the beginning of a long, lucrative career.
But thinking back to what Viv said about my engagement numbers nosediving—what if last year was actually my peak? What if people are over the column? What if it was just some internet flavor of the month?
Worst of all, what if I haven’t made any difference in the world?
“Would you like me to find a more optimal dropoff location?” the taxi asks me.
“No, no, this is fine,” I say. “Just prolonging the inevitable.”
“I’m sorry,” the taxi says. “I didn’t catch that.”
“Never mind, you brainless car,” I mutter, opening the door.
“That is not a nice thing to say,” says the taxi as I get out.
Everyone’s got an attitude these days.
Another man in a headset working customer service is dressed as if he’s ready to take someone to prom, and looks about the right age for it, too—so much hair gel his curls look wet, a faint mustache, and a waistcoat. I sit down with him in a conference room for over an hour to go through all the paperwork and to watch some videos about the customization features I ordered six months ago. The double-sized Sunray battery that meant it wouldn’t ever run out of energy. The cinematic touchscreens. The voice-activated controls and GPS. Each Sunray’s control center was pre-programmed with state-of-the-art AI by a Jolvix engineer, creating a unique “personality” for the car. Some of this was based on a psychological test I took that was part of the application process.
“So basically, this car’s going to become my best friend,” I joke, signing the tablet and handing it back to the prom king/customer service associate.
“Yeah, right? I mean, it happens. You see that episode of that show where the guy was trying to marry his Sunray?”
“I did not,” I say.
“My Sunray’s more like my dad or something,” he laughs. “Always looking out for me. Asking me if I drank enough water, if I’ve been taking care of myself.”
“I’m usually rude to taxis. Guess I’d better learn to be nicer.”
“I mean, some people do that too.” He puts his hands up. “Not here to judge.”
Well, at least if I’m going to go broke over a ridiculous purchase, it might be both a car and a friend. What a day and age we live in.
The prom king walks me out to the back lot so I can meet my Sunray for the first time and my heart gallops a little when I see it there, black and shiny as a bullet, with falcon doors and a sleek, sporty nose. I touch it in a glowing, holy moment—oh my God, this is mine. This luxury car people get on waiting lists for, that costs as much as a fat down payment on a condo in Hollywood, is mine. I can see myself in the dark reflection of the black, glossy paint—my smile, my sunglasses. I am now that young, beautiful woman with the luxury car I’ve seen zipping around Los Angeles. Bought and paid for by the tears of small-minded internet bullies.
For a single moment, I regret nothing.
The prom king hands me the key and I get in my Sunray’s driver seat, feeling like a queen. We wave goodbye. The door shuts, the air gets cool, and everything smells like expensive leather. A string of ice-blue lights pulse above my head and I get goosebumps. The touchscreen explodes fireworks and the words Hello Eve! Unreal.
“Hello,” a robotic female voice says. “Activating facial recognition. It’s so nice to finally meet you, Eve.”
“Um … nice to meet you too, Sunray,” I say, buckling into the front seat, which sits in the middle in this car. Unbelievably roomy.
My fingers explore the grooves of the cupholder, the panel, the door locks. I get a joyful shiver, thinking of what my mom’s face is going to look like when I get her in here for the first time. Suddenly, all the drama at work today doesn’t matter. The clouds inside me part and I can feel the hope of the future, the importance of my accomplishments. I earned this. I did this.
“This is only the beginning,” I say to the rearview.
“Sorry,” Sunray says. “I didn’t catch that.”
“Nothing,” I say, adjusting the mirrors. “I guess we can go home now.”
“As you wish,” the Sunray says, backing out of the parking space.
“My address is—”
“I know where your primary residence is, Eve.” The car pulls onto the road, so smooth and quiet it’s like driving in an engineless vehicle.
“Little creepy, there, Sunray,” I laugh, looking out the window at the rows of car dealerships we pass to get on the freeway. At the stoplight, a wide-eyed couple in a car the next lane over points in my direction, clearly admiring the car. I didn’t buy the Sunray only because it’s classy and flashy. I bought it because it is by far the most energy efficient, the best car built to last, on the market. But the fact they’re rare and gorgeous doesn’t hurt.
The car turns onto the Avenue of the Stars and I settle back as we pass a row of abstract sculptures that look like giant skeleton hands growing out of the road verge.
“Would you like to charge your phone or other electronic devices?” the Sunray asks. “I offer wireless charging.”
A small box with a plastic window glows from the dashboard.
“Sure,” I say, getting my phone out and inserting it into the little station that kind of reminds me of a microwave. “Actually, I was going to call my friend Giovanna—”
“Giovanna Kasinski?” it asks. “From your contacts?”
My mouth’s still open. “How did you know that?”
“My programming is merged with your cellular and cloud data to ensure seamless access to contacts, messaging, apps, and other conveniences. This was part of the contract and information you provided during the sales process.”
“Oh,” I say.
Wow, six-months-ago me was flying so high on life I gave it access to my accounts. Don’t even remember doing that.
“Calling Giovanna,” it says.
The sound of a phone’s ring purrs in the air. The breakneck speed with which everything is moving today—from the messy morning to now my high-speed, high-tech afternoon—is dizzying.
“I’m on lunch,” Giovanna says through a mouthful.
“Where?”
“That place with crappy wraps on the corner.”
I shake my head. “You never learn.”
“I know. I hate myself. Where are you?” She gasps. “Is that your Sunray?”
“Can you see me right now?” I ask, confused.
“Can you not see me?”
I scan the car and then see her on the touchscreen below the dash, chewing with her mouth open. She needs to learn about camera angles.
“There you are,” I say.
“I cannot believe you own a Sunray. Who are you?”
“I know.”
“You have to give me a ride home tomorrow.” She swallows her food and leans in and says, quieter, “You are coming back tomorrow, right? You didn’t get fired?”
“No, not fired,” I say, leaning into the screen. “But Viv killed my column.”
“Seriously?”
“Yeah.”
Giovanna doesn’t express the kind of shock I would expect her to. She works in social. She of all people knows what kind of audience growth Said experienced because of “What’s Your Problem, Bro?”
“Well, onto the next big idea, right?” she says.
She puts her sunglasses on and the screen gets blindingly white. She’s stepped outside and is moving from the restaurant back to the office now.
“I guess,” I say. “Why do you say it like that? Do you think she should have killed it?”
“I mean, I think it was time,” she says. “And, not going to lie, I’ve been a little worried about you painting a target on our backs every week.”
“You realize we’re caving. We’re letting the bad guys win,” I say, my throat getting tight.
“Win what?” Giovanna asks. “We’re not fighting a war or playing a game.”
“These assholes need to be exposed!”
“Do they? I mean, really—do they?” The screen darkens a moment as she brings me inside the building, murmuring hello to the doorman as she passes him, and then into the elevator. “Or are you just fanning the flames and rewarding them with more attention than they deserve?”
“Are you seriously about to give me a ‘don’t feed the trolls’ lecture?”
“Is it right? No. You’re correct, they deserve ridicule. But I’m just asking, is ridicule pushing the needle? More importantly, buddy, I don’t want you to get hurt.”
I close my burning eyes. Giovanna of all people. I feel like everyone at Said has lost their mind today. Have they all been wishing the column would get pulled? Were more people than Terrance complaining to Viv? Was Giovanna?
“Look, you had your fun,” she goes on. “You held twats accountable and destroyed a bunch of fragile egos that likely deserved it. You got your book deal, you got your fancy car. Might be time to quit while you’re ahead.”
My stomach sinks. In one second’s time, I’m gutted. And I have never learned the art of faking happiness, so when I’m gutted, it is written all over my face. I barely manage to croak out, “I’ll call you back soon, reception’s getting bad” and hang up, pressing the giant red button on the screen.
Then I stuff my burning face into my hands. I let it all wash over me—the grief of losing my column which was the first thing in life I ever built myself, the first thing I ever did that I felt had any effect on the world. The mountain of buyer’s remorse and poor financial decisions I am trying so hard to ignore. The blank screen that is my future. I sit with all this burying me for a few minutes, squeezing my eyes shut as if I’m a child and I think I can disappear a monster just by not looking at it.
When I finally do open my eyes, the burning hurt has cooled a little. Blinking, I don’t recognize where I am for a moment. The Sunray is still unfamiliar in its novelty, but it’s not just that—I’m on the freeway. The 10, heading east in the fast lane. Smooth, no traffic. The speedometer says we’re going sixty-eight.
This is definitely not the way home.
“Sunray?” I ask.
The car doesn’t answer.
“Hello? Car?”
No response.
“Car,” I shout. “You’re going the wrong way!”
Holy shit. What is going on? Did I get dealt a self-driving lemon? I lean over and start trying to use the touchscreen, but it’s gone black. When I open the little station where my phone is charging, my phone, too, has gone black.
My mouth drops. Did the phone somehow drain the car battery? No. Impossible. This car costs a fortune and it’s made with the most advanced technology available. And yet the air conditioning seems to have gone off, too. The sunroof button isn’t working. The windows are locked.
“Hello Eve,” a man’s voice says.





CHAPTER THREE
MY STOMACH TURNS. I look to the screen, which is still dark. I pick up my phone—same.
“You can’t see me,” he says. “But I can see you.”
He’s in surround sound, coming from the speakers.
“Who the hell are you?” I ask. After a beat, I say, weakly, “Sunray?”
“Me? I’m just a cheese-puff-guzzling manboy living in his mom’s basement.”
My mouth seems to go dry. “What?”
“Yeah,” he says. “Just a doughy dumpster-diver who can’t find anyone but tiny plastic women to love him.”
What he’s saying sounds familiar. I’m getting déjà vu. I would also like to barf, because whatever is happening is making me feel like a cornered animal.
“What a dummy. You don’t even recognize your own words,” he says.
It all comes flooding back. His name is Henry Leto. I remember this because I pointed out, in my column, that his name incidentally rhymed with “Je suis pedo.” A juvenile observation to include in a published column? Yes. I never claimed to be Joan Didion. But come on, a man who spammed female celebrities’ comment sections constantly with pictures of his doll collection, screaming in all caps that the women would never be this beautiful, deserves to be mocked. So mock him I did.
I found his social pages and snapshotted the tidbits of his life I could find and embedded them into my post. He was almost a caricature of a troll. He did eat cheese puffs and live in his mom’s basement. He worked a tech job from home, surrounded by his creepy doll collection. His consumer accounts were filled with rave reviews of dolls, heavy on the exclamation points. Pretty sure I was hung over when I wrote that column. I hammered it out in an afternoon. Henry Leto was low-hanging fruit.
And now, somehow, he’s in my fucking car.
I concentrate hard on remaining calm.
“Henry Leto,” I say, trying to situate myself, head spinning. I’m breaking a sweat. The speedometer still says sixty-eight and we continue blazing by the city. “I—I—so I wrote that about you. I get it. Okay. What I don’t understand is … why are you in here?”
“Every Sunray comes programmed by a Jolvix engineer. Well, I’m that engineer.”
My skin crawls. There aren’t enough fucks in the universe right now to express what I’m feeling. This troll programmed my car. He has direct control over my fate. The horrible implications of what this means floods me with adrenaline. I reach for my phone again, frantically, pressing all the buttons on it to make it come alive. But it’s drained. It’s off.
He’s laughing a high-pitched laugh. “That won’t do you any good, doll. I’ve got such control over this Sunray that I can suck the life out of any device you put in there. I can giveth and I can taketh away.”
I lean over, clutching my stomach. “How is this happening?”
I asked it rhetorically, but he answers it literally.
“What a co-inky-dink, right?” he asks with glee. “I couldn’t believe it when I saw your name flash across my assignments screen: Eve Alexopoulos, address in Hollywood, California. A quick internet search verified that yep, same Eve Alexopoulos who works at that garbage outlet Said.”
I always suspected it, but now it’s verified: the universe truly hates me.
“Be careful who you go after, Eve,” he continues. “You think you’re such a tough cookie, such a smart girl, but guess what? The trolls you spent your days hunting? They’re real people. They’re everywhere. And it was only a matter of time before you encountered one of us in real life.”
I sit up, closing my eyes, searching my brain frantically for a way out of this nightmare. I could start screaming. Banging on the window, trying to get someone’s attention—though at this speed, I’m not sure what that would accomplish. Plus, these windows are tinted. I go with attempting to keep my cool for the time being, to use logic and reason to try to reach this guy. I recall, vaguely, that when I researched him I didn’t encounter anything that seemed alarming at the time. This wasn’t some men’s rights person who posted rape threats. This wasn’t some ammosexual who posted pics of his gun collection. He was eccentric. His threats were all caps and directed at women but the part about them that was interesting was the fact they were all accompanied by pictures of his dolls and how no one would ever be as beautiful as them. That’s what drew me to writing about him. How could a man whose favorite hobby is doll collecting be that dangerous?
“How about you and I talk face to face?” I ask, thinking that might help. “Can you turn on the screen?”
“I want you to tell me,” he says quietly, “how it feels to be in there.”
“Come on, man. It’s only fair. Turn on your camera, let’s talk this out.”
“You know what the gaslighting clown said to the carnie?”
I can’t help it. My face crumples in complete confusion. “Excuse me?”
“There’s no such thing as fair.”
He laughs his high-pitched laugh again—this time, for so long he seems to start wheezing at the end and spends some time catching his breath. His “joke” was missing an article and it took way too long for the punchline to make sense to me. And this is not the time to be telling jokes. Out the window, we blow past signs for Culver City.
“Why do you want to look at me, anyway, Eve?” he asks. “I’m ‘so doughy’ I’m ‘punchable.’ With the ‘face of an albino manatee.’”
I chuckled when I wrote that. Seemed funny at the time. Sounds mean when he says it out loud. For the record, he harassed dozens of random female celebrities ridiculing their appearances (in all caps, of course) while touting the hotness of his plastic dolls. So it kind of feels to me like such a man should be able to eat what he’s dishing. However, at this moment, I am aware it is in my best interest to probably get a fork out and start eating my own words so this man with the face of an albino manatee will get the hell out of my car and let me free.
Never was a good actress, but I give it my best.
“I’m so sorry,” I say, leaning in, relaxing my face into what I hope looks like regret. “I didn’t think about how hurtful my words were when I wrote them.”
“Of course you didn’t. You’re so brainless. I’ve got puppets smarter than you.”
“You probably do,” I agree, sitting back.
“And I’ve got stuffed animals with bigger hearts.”
“Yes,” I say, nodding.
In the silence, the thought crosses my mind that this man might have had a better life if he’d worked at a toy store instead of at Jolvix. My life would be better right about now, I can say that much.
“Henry,” I say, sprinkling some sugar into my voice, beaming as sincere a smile as I can muster. “I’m sorry for what I said. You sound like a really nice person. How about this? You let me have control of my car back and I’ll go back to the office tonight and I will write a full public apology to you on the front page of Said.”
There’s a long silence, where I imagine he’s considering my offer.
To sweeten the deal, I add, “And I’ll have our comms director reach out to see about earned media. Maybe I’ll get invited back to be interviewed by Delaney Malcolm again.”
Straight-up lies. First thing I’m doing when I get out of this car is calling the police on this mofo to send his ass to prison. But I sit here blinking, awaiting his response with feigned innocence.
“You know what’s sad?” he finally answers in a softer tone. “That you’re a woman made of flesh and blood, yet you’re as fake as they get.”
I swallow, sitting up straighter, my face going slack.
“Hope you like road trips,” he says.
“Henry,” I say, voice climbing.
No response.
“Henry!”
The silence stretches out long, too long.
“I know you’re there, Henry! Don’t do this!”
I sit back, stunned. How can this be real? How? I’ve read a lot of news in my life. A lot. I’m a junkie for a clickable headline and a juicy scoop. Stories about tech going wrong are a dime a dozen—that Maxine in beta that went awry, deepfake scammers; hell, there was that horrible tragedy years ago that caused that massive recall of Jolvix’s self-driving cars for kids. But I’ve never heard of anyone getting hijacked in a fucking self-driving car. And while I’m a sucker for a good news story, I’ve never, ever wanted to star in one.
“Henry,” I try one more time.
But he’s gone. It’s weird, I can almost feel that his presence isn’t here anymore. All I hear is the whir of the wheels on the road. Outside my window, I watch as signs for the 605 whip by. Soon I’ll be in West Covina, then Ramona, then Upland … then what? Where does this end? I can’t even—don’t want to—imagine.
I wipe the sweat from my face, looking numbly at the red lipstick that rubbed off on my fingertips. What a different woman I was when I put that on this morning. The Sunray passes cars in the lane to the right of us, and many of the drivers glance at the car in wonder but they have no idea a woman behind the tinted glass is being held captive here. If only I could get someone's attention, they could call someone and the highway patrol could figure out a way to get the car stopped. How would they even do that? Shoot the tires? What if that doesn’t stop it?
I’m miles ahead of where I need to be right now. Focus. I’ve got to focus. My best bet is to see if I can break a window open and get someone’s attention. The hardest, biggest item I have is my phone, which is a useless slimline Selexa. But I am wearing some chunky heels. I slip one off and hold it in my hand, practicing hitting something invisible in the air. Yep, that could do some damage. I’ll have to remember that next time I’m walking down a dark street at night—just slip one of these babies off and bam. Attack thwarted. But for now, all I’ve got to do is bust a window.
The Sunrays hype their roominess, the middle front seat, but right now it means I’m not close enough to do any damage. I reach down to unbuckle my seatbelt and yank it off. It doesn’t move, though. I press the button again but nothing changes. I pull the belt as hard as I can but all it does is lock up even more, pressing even tighter against my chest. Now I can hardly move. My hand with the high heel in it can only barely reach the window, and certainly not with much force. I’m basically glued to the seat, the seatbelt pulled as tight as it can.
“Safety first, Eve,” Henry’s voice says. “Taking off your seatbelt while a car’s in motion is a no-no.”
“You’re controlling this?” I ask in disbelief.
His lack of an answer is all the answer I need.
“Stop!” I yell. “Just stop this! If you don’t stop it now, you’re going to be in such deep shit, Henry. You realize that, right?”
“I don’t think I’m the one in deep s-h-i-t right now.”
Very revealing re: Henry’s morals. Saying a four-letter word? Thumbs down. Kidnapping a woman? Thumbs up.
“This is your chance,” I tell him as evenly as I can. “This is your one chance to get out of this without screwing up your whole life. If you don’t? You’ll go to prison, you realize. Kidnapping. Carjacking. I’m sure Jolvix is going to fire you and make an example of you.” My voice picks up speed. “You’ll owe them millions for the civil suit they’ll slap you with to help foot the bill for the massive recall of their AI that’s in every Sunray on the planet right now. You know what they do to people like you in prison, Henry? You’ll be eaten alive. You’ll be made someone’s b-i-t-c-h.” I drop my voice. “And you know what they don’t let you take into prison? Dolls. Yeah, that amazing collection you’ve been working on with your dumpster dives for years? All the time you’ve spent cleaning those dolls up and taking their pictures? They’ll be thrown away. They’ll be gone. Is that the life you want, Henry? Is it? Or do you want to just stop this now? Stop it now and let me apologize publicly? Let us go back to our lives the way they were before?”
No response. He’s playing the disappearing act again; who knows if he even heard my monologue. If he did, clearly it didn’t work. I close my eyes, panic closing in on me. Then my eyes fly open and in a wild surge, I scream at the top of my lungs and fling my heel against the window the best I can from my strapped-in position—the force of which, I’m devastated to see, fails to make even a dent. Oh, how could I have forgotten? The bulletproof, shatterproof windows were a coveted feature of the Sunray. The disappointment washes over me in a wave of weakness, my heel falling to the floor.
Though it seems impossible, the air is getting hotter, stuffier. My face is so wet—sweat? Tears? Both? I can’t even tell right now, but I know it’s all saltwater.
“Eve,” Henry says. “There is no such thing as the life you had before.”
The seatbelt clicks, getting impossibly tighter, and my fingertips get tingly like I’m losing circulation. A heavy weight descends on my lungs.
“Can’t breathe,” I whisper. “Too tight.”
“What’s that, Eve?” he says, shrieking with a laugh. “Speak up!” Then, in a singsongy voice, “I can’t hear you!”
My vision gets spotty, then goes black. I lose feeling in my limbs. I think about an article I read once about your hearing being the last sense to go when you die, which is unfortunate for me, because the last thing I can hear as I exit consciousness is the high-pitched laughter coming from the man who is apparently murdering me.





CHAPTER FOUR
IN HIGH SCHOOL, my mom got me into a better public school in a neighboring and much more affluent district. This was a school that had enough money for upscale arts and music programs and, most importantly for me, had its own newspaper. That’s where I spent all my extracurricular time. It’s how I won the writing awards I did and got into UCLA on scholarship. It was a hundred percent worth the hour-plus commute to be awarded those opportunities, but that ride to and from school every day on city buses was a drag.
One day, there was this unhinged man stomping up and down the bus aisles, yelling hatefully at every female he saw. He went on a tirade that seemed to last the entire bus ride. He called them horrible names, epithets, misogynistic and racist, Islamophobic and homophobic and all the phobics. There was no phobia in his words, though. There was just hate, pure and evil. With my homework sitting on my lap, I watched with fear, fascination, and a sinking heart as my faith in humanity plummeted toward the center of the earth. Not just because of the man himself, although he was a piece of work. But it was the way everyone on the bus sat in silence and took it. The way they kept looking at their phones and ignoring it, like it wasn’t happening at all. I felt like I was losing my mind—was I the only person witnessing this unending fountain of hate speech? Was no one going to speak up? There must have been two dozen grown-ass individuals on the bus, including men you’d think could punch the guy’s lights out, and no one said a word.
So I did.
When my stop was near, I went and stood by the doors. Standing there made me an instant target and the guy ambled toward me and started aiming his hatred at me, rattling off a diatribe about my big tits and ugly-ass face in front of everyone. So I gave it back to him.
“What the fuck is wrong with you?” I yelled at him. “How can you walk around with such hate inside of you? How could you scream ugly things at all these people, who didn’t do anything to you?”
Everyone on the bus watched us wide-eyed but covertly, still trying to pretend to be on their phones or looking out the window. I waited a beat for someone to back me up, to chime in with their agreement, cheer me on, something. But no one said a damn word.
“Bitch, I could slice you up like a ruby red grapefruit,” the man replied, eyes all buggy.
It was so oddly specific that I started to laugh.
He made a motion like he was about to charge me. I flinched. That made him laugh. I so hated him at that moment, the fear he inspired in me and that he knew exactly how to play with it, the way my heart started beating like it was trying to run away from me. The power he held, just because he was him and I was me.
The bus came to a stop. The doors hissed open. In what felt like slow motion, I took one last look at the people on the bus, who gazed at us like silent spectators. I even caught the eye of the bus driver in the rearview mirror. Then I stepped off the bus. I could hear the man was now screaming at me. I didn’t stop to look back at him again, but I did hold a middle finger up in farewell.
“Fat redheaded baby bitch whore—”
The doors closed and, with an exhausted chugging, the bus drove away behind me.
As I walked through my neighborhood, my rage festered. It wasn’t even about the man—he was a piece of shit, obviously, but I wasn’t sure how to fix that. It was the fact no one on that bus stood up for me. That I know they all thought he was a piece of shit too but for some reason wouldn’t say it. The piece of shit couldn’t exist without the complacency of an entire crowd of people who were just willing to stand by and let him do and say whatever he wanted.
“You did what?” my mom asked when I told her the story that night. She was so shocked she stopped stirring the stovetop macaroni. “Excuse me?”
“Why are you being like that? He was saying horrible things—”
“How could you be so stupid? You never know who you’re dealing with, Eve.” She looked at the sky, as if someone up there was going to help her out with this. When no one did, she looked back at me with tearful eyes. “What if he had had a gun? Or a knife?”
“He said he was going to cut me like a ruby red grapefruit,” I said, unable to refrain from smiling because it was the dumbest threat in the world.
“Eve!” my mom shouted, throwing the wooden spoon across the room.
I was dismayed by her reaction. First off, Mom was not a thrower. An occasional yeller? An easy crier? Indeed, but not a thrower. Second, I expected praise when I relayed this story. I thought she’d commend my bravery, my willingness to be the one person on that bus who did the right thing. But no. She was so pissed she was throwing a wooden spoon across a room and burning the macaroni.
It occurred to me at that moment that I didn’t understand humanity at all.
“People like that are walking grenades!” she yelled. “Don’t you get it? A guy like that—he could snap, he could pull out a weapon and use it on you—he could follow you home.”
Against my will, tears were springing to my eyes. It’s this thing that happens with my mother—if she starts to cry, then I have to join her.
“You read stories every day about someone losing it and taking it out on some innocent person,” she went on, voice shaking. “Four people were just stabbed in one of the subway trains, do you not remember? And the guy who gunned down that grocery store in the valley?”
“I know,” I said, annoyed, wiping my eyes. “I read the news, Mom.”
“You’re a smart girl when it comes to school, but you’ve got to use your head in the world, too.” Mom walked across the kitchen, picked up the wooden spoon, and took it to the sink to wash it.
“It just made me so upset that no one said anything,” I said softly.
“You know why they didn’t say anything, Eve?” Mom said, coming back to the pot on the stove and resuming her stirring. “Because they were smart.”





CHAPTER FIVE
I JERK AWAKE.
First thought is: where am I?
Second thought is: oh yeah, right. In hell. On wheels.
The Sunray’s still whizzing down the freeway. The car’s interior is dark, touchscreen and lights off, dimmed even further by the black leather everywhere and the tinted windows. The only light in here is the speedometer that reads sixty-eight. We pass block-style buildings and video billboards. Shifting in my seat, I squint. A green freeway sign tells me we’re in the City of Industry. I must have passed out for a few minutes. In a wave of horror, I remember the seatbelt tightening on me. The chilling sound of his laugh. I truly thought I was dying. But I pull and can feel that the belt has some slack now. Also, the suffocating heat seems to have lifted and the AC’s back on. I reach for my phone in the station, but it’s still dark. And the seatbelt’s button is also still unresponsive. So on the upside, I’m alive. But I’m still also stuck here, heading full speed in the wrong direction, with no idea how to slow down.
“Sunray?” I ask softly.
The car doesn’t respond.
“Emergency,” I say. “9-1-1.”
A nasal female voice pipes up through the speakers. “9-1-1, please state your emergency.”
Hallelujah. I breathe a sigh of relief. This car must have a few emergency commands. Of course, like being able to call 9-1-1 when your phone is locked.
“Help me,” I blurt. “I’m stuck in a car.”
“What is your location?”
“I’m—I’m actually stuck in a car on the freeway.”
“Where are you pulled over?”
“No, as in, the car is driving and I am stuck.”
She’s silent.
“I am stuck in a self-driving car,” I say as slowly as I can. “A Sunray. I’ve been kidnapped by—well, it’s a long story.”
“You’ve been kidnapped by a self-driving car?” she finally says.
“Well, not by the car. By the person who programmed it—like I said, long story. I need CHP to figure out a way to stop me.”
“Okay, hold on. Let me transfer you to California Highway Patrol.”
“But—”
A very odd hold music comes on. It sounds kind of like someone just singing a lot of doo-be-doos and snapping their fingers. I sit, my stomach a knot. Come on, people! The deranged troll could be back any second. He might even be listening right now. I need to tell someone where I am.
“Hullo, CHP,” a low male voice says.
“Hi,” I say. “I’m stuck in a self-driving car on the 10 east near the City of Industry and I need someone to come get me out of here now before this man kills me—”
“What ‘man?’” the voice asks. Yes, I can hear the finger quotes.
“A man who—look, it’s a long story but I really just need someone to stop my fucking car for me.”
“Whoa now; let’s not use profane language.”
“Sorry,” I say.
I would like to scream, but instead I rub my temples.
“I am in a Sunray,” I say, as if I’m explaining this to a toddler. “Which is a self-driving solar-powered car. I am stuck inside. The car is, right now, on the 10. I have just passed the City of Industry and am heading toward Pomona. I am in the fast lane. Please, please, can someone stop this fu—this freaking car for me?”
“Mmmm,” the man says, as if he’s considering this.
“This is an emergency,” I emphasize. “I got transferred to you from 9-1-1.”
“Yes. Sounds like you’re in quite the predicament.”
“The man who has control of this car is … he’s off the rails,” I say. “He can control my seatbelt and he—he tightened it so much I passed out—”
“Oh, golly.”
I hate this useless man.
“Yes. Golly,” I say through gritted teeth. “He could fucking kill me, so please, please won’t you dispatch an alert, something to get some CHP out here to stop the car.”
“Mmmm,” he says again. “Wish I could. I’m afraid I can’t, though.”
My mouth drops. My heart drops along with it. “Why?”
“Protocol.”
“Protocol,” I repeat in disbelief. “Because … why? Because it’s a self-driving car?”
I don’t know, just throwing shit at the wall. Laws and protocol always lag behind technological advances.
“No, because you speak so disrespectfully. You keep using that dag-nab f-word.”
I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Am I dreaming? Is this a dream?
“Now, if only you learned to speak to people with respect,” the man says, his voice almost seeming to get louder, closer. “If only you didn’t use such foul language. If only you had a smart friend who knew how to slow a car like this down. Someone with engineering experience. If only—” Here his voice changes, rises to its normal pitch, and I realize, with nauseous terror, exactly what is happening. “—you hadn’t called him an albino manatee in front of the whole world—”
I scream loudly, horror-movie scream-queen style, just to shut him up. I scream until the rage has shifted within me, has tired itself out, and my throat feels raw.
When I stop, I hear that disgusting, shrill laugh.
“I do good voices, don’t I?” Henry asks. “Mama always said I’m so good at impressions that I should be a voice actor.”
“Did your mama ever tell you to not kidnap women and hijack their cars?” I yell.
I’m relieved when it goes silent again. I close my eyes and put my hands over my face so I can create a tiny space all mine, where I can properly focus. Really focus. I’m scared shitless but trying desperately not to show it, because showing your fear to a predator is leaking blood into shark-infested water. But I know, I know if I put my mind to it, I can come up with a solution. I’ve practically earned a PhD on the innerworkings of trolls. If anyone can figure this out, it’s me.
If there’s one thing I know a troll is lacking, it’s ego. They’ve got micropenis energy, dudes who drive coal-rolling trucks with monster wheels energy. What do trolls with house-of-cards egos fall for? Flattery. Positive attention. Getting praise gives the human brain a little hit of dopamine. Well, here you go, ya prick.
“Hey Henry,” I say. “You here?”
No response.
“Okay, okay, I’ll admit it. It was kind of amazing that you did both of those voices.” I force a giggle, nearly gagging in the process. “I had no idea that was you. You sure fooled me.”
You sure fooled me? That sounded so unlike me it read as sarcastic. I should tone it down. I sit up straighter, clearing my throat.
“I definitely underestimated you. Because even though this is the scariest thing that’s ever happened to me, it’s also genius. Hijacking a car’s AI software to harness complete control over it from afar? You’re truly a pioneer.”
Flattery is clearly not anything I’m good at, nor does it appear to be moving him to respond.
“Are you even there?” I ask.
He doesn’t answer me. I throw in the towel on the ego-stroking. Thinking he’s not paying attention to me now, I start to turn around, to see if I can crawl to the back seat. Once I read a news story about an abducted child locked in a trunk who was recovered safely by CHP, all because they kicked out a taillight and drivers saw their foot coming out and called for help. That tactic might be my ticket out. But as soon as I move, the seatbelt tightens and locks.
“Nope, nope, nope,” he says.
So he is here, the creep.
“Please don’t do this again,” I beg, my muscles seizing with the memory of being squeezed here until the lights went out. “I’m sorry. I was just looking back there.”
“This is your final warning,” Henry says. “You are not moving from that seat.”
I try to hide the shake in my voice. “Okay.”
“You’re going to sit there like a doll.”
“Sure.”
“I’m going to go eat lunch with my mama now.”
“Please don’t leave me here like this.”
Silence.
“Henry,” I say. “Come on, man.”
Eating lunch with his mama.
“Oh yeah? What’s on the menu?” I ask in the worst imitation of a cheerful tone anyone has ever done. “Cheese puffs?” I whisper.
I wish it were funny. I can’t wait for life to be funny again.
My face burns because there’s a raging fire behind it that has nowhere to go. My stomach is also grumbling. I haven’t eaten since breakfast; I’d kill for some cheese puffs right about now. The seatbelt’s so tight there’s pressure when I fully inhale. I do anyway, though, and let out a big sigh. I do some deep breathing like that for a while and watch numbly as green freeway signs blow by. Before I know it, jagged-headed palm trees appear on the desert horizon against the violet backdrop of mountains and I realize we’re approaching Palm Springs. In a blink, it’s in the rearview and up pop the signs for Joshua Tree.
Highway hypnosis is a helluva drug.





CHAPTER SIX
TROLL REDEMPTION STORIES are few and far between, but they do exist. There was this troll I wrote about, Julio Blatt, who relentlessly spammed a reality TV star’s comment sections with fake accounts pretending to be her dead mom and writing crap like “I’m looking down on you from heaven and I’m so disappointed in you.” I tracked the guy down using my stealth internet sleuthing skills and found that he was this puzzlingly average-looking college student in Miami whose other activities included church and volunteer work serving food to the homeless. What the what? When I wrote his profile, I was so baffled by this contradiction it was hard to even be that snarky in my take. (I managed, of course.)
When I post a column, it can spread across social media rapid-fire. The column’s cultivated something akin to a fan club over the couple of years it’s been running, these vigilante justice warrior types who love going and tracking featured trolls’ public accounts and spamming them with admonishments for their shitty behavior. I do recognize the irony of this, but I prefer to look at it instead as poetic justice. Look, we’ve tried to be nice. But sometimes a bully needs a little taste of his own bullshit.
In Julio’s case, it actually worked. The dude issued a public apology and explanation not only on his social accounts’ walls, he made a video and posted it to YouVid. The gist of it was, he was really sorry. His mother had died recently and he was going through an unstable time and had been drinking too much. He was going to take leave from school and get help. The reality TV star issued a public acceptance of his apology. The story was covered extensively by major media and stayed a trending topic for at least a week.
More importantly, I felt like I’d done something to make the world a better place.
How did I do that? Was it even my doing, or am I being a narcissist? Was it chance? All I know is that while the saltiest columns are the most fun to write, the more serious ones seem to actually make more of an impact. This was one of those cases. I desperately tried to get into Julio’s head when I did my research. I pointed out this was a young guy going through grief who clearly contained multitudes. I excerpted a statement I’d gotten from the reality TV star talking about how much trolling hurt her. Julio cited the statement in his public apology.
So is that what I need to do with Henry Leto? Cut the tough girl act, get vulnerable? Find the humanity between us?
I would rather open the door and barrel out onto the freeway at sixty-eight miles per hour. Gingerly, expecting Henry’s voice to pop in at any moment, I reach my fingers and attempt to open the door on the right, then the left. Unsurprisingly, both are locked.
“Henry, you there?” I ask.
This alleged lunch with his mama has lasted hours now.
Maybe he’s never coming back. What then?
In the time that passes, I zone out on the desert landscape for a while and try hard not to let my imagination spin out of control. The dread is mounting. Where’s this going to end? Where am I headed here? A few more hours like this and I’ll be in Arizona. Then what? I’m in a modern marvel, the world’s first solar-powered car; conceivably, I could keep going forever. Gas-powered cars can run out of gas, electric cars need to be charged every now and then, but a solar-powered car with a double battery pack’s never going to run out of sunshine.
I could die of dehydration in here. I’m already so thirsty. Three days of this and I’m a goner. And while the Sunray’s supposedly the safest self-driving car in the world and is built with sensors and safety mechanisms galore, Henry’s got the wheel now. This wackjob programmed the car, so who says he couldn’t override the safety features too and drive me into a wall whenever he feels like it? I close my eyes, a dark hand closing over my heart at the thought of it—that this is how my life could end. I could die at the hands of a vindictive troll. It would be a huge news story, but I’d never get to read it.
I mean, it hasn’t been that long since he almost strangled me with this seatbelt.
I can’t even let my mind go there. I have to stop.
Henry Leto. I close my eyes and scan my mind for more information I might recall about this guy, something that could help me crack into him and convince him to turn this all around. There’s not much there. Obsessed with dolls, tech bro, lives with mom. There must be some way into his psyche, some way to appeal to him.
For a hot second in college, I considered a psychology degree but later decided I wasn’t that into the idea of putting labels on people to determine their identities and futures. What attracted me to psychology was the human aspect of it. The ability to better understand why people acted the way they did, what exactly made people do the things they did and become the people they were. I guess in some way, that’s what the column’s all about. I mean, yes, it’s to put assholes in the hot seat. But it’s also about trying to sniff out their background and get inside their head. Because I’ll just never understand what makes someone decide to do evil things. Well, now I’ve got the biggest case I’ve ever had, one that’s life or death.
I’ve got to get in Henry’s head.
I drift off for a while. When I wake up again, the lifeless flatlands of Riverside County rush by. Still in the fast lane. I try waving at a couple cars we pass but no one sees me, of course.
“You’re being such a good little doll,” Henry says through the speakers.
Adrenaline surges, my stomach flip-flopping. I sit up straighter.
“Hey Henry,” I say, trying to sound as pleasant as I can. This is not easy. I want to dissolve into a pile of screams and tears, but I’ve got to keep myself together. “Can we talk?”
“I like it better when you don’t talk.”
“Oh,” I say.
“I like it when you sit still,” he says.
I freeze obediently, sickened, just sickened to my core. Give him a little of what he wants. Soften the guy up.
“And smile. You look prettier when you smile.”
Sisyphus had an easier time pushing that boulder up a hill than I do getting this smile to rise up on my face right now, but I do it.
“There,” he says.
It hurts. My face hurts.
“Henry,” I say, because I think I read somewhere that when you say people’s names a lot in conversation, it makes them feel liked and validated. “I just wanted to say thank you for putting the AC on.”
“If I hadn’t, you’d be baking in there.”
“I sure would. Super appreciate it.”
I cannot sound cheerful without edging on sarcastic, it’s just not in my DNA. But I keep going.
“How was lunch?” I ask.
“Yummy. Mac and cheese.”
“That does sound yummy. Your mama made it for you?”
“Yes. With hot dog slices and peas in it, just how I like it.”
“Your mama sounds like a really nice lady.”
“She is. She’s a good, proper lady.”
“What would your mama say about what you’re doing right now?”
He pauses. “Well, my mama really doesn’t like you.”
“She doesn’t?”
His tone becomes flat, unfriendly. “You’re not smiling anymore. Keep smiling.”
I hadn’t realized it. I push my lips up again.
“I’m glad you got lunch but I’m hungry too, Henry,” I say. “And thirsty. This little joyride’s been fun, but how about we turn it around?”
He doesn’t answer.
Still keeping this painful smile on my face, I say, “How about you let me go back to my life and you go back to yours?”
“You’re never going back to your life.”
Those words shock me like a thousand volts.
“What’s the plan, then?” I ask, smile melting, my tone dropping an octave back to its normal place. “Just fucking tell me what you’re doing.”
I hear him click his tongue at me.
“Look, sorry. Sorry I said the f-word, Henry. But please. At least tell me where this is going.”
“Jacksonville, Florida,” he says.
Florida? Please don’t tell me I’m going to die in Florida.
“Is that where you live?” I ask.
“No.”
“Then why Florida?”
“It’s where this road ends.”
I get his meaning now. The 10 stretches across the country.
“Okay,” I say. “Then what?”
“I haven’t decided yet.”
I lean forward. “So you go to all this trouble to virtually hijack my car and kidnap me and you don’t know what you’re going to do with me?”
No response.
“You commit several felonies and risk your entire life—for what?”
“For justice,” he says.
“Justice for what?” I ask, my voice climbing. I know I’m supposed to be sitting here with a smile pasted to my face and remaining quiet; I can’t. I physically cannot. “If you’re interested in justice, how the hell does this fit the bill? Look, Henry, I’ll lay it out for you. You were the one who started all this. You trolled and harassed countless female celebrities. You said rude sh … stuff to them, publicly, for everyone to see. Remember that?”
No response. Nothing I hate more than a cold shoulder, and it appears to be this guy’s favorite tactic.
“Then, I wrote about you,” I continue, working hard to keep my voice as polite as I can. “And I pointed out your public behavior on another public platform. All I did was screenshot the things you said in comments along with some of your social media pages. Yes, I might have been rude as well in my writeup. But isn’t that justice? Isn’t that tit for tat, Henry?”
No response. No response because I’m right. I’m right and he probably can’t stand it.
I explode.
“Because now you’ve gone completely apeshit overboard by kidnapping me in my own fucking car!”
“Your filthy mouth is going to get you killed someday,” he says quietly.
I sit back, utterly chilled by his reply.
“That wasn’t justice, doll,” he continues. “Is that the story you tell yourself? Is that what you tell yourself to make you feel better about the evil things you do?”
Evil things? The hypocrisy. But I’m still reeling from the death threat spoken a moment ago, my jaw unhinged.
“Because there’s a chapter missing from your story,” he says. “A … what’s it called when it comes after the story. Epigraph?”
Epilogue, asshole. But I’m not about to interject.
“It’s what happened to me after you posted that story,” he goes on. “When everyone I knew saw the article. When I had a bunch of meanies I’d never met posting comments on my social media pages and I had to delete them all. When my mama read it and didn’t talk to me for a month.”
Guess the cold shoulder runs in the family.
“When I got fired from my job because my boss read the article and said I had ‘behaved unprofessionally’ and had to be let go,” he says, voice rising. “You ruined my life.”
Outside my window, the desert passes like an endless, tan sea. A green sign cheerfully reminds me I’m headed for Arizona. What Henry said settles in my mind, but I can’t make sense of it. A flutter of guilt, maybe. It’s true, I never think about the epilogues to my column, the consequences trolls face due to public ridicule. But the consequences they face are for their own goddamn actions. And nothing, nothing in the world can justify this.
Still, I tell him I’m sorry.
“You don’t mean it,” he says.
He’s not wrong, so I don’t deny it. “Listen, you seem like you’re doing okay. Right, Henry? I mean, you’ve got a job now.”
“Funny, isn’t it,” he muses, “that I wouldn’t have this job at Jolvix now if it weren’t for you getting me fired from my last job. It’s like fate led me directly to you.” He begins laughing his shrill, deranged laugh. “I thought of a great joke just now. What’s it that led to this, doll? What got you here, right to where you are?”
“What?” I ask.
“Karma!”
He explodes with laughter. I listen to it numbly and sit back. This fucker. I fantasize about him sizzling in an electric chair. I cannot believe this. I grab my phone to check it for life again but, as expected, it’s dead.
“Get it?” Henry asks. “Karma?”





CHAPTER SEVEN
NOW IT’S my turn to give him the cold shoulder.
I close my eyes. Maybe if I just stay like this, I’ll startle awake soon and realize this has all been nothing but a nightmare. And at some point, I do startle awake—blinking, shifting in my seat—only to realize instead with horror that this is real life.
However, something’s different. I sit up a little straighter. The car has changed lanes. It’s in the right lane now. Green farmlands brighten up the landscape. My pulse picks up speed as the car’s right turn signal begins blinking, clicking, indicating we’re getting off the freeway.
Did Henry have a change of heart?
“What’s going on?” I ask.
“You’ve been a good little doll. Keeping that mouth closed. Staying still.”
Relief floods me. Oh, thank you, lady luck. I could cry. I take a little nap, wake up, and Henry’s seen the light. Game over.
“You’re letting me go?” I ask.
The car gets off the freeway behind a truck filled with cantaloupes as I take a nice, long breath in and exhale. While we wait at the light, I can see the truck driver looking at the Sunray in his side mirror. I debate whether I should flail my arms, whether he could see me through the tinted windows, but decide that I should stay still to keep on Henry’s good side so he’ll let me go. Don’t want to screw this up now. Not when I’m this close. The Sunray makes a left turn under the overpass and heads toward a strip mall. I’m already planning what I’m going to do when I get out of this car. Call the police and report this, obviously. I won’t rest easy until I know Henry’s locked up. After that, I’ll call my mother. She’ll freak out completely and likely insert a bunch of I-told-you-so’s—despite her pride at my success, she’s never been a fan of my column—but then she’ll be so happy I’m okay that she’ll weep. Which means I’ll probably weep. After that, I’ll probably call my editor Dane at Green Light, because this experience is definitely going to have to make us rethink the book pitch she initially bought. I mean, kidnapped by one of the subjects of my columns? That’s going in the book, for sure. Maybe we’ll rethink the anthology format and dig into memoir …
Wait a second here. The car’s pulling into the lot for Mr. Droidburger. And it’s not stopping. It’s getting in line for the drive through window. Who knew it was physically possible, but my stomach both grumbles and sinks at the same time.
“Henry, what is happening?” I ask.
“You said you were thirsty and hungry, right?”
As it dawns on me that this isn’t Henry letting me go, that this is simply Henry stopping somewhere to feed me, I’m so crestfallen I have no words. I put a hand over my mouth, looking blankly ahead at the line of cars. If Henry had chosen another fast food restaurant, maybe this would be my ticket out. I could scream for help at the drive through workers. But Droidburger is the nation’s first fast food chain staffed completely by robots. How the hell are they going to help me?
“I’ll order for you,” he says. “I have my Jolvix discount.”
“Jolvix discount,” I repeat in disbelief as the car creeps forward toward the large plastic order menu and speaker. There are two cars ahead of us.
“Jolvix makes the bots, you know that? Pretty neato, right? Jolvix employees get discounts lots of places their products are used. Droidburger, Sunray dealerships, tons of apps from their store …”
He drones on but I’m not listening to him. I’m trying to weigh what I’m about to do when the window inevitably opens and whether it’s worth it.
I’m breaking into a sweat.
Part of me is terrified that if I yell for help it won’t matter—not here, not at a robot restaurant. But what if the humans in the parking lot and in the other cars can hear me? What if they can call the police and report a woman yelling for help, take down my license plate?
Then again, whether or not humans hear me, Henry may very well decide to strangle me for real this time and kill me with a seatbelt. What kind of bogus irony is that—getting strangled to death by a seatbelt? Not the ending I would have written for myself. Not the way I want to make my grand exit by any means.
But I can’t be gutless now. One might argue it was my gutsiness that got me into this situation in the first place. Well, I’m going to put my faith in my gutsiness to get me out, too. Can’t cave and cower to a troll now.
When the window opens and the robot asks for our order over the loudspeaker, Henry’s volume in the car goes up.
“Welcome to Mr. Droidburger, how may I help you,” a flat electronic voice asks.
“Hi there,” Henry says all cheerfully, like he isn’t a deranged criminal. “I’ll take a Droidburger with cheese, a side of fries, a large water, and an extra cup and extra napkins. Thank you.”
As the robot rattles off the total, I fill my lungs up with as much air as possible and scream “HELP!” longer and louder than I’ve ever screamed in my life. Squeezing my eyes shut, I howl as if I’m trying to expel my voice box from my body.
When I open my eyes again, the window has rolled up. The car continues to drive forward in the drive through line. I glance around me, catching my breath, my body shaking from limb to limb. Out the window, the parking lot is crawling with people coming and going from their cars. Nobody is turned my way. No one even sees me.
“You’re going to be very sorry you did that,” Henry says quietly.
“You’re the one who’s going to be sorry,” I say, my voice hoarse.
At that moment, the seatbelt tightens, putting pressure on my chest.
“You don’t deserve my kindness,” he says. “I thought you were learning—but you will never learn.”
The seatbelt tightens again and all I can get out is a weak, “No, Henry—”
“Yes, Eve,” he nearly shouts. “Perfect name for you. You traitor. I should—” Henry’s voice suddenly softens. “Hi Mama. No, I was … I’m not playing RPGs, I told you, I’m working. I’m not lying, swear to dog—”
Then he cuts out. Swear to what now? Swear to dog I can hardly breathe with the seatbelt this tight. Another inch and I’d probably pass out. But if I don’t freak out, if I keep my breathing long and steady and under control, I can withstand this. The window rolls down and a robot in a fast-food uniform reaches into the car and puts the bag on my seat and the drink in the cupholder.
“Hello,” he says, his face unmoving. I can see myself in his silver pupils, the telltale sign of a bot. “Here is your meal. Have a nice day.”
“I’ve been kidnapped,” I whisper.
“I am sorry, I am not getting what you are saying. Can you speak up?
“Call for help,” I whisper. “Police. Kidnapped. Car hijacked.”
The window rolls up and the car drives away, out of the parking lot, onto the street, toward the signs for the 10 going east, then speeds back onto the freeway, sixty-eight miles per hour, merging into the fast lane. I try to loosen the seatbelt on my chest but can’t. My fingertips are tingling, my circulation getting cut off. The smell of the burger and fries fills the car, the thought of the water there tantalizes me, but I can’t even turn to reach any of it right now. I close my eyes for a minute. I’m in such a panic, so trapped and hopeless, that I try to imagine for a moment that I’m a robot too. That I’m not human and I can’t feel any of this. That I have no emotions. Anything, anything to get these tears to stop burning my eyeballs, to get this desperate scared feeling to disappear.
“That’s more like it,” Henry says, coming back onto the speaker. “That’s how I like to see you.”
So his chit-chat with mommy must be over. I wait for the burn to stop and finally open my eyes.
“Sorry I did that,” I whisper.
“You’re ungrateful.”
I nod.
“I stop to get you food—that I paid for, by the way, you’re welcome—and what do you do? You scream like a banshee.” He snickers. “And for what? You think the robots are going to help you? That’s the thing about you. You think you’re so smart, but you’re stupid.”
I nod.
“I like this. I like you not talking. Soon you’ll learn to be like this all the time.” He laughs softly and the seatbelt relaxes slightly. “You can have some food now. But I’m warning you—I’m warning you that if you try anything like that again, you’re finished, Eve.”
I nod numbly, reaching for the water and gulping it down through the straw. I’ve hardly eaten today and haven’t drunk any liquid since the coffee I had at the café with Viv. Ugh, even the thought of that crappy conversation that happened just this morning is filling me with nostalgia. Because what if I never see Viv again? What if I never see any of my co-workers, never write another news story, never get to write my book? But I can’t think that way. I can’t. Henry hasn’t killed me yet. He could have, and he hasn’t. He doesn’t really want to. Why would he buy me food if he wanted to kill me?
No, there’s a way out of this. But it’s not going to happen with me screaming. So I’m going to keep my mouth shut for a while. I’m going to put him at ease, make him happy. I devour the meal and we cross the state line into Arizona. I look out the window and space out for a while at the endless stretch of desert. The sun’s just beginning to set. I make it to Paz County before I realize that I need to pee. Maybe that’s my ticket out—a rest stop bathroom, where I flag someone down and call for help.
“Henry,” I finally say, breaking the long stretch of silence. “I need to pee.”
“I liked you better when you were q—”
“Quiet and still, yeah, I know. I’m trying. But I do have bodily functions and I can’t quiet those.”
He sighs, as if my urinary system is such an annoyance. “That’s why I got you an extra cup.”
The prospect of pissing in a Droidburger cup is so humiliating I have no immediate response.
“See? I’m smart. I think ahead. Unlike you. Maybe if you’d thought ahead, you wouldn’t have messed up and gotten yourself into this situation to begin with.”
“You’re seriously going to make me go in a cup in a moving car,” I say. “I’m wearing a jumpsuit.”
He doesn’t answer for a second. Then, “I’m going upstairs to watch Antiques Roadshow with Mama.”
Great. Have fun, buddy. While you go fantasy antiquing with your mom, I’ll just be here wetting myself and my luxury car that you’ve turned into my prison. I manage to unzip my jumpsuit while praying that he’s not actually watching me like a fucking creep. I can’t stand up at all, there’s only enough slack in the seatbelt for me to barely lift my ass off the seat, so I try my best to pull my panties to the side and slip the cup under before letting go.
Oh, the sweet release of a simple piss in a cup. I haven’t felt this good since the whole nightmare started.
I wipe with a Droidburger napkin, dropping it in the cup and putting that in the cupholder. Then I sit back and watch the sun setting out the window, trying to come up with a plan. But I draw nothing but a big, fat blank. Before I know it, the sun’s gone down completely and I pass Phoenix and then Tucson before wondering if he’s never coming back again. I manage to hold my tongue all the way to New Mexico and then I must fall asleep, because the next thing I know, I hear Henry’s voice saying, “Goodnight, doll. You’re doing good. You’re doing real good.”





CHAPTER EIGHT
IT’S THE WORST FEELING, to wake up to his voice, to the locked-up reality of this car. For it to be real all over again. I can’t believe twenty-four hours ago, I couldn’t wait to get in this thing, and now I’d do anything in the wide world to get out of it.
Through the window, we’re passing a blaze of unfamiliar city lights and I squint and see signs for El Paso. Holy shit, this asshole’s driven me all the way to Texas. After the city lights disappear, it’s all darkness—in the car, out there. Nothing but the headlights and a neverending trickle of dotted white lines on the highway ahead of us.
I wake up to sunshine in my eyes, a washed-out blue sky over low hills, green grass, and the appalling sound of Henry’s voice. I must have slept for hours.
“Good morning, doll,” he says. “You’ve been behaving so well. Keep it up. Maybe there’s hope for you yet.”
I hate the flutter of optimism that sentence unleashes in me, how this stranger who’s too much of a wuss to show his face on camera can toy with me like this. But I can’t help it. I feel like we’re getting somewhere, me and him, and it’s all because I’m choosing to remain mute. Fine. If that’s what it takes, I’ll suck it up and shut up for once.
A sign tells me that this is a town called Comfort, Texas, which … isn’t exactly a comfort. Signs tell me we’re approaching San Antonio. How am I still in Texas? I never realized how gargantuan this state is. More than once, I debate breaking my vow of silence and piping up and trying to appeal to Henry, but right now, I’m pretty sure I’m going to make the most headway by just doing what he says and being quiet and still. So I shut up. And unfortunately, I have to pee again, so I go through the ordeal of unzipping my jumpsuit and doing an encore performance of pissing into the Droidburger cup. I’m hungry but stay mum. I take small sips of my large water, trying to ration it to avoid having to pee too often.
I watch the clouds for a while and tally up all the things I’m going to appreciate so much more after this ordeal: coffee; mom’s hugs; my own bed; hot bath; fresh fruit. I start writing some of my memoir in my mind and imagine how it will look when it’s at the top of the New York Times bestseller list. I imagine Viv begging me to start my column again after this, since my kidnapping will give it more publicity than it’s ever had before, and me gently but satisfyingly turning her offer down.
My stomach is screaming for more food and I swear eternity itself is a drive through Texas. The more time that passes, the harder it is for me to not speak to Henry. Because even though we’ve driven so many miles since I began practicing the art of shutting up, I don’t know that we’re really getting anywhere.
I manage to hold my tongue all the way through Texas, but by the time we get through Houston and Beaumont and hit the Louisiana state line, I just can’t anymore.
“Henry?” I ask. “You there?”
He doesn’t answer.
“Look, I know you’d rather I didn’t talk.” Here’s where I throw out a lure. “I just wanted to say thank you.”
“For what?” he asks, taking the bait immediately.
“For teaching me how to be quiet. It’s something I never really learned.”
“Well,” he says. “It’s important for you to learn how to keep your mouth shut. To be seen and not heard.”
“It is,” I agree. “I feel like this has changed me, honestly. From here on out, I’m going to be a lot quieter. And it’s all because of you, Henry.”
I could vomit at having to kiss this guy’s ass, but I just picture him in the electric chair again for a moment and that helps.
“I’m glad to hear that,” Henry says.
“So maybe—maybe you might think about letting me go home?” I ask, as sweetly as I can.
Silence.
“Henry,” I try. “People are going to be wondering where I am. My coworkers. My boss. I should be in the office already and they’re going to wonder where I am. My mom.”
Silence.
“Wouldn’t you want your mom to know where you were?” I ask. “I can tell you love your mom. Imagine if she were worrying about you.”
“She did worry about me,” he says softly.
Okay, I think. This is good. Progress.
“She worried because of what you wrote about me,” he says.
I sit with that a moment, furrow my brow. “Well, she worried because of what I wrote, or because of what you did?”
“Because of the trash you wrote about me for all the world to see,” he says, voice rising. “She made me ‘talk’ to someone. She made me ‘get help.’”
Again, yes, I can hear finger quotes. I truly have a master ear for sarcasm, being so fluent in it myself. Also—this man got help? Really? Whoever helped him should be fired.
“She tried to take my dolls away, because of you!” he screams.
It’s so absurd, I almost laugh. Almost. But don’t, because this is not funny.
“Henry, I’m sorry,” I say. “How many times do I have to apologize? I mean, come on. Please. You’ve taken me all the way to Louisiana. You’ve made your point. Let me go already.”
“Stop talking.”
“I’m just—”
“I hate the sound of your voice almost as much as I hate reading it.”
I clamp my mouth shut, clenching my jaw. I cross my arms and look out the window, where the sky has begun to turn gray.
“I don’t see you smiling,” he says.
So I smile. And I do what most women have learned to do at some point in their life: disassociate. Build a private rocket ship and blast away. Forget you have a body. Because sometimes, when someone steals your autonomy, that’s all you can do.





CHAPTER NINE
IN COLLEGE, I lived at the dorms my first year as part of my scholarship package. It was a little ridiculous considering my mom lived seven miles away, but to me, it was like moving to another planet—most importantly, one inhabited solely by people my age.
I made the immediate mistake of falling for my roommate. The moment Mia rolled her suitcase into our dorm room and her wide green eyes met mine, I knew I was done for. It’s always been that way with me: either I can’t warm up to someone, or I can’t cool myself down. With Mia, it was the latter, and it happened instantly.
The more I learned about her, the more I wanted to linger in my dorm room every spare moment outside of class, waiting to learn even more. She had been raised in a small town in Illinois, and since she was seven years old—seven
years old— she knew she wanted to be a pediatric surgeon. Everything made her cry, usually from laughter. The first time she let me kiss her, I actually said a prayer in my mind as our lips made magic. I begged the universe to please let this last.
Apparently the universe didn’t get my memo, because after a week of making out with me, Mia told me she was pretty sure she was straight and just wanted to be friends.
I hung onto that “pretty sure” for quite some time, hoping she’d change her mind, but it didn’t happen. So I tucked my crush for her into my back pocket and settled for friendship.
Our second semester of living together, Mia came home from a party early one morning looking like hell and burst into tears. I got up, made her some tea, and sat next to her on the bed. She told me she’d been raped by a guy we both knew. She didn’t use the word, but she didn’t have to.
“We’d started—you know—I’d said okay—and then I just … I don’t know.” She pulled the hood of her sweatshirt up, as if she wanted to disappear into it. “I changed my mind. I felt like I was making a mistake. When I told him to stop, that I wanted to slow down, he put a hand over my mouth and kept going.”
I balled my fists so tight my nails dug into my palms.
“He raped you,” I said.
“No.” She shook her head, drying her eyes with her sleeve. “It wasn’t like that.”
“That’s exactly what it was,” I said. “You said stop. He didn’t.” I got up and paced, my pulse racing, trying to think of what to do next. “We have to call a crisis hotline. Or no—the police. Let’s call them first, so they can go arrest him—”
“Eve, no.” She stood up. “I don’t want to do that.”
I stopped pacing, stunned. This poor exhausted girl did absolutely nothing to deserve this. No person deserved this. It was injustice, plain as the tears dried on her cheeks. So why was she getting into bed and crawling under the covers?
“Why wouldn’t you call the cops, Mia?” I asked, sitting on the edge of her bed.
“Because what are they going to do?”
“Open an investigation!”
“I’ve seen this movie before. I don’t feel like starring in it.”
I mean, it wasn’t how I would handle the situation, but I got her meaning. The chances the police would do a damn thing about it were slim.
“At least contact the school so he might get expelled,” I urged her.
“I don’t think so,” Mia said, turning toward the wall. “All I want right now is to move on and forget about it.”
“What about the other girls? The ones he’ll do the same thing to?” I asked.
“Please,” Mia whispered. “I just want to go to sleep now. Can we stop talking about it? Pretend it never happened?”
I didn’t respond, chewing my lip.
“Eve?” Mia said, reaching for my hand to squeeze it. “I mean it. Promise?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Sure.”
I let her sleep. And I didn’t bring it up again because I’m a woman of my word. But it killed me, absolutely killed me, to know that asshole was out there facing zero consequences for his actions.
To make matters worse, he was in my History of Civilization class. I glared at the back of his skull all week and, after much concentrated effort, was sad to learn I don’t have pyrokinetic powers.
What I did have, as someone in work study at the admin office, was free access to a copy machine. So I found a picture of that criminal’s face online and I wrote the word WARNING: THIS MAN IS A RAPIST! I spent that night walking around campus stapling that flier to every bulletin board in sight.
The next morning, Mia blew into to our room like a human hurricane. Her jaw was fixed, her nostrils flared. She held the flier up.
“This was you, wasn’t it?”
I put my hands up. “I plead the fifth.”
“How could you do this, Eve?” she asked, her eyes brimming. “I told you I didn’t want to do anything. I don’t even want to talk about it. Why would you go and do this?”
“Because someone needs to warn people about him!”
She balled the flier up and threw it at me. “I wish I’d never told you anything.”
“Mia,” I tried, standing up.
But she was already out the door.
I apologized to her. I went and took the fliers down, though it killed me to do so, because they were the fucking truth. Mia accepted my apology. We lived civilly the rest of the semester, but we were never as close again. The whole incident was a turning point in our friendship.
My heart still hurts when I remember all that. I don’t know how I could have done the right thing in that situation. Maybe there was no “right thing” to do. But I want to turn inside out when I think of a world where you just take violence and don’t say a word about it.





CHAPTER TEN
I SNAP BACK TO ATTENTION, remembering the crisis of the present moment. I’ve been staring out the window at the pull of greenery, the flicker of oaks and farmhouses, without even being mentally here. Instead, I time traveled back to college.
In the Sunray I might never escape, my legs are restless and my ass is so asleep it’s basically in a coma at this point. It’s probably been an entire day since I left. I’m starving and only have a couple sips of water left. I drink a tiny one, but it does nothing to slake my thirst. I revisit my fantasy about Henry frying in the electric chair, remaining as still and smiling as I can, when his voice pops up.
“You’ve been behaving well,” he says again. “As a reward, I have a surprise for you.”
I don’t respond, instead widening my painful smile as much as I can. The touchscreen in front of me lights up. It’s a video.
A video of a doll with curly red hair and wide blue eyes.
“Hello Eve,” Henry says in a high-pitched voice, waving her hand back and forth with his fingertips. His nails are bitten to the quick.
Holy shit. This is going in the memoir.
“Hello,” I say through a grimaced smile. “Wow, what a pretty doll, Henry.”
“Look like someone you know?”
“Is that supposed to be me?”
“Bingo!”
His high-pitched laugh fills the air and the doll quivers with it. Of course he still won’t show his face, the coward. I remain still and choose my words carefully.
“It’s like looking in a mirror,” I say.
“Do you like dollies, Eve?” he asks in the falsetto, moving the doll up and down so her eyes blink creepily.
“Love them,” I lie.
I didn’t even like dolls as a kid. I preferred plastic cars.
“Maybe you aren’t such a rotten apple,” he says in the doll’s voice. “But if not, why do you write such hateful words online?”
Such a hypocrite.
“Well,” I say. “I don’t know … Dolly. Can I call you Dolly?”
“My name is Eve.”
“Okay, Eve,” I say, leaning forward as much as I’m able. “I’m going to tell you a little secret: that column I wrote? It’s over. Done.”
The doll remains still onscreen.
“It’s no more,” I clarify. “Kaput.”
“Are you lying to me, Eve?” the doll asks.
This is the most ridiculous conversation I’ve ever had, and my life quite possibly depends on it.
“I’m not,” I say as sincerely as I can. And I guess I am being sincere. It’s not a lie. “My boss told me yesterday morning that Said is retiring it.”
“Why?”
“Because she felt like it was the right thing to do.”
“Sounds like a smart lady!” the doll says.
“That’s right. It’s done.” My smile, so tired now, falters. “So how about you ask your pal Henry to turn this car around and let me go home, okay? I’ve learned my lesson.”
The screen goes black. Wonderful. I’ve pissed him off again. What was it—me taking a ten-second break from my Joker smile? Or daring to ask to go home?
But then … a clicking. The right turn signal. And we’re changing lanes. Hope spikes—this can’t be true. It can’t be this easy. Shut my mouth long enough, have a conversation with a doll … that’s it?
Nope. These eyes aren’t lying.
We’re getting off the freeway.
The Sunray’s turning left at the intersection now, making a wide U-turn under the underpass to get on the freeway going in the opposite direction. My vision blurs, my chest swells. I can imagine my mom’s arms around me. I can imagine the scent of fresh air, the safety of my sweet apartment, freedom, which is a word I possibly only thought I knew the definition of until this. I don’t dare speak. Don’t want to jeopardize this. So I remain still, hands folded in my lap, and continue smiling as if I’m getting my portrait done.
“Someday you’ll thank me for this,” Henry says. “You’ll look back and you’ll realize today was the day everything changed for you.”
I agree with what he’s saying, but not in the way he means it. The clouds part and I can glimpse a bright future ahead, one filled with media interviews, a bestselling book, and most importantly, this troll being punished for his actions.
“Are you taking me home?” I ask him.
“No more questions. Don’t make me change my mind.” He pauses. “I can be a really nice guy sometimes. That’s what you got wrong about me. You know that? Your garbage article didn’t mention the fact that me and mama drive to Mexico every year at Christmas for a toy drive. You didn’t know that because you never bothered to reach out and ask. You just made judgments based off what you saw of me online. But I recycle. I reuse. You made fun of me about that, about dumpster diving, without even mentioning how environmentally friendly it is. Don’t you care about the environment?”
I nod, a pursed smile still on my lips, holding my tongue.
“You didn’t tell everyone about the fact I’m a genius. That’s right. A genius. According to an online quiz I took, I have an IQ of 150. How do you think you ended up in this predicament? How do you think I managed to program the Sunray so I could remotely control almost every dang feature? Genius. I—”
A voice cuts into his monologue. A female voice, sounding farther away, some of the words unintelligible. “… promised … clean up this mess …”
Henry responds like a petulant child. “I’m going to! Get out of here, Mama!”
“ … tired of looking at …”
“You’re interrupting.”
“… playing games right now? You … work hours …”
“No. I’m in a meeting.”
“… better not be lying … trouble … eat your lunch …”
A loud, theatrical sigh. “Fine!”
Thumping—footsteps, maybe? The sounds over the speaker get quiet and I relax my face for the first time in what feels like a long time. Dropping the plastic grin is like crawling into a soft bed after a long, hard day. I’ve never appreciated how truly freeing and beautiful a thing it is to not have to smile, to not be watched.
As the car speeds ahead, the green signs evoke a sense of déjà vu; I’m going backward on the same long highway I’ve been trapped on for what feels like days now. I’m taking fuller breaths, knowing I’m on my way home.
Home.
Somehow, beneath my constant fear since this ride from hell began, I knew Henry wouldn’t kill me. I knew it would end in my return. Because that’s how these trolls really are, as I’ve learned from the many all-caps death threat emails, the anthrax scare, the “bomb” at the office yesterday that was a lie. Trolls talk big, but that’s all they do. That’s all they have. Underneath it, they’re wimps. My instincts knew life would go on after this. I just wasn’t sure where the car ride was going, but now I can finally see the end in sight.
I try to calculate what time it is now—late afternoon or early evening. Which means I could be home by, I don’t know, tomorrow night?
As my stomach screams with hunger, I close my eyes and cook up elaborate feasts: stacks of pancakes with maple syrup, stuffed-crust pizzas, fried chicken and waffles. My mouth’s so dry I keep biting my tongue and scraping it with my teeth to fill my mouth with saliva. When I get home, I’ll drink pitchers of ice water. I’ll take the longest bath. I’ll stretch my legs and arms as far as I can reach. I’ll ask my mom to come over so I’m not alone and we’ll stay up cuddling under a blanket on the couch watching old movies the way we did when I was a kid. And then I’ll call my editor at Green Light, Dane, and tell her we need to talk about the direction of my book, because boy howdy, do I have a twist for her.
Unfortunately for me, while my mind has teleported to Los Angeles, my body is still speeding through Louisiana toward Texas and my bladder is full. I debate whether to see if Henry’s change of heart will include a bathroom stop, but don’t want to take the chance and would rather piss when he’s not watching me, so I go through the arduous task of unzipping my jumpsuit and peeing in the cup that’s half-full of old piss, spilling some down my pant leg before I’m done. I smell like a porta-potty. I zip myself up when a voice comes on the speaker.
It’s the female voice, Henry’s mama, and she sounds close the way Henry sounds close when he’s talking to me.
“What in heckfire is going on here?” she exclaims.
I finish zipping and look up at the touchscreen, my muscles freezing at the sight of an actual human face. An older woman with dyed red hair and a mouth in a wide O that tells me she’s just as shocked to see me as I am to see her.
Peering closer, she murmurs in horror, “What sort of—of—disgusting games is he playing?”
Oh, you poor woman. I’ve got some news about your son.
She stands up, shaking her head, talking to herself. “I cannot believe this. These filthy videos again.”
In a frantic rush, wanting to seize the moment, I wave my hands. I try to speak lowly, in just over a whisper, as if Henry might hear me. “Hey—I’m not a video! Please help me!”
“What in the world?” his mom asks again, putting her hand over her mouth. “You—you foul woman. What is this, some kind of … of porno site? Is he paying you to—”
“No, no, no,” I say quietly as I can. “Please listen to me. Please. Your son, Henry? He kidnapped me—”
“Are you in a car?” she asks, squinting, her face giant in the touchscreen as she comes in for a closer look.
“Yes. I’m stuck in a self-driving car that Henry programmed. And he won’t let me out. You need to help me!”
Pulling at a necklace at her throat, she furrows her brow and doesn’t answer.
“He works at Jolvix,” I say. “And the self-driving car I bought uses their software. Henry somehow programmed the car so that he has control over it and it’s been driving for an entire day now! He won’t let me out!”
She stands up, her hand over her mouth, shaking her head. “I can’t—I can’t—no. No, he wouldn’t do that. This is one of those role-playing games. This isn’t real.”
“I’m real!” I say, unable to keep my voice from rising.
“He wouldn’t. He—this makes no sense.” She wrings her hands. “He’s a good boy. You can’t kidnap someone in a car, this is made up. This isn’t true.”
“It’s true,” I say, my words gaining speed, my throat tightening. “He did this. I wrote an article about him online. This profile and—and he didn’t like what I wrote and he—”
She gasps and points a finger at me. “You’re the one who called him a manatee? Who made fun of him and his dolls?”
“I am,” I admit. “And I’m sorry. But you’ve got to help me. Please.”
The look on her face is disapproving as she plays with the plastic beads of her necklace. I can tell she wants to admonish me for the article but realizes this is neither the time nor place. “And he … I don’t understand. Where are you?”
“I’m in Louisiana right now.”
“You’re driving in a car in Louisiana. And you’re saying my boy kidnapped you. Well, we’re in Victorville. California.”
Victorville, the armpit of the Golden State. Somehow I’m not in the least bit surprised that’s where he’s from. What does surprise me is the fact he sent me on this wild goose chase and yet lives only an hour and a half away from me, close enough to, I don’t know, put a flaming bag of feces on my doorstep in Hollywood.
“I’m also from California, not too far from you,” I tell her.
“Something’s not right.” His mom stands up straighter. “Are you pranking me?”
“No,” I insist, and repeat the details so they will sink into her skull. “I live in Los Angeles. I bought a self-driving car. A Sunray. The ones your son works on for Jolvix. He hijacked controls of my car from where he’s at and now I can’t get out. He drove me all the way to Louisiana, and that’s why I’m sitting here pissing in a goddamn cup.”
“Calm down now, you hear? No need for that kind of language.”
For fuck’s sake, lady.
She puts her hands together as if she’s praying and speaks to the ceiling. “Why? How is this happening? This can’t be real.”
The ceiling has no retort.
“It’s real,” I say, emphasizing each word. “And I need help.”
A wave of restless rage fills me. I want to get out of this car more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life. I don’t care what direction I’m headed now; I want out. Out of his control and away from this Sunray. This woman could put a stop to it all, right now! Why isn’t she?
“I haven’t eaten in a day,” I say, on the edge of whining I’m so desperate. “I’m out of water. He says he’s sending me home now, but how can I believe him? I could die in here! You realize that? I could die in here and then your son would be arrested for murder.”
She cries out and puts her hands over her face.
“But you can stop that from happening!” I say. “Just one phone call—”
Henry’s mom turns around on the camera, walking away from me.
“Wait!” I yell.
She’s no longer paying me attention. Instead, she’s shouting up what looks like a staircase. Behind her, there’s a wall-to-wall glass case filled with dolls. It looks familiar. I think Henry had pictures of it on one of his social media pages when I was digging into him for my column.
“Henry Cornelius Leto, you get down here this instant!” she shouts.
A pause. The slow thuds of footsteps on the stairs. He’s come halfway down and I can only see his sweatpants-clad legs as he holds a conversation with his mother.
My body turns to ice at the sight of even one of his fabric-covered limbs. He’s there, right there—my kidnapper, my hijacker, the guy who almost strangled me with a seatbelt.
“What are you doing down here?” he says to her in a low voice.
“The question is, what on earth are you doing down here?” his mom says, gesturing toward me. “What have you done to this girl, Henry?”
He doesn’t answer, clunking down the stairs and pushing past her to get back to the place where I am. The look on his face is grim, his jaw set. He’s holding a soda he puts gently down on the table. He’s much more hulking and big-shouldered than I remember from the photos. But that doughy face, that underbite, those eyes just a little too close together—it’s him, all right.
“I didn’t give you permission to touch my things,” he spits at her while sitting at a chair in front of what I assume is a screen, where he can see me. “Get out of my room!”
“Henry,” she tries again. Her head appears over his shoulder, her eyes shining with tears. “This is serious. This is a crime, what you’re doing to this poor girl.”
“It isn’t your business.”
“It is my business. You’re committing a crime on my property.” She struggles to find her words for a beat. “And this isn’t you. This isn’t the boy I raised.”
Henry springs up from his chair and jabs his pointer finger in the air. “Yes it is, Mama! It’s me! She humiliated me, remember? It’s the lady who wrote that horrible article about me and got me fired—”
His mom’s a whole head shorter than him and she’s backing up, visibly intimidated. They’ve moved toward the staircase now, but I can still hear them clear as day because their voices are raised.
“I know who she is!” his mom says. “I know. But this isn’t how—”
Henry looms over his mom, fist raised as if he’s going to hit her. “You said she deserved a taste of her own medicine! You said that!”
Holy shit. I can’t even fully process the turn this has taken in what feels like a split second. His mom cowers and clutches the back of the staircase railing. I’m breaking into a sweat. Oh, mama. Get the hell out of there!
“Hey,” I try to interject.
But they don’t seem to hear me.
Henry’s balled fist falls to his side and they begin yelling at one another, over one another, his accusations and her pleas for reason an adrenaline-inducing tangle of words. She lets go of the railing and raises her arms up in the air for emphasis and he stalks the floor like a panther in front of her.
I’m biting my tongue so hard I taste blood. His mother is responding to him now in a low, calming tone, her hands up as if to protect herself. I can’t hear her anymore. I hold my breath, dread spreading throughout me, and glance out the window. Gray clouds veil the sky. For maybe the first time in my damn life, I wish I’d never said anything. I wish I’d kept my mouth shut. I wish I hadn’t responded to his mom. I wish I’d sat here like a doll and had just been good so I could go home. But I have an inkling I’m not going home anymore.
Then a bloodcurdling scream and a thunderous crash fill my ears.





CHAPTER ELEVEN
I SNAP TO ATTENTION, pointing my gaze back at the screen, clamping a palm over my mouth.
Henry’s crouched on the floor over his mother’s crumpled body.
He’s crying that he’s sorry.
The case has been shattered, broken glass hanging like jagged teeth, dolls spilled everywhere. He’s shaking his mom, but she’s not moving.
Time itself seems to cease for a moment. The car seems to screech to a halt along with my heartbeat. None of this exists. I don’t exist. Then suddenly it all starts again and I realize the absolute horror of reality.
Henry’s screaming. Screaming a horrible high-pitched scream, like an animal in pain.
“Mama!” he yells.
Oh fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck. I’m hyperventilating. This is not happening. He didn’t just—he didn’t just shove his mom into a glass case, raining broken glass everywhere. He didn’t just knock his mom unconscious with me here to witness it. My car’s been hijacked, I’ve been kidnapped, my life’s in danger. I didn’t think it could get any worse. But I need to stop thinking that, because fate only seems to take it as a challenge.
“Mama!” he wails.
He begins pacing back and forth. From here, I can see his once-white T-shirt’s now a splattered crimson. His sweatpants, too. There’s blood on his face and in his hair, which he keeps running his hands through as he walks back and forth in some unintelligible monologue. It’s an unthinkable amount of blood. A sickening, horror movie amount of blood.
“Call 9-1-1, Henry!” I yell. “They might be able to save her!”
He stops pacing and swivels his head my way. Slowly, as if in a daze, he tiptoes toward me. The amount of blood he’s covered in and his wild expression make him look like the most frightening man I’ve ever seen. He points a finger at the screen.
“You,” is all he says.
“Call an ambulance!” I repeat. “Get her to a hospital!”
“Look what you made me do,” he says, his blood-smeared face crumpling up like a child.
“9-1-1!” I scream.
“This is your fault,” he says, voice climbing. “But they’ll never believe me. They’ll never understand.”
“Henry, I’m a witness!” I say, my stomach tightening. “I’ll tell them that you didn’t mean to, it was an accident!”
“It’s over,” he says quietly, wiping his face and then looking down at his palms. “It’s over for me. My life is over.” He looks up at me. “Because of you.”
“Your life isn’t over and your mom’s life doesn’t have to be over either, if you just—just do the right thing, Henry, and call an ambulance!” My throat burns and I begin begging him. “Please, man. Listen to me.”
“I don’t want to hear you talk ever again,” he says, collapsing onto the chair in front of the screen with a blank expression, his face still painted with his mother’s blood. “You did this. You ruined my life. You killed my mama.”
“She’s not dead yet! Call someone!”
He’s become still, eyes flat like someone under hypnosis.
I punch the touchscreen with my fist. “Dammit, Henry! Snap out of it!”
Henry’s frozen, not a person anymore, just a picture of a person.
The touchscreen goes dark.
“What are you doing?” I ask, tapping the touchscreen with my fingertips. It remains black. “Henry? Come on, please, let’s work together here—”
“I’m going upstairs now,” he says. “I don’t want to talk to you anymore. I’ll see you in approximately thirty hours.”
“Wait, what?”
“I want you to see what you made me do, Eve.” His voice seems to get closer, blowing out the speakers. “And then I’m going to do the same thing to you.”
Goosebumps all over my skin. Under my skin. The freeze of panic tenses me up like prey.
“Henry,” I say to him.
But that’s it. That’s the last thing he says.
I have to sit with those words through the remainder of Louisiana, begging the air to please, please, please reason with me. I try with every bit of might I have to remain calm, squeezing and unsqueezing my fists, but if I wasn’t empty I’d have vomited up the contents of my stomach by now. As it is, I’m shaking while I watch the farmhouses and neat rows of crops whip by. I’m shaking and who knows anymore if it's terror or hunger—it’s all bleeding together, forming a new feeling, one that is just my entire being aching for something that is not this reality, this fucked-up present moment.
By the time I cross the Texas state line, I’ve lost control over my mind. The car whizzes past the sign with the Lone Star flag that reminds me to “drive safely,” which rings like a sick joke. My head pounds with unwanted thoughts. The memory of what I witnessed—of what Henry did to his mother—replays on repeat. The sound of her scream; the hurricane of broken glass; her blood soaking his clothes, so much blood. I’m going to do the same thing to you. An invisible hand grips my throat and it’s hard to even breathe through it.
I thought I was on my way home and instead I’m going to a murderer’s house.
As the car pushes through Texas, I pray. I actually pray. Maybe it’s the relentless church billboards at work, I don’t know. Clasping my hands together, I plead with a higher power to please step in. Jesus, take the wheel—literally. Save that poor woman who’s bleeding out somewhere in California.
By the time I’m approaching Houston, the sun setting, the landscape nothing but a long green plain like miles of astroturf, I’ve calmed a little and I’m trying something different: positive visualization. I write myself a story in my brain. Here goes: after the horrific incident earlier, Henry trudges upstairs and undergoes an immediate change of heart. Quickly, in a rare, courageous moment, he pulls his phone from his sweatpants pocket and dials 9-1-1. The ambulance arrives in minutes and the paramedics rush downstairs to save Henry’s mama. Upon getting there, they realize her injuries are much milder than it had initially looked when the horrid scene was exploding in real time. She has some deep cuts that require stitches, but only a mild concussion. She survives. And though Henry’s remorse transforms him into a better human being in the long run, that transformation happens over time while he is safely locked away in a federal penitentiary for both his mother’s assault and my kidnapping. My book about it all is such a smash hit it’s made into a movie and I’m played by someone super hot. The end.
I open my eyes. There’s no “the end” anywhere in sight. Just grasslands under a half-empty moon and a star-scattered sky, an occasional interruption of buildings and the glow of fast food restaurants. My fantasy ate up enough time that now we’re approaching San Antonio.
“Henry,” I tell the air. “Come on, man.”
But nope. He really must have gone upstairs.
If he did, that means he’s also really planning to drive my ass all the way to his house to—what? “Do the same thing” to me, what does that even mean? He has another glass case he’s going to throw me into?
I chew my lip and take deep breaths, telling myself there’s no way in hell he can do anything to me. First off, look at the guy. He’s an incompetent fool. Yeah, yeah, it was a feat of technological genius that he rigged the car to be under his control. It was an opportunity that fell straight into his lap and he took it. But after he hijacked the Sunray, what did he do? He just drove me east on 10 with no plan in place. He didn’t want to murder me, he wanted to control me. And even though it’s his fault and he’s clearly violent and unstable, he wasn’t trying to kill his mom either. I think, along with an appropriate punishment for his crimes, this man is unhinged and in need of help. He’s not some cold-blooded murderer.
Where’s this going, then?
I’m so exhausted, starving, and thirsty that, despite the unthinkable situation, I struggle to keep my eyes open. It’s ink-dark inside the car and out, which doesn’t help. After an internal battle over it, I decide it’s better I sleep now so I can have my wits about me as we get closer to California. So I can get my energy and stamina up in case I need to fight back. I finally let my eyes close and my thoughts drain out of me and for a little bit, I forget all about my life and I’m nothing but the white noise of the wheels on the asphalt.
When I wake up, I’m shocked to see we’re about to hit El Paso. I slept my way through Texas. My stomach is killing me—a combination of hunger and needing to take a shit. I’ve been holding it in now for almost two days.
The car crosses into New Mexico—the “Land of Enchantment,” the sign promises, against an endless, thirsty desert plain. Enchanting. I’ve slept and I need to focus. I decide to start with banging on the windows to try to get the attention of cars in the next lane over, especially when traffic slows a bit. I try for truck drivers, families in sedans, and motorcyclists. I try the left and right windows, though I can’t reach either of them super well. I pick my shoe up off the floor and throw it in vain. Lastly, I spend a while trying to get out of the seatbelt, but it’s still locked in place and there’s no slack to it. When none of that works, I spend some time practicing my uppercut, hooks, and jabs from kickboxing classes in days of yore, just so I can be ready for whatever Henry thinks he’s going to do to me. He appears to be a sedentary slug of a human, so maybe I can take him. Finally stopping to catch my breath, I think of Henry’s mom there bleeding out alone in the basement and realize—oh my God, she’d be able to hear me. And maybe I’d be able to hear her, too. But I’ve heard nothing.
That’s a bad sign. Very bad.
By Arizona, I’m beginning to lose hope, though I’m trying desperately to work against that instinct. I try to go back to the positive spin I invented earlier, the story, but instead all I see is Henry’s blood-covered face. Unable to hold it in any longer, I begin bawling like a baby somewhere around Bowie and don’t stop until Phoenix is in the rearview. I don’t cry often, but when I do, I am a faucet that can’t turn off. It’s worrisome right now because I’m dehydrated and I can’t afford to spend any precious liquid on despair. But I wipe my eyes once I start seeing signs for California, a few half-dead butterflies making themselves known in my stomach while fingers of dread strangle my throat.
I try to think about true crime news I’ve read, of those miraculous stories of kidnapped women who survive. Yes, few and far between when you compare them with the stories of murdered women, but they exist. I remember reading one about a woman who was kidnapped—bound, thrown in a car with a predator—and while they drove, the woman talked nonstop about herself. She told the man about her family, about her life, her dreams. Her ability to humanize herself made the guy turn around and let her go. If Henry can hear me—he’s got to at some point, right? Then maybe I can do what that lucky woman did, humanize myself to him and get him to stop now before the situation gets any worse.
I clear my throat. “I’m just going to start talking, Henry. Or … Henry’s mom, if you can hear me.” My voice sounds so hoarse, so weak. My mouth’s dry as a bone. “I’m going to talk until you talk back to me. Until we can have a conversation. There’s still time to turn this around.” My eyes water, my stomach grumbles. We’ve crossed the California state line and I ache with something like the hunger in my gut, thinking of how close we’re getting to home and how badly I want to be there.
The first thing I tell Henry about is my mother. How much I love her. How she makes me laugh and feel secure and has always taken me for what I am and loved me for it. How she escaped an abusive relationship when I was small and seeing my mother black-eyed and afraid might have been a factor in why I grew up obsessed with confronting bullies. I was also bullied. Growing up, boys called me fat and commented on my big tits whenever they felt like it. I tell him about the time a group of girls locked me in a school bathroom in junior high for no reason at all other than to be cruel. The world can be so hard, I tell Henry. Hasn’t it been hard on you? Why do we do this to each other?
There’s no sound on Henry’s end. Nothing at all.
I break into howling sobs and a stint of straight-up begging when the car switches lanes to change from the 10 to the 15 near San Bernardino. Home was so close, so damn close, and now I’m headed north on the wrong freeway. I know where this freeway heads: straight to the armpit of California, where this murderous bully is waiting for me. I’d wager I have less than an hour to get there, although for maybe the first time in my life, I’m heartened by the sight of traffic.
A sunset spreads over the flatlands and smog-veiled mountains as a dizziness washes over me in waves. I wonder if I’m going to die before I even get to meet my terrible Victorville fate. I can’t remember how long it’s been since I drank water. I’m getting so desperate I think about drinking my pee. I close my heavy eyelids instead, let the darkness and quiet take me into its arms for a little while.
When I jerk awake again, something is very different.





CHAPTER TWELVE
IT’S SUCH an odd sensation that I can’t place it at first. Takes a second for it to settle, for me to realize that the car has stopped completely. I’m sitting at a red light, the car still, the piss-stinking air silent except for the cool breath of the air conditioning. A thirsty, garbage-littered terrain flanks me on both sides of the wide road and a green sign screams Welcome to Victorville! In reply, my soul screams the words Oh fuck!
Here already. I drifted off and now I’m already horribly here.
The light shifts to green and the Sunray pulls forward.
Panic surges. My ears ring, my limbs are numb. I’m too hungry to hurl, too weak to speak, and too dry to cry.
“No,” I say simply, looking out the window as the car picks up speed.
I pass a battered sedan in the right lane, the driver a ponytailed woman singing in her front seat. She doesn’t see me, of course, but the world gets blurry with my tears as I witness her private joy from my private nightmare. And it hits me that I’m really about to be delivered to death’s doorstep, that this is how it’s going to end for me. Because I can’t lie to myself; I have no strength left to fight, not even a doughy manatee-faced manboy. As soon as I get to wherever my destination is, that’s it for me.
I just hope it’s fast. A bullet. A blow to the head.
Please, universe, no torture. No sexual assault.
Man, what a low bar I’ve set in my conversations with the universe.
The tears roll down my face. In the sky, stars twinkle as if they’re mocking me. Twinkle twinkle little star, I am dying in a car.
The car picks up a sickening momentum, the speedometer edging past forty, blazing by vehicles in the right lane. The speed limit says fifty, but within seconds, we’ve upped past that. And as I watch the needle in the speedometer climb higher and higher, sixty now, hurtling me toward my end, something within me gets calm, so calm—the closest to nothingness I’ve ever felt. The Sunray’s approaching seventy, humming under my bare feet. I unclench my muscles, stop resisting the inevitable.
And then the car takes the sharpest turn, one that seems to almost spin it out of control, barreling over a chain-link fence and straight into a man I recognize for a fleeting second before the car runs him completely over with a hideous bump-bump and crashes, with violent turbulence, into the house behind him, the roar of splintered wood and shattering glass fills my ears along with the pop and hiss of the airbags exploding with the force of a bomb.
I don’t even get a chance to scream before the lights go out.
    
There’s a secret place between life and death, wakefulness and sleep, a world of dreams and nightmares. A timeless space where a single moment is a self-contained eternity and a lifetime is nothing but a blink. This is where I go. I go to this place, losing my body and my context, forgetting not just the Sunray and the road trip from hell and Henry Leto, but myself, the person I am, the identity I built brick by brick, moment by moment—the person I might see if I peered into a mirror. In this place between life and death, wakefulness and sleep, in this comatose desert land, there are no mirrors—and if there are, I don’t know that I would recognize what I see. There’s a warmth, a sun so bright I’m scared to look at it, a light that pulls me to it like a vacuum, and my heart knows if I bend toward it, I will become it and never return, so I clench myself in place and scream my own name silently so I don’t forget it—Eve, Eve, my name is Eve, my name is Eve, listen to me, listen—
    
I open my eyes and gasp for air.
Someone is shining a flashlight at me in the darkness and someone else is cutting my seatbelt. I smell fire, burned rubber, and my head throbs. I touch my knee, where my jumpsuit is drenched in blood, torn open to reveal a bone jutting out of flesh. I can’t feel anything, so it must not be mine. That can’t be my knee.
I open my mouth to say this, but only a faint whimper comes out.
“Hey!” the voice with the flashlight says, and I feel a warm hand on my face. “Stay with me, stay with me …”
The next thing I know I’m trembling in an ambulance, a blanket wrapped around me, an IV in my arm, my head feeling like a balloon and my leg wrapped in a bandage.
“Why?” is all I can say before slipping back under again.
I blink and I’m in a hospital bed. A bald detective is seated next to me in a chair.
“How did I get here?” I ask, sitting up, looking down at my asterisk-dotted hospital gown. “Did I get in an accident?”
“Yes,” the detective says.
“Who are you?”
“Detective Harris.”
I blink at him and contemplate the irony of a bald man with the name Harris.
“You and I have been sitting here talking for about an hour,” he says, as if to remind me.
“I’m sorry, what happened?” I ask.
“You have a concussion,” he says, getting up. “I’ll let you rest a while and we’ll talk later.”
As he heads to exit through the open door, I sit up a little straighter, the blindingly clean hospital room and the Get Well Soon balloons and the beeping machines coming into focus. All at once, everything else from this world comes pouring down in a deluge of memory and though it all jumbles together, I can see Henry Leto’s face staring straight at me with nothing-there eyes as I whizzed toward him with the speed of a human bullet. I begin to tremble violently.
“Wait,” I say.
Detective Harris turns.
“Is he dead?” I ask.
“Yes, Eve,” the detective says, in a voice that implies I’ve already asked this many times before. “He’s dead. It’s over. You can rest easy now.”
I clap my hand over my mouth, swimming in relief.
“I ran him over,” I finally say.
“Technically, he ran himself over,” Detective Harris says. “Strangest case of suicide I’ve seen in my entire career. It’s not your fault. You didn’t do anything.”
I nod, my eyes brimming with tears. Not only did I not do anything, I couldn’t do anything. I was completely at his mercy. Then I remember, in terrorizing pulses, details of what came before the crash. “What about his mom?”
“She’s in critical condition.”
I wipe my eyes, pressing my hand to my heart. “I’m so glad to hear that.”
“You’re both lucky,” he says.
Seems strange to call two almost-murdered women lucky, but I guess that’s how it goes in this fucked-up world.
“If you hadn’t been strapped in so tight, you’d have been a goner,” he says.
I touch my throat, remembering the intense pressure of the locked seatbelt, my face burning. I shudder as Henry’s last words to me echo in my mind: I’m going to do the same thing to you. I assumed he was going to kill me with his own two hands. I was going to arrive at his doorstep in Victorville and become another murder victim you read about on the news—strangled, stabbed, shot, beaten, or shoved into a glass case filled with dolls. I didn’t think it meant he was going to put the virtual pedal to the virtual metal and run himself over on purpose.
He’d wanted to kill us both.
Yet here I am.
“I’ll be back in a couple hours to ask more questions after you’ve had time to rest,” Detective Harris says. “And, heads up: bunch of reporters are out there hoping to swarm you as soon as you get discharged.”
“From what outlet?”
“I don’t know. They’re all the same to me. Flies to shit, journalists.”
“I’m a journalist,” I remind him.
“Well,” is all he says, and then leaves.
My mom arrives soon after, popping her head in the doorway, a pained look on her face. “You’re still awake?”
As soon as I see her, I stretch my arms out.
Together, my mom and I immediately dissolve into a bawling mess.
“You could have died,” my mom says, rocking me back and forth as she embraces me. “That psychopath could have killed you.”
Mom pulls back, her face so swollen from crying you’d think she had an allergic reaction. She puts her hands on my face. They’re cold and soft and I close my eyes, grateful, just grateful. As she pulls me in for a long, silent hug, what the detective just said ping-pongs around my mind. I don’t know what to make of all this. I don’t know what to say.
I’m just so glad it’s done.
“This was scary,” my mom says into my hair. “This was very scary.”
She’s always had a flair for stating the obvious.
“I’m okay, Mom.” I lift my head from her shoulder to look at her. “No permanent damage.”
“Well, I was just talking to the doctor. You’re going to need knee surgery.”
The memory of my bone sticking out of the torn, bloody skin on my leg flashes to mind and I shudder. “I’ll be all right.”
“You in pain?”
“No, I just feel … floaty.”
“They gave you the good stuff.”
I snort a little laugh, which hurts my belly.
“I hope you’ve learned your lesson,” she says, reaching out to tuck a curl behind my ear.
I pull back, just a little, so I can match my blue stare to hers. “What lesson?”
“That these people are dangerous. That trying to take these people down is only going to end badly for you.”
I sit up straighter. “Things ended badly for him,” I clarify.
“When are you going to learn?” Mom says, her voice rising.
Anger burns in me, a hot tiny coal that just felt a gust of sudden wind. I gaze back at her in disbelief. After all this—after all I’ve been through—even she of all people is going to somehow spin this ordeal as being my fault. As if I brought this on myself.
To hell with that.
I don’t care if my column’s been killed. I don’t care if the death threats keep marching toward me in an all-caps parade. I don’t care if people think I’m inviting danger by speaking up against bullies. I’m going to find my bullhorn, whether it’s a column, a book I write, or just using my voice loud and clear.
And I’m never going to shut up.





ONE MORE THING …
Want to read a bonus epilogue for Eve in Overdrive that shows what happened after Eve got home from the hospital? Sign up for my newsletter and download it for free!
Readers familiar with Amen Maxine might spot a crossover …
Eve In Overdrive is one of the Jolvix Episodes. If you dug it, you can read the rest of the series in whatever order you want—they’re all standalone psychological thrillers!



A new marriage. A perfect home. A machine that says it’s all a lie.
After moving to Silicon Valley, Rowena struggles to adjust to the changes — so her husband gifts her Maxine, a newly developed digital assistant, to help with her mental health. But when the device begins offering eerily accurate predictions, Rowena isn’t sure who she can trust…



Two strangers. One phone. Everything on the line.
Rising rock star Violet wakes up locked in a cabin in the middle of nowhere with a mysterious note and a burner phone that only dials one unfamiliar number … and he’s a total stranger. They have one week to figure out the connection between them. Otherwise someone out there—or something—will take her life.



A dysfunctional family holiday, a possible murder, and a partridge in a pear tree.
The Jaggers were once a tight-knit family. But after their mother’s tragic death years ago, the four children and their father drifted apart. This year, they’re reuniting in their childhood home to celebrate the holidays. But in the days before they gather, the children each get a sinister note that reads Your mother was murdered.
Is one of the Jaggers hiding a horrible, guilty secret?



An
epic scam. Juicy secrets. A man whose love language is lies.
Pearl Blackwood is waiting tables in San Francisco with dreams of one day opening her own restaurant when she first meets Christopher McKinney: charming, sophisticated, and a brilliant expert in deepfake technology. He’s the first person in her life who truly believes in her and who wants to help her achieve her dreams. There’s just one problem…he happens to be a psychopath. 
Buckle up, Pearl. It’s about to get real.





A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
If you got this far, I wanted to take a moment to thank you for reading and supporting my work. As an indie author, I don’t just write—I edit, format, market, promote, and everything in between. It can be a bit of a lonely process, but knowing there are readers like you makes it all worthwhile.
If you enjoyed the book, please consider leaving a review. I can’t stress enough how important reviews are for writers. And if you’re interested in keeping up with book news, please join my newsletter or follow me on social media. And I love to hear from readers anytime at faith@faithgardner.com. 
As always, I tried my damndest to fix every typo, but alas, I am only human. If you spot an error, please let me know! I appreciate every reader who makes me look smarter.
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