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Part I

The Cost of Living


1

I was once a famous murderess. I killed a wealthy family, Manson-style, and then I went on the run. But my thing wasn’t about starting a race war to reach the land of milk and honey, or secretly wanting to be a Beatle. According to the news, I was just another fame-hungry killer, desperate to carve my face on the Mount Rushmore of great American psychopaths.

It isn’t true, but still: the former-murderess thing is a fun line. I’ve thought about sticking it in a dating app bio. Two truths and a lie: (1) I’m a PhD dropout, (2) I understand how the stock market works and it’s made me millions!!!, (3) I was once a famous murderess.

I was also once an SAT tutor, which is how I came into contact with the family I most certainly didn’t kill. One of the bullshit rules of grammar we teach (I’m using the royal “we” of SAT tutors, my kin, my comrades, my fellow con artists peddling horseshit for rent money) is about the difference between passive and active voice. I do things. Things are done by me. The first is active; the second is passive. Passive voice evades. It invites folklore. Crimes committed without criminals. Subjects obscured and disappeared. Active voice is better, but passive voice is useful. If you’re a murderer, for example.

Acts were committed by me. It’s easier to tell the story like this. The “me” is almost an afterthought; it becomes the least important part of the sentence. Now it’s about the act. The Victors were found dead. The Victors’ dead bodies were found by me.

Now when I think about the day I arrived to tutor Serena Victor and discovered her father cradled in sea kelp in the koi pond, blue and bloated and unquestionably dead, I can almost imagine it as a film I watched. When I stumble upon the bloody, bashed-in sinkhole of her mother’s face, I’m like a ghost encountering a crime scene. I have no material form. I touch nothing, removed from the universe of ripple effects and entropy. I’m just a passenger.

But of course, I did things. Decisions were made: I made them. Violence was done: I did it. Crime scenes were fled: I fled them. People were hurt: I hurt them. Someone was loved: I loved them. Not everything I did was bad. Just most of it.

I think a lot about a story I read as a teenager. Jorge Luis Borges’s “The Garden of Forking Paths.” In the story, a Chinese professor discovers the work of his ancestor Ts’ui Pen, who wanted to create both a labyrinthian novel and a real-life impenetrable labyrinth. The novel remained unfinished and unintelligible, and it was widely believed that the labyrinth was never located; in fact, the novel and the labyrinth were one and the same. The professor meets a scholar of Ts’ui Pen, who tells him that what Ts’ui Pen envisioned was a labyrinth not of space—a real, physical maze—but of time. Our decisions are not choices that eliminate all other possibilities by their certainty but a multiplication of time in which all other possible choices do exist, carving simultaneous planes of time into existence. In other words, all decisions are being carried out, at all times, all at once.

There’s a universe where I don’t ever go to the Victors’ house. My roommate and I drink too much the night before. I send them a text: “So sorry. I’m violently ill. Can we reschedule?” Later that day, I’ll learn about the murders on the news, the same way the rest of the world will. I’ll absorb pundits’ bloodthirsty speculation and true-crime aficionados’ breathless Reddit theories. I’ll tell the anecdote at parties: You know the Victors, the wealthy family murdered in LA? I used to tutor their kid. I’ve pissed in their toilet and drunk their tea and taught their daughter trigonometry. I wouldn’t even be a footnote.

Now I’m the story. I wrote it. It wrote me.


2

Serena Victor was my Sunday afternoon. Serena was one of my catchall students. I’d been working with her for almost eight weeks. We met for two hours every week: SAT prep for the first hour, and general homework help for the second. I wasn’t Serena’s first tutor: Dinah mentioned that I had a predecessor, but they’d had to let her go. The implication was clear. If Serena doesn’t succeed, neither do you.

Usually, Serena needed assistance with AP Language and Composition, and sometimes with AP Chemistry. Serena had been out of school for the past couple weeks, so I was working on catching her up to speed. Serena’s mystery ailment wasn’t contagious, her mother assured me, but it was bad enough that Serena stayed home, where her parents could keep an eye on her. SAT prep remained the primary focus. On practice tests, she scored roughly a 1350. Her highest was a 1480, her lowest a 1220. For a kid with expensive liberal-arts-college aspirations, math was surprisingly her best score. I liked teaching math the best. The elegant formulas, the tricks and repetition. It was harder to apply a reliable methodology to coaching reading comprehension. My students’ progress was nonlinear and unpredictable, the dips and impasses in scores more difficult to explain to their parents.

These parents typically fell into one of two categories. They were either cloyingly grateful for “all my help” or deeply suspicious of my skill set and pay rate. The Victors, however, genuinely appeared to like me. Peter, Serena’s father, worked in finance. Some kind of banker, I think. That’s all I knew. Money accrued on other people’s debt; zeroes multiplied in bank accounts while he summered in Mallorca and Monaco and Martha’s Vineyard. He was short and unnaturally tan, his dark blond hair streaked with silver. He was normally absent during my sessions, but on the rare occasion he greeted me at the door, he had the disarming mildness of a lone man in a house full of women. I knew his type. He was the sort of dad who fancies himself the peacekeeper, the even-tempered voice of reason to balance out all that unhinged estrogen.

I’m not sure when Peter met Dinah, or how, but I know she was a moderately famous actress before they married. She quit the business after she had Serena. At the height of her fame, she featured in an Oscar-nominated drama about an underdog track-and-field star who achieves unexpected victory. My friends and I got high and watched it once. Dinah played the hot girlfriend who refuses to leave the protagonist’s side after he gets a knee injury, which, thanks to her unwavering support, he bravely overcomes. I liked the movie more than I’d been willing to admit.

And then there was Serena. Serena Victor was a shy seventeen-year-old, with shiny cornsilk hair and a face like a porcelain doll. She wore dresses and skirts and shaggy thrifted sweaters, and her legs were dusted with peach-blond fuzz. When I first met her, her hair fell nearly to her waist. By week three, it was chopped to Jean Seberg length: this was the reference she told me, which was her way of letting me know that she knew who Jean-Luc Godard was. I suspected that despite her prettiness, she was unpopular at school. She coveted identity through her taste in literature, film, and music, and she was easily embarrassed and judgmental. I was unfairly predisposed to dislike her. Her shyness reminded me of the antisocial rich kids I’d gone to college with, roving across campus, chain-smoking and moody. I could see her future perfectly. An MFA in poetry, or a PhD in Early Modern Literature. Playing at bohemian poverty in a two-bedroom Victorian townhome in the Mission. I knew enough about her boyfriend, Lukas, to understand the kind of guys she went for. I’d seen photos of Lukas on her lock screen and in the Polaroid she kept taped to the back of her iPhone case. His hair was longish and unkempt, dirty blond, a dishwater version of Serena’s shiny goldilocks. He had a very square jaw and very concave cheeks like wax melted over a skull. Lukas was a vegetarian, and rolled his own cigarettes. By her early twenties, Serena would’ve traded Lukas in for shinier models, variations on the same men, whose cultural tastes signpost their alt credibility. The faded merch for bands no one’s heard of, the oily hair, the vintage sneakers, the mustaches, the hand-poked tattoos. They’ll be rich, just like Serena, but they’ll hide it well. In the end, she’ll have a fiancé in tech, maybe Swedish or Norwegian in origin, who develops apps and does a lot of MDMA and considers himself an authority on American hip-hop. Or he’s an NYC-bred trust-fund kid who works in real estate and plays in a Dinosaur Jr. cover band on the weekends. Meanwhile, Serena paints, or buys art, or starts an expensive wellness clinic while she finishes her dissertation on melancholia and the female body in English pastoral poetry.

If I sound cruel to you, or petty, I won’t try to defend myself. If it’s any consolation, I can assure you that Serena’s feelings remained protected from my bad mean thoughts. I was very good at pretending that I liked her to her face, and let’s be honest: it didn’t matter if I liked her or not. She lived in the most beautiful house I would ever set foot inside, a house I would never be able to live in myself, a house so fantastical it didn’t look like it belonged to my world at all. But there it was in the Los Feliz hills, nestled among the English Tudors and Spanish Colonials and Swiss chalets.

In the living room, the only light bled sea-foam green through a prism of stained glass, modeled after Klimt’s Tree of Life. Warrens of hallways appeared without logic, improbable and surreal. Dinah Victor’s furniture was Old Hollywood, long velvet couches and medieval chandeliers. Persian rugs, aquamarine Moroccan tile in the bathroom, opalescent tubs like the belly of a shell, with golden claw feet. For two hours every week, we worked in the dining room, and occasionally the living room or kitchen. During those two hours, half my mind focused on the task at hand: teaching Serena about parabolas and misplaced modifiers and the Pythagorean theorem. The other half traveled those rooms, feasting on every detail. The hundred-dollar cake of soap made of jasmine and saffron. Comma splice. The live-edge table cut from Portuguese wood. Polynomials. De Gournay hand-painted silk wallpaper. Parallelism.

I confess, in moments of weakness and self-loathing, I am susceptible to real estate porn. I like them old. Zillow is where I get my fix. But for the Victor House, I had to put my expensive art history degree to work. The architect was a surrealist artist named Emmanuel Besos, a Spanish aristocrat who came to California to work in the film industry, still in its infancy. He built sets for musicals and historical epics: staircases so vast they disappeared into clouds, fairy-tale ballrooms and gardens and mountain ranges. The Victor House was one of three residential homes he designed in Los Angeles in the 1920s. He wanted to use the house to experiment with a new way of constructing servants’ quarters. Besos conceived a maze of secret passageways and hidden doors, designed for staff to remain out of sight. According to the article I found, the passageways were a myth: no one had ever found proof of them, and they didn’t exist on the official blueprint of the house. They were just one of Besos’s whims, never materialized.

The routine with Serena was always the same. I parked on the street. I drove a black 2003 PT Cruiser that I inherited from a dead great-uncle. It looked threateningly shitty on the Tesla-lined street. From the trunk, I took four books: Princeton Review SAT, College Board SAT, a math workbook, and whichever novel she’d been assigned for AP Lang. That week it was Frankenstein. I walked up the drive, over the moat (yes, a real moat), through the lush front garden of succulents and lemon trees, to the huge oak front door, which, on the Sunday this story begins, was already wide open.

This was unusual.

“Serena?” I didn’t go in. From the doorway, I could smell the house’s familiar scent: that stale must that so many houses in LA possess, all those 1920s estates that decorate the hills. Dinah Victor liked expensive incense and mint tea. I could smell both of these too.

“Serena?” I called again. Still no one answered, except the dog, who came skidding out of the darkness and launched himself at my legs. He bit my ankle.

“Pickle, you bitch.”

The dog bit my ankle again. Soft, wet bites that didn’t pierce the skin but were incredibly annoying.

“Dinah? Hello?”

I remembered Dinah hadn’t been home the past few weeks. It was Peter who’d been answering the door.

“Peter?” I called out.

Nothing. I stepped inside. The main entry hall was low-ceilinged and dark, and there was a dining room to the left of the foyer. This is where Serena and I normally worked. I set down my stack of books. Sounds filled the house. From somewhere in its moody acoustics, I heard a thump. A faucet was running.

I went back to the main hallway. Sunlight begged to enter, dripped beneath a crack of shutters, scattering coins of light on the scarred hardwoods. Next to the dining area was a small bathroom, which I normally used as soon as I arrived. This was part of my routine at every house I tutored: a moment of privacy to piss or shit in a beautiful bathroom, to gather myself for the performance of Evie Gordon, SAT Tutor. The Victors kept paper napkins in a gold dish. Sometimes I wondered if this was so the help wouldn’t use their hand towels. “The help” was a supple category, one I was never sure I belonged to. That’s the thing about private tutors. We’re not teachers. We don’t carry authority like that. And yet, between me and the kid, there is at least the illusion that I’m in charge: a silent contract observed between the two of us that we will mutually participate in this performance. Sometimes, to get the spectacle going, the parents want to call me “Miss Gordon.” I assure them, benevolently: No, no. Please, call me Evie.

I returned to the dining room, expecting to find Serena. She still wasn’t there. I sat down anyway. I thought about turning on a light or throwing open the curtains. My phone was in my pocket. I texted Serena and Dinah separately: “Hello! I’m here.”

A phone vibrated, somewhere in the house.

So someone was home. I thought about sending a follow-up smiley face. Serena and Dinah liked touches like this. It made it less awkward that they paid me and allowed them instead to think I was just Serena’s older friend who really liked correcting her grammar. For some families I’ve worked for, this illusion helped: being reminded of the transactional origin of our relationship made them feel gross. The Victors were like that. Dinah always offered me tea. She wanted to know what I thought about Afghanistan, and which Virginia Woolf novel was my favorite, and what my tattoos meant.

No one was coming.

I checked my phone. Neither of them had responded. I listened carefully to the house, for the sighs and murmurs of floorboards. I had been so sure I heard a sink running. Now I couldn’t hear anything.

Slowly, I got up from the table. It seemed important to stay quiet, for reasons I didn’t yet understand. I crept down the dark hallway, past the bathroom with the expensive soaps and lotions, past Mr. Victor’s dark study, until I arrived at the kitchen.

I’d been in here a few times before, for tea, for small talk, and once, for tutoring at the booth-style breakfast table beneath the stained-glass window. The range was French and antique. Copper pots hung farmhouse-style from a thick wooden rafter. The walls and floor were stone: the room felt like it belonged in a castle, like something from another world. An arched pair of doors led outside to the back garden.

One of the doors was open. Nearby was a suitcase, and a dropped handbag. Maybe Dinah had returned from wherever she’d been. Light poured from the open archway into the kitchen, thick and syrupy and swirling with dust motes.

“Dinah?” Tentatively, I pushed the door open even farther and stepped outside, cupping a hand over my eyes to shield them from the sun.

Terra-cotta tiles made a winding path, flanked by iron trellises writhing with ivy. A dark blue pool, like something out of a Roman bathhouse. Mint and basil wafted from the vegetable garden. Ripe tomatoes on the vine. A garden opened to a backyard draped in cypress trees. A Jacuzzi, which I suspected was infrequently used. There were Lovecraftian cacti and succulents, with thick spiked tongues furred with spiderwebs. Smooth plant flesh in alien colors, purples and mints and tangerines. Rows and rows of teeth. There was a footbridge, and beneath it, a koi pond. There was so much to look at, so much color and life and sunlight, that at first I didn’t see Dinah or Peter at all.

It was Dinah whose body I registered. I don’t remember a lot of details. The brain anesthetizes. I could see her clearly—she was as real and material as you and me—but she immediately took on a kind of unreality. Whatever Dinah was, it wasn’t a person. Not anymore. Dinah was meat. Her face was tissue and viscera. Beside her was a blood-splattered rock.

Peter’s head was in the koi pond. His face and throat were bluish purple, his body white. A koi fish was swimming dizzily near his open mouth. As it swam around his head, it left behind a stream of bubbles, so it almost looked like he was breathing. I had never seen a dead body before, let alone two, but I knew enough to tell they were freshly dead. The blood on Dinah’s bashed-in face appeared wet and shiny, and neither body smelled yet.

I couldn’t scream or make any sound. I just fled. I tripped over something. A rock, maybe. Blood roared in my ears, a jackhammer deep in my skull. My body was moving of its own accord, back down the tiled pathway, through the ivy and the mint, into the cool, dark kitchen, and the even darker hallway, past the study and the bathroom and the dining room to the front doors, which still stood ajar.

As I lurched for the doorknob, I heard a horrible sound. A human sound.

It sounded a lot like “Help.”

I’m not a good or virtuous person: I want to make that clear. At this point, I wasn’t even going to call the police until I’d put some distance between me and the crime scene. I’d tell them the truth: Hello, Officers, I’m an SAT tutor, wrong place, wrong time, you know the story, you get it. Please get it. Sorry for fleeing but I didn’t feel like dying, not now, not today. Not for them.

But there was something about that “help.” I followed the noise to the staircase. Beneath the staircase was a little door. It had a round, vaguely sinister cottage shape.

“Please,” said the voice. It was low and throaty. It didn’t belong to Serena.

There was a wrenching sound, and then a gasp of pain. A plaintive, broken sob. I tried the door. It was locked.

“I can’t … I can’t reach it—” That awful, whispery croak again.

“Fuck.” I jiggled the door handle as hard as I could. It wasn’t budging. The person was crying harder now.

“Please,” the voice gasped, “please—”

“Fuck, fuck, fuck—” I threw my body into the door. The hinges shook. I did this again and again, numbing my shoulder to the pain, until finally, the door crashed open. I looked inside.

Eyes in the darkness. Haunted eyes, staring from a face made of hollows. I couldn’t tell if they belonged to a man or a woman or a child. Their head was a choppy mess of bleached and black hair, the dark roots so greasy they looked wet. Features glitched to life like a computer screen rebooting. Ragged lips. Filthy, caved-in cheekbones. A handprint, raw and prickled with blood at the edges, bruised their throat. The room beneath the stairs had a low, slanted ceiling, and the prisoner—a woman, I was realizing, roughly my age—was cowering near the wall, head wedged against the sloping ceiling. She looked like a boy in a seventies punk band, living off heroin and cigarettes and whatever she could scrummage out of dumpsters. She wore black combat boots, black jeans so thin they clung to her matchstick legs like tissue paper. A yellow T-shirt that I suspected had once been white, and a leather jacket. We stared at each other, stunned. Her chest, which was as flat as a boy’s, heaved with effort. She didn’t move.

I came inside. It took me a second to realize the woman was tied up. Not with rope, but with frayed electric cord, littered with bite marks. She’d tried to chew herself free. She was tied to the lowest rafter about five feet into the room, which was narrow, crawling on and on, deeper than my vision could perceive in the darkness. The woman shivered as I came nearer. The smell. A terrible smell clung to her, but it wasn’t like sweat or filth. It was rot. Expired fruit and roadkill. How long had she been under the stairs?

“I’m going to untie you,” I said softly.

For a moment, I was afraid she might try to attack me out of some terrified animal instinct. I thought of cornered stray dogs, baring their frothing teeth. But she didn’t fight; she moved back as much as she could to make room for me. The cord looped around a rafter, and there was almost no slack. Her hands curled into fists, then flexed open, struggling for blood circulation.

When I touched her hand, she jumped. I could hear the wheeze of her lungs, as if every exhalation were shuddering out of something punctured. Her lips, a sour breath away from mine, were so chapped they bled. A cold, strange patience entered me and worked at the savage knot until it loosened enough to tug her wrists free. A spasm took over her hands. She stared at her knuckles and fingers like they were something that didn’t belong to her. She looked up, her eyes finding mine in the dark.

I was so focused on the woman, and the labored rattle of her breath, that I didn’t hear the sound of approaching steps. It was the woman who alerted me: she seized me by the arm and dragged me with her into the main hallway.

It took Serena a moment to register us. She was texting as she entered the house, but her face changed when she saw me and the woman.

The woman immediately darted for the open door, but Serena blocked her with a startled scream.

The woman froze, clutching the stair rail in fear, her eyes darting between Serena and the door.

Serena fumbled for her phone, her voice shrill with panic.

“Nine-one—”

The woman charged for the door. Serena slammed it shut, still clutching her phone.

“Nine-one—” she tried again, screaming, but the woman was able to pry the phone out of her hand and vault it across the room.

It landed right at my feet.

Serena looked at me, and then at the phone.

Unthinking, I snatched it up and held out my hand in warning.

“Serena,” I said slowly. “Let me explain what’s happening. I don’t think you understand.”

I didn’t understand what was happening either, though I could put together what Serena was imagining. She thought the woman was an intruder, and she intended to call the police on her.

On both of us.

Serena was breathing hard, like a cornered animal, as she slowly backed farther into the hallway. With a sob, she grabbed a lamp off the entryway table; it had a heavy golden base.

“Don’t come near me—” she babbled, lifting the lamp like a bat. “I’ll—I’ll—”

“Serena, please, just let me explain—”

She screamed in terror as I moved closer, her hand scrabbled along the wall, as if searching for something.

A landline.

Here’s how I saw the following chain of events playing out.

Step One: Serena believed she’d caught me and a dirty stranger trying to burgle her house. If the police arrived, we would be arrested.

Step Two: The police and Serena would discover her parents’ freshly murdered bodies in the garden, and we would be swiftly charged with murder.

Step Three: A gory and sensational trial.

Step Four: Orange Is the New Black: The Evie Gordon Spin-Off. A life sentence.

And so here was the third of my major mistakes, after rescuing the bound woman and coming to work today, period.

I tried to take the landline.

Serena didn’t hesitate. She lifted the lamp and swung it at my head.

It’s impossible to describe pain, and it’s even harder to remember it. I’d never been hit that hard by something that heavy. It felt like the space between my ears was empty, a cup without a brain, filling sluggishly with blood. I thought my head might shatter like an egg, blood and yolk streaming down my face. I crashed against the stairs, against the woman, scrambling backward. Serena’s phone skittered across the floor. Blood was dripping down my face, and I felt the woman take my hand and pull me to my feet, kicking Serena’s phone away.

The lamp was coming at me again. I staggered backward and grabbed the first thing I could to shield the blow. It was a vase, much heavier than I thought.

“Serena, stop!”

Serena was screaming without words. Raw, involuntary sound. She reared the lamp back and took a swing. I threw the vase, as hard as I could.

The sound of it striking Serena’s head was meaty and dense. She fell, still trying to scramble away, even as her eyes rolled back in her head.

She went limp.

I crawled forward in shock.

She wasn’t moving.

I felt her pulse.

Nothing.

I dug my fingers deep into the soft tissue of her throat, searching and searching for it.

I couldn’t feel it.

I climbed on top of her, peeling her eyelids open and finding nothing, only blue tendrils, curling around the whites of her eyeballs. I brought the back of my hand across her face. Her head lolled uselessly.

She couldn’t be dead. It wasn’t possible.

I felt for her pulse again.

Still nothing.

“No …” My voice sounded strange. “No. No—”

My mind started to bend.

“An ambulance—we could—we should—”

We couldn’t and shouldn’t. If we called an ambulance, we would be inviting paramedics to a crime scene. They would have me arrested for murdering the entire Victor family.

But this is what people do. On TV, when this happens—when a death happens, when a person is alive and then they’re not, when it’s not old age and it’s not cancer, it’s a gun it’s a knife it’s Colonel Mustard with the candelabra in the ballroom, it’s someone grabbing the heaviest object they can find and swinging it as hard as they can—the police come. On TV, you call the police, and the cast of Law & Order shows up, and the bad guys go to jail and justice is restored and you watch the next one and it happens all over again and again and—

I was crying. The woman—who was not crying—took me by the jaw and turned my face toward the mirror above the entryway table. I’d looked into this mirror so many times. Sneaking cheeky mirror selfies for an Instagram story, checking my teeth for stray lettuce from the Taco Bell I’d destroyed in the car on my way over. This mirror probably cost thousands of dollars. A precious, gold-framed antique. I confronted the fact of our reflections. My Target jeans, my secondhand boots. The blood streaking down my hands and face. I’d seen me before, in Netflix true-crime documentaries about serial killers, in mug shots, in B-movie thrillers. I knew exactly what conclusions a cop would draw if they saw me next to Serena’s dead body.

In the mirror’s reflection the woman’s eyes bored into mine. Look at us, her eyes said. She looked like she’d just crawled out of the toilet in Trainspotting. I looked like Carrie, from the movie Carrie.

She wanted to run.

“Please” was the only word she could manage, and it took everything out of her to say it. She closed her eyes, her lips trembling in her effort to produce another word. She was shaking.

Something had happened to her in this house. She had been hurt here. One of the Victors had hurt her. Peter or Dinah. Maybe even Serena.

Maybe all of them.

“Serena?” a voice gasped behind us.

My nervous system gave a final, deathbed spasm.

I almost laughed. Of course there was one more.

It was a teenage boy. I recognized him immediately, from the photos on Serena’s phone.

Lukas. Serena’s boyfriend.

He saw me, covered in blood. He saw the woman. He saw Serena, his girlfriend, still as a corpse.

“What the fuck—” He rushed forward. “Oh my God, Serena, oh my God—”

We were already running. The choice was made for us. The woman grabbed my hand and hauled me past Lukas, who was starting to scream. My vision spun, kaleidoscopic, taking in plants, moat, grass, blinding sun. The street. My car. The woman took me by the arms and shook me until she came into focus. Her eyes, again. Black and alert.

“Keys,” she said.

“Keys,” I repeated.

I could barely even see.

She dipped her hand into the front pocket of my jeans and took my keys out herself, pressing them into my shaking palms. Somehow, we got into the car. I turned the key in the ignition, and adrenaline took over. The woman was in the passenger seat, staring in shock at the sun-soaked street ahead of us. In the distance, a police siren wailed.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

We. That’s how fast the decision was made.

OPS/images/cover.jpg
DEITCH

‘Razor-sharp writing’ ‘A Thelma & Louise for our times’





OPS/images/WN_Logo.jpg
WCEN

WEIDENFELD && NICOLSON






