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Leon was born bad. He was the type of boy who bullied other children and pulled wings off

flies. He couldn’t really help it, his mother explained. It was a difficult birth and something

clearly went amiss. Leon’s father disappeared soon after, leaving his overworked mother to

raise her son by herself.

There was nothing wrong with Leon’s intelligence. He excelled in maths and science, and

was top of his class in history. Leon knew what he did to others was wrong. He just didn’t

care. He thrived on the fear and pain he caused other people. His mother visited the school

principal on a weekly basis, but despite all her promises that Leon would behave this time, he

never did.

It was a beautiful spring day when Leon hurt little Alex.

Alex lived a few houses down from Leon. Which means they walked the same road to

school. On that fateful spring day, Leon spotted Alex from a distance and hid in the bushes.

When Alex walked past, he grabbed the shocked young boy and dragged him behind a bush.

“Give me your lunch box,” Leon demanded.

Alex shook his head. His sister made lunch for him this morning, and he promised her he’d

eat all of it.

“I said give it to me. Now.”

Leon, bigger and stronger than Alex, loomed over him. Alex cowered and had no choice but

to hand over his lunch box to the school bully.

Leon was in a spectacularly bad mood that morning. He despised Alex and his ugly sister.

Alex was everything Leon was not; popular with the other kids and teachers, good looking,

cute. Without a word, Leon slammed the lunch box through Alex’s pretty face. The school

suspended Leon for a week, and he didn’t care one bit.

After his suspension, Leon returned to school like nothing happened. Alex saw Leon from a

distance and knew that he’d blame Alex for his troubles. Leon strolled towards Alex, picking

up speed as he went. Alex’s face was a picture of pure panic, and he bolted across the street

in his desperate need to get away. He didn’t see the car, and the car didn’t see Alex. The

ambulance was slow on that spring day, and Alex died in the street, surrounded by strangers.

Witnesses saw Leon run away from the scene of the accident, but nobody could prove it.
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When Leon finished school, he enrolled in a local computer programming course. It was no

surprise to anyone that he excelled in this area as well. Leon quickly secured a job as a

software developer for a large company. The world wanted talented programmers, and didn’t

care about their character flaws. The world wanted Leon.

***

It was still early by the time Leon arrived at work. The sun had not yet risen, and dew

sparkled on the grass lining the entrance of the tall office building. He swiped his access card

and took the elevator to the tenth floor. Leon enjoyed arriving early. An office without people

suited him just fine.

He hummed a popular tune while he waited in the small kitchen for the kettle to boil .

Company coffee was awful, but it did the job. Leon poured a generous helping of the black

tar into his favorite coffee mug, the one that said ‘Life sucks, and so do you’.

“Good morning.”

Leon jumped sky high and almost dropped his mug. Facing him was a young woman with a

soft, shy smile.

“You gave me a fright,” he said, an annoyed frown between his eyes.

“I’m sorry. I’m new here, and haven’t met many people yet.”

Leon shrugged. Why should he care how many people she met. He didn’t know what to say

as he glanced at the woman. Leon was socially awkward at the best of times, but even more

so around women.

“I’m Charlie,” she said. “I’m the new person on the database team.”

Leon shrugged again.

The woman’s smile grew bigger, seemingly oblivious to his discomfort.

“And you are?” she prompted.

“I’m Leon.”

“Nice to meet you, Leon.”

Leon grunted and settled down at his desk. He hoped this Charlie didn’t make a habit of

talking to him in the morning. He enjoyed his quiet time and wasn’t keen on sharing.

“Hi Leon.”
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Well damn, there she was again, standing at his desk with the same big smile.

“Would you like to go for a coffee?” she asked.

Leon hesitated, not trusting himself to speak. No woman had ever asked him out before, and

he would never admit to anyone that he was still a virgin, the mystery of women well outside

Leon’s scope of knowledge.

“We won’t be long,” she said. “I just feel the need for a decent coffee, not the office stuff.”

Leon nodded. Fine, what harm would it do, anyway?

Charlie took Leon to a fancy coffee shop with dainty little tables and porcelain cups. They

used real beans, their aroma infusing the shop. Charlie chatted away and Leon found it hard

to concentrate. Her constant talking worked on his nerves, but as Charlie offered to pay, he

tried to be nice. Leon nodded in all the right places and grunted something ineligible

whenever Charlie asked him a question.

None of this worried Charlie. Her beautiful smile stayed in place and her kindness never

wavered.

“Would you like another coffee?” Charlie asked.

Leon shook his head. “No, thank you. I better get back to work.”

“You work too hard. You need to get out from time to time.”

Charlie reached across the table and patted his hand. Leon’s cheeks flamed when Charlie’s

skin touched his. He pretended to drop his napkin, giving his racing heart a chance to

recover.

“I’m fine. Thank you for the coffee.”

Leon shoved his chair back and stumbled out of the coffee shop. Slow breaths, he reminded

himself. It was a coffee. No need to get all worked up, just be cool.

Leon didn’t see Charlie over the next few days. Not that it bothered him. He was far too busy

dealing with spam flooding his email inbox. Apparently Leon had signed up for cooking

classes, porn sites and skin care products. Like hell I did, he thought. He would need to pay

the server guys a visit. It was their job to catch spam and keep it out of Leon’s inbox. He

disliked incompetent people and looked forward to the verbal tirade he would unleash on the

server people. They cringed whenever he wandered into the office, and Leon thrived on their

discomfort.
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The week had been a busy one, and Leon worked late on Friday night. He loved working on

Friday night simply because nobody else did. He had the office and the awful coffee all to

himself. When he finally left, there was nobody else around. He located his car in the private

undercover car park, a perk that came with the job. He turned the ignition, but nothing

happened. His car did not respond. Leon tried again, with the same result. He swore under his

breath, unsure what to do. Leon was a brilliant programmer, but knew nothing about cars.

Garages would be closed this time of night, and he was not keen on calling an expensive tow

truck.

A knock on Leon’s window made him jump. Charlie’s cheery smile stared back at him. Leon

took a deep breath and opened his car door.

“You really need to stop doing that,” he grumbled.

“Doing what?”

“Giving me such a fright.”

Charlie lifted her eyebrows.

“I give you a fright? A little thing like me?”

Leon glared at Charlie, unsure whether she was mocking him.

“Are you having trouble?” she asked.

“My car won’t start. I probably need a tow truck.”

Charlie shook her head.

“Oh no, don’t do that. My brother is a mechanic and will be happy to look at your car.”

Leon stared at Charlie, his head spinning with confusion.

“Your brother will look at my car this time of night?”

Charlie laughed, a sound that reminded Leon of wind chimes gently swaying in the breeze.

“No, not tonight. But he’ll be happy to look at it first thing in the morning. In the meantime, I

can always give you a ride home. I’m parked two rows down.”

Leon’s mind raced. Should he take the offer? Charlie made him uncomfortable, but it would

save him money. And if there was anything that motivated Leon, it was money.

He hopped in Charlie’s car and directed her to his home. Leon lived in a smart apartment on

the edge of town. Close enough to work, but far enough to enjoy some peace and quiet.

Leon shifted in his seat. Charlie’s car was small, and he felt she was too close to him. Charlie

noticed Leon was nervous, making her nervous as well. Her hands tightened on the steering
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wheel and she took a deep breath. Don’t panic, she told herself. Your handbag has mace in it

and you know how to use it.

She glanced at Leon. All she could see in the dark car were the whites of his eyes. She

already regretted giving him a ride.

“Is your place far?” she asked.

“Not at all. Take a right here and stop at the next block.”

Charlie stopped the car in front of a tidy apartment building surrounded by trees.

“Nice,” she said, nodding her approval.

“It is,” he said. “It even has its own garage.”

“Even nicer,” Charlie replied.

She smiled at Leon and shrugged.

“Well, you’re home. I’ll send my brother around in the morning. See you on Monday.”

“Thanks.”

Charlie drove off as soon as Leon got out of the car. He felt uneasy. Leon didn’t have friends,

and he was unsure how to handle Charlie’s kindness.

Perhaps I should have invited her in, he thought. But when he looked around his apartment,

he was glad he didn’t. Washing piled up in one corner of the room, and his kitchen could do

with a good clean. Leon picked up a sock and a pair of underpants from the floor and threw

them onto the washing pile. It wasn’t until much later that he wondered why Charlie was in

the car park on a Friday night. Did she work late as well?

When Leon arrived at work on Monday morning, he found his car fixed and ready to go. He

took the elevator to the database department and caught Charlie at her desk. Her colleagues

carefully avoided any eye contact with him, but Charlie had no such qualms. Her smile was

as bright as ever when she saw Leon.

“Is your car working again?” she asked.

“Yes. Tell your brother I said thank you.”

Leon stuttered and struggled to look Charlie in the eye. He thanked her like a civilized

person, and that was more than enough for Leon. He turned without another word and left.

It was gearing up to be a busy week, and Leon had little time to think about Charlie. The

company needed him to sort out a difficult software problem, and booked him on a flight to a
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major client. Leon knew they would choose him for the job. After all, he was the only

capable person in this entire organization.

Leon’s taxi dropped him at the airport before the sun was up. He paused for a moment to

savor the sounds and smells of a busy airport. Leon was relieved there was no queue at the

VIP counter. He could check in via one of the electronic kiosks, but preferred the old-

fashioned desk. It gave him great satisfaction when people stared at him, a VIP, with envy.

He handed his passport to the lady behind the desk with a flourish and dumped his bag on the

scale. Her bright name tag introduced her as ‘Estelle’.

“Good morning, sir,” she said.

Sir. Did you hear that? She called me sir. Leon beamed his best smile at Estelle, glancing

sideways to see if anyone took notice that he was a VIP.

“Morning, Estelle.”

He waited patiently while Estelle typed his details into her computer. Leon was keen to

explore the city. The company booked him into a five-star hotel for three days, and he

intended to make the most of it. Estelle took her time, and when he glanced at her, he noticed

a sharp frown between her eyes.

“Is there a problem, Estelle?” he asked, his voice rising with irritation.

Estelle took a deep breath and looked at Leon with something that bordered on fear.

“Not at all, sir. The computer is slow this morning, my apologies.”

Leon nodded. Yes, slow computers were his bread and butter. The departure hall was filling

up quickly, and Leon stifled his impatience. Come on, he thought. I want to be one of the first

on that plane. Estelle worked away, fingers furiously tapping away on her keyboard. Across

the hall, three uniformed men entered. They were tall, well built, and the expression on their

faces made it clear they were not here for a holiday.

The uniformed men stopped in front of Leon. His heart rate went up a notch, unease stirring

in his belly.

“Sir, can you come with us, please?” one of them asked.

Leon stared at the men in shock, not even realizing someone just called him ‘sir’ again.

“What is going on?”

“You need to come with us. Now.”
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“Not before I know exactly what is going on.”

Leon pulled himself up to his full height, projecting his best bully voice. It did not impress

the uniformed men. Without replying, they grabbed his wrists and attached handcuffs to it.

Leon yelled, unable to understand what was happening. All he wanted to do was catch a

plane and enjoy his five-star hotel.

The departure hall was quiet, everyone staring at Leon. His face burned hot with

embarrassment, his VIP bravado long gone. He had no parking tickets. He paid all his bills.

What did these men want from him? They dragged a protesting Leon across the hall to a

heavy security door. The door banged shut with a force that scared Leon, and he realized his

week was not as much fun as he hoped.

***

Charlie poured herself a whiskey, her big smile almost cracking her face. She was watching

the news, her feet resting on the coffee table while Scritch the cat purred softly on her lap.

The news reader on her large television talked about the sad case of a talented software

developer who chose the dark world of terrorism. Police said diligent detective work brought

Leon Harris to their attention. On further investigation, they found items in his garage

proving that Leon planned to build a large bomb. Large enough to wipe out an entire city

block. Leon maintained his innocence throughout, but the evidence against him was so strong

that they expected him to spend the rest of his worthless life in the big house.

I deserve this whiskey, Charlie thought. It took years of searching and planning to find Leon

and gain his trust. Leon, the despicable bully who chased her brother Alex to his death. Alex

was a sweet kid who wouldn’t harm a fly. And Leon destroyed him.

It rained the day they buried Alex. A gray mist hung over the cemetery, mirroring Charlie’s

dark mood. Right there and then she made a silent promise to revenge Alex. Even if it took

the rest of her life, the person responsible would pay. It didn’t take long for Charlie to find

Leon. And once she did, she kept her promise.

Charlie qualified as a database administrator at her local university. After she graduated top

of her class, Charlie secured a job with Leon’s company. Earning his trust was easy. The fool

was clearly inexperienced around women, and Charlie took full advantage of it. She was well
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aware of the effect she had on Leon, but could not help teasing him. Touch his hand. Smile at

him. Pay him compliments, make him squirm. Then she added his email address to every

sordid spam list she could think of. Because she could, and it made her laugh. Touching Leon

was not something Charlie wanted to do too much, so annoying him with spam was her secret

little pleasure.

Sabotaging his car on Friday night was easy. A friend in the police taught her years ago how

to unlock a car. It wasn’t hard if you had the right tools. Then it was just a matter of

disconnecting the battery and find out where Leon lived by offering him a ride home.

Afterwards, she drove back to the undercover car park, re-connected the battery, and

fabricated an imaginary brother.

Over the next few weeks, Charlie visited several hardware shops to purchase innocent

household items. When mixed in the right quantities, they were the type of items capable of

creating a powerful bomb. Charlie quickly learned that Leon practised security at work, but

was less dedicated to security at home. His smart apartment came with a lockup garage, but

Leon never locked it. She stashed the innocent household items amongst all the other rubbish

lying around the garage and, for good measure, added a few hand-scribbled bomb

instructions.

Charlie waited patiently for the last phase of her plan. She knew at some stage the company

would send Leon overseas. He was their best software developer, after all. As soon as they

booked Leon’s ticket, Charlie logged into the company database under a false name. Her

company handled the country’s immigration database, and it contained the details of every

person leaving the country. Once she found Leon’s database record, she entered a specialized

code which flagged him as a dangerous terrorist. The code would trigger an alert at check-in,

and Leon would never reach his five-star hotel.

Charlie’s plan had worked. She snorted with laughter and raised her glass in celebration.

Scritch stared at her in surprise while Charlie took a large sip of her fine malt whiskey.

“This one is for you, Alex. Rest in peace.”

THE END


