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Prologue 

 

I’m bleeding.  Badly.  It’s not an ideal situation.  I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised considering 

I’m an assassin and uncontrollable bleeding is part of the job description, but you’re never 

prepared for massive hemorrhaging from your own body.  Perhaps if I had opted to put my 

English major to good use, or moved with some of my sorority sisters to San Francisco after we 

all graduated from college, I might have avoided my current predicament.  But that fate is not 

part of my story.  No, I’m just a nice girl from Livingston sitting in a pool of her own blood on 

the patio of a fancy winery because I allowed myself to get duped into becoming a hit woman. 

 I’m fairly certain Reev is dead, but if he isn’t, I know what he’d say.  He’d shake his head 

and say, “Seriously?  I told you not to get shot!  The blood kind of works, though.  You look 

hot.”  I, of course, would laugh, because when Reev talks about my body in such a way, it makes 

me laugh and blush.  He has this horribly immature way of talking about my body like a twelve-

year-old boy might talk about it.  It’s so juvenile and sincere and crude, and it comes off so 

naturally that it almost feels like he has been doing it for years. 

 Unfortunately, it hasn’t been for years.  Reev only came back in my life two months ago, 

and ever since my life has been a nonstop whirlwind of the unexpected.  That’s extremely 

problematic for me.  For better or worse, I am a creature of habit and I rely on the consistency 

of my daily routine to get through life.  I would wake up with a phone call from my mom, take 

my daily supply of supplements, and go to work.  I would tutor on Thursdays, be a Big Sister to 

Sancho a couple of times a week, and cry into my pillow every Friday night.  I would get a 

manicure every fourteen days, my hair cut every two months, and attend a Barre Method class 
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three times a week.  It was perfect, and organized, and neat, and prevented me from hitting 

anything resembling a self-destruct button.  

And then Reev showed up.  How Reev blew up every aspect of my life is still something I 

struggle to wrap my head around.  I’ve consulted all of my self-help books and played the 

online therapy game, but none of it makes sense.   

 Truthfully, I shouldn’t blame Reev.  I’m a firm believer in accepting responsibility for 

one’s own actions.  Eat holistic, put good energy into the universe, and own up to your actions.  

That’s my motto, and it’s the main lesson in this new self-help podcast I’ve been listening to.  So 

it pains me to blame Reev.  But, since Reev is the one that shot me, I feel justified pointing my 

finger his direction. 

 He actually shot me twice.  Once through my lower stomach and once through my left 

thigh.  Seeing the blood on my pants would make him giggle, but then he’d probably criticize 

me for not thinking through my actions. 

 Now, as the sinking sun begins to cast shadows over the windmills of the Altamont Pass, 

I’m sitting here alone and wondering how it all went wrong.  To be fair, it went wrong long 

before Reev came back.  It went wrong, well, when I moved back to Livingston four years ago.  

Great life choice on my part.  Freshly-earned English degree from Cal Berkeley and I make the 

utterly bizarre decision to move back to Livingston.  I remember just feeling tired and thinking, 

what could possibly go wrong if I move back to Livingston for a few months?   

A lot, it turns out.  I’m sitting here bleeding to death and that fact still depresses me.  

That, and the fact I haven’t gotten a manicure in over a month.  I don’t even want to pull my 

hands away from my wounds because my fingernails are so horrifying.   
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 I hear music in the distance.  It’s growing louder, like it’s moving.  It’s that song about a 

beautiful morning.  I smile at the irony.  It continues to get louder and I spot its source.  A man 

with no shirt on, dark skin, and a straw hat is riding a bike.  He has a portable radio and sits back 

on his seat like it’s a Barcalounger.  He doesn’t even have his hands on the handlebars.  He just 

kind of glides by, probably without a destination.  Just a morning ride for the sake of a morning 

ride.  Anywhere else it might be weird, but here, it’s just Livingston.   

 As for me, I’m dying.  I came here four years ago from Berkeley and now I’m dying in 

Livingston from gunshot wounds.  I still have fond memories of my first day in Kappa Kappa 

Gamma when a pledge from the Sigma Chi fraternity introduced me to the brothers and sisters.  

“Sisters of Kappa Kappa Gamma and brothers of Sigma Chi, it is my distinct honor to introduce 

Emma Dillinger!”  Everyone cheered for me.  If only my sorority sisters could see me now. 

 My phone begins to vibrate.  Reev would be so proud of me for remembering to silence 

it.  He’s always thinking about important things like that.  I take my hand off of the wound in my 

thigh and pull out my cellphone that’s tucked into the belt in the back of my pants.  I 

momentarily bring my hand to a stop in front of my face and examine the blood on my 

fingernails.  I feel like I can market this new color.  Assassin’s Blood Red.  If only I were more of 

an entrepreneur.  I bring the phone to my ear as blood begins to once again seep out of my 

thigh. 

 “Hello,” I mutter. 

 “Emma?” I hear. 

 “Sancho?” 

 “Yeah.  What’s the matter?  Are you asleep?” 
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 “No,” I say, finding it extremely blissful to hear his voice.   

 “Oh, ok.  Well, do you want to go hiking with me tomorrow?” 

 Tears come to my eyes as I hear him ask his question.  I would really love to go hiking 

with him.  Just one more time.  Up to the top of the hills where I’m above all of this. 

 “No,” I say, “I won’t be able to make it.”  As I say it, I see a man emerge from the 

shadows.  It looks like Reev.  He turns the corner from the winery offices where I had been held 

captive.  Until this moment, I hadn’t been sure if he was still alive.  Somehow, it brings me great 

comfort to know he made it.  I fall into princess mode and pretend he’s actually my knight in 

shining armor coming to rescue me, but that’s obviously not true.  Reev is no knight.  His 

foreboding body, now a black silhouette against the sun, is a monstrous embodiment of the 

reaper. “But promise me you’ll work on your commas.”  I say it momentarily forgetting it’s 

summer and we haven’t sat for an English tutoring session in weeks. 

 “Ok,” I hear him say.  “But, Emma, if you get the chance, it’d be nice if you could come 

get me.  Steve is being mean and Lorraine won’t stop crying.” 

 Tears come to my eyes again. 

 “Ok, Sancho,” I say back.  “Just lock your door, okay.  I’ll try to get there as soon as I 

can.” 

 I let the phone fall from my ear and painfully grab my gun that is laying on the pavement 

next to me.  My hand shakes against the weight as I point it at Reev.  He continues to walk 

towards me, unafraid by my threatening gesture.   

 I hear the music again.  My attention breaks for a brief moment and I spot the bike 

rider.  He had turned around.  Maybe he realized he forgot his shirt.  I smile—because 
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forgetting an article of clothing before leaving reminds me of a particularly embarrassing 

moment of my life—and turn my attention back to Reev.  My hand still shaking, I pull the 

trigger and hope for the best.   

The noise of the blast is deafening and rattles my eyes, further blinding my already 

blurry vision.   

Somehow, for everything that has transpired over the past two months, I have never 

given honest consideration to the fact I might end up dead.  I understood at an intellectual 

level, but my mental psyche never reconciled with that very obvious conclusion to how this 

story ends.  Now that I’m bleeding to death, now that death seems not just possible, but likely, I 

realize I really don’t want to die.   

Definitely not in Livingston for Christ’s sake.    
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Chapter 1 

 

I sit with Sancho and watch him ponder the underlying complexities of English grammar.  His 

inability to grasp sentence structure is a major contributor to my current frustration levels, but 

his dogged persistence and determination to master it is admirable.   

 “Comma after… dog?” he says. 

 “Good!” I commend, choosing not to point out that he actually asked if that was the 

right answer.  “Any others?” 

 His face sinks, but he looks at the sentence again. 

 I’ve been tutoring Sancho for almost two years now.  It started out as English lessons, 

but now we’ve taken on more of a big sister, little brother type relationship.   

 “Remember,” I say, “this is a tricky one because some use it and some don’t.  The 

dreaded…” 

 “Oxford comma!” he shouts.  “Comma after cat.” 

 “Yes!” 

 I personally don’t remember needing to know what an Oxford comma was when I was 

nine years old, but apparently today’s youth are smarter than in the past.  And Sancho is smart.  

He has to be, given his upbringing.  Two dead parents.  Foster homes.  Even in the peace and 

monotony of Livingston, a kid can get lost and drown.   

My sorority sister, Betty, always pestered me about the horrific state of California’s 

foster system.  Maybe she finally got to me, but it did bring me a great deal of fulfillment to 
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help guide Sancho through his situation.  Unfortunately, while he has successfully navigated 

foster care, his street smarts have yet to translate to book smarts.   

First I helped him to read.  Then nouns, verbs, and adjectives.  Now, Oxford commas and 

dangling modifiers.  In return, he’s teaching me Spanish, although I can’t roll my ‘R’s so I have 

the equivalent of a Spanish lisp.  That brought a great deal of pleasure to Betty, who wondered 

if it affected my—ahem—oral capabilities.  For the record, it did not. 

Sancho closes his book and looks up at me. 

“I think I’m ready,” he says confidently of his pending English exam. 

“I know you’re ready,” I respond. 

Truthfully, I don’t really know if he is ready or not.  My head isn’t in the game.  After 

four years of single living in Livingston, I made the bold decision to go see a movie on my own.  I 

bought a ticket last night to go see some new movie about singing in Hollywood or something.  I 

justify that seeing it alone is fine because a guy wouldn’t want to see some weird musical 

anyway.  Seeing it alone just seems so terrible, though.  Like, I’m going to be the odd person.  

That’s horrible.  People are going to be turning around and wondering why I’m there alone.  Is 

she actually alone?  Is she expecting someone who never showed up?  Did her date go to the 

bathroom and ditch her?  I mean, I’m going to be a distraction and that’s practically 

inconsiderate on my part.  I was up all night thinking about the implications and the possible 

outcomes.  I’m seeing a movie alone.  That’s what my life has come to.   

I’m planning to go straight to the theater from Sancho’s current residence.  It’s his third 

family since I took him under my wing, making me the longest aspect of structure in his life.  
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Shockingly, I’m more okay with the weight of that acknowledgement than I am about going to a 

movie on my own.  

I mean, on my own.  I figure I’ll at least see a matinee, so it’ll be a lighter crowd anyway. 

“Emma,” I hear, breaking me from my trance of hopelessness. 

“Hmm?” I answer. 

“Are you ok?” 

 “Oh, yeah, I’m fine.  Sorry.” 

He taps his finger on his notebook. 

“So, are you still going to be able to come with me to my soccer game on Saturday?” 

I look at him like he just asked me how to do calculus. 

“Your soccer game?” 

“Yeah.  Remember, it’s on Saturday at nine.” 

I look at his pink-collared shirt that his current family makes him wear and fight the urge 

to grab it and shake him. 

What soccer game!? I want to yell. 

“Saturday, Saturday, Saturday,” I say, stalling.  “Do I have work?”  I think, and think, and 

think.  I don’t have work.  Damn it, he did bring this up.  “Oh, yes, I’m going.  Of course I’m 

going.  I wouldn’t miss it.  Then you have no excuse to tell me how you did on your final.” 

His smile is large and melts my heart.  I can’t decide if it’s a healthy relationship, his 

dependence on me.  I mean, after all, I’m only in Livingston for the short term.  One of these 

days, I will be leaving him.  It’s a fact.  Maybe San Francisco.  Maybe New York.  It’s a great big 

world out there and I intend on seeing it.  Someday. 
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“Good!  We’re playing the Raiders!  We’re totally going to win.” 

“I hope so, since I’m coming to watch,” I say, which sounds so horrible that I would 

make him think I’ll only be proud of him if he wins. 

I look at the giant grandfather clock in the formal living room and see the time. 

“Alright, I need to be heading out.  You’re going to do great tomorrow.” 

He smiles and nods.  I stand and pick up my purse and head to the front door.  He 

follows me and when I turn, he gives me a big hug.  His hugs have become an important part of 

my life, if for no other reason than the feel of human affection.  He’s a good kid, and now he 

knows how to use an Oxford comma.  I’m so proud. 

 Livingston is a small town on the outskirts of the East Bay, trying in desperation to fight 

off the inexorable march of Silicon Valley’s thirst for affordable housing in order to hold onto its 

family-oriented, blue collar-driven, rural farm-town community.  It’s a lesson in futility and it 

simply adds to the already awkward cultural clash between the red necks and the wine snobs.   

Now it’s not even uncommon to see throngs of Indian immigrants bar hopping on First Street 

after a tough day at their Silicon Valley tech jobs. 

 It’s a shame; not because I’m opposed to a little bit of diversity in my outrageously 

white town, but because Livingston offered the last vestiges of genuine character in a barely 

recognizable Bay Area.  And that’s ultimately what drew me back.  I graduated college, realized 

I should have listened to my dad when he told me English majors don’t find jobs, and figured I 

would just hunker down in my old home town for a few months.  Again, that was four years 

ago. 
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The movie theater isn’t far from Sancho’s house, so I’m able to arrive a healthy half hour 

early.  Usually, I don’t insist on such an early arrival.  Usually, though, I’m not alone. 

“Hello,” the theater usher says as I approach the ticket stand. 

“Hello,” I say back to the high school boy who can now brag about having facial hair. 

I hand him my ticket, which he takes an abnormally long time to scrutinize. 

“Just you?” he asks. 

“Excuse me?” I respond.  It’s a nasty response with a downright defensive tone that 

anyone over the age of sixteen would have picked up on. 

“Just you?” he asks again, in a legitimately polite manner as though I actually hadn’t 

heard the first time. 

I take a deep breath, mortified.  Am I actually at a movie theater by myself?  Is a sixteen-

year-old child interrogating me on my morbid dating life?  What the hell is this asshole’s 

problem? 

“Yes,” I say as a bubble in my throat prevents me from finishing the word.  I recover and 

more confidently insist, “Yes.  Thank you.” 

“Ok, great.  Third theater to the left.  Have a great movie.” 

His shitty little smile exudes arrogance, like he’s purposely fucking with me.  No one is 

this nice.  He knows how horrible of an experience this is for me and is simply jabbing it in.  I 

don’t understand why high school boys have to be so horrible.  I don’t know why I didn’t just 

bring Sancho with me.  Sancho loves movies.  He would have come with me and saved me from 

the humiliation of going to a movie on my own.  But Sancho is a crutch.  I don’t need a nine-

year-old to protect me from the evil ticket taker with bad acne.  As I think about that, I have a 
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thought.  Are there cameras in this place?  Is my clear state of desperation going to end up on 

YouTube?  Damn it, I am a strong, independent woman.  I can see a God-damn movie on my 

own if I want to.  Just as long as Betty doesn’t see me.  

I snatch my ticket back and walk in.  The smell of popcorn makes my mouth begin to 

water.  I know I don’t need it, I know it would counterbalance one of my barre classes, but I 

make my way over to the concession stand.  As I do, I feel all eyes on me.  Men, women, kids, 

everyone happy and together, staring at me like the freak that I am. 

I discreetly check the zipper of my jeans and look at my armpit to see if I’m sweating 

through my pink tank top.  Livingston gets hot in June, and I sometimes feel like I have weird 

sweat glands that can go into hyper drive, so I wouldn’t be surprised if everyone is staring at the 

trail of sweat I’m creating.  But everything seems dry and in place.  All the eyes are just on my 

freakish status of loneliness.  I see a woman about my age with a phone out.  Is she taking a 

video of this humiliation?  Ugh, this is going to end up on YouTube.  Where is Sancho when I 

need him? 

I finally finish the long walk to the concession and find myself standing face to face with 

Greg Maron.  Greg, of course, being the young high school son of my boss, Janice Maron.  Can 

this get any worse? 

“Hi, Mrs. Dillinger!” he shouts like the little prick that he is. 

I clear my throat and look at the ground before saying, “Hiya, Greg!”  I say it with a great 

deal of confidence.  Even I’m impressed with my ability to turn it around. 

I see him look behind me as he says, “You here alone?”  
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I smile.  It’s not a pleasant smile.  It’s a, I’m-going-to-tell-your-mom-on-you smile.  I 

don’t think he understands.  Why doesn’t he understand? 

“Yep, yep, just thought I’d come see a movie.  Alone.” 

He smiles and nods once. 

“Good for you.  I don’t see why that should be such a big deal.  I’m seeing a lot of 

women your age coming in alone these days.” 

This smile isn’t quite as friendly as my first.  This smile tells him I’m about to feed him to 

the popcorn machine.  This smile gets his attention and achieves its purpose.  He quickly 

changes course and moves on. 

“So, what can I get for you?” 

I stare him down for a couple more seconds and then look up at the electrified menu 

above his head.  I remember when it used to be cheap white lettering, which just makes me 

nostalgic.  I know what I want, but reading the menu is purely theatrics.  I won’t let these high 

school boys make me feel inferior, just because I came to a movie on my own. 

“I would like a popcorn, please…” 

“A large?” he asks.  What the hell is that supposed to mean, a large?  Do I look like I need 

a large?  I swallow. 

“Sure,” I hear myself say.  “And a large Diet Coke.” 

“Great, is that all?” 

I swallow again and sigh. 

“And some, um, junior mints,” I whisper. 
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He makes sure everyone around can hear and responds, “Junior mints?  Great choice.  I 

love junior mints.” 

It’s official.  I’m having a frank discussion with his mother about her parenting.  This kid 

needs a spanking, a timeout, and a cold crack across the face. 

He leaves the counter to gather my food, which could feed a small army.  I look around 

and see all the happy families.  My eyes settle on a young girl.  Beautiful blond hair.  She has her 

hand in a bag of popcorn and is stuffing her face. 

Keep it up, little girl, see where it gets you.  Just wait till you start counting the number 

of bites and correlating them to the number of mini squats in barre class, or the number of 

miles you do on Saturday morning. 

Of my God, what’s wrong with me. 

The little asshole (fine, Greg) returns with my food and makes a big show of slapping the 

junior mints on the counter.  I in turn slap my credit card on the counter, which he happily 

accepts.  I won’t even say how much the whole thing cost.   

“Say hi to my mom for me,” he says as he hands my card back. 

“Oh I will,” I say threateningly, although the intonation is clearly lost on him. 

I roll my eyes, gather my food, and walk away.  Third door on the left.  You’d think it’d 

be easy to find the third door, but the theater is enormous and it doesn’t seem to exist.  I walk 

around for a minute or two like a lost child with a bag of popcorn until I realize it was easy and I 

just walked right past it.  I approach the door and reach for it, but realize I can’t.  I have an 

entire arm simultaneously wrapped around my jug of popcorn and clutching to the junior mints.  
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My other hand is consumed with the gallon-sized soda I apparently need.  The moral of the 

story is, I have no way of opening the door.   

I lift my foot up to see if I can snag the door handle and flip it open, but some popcorn 

falls out of the bag and I feel the soda grow heavy and slippery. 

I can’t open the door.  What the hell am I supposed to do?  I suddenly understand the 

purpose of chivalry.  It has nothing to do with manners, it’s simply logistics.  It is physically 

impossible to live on your own. 

As I stand and stare at the door handle like a dog staring at a french fry through a 

window, a young couple approaches.  The man, attractive and with a small popcorn, quickly 

reaches out and opens the door. 

“Let me help you out there,” he says gleefully.  His bitchy little girlfriend fawns at his 

manners. 

“Thanks,” I squeak.  

“No problem.  I’ve certainly had that problem before.  We only have so many hands.” 

“Right.” 

His girlfriend giggles as I step into the theater.  Absolutely mortifying. 

I walk into the darkened aisle and begin to look at seat numbers.  I purposely got a 

middle seat so I don’t get dizzy looking at the screen from the side.  I locate the seat number 

easily and plop down.  Popcorn explodes everywhere and I feel the soda leak onto my jeans, 

but I hardly care.  I’m just glad I’m in my seat where I can sink into the darkness and put this 

whole debacle behind me. 

No such luck. 
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“Um, excuse me,” I hear to my right.  It’s the same man that let me into the theater and 

his little bitchy girlfriend. 

“Yes,” I say. 

“I think you’re in my seat.” 

“Um, no,” I say as I turn around to look at the seat number.  “See, this is my seat.” 

I hold my ticket up.  He takes it from me and then nods. 

“Oh yeah, it is, but you see, it’s for tomorrow.”  He holds it out to me.  I snatch it from 

him and look at the date.  It takes me a minute to think about the date. 

Oh.  My.  God. 

I don’t say anything.  I just clench my jaw and try not to vomit.  I came a day early.  

Could I actually do this again tomorrow?  How could I make such an idiotic mistake? 

“Um, yeah, oh my God, sorry.  That’s so embarrassing.”  I gather my food and begin 

stand up. 

“No no,” he’s quick to say, “it’s not sold out.  You can stay.” 

“No, sorry, take your seat.” 

I see that he feels bad, but it’s done.  I simply can’t take anymore.  I refuse to leave my 

freshly purchased food behind, though, so I tuck my junior mints in the popcorn, bear hug the 

gallon of soda, and practically sprint for the fresh air of Livingston. 

I had purposely gotten a matinee so that I would have plenty of time to make it to work, 

but now I just decide to go.  No one will mind if I’m a couple hours early.  Maybe I could even 

talk to Janice and get little Greg grounded. 
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Livingston is small, but the downtown is even smaller.  The movie theater on First Street 

is only a couple of blocks away from the First Street Bar and Grill, which is where I’ve been a 

bartender for the past three and a half years.  It’s not the ideal place for me since I don’t really 

drink, but the tips are good and it’s paying the bills. 

I walk in and can’t help but feel some comfort at the stench of stale beer and the soft 

din of the before-happy hour crowd.  Anything to take my mind off of that experience.  I went 

on the wrong day?  Who does that? 

I walk to the back of the bar with my popcorn and junior mints.  I put my monstrous 

soda by the register and begin to pour the popcorn out along the bar as I walk.  All of my 

regulars eagerly take it right off of the sticky counter.  Nothing beats movie popcorn, 

particularly to a bunch of drunk farm boys. 

I throw the junior mints to Tommy-boy, whose eyes light up. 

“Thanks!” he says. 

“What exactly is all this?” Janice asks as she emerges from the back and sees the piles of 

popcorn on the bar. 

“Your son says hi,” I quip, mentally warning her to drop it. 

“Right.  You’re early.” 

“Is that a problem?” 

“Nope.”  She walks away, but then stops and backs up.  She looks at me.  “But if you’re 

here, you’re working.  I don’t want you fawning over that guy like Jarrod has been. 

“Hey!” I hear Jarrod yell, before widening his eyes in a sexually deviant manner.   



 18 

I take a pile of the popcorn and shove it in my mouth to show just how sexy I feel.  I 

have yet to swallow when I ask, “What guy?” 

I start looking around to see what guy in Livingston could elicit such a ravenous 

response.  Then I see him.  He sits there drinking a beer, not waiting for anyone or anything 

except the next minute of his life.  He’s even more handsome than I remember.  High 

cheekbones, dark brown eyes, freshly cut hair.  His shirt even has a knight on the front.   

Seeing Reev sitting at my bar, I realize I probably should have stayed at the movie.  
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Chapter 2 

 

Staring at Reev brings with it a wave of emotions.  I feel like I was shot in the stomach, but am 

also slightly wet.  I clench my legs together and cock my head to the side, so as to say, I’m cool 

and confident and totally even-keeled about you walking into my bar on some random day. 

 It takes him a moment to see me, but when he does and registers who I am, he smiles 

with his big pearly whites and takes a cinema-esque sip of his beer.  I don’t even realize that I’m 

awkwardly staring at him until Jarrod puts his chin on my shoulder and says, “Dibs.”  I sigh and 

choke back whatever rude sound my throat can make.  I move my head to the side so I can 

make eye contact and show my disgust.   

“Trust me,” he says, “very few men know what they’re missing, and he has that look.  

Mmm.” 

I give him a quick elbow to the sternum, allowing him an opportunity for histrionics.  He 

looks at me with the horror of an abused housewife.  I love Jarrod.  Great fashion advice.  Really 

keeps Livingston in perspective.  But sometimes his overt homosexuality, or really, sexuality in 

general, is like nails on a chalkboard.  I decide to tell him as much. 

“Your overt homosexuality makes me think you’re overcompensating.” 

He takes a step back and raises an eyebrow.  He looks me up and down, finally settling 

on my chest.  He nods, like he’s judging. 

“Your tits look great today,” he says.  “Do you have a new bra on?” 

I playfully slap his shoulder and exclaim, “I do have a new bra on!”  I lean closer and add, 

“And new matching panties.” 
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His eyes light up. 

“What’s the occasion?” 

“I just wanted to feel sexy.”  I don’t finish the thought, choosing to keep it to myself that 

I wanted to feel sexy for my stag movie date.  I have a horrified thought that Sancho also might 

have noticed my perkier-than-normal breasts and realize I have to stop mixing my dating life—

or lack thereof—with Sancho’s tutoring. 

“Well good for you, girl.  It looks like Mr. Dark and Dreamy is empty.  Why don’t you go 

flaunt those things to someone who can truly appreciate?” 

I smile.  “Okay!”  I don’t know why I was so upbeat in my response, but I literally start 

bouncing over towards Reev.  I force myself to settle down after a few steps, realizing every 

man at the bar is now eating my popcorn while staring at my chest.  It’s like I purposely put 

myself in these situations. 

I don’t take my eyes off of Reev as I make my way over.  He lightheartedly holds his 

empty glass in the air and shakes it at me.  I jokingly make a mea culpa with my hands, trying to 

ignore the popcorn-eating peanut gallery.  When I reach his seat, he puts the glass back down 

and continues to smile.  His eyes sparkle and I lean up on the counter like an awkward girl who 

thinks she’s being suave. 

Neither of us say anything.  We just kind of laugh.  Finally, I shake my head and guffaw 

and hop up over the bar.  I slide my legs across and he stands and wraps his big, burly arms 

around my waist and lifts me in the air.  I squeeze his head into my perky breasts and put my 

cheek on the top of his hair.  We still haven’t said anything when he puts me down, but we still 

have our hands on one another. 
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“What the heck are you doing here?” I ask.  “When did you get back?” 

He drops his hands from me and moves back into his seat as he kind of sighs.  I take the 

seat next to him and plop my elbow down on the bar. 

“Well, I had to decide whether to reenlist or not, and decided not to.”  His voice seems 

deeper than it once was, like the military made his body produce more testosterone.  In truth, 

he’s just a man where once stood a boy.  I haven’t seen Reev since our brief fling during the 

summer after our high school graduation.  It was fun and fast and loose and wild and followed 

what had been a fairly innocent friendship.  He treated me like a woman when my friends still 

treated me like little Emma-the-virgin. 

I see him look me up and down at the same time I see Jarrod replace his empty glass 

with a full beer.  While Jarrod curtsies and waddles away, Reev settles on my chest. 

“Have you always had such a fantastic rack?” he asks me, reaffirming that spending my 

precious tips at Victoria Secret is worth the sacrifice. 

“You tell me.  You’d know better than most.” 

I see him blush, cracking the tough Marine façade. 

“That was a fun summer.” 

“You never called,” I suddenly and horrifyingly blurt out.  Even Jarrod turns to see if I 

had said it.  All the men at the bar take some more popcorn and shove it in their mouths as 

their daily entertainment is about to reach its painfully awkward climax.  Not the kind of climax 

I was hoping for. 
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“I know, I’m sorry about that.  But you know, I was kind of in a war.”  Now I blush, 

feeling very much like the girl who didn’t want to go to college a virgin.  He laughs.  “Come on, 

we were kids.  I was an idiot.” 

I suddenly feel tears come to my eyes.  Oh my God, there are tears in my eyes.  Please 

don’t cry.  Please don’t cry.  What the hell is wrong with me?  Is there something wrong with 

me?  Is my body going crazy with hormones because I’m approaching my thirties with no sort of 

love prospects and my womb suddenly homed in on the first viable suitor?  Do I need to go to 

the doctor? 

Despite my rapidly spiraling train of thought into the bowels of my biological clock, the 

tears continue to come strong and hard.  With his super-secret Jason Bourne-training, he of 

course notices. 

“What is that?” he asks.  “Tears?  No, come on, none of that.” 

He puts an arm around me while I sheepishly wipe a tear off of my cheek. 

“Nothing, it’s just… emotional for me.” 

“Emotional?”  He laughs and takes his arm back and sips his beer.  “You’re too damn 

sexy to get emotional.” 

I scowl and voice my disgust at his horribly chauvinistic comment.  Why do men think 

they can…  Actually, I’m totally flattered.  Fuck.  That’s so annoying. 

“You’re an asshole.” 

He laughs, although it’s more of a hoot.  It’s a laugh I don’t remember. 

“Oh man, I missed the ride of your emotions.”  He makes a motion like he’s wobbling on 

his stool. 
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He laughs again while I shake my head. 

“You mean my response to being scorned?  So sorry if it’s unpleasant for you.” 

“Ok ok, just settle down.”  He pretends to be terrified before looking over to the 

popcorn-eating peanut gallery. 

“Ok, you know what, now I remember why I was a little happy you didn’t call.” 

He looks hurt. 

“Don’t say that!  Take it back.” 

I don’t take it back, but I oddly decide to further highlight my crazy by saying, “Besides, I 

prefer to call it being expressive.” 

His expression drops and he blinks several times in rapid succession.  He shakes his head 

quickly and takes a sip of his beer.  He’s barely swallowed when he asks, “You call what being 

expressive?” 

I look at the popcorn-eaters and realize they now also want to know what I mean by 

being expressive.  

“It’s what I call my overly-heightened emotions, ok?” I whisper in as mean of a voice as I 

can muster.  Needless to say, it’s to no avail.  It takes a minute for his laughing to subside.  He 

wipes tears from his eyes and massages his aching jaw muscles. 

“I seriously missed you,” he says, making my heart melt. 

“Really?” I ask, now completely smitten and succumbing to complete amnesia of the 

preceding four minutes. 

“Here I thought I was going to come to Livingston and want to kill myself, but I randomly 

run into you tending bar.”  He laughs.  “You gotta love life sometimes.” 
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I don’t have time to respond before Janice reemerges.  She stops in her tracks when she 

sees me sitting on the wrong side of the bar.  She throws her hands in the air and shakes her 

head.  I mouth sorry through clenched teeth and immediately get off the stool. 

“I have to get to work,” I say to Reev. 

“Good, I’ll sit here and drink and watch you work.” 

“That sounds like a really enjoyable time.” 

“Seriously, though,” he says, “I want to hang out.  When are you off?  Let’s do 

something.” 

“I’m off at one.  And you’re in Livingston now.  There’s nothing to do late night.” 

“I think you just lack imagination.” 

“Oh do I?”  I slide back across the bar pretending not to see Janice wanting to scream at 

me for hopping across the bar. 

“Can’t we go cow tipping, or something?  Come on, we haven’t seen each other forever.  

Let’s catch up over an adventure.” 

“Again,” I say, “Livingston.  Besides, you’re going to be too smashed to do anything.  And 

your English is already atrocious.  I can’t in good conscience associate myself with such boorish 

language.” 

“Boorish, what?  I’ll tell you what, I’ll think of something to do, I’ll be back at one sharp, 

and we’ll paint the town pink and brown.  Maybe we could even disappear for a few weeks.”  

He winks at me, but it seems like he’s mildly serious and wants me to agree to running off with 

him. 
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I want to say ew, but I’m intrigued.  Maybe this is what drew me back and kept me in 

Livingston for so long, the thought that my high school fling would come back and fall madly in 

love with me. 

“She’s in!” Jarrod says for me while serving two more beers to Tony and Jack, two of our 

more colorful regulars. 

I look back at Jarrod and smile, and then shrug at Reev. 

“What exactly did you have in mind.  I’m not what you’d call adventurous and won’t be 

spending my shift sitting on pins and needles.” 

As I say that, another semi-regular who has been coming around lately approaches the 

bar.  Although he usually keeps to himself, he puts a business card on the counter and shoves it 

toward Reev as he takes the stool next to him.  At first, Reev does a double take at the man and 

looks at the card like he doesn’t understand what it is.  He continues to stare at it, afraid to 

even touch it, as the man slides back into his stool.  Reev looks at him suspiciously out of the 

corner of his eye.   

“We’re open late, if you’re looking for something fun to do,” he says. 

Skeptically, Reev picks up the card. 

“Gravitas,” he reads.  “What is it?” 

“Just a club me and some partners opened.” 

Me and some partners?  Me and some partners?  Oh my God, kill me.  What has 

happened to the English language?  I focus myself. 

“And what kind of club is that?” I ask.  “Livingston has laws against serving after one.” 

“Well,” he sighs, “naturally we stop serving alcohol at one.” 
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I don’t think that’s how the law works.  Jarrod pops in and places a lemonade in front of 

him.  The man smiles gratefully and even winks.  I’ve noticed Jarrod has taken a liking to this 

one.  He curtsies before leaving to allow us to talk. 

“Thanks, we’ll think about it,” I say as noncommittally as possible. 

“You should, you’ll have fun.” 

He smiles at me.  It’s a smile I’ve never seen before.  It doesn’t represent joy or 

happiness or an emotion deserving of a smile.  It’s emotionless.  That’s what strikes me the 

hardest.  It’s as though emotions were a foreign language to his face and he was trying his best 

to show he was a native. 

I don’t know why I never really noticed him before.  He has an all-black suit with no tie 

and drinks a lemonade.  Come to think of it, I don’t think he has ever ordered an alcoholic 

beverage, at least not from me.  In Livingston, those things simply don’t fit in, which makes 

someone noticeable.  And yet I think I have purposely avoided him, choosing to entertain 

myself with patrons like Tommy-boy and Bobby and Jack and the popcorn eaters of the room. 

I contort my mouth into an upside-down smile and nod as though I’m actually 

considering going to a creepy club I’ve never heard of.  Fortunately, it seems like the military 

gave Reev a healthy dose of suspicion.   

“We’ll think about it,” he says.  “Thanks.” 

“No, come on, I insist,” he says.  He laughs, which seems to be genuine.  “It’ll be a good 

opportunity to make new friends.  We can all get to know one another.  Hey if you’re a 

gambling man, you really might enjoy it.  Just ask for Benson.  No crazy bouncers, I promise!” 

Now Reev laughs 
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“Benson?  What kind of name is Benson?” 

The man holds his hand out.  He looks squarely at Reev as though challenging him to 

shake his hand. 

“The kind of name my father gave me,” he says. 

Reev ponders the response for a second and then accepts Benson’s hand into his own.  

“Fathers are funny like that,” he says cryptically.  “What does that mean, though?” 

The man we now know as Benson slurps up his lemonade and pulls his wallet out as he 

pushes himself away from the bar.  He throws a couple dollars on the bar.  He apparently had 

made his daily sales pitch and can now go about his business elsewhere. 

“It means if you’re a gambling man, you’ll find out what I mean.”  He smiles again.  It 

gives me the shivers.  “I’ll see you two tonight I hope.”  He waves by wiggling his fingers in the 

air. 

Reev turns in his stool to follow him out the door.  I come lean against the bar.  Out of 

the corner of my eye, I see that the popcorn eaters have all lost interest – have actually finished 

the popcorn – and apparently did not find that whole encounter utterly bizarre. 

“That was weird,” I say when Benson is clear of the door. 

Reev turns around and looks at me in the eye.  He’s only about six inches away and I can 

feel his warm breath on my face. 

“You know what my C.O. used to say to me?” he asks. 

“What’s a C.O.?” I ask back. 

Ignoring me, he continues by saying, “He said, Reev!  There’s three things you should 

always consider in life: always know where you’re going to take your next piss, always know 
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where you’ll get your next meal, and try not to get your fucking head cut off by walking into the 

rear rotor of a chopper.” 

He’s looking at me and nods intently, like he just dropped some serious knowledge. 

“What the hell does that mean?” I ask. 

“It means I just got back from the military and I want to risk getting my head cut off.  

Let’s go on an adventure!” 

I laugh.  I can’t help it.  He always made me laugh and nothing has changed. 

“Ok,” I say.  “This is technically your homecoming, so if that’s what you want, I’m in.” 

 His eyes light up, and I once again get wet between my legs. 
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Chapter 3 

 

After cleaning up my station, recording my receipts, and counting my tips, I walk out at 1:45 in 

the morning.  I feel delirious.  I worked a long shift, I’m still embarrassed about the whole movie 

debacle, and my head is reeling from the return of Reev.   

I used to talk about Reev to my sorority sisters and I always got the feeling they looked 

at me like a fifth grader bragging about a made-up boyfriend that “went to another school.”  

But Reev was real.  And he was home.  And as fate would have it, he stumbled into my bar. 

 I push the door open, half-expecting him to be a no-show.  To my surprise, though, I see 

him immediately.  He’s leaning against a tree with a flask and red jacket as though he’s trying to 

be a modern-day James Dean.  Could he be hotter than James Dean?  No, no one’s hotter than 

James Dean.   

He waits patiently, a look on his face of blissful acceptance.  Of his lot in life?  Of his 

decision to leave the military?  Of his choice of returning to Livingston?  Of his unfortunate run-

in with his high school ex? 

I may never know.  I really hope it’s not the latter, but it all just makes me baffled that 

Reev is here waiting for me at all.  I have yet to wrap my head around that seemingly simple 

fact.  I returned to Livingston, why shouldn’t Reev?  I go to the First Street Bar and Grill every 

day, why shouldn’t Reev?  Maybe this isn’t a storybook coincidence after all and it’s just a 

pathetic tale of two losers who couldn’t escape their small-town life.  But at least we couldn’t 

escape it together.  At least that’s what I think.  I still haven’t gotten an answer of why he’s back 

and for how long he’s staying. 
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It’s a warm night when I exit the bar, which isn’t a terrible shock.  Between April and 

October, every night in Livingston is hot.  I wouldn’t say a good hot.  When people think of 

California, they think of the good hot.  They think of the ocean breeze and seagulls and setting 

suns.  Few people care to consider that most of California is inland.  As I like to say, I live in the 

real California.  And the real California is hot as fuck in June.   

I approach him slowly and notice he coolly remains leaning against a tree.  As I get 

closer, I realize that he’s hammered.   

“I’ll bet you thought I wouldn’t show up,” he says proudly. 

I raise my eyebrows and nod.  “Seems like maybe it would have been a good idea.  

Maybe we should just go to sleep and we can see each other tomorrow.  I’m off work anyway.” 

“Tomorrow!” he shouts.  “It already is tomorrow, HA!” 

I giggle.  I didn’t mean to, but it was funny. 

“How much have you had to drink?” 

“I’m making up for eight years of lost time.  Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine.  Come on, 

let’s just check this place out.  Amuse me.  Look, I got us a car.” 

 I look behind him and see a cheap looking Ford Taurus.  I wonder how long the poor 

Uber driver has been made to wait. 

 “We’re showing up to a mysterious club in that?” 

 He looks over his shoulder. 

 “What’s wrong with it?  Think those four wheels are any less impressive than some 

fancy schmancy car?  Or, oh, I get it.  A college girl needs a nice uppity car.” 

 He smiles as he goads me and swigs his flask.  He holds the flask out, which I accept.   
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 “Me, uppity?” I ask as I take a sip.  The cheap whiskey burns but feels good. 

 He opens the door to the Taurus like a perfect gentleman – drunk, but perfect – and lets 

me hop in.  He has already given the driver the address, so the car starts moving as soon as he 

climbs in behind me and closes the door. 

 “Where is this place?” I ask. 

 “Outside of town.  Must be another area of bars you don’t know about.” 

 I raise a suspicious eyebrow, which is confirmed when the driver simply says, “No, I 

don’t think so.” 

 Reev and I start chatting.  I ask him about his return – “Where else would I go?” – and 

where he’s staying – “Threw my stuff in a bus, hoping I could crash with a friend.” – but all I 

really get out of him is that he doesn’t have a straight answer.   

My mind throws me all sorts of explanations.  Maybe he just ran away from the military.  

Maybe he has to go back to being a Marine tomorrow and I get one night of passionate love 

with him.  Maybe he’s a super spy who came back to protect me from a sinister plot to destroy 

the next queen of the world.  Or maybe, and I assume this to be the most unlikely of 

explanations, he just returned home after eight years in the Marines, no college degree to his 

name, no money in his account, no family to rely on, and he sought out the first bar he could 

find. 

My bar. 

 I don’t think the answers were going to come on this little outing of ours. 

 After a brief fifteen minutes, turns out the driver was right.  I didn’t realize this part of 

the neighborhood existed, or maybe I never cared.  A whole neighborhood of warehouses, half 
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with blackened windows and the other half with aging trucks.  The whole area seemed like a 

sad remnant of a city that had resisted change for too long within a region that had evolved too 

quickly.   

 “Alright, is this it?” he asks us. 

 Reev and I both look out the window into the darkness of unknown Livingston and see a 

blackened warehouse.  Three men dressed in leather pants and flamboyant silk shirts are 

smoking cigarettes outside.  Even Reev seems rattled by the whole scenario. 

 “No,” I say instinctively out of self-preservation.  “Absolutely not.” 

 “Yes, we’re going,” he replies as he opens the door. 

 Reev is out and heading to the door before I can object.  I see the driver staring at me in 

the rearview mirror, challenging me to remain in the car with him.  I sigh and slide across the 

seats and out the door.   

 Thank God I decided to wear my new bra, I think before remembering I’m walking into 

an abandoned warehouse.  How did this day go so wrong? 

 Reev jabs me in the arm as we approach. 

 “This is really exciting,” he says like a giddy high schooler.  “Thanks for coming with me.” 

 I look at him out of the sides of my eyes and hope he understands that he is responsible 

for my safety.  We come up to a door.  It’s large and steel and inert.  Gravitas is written in white 

paint diagonally across the front.  We hear the soft vibes of music, confirming there must be 

something here. 
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 He nods to the smokers and then smiles at me again.  With an open palm, he proceeds 

to bang on the door.  A slot slides open and an Eastern European-looking giant leers out from a 

downward angle.  The music blares through the opening. 

 “What?” he mumbles, also with a cigarette in his mouth. 

 “Uh, we’re here to see Benson,” Reev says.  Marine or not, the Eastern-European guy is 

kind of scary. 

 The man leans closer to the door and looks both of us up and down.  He pulls the 

cigarette out of his mouth. 

 “Benson sent you?”  

 I don’t think Reev picks up on the fact it is said with skepticism. 

 “Yes he did, so open up,” he declares.  “We were told there wouldn’t be any scary 

bouncers.” 

 The man makes an affirmative motion with his mouth and shuts the slot.  Something 

metallic clanks and then the door pops open.  Mr. Eastern European, who is possibly part-ogre, 

welcomes us in. 

 “Enjoy yourselves,” he snorts.  “Benson will find you.” 

 I ring my arm around Reev’s and cling onto it as though it were a lifeline.  We begin 

walking down a hallway where the music reverberates off of the walls.  We eventually pass 

through red curtains and into the main auditorium of the warehouse.  The curtains, I can’t help 

but recognize after enduring three-and-a-half years of strict restaurant regulations, would 

never pass code and are highly flammable.  That also makes the reason I’ve never heard of the 

club before somewhat more understandable.  It’s essentially an underground rave. 
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It’s packed.  Lights are flashing.  People are dancing.  People are drinking.    

People. 

Everywhere. 

Reev and I stand and gawk at the scene.  Who are all these people in a random rave in 

Livingston?  How do they all hear about it?  Is it a secret society?  Does Benson recruit them all?  

Are there a thousand clone-Bensons? 

As though on cue, Benson arrives. 

“Friends!” he shouts.  He’s still in his black suit.  He amazingly fits in no better here than 

at the bar. 

Reev turns and seems to immediately sober up.  Benson hugs him.  The Reev I know 

would never hug another man.    

“You came,” Benson says as he pulls his face away from Reev.  After a moment, they 

part, but Benson lingers, gripping him by the shoulders.  They continue to cling onto each other 

and I am shockingly jealous.  He finally looks at me and throws his hands around me.  This is 

definitely not the same nondescript man I know from the bar. 

“Of course we came,” Reev says.  “What is this place?” 

Benson begins to lead us into the crowd. 

“Just a place that we hope puts Livingston on the map.  We keep it a little discreet at the 

moment, but this is the future.  Look at the space.  Look at the clientele.” 

All I look at is Reev, who is entranced and glomming onto every word that Benson tells 

him.  I still don’t get it.  I still don’t understand the warehouse rave.  I still don’t understand why 

we’re here.  But I go with it. 
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“Ok,” Benson says, “you guys go have fun.  Emma, you’ve treated me so well at your 

bar, just ask the bartender for Mescal and the whole night is on me.  We’ll catch up later.” 

I nod.  I want to object, but that sounds kind of nice.  How often do you get 

opportunities to go into a secret rave and have Mescal on the house?  I don’t remember the 

last time a guy bought me a drink.  As Benson walks away, Reev picks up on that very thought. 

“Hey, let’s go to the bar!” he shouts over the music.  “Drinks on me!” 

Gee, thanks. 

After a couple hours, I hate to admit I find myself having fun.  A good Scotch on the 

rocks and some house music and I quickly find myself bouncing and jiving with the crowd.  It 

helped that Reev was with me, cutting loose like only a Marine could.  We jumped together and 

drank together and moved together.  We sweat on each other and smiled at one another.  We 

went cheek-to-cheek and he definitely grabbed my ass.  We had more drinks.  

I eventually get lost in the music.  I didn’t need drinks anymore, just the bass.  Men grab 

me and women rub up on me.  I didn’t realize how much I needed it.  I didn’t remember how 

good it felt to melt into the noise of the music and blend into the crowd.  I loved every minute 

of it.   

Finally, what could have been hours or could have been minutes, I retreat to the bar. 

“Mescal!” I shout at the bartender.  “On Benson!” 

He nods and quickly drops the glass in front of me.  I take a small sip and turn around, 

breathing heavily from the crowd.   
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As I sip my freshly-filled drink, though, all I can think about is Reev.  I missed him and 

now I want to touch him and stare at him.  I look around the dance floor to see if he’s dancing 

with someone pretty, but the more I look, the more I realize he is nowhere to be found.   
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Chapter 4 

 

I rejoin the world when I hear my phone ringing.  The things around me look vaguely familiar.  

I’m in my bed.  The phone rings again, further jolting me awake in a terrifying fashion, like 

someone’s ringing a bell next to my ear to signify the death rattle of a once-promising life.  Or 

maybe it’s just a gameshow bell, the correct answer being: What is a drinking problem?  Ding 

ding ding! 

 Do I have a drinking problem?  No, I reassure myself.  Everyone goes to weird clubs and 

blacks out.  Ugh, I don’t even remember how I got home.  I’m shocked I’m not more hungover 

than I am, but I conclude I’m just still drunk. 

 I pick my phone up and see a picture of my mother on the front.  It’s a selfie that she 

took herself when I was trying to teach her the intricacies of iPhone technology, so her nose 

looks enormous.   

 “Hi,” I kind of whisper into the phone. 

 “What’s wrong?” she immediately asks. 

 “Nothing, I just had a long night.” 

 “A long night?” she asks suspiciously.  “Oh…” 

 “What?” I ask, already knowing where her mind has wandered. 

 “Are you spiriting?” she whispers, refusing to acknowledge my dead father can no 

longer overhear our girl talk. 
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 “Mom!  Jesus.  Stop calling my period spiriting.  It’s weird.”  My admonishment of 

course brings back the still fresh embarrassment of all the wildly bizarre comments I had made 

to Reev over the past eighteen hours.  

 Reev.  Where the hell was Reev? 

 I instinctively lift my head up to check my bed to see if he – or, really, anybody – was on 

the other side.  I at least can claim a moral victory that I didn’t give it up last night.  Yay me. 

 “Ok ok, well if it’s not that, then what is it?” 

 I sigh.  “I mean, I am.” 

 She laughs. 

 “I love that I still know my daughter better than anyone.” 

 “You’ll never guess who showed up yesterday,” I quickly say. 

 “Mmmmm, one of your sorority sisters,” she says, trying to play the game. 

 “Reev.” 

 Silence.  Through the phone, I can feel my mom’s skeptical gaze.  Eyebrows raised, one 

shoulder high than the other, butcher knife in close proximity. 

 “Ooooooh,” she finally quips.  “What does that boy want?” 

 “That boy is a man,” I say defensively, “and he just got out of the Marines.” 

 “And let me guess, you’ve been up all night crying?” 

 “Mom!  Jesus, will you stop talking to me like I’m crazy person?”  She doesn’t respond.  

“Maybe I am a crazy person.” 

 “Oh stop, you’re my daughter and you’re a Dillinger.  You’re not crazy, you’re unique 

and original.” 
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 I roll my eyes as I roll onto my back. 

 “Ok, mom, I need to get up.  Did you call for a reason?” 

 “Is it not reason enough to want to check in on my daughter?  We only live ten minutes 

away.  Would it hurt you to stop by once in a while?” 

 “Could you please not remind me?  Honestly, if I’ve been crying it’s not because Reev 

came back, it’s because I need to get out of here.  I shouldn’t have been here for him to run into 

in the first place.” 

 “You sound like a broken record.  Only you can answer why you’re here.  Personally, I 

think you like it and that’s what scares you more than anything.” 

 It’s way too early for such existential guidance from my mother. 

 “I see you every week at the library,” I say. 

 “Oh that doesn’t count!” 

 “Ok, I need to get up.  Bye, mother.” 

 I hang up.  I flip my phone over to my email.  I see an Uber receipt up top.  The time 

stamp is 4:45.  Jesus.  I check the clock.  7:15.  Fuck.  I’ve only been asleep for a couple of hours.  

What the hell were we doing last night until 4:45?  Apparently, I needed to blow off some 

steam. 

 I drop my arm to the bed and force my legs off of the edge.  My head doesn’t budge off 

the pillow, but my entire body sort of follows the movement of my legs and I pop up like a 

spring-loaded bobble head.  I still have my new bra and panties on, so I’m pleased that I at least 

managed to take the rest of my clothes off before I passed out. 

 I stumble into the bathroom and look at myself in the mirror. 
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 Train wreck. 

 My eyes look like I’ve been punched in the face, my hair looks like I have a Medusa wig 

on, and my overall skin complexion looks like that of an albino alligator.  Somehow my hair 

grew several inches overnight and every strand of hair developed a split end.  Ugh. 

Tired or not, I decide right then and there that I am dedicating the day to myself.  Once I 

saw nine on the clock, I would call Angela to see about squeezing me in for a hair appointment.  

Then I would go see my Asian ladies for an emergency mani/pedi.  My body seems like it might 

not be functioning properly, but I’d still go to barre class.  Is there a ten o’ clock on 

Wednesdays?  I’ll have to check the site. 

I continue to stare at myself in the mirror.  There’s a small crack on the bottom left of 

the mirror that is my constant reminder this a rental property.  If I owned the place, I would 

have fixed it immediately.  I’ve run through the many scenarios of how the crack formed, but it 

happened before I moved in.  The landlord said he would have it fixed, but I was so desperate 

to move out of my parents’ house that I moved in regardless.  He never had it fixed and now I 

stare at the crack as a palm reader might stare at a life crack.  After two years of living in my 

parents’ house, I finally garnered up the courage to move out.  I decided to go bold and moved 

a whole fifteen minutes away.  The crack is my reminder that this is but a crack in my timeline.  

Someday, it will be fixed. 

My mind clearly is not working properly.  I’m tired and drunk and mildly depressed.  

Regardless, I try to focus.  What happened last night? 
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I was with Reev.  I was dancing.  I lost Reev.  Where did he go?  How did I black out so 

hard?  So quickly?  I think about the bartender.  When I told him it was on Benson, did he 

switch bottles?  Was I drugged? 

I shake my head, irritated that my mind wanders so astray into the realm of the utmost 

pessimism.  But how did I black out so fast?  I might be petite, and I like to think I’m lady, but I 

can drink with the big boys.  And where the hell was Reev? 

I begin to think the whole night, the whole day, the whole experience was simply a 

figment of my imagination.  Maybe I had become so desperate for a boyfriend and longed so 

badly to be loved that I conjured up my high school boyfriend who took my virginity to come 

save me.  I had to concede that that was a possible scenario. 

Why am I so pathetic? 

Still in nothing but my amazing-shape-creating undergarments—and I still needed to 

feel sexy so why should I put any other clothes on?—I walk out of my room and into the family 

room.  When I see Reev passed out on the couch, though, it all comes flooding back to me.  

Well, bits and pieces come flooding back to me.  It confirms my suspicion that someone 

drugged me.  At least I’m not losing my mind. 

Reev is passed out in a sitting position.  His head is craned backwards, resting on the top 

of the couch cushion.  His mouth is agape and both nostrils are plugged up with blood-soaked 

tissue.  He’s snoring like a rhinoceros.  Blood stains his shirt and his pants. 

“Jesus,” I mutter.  I take a couple of steps closer.  Flashes begin firing through my head 

as memories start turning back on.  Reev dragged out of the club into the back alley by 
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bouncers in black suits.  Reev in the fetal position while they stomp on his head.  One of them 

holding me back with a hand over my mouth while I scream bloody murder. 

But why?  Why did it happen?  I swallow, my eyes searching for clues in my mind. 

“Reev,” I say.  “Reev!” 

He begins to stir and chokes on the tissues.  His head pops up and gags as he tries to 

understand why he can’t breathe. 

“What the fuck!” he yells with his eyes closed. He puts a hand to his face and rubs his 

eyes and then yanks the tissues out of his nose.  The blood had dried so he grimaces as he 

inadvertently yanks hairs from his nostrils.  “Fuck.  What the fuck?” 

“Reev,” I say calmly. 

He breathes fresh air through his nose and slowly opens his eyes.  He finds me and his 

eyes scan my nearly naked body. 

“Damn,” he says, which nearly makes me blush.  “You’re hot as shit.”  He continues to 

look at my body and then looks at my face.  “Seriously, fuck.  Have you always been so hot?” 

My blushing is fleeting.   

“What the hell happened?” I ask him, feeling a panic attack come on. 

“We got wastey pants,” he says, kind of giggling. 

“No, I need more than that.” 

“I don’t know, you had some drinks, I had some drinks, and it got crazy.” 

“You got beat up,” I say matter-of-factly.  “Why’d you get beat up?  Why can’t I 

remember?” 

Reev takes a deep breath again. 
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“I don’t know, these things happen.” 

“Reev!” 

He nods.  “I don’t know,” he says innocently.  “You had a drink, I had a drink.  And 

then…” 

“And then?” 

 “And then I think I played cards.” 

“Cards?” 

He opens his mouth to speak but nothing comes out.  His memory must be like mine.  

It’s coming back to him in spurts and single images. 

“Yeah, I think I played cards.  Benson found me and brought me downstairs.  And…” 

He gets lost in thought. 

“And?” I shout, urging him to speak. 

“And we played cards.” 

It takes me a minute to understand. 

“With what money?” I ask. 

His head instinctively nods and then it turns into a shaking.  When he pieces it all 

together, his eyes shoot up to meet mine. 

“Oh fuck,” I say.  “How much do they have on you?”  I don’t let him answer.  “That’s why 

they beat you up.  Oh shit.  How much do you owe them?” 

He shakes his head.  “Fuck if I know.  It’s not like they can find us at this point.  Let’s get 

the fuck out of town.” 
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My drunkenness is quickly dissipating, replaced by a throbbing, head-pounding 

hangover. 

“Get out… what?” I ask, shaking my head.  “I can’t get out of town.  This is my home!” 

 “But they can’t find us,” he says reassuringly, which just pisses me off. 

“Of course they can find us!” I scream.  “They know where I work!” 

Reev considers this and then laughs.  It’s a laugh that says, “Yeah, shit, good point.” 

I’m beginning to panic.  I look around my house wondering where I can hide.  Where are 

the answers?  How did I get myself into this? 

“We should call the cops,” I say, trying to be decisive. 

“And say what?” Reev asks touching his nose to see if there is any fresh blood.  “We 

went to an illegal club last night and I started gambling?  I’m still technically a member of the 

military.  I’m in the reserves now.  I could get thrown in jail.  No, we need to get the hell out of 

town.” 

“What do you mean you’re in the reserves?” 

“I… I don’t know.  It’s just a way to collect a paycheck?” 

I shake my head. 

“Do you gamble?” I ask.  “I mean, is this, like, a thing for you?” 

He rolls his eyes at me.  “Of course not.  I don’t know what happened.” 

“We were drugged.” 

“We were what?” 

“We were drugged,” I say again.  “They gave us drinks and drugged us.  Then they 

brought you downstairs and convinced you to borrow money.  And then you lost it all.” 
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I nod my head, convinced my theory is accurate. 

“Why would they do that?” he asks.  “What’s in it for them?” 

I shake my head.  “I don’t know.  Maybe they want something from you.” 

He laughs.  “Ok.  I’m telling you, this will blow over.  Just forget about it.” 

I glare at him. 

“It’ll blow over?” 

 “Yes.  And if it doesn’t, it’s my problem.” 

“It’s not just your problem!”  I shout, completely losing my ability to stay calm.  “You 

came home with me.  You were with me.  They found you at my bar.  This is our problem!” 

Reev sighs.  He’s annoyed that I’m shouting at him when he’s hungover and beat up. 

“So what do you propose we do?” he asks.  “If we can’t just forget about it and you 

won’t leave, what do we do?” 

 I look at the ground, once again searching for answers and ideas.  We can’t leave.  We 

can’t call the police.  I could call my mom.  My mom could… My mom could do what?  She 

doesn’t have any money.  All she could do is protect me like a mother.  She’d call the police and 

throw me in my old bedroom and sit me down and have a serious chat with me about the 

people I associate with.  I could call my sorority sisters, but that thought makes me laugh.  Then 

something occurs to me. 

“We have to know what we’re dealing with,” I say. 

“What we’re dealing with?” he asks skeptically. 

“We have to know what you owe or what we did.” 

“And how do we do that?”  He sounds very skeptical. 
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I dig deep and consult the only reference I really have in my life: books.  I think about 

Hemingway.  The only way to fight a bull is to stare it in the face and see what you’re fighting.  

Hemingway was a lunatic.  I have zero interest in staring any bull in the face. 

“I don’t know.  I need to think.”  I look down at my bare legs.  “I need to get dressed.” 

I turn and walk back to my room and look at clothes strewn across the floor.  Well, some 

of my clothes.  I see my shirt, I see some shoes…  Where are my pants?  I look on the other side 

of the bed and in my clothes hamper.  They’re nowhere to be found.  My wallet is in my pants.  

Yes, sometimes I prefer to just carry a small wallet instead of bringing a purse.  I look at the 

phone on my bedside table.  How can my phone be here but no pants or wallet?  I walk back 

out. 

“Where are my pants?” I ask Reev, overlooking how ridiculous that question is. 

He laughs.  “Oh.  Now that I do remember.”  He laughs again but cringes from the pain.  

“They’re still at the club.” 

I shake my head in disbelief. 

“What!?  What happened?  Did, did I do something?” 

“No, just forget about it.” 

“It’s my wallet.  My credit cards.  I can’t just forget about it.” 

“Well what do you want to do?” 

I have to think about it.  There’s only one thing to do.  When you leave your credit card 

at a bar, you go back the next morning to retrieve it.  Or in my case, when you apparently leave 

your pants and wallet behind, you go back.  I shake my head again. 

“That can’t be right.  Where are my pants?” 
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“I told you.” 

“Ok, well, then we have to go back.” 

He pops his head off the couch and suddenly grows very serious.  “What?  No.  We 

leave.  Let’s get out of here.” 

“Get dressed.  We’re heading back to talk to them.” 

He stares at me for a moment and then drops his head back on the couch. 
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Chapter 5 

 

“You know why they don’t allow women in combat?” Reev asks me. 

 I roll my eyes, irritated at the sexist remark but even more annoyed that Reev the 

Marine doesn’t realize that policy no longer exists.  I have both of my hands on the steering 

wheel, clutching it for dear life as though it won’t only protect me, it will whisk me back in time 

to my sorority house so I could say, “Sure, Betty, I would love to move with you to San 

Francisco!”  Clearly, that’s not what I said. 

 When I don’t respond to his question, he says, “It’s because they drag you into shit 

knowing they won’t have to do the actual fighting.” 

 I want to yell at him for such an outlandishly sexist remark, but when I turn to look at 

him and see his swollen face, I can’t think of anything justifiable to say.  He’s obviously right.  It 

was my idea to return and he will almost certainly pay the physical consequences.  I also realize 

I really didn’t think this through, which could arguably be considered the story of my life. 

 We’re sitting in front of the club in my green Subaru, which I’ve affectionately named 

Stuart, with the engine running.  It’s just past nine in the morning and the sun of Livingston is 

already causing the pavement to simmer with heat.  It makes for an eerie optical illusion that 

would make for a perfect movie setting of two dimwits walking into a hellish bloodbath.  It also 

makes me reconsider my adrenaline-fueled bright idea. 

 “Why are we doing this again?” Reev asks, apparently operating on the same thought 

process as me.  “It seems kind of stupid.” 
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 “I need my pants.  I need my wallet.  I don’t care about your debt.  Let’s get my things 

and leave.” 

 We both look at the blackened warehouse, which in the light of day appears even more 

abandoned than it did last night.  It amazes me that I had lived in this tiny city for virtually my 

entire life and I had never ventured out here.  Blocks upon blocks of old warehouses, most 

appearing abandoned like the one we were staring at.  It makes me wonder what else is hidden 

behind the blacked-out windows and concrete. 

 Reev pulls a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and puts one in his mouth. 

 “Don’t even think about lighting that in my car,” I say. 

 He sighs and sticks it back in the pack and in his pocket. 

 “You don’t smoke?” he asks. 

 How he can be making small talk at a time like this is simply appalling. 

 “Ew,” I say in an overly dramatic fashion.  “Of course not.”  I think of the damage it 

would do to my skin and simply can’t wrap my head around the ignorance of that question.  

Who smokes anymore? 

 “You used to,” he continues, refusing to drop it. 

 “Excuse me?”  Why was I engaging him.  “I never smoked.” 

 He looks at me from the tops of his battered eyes and smirks. 

 “Really?” 

 I think to what he might be referring to and roll my eyes. 

 “Ok, I’ve had one, and that was only because you tricked me into believing that was 

standard protocol or something.” 
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 He smiles more broadly. 

 “Come on, you enjoyed it.” 

 “Um, no.  That cigarette was the biggest mistake of my life,” I say, hoping the analogy 

transfers to his apparently stunted mind.  “Besides, you quickly disappeared after that, so you 

wouldn’t know the difference anyway.” 

 His smile fades and he looks down at his lap.  He nods. 

 “Yeah, I suppose I did.  I’m glad you’ve gotten over it.” 

 I shake my head and make a sound of disgust and turn the car off as I climb out.  I would 

literally rather go deal with the mess we were in than sit in the car with him and talk about the 

time he stole my virginity.   

 As I get out, though, and slam the door shut, I quickly return to my conundrum.  Why 

the hell had I returned?  Was this really the best course of action?  Why didn’t we go to the 

police? 

 Because of Reev.  I was protecting Reev.  I’ve spent years protecting Reev and I am no 

stronger now than when I was a pathetic high school girl in love.  Plus, I need my pants back.  

I’m not sure the police would help. 

 I watch him get out of the car and stretch.  I get the feeling he isn’t taking this as 

seriously as I am. 

 “So, seriously,” he says when he finishes stretching, “why are we here?” 

 “I’m not even dignifying that with a response,” I manage to respond, using every ounce 

of self-worth to sound strong.  “Let’s go.” 
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 We start walking up to the building, our feet feeling more like lead with every step.  

Reev once again pulls his cigarettes out.  I think I’m learning about his nervous tic. 

 “Will you stop!” I yell under my breath.  “Jesus.  It’s so unhealthy.”  Oh my God, am I 

becoming my mother?   

 He’s no longer in the mood for laughing but complies with my request and sticks them 

back in his pocket.  We finally stand in front of the dark metal door which has taken the 

appearance of an entrance to a torture chamber.  There is noticeably a large piece of cardboard 

covering the name.  Seems suspicious. 

I don’t realize how long we’ve been standing there until Reev asks me, “Well?” 

 “Well, what?” I ask.  I look at him and realize he’s petrified, which I can’t decide if it 

makes me feel better or worse. 

 “You brought us back here like a suicidal jackass who thinks she’s in a mobster film, 

what’s your plan?  You gonna knock, or what?” 

 “Will you at least pretend to be the man in the relationship?  A Marine, for Christ’s 

sake.” 

 He rolls his eyes at me and with an open hand slaps the metal door. 

 “Last chance,” he says. 

 Last chance, indeed.  It takes only a second for the metal slot to creak open and the eyes 

of Mr. Eastern European to appear.  He looks us up and down from a downward angle.  I 

remember that part of the night.  Today, it’s possible he looks even bigger. 

 “What do you want?” he asks. 

 To which I decide to answer, “You’re still here!  You work long shifts, huh?” 
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 I feel Reev’s questioning glance at me.  I didn’t mean to say it.  It just kind of slipped out.  

I’ve always had that problem, at least I’ve been told.  Sometimes things just kind of fascinate 

me. 

 Mr. Eastern European takes a drag of his cigarette and then says, “I had a double.” 

 “I work at a bar,” I respond enthusiastically.  “I know all about doubles.”  I laugh like an 

awkward teacher trying to make friends with her students.   

 I see Mr. Eastern European shake his head and slide the slot shut.  The lock cracks and 

the door creaks open.  He steps into the doorway, blocking most of the light, and takes another 

drag. 

 “It’s customary not to return to the scene after getting your ass kicked.” 

 He says it to me, which I don’t fully understand.  Maybe because I had decided to break 

the ice and chat him up first. 

 “Well we’re clearly not very smart,” Reev quips, drawing the man’s gaze back towards 

him. 

 Mr. Eastern European snorts, glance at Reev’s broken face – which, I might add, has 

really swollen up – and brings his attention back to me. 

 “You have pants on.  I like you better with no pants.”  Of course Reev laughs.  When Mr. 

Eastern European realizes I’m too embarrassed to answer, he asks, “What the fuck do you 

want, you crazy bitch?” 

 I momentarily turn on my sexist switch, but think better of it.  I still don’t know why he’s 

so focused on me. 

 “We were hoping we could speak with Benson,” I say. 
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 He takes a drag as he contemplates his next move.  I think he might have been telling 

the truth.  In his world, we were taking a very unorthodox approach.  Finally, he shrugs and 

turns, insinuating we should follow. 

 He leads us down a hall and opens a curtain.  The curtains ring a bell.  I had definitely 

been here before.  He points towards a wooden door past the bar. 

 “There.” 

 I nod, but he’s not being totally clear. 

 “Wait,” I say, “do we just go in?  Do we need to knock?  How does this work?” 

 He looks at me for a few seconds, looks at Reev like he sympathizes, and heads back to 

his post.  The curtain closes behind him and Reev and I are alone in the club.  It definitely comes 

flooding back.  The dancing.  The drinking.  The… door.  Crap, I have been in that door. 

 “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Reev asks. 

 “What?” 

 “What’s with the buddy buddy shit?” 

 “I thought it would help,” I say defensively. 

 “And why was he so focused on you?” 

 “Did you notice that too?” I ask excitedly.  “Weird stuff.” 

 Reev rubs his hair and shakes his head. 

 “Alright, let’s get this over with.”  

 Finally, Reev begins to take charge.  He leads me across the floor towards the 

mysterious wooden door.  I expect him to knock but he just opens it and enters.  I’m reluctant 

to follow because it kind of seems inappropriate, but I follow his lead.  A short hallway covered 
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with more of the same horrendous maroon curtains takes us to a wooden stairway down to the 

basement. 

 I assume Reev remembers this place because he heads down without a second thought.  

The staircase opens up to a large room with dozens of cards tables.  The side wall is cordoned 

off with protective windows for the money exchangers.  It’s a large illegal casino. 

 My stomach drops for several reasons.  The illegal casino.  The fact I don’t remember it.  

The dozen men in black suits gathered around the bar.   

Benson, sipping on a lemonade, spots us and smiles. 

 “Woooooo!” he shouts, walking towards us and clapping.  “Look what we have here.  

The slutty bartender and the Marine.  A match made in fucked-up heaven.” 

 I sheepishly smile. 

 Benson walks up to Reev and examines his face. 

 “God damn, what happened to you?” he asks joyfully.  “Did you get hit by a bus?” 

 Reev nods softly but is unimpressed. 

 “Look, we just want to know what happened,” I say, “Or…” 

 Benson looks at me. 

 “Or what?” 

 “Where I left my wallet.” 

 Benson smiles and cocks his head to the side.  He begins to rub his chin.  He doesn’t at 

all resemble the quiet man who patronizes my bar. 

 “Say, you’re a bartender, aren’t you?  Why don’t you go make all the boys some 

drinks?” 
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 I stare at him to see if he’s bluffing, but he’s willing to test my patience.  I feel my knees 

begin to shake, and I wish someone would tell me the right thing to do.  I take a step towards 

the bar, but I feel Reev’s hand on my shoulder. 

 “She’s not making any drinks,” he says firmly. 

 Benson switches his glance to Reev and several of the suited-men stand up to assist. 

 “We don’t want any trouble,” I quickly chime in.  “If I can just get my things, we’ll go.” 

 “You’ll go?  Without paying?  I assume that’s why you came back.”  He’s relishing in the 

power he has over us. 

 “What do you mean what we owe?” Reev asks.  He’s annoyed.  He doesn’t seem scared.  

He seems more like a schoolboy who knows the bully is going to pick on him.  

 “What do I mean?  Well, that’s simple, I handed your girl here a note that says 

specifically what you owe.” 

 Reev checks with me to see if this is true. 

 “What note?” I ask, saving him the confusion. 

 “The one I shoved in your pocket.” 

 “My pocket?” I ask. 

 My pocket in the pants I no longer have possession of. 

 “Come on,” he says, “let me show you.” 

 He leads us behind the bar where several security screens display different parts of the 

bar.  A man I have never seen pushes play on one.  A video of Reev playing cards begins to play.  

I’m standing behind him.  It appears that Reev lost a hand and I sneakily tried to steal chips 

from another player.  The player gets mad and Reev punches him. 
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 Whoops. 

 I feel Reev look up at me and I hear him laugh. 

 “Thanks for trying to help,” he says. 

 Benson moves in front of the man playing the tapes and he pushes play on another 

screen.  It’s of an alley.  Reev is dragged out of a back door and I’m closely behind, a man 

holding my arms behind me.  Five men pummel Reev for over a minute.  The man forces me to 

watch.  Finally, he lets me go and tend to Reev.  I’m crying and screaming.  Then Benson walks 

out with a business card in his hand.  I stand up and start screaming.  Two men hold my arms 

while Benson says something to me.  He tucks the card into my jeans pocket and the two men 

throw me to the side of the alley.  I stand up and try to claw the card out of my pocket, but I’m 

so distraught and so high and so drunk that I’m unable to, so naturally, I take my jeans off and 

throw them back at Benson. 

 He hits pause.  I lower my eyes in defeat, both because I’m horrified at my response and 

because I can still kind of appreciate the logic. 

 Reev is laughing hysterically, slapping the counter. 

 “You know what,” he says, “maybe you should make some drinks.” 

 “Why would I take my jeans off and throw them at you?” 

 The suited men begin to laugh. 

 “So, wait, what’d the note say?” I ask. 

 One of the men steps forward and hands me my jeans. 

 “Check for yourself,” Benson says. 
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 My face goes white in embarrassment as I swipe my jeans back.  I pull the card out.  It’s 

the identical business card as he handed us at my bar.  It says Gravitas across the front.  I flip it 

over. 

 7k.  1 week. 

 Now my face goes white.  I hand it to Reev, who has the same reaction. 

 “What the fuck,” he says. 

 “We don’t have seven thousand.” 

 “That’s bad news,” Benson says.  “You have a week to figure it out.” 

 “And then what?” Reev asks. 

 “And then we find a way to make things even,” he says.  “Isn’t that just a perfect 

arrangement, Reev?” 

 We all remain silent for a moment.  I feel my body rejecting this reality.  I feel my mind 

repressing this debacle.  Just yesterday I was a lost little girl helping Sancho with his English 

homework.  Now I owe seven thousand to… To who? 

 “Who are you, like the mob?” I ask. 

 Everyone laughs again. 

 “One week,” Benson says. 

 “This isn’t on her,” Reev says, facing Benson.  “This is entirely my debt.” 

 Benson smiles and chuckles once.  He rubs his chin. 

 “Reev, are you really going to play this game?  Yes?  Well, sorry.  This is on both of you.  

I’ve found I have a much better chance of getting paid when the stakes are doubled.” 

 I feel Reev’s anger beginning to bubble. 
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 “Do you really want another beat down, Reevie?” Benson asks. 

 I put my hand on his shoulder.  “Come on,” I say, “let’s go.” 

 I push Reev away from Benson and the men in suits make a path for us to exit.  Reev is 

reluctant, but he listens to me.  Together, we head for the stairs.  I clutch last night’s jeans in 

one hand and have my other arm through his and feel his whole body shaking with rage. 

 We make it to the door and I close it behind us.  We find ourselves alone again in the 

main bar area.   

 “Fuck” he says to himself.  “We could have just left.” 

 “I need a cigarette,” I hear myself saying blankly. 

 I see him reach into his pocket and pull out his cigarettes.  He puts one in his mouth and 

lights it.  I want to tell him not to smoke, but this time because it’s my cigarette.  He takes a 

deep drag and color comes back into his face. 

 “What do we do?” he asks, finally understanding the gravity of the situation. 

 “First, we leave,” I say. 

 He takes another drag and nods.  I hold my hand out, requesting the cigarette.  He 

doesn’t make fun of me.  He hands it to me.  I take a drag and begin walking towards the 

hallway for the exit.  The smoke feels cold and rough and soothing and freeing.  It coats my 

lungs and releases pressure and makes me completely forget that all this will do is make me 

need to see my dermatologist.   

I hold the cigarette out for him but he waves it off.  I insist so he reclaims it and takes a 

drag.  He holds it back for me to take like a child would offer his mother a toy he had become 
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bored with.  I dismiss it with a wave of my hand, so as a form of tantrum he continues to dangle 

it in front of my face before flicking it past me onto the ground towards the curtains.   

The pessimist in me immediately thinks of the repercussions. 

“Oh God,” I say, “those curtains are flammable.  Come on, let’s pick up the cigarette.” 

“Just keep walking,” he says in a seething whisper.  “It’s a cigarette.  It’s not going to 

light the curtains on fire.” 

I convince myself he’s right.  Plus, there are other things to worry about. 

“I have seven thousand,” I hear myself saying as we head out the front.  Reev doesn’t 

say anything.  He doesn’t object.  “I just have to move some funds around.  I should have the 

cash in a couple days.” 

As I get in my car, I assume that’s the end of it. 
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Chapter 6 

 

With yesterday behind me, I awake feeling refreshed.  I mean, I awake to my mother calling me, 

as I do every morning, but I still have a feeling of renewal.  Whatever happened the past forty-

eight hours, it’s over.  The Reev aftershock came and went, and, despite the fact we’re on the 

hook for seven thousand dollars, I can start the day from a position of even footing. 

 “Hello, mother,” I say. 

 “How’s Reev?” she asks, jumping to the chase. 

 “Mom, have you been up all night wondering about this?” 

 “Well, yes!” she kind of yells defensively.  “Forgive me for caring about my daughter.  I 

just, I wanted to stop you from doing anything stupid.  Ok?” 

 I roll onto my back and throw the covers off of me.  I decided to go extra conservative 

and wore my flannels last night, so my sweat glands were operating in earnest.  So, I awake 

feeling refreshed and sweaty. 

 “Well, everything’s fine,” I say, which I believe but is really a lie. 

 “Well good.  So listen, I’m remodeling.” 

 “What?” I say, propping myself up onto an elbow.  “What do you mean you’re 

remodeling?” 

 “I’m remodeling.  I’ve been thinking about it for a while and now I’m finally doing it.” 

 “Oh God, you’re just bored.” 

 “I am not!  Take that back.” 

 I pause, not giving her the satisfaction of relenting so easily. 
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 “Fine, I take it back,” I say in a pathetic portrayal of my convictions.  I hate fighting with 

my mother.  It always makes me feel like a terrible daughter.  “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have said 

that.”  I could feel myself spiraling, going from cold-hearted admonishment to problematic, 

ungrateful daughter in a matter of seconds.  Shockingly, I even recognize this behavior in myself 

and continue to hit self-destruct regardless. 

 “Ok, you’re forgiven.  So listen, you need to come by the house and take what you want.  

Remodel means I’m cleaning it all out.  If you don’t take it, it’s going in the trash.” 

 I’ve received these threats before.  Fortunately, my mom is even worse than I am and 

refuses to throw anything away that reminds her of my blissful upbringing in Livingston. 

 “Sigh,” I say.  “I’ll see if I can swing by today.  Otherwise maybe this weekend.” 

 “Ok, I’ll take that for now.  I love you.” 

 “You too.” 

 I hang up and spring off my mattress, losing my flannels as I go.  I walk out and breathe 

the fresh air of my own place.  There’s no bloodied man on my couch.  No gangster I’m 

throwing my pants at.  No struggling foster kid looking to me for guidance.  Just my space. 

 I have a good breakfast of hard boiled eggs and quinoa and head out to barre class.   

 On my way, I call and make appointments for my nails and my hair.  I figure I can 

squeeze all that in in between the Livingston Public Library – where I help kids learn the 

intricacies of the five-paragraph essay – and my mom’s house.  I’m usually pissed off when 

Janice schedules me for two consecutive days off, but I’ve never been so grateful for an 

extended break than I am right now. 
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 “Tuck,” Tina, the overly-energetic instructor, yells at us, “tuck, tuck, tuck.”  All of the 

stay-at-home-moms around me eagerly comply.  “Ok, now up an inch, and down an inch… 

tighten your core, ladies!”  I feel bad for the guy in the back. 

 I can barely walk when the hour is up.  Everyone else, though, seems to have no 

problem walking up to Tina to thank her for this particularly exceptional class.  One woman 

exclaims, “Two more pounds and my baby weight is gone!”  “I’m so proud of you,” Tina 

dutifully replies.  “Don’t thank me, though, it was all you.”  She has about eight variations of the 

same comment to which none of the women are the wiser.  Tina is maybe twenty-two years 

old, possibly twenty-four.  I’ve never gotten her story, but I know she is solely responsible for 

the way my butt looks and I secretly love her, even if our relationship is one of gratitude-for-

torture. 

 I wonder if she is as stuck as I am.  I feel like the answer is no.  Not Tina.  Not barre-

method-instructor Tina.  Not perfectly spoken, everyone-loves-me, I-don’t-know-why-my-

teeth-are-so-white Tina.  And now I’m jealous of Tina. 

 Incidentally, my barre class is not in Livingston.  Livingston has not caught onto the 

boutique gym concept so I have to trek over to neighboring Sunnyside.  And yes, that really is 

the name of the city.  Sunnyside is a sister city to Livingston, both with old towns built around 

train stops of the old Southern Pacific Railroad.  It has been more accepting of the Bay Area 

cultural lurch, but has managed to maintain its pleasant demeanor and happy families.  Why 

Livingston can’t use it as model and realize that a barre method studio does not represent the 

end of the redneck dream is beyond me.  As it is, Sunnyside is fantastic. 
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 I think about this as I cross the border back into Livingston and am greeted by two auto 

repair shops and a closed down gas station. 

 I don’t bother changing out of my workout clothes when I arrive to the library where I’ll 

spend five to ten minutes with about a dozen ten-year-olds.  They’ve all been writing essays 

about California Missions and I help them with sentence structure and topic sentences.  They 

enroll in a year-long public-schooling program specifically designed for troubled youth, so even 

with summer coming, they still work on their papers.  Sancho had been in the program, which is 

where I learned about it, and then my mom told me about the tutoring opportunities at her 

library.  There’s not a ton to mention about the experience, which I do once a week, besides the 

fact it makes me feel like a decent human being.  There was one funny moment on this 

particular occasion when a little black kid named Jeeves inquired about the utility of “black folk 

learnin’ on dem Spanish folk set’lin’ in Cali,” and I had to fight the urge to tell him to go to the 

computer and Ask Jeeves.  Ultimately, though, a rather uneventful experience. 

 I haven’t thought about Reev since I spoke with my mom and fight the urge to do so 

while Angela fixes my layers.  It’s nearly impossible, though, when I’m sitting there staring in 

the mirror and seven-thousand dollars starts coursing through my mind.  Can I be held 

responsible for Reev’s debts?  I feel myself starting to spiral.  I don’t even know where Reev is.  

He left shortly after we got back from the club and never returned.  Hell, I don’t even know how 

to get ahold of him.  Is it possible he did exactly what he told me he would do and cut out of 

town?  It wouldn’t surprise me.  It’d be par for the course.  Reev literally and metaphorically 

fucking me and then hightailing it out of town. 
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 I manage to pull myself out of my spiral to darkness, though, when I see how good my 

hair looks.  The split-ends are gone.  The layers have returned.  I probably could have afforded 

to have my roots re-dyed, but I feel like I’m pulling off the whole blonde hair on black roots 

thing.   

I pay Angela the eighty-dollar tab in ones and fives – kind of a side effect of the job – 

and quickly let the Asian ladies take care of my nails.  All-in-all, I worked out, did a good deed, 

and beautified before noon.  And now I head to my mother’s. 

My mom lives in south Livingston among the vineyards.  The houses are larger than 

where I live near downtown and feel more like family homes.  My parents’ place is an old 

ranch-style home that backs up to a large park and is a short walk to a larger nature preserve.  

It is one of the only single-story homes in the area, a point of constant tension between them 

before my dad passed away a few years back.  I always thought it was perfect.  I loved the brick 

façade, the asphalt roof that contorted into steep drops around the edges, and the wrap-

around front porch.  My dad and I used to sit on the roof under the shade of the oak trees and 

watch the baseball or soccer games at the park on Saturdays.  Occasionally rattle snakes would 

slither in from the nature preserve and sun themselves on our driveway or back deck.  I 

remember thinking how normal that was until I brought six or seven of my sorority sisters home 

for a barbecue and a five-footer emerged from the lawn to check out the commotion.  

Watching my dad cut its head off with a dirty shovel before casually returning to the grill to flip 

his burgers seemed to leave a lasting impression on them.  Only then did I learn that 

performing a snake check before playing in the yard wasn’t a standard upbringing. 
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As I sit in the driveway, my legs beginning to tighten from my workout and threatening 

to rebel further, I think about how easy it would be to go inside and retreat entirely.  Just forget 

about everything.  Forget about Reev, and the money, and my apparent drinking problem 

(although I still think I was drugged). 

My mom emerges in the front door and waves.  She has on old jeans and a tank top and 

a bandana over her hair.  Her outfit suggests she’s working around the house. 

“Hiiiii,” she calls out. 

“Hi,” I say back from inside the car. 

She smiles proudly and then heads back in the house leaving the door open.  I open the 

car door and, after checking for snakes, head in after her. 

For everything I liked about the house’s exterior, there was no arguing with her that the 

interior needed some serious remodeling.  The flowery wallpaper.  Linoleum floors and dirty 

carpet.  Random walls that divided rooms for no apparent reason.  Kitchen appliances that 

couldn’t possibly be up to code. 

“Come on,” my mom yells at me as she heads to my bedroom.  “You need to look 

through all this stuff.” 

“What stuff?” I ask, not yet grasping the extent of my mom’s ideas.  I enter my bedroom 

– the room I had been raised in – and find it gutted.  Everything taken down and placed in 

boxes.  All my furniture gone.  “Jesus, mom!” I exclaim.  “My stuff!  My room!” 

“I told you, everything goes.  We’re gutting this place.” 

I fix on her choice of words.  “We,” she said.   

“What about all of dad’s stuff?” I ask solemnly. 



 66 

She smiles sympathetically and approaches me.  She places a hand on my cheek. 

“Emma-girl, it’s been nearly five years.  He had just as much crap as you do.  Look at this 

stuff.” 

I look at the boxes as she turns like a game show host revealing the hidden prize. 

“Where’s my bed?” is all I can think to ask. 

“That dumpy thing?” she asks, genuinely amused.  “Bleh.  I had it hauled off to the 

junkyard.” 

So there it was.  My mom just declared an end to my childhood.  My bed escaped before 

I could. 

“So where am I going to sleep when I come home?” 

“Emma-girl, we’re going to make this into a guest suite.  It’ll be great.” 

“When do you begin?” 

“Monday, so take what you want.  Everything else is getting hauled off.”  She looks at it 

all like it’s junk before saying, “And, sweetie, just take what you really want.  I know some of it 

is sentimental, but, yeah.  No need to horde this stuff.” 

I’m annoyed by the connotation, but as she turns to leave, she stops and looks at my 

hair.  “I like your hair cut,” she says. 

“Thanks,” I say, smiling that she noticed. 

“Angela?” 

 “Yep!” 

“I love Angela.” 

“Me too!” 
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And then she leaves. 

I begin sifting and after a few minutes realize that once again, she was right.  It’s all junk.  

A magic eight ball, swimming trophies, old hair brushes.  I ultimately leave it all except for a box 

of framed pictures and diplomas. 

I carry the box to the kitchen where my mom is making lunch.  She sees the one box and 

asks, “That’s it?” 

“Yeah, you were right,” I say, shocked at my lack of nostalgia or desires to hang onto 

childhood memories.  Perhaps it was a cleansing feeling, a load removed from a cluttered life.  

Or, I realize as I flick through the pictures, maybe the only thing from my past worth 

remembering just rudely re-entered my life and I have no interest in seeing the kinds of 

consequences the magic eight ball can bring with it.  “Haul it off.” 

Her smile is one of maternal doubt, but she plops a mayonnaise-less tuna sandwich in 

front of me and nods. 

“Oh, here,” she says as she picks up a large envelope off the counter and hands it to me.  

“These are all the bonds your grandma used to give you for your birthday.  Figure you’re 

responsible enough to handle them at this point.” 

I have absolutely zero recollection of my grandma’s bonds.  I accept it dubiously and 

kind of roll my eyes. 

“What, are they like five-dollar bonds?” I ask. 

My mom raises an eyebrow and says, “Uh, not quite.” 

I open it up and begin flipping through the individual certificates.  Once again, my mom 

was right.  There were thousands – tens of thousands – of dollars in bonds. 
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“Holy shit,” I say in slight shock.  “What is this?” 

“I told you.” 

“How did I not know about this?” 

“Oh you were young.  I had forgotten about them myself until I cleaned out the office.  

There’s an address on the back that you can send them to if you want to cash out.  There’s a lot 

you can do with that money.” 

Did my mom just save me?  Did I just suddenly have an answer to paying off the seven 

grand without clearing out my savings?  I look at her and smile to avoid getting teary eyed.  I 

gleefully take a bite of my sandwich. 

“Pretty crazy about the fire, huh?” she asks me as I’m still registering what had just 

happened. 

“What fire?” I ask through a mouthful of tuna. 

“What fire?  It’s been all over the news.”  She reaches for the San Francisco Chronicle 

and tosses it in front of me. 

There on the front page is a headline that reads: Livingston Blaze at Underground Club 

Gravitas Claims 14 Lives. 

I spit the tuna all over the table and come close to passing out. 

I read it again. 

Fuck me. 
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Chapter 7 

 

I don’t even bother explaining to my mother why I leave in such a hurry.  I take the paper and 

my tuna and my envelope of bonds and run out to Stuart, my Subaru.  I’ll get the box of pictures 

later. 

 The drive back to my house is essentially a blur as I simultaneously try to avoid getting in 

a car accident while trying to make sense of this new development.  Fourteen people dead in an 

illicit Livingston club in an old warehouse using the code name Gravitas.  I couldn’t possibly be 

involved, could I?  There must be more than one illegal club in Livingston named Gravitas. 

 I read the story at stop lights.  The club, which doubled as an underground casino, was 

one of several popping up around the area as organized crime took advantage of the young-

adult exodus out of San Francisco in search of affordable housing.  Apparently you can take the 

hipster out of the city, but you can’t take the city out of a hipster and the hipsters want their 

clubs.  Throw in the challenging Bay Area regulations and it’s an easy formula to calculate.  

Where there is a demand, there will be a supply. 

 I don’t know why Benson thought Reev and I fit the mold of their clientele.  Maybe it 

was a concerted effort to bring in more locals to begin the process towards legitimacy.  Or 

maybe he heard that Reev is a veteran and thought he could take advantage of a vulnerable 

situation.  Regardless, it’s not like Benson homed in on Jarrod.  It was Reev specifically.  It was 

me specifically.  He drew us in.  He drugged us.  He tied us up in his web.  And then… 

 I feel myself getting sick. 
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 As I run through the scenarios in my head, it simply doesn’t add up.  I try to approach it 

like I would when breaking down a novel.  Find the main characters.  Find the motivations.  Find 

the story arc.  Find the conflict. 

 What do we know?  We know there is a mysterious man named Benson.  He puts on a 

façade in public and runs an illegal club on the outskirts of town.  Apparently he – or an as yet 

unrevealed character – owns several clubs throughout the Bay Area.  Motivation?  Money. 

 We have Reev and me.  A couple of suckers that were lured into a club and are now 

indebted to Benson.  Motivation?  Escape. 

 Now we have a burned down club and pile of bodies.  It can’t be a coincidence.  Was it 

me?  Did I somehow kill those people?  Or am I clear of this mess once and for all?  Free to go 

back to my mundane life as a bartender, being a big sister to Sancho, tutoring students, visiting 

my mother, an envelope of thousands of dollars in bonds at my disposal.  I’ve never been so 

excited at the prospect.  Hell, I even think about giving Betty a call.  Why not try and reconnect 

with my old friends?  Am I a bad friend?  Why have I waited until I was in a gambling and – 

Jesus Christ – mass homicide mess before considering reconnecting with my best friends from 

college? 

 I try to focus.  There’ll be others times to concern myself with maintaining friendships. 

 I hold the paper in front of me again and read the headline while Stuart swerves back 

and forth between the lane line.  There is simply no way this isn’t the same club we had been in 

the very same day as the fire.  And we were smoking.  I think back to the cigarette.  What did 

we do with it? 
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 A vivid image of Reev flicking it across the room flashes in my head.  I can see it landing 

just underneath the highly flammable curtains that decorated the walls.  Oh my God.  It was us.  

What was I thinking?  I can’t believe I took a drag of a cigarette.  All I had to do was accept it 

back from Reev.  I refused and he flicked it.  That had to be what happened. 

 I’m focused on the paper and thinking through the scenario when I pull Stuart into my 

driveway and open the garage.  I half-expect to find Reev inside.  Sitting in a garage watching TV 

and having a beer is not unusual in Livingston.  In fact, it’s normal and I think it annoys my 

neighbors that I don’t partake in this age-old tradition.  On warm summer nights, move the car 

out and voila, you got yourself another room.  It’s the Livingston version of the man-cave.  To 

be honest, I did partake awhile back, with, well, Reev.  My mom wouldn’t allow us in my room 

without the door open, so we would escape into the garage and watch television late into the 

night.  Now it seems so redneck.  Back then it was just normal.  We also couldn’t go to his house 

because he said it was north of the freeway and it was just him and his deadbeat parents and 

he apparently didn’t like to be around his dad all that much.  

 When the garage door opens all the way, I pull Stuart in and place it in park and turn it 

off.  The engine groans as it decompresses.  Stuart is too old to be careening around town while 

I rush to get home.  I feel bad for it.  It’s such a good car.  I should take better care of it. 

 Even though I’m fully inside the garage, I still look around hoping to see Reev sitting in 

an old lawn chair, beer in his hand, staring at the television.  Of course, I don’t have a television 

in the garage because I go to great lengths to avoid getting comfortable with Livingston’s 

ridiculous traditions.  Alas, Reev is not in the garage.  Reev is nowhere.  Reev, I have to assume, 

is gone.  It’s what I would do. 
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 As I think about Reev leaving me alone for a second time, this time in the middle of 

perhaps the greatest crisis of either of our lives, I simply can’t handle it and I breakdown.  Tears 

flow and I sob.  It’s the kind of sobbing where I’m actually making noises.  Wailing is perhaps 

the best description.  I wail, and I wail, and I wail.  Tears and snot and spit flow uncontrollably.   

 I’m a good girl. 

 I’m a good girl. 

 I’m a good girl. 

 Then why was this happening to me?  Just a couple days ago I had normal life.  I was 

miserable, but I was normal.  I had a job and a mother and a home.  Now who am I?  I fall back 

into the arms of my high school lover and I set along the path of destruction.  Death, and 

destruction. 

 There’s no way I did it. 

 I tell that to myself for at least five minutes.  But I think I did do it.  Two days ago, loser 

bartender with an embarrassing Tinder profile.  Today, murderer of fourteen human beings.  I 

continue to sob and think of any possibility to fix it or rewind it or erase it.  Or erase myself.  I 

consider turning the car back on letting the fumes slowly put me out of my misery.  I guess I’m 

not really suicidal.  But then again, yesterday I wasn’t really a murderer. 

 I continue to wail. 

 To punish myself, I hold the newspaper up again and read the headline.  I scour the 

entire story for any sort of clue that it was a different club and these were different people.  But 

there was no possible way.  That would be too coincidental. 
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 I sit there for another half an hour and think about driving back to my mother’s.  I don’t 

even know why I left in such a huff.  What was I expecting to find at my house?  Well, Reev, 

obviously.  But he’s not here.  And now all I want is the comfort of my mother.  Because that’s 

what a winner would do, drag their mother into this fucked up situation. 

 The wailing subsides, likely because my tear ducts have dried up.  What do I do now?  

Where do I go from here?  I guess I’m off the hook for the money. 

 That thought brings me a bit of happiness.  Am I off the hook for the money?  The club is 

gone, the people I owed money to are gone, then shouldn’t debts be gone?  Which leaves me 

with an envelope of thousands of dollars.  That’s quite a swing in my advantage. 

 Assuming I can live with the fact I’m a killer, then I really came out on top here.  What 

the hell was I crying about? 

 The fact I’m a killer.  A good person would go to the police.  A moral woman would turn 

herself into the authorities.  I begin to lean that direction before I remember what kind of 

trouble I got into when I acted rashly and returned to the club.  If I hadn’t have done that, I 

would just be on the hook for the money and be down a pair of pants.   

 I twiddle my fingers on the steering wheel trying to justify and rationalize what 

circumstance is preferable.  Is there any way I can get caught here?  Everyone’s dead.  It’s not 

like the cops are going to heavily investigate a burned down illegal club.  So it’s just my 

conscience I must contend with. 

 It’s all too much for me to wrap my head around.  It’s reasonable to assume that I’m in 

shock. 
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 After an hour I open my car door and get out.  My legs are wobbly, both from my 

workout and my body rejecting its responsibilities.  I take the paper and the envelope and head 

inside.  I’m praying that Reev might be inside, but the house is empty.  Where is Reev? 

 It’s about two in the afternoon and I am lost.  I don’t know what to do or where to go.  I 

murdered fourteen individuals.  Hard as I try, I keep coming back to that.  It doesn’t strike me as 

something that will get easier with time. 

 I drop the paper and the envelope to the floor and stagger to my bedroom.  I crawl 

under the covers of my bed and pull them up to my chin.  I begin to shake.  I can’t move other 

than to pull the covers tighter.  The covers have always protected me from the monsters and 

this is no different.  I know when I get out of bed, just like growing up, everything will be fine.  

There won’t be any monsters.  It’ll just be life as normal. 

 I continue to shake. 

 And then my phone rings.  It violently jolts me as though I felt like I had been shot.  I 

swallow.  Who could possibly be calling me right now?  Reev, checking in?  My mother, 

wondering why I had run off?  The police, asking me why I thought it was wise to completely 

wipe out an organized crime syndicate? 

 I reach in my pocket and see Sancho’s face looking at me.  I immediately start to cry 

again, but as the phone continues to ring, I shake my head, suck a bunch of air through my 

nose, and answer. 

 “Hiya, Sancho,” I say in as convincingly happy a voice as I can muster. 
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 “Hey, Emma!” 

 “What’s going on, buddy?  Everything ok?” 

 “Great!  I just wanted to tell you I aced my English final!” 

 “What!” I exclaim sitting up.  “That’s fantastic!  Congratulations!” 

 “I know!  Thanks!” 

 “See, what’d I tell you?  If you work hard, you can do it.  You’re so smart.  Sometimes I 

think too smart for your own good.” 

 He’s silent.  It took me a while to understand that when having conversations with a kid, 

you sometimes have to be proactive. 

 “Ok,” I say, “well that’s really great.  So I’ll plan to see you at your game on Saturday?” 

 “Yep!”  

 “Ok, well go celebrate.” 

 “Bye!” 

 He hangs up.  Sancho, if only for a few moments, had made me completely forget about 

everything that had happened.  He aced his English final.  At least I can do something right. 
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Chapter 8 

 

I don’t get out of bed until late the next morning, and only because I have to get to work.  My 

new haircut, my pretty nails, my toned body, all for naught as I wasted away in the darkness of 

my bedroom.  The shock, I think, has dissipated.  I accept what has happened.  I just remain 

torn on what to do next.  I decide – or maybe just fall into the robotic compliance of the day-to-

day activities for lack of ulterior options – to go to work. 

 I shower.  I dress.  I eat a yogurt with honey.  I take my vitamins and my dandelion root 

and ginseng and fish oil.  I drive to work and park in my regular spot in the large parking lot out 

the backdoor of the bar.  It is as though nothing at all had happened.   

Fortunately, I love opening.  You walk in and the whole place is clean.  There’s no beer 

on the bar.  There’s no food hidden behind a table in the corner.  The bathrooms are scrubbed 

and stocked.  The bottles are full.  There’s no endless chatter and Janice has yet to put on Hits 

One radio.  It’s like a sanctuary of peacefulness, if only for the briefest of moments.  This is 

assuming I’m not too numb or robotically compliant to appreciate all those special nuances of 

opening.  But I think a nice quiet environment is a good step to getting back into the swing of 

things. 

 I typically arrive a few minutes earlier than the others and unlock the door myself, but 

when I reach to open the door, I realize I had forgotten to take my key a few nights earlier 

when I excitedly exited to my waiting knight and idling Uber. 

 Fuck.  What is wrong with me?  Do I have early onset dementia?  Is this normal for 

someone my age?  Is Janice going to fire me? 
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 I have my hand on the door, willing it to open, just sort of rocking to and fro in the wind, 

when someone approaches behind me.  I tense.  It has never occurred to me to exude a healthy 

dose of caution when someone approaches me from behind.  I mean, nothing’s going to 

happen in this town.  Obviously, times have changed.  Whoever walked out of the bar three 

days ago is clearly not the same girl who now stands pitifully trying to walk back in.  When I 

hear the voice, though, I relax and am left wondering if this level of skepticism and hyper-

awareness is my new normal. 

 “Either you forgot your key, or this is the saddest walk of shame I have ever witnessed,” 

the high-pitched voice says. 

 I smile and fight off tears.  It feels like home when I hear Jarrod’s ridiculously, 

purposefully, outrageously, stick-it-to-Livingston gay voice.  I turn my head, but leave my hand 

on the door.  My face must be weepy because when he sees me his smile turns to concern. 

 “Oh no!  Honey, what’s wrong?”  He walks up to me and puts his chubby arms around 

my head, burying my face into his shoulder. 

 “Can it maybe be both?” I ask to his amusement. 

 “Of course it can.  Now what happened?” 

 I pull my head out of his armpit and look up at him.  “I’ve had a long couple days.” 

 “Uh oh, tell me everything.” 

 He lets go of me and reaches down to unlock the door.  I make a point to open it myself 

– see life, you can’t keep me down – and we both enter. 

 “Nothing happened, per say,” I lie. 
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 Jarrod throws his keys and his purse onto the bar and turns to me.  He approaches me 

again, but hesitates. 

 “Oh my God,” he says. 

 “What?!” I ask in horror, feeling my face and checking to see if a boob fell out. 

 “Your hair!” he exclaims.  “I love it?” 

 My face and mood and general aura brighten immediately. 

 “Thanks!” 

 “Angela?” 

 “Yep!” 

 “Mmm, I love Angela.  She’s like an angel.” 

 Jarrod can really have that effect on me.  If only he were a girl, we could actually be 

close friends.  Or if only he were not a girl, and had a better body, and wasn’t gay, he’d be my 

perfect guy.  As it is, he’s just Jarrod.  A friend at work.  I’ve never really bought into the 

concept of being perfectly comfortable around a man just because he’s gay.  Although it’s not 

like we really hang out outside of work.  So maybe it’s me.  Oh my God, is it me?  Am I a bad 

person? 

 “Anyways, nothing happened.” 

 “Well wait, what happened with mystery man?  I can’t believe you didn’t come in and 

tell us.  We’ve all been betting on if you boned him.” 

 “Jarrod!  Wait, what?  Who’s been betting?” 

 Jarrod laughs.  “Honey, everyone.” 

 I frown as he circles around the bar and begins opening the registers. 
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 “Well, what’d you bet?” 

 He looks at me from the corner of his eyes while he counts the cash. 

 “I know you’re a good girl.  I know you wouldn’t give it up so quick, even if he is an 

immaculate specimen of male testosterone and sexuality.” 

 “Ew.” 

 I begin pulling the chairs off of the tables and look at the walls full of pictures of local 

Little League teams and professional sports paraphernalia and beer signs and Polaroids of 

celebrities that have frequented the establishment.  It all brings the place a lot of local 

character and flare, a far cry from the maroon curtains at Gravitas.   

 The curtains.  Ugh.  Who would put those ugly curtains up in a club anyway?  I find 

myself staring at a picture of a Tom Hanks with his arm around Janice.  There aren’t many 

celebrity sightings in Livingston, but when there are, it’s not uncommon for them to come to 

the First Street Bar and Grill.  There’s a couple of beer and wine spots about a block away, and 

some good Thai and Indian and Sushi spots the other direction, but we’re pretty much the main 

sports bar right in the center of town.  It is strange.  First Street could take off if the town 

leaders would allow it.  But City Council and business leaders insist that the local arts and crafts 

stores and Western Cowboy clothing stores bring the city its unique character.  It’s really no 

wonder something like Gravitas would open up. 

 It’s also safe to assume that these walls aren’t quite as flammable as the Gravitas tinder 

box.  I guess regulations and fire codes exist for a reason.  Everyone knows those curtains are 

flammable.  I knew those curtains were flammable.  And yet I did nothing.  I catch myself 

thinking about that fact while I stare at Mr. Hanks. 



 80 

 “What on earth happened to you?” I hear Jarrod ask across the bar.  “Look at you, all 

lost in thought.” 

 I turn quickly and shake it off, smiling while I pull myself out of my head.  I sigh.  

“Nothing.  I’m just tired.” 

 “Oh, did you hear about that fire?” he asks me.  “So crazy.  So horrible.  Those poor 

people.  Burning to death is like, just awful.  So scary.” 

 Thank you, Jarrod, for summing the horror up so well. 

 “Yeah, pretty crazy.” 

 I pray that he doesn’t piece together that it’s the same club the mystery-man-now-

known-as Benson asked us to patronize.  I don’t even want to give him the opening to make the 

connection, so I casually move on by oddly asking, “So how’s your love life these days?”  I had 

never asked him such inquisitive questions, I realize.  Usually he’s the one delving into my 

personal affairs. 

“Oh look at you with a sense of humor,” he says. 

 As I make my way back to the bar to check on stocks and supplies – which should be full, 

assuming Julie and Anya did their jobs last night – I’m struck by how small the bar is.  There’s a 

nice L-shape bar with twenty or so stools.  Some high tops and about a dozen family-sized 

tables.  A nice patio with shared long tables.  We can fit about a hundred people, but it feels 

even smaller.  Something tells me it’s my latest foray into a very new world that my pretty little 

life had sat on top of.  If that doesn’t make the world feel small, I don’t know what will. 
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 A few of the waitresses come straggling in.  Waitresses and waiters tend to come and 

go, whereas bartenders stick around for a while.  I rarely get to know them, unless they stick 

around long enough to become bartenders. 

 “Hey, how about a little self-confidence?  You’re a good looking, employed, proud gay 

man.  Why don’t you find yourself a nice man?” 

 He giggles.  “You’re such a sweetheart.  Like I tell my mom, I find a nice man every 

weekend and some weeknights.  They’re not exactly keepers.”  I laugh.  I have nothing quippy 

to add. 

 “So what do you do outside of work?” I ask, continuing my assault on the status quo of 

our relationship.  “I mean, other than taking home nice men every weekend or getting 

beautified by Angela?” 

 Jarrod walks to me with authority and stops a few feet away.  He places a hand on the 

bar and cocks his head.  I see he’s suspicious, but I try to pretend I don’t notice. 

 “What’s with the sudden interrogation?” 

 “Interrogation?  I just realize I don’t know much about you.  What do you do on your 

days off?”  I say all of this with extreme sincerity.  Maybe for the same reason the bar suddenly 

feels small.  There’s a whole wide world out there and I don’t know much about it. 

 “Really?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “What happened these past couple days?” 

 “Reev just… stirred up past memories, that’s all.” 
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 “Reev.  Mmm.  Even his name is sexy.”  I roll my eyes.  “Well, if you must know, I’ve 

been volunteering at the local Boys and Girls Club.” 

 I snap my head to attention, partly because I’m so pleasantly surprised and partly 

because it leads to more questions. 

 “No way.” 

 “Hey, judge much?” 

 “No, it’s not that!  It’s, it’s great.  That is so fantastic.  I had no idea.”  I pause.  “How are 

you, you know, received, over there?” 

 He drops a shoulder and raises an eye brow. 

 “It just so happens there are a lot of little boys out there who are very confused and can 

use a mentor of varying experiences.” 

 I nod.  “A fair explanation.” 

 “Is the interrogation over?” 

 “For now.” 

 He nods and pats me on the butt.  “I specifically teach them against sexual harassment.” 

 I’m laughing when one of the new waitresses approaches.  She’s still in college.  This is 

her summer job and I’m relatively certain she’ll be gone by September.  Plus, she’s prettier than 

me, and her body is thinner than mine, and her smile is more perfect than mine, and she’s all 

bubbly, and even Jarrod seems to stare at her, so I naturally hate her.  Not that I’m going to 

hurt her.  I don’t think. 

 “Hey, Em, Emma,” she says.  At least I make her nervous. 

 “Yeah?” I say with as much enthusiasm as a dead person. 
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 “People are starting to line up at the door.  We still have a couple minutes, but can we 

just let them in?” 

 I look towards the door and see five or six people.  Tommy Boy is there as well as Bobby.  

I don’t see Jack yet.  I roll my eyes and nod. 

 “Because eleven isn’t early enough to start drinking.  Let’s give ‘em a few more 

minutes.” 

 The waitress – Eleanor? – smiles and heads over to the door to be the savior for the 

drinkers. 

 They silently stream in, all taking their positions at the bar.  There’s a couple of younger 

men I don’t know who sit on the far end, but I know Jarrod will take care of them.  There’s also 

a woman who hasn’t been in before.  It’s a woman I know.  It’s Sancho’s current foster mother. 

 Lorraine is a younger foster mother, nothing that I’d expect from the stereotypical 

foster parents on TV.  She strikes me as a woman who missed her window to have children and 

now takes in the strays to give them a better life.  Sancho is her only child at the moment, but 

she has told me that she’s had as many as four at one time.  Sancho has nothing but kind things 

to say about her, particularly after his last experience with a woman who – in this case, very 

stereotypically – fostered for the extra income. 

 I haven’t asked this, but I get the impression she is a transplant herself.  She doesn’t give 

off the Livingston vibe, which I mean in a very complimentary way. 

 Oh God, do I give off the Livingston vibe? 

 I shake off the thought.  I’ve got to get out of my head.  Should I see a therapist?  I shake 

that thought off as well.  What is wrong with me? 
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 “Hiya, Lorraine,” I chirp in as friendly a manner as possible when she approaches.  I 

meet her at the side of the bar and see her place both hands on the surface and lean forward.  

She takes a deep breath and smiles as she lets it out.  It all reminds me of “How to Attend a 

Meeting like a Professional” seminar I took at Berkeley.  Hands flat and on the surface, lean in, 

eye contact, and … wait for it … CONFIDENCE!!!  It clearly got me far. 

 “Hi…” she swallows, “Emma.”  She’s clearly nervous, although I’ve never really noticed 

her demeanor before.  Possibly because I’ve only been around her in the presence of Sancho.  

She seems frail, jittery even.  Her voice is soft.  Not much louder than a whisper.  I even find 

myself turning my head to make sure I pick up her words. 

 “What’s wrong?” I immediately ask alarmed.  “Is Sancho ok?”  I imagine the worst. 

 “Oh, yes, yeah, of course,” she says.  “Sancho’s great.” 

 “Oh, ok.  Well what brings you in?  Can I get you a…” What does she look like?  

“…lemonade?” 

 “Oh, oh noooo,” she says, like she’s surprised the bartender offered her a beverage.  

“Actually, I’m here because Sancho is great.” 

 “Oh,” I say as I look around, wondering if this conversation has dragged onto the point 

I’m neglecting my duties.  “Ok.” 

 “Well, it’s just, I know how important you are to Sancho, and since it’s the summer, I 

just wanted to come and personally ask you if you’d be willing to continue to spend time with 

him.”  I cock my head and stare at her while I let the words sink in.  I’m not sure if I’m flattered 

or offended.  Did she think I would just abandon him?  She picks up on my hesitation.  “Oh, and 

I’d be more than willing to pay, no problem at all.” 
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 “What?  Oh, no, no I don’t see Sancho for money.” 

 “Oh, that’s good.  Well, you’re just such a positive influence on him.  I can see that very 

clearly.  You’re an excellent role model and he looks up to you so much.” 

 I have to clench my jaw to avoid coughing and spitting my hypocrisy all over her face.  A 

good influence?  A role model?  I wonder what she’d think if she knew about my extracurricular 

activities.  Now that I’ve taught him to write proper English, I can teach him how to burn down 

clubs and all of the organized crime members inside.  Jesus. 

 “Lorraine, you know, I’ve been with him for over two years now.  I’m not going 

anywhere.”  Although running has a particularly sweet sound to it under the circumstances. 

 “Oh, that’s good.  I was just under the impression it was a school program, you know?  

And now that the year is over…” 

 “Nope, it’s year-round.  And it’s my pleasure.  I’m actually going to his soccer game on 

Saturday.  Are you going?” 

 “Oh, oh no.  Those games are so violent.  No, I think Steve will attend the match.” 

 I smile and nod.  I’ve finally met a bigger dork than myself. 

 “Ok, great!  Well I’ll plan to see him there.” 

 She smiles and nods.  When she doesn’t speak, and more importantly, doesn’t leave, I 

continue. 

 “So is that it, or can I interest you in an early lunch?” 

 “Oh, oh no, that’ll be all.  Thank you, dear.”  She nods and kind of curtsies and then 

leaves. 

 Jarrod immediately stands behind me. 
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 “Honey, why are white straight women so awkward?” 

 “I have no idea.” 

 “She was hot!” Tommy Boy shouts.  “Who was she?” 

 “No one,” I say, turning to him and Bobby.  “Just someone who’s doing some good in 

the world.  You guys want a Coors?” 

 I’m met with head nods.  Head nods, spilled beer, and cheap food.  It is undeniably 

refreshing to have a normal day at work.  It cleanses me.  It makes me forget.  It makes me 

appreciate the amazingly simple life I have created in Livingston.  A simple life where I am a role 

model to the youthful leaders of tomorrow. 

 It really speaks to me that Lorraine has come on Sancho’s behalf.  Maybe she really does 

care for his wellbeing.  It just encourages me to see that there are good people in the world.  

Lorraine is spending her morning seeking the betterment of her foster son.  I spent my morning 

serving beer and wondering if I am going to be arrested for manslaughter. 

 I’m thankful the day seems to move fast.  I know I have to call my mom, who 

surprisingly did not call me this morning.  I hadn’t eaten a thing since my yogurt.  I feel 

unusually oily and could use another shower.  After a long boring day I was looking forward to a 

long boring night.  Despite the occasional flinches when fire and police officers – and dead 

bodies – popped in my head, I haven’t thought much about the new secrets in my life.  I also 

haven’t thought much about Reev. 

 After counting my tips and closing out the register and replenishing supplies, I head out 

to my car.  The local lunch crowd had long since departed and will probably be coming back in 

for dinner, and Jarrod had already made his way to the next part of his day.  Now I move quietly 
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out the back to the parking lot.  I’m pale, I can tell, and it’s possible I’ve been in a state of shock 

for the past twenty-four hours.  My body moves, though, as it knows how to all on its own.  My 

feet know where my car is.  My hands know where my keys are.  But I still notice it’s an 

unusually dark afternoon with clouds overhead.  The crowds are quiet.  The breeze on my 

cheeks feels refreshing.  I think once more about getting in my car and driving off into the 

sunset. 

 Those thoughts disappear when I arrive to my car.  My world goes dark when a black 

cloth is thrust over my head.  I don’t have time to react or scream when a seemingly massive 

arm slings around my throat and up into my chin.  I struggle briefly, but my darkened world 

fades further into nothing as my eyelids go limp and my head slouches.  All I remember is the 

screeching of tires before I pass out, hoping I didn’t just die. 
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Chapter 9 

 

When I come to, my head is bouncing back and forth from the movement of a car.  My 

vision is blurry and my neck feels like it was not designed to hold my head in place.  I feel two 

shoulders pressed up against my own, locking me into the seat.  The seats, I can tell instantly, 

are rather comfortable.  Some sort of plush leather.  I don’t know why I’m thinking about the 

seat’s material, but they are in fact comfortable. 

“Boss,” I hear the man to my left say in a disturbingly deep voice.  I used to have a friend 

with a voice that deep and it was because he had an abnormally large Adam’s apple.  I wonder 

if this man also has an abnormally large Adam’s apple.  I feel bad for people like that.  Their 

lives must be difficult from the outset.  “I think she waked.”  Waked?  Waked?  Ugh.  What has 

happened to the English language? 

The man in the passenger’s seat turns around.  His forehead and his cheek are bandaged 

in white gauze, but it’s indisputably Benson.  So he lived. 

“Hiya, Emma,” he says with his enormously beaming smile.  “Isn’t that what you like to 

say?  Hiya?” 

I give him a look of disgust.  “Um, no.”  But as I think about it, I think I do. 

“Emma Dillinger, my bartender, the bain of my existence.  It’s so nice to see you again 

face to face.  At one point, I thought I wouldn’t have the opportunity.” 

“What is this?” I ask, feeling groggy. 

“This?  Well, this is officially termed a kidnapping.  We kidnapped you.”  He says it with a 

completely stolid face for effect, and then he curls his lips into a Grinch-like sneer. 
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It’s too complicated of a concept for me to comprehend, so I simply ask, “Why did you 

kidnap me?” 

“Well, there are so many reasons, where do I start?”  As he’s talking, I look out the front 

window.  It looks like we’re on the highway between Livingston and Sunnyside.  I shake my 

head, refusing to answer his rhetorical question.  “Oh come on.  You can guess.  Which aspect 

of my life that you royally fucked up should I begin with?  Emma?  Ok, Emma, I’m sorry that we 

had to rough you up a little bit and kidnap you.  It wasn’t highly professional of me.  Are you 

doing alright?” 

“Am I… what?  I just, I want to go home.  Please.” 

“Yeah I can understand that.  Well, you want to know what I want?  I want the seven 

thousand you owe me.  I want my club back that you burned down.  I want my men back that 

you burned alive!” 

I shake my head in denial.  “I didn’t do that.  I swear.  This is all a mistake.” 

“You didn’t, ha, you didn’t do any of that?  Well, I beg to differ.” 

He turns back around to look straight ahead.  I really pissed him off.  The car continues 

ahead.  I don’t know where we’re going but the silence is killing me.  I feel helpless.  Trapped.  

I’m being held captive in a moving Suburban.  It almost reminds me how I felt when I would 

pack into a truck with my sorority.  I’m trapped and my personal space is nonexistent. 

“Why are you doing this?” I finally ask as my eyes tear up.  I feel my arms and my body 

begin to shake again, a new phenomenon in my body.  I figure I’ve just never had a real 

opportunity to react to total and complete terror before.  It never occurred to me that I’d be 

kidnapped at some point in my life, but might as well add it to the list of firsts for me. 
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 “Why is this happening?” Benson asks appalled as he flips around again in his seat.  

“Why is this… Oh my God, are you crying?” 

 I shake my head.  “I’m not crying.” 

 “Jesus Christ.  Big bad murderous bartender, reduced to tears.  Either you’re more of a 

joke than I thought or you’re quite the actress.  Don’t trust her, gents,” he says to the men 

guarding me.  “This vixen’s just waiting for us to let our guard down.” 

 “Huh?” I kind of blurt out as my disbelief overwhelms my fear.  My question is drowned 

out, though, by a deeper, more masculine voice from behind me.  It’s a voice I recognize. 

 “Just leave her alone,” I hear Reev say, which is promptly followed by a noise that 

sounds like an elbow connecting with ribs.  I gasp as I hear Reev cough and choke. 

 “Say another word, moron, I dare you,” I hear from behind me.  It’s a second voice I 

don’t recognize. 

 Reev continues to cough as I contort my body to look at who’s sitting behind me.  My 

guards have no qualms with me taking a peak.  As expected, I see Reev, bloodied once again 

and seeming to enjoy every minute of it.  We make eye contact and he winks.  My eyes well up 

again.  I don’t know why.  I don’t understand how seeing Reev, his arms tied behind his back 

and two guns pointed at his chest, could make me more scared, more upset.  I feel like now 

that he is home it is my responsibility to watch out for him and take care of him.   

 “They grabbed me about an hour before they came for you,” he said, obstinately 

ignoring the threat of the man with a gun to his chest. 

 “Where?” I ask, my lip quivering. 

 “Walking to your place with groceries.  I was going to make you dinner.” 
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 My heart melts.  We’re in some massive Suburban or something surrounded by six 

monsters and Reev makes me feel like a little girl getting asked to prom. 

 “You were going to make me dinner?” I say, completely smitten. 

 He smiles and nods.  “And I like your haircut.” 

 Would they be upset if I jumped over the seat into his arms? 

 “You did get your haircut, didn’t you?” Benson chimes in, interrupting our shared 

moment of love wrapped in a cocoon of a kidnapping.  I turn my eyes, but not my head.  I see 

him smiling gleefully. 

 “You look different yourself,” I say against my conscience’s better senses.  “It almost 

looks like you were in a fire.  I hope no one got hurt.” 

 Reev bursts out laughing.  “Holy shit,” he says, “that was good.”  He starts to speak a 

little louder for Benson’s benefit.  “It’s funny because you were in a fire and people did get 

hurt!” 

 Another solid crack to the ribs.  I’ve heard two, but I imagine there were many more. 

 “Laugh it up, tough guy.” 

 As I stare at Reev, the man to his left makes a show of sticking the gun against his 

temple.  Reev is forced to cock his head to the side while he grimaces.  I gasp but don’t say 

anything.  I quickly turn back around. 

 “So, I see that we all seem to have an understanding,” Benson says. 

 “Ok, you have us, now what?” I ask, digging deep for some confidence.  “You’re going to 

take us into the hills and make us dig our own graves.” 
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 Benson laughs.  “Emma D, you’ve been watching too many movies.  You’re a college girl, 

I’m sure you can calculate how inefficient and cost-ineffective that would be.” 

 “Which means what?”  I realize I’m being cavalier in my questioning, but they don’t 

seem to be treating me with the same hostility as Reev. 

 “It means you owe me.  It means on top of seven Gs, you owe me for the cost of a club.  

You owe me for the cost and replacement of fourteen trained soldiers.  You owe me for my 

time.  You owe me for my face.  So taking you out in the hills and killing you?  No.  No, now you 

work for me.” 

 I didn’t even question his logic because it kind of made sense.  Maybe I had even 

contemplated that that was where this would end up.  Was it so horrible?  It could probably get 

me out of Livingston at some point.  I shook that thought off and realized I needed to make a 

stand and object. 

 I sigh.  “Which means what?” 

 “I don’t how that’s confusing.  You work for me which means you do what I tell you to 

do.”  As he says it, the Suburban takes a turn to the left and then a quick turn to the right.  It 

inadvertently tosses Benson around.  “Jesus!” he yells at the driver.  “You have to warn me 

when you do that!  My God.”  He turns his attention back to me.  “See, I need good help.  And 

since you killed my good help and I have to rely on these douche bags, you’re going to become 

my new help.” 

 “I don’t think I’d be good help.  Look at me.” 

 He smiles and does as I ask.  He looks my body up and down which makes my skin crawl. 
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 “No, I agree.  Your boyfriend back there, he’d be good help.  But you, you killed fourteen 

men without thinking twice, without batting an eye.  You’re exactly the kind of help I need.” 

 I frown.  “Why do you keep saying I killed them?” 

 “Because you killed them.  Again, I have this stuff on tape.  Admittedly, I didn’t really 

believe it either at first.”   

He reaches in his pocket and pulls out his iPhone.  He hits play on a video.  Sure enough, 

there is Reev and I walking out of the club.  There’s the cigarette.  We both take a drag and 

then… No!  It does look like I tossed it.  From behind, it looks like Reev handed it to me and 

when I wave him off, it looks like I flicked the cigarette.  Did I toss the cigarette?  It is all 

becoming blurry to me.  I guess anything’s possible.  Benson pulls his phone back and stares at 

me, compelling me to accept that he’s in the right. 

“How’d you get out?” I hear myself asking. 

He raises his eyebrows.  He sees that I am accepting it and now want to know how he 

beat my scheme. 

“Fortunately, I smoke.  I was out back.” 

“Then why are you burned?” Reev shouts from the back.  I had almost forgotten he was 

behind me.  I quickly hear another elbow to the ribs.  Reev will be quiet for a minute or two. 

“Because I wanted to save,” he hesitates, “my club.” 

“Boss,” the driver says. 

Benson quickly turns and points to a parking spot.  We’re in downtown Sunnyside.  I 

look around for my bearings.  We’re outside the Sky Bar.  It’s a nice place.  Opened about a year 

ago.  It’s currently more crowded than I’ve ever seen it. 
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“So now what?” I ask.  “You’re going to buy me a drink like a perfect gentleman?” 

He turns like a demonic snake about to lunge at his pray. 

“Now you begin your long and arduous journey of payback.” 

 I feel like rolling my eyes.  I’m tired of the games.  I’m tired of being kidnapped.  I’m not 

even scared anymore.  I feel like they failed. 

“How?” 

He points to the Sky Bar.   

“See the crowd in there?  That’s a major Tri-Valley charity event.” 

“Event for what?” 

 “Who gives a shit?” he quickly replies.  “Now, one of the men in there who happens to 

be a rather large donor has to leave early.” 

 “How do you know that?” I ask, finding myself playing into his game. 

“Because we did our homework.”  He turns his head and looks at the parking lot across 

the street.  “See that Green Corvette over there?  That’s his car.” 

“What, do you want me to steal his car?” I ask incredulously.  “I don’t know how to 

hotwire vehicles.  Are you kidding me?” 

He again smiles like a snake, eerily hidden in part from his bandages. 

“Who said anything about stealing a car?”  He stares at me and waits while I silently try 

to work it out in my head.  He continues.  “No, I want you to take a knife, go hide in the bushes 

behind the car, and then when he gets to his door, stab him in the back.” 

I feel myself getting nauseated.  I gulp and I think I swallow down some vomit.  I can’t 

tell if he’s kidding or not. 
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“What?” I ask, for lack of anything more intelligent to say. 

“Did you not hear me or do you not understand?  We have a few minutes so take your 

time.” 

“You want me to stab him in the back?  Like, literally?” 

“Yes, like literally.” 

I swallow again and quickly turn to look at Reev for any kind of assistance.  The man 

continues to have a gun pressed against his temple.  I see Reev swallow the way I did.  I see him 

want to say something.  I see him contemplating fighting back.  He begins to breathe deeply.  I 

give him a slight shake of the head and turn back. 

“I’m not going to go kill someone,” I say.  “What are you even talking about?”  The 

whole thing is so inane to me it actually makes me roll my eyes. 

“Well, yes, you actually are.” 

“I don’t… I can’t… I don’t know who you think you’re dealing with.” 

He pauses momentarily and smiles.  I want to smack the smile off of his face. 

“I know exactly who I’m dealing with.  I’m dealing with a cold-blooded killer.  I’m dealing 

with someone who belongs to me and is going to begin repaying her debts by taking care of a 

problem of mine.” 

“What?  I mean, I’m not really a killer.  I don’t… It was an accident!”  I begin to 

hyperventilate. 

“Emma, settle down.  Emma, look at me.”  He says it calmly, almost soothingly.  I do as 

he commands and we stare at one another.  “Turn around and take a look at your boyfriend.” 
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Even though Reev isn’t my boyfriend, I understand he’s just saying it for effect.  I turn 

and once again look at Reev, bloodied and beautiful.  I see the gun against his head.  I silently 

scream and I hope he can see that I don’t know what to do.  I close my eyes and turn back 

around.  When I open them, Benson is holding a gigantic knife in front of me and a small two-

by-four inch photograph of a white man in khaki shorts and a Tommy Bahama shirt.  He 

reminds me a little bit of my father.  I quickly look away. 

“No,” I say without thinking. 

“Emma, someone is going to die tonight.  Either this man, or your boyfriend.  The 

decision is yours.  Now, take the knife and take the picture.”  He looks at the clock.  “He’s 

scheduled to leave in seven minutes.  We figured we’d cut it close so you didn’t have much time 

to think about it.” 

I’m helpless.  I have no option.  The man to my left reaches out and takes them and 

forces them into my hands.  What is happening?  This can’t be real, right?  I’m half-expecting 

my sorority sisters to open the doors and take a photo and say, “Gotcha!”  But they don’t. 

“This isn’t part of the deal!” Reev shouts.  “The deal is… the money!” 

I see Benson smile and then hear another crack as someone elbows Reev.  When I finally 

hold the knife with my own power, I’m struck by how heavy it is.  I’m trying to steady my 

breathing for fear of having a complete meltdown and panic attack.  I obviously can’t kill 

someone.  Especially this nice old man who reminds me of my father and is a major donor to a 

charity. 

“Emma.”  It’s Reev.  I turn and one of the guards grabs my hand with the knife in it.  My 

shaking is practically uncontrollable when I make eye contact with Reev. 
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“You don’t have to do it,” Reev says.  “This is my mess.  You don’t have to do this.” 

“He’s right,” Benson concurs from the front seat.  “You can choose not to.  Then we’ll 

drive out to the hills and I’ll make you dig a grave before I make you watch my soldiers here saw 

his head off with a machete.” 

I whimper.  It’s wildly pathetic, but what was I supposed to do?  What sound is 

appropriate for the moment?  I didn’t realize it was possible to be this scared.  I whimper again 

but then breathe in deeply through my nose and shake the nerves out. 

“Emma,” Reev says again.  “Turn the knife around so when you bring your hand up it’s 

faced out.  Use both hands to strike.  Wait until his back is to you to make your move.” 

I nod, not really comprehending what he’s saying to me. 

The man to my right opens the door and slides out.  I take a deep breath and begin 

following him out. 

“Emma,” Benson says, making me pause, “don’t forget, your boyfriend is watching.”  He 

smiles as I nod and slide out. 

My legs can barely support me.  I feel like I’m in a dream.  I hold the knife close to my 

chest because my arm is shaking so much I’m concerned I’m going to drop it.  The man, who is 

significantly larger than I realized now that I see him standing, chuckles and climbs back in the 

Suburban.  I watch him close the door and then I stare at Benson, who is now safely inside.  I 

look quickly toward the back, hoping I can see Reev through the tinted glass.  I know he’s 

looking back, but I know he’s helpless to assist.  This is on me.  His life is in my hands.   

And I had had such a nice, relaxing day. 

I turn and focus on my steps as I walk to the car. 
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What am I supposed to do now?  How do I do this?  Do I hide?  I obviously can’t kill a 

person.  It all seems like a weird joke to me.  This is an oddly surreal dream and I know I’m about 

to wake up.  The knife still feels heavy in my hand, but my nerves have calmed slightly.   

I walk past the Corvette and towards a tree near the door.  Maybe I can pretend to be 

drunk?  No, I should hide.  I could make a run for it.  I can pretend that Reev never came back 

into my life. 

Beside the tree are a couple of large shrubs.  I find myself kneeling in the darkness of the 

night to see what my vantage point is.  It’ll be lucky if he doesn’t see me, but hopefully his eyes 

won’t have adjusted from the lighted restaurant.  I should be able to have a good view of his 

approach.  Then when he turns to open the door, I can spring from the bushes, push off the 

tree and drive the knife into the back. 

What the fuck!?!?!  How could I be thinking these things?  How is my brain capable of so 

quickly putting together a plan to assassinate someone?  Am I monster?  Obviously not.  I’m 

obviously not going to kill anyone.  How do I get out of this?  I consider walking back to the car 

and telling them I finally just got the joke.  I wonder if they’re wondering how long I’m willing to 

go along with this charade. 

I shut my brain down.  I can’t think about these things.  I just have to do it.  I just have 

to… kill someone!  This can’t be real.  This can’t be happening. 

I try to shake the thought away.  I try to make it seem like business.  I try to justify that 

I’m actually saving Reev’s life. 

I pull the photo out to look at it.  There shouldn’t be any doubt when he approaches.  

Guys like this come into my bar.  Once you’ve entered the realm of Tommy Bahama and boat 
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shoes, you rarely wear anything else.  I hold the gigantic, elephant-slaying, dragon-tooth 

looking knife in front of my face.  It has a large black metal handle and a twelve-inch blade with 

ridged teeth on one edge.  It’s straight out of the movie Scream.  Great film.  I figure I should 

watch it to get some pointers if this becomes more of a permanent thing.   

I rotate the blade, but something catches my eye. 

“Oh what the hell?” I say out loud.  My middle finger nail is chipped.  My brand-new 

manicure is destroyed.  This situation literally couldn’t get any worse. 

Fortunately, I don’t have time to grieve or feel self-pity, because an older white man in a 

Tommy Bahama shirt enters my vision.  He’s crossing the street and stepping into the parking 

lot.  He appears to be drunk.  He’s eating something.  I look more closely.  Grapes.  He’s eating 

grapes, feeding them to himself with one hand while he fishes for his keys with the other.  He 

seems to be enjoying them immensely, giggling as he crushes them in his teeth. 

His size is larger than I expected, which makes me even more nervous.  I cram the 

picture in my pocket and grip the blade with both hands as Reev instructed. 

He’s here.  My heart is pounding so hard in my ears that I can barely even hear the rattle 

of the keys.  I’m preparing to spring, but my feet are glued to the dirt beneath me.  I’m hoping, 

expecting, depending on my adrenaline to take over.  Sweat begins to drip down my face and 

I’m clutching the blade so hard I can feel my bones getting crushed. 

I hear the lock click and then I see him pop his head up as he drops a grape in his mouth. 

Perfect! 

As I convince myself that I should lunge if I’m actually going to go through with it, 

though, my phone rings.  I didn’t realize how eerily silent the dark parking lot had been, but the 
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sound of my phone shatters the stillness.  He turns quickly.  I’m still kneeling like a catcher, 

hoping if I don’t move that he won’t see me.  I look up, the knife sticking straight out from the 

middle of my chest, and try to regroup.  I make eye contact with him, but something is wrong. 

He’s clutching at his throat, as though he needs my assistance, but simultaneously 

terrified when he sees me kneeling there with the hilariously-large knife. 

His face is turning pale and he thrusts himself back against his car.  His paleness turns a 

bright red as blood begins to rush to his face.  He’s choking to death.  I must look even more 

petrified than he currently does. 

My phone rings again. 

I try to calm my nerves again and clear my mind.  What do I do?  What would a normal 

person do?  I consider spinning him around and giving him the Heimlick.  And then what?  Once 

the grape is out, casually stab him?  Talk about a double whammy. 

I’m still running through my options when he falls to his knees.  His eyes are screaming 

for help.  He wants me to save him.  He wants me to run for help. 

I can’t just stand there and do nothing.  I spring out of my crouch and spin him around.  I 

wrap my hands around him and use my right hand – along with the butt of the knife – to jam 

my fist into his belly.  I’m almost certain this is how it’s done.  I feel my fist go deep into his gut 

and hear him grunt.  I compress again and again, feeling more and more of his weight come off 

the ground.  He is completely giving his life to me, literally placing it in my hands.  I thrust again 

and again and again.  Finally, though, I realize I’m holding up dead weight. 

I was too late. 
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My eyes well up as I realize I’m holding a dead person that I could have saved if I hadn’t 

hesitated.  I begin to let him down, resting him on the ground as gently as possible.  He’s 

ultimately too heavy, though, so he crumbles to the ground and falls onto the knife still on my 

hand.  I jump back and bring my hands to my face to conceal a scream. 

What have I done?  I retreat from the body into my kneeling position and stare blankly 

at the body. 

It’s not because I’m a monster, I struggle to convince myself.  I did try to save him.   I 

contemplate calling 911 – because that’s what we’re trained to do when tragedy strikes – but 

I’m so terrified at what’s unfolding that I literally can’t move.  I stare for what seems like hours, 

fighting off tears and screams.   

Finally, when I feel my face turning blue from a lack of breathing, I begin to stand.   I 

must be in some sort of shock. 

I stand up perfectly straight and look down at him.  He’s most definitely dead.  His body 

is face down, but propped to the side because his chest was impaled by my knife.  Does this 

count as my success?  Is his blood on my hands?  I reassure myself by making a face of 

contentment.  But I need the knife back.  I act before my brain even registers.  My adrenaline 

finally overcomes my emotions and my logic.  I kneel back down and with both hands roll him 

over.  He’s so heavy that it amazes me I was able to hold him up in the first place.  Finally on his 

back, I look at the blue face and the knife sticking out awkwardly from his right pectoral.  I 

didn’t know what to do.  Do I reclaim it?  I have to.  I feel myself getting nauseous.  I look 

around to see if anyone has seen what I have done.  
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When I come to my senses, I begin to have a panic attack.  Oh my God.  Oh my God.  Oh 

my God.  What did I just do?  I’m going to prison for the rest of my life.  I’m going to hell.  I try to 

rationalize it in my mind.  I had no choice.  I didn’t actually kill the man, I just saved Reev’s life.  I 

tried to save the man’s life!  I just had a giant knife in my hand because I was supposed to kill 

him.  Wait, this is no different than a medical cadaver.  I’m rationalizing. 

I look around assuming the whole world is watching.  When I see I’m still alone, I 

delicately reach out to pull the knife out.  I try not to cause any more damage, but the knife is 

jagged and deep.  I tug gently but it’s not moving.  Finally, with both hands, I yank it out as I 

stand up and blood gets tossed in the air, spattering my face.  I gulp.  I swallow some more 

vomit.  I look at him, wondering what I should do and what I should feel.  Nothing.  It’s over.  

Walk away. 

I hide the knife by spinning it around and concealing it between my arm and my leg.  I 

walk back to the Suburban.  Benson’s eyes are wide with excitement. 

The back door opens and the man I don’t know slides out, takes the knife from me, and 

lets me in.  As I climb in, I make eye contact with Reev, who is horrified that I might have done 

it. 

The man holds the knife up to show Benson. 

“She did it, boss.” 

Benson looks giddy. 

“No fucking way!” he shouts.  “You actually did it?  Are you fucking kidding me?”  He 

doesn’t laugh as expected.  “Holy shit, I never thought you’d do it.”  He looks like he is actually 

in disbelief.  He cocks his head to the side and then turns just his head toward the front of the 
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car.  If I had to take a guess, I would actually think he is upset that I succeeded.  I guess he really 

wanted to kill me. 

I don’t smile.  I simply look at the man to my right who’s sticking the knife into a zip-

locked bag.  This time I can’t hold the vomit back.  I let it loose all over his lap. 
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Chapter 10 

 

Something happened between my first hit job and the current moment.  The mood lightened.  

Apparently vomiting on someone who could kill you brought with it an element of comedic 

surprise. 

 “You’ve got to be kidding me,” the guy said. 

 “Sorry,” I sheepishly replied while Reev laughed behind me. 

 He shook his head as he handed the plastic bag to Benson. 

 Benson was smiling like a Capulet staring at the body of a Montague.  He was ecstatic, 

yet terrified; thrilled he had forced me into the situation, but also concerned he had done 

something wrong when he clearly wasn’t expecting success. 

 “You actually stabbed the guy,” he said as the Suburban pulled out.  He was staring at 

the bloody knife through the Ziploc.  “How’d you do it?” 

 I gulped.  How was I supposed to answer?  Well, he choked on a grape.  I just felt like it 

wasn’t the best course of action.  I scoured my brain for literary references.  I came up empty, 

so I switched to movies.  Goodfellas!  Fuck, why did I refuse to watch Goodfellas?  The 

Godfather!  Yes, I watched it with my dad for his birthday.  Horrible movie, gory as hell.  The 

wedding seemed like fun, but God, I was truly a great daughter that night.  Ok, what would 

Michael do?  He’d own it. 

 “That’s not part of the deal,” I heard myself saying.  I really am full of surprises and 

unexpected courage.   
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 Benson stared at me, sizing me up.  He makes a face of acceptance and starts laughing, 

which cued everyone to follow suit.  The Suburban of suited men began laughing hysterically. 

 “This bitch is crazy,” the man next to me said. 

 I found myself laughing alongside them.  Was I enjoying this?  I turned to look at Reev.  

The gun was no longer glued to his temple, but he didn’t look pleased.  He looked pained.  He 

looked like I had sold out.  Regardless, I continued to laugh.  I laughed at the situation.  I 

laughed because if anyone was going to choke on a grape, it most definitely would have been 

me.  But it wasn’t me.  I didn’t choke on a grape.  The man I was instructed to kill choked on a 

grape.  Now he’s dead.  Then I stabbed him.  Well, he fell on the knife after I tried to save him, 

but I Felt the knife go in.  I felt the blood on my face.  Something about stabbing him, about 

going through the process of stabbing someone, made this all easier.  It was like I didn’t mind it 

as the action played through my head.  Yes, I puked from sheer fright, but when my mind began 

to process the human body as nothing more than a large steak, I was oddly ok with it. 

 I didn’t bother to ask them to take me back to my car, so I’ll have to go get it in the 

morning.  Benson already had done his homework and knew where I lived, so I just helped 

them out with some shortcuts to my house.  We had to stop at one point for a group of kids 

skateboarding, which caused the driver to rant and curse, and then we had to stop once more 

when a shirtless man on a bicycle casually played chicken with us.  We heard his music blasting 

The Banana Boat Song, so of course I giggled when I thought about Beetlejuice.  But giggling is 

how I feel.  Either watching that man die, or knowing I succeeded, or having a feeling that I was 

going to emerge from this debacle alive seemed to comfort me.  I found myself in a sort of 

euphoria and curious to know what happened next. 
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 And now I’m home.  Reev and I sit together on one side of the kitchen table.  We both 

have beers in front of us.  I can’t see the kitchen clock, but I imagine it’s about eleven at night.  

Benson and his entourage are sitting on my couch or wandering around, probably checking out 

my drywall.  Across from us is a man who showed up about fifteen minutes after we did once 

Benson could confirm the address. 

 The man is maybe in his fifties, older than Benson.  He has a large, barrel gut on a skinny 

frame and a long white ponytail flowing down his back.  Unlike the rest of the men who are in 

all-black suits, he has on a Hawaiian shirt that’s tucked tightly into his jeans that reveal his 

chicken legs.  He reminds me of a cartoon where the artist makes the upper body too large for 

the lower body and then slaps on penny loafers for effect.  He’s muscular, or at least had once 

been muscular, as though maybe he had once been a soldier before letting his gut grow and his 

muscles shrink under his now saggy skin. 

 “Do you know who I am?” he asks me. 

 I look at Reev, who just stares at the table.  I’m apparently the one who’s going to be 

talking.  I try to think of a way I can sound cool and confident in the situation, so I take a sip of 

my beer and then say, “No.” 

 “I’m sorry, you’re scared.  Benson…” he shakes his head, “he sometimes struggles with 

manners.  My name’s Vince.  I run certain aspects of a very large business.  Which is why you 

should believe me when I say, you and your boyfriend have placed me in quite the 

conundrum.” 

 “Sorry,” I whisper, fighting the urge to giggle again. 

 “Excuse me?” he asks, looking between Reev and me. 
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 “Sorry,” I say a little louder. 

 “Sorry?” he asks appalled.  “You’re sorry?  My niece spilled orange juice this morning.  I 

can say she was honestly sorry.  You’re not allowed to be sorry.” 

 His comment makes Reev look up momentarily, but he quickly reverts to staring down. 

 “Ok,” I say, nodding.  When he doesn’t say anything in return, I can’t help but say, “At 

least I took care of your problem.” 

 He stands and moves his head across the table, like he’s about to attack me.  I close my 

eyes and shrink my body.  I think a single tear drop rolls down my cheek.  Ok, so maybe the 

mood hadn’t lightened quite as much as I had convinced myself it had.  I hear him breathing 

loudly.  He wants to kill me, or at least hurt me.  He wants blood, but he doesn’t know what his 

next move should be.  Maybe it’s because I’m a girl?  It’s fairly sexist of him, but I decide not to 

point it out.  Finally, he turns and I think he calms down slightly. 

 “Now I’m understanding why Benson treated you with hostility.  Did Reev, here, put you 

up to it?” he asks.  “Or are you just psychotic?” 

 The questions are so peculiar to me that I open my eyes and look perplexed.  I actually 

want an explanation. 

 “What?” I ask. 

 “Did he put you up to it?” he asks again, this time more slowly.  “Or are you just 

psychotic?” 

 “I don’t understand what you mean.” 

 “When you burned my club down, when you killed my men, were you acting alone or 

did Reev put you up to it?” 
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 “Reev didn’t, wait, what?” 

 His eyes grow large and I he once again grows enraged. 

 “Were you trained?” 

 “Was I what?” 

 “Say what again!” 

 “Sorry,” I quickly say.  “I don’t, no, I wasn’t…” 

 “Something doesn’t add up and I want a fucking answer.” 

 “Ok,” I say, but I have no idea what to say. 

 “I know he’s trained, Mr. Marine here.  Are you also former military?” 

 I’m staring at the ground.  I can’t look him in the face without passing out cold.  Finally, 

though, Reev laughs.  He picks his bottle up and takes a sip. 

 “Trust me,” he says, “she is not former military.” 

 Vince stares at Reev, trying to ascertain the truth. 

“I’m just a bartender,” I confirm. 

 “So you’re the brains of the operation?” 

 I start to say what again but I stop myself.  “There’s no operation.” 

 “There’s no way a drunk Marine and his miniature girlfriend can trap fourteen of my 

men in their own club, light a fire, and leave without anyone noticing.  There’s no way.  There’s 

no way a tiny little girl can kill one of our enemies with her bare hands without intensive 

training in hand-to-hand combat.  So either you were trained, or there’s more to this story.  

And I want to know what it is.” 
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 He manages to move his body even farther across the table and I can feel his breath on 

my face.  I shy away and continue looking at the floor. 

 “The fire was an accident,” I say.  I purposely don’t mention the assassination. 

 He continues to breathe on me.  “Who gave you the schematics of the building?  How 

did you know where to light the curtains to make them go up with such efficiency?  How did 

you know Olav would die from smoke inhalation before he could stop you from leaving?  This 

requires training or it requires assistance.  And I want to know which one it is.” 

 “You don’t have to know that stuff,” I hear myself saying.  I’m horrified that I’m taking 

this route, but my confidence is slowly building.  I stop looking at the floor and meet his gaze.  

“Your curtains were highly flammable.  They would have gone up regardless of where they 

were lit.  But I didn’t start any fire.” 

 I hear Reev blow air out of his nose as a manner of expressing that he’s impressed. 

 Vince seems to agree with Reev’s assessment.  He rubs the top of his head which I 

assume is a way for him to gather his thoughts.   

 “You saw the tapes?” he asks. 

 “You have a lot of cameras in that place,” I say. 

 “Had,” he corrects.  “Did that catch you off guard?  Had bad intel?  You know what, 

don’t answer.  Just try to convince me why I shouldn’t turn this over to the police.  I could give 

two shits if I go to jail as well.  Are you prepared to go to prison for the manslaughter of 

fourteen people?”  He must see my horrified look, which makes him smile.  He reaches behind 

him again and Benson hands him the Ziploc with the knife in it.  “Or maybe I should hand the 

bloody knife over with your finger prints all over it.” 



 110 

 “Please don’t,” I say.  I’d rather he kills me than turn me over to the police.  I couldn’t 

bear what that would do to my mother.  I actually can’t believe it didn’t occur to me that the 

knife would be further leverage against me. 

 “Are you working with the Satonis?” 

 “What?” I ask. 

 “Are you?” 

 “No, I’m not working with anyone.  I’m just a bartender.  I promise.” 

 He stares at me, continuing to size me up.  He turns to look at Benson, who’s standing 

behind him. 

 “I fucking told you to change those ridiculous curtains, God damn it.  Now look at your 

face.” 

 I laugh.  I don’t know why I can’t control myself. 

 The man, snapping back to look at me, also begins to laugh.  I look at Reev, but he 

doesn’t give this man an iota of trust.  I feel like he’s about to jump across the table and 

strangle him. 

 “Ms. Dillinger,” he says, “if I find out you had training or are working with someone, I 

will kill you.” 

 “You’re not going to kill me now?” I ask to his amusement. 

 “Kill you now? Benson said you and your boyfriend owe him seven large.  The value of 

the club and the complex was upwards of two million.  You killed fourteen highly trained men.  

You owe me so much money that killing you would be merciful.  I’m going to collect every cent 
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before I’m done with you.  I do not care how long it takes.  And now I find out you can kill a man 

twice your size with a God damn knife.  Oh no, I’m not going to kill you.  You’re a gold mine.” 

 “I can’t do that again.” 

 “You appear to be highly adept at killing people, and that happens to be in high demand 

with scarce supply at the moment.” 

 I swallow and glare and say, “What?  What are you saying?” 

 “You will kill for me.  You will kill when I say kill.” 

 I begin to shake.  I want my mom, but she’d be so disappointed in me.  All she wanted 

was for me to go to school and meet someone nice and now I’m being asked to kill people.  This 

can’t actually be real. 

 “I can’t kill people,” I say, appalled at the suggestion.   

 “You can kill.  You have killed.  It was heartless and in cold blood.  You will kill.  I don’t 

care if these are crocodile tears or if you actually have an issue with it, but you need to come to 

terms with the fact that this is now your life.  You will kill.” 

 “I don’t know how.  There has to be another way.  Let me work for you.  I’m good with 

words!” I say, excited at the thought.  “I can work on reports or whatever you need written.” 

 He starts to laugh. 

 “I’ll keep that in mind.”  He looks again to the same man who had the iPad.  The man 

approaches and hands him an envelope which is eerily similar to the one my mom handed me 

earlier.  “Here’re your first official targets.  No more tests.  No more challenges.  They’re home 

every night.  I want it done on Tuesday.” 
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 “What?  Why?” 

 “You don’t ask why.  You’ll do it then because I say you’ll do it then.” 

 I don’t nod.  I obviously can’t go kill someone else.  I try to come up with an excuse. 

 “Well, I can’t.  I work on Tuesday night.” 

 He laughs and looks at Benson who shares in his amusement. 

 “You know why I like Hawaiian shirts?” he asks me.  “Because they remind me of what I 

don’t have.  This is your job now.” 

 “I… I need to make money.  I can’t just not work.” 

 Vince sighs.  “Call in sick on Tuesday.  We’ll try to be more amenable to your schedule.” 

 He holds the envelope out, which I reluctantly accept. 

 “Relax, Emma, you’ll do fine.  Just remember you’ve done this fifteen times.” 

 I look at him and swallow.  “What about Reev?” 

 “Oh I’m sure he’ll be lending a helpful hand.” 

I’m silent for a moment. 

“And what if we don’t do it?” I say.  “What if we just skip town?” 

 “Well that’s entirely up to you.  I’m sure your mother would be very upset to see you 

go.”  Mentioning my mother makes me want to pounce on him, but I hold back and nod curtly.  

It frightens me that he knows about my mother.  “By Tuesday, this will be done.  Then we’ll 

take it from there.  Say you understand.” 

 I gulp.  “I understand.”  I say it even though I don’t necessarily mean it. 

 “Good.”  He reaches up and places his hand under my chin.  “Hold your head up.  You 

have a very bright future.  And you’re good with words?  I’ll have to remember that.”  I don’t 
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know where he’s going with that thought, but he winks at me and stands up.  “I’m sorry that 

this is happening to you.  I am.  You too, Reev.  I thank you for your service to this country.  But 

life isn’t always what we want it to be.  Do not try to fuck with us.  It’s bad enough I’ve already 

had to get involved, it won’t be better if my boss has to get involved.  I’ll check in on you both 

on Wednesday and we’ll take it from there.”  He begins to make his way for the front door and 

all of his men follow him.  He stops and says, “Reev, you’re quite the feminist letting her take 

the heat.  I respect that.  I think you’d like my niece.”   

I see Reev’s eyes widen in rage as Vince and his men exit and close the door.   
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Chapter 11 

 

When they close the door, I immediately turn to Reev, who slowly unclenches his jaw and sips 

his beer.  Without moving, his eyes scowl at me.  

 “Could you have at least pretended to, you know, be the big tough Marine in this 

instance?” I ask him in as accusatory a voice as I could muster. 

 He finishes his sip and then puts his beer down.  He sucks his chin in to conceal a burp.  

Sighs.  They really did a number on him when they picked him up.  His eye, which was already 

swollen, is now completely shut.  Open cuts on his cheek and across the bridge of his nose 

slowly seep blood. 

 “Did you do it?” he asks. 

 “Excuse me?” 

 “Did you do it?  Did you kill that guy?” 

 I stare at him for a moment, expecting him to come to his senses. 

 “Reev, you know me.  You see me.  Do you for one second actually think I killed that 

guy?” 

 “Actually, no.  But you have them convinced and unless you fooled everyone, that guy is 

dead.  And that blood on your cheek isn’t ketchup.  So how’d you do it?”  He continues to stare 

at me.  “Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate the fact that I’m still alive, but I need to know.  And 

I’m fairly certain you didn’t tickle the guy to death.  So now out of intellectual curiosity, tell 

me.” 
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 I snap my head to the side so that my hair flicks over my shoulder as a show of irritation.  

I wasn’t always able to do that, but Jarrod actually taught me. 

 “Well, ok,” I said, wondering if I should let him in on my secret.  “The truth is, he choked 

on a grape.” 

 Reev opens his mouth to speak but hesitates.  I see the thought percolating through his 

mind. 

 “He… He what?  He choked on a grape?” 

 I don’t answer, but I simply make a face of confirmation. 

 After a moment, Reev busts out laughing.  He’s in complete hysterics.  He has to take a 

sip of his beer to calm himself, but as he thinks about it he spits it all over the table. 

 “No way, I don’t believe it,” he said. 

 “Well, neither did he when I startled him and he saw me holding that giant blade.” 

 Reev starts laughing again.  “Oh my God, oh my God, I can just see you standing there 

with that knife, totally petrified.  God, I had totally prepared myself to get shot in the head.  I 

figured there was no way.”  He stops talking as he thinks about it.  “Wait, how’d you startle 

him?” 

 “Actually, because my phone rang.” 

 His face drops.  He’s disappointed. 

 “You brought your phone with you?” 

 “Oh, so sorry I didn’t think about the logistics of the situation.” 

 “Next time, you’re turning it off.”  He thinks about it some more.  “Who called?” 
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 I begin to tell him but I realize I have no idea.  I reach into my pocket and pull it out.  It 

says, Missed Call: Betty. 

 “Betty!  That’s random.  I wonder what she wanted.  She must have butt-dialed me.” 

 “Who’s Betty?  Is she hot?” 

 “Betty’s my, no, what?  Shut up.” 

 I hold my hand up to my face and look at my scraped fingernail.  I can’t believe I ruined 

my brand-new manicure.  I literally cannot believe it.  It’s just such bad luck.  At least my hair is 

still somewhat intact. 

 “And the blood?” 

 “I…” I swallow, “He kind of fell on the knife.” 

 Reev’s eyes widen.  He seems to accept that.  Nothing is normal anymore.  In the past 

week, we had to accept a new paradigm.  I didn’t kill anyone, but I can be accused of stabbing a 

dead guy. 

 “Well, I’m sorry you had to see that.  Or that you had to go through that.” 

 He looks at me.  He appears genuine in his comments. 

 I think about the man staring at me, begging me for help, begging me not to stab him.  I 

feel like I should say that face will haunt me forever, but I really don’t think it will.  It happened.  

It is what it is.  The guy died.  I have never seen a dead body before, so that will be a memory, 

but I don’t see any difference between watching him die when I was about to kill him or 

watching him die at Sancho’s soccer game.  In fact, I would rather it be the way it went down.  

I’d hate for the kids to have to see that.  I do wonder exactly who he was and why Benson and 

Vince wanted him dead.  I make a mental note to do a quick Google search. 
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 “I have a feeling I’ll have some similar experiences in the not-too-distant future,” I quip. 

 He looks at me like he wants to admonish me, but he doesn’t.  I almost get the feeling 

he wants to protect me from all this, like when it originally began it was a joke but now his 

military training has kicked in and he wants to protect the innocent.  I doubt that’s true, but it 

does reinforce my view of him as my knight. 

 “Yeah,” he finally says.  “Because now we’re working for some guy in a Hawaiian shirt.” 

I have nothing to say about that reality so I stand up and wet some paper towels.  I also 

grab some hydrogen peroxide from my medicine cabinet and walk back to my seat.  I begin to 

dab the dry blood from his face. 

“Have you ever killed someone?” I finally ask him. 

He stares across the room and grimaces as I start swabbing a cut with the hydrogen 

peroxide.  I simply don’t know him well enough anymore to know what his stare means.  Is it 

the face of latent PTSD, the memory of his victims haunting his existence?  Is it his mental 

capacity to block out physical pain while I bandage his mangled mug?  Or worse, is it a look of 

contempt for what I have now involved him in?  I don’t bother to point out this situation is 

entirely his fault, but only because I know I’m at least equally responsible for the predicament 

we’re in. 

“Sorry,” I say when he doesn’t respond.  “I shouldn’t have asked that.” 

“It’s fine.  It’s a pertinent question under the circumstances.” 

 “So?” 

 “I was a Marine in Afghanistan.  I killed my fair share of Towel-Heads and terrorists.” 
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I catch myself rolling my eyes, shocked that I take greater exception to his racial slur 

than to the fact he killed the person he was slurring.  I guess I accept it was war.  In war, people 

die.  Doesn’t mean we can’t maintain civility.  How would a normal person respond right now? 

“Ooh rah?” I ask. 

He laughs and nods and replies, “Ooh rah!  Git some!” 

I smile and take comfort in the incredibly tasteless banter.  Just two old friends 

discussing past exploits as though nothing is wrong. 

But something is wrong.  That was war.  This is Livingston.  This is suburban America.  

This is liberal California.  I’m a good girl.  I can’t be involved in something like this.  “Reev, I can’t 

just kill someone,” I blurt out. 

He looks at me.  His left eye is now completely swollen shut and I have placed a number 

of butterfly bandages on his cheek and nose to seal open cuts. 

“Should I point out the obvious?” he asks. 

“I didn’t kill those people.” 

“Regardless, you were there.  You were an accomplice.  They think it was you.” 

“But I still didn’t do it.  And the whole thing was an accident that just… that just… 

spiraled out of control.  And those were bad guys!” 

“Hey, settle down,” he says calmly.  “The worst thing you can do is lose your head.”  He 

touches one of his bandages and grimaces again.  He leans over the kitchen table and lays out 

all the contents of the envelope that Vince had handed me and picks up a large photo of the 

couple we are supposed to take care of.  “Besides, you’re not going to do it.  I’ll obviously be 

the one to take them.” 
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I look at the picture and then pick up some biographical information.  The couple 

appears to be just another retired husband and wife living in Livingston.  Kids are in college, 

own a house, he’s a former bank executive.  It appears they made some investments in 

hardware stores and even own one in downtown Livingston. 

“They don’t seem like bad people,” I quip. 

“If Vince wants them dead, they probably did something wrong.” 

“So we’re going through with it?” 

“Do we have other options?” 

 “It’s not too late to go to the cops.” 

“Jesus Christ!” he snaps.  “Will you fucking knock it off with that shit?” 

I feel like I should be threatened, that I should stand up for women everywhere and 

reprimand him for abusive behavior and thinking he can bully me merely because he’s larger 

and bigger and more muscly.  Unfortunately, his rippling muscles and bloodied face actually 

kind of turn me on.  I once again squeeze my legs together – a recurring habit since he came 

back in my life a couple days ago – and look back at the table with a sigh. 

“Fine,” I say, pretending my mental faculties are totally intact.  “Speaking of keeping 

your head on tight, I’m going to need you to hold it together as well.  I’m going to be relying on 

you.” 

“Sorry.”  He says it with extreme sincerity.  Like maybe he was apologizing for something 

more. 

“It’s fine.  So what’s the plan then?” 

“The plan?  The plan is, I’m going to have another beer and then go to bed.” 
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“You’re staying here?” 

He bites his lip and says, “I don’t really have anywhere else to go.” 

I nod.  I don’t press him for more details.  I know he had issues with his father, but he 

would rarely elaborate.  “Ok.  It’s not such a bad idea that we stick together anyway.  You can 

take the guestroom.  Or the couch.  Or the bathtub.” 

“Anywhere but your room?” he asks. 

“Obviously.” 

 “Can I at least see your tits?” he asks me nonchalantly.  I can’t tell if he’s just sleazy or if 

he’s trying to lighten the mood or if it’s just who he has always been, but I actually blush and 

consider showing him.  I’ve put so much work into my body – in Livingston no less, where when 

you see someone run, you usually think bank robbery, not work out – that I want to show it off 

to my high school fling that abandoned me.   

Don’t worry, I don’t do it.   

Sigh.   

Eye roll. 

I nod and move on.  “I have to go to Sancho’s game tomorrow morning, and then I have 

work in the afternoon.” 

He smiles and nods.  “Ok, good, you should keep up appearances.  I’ll go check this…” 

He stops and picks up a piece of paper.  “…house out.  There’s quite a bit of details here so I’ll 

have to look it over again in the morning.  Someone put a bit of time into this.  Schematics.  

Schedules.  It almost seems like someone planned this job.  I wonder why they want us to do 

it.” 
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I get nauseated when I piece it together. 

“Probably because we killed the guy who was supposed to do it in a fire.” 

Reev considers this and then explodes in laughter.  I can see it makes his face hurt when 

it causes one of his cuts to start bleeding again, but he can’t help it. 

“That’s too fucking funny.  I’ll try not to point out that you used a dangling modifier.” 

I open my mouth to speak, but have to think about it.  Damn it.  “Who are you?  Marines 

teach you proper grammar?”  I ask like a scorned elitist. 

“You don’t need to be a college English major to know how to speak properly.”   

Great, now I really am a bad person. 

“Who’s Sancho?” he asks me when he sees that I’m upset about being on the receiving 

end of an English lesson. 

 “Someone who’s important to me.”  I don’t want Sancho anywhere near this mess.  I 

don’t want Reev to know about Sancho.  He seems to accept my cryptic response and lets it go.  

“So we’ll talk about this tomorrow?  Come up with a plan?” 

“Yep, although we might need some supplies.  It’ll cost money.  Something to think 

about.” 

“Money?” I ask and frown.  “How much money?” 

“Depends on what we need.  Depends on how long this’ll continue.  Could be 

thousands.” 

My shoulders slump at yet another problem, but then it occurs to me, money I actually 

have. 

I smile.  “It’ll be a couple days, but I have money.” 
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“What do you mean you got money?  Could we have taken care of this without going 

down there?  You know, when we burned the club down and killed everyone?” 

I cringe, first at how he phrased “got money,” and then at the thought of killing 

everyone. 

“No no, my mom gave me a bunch of old bonds yesterday that she had forgotten about.  

I didn’t know about it.  There’s more beer in the fridge.” 

“Ok then.  I’m going to have a beer.  You figure out how to get that money.  Tomorrow 

I’ll plan how to kill these people.” 

The words echo in my ears.  We’re actually going to go through with it, although I pick 

up on his use of “I.”  To be honest, I’m oddly at peace with it, although I can’t decide if I’m at 

peace with killing someone or at peace with being totally and completely wrapped around 

Reev’s little finger.  One or the other or both seem to be turning me on. 

“I can’t believe you can just go to sleep.  I’m going to be up all night.”  

He smiles and stands and makes his way towards the garage for a beer. 

I’m tempted to stand up and go wait for him in bed.  I’m so fucking pathetic.  

Fortunately, I refrain.  Instead, I pick up the papers on the table and stuff them back in the 

envelope.  I do it so nonchalantly that I have to remind myself of the significance of the 

information.   
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Chapter 12 

 

I shouldn’t have gone to bed.  I could have taken sleeping pills, but that would have done more 

damage to my subconscious psyche than I care to consider. 

 I feel like I’m a textbook case of repressed short-term memory.  The fact I was still 

functioning to the point of getting to bed is simply mind-boggling. 

 Let’s go over some of the events that have transpired over the past five days. 

 Reev came back into my life.  That unto itself should have resulted in a trip to the 

psychiatrist I saw after my father passed away.   

 Then we go to an illegal club and Reev gambles to the tune of a seven-thousand-dollar 

debt.  So naturally, we return to the club and then accidentally burn it to the ground.  There 

were fourteen people inside who burned to death. 

 Then Reev and I get kidnapped and at the threat of being shot in the head, I’m asked to 

assassinate someone.  I watch him choke on a grape and then then I Drop his lifeless body on a 

Rambo knife.  Then some mob boss holds my life hostage because he has a murder weapon 

with my bloody prints all over it. 

 It’s funny, I hadn’t actually settled my mind enough to actually go over those events one 

by one.  These things don’t happen to good girls like me.  I’m a Daddy’s girl.  I’m an English 

major.  I’m a boring bartender from the rolling hills of California.  Even though I consistently 

thought about what had happened, I don’t think I processed it.  It hadn’t registered.  It seemed 

like a bad dream.  It seemed comedic, like a bad sitcom.  It seemed like it would blow over and I 
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would wake up and go to work and this would be one of those drunken memories that I would 

laugh about with Jarrod. 

 But as I laid there that night, my alarm set for six so I could get ready for Sancho’s soccer 

game – why do these games have to start so early? – it really began to sink in.  All I could 

visualize was the man turning blue and the knife piercing his chest.  When I closed my eyes, I 

could hear the thumping of my fist jamming into his stomach and the thumping of the knife 

striking his muscle over and over like the pendulum of a metronome helping me establish the 

new beat of my life. 

 Thump.  Thump.  Thump.  I tried to focus on the fact I actually attempted to save his life, 

but anytime that fact begins to dominate my thinking, blood quickly spatters over the imagery 

and I’m left staring at the body with a bloody Rambo knife. 

 He was probably a nice man.  I don’t know what I would have done if I had saved him.  I 

very well might be dead right now.  Or I would have spilled the beans and marched him over to 

the Suburban and have him demand Reev’s release like an angry father defending his 

daughter’s honor. 

 Now he’s dead.  Thump.  Spatter. 

 I was too scared to keep my eyes closed and my ceiling kept closing in on me.  I pulled 

my book out for a minute – I was rereading The Little Women, but it had sat untouched on my 

bedside table since late last year – but that was obviously a lost cause.  So I just didn’t sleep.  I 

kept hoping Reev would come visit but he frustratingly remained a gentleman, or was simply 

uninterested.  I wondered if he was also struggling to sleep, but I’m fairly certain I heard the 
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popping of opening beers throughout the night.  It actually brought me comfort that this was 

no easier on him. 

 When my alarm went off at six, I anxiously got out of bed.  I figured I would go through 

my regular routine and try to feel normal.  I walked to the kitchen and made a pot of coffee and 

tried to ignore the unbearable silence from a presumably sleeping-Reev.  Then I stepped into 

the shower. 

 The water was practically scalding, but it didn’t feel hot enough.  I needed a thorough 

cleansing, and not just in the literal sense.  It washed through my hair and over my skin and fell 

to my feet.  Dead skin cells and grime were scrubbed free as I twisted the knob yet hotter.  My 

whole body ached red, raw, and fresh.  I shaved all the unwanted hair from every inch of my 

body below my neck and let the increasingly hot water burn away what remained.  The 

butterfly tattoo on my pelvis glistened under the water. 

 When I literally couldn’t stand the heat any longer, I shut the water off and let the 

already warm Livingston air begin to dry me.  The dirty feeling remained, but as the steam in 

the bathroom rose around me, it began to feel less like a black mark and more like a source of 

strength.  It’s like when I got my butterfly tattoo below my waistline that very few people knew 

about.  It became my Superwoman cape.  I could turn to that secret, the knowledge that I had 

something personal and sincere and mine, and use it to overcome anything.  The past week of 

my life began to feel much the same way.  I would survive this and I would be stronger for it. 

 I got out and decided to straighten my hair.  I only go through the arduous task of hair 

straightening for dates and special occasions, and this felt like one of those days.  I love the way 
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I look when I actually take the time to make myself look pretty.  I even decided to slip on my 

black thong as an extra confidence boost of sexiness.   

 I took my vitamins and my dandelion root and ginseng and fish oil and ate a yogurt for 

my requisite probiotic.  I even remembered to drink my apple cider vinegar, which has been 

doing wonders for my stomach over the past few months.  I filled a travel mug with coffee and 

slipped out the garage before Reev rousted.  I didn’t sleep, but I’m finally feeling good about 

myself and Reev would only complicate that. 

 Now I’m sitting with my mom at Sancho’s soccer game.  For the record, I hate soccer.  

Run run run, kick.  Run run run, kick.  It’s ridiculous.  But if it keeps Sancho off the streets and 

out of trouble, I’m all for it. 

 “You didn’t have to come, mom,” I say as I sip my coffee. 

 “What, and miss my faux son become a champion?” 

 “Mom, I feel like you’re mocking me when you say things like that,” I say as I roll my 

eyes. 

 “Mocking you?” she exclaims.  I think I offended her.  “Emma, I am incredibly proud of 

your work with Sancho and with your volunteer tutoring at the library.  You turned into such an 

incredible woman.  I can’t even tell you how proud of you I am.” 

 I look down at my feet.  I want to cry.  I want to cry because of the incredibly thoughtful 

comment.  And I want to cry because of how little she even knows about me anymore. 

 “Don’t say that.” 

 “You know what?  You dad was incredibly proud of you too.  He would tell me that 

everyday.” 
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 I look up at her and put my head on her shoulder. 

 “Emma-girl, what’s going on with you?” 

 I don’t respond for a minute.  We both watch as Sancho gets the ball and kicks it down 

field.  I don’t necessarily understand why it makes sense to just kick it down field to the other 

team, but I stick to English lessons.  Regardless, my mom ignorantly yells, “Good pass, Sancho!” 

 “Mom, what do you do if you get yourself into something and you can’t get out of it?” 

 She laughs.  “I kind of feel like I can record our conversations and just play them back.” 

 “What?  No, not that.” 

 “Well, actually,” she says, “I’ve been thinking about that.” 

 “I highly doubt that,” I say, unless she has uncanny detective abilities I don’t know 

about. 

 “Well, no, I have.  I think you should consider leaving.” 

 “What?”  I don’t know why I’m so shocked by her comment, but it actually hurt my 

feelings.  Did my mom not want me around anymore? 

 “Go, Sancho!” she yells, ignoring my question. 

 “Hey, what do you mean I should consider leaving?” 

 She watches Sancho for one more second before physically turning her body toward 

me.  She reaches a hand up and runs it through my straightened hair. 

 “You straightened your hair this morning?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “You feel stuck here.  I think…”  She pauses.  “I think it’s fairly clear that your dad dying 

shortly before your graduation had an effect on you.  And it’s great, don’t get me wrong.  I have 
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loved every second of you being here.  But I think for your benefit, you should consider moving 

on.  Go move to the city!  Go spend a year in, I don’t know, Croatia!  You can be a bartender 

anywhere.  Or better yet, you can be a writer or an editor.” 

 I eye her suspiciously.  I’m sure her intentions are pure, but this stinks of a subconscious 

motivation. 

 “What happened?” I ask. 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “What happened?  Where is this coming from?” 

 She rolls her eyes and turns back to the game so I sip my coffee as a point to show her 

that I, too, have a way to avoid conversation. 

 “It’s not coming from anywhere.  I just, I also have been feeling that maybe I don’t want 

to stay here.” 

 “Ok, Mom.” 

 “What?” 

 “You’re not leaving.  Don’t be ridiculous.” 

 “The permits didn’t come through for the house.” 

 It takes me a second to process her comment.  The permits didn’t come through. 

 “What do you mean?  You were about to begin construction.” 

 “I know, but apparently the contractor missed a permit and the city said no.” 

 I’m speechless.   

 “There has to be more of a story than that.” 
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 “Well, something about preserving the land around the open space.  A habitat for wild 

animals.” 

 “You weren’t extending your house!” 

 I can’t believe how mad I’m getting.  Livingston should be welcoming improvements to 

its houses, not preventing them. 

 “No, but the way the regulations were written, it would impact the sewage, and that 

could damage the natural environment.” 

 “Oh my God.  I seriously hate it here.” 

 “So what if I sold my house and you and I moved on to somewhere else?” 

 I didn’t speak.  Could it be done?  My mom could sell everything and we could 

surreptitiously sneak out into the night.  I feel like I’m being selfish, using my mom to get me 

out of my problem that I shouldn’t in anyway involve her in. 

I can’t help but smile.  I feel like such a fraud.  Unfortunately, the reality of my situation 

sunk in.  I think about the bloody knife with my finger prints on it.  I think about the videos of 

me burning the club down.  I think about Reev and the fact he has nowhere to go and no one to 

depend on.  So I lie. 

“Yeah, I mean, that sounds nice.”  

 “Where should we go?” she asks. 

“I think we should get an RV and just travel around the country.”  I say it whimsically like 

a drunk Kerouac.  Who am I kidding? 

To my mom’s credit, she says, “That sounds amazing.  When should we leave?” 
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I roll my eyes.  “Mom, stop.  You’re not leaving.”  She looks offended, but not in a pissed 

off kind of way.  More of an embarrassed kind of way.  I say, “I mean, are you serious?  You 

were so excited about your house.” 

“Emma, I’ve lived in that house longer than I can remember.  What am I really 

remodeling for?” 

We stop talking.  All I want is for her to give me an answer.  How do I get out of a 

situation where I burned fourteen people alive and then inadvertently assassinated someone?  

Why can’t she just be a mother and give me a life lesson.  I would settle for, “Emma, you really 

shouldn’t kill people and need to be more responsible,” or, “Hmm, well that’s a predicament, 

but maybe you should go turn yourself in.”  But I cannot just sit there and let her tell me it’s 

time for me to leave my hometown. 

“So what are you going to do about the house?” I finally ask her. 

“I’m going to see if I can get the permits, I suppose.  And if I can’t, I’m going to sell.”  She 

shrugs. 

As she shrugs, a large group of Indians spread out across the adjacent field and begin to 

play cricket.  It’s a surprisingly new trend in my town of soccer players and baseball players and 

football players.  This isn’t a “one time I saw” kind of thing.  Indian Cricketers were popping up 

all over the place. 

“I’ve never understood that game,” my mom says.  I don’t know if she’s talking about 

soccer or Cricket, but I concur regardless. 

While we’re both distracted by an Indian with a large mallet, Lorraine sneaks up to us. 

“Um, hi, Em, uh, Emma.” 
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I hear the meek little voice and turn my head, unsure exactly what it is I’m hearing. 

“Oh, Lorraine, hi,” I say.  I don’t know why I’m so shocked.  It is her foster son’s soccer 

game. 

“Hi,” she says again.  Then she looks at my mom and holds her hand out.  “Hi.” 

My mom accepts her hand and we both look at the large bruised imprint of a hand 

sneak out from under her shirt sleeve.  She catches us both looking at it so she quickly snaps 

her hand back and pulls her sleeve down. 

“I thought you weren’t going to make it today,” I quip. 

“Oh, oh yes, I wasn’t going to, but Steve, he wasn’t, you know, in the mood.  And I want 

to show Sancho we support him.” 

I nod, not certain what my next comment should be. 

“Is everything ok, Lorraine?” my mom asks, bailing me out of my own awkward 

conversation. 

“Oh, oh yes, thanks, that’s very kind of you.”  She pauses again.  This is actually a pet 

peeve of mine.  People who begin conversations but then stare at you like you’re supposed to 

steer the discussion.  “It really is nice to watch him play, isn’t it?” 

“It is,” I agree.   

“Well, anyway, Emma I wanted to invite you to an ocean-clean-up event.  I would like to 

take Sancho, to get him involved in a good cause, and I thought he might be more inclined if he 

saw that you were attending as well.” 
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“Oh, of course,” I say, pleased at the thought of Sancho learning some social 

responsibility.  To the best of my knowledge that had been limited to his failed attempts at 

teaching me Spanish.  “When is it?” 

“Next Sunday at Ocean Beach,” she says beaming.  “And that’s wonderful.  Steve 

wouldn’t be caught dead at such an event so a little extra support is very welcome.” 

“Ok,” I say as I realize that her husband doesn’t care to do much. 

“How is Steve with Sancho?” my mom asks in a frightening display of maternal 

interrogation skills.  Apparently she picked up on the same things as I did. 

“Oh he adores Sancho,” she says, but quickly looks at the ground. 

“He does?” my mom asks. 

Lorraine smiles and nods and says, “Well, ok, Emma I’ll plan to see you next Sunday.  I’ll 

have to go help set up, so if you wouldn’t mind driving Sancho over, that’d be great.” 

“I’ll plan on it,” I say, feeling like her foster son’s soccer game isn’t the best setting to 

grill an apparently battered woman.  It’s obviously something I’ll have to keep an eye on. 

She holds a hand up and smiles and returns to her seat among other foster mothers.  

I’ve gotten to know a few of them over the years and I notice they travel in packs, like some 

sort of club.  “Oh you have a foster son?  Well I have a son and two daughters right now.  Let’s 

have some wine!”  I shouldn’t speak badly about them, but Jesus. 

“That’s Sancho’s new foster mother?” my mom asks. 

“Yep.” 

“Lovely.” 

 “Yep.”  We pause and watch as Sancho comes running back to the sideline for halftime.  
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He waves at me and we both show our support.  “Are you really not going through with the 

remodel, mom?  I mean, I can help get through the regulations and stuff.  I’d be happy to.” 

“That’s very sweet of you, Emma-girl, but I’m sure.  Besides, I don’t think your father 

would really want me changing things.” 

“So what are you going to do?  Assuming we’re not getting an RV right away, I mean.”  I 

laugh as I say it so she jabs me with her elbow.  She then puts her arm around me and hugs me 

the way a mother would attempt to embarrass a girl in high school.  Now it just feels nice. 

“I’m a librarian.  Despite all evidence to the contrary, people still like books and need 

librarians.  Maybe I’ll go to Mendocino and become an artist.  Or, oooh, I’ll go to Santa Cruz.  

Let’s go to Santa Cruz together.  We can be literary hippies.” 

I shake my head.  Just like the house, my mom’s plans rarely come to fruition.  This 

sounded halfway decent, though.  I could be a hippy on the beach and actually enjoy what 

California has to offer.  That would be too obvious, though.  I’m more focused on doing things 

that complicate my life.  I can’t just go enjoy the waves and the beach.  I have to go convince 

Reev that we probably shouldn’t go kill two more people, and then figure out a way to stay 

alive myself.  
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Chapter 13 

 

When I pull into my driveway, the garage door is open and Reev is sitting in a lawn chair 

drinking a beer and reading the notes from Vince.  He doesn’t look up, but sits there intently 

perusing the documents.  If I didn’t know any better, he’d be just another checked-out 

Livingston male enjoying a sports page on a Saturday morning.  It amazed me how comforting it 

felt to view him that way.  Not just returning to my normal, plain home, but to have a beer-

drinking, checked-out, day-laborer of a man who is so familiar in my life that he doesn’t even 

acknowledge me when I return home. 

 I leave the car in the driveway and walk up to him.  I stop a few feet away and stare at 

him until he looks up.  He sips his beer and after a minute peels his eyes from the page and 

glances at me. 

 “What?” he asks. 

 “Making yourself at home?” 

 “I am, thank you.  Met several of your neighbors who wanted to know about Emma’s 

new mystery man.  It literally seems like they have never seen a male presence in this 

household.” 

 “Ok, thank you.” 

 “They all love you, did you know that?” 

 As he asks that, Mrs. Baker, an affable yet rotund stay-at-home mother from a few 

houses down, shouts from the sidewalk “Hi, dear!” 

 I turn and put on my best face. 



 136 

 “Good morning, Mrs. Baker!” 

 She stands there patiently, waiting for me to introduce my new beau.  When I don’t 

acquiesce to her obvious snooping, she says, “Ok, well have a nice Saturday.”  She hesitates to 

see if I would stop her, but she eventually saunters on.  Rolling past her the other direction are 

four Harleys with large men in black leather vests.  I see them occasionally because Big Bob 

lives at the end of the block.  They’re usually quite polite and don’t rev the engines until they’re 

out of the neighborhood or when they’re cruising the downtown. Big Bob nods and I wave like a 

wind-up monkey. 

 I turn back to Reev and find him smiling.  “I fucking love it here,” he says right before he 

belches. 

 I grab another chair and sit next to him.  I pick up a book he had dropped on the floor 

next to him. 

 “How to take charge of your own life,” I read.  I remember this one. 

 “One of several self-help books I found on your shelf.  It makes me question the 

Berkeley English program.”  He pauses and looks at me while I giggle like a school girl.  Why am 

I laughing like this?  I can really be annoying sometimes.  “You did something different with 

your hair.” 

 “I straightened it.” 

 “Why?” he asks suggestively. 

 “For the same reason you shaved this morning.  I don’t want to look like a scrub.” 

 “Huh.  So what kind of panties you got on?” 

 “Wouldn’t you like to know,” I respond in a prepared remark. 
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 “I would,” he says as he giggles… like a school boy. 

 “Reev.  Just don’t.” 

 I’m bothered by how turned on I am.  Apparently a belching man who drinks beer in a 

garage at ten in the morning and giggles at the idea of panties does it for me. 

 “Fine,” he says, turning back to the documents.  I’m offended how easily he gives up.  

“Have you looked at these anymore?”  I don’t even respond but try to convey disgust.  “Well, 

you should.” 

 I rip the first page from his hands and look at the images.  Mid-fifties couple, white, 

plain.  The photos look like they were taken from downtown.  They actually look familiar to me, 

but I can’t place them.  I turn my head away when I feel myself getting sick and hand it back to 

him. 

 “I can’t look.” 

 “Well, this should be pretty easy…” 

 “Easy!” I snap, appalled at the suggestion.  “Easy?  Not easy.” 

 “Well, getting past the obvious, the actual plan should be easy.  And the best part is you 

don’t have to do any of the dirty work, barring the unexpected.” 

 “The unexpected?” 

 “You never know.” 

 I take a deep breath.  “Right.  Perfect.  Just perfect.” 

 “Their house is only five minutes from the bar.  I’ll pick you up during one of your 

breaks.  We head over there.  All you have to do is ring the front door.  I’ll sneak around back 

and when they’re distracted, I’ll pop the first and then pop the second.” 
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 I stare at him, assuming he’s kidding.  When he pulls his eyes from the document 

nodding, looking to me for my stamp of approval, I jump out of my seat and run for the front 

yard.  I puke all over the hydrangea.  I swallow whatever is left in my mouth and wipe my lips 

with the back of my hand. 

 “You ok?” he asks nonchalantly.  He hands me a beer, which I accept and use to wash 

my mouth out.  “It’s ok to be scared.” 

 “It’s not that I’m scared, it’s that I’m not ok…” I say before switching my voice to a 

whisper, “…making plans to assassinate two people who probably frequent my bar.” 

 The feeling of my Superman cape, my hidden power, has dissipated.  I tried to convince 

myself I’m ok with it all, but I’m not.  Reev, on the other hand, has completely adjusted.  His 

military training must be kicking in.  Or he’s a psychopath. 

 “We can no longer have this conversation,” he says.  “Whatever you need to do to 

adjust to your life, make the adjustment.  I don’t know why this happened or why it’s 

happening, but it’s time to change our thinking.  This is the reality.  Responsible or not, we now 

have the blood of fifteen people on our hands.  End of story.  Get on board.  I cannot do this 

without you.” 

 He looks squarely into my eye as he says it.  I feel like I’m being hypnotized, but his 

decision to be the dominant male in the relationship, his absolute certainty in the situation, 

makes me feel safe.  It makes me feel like it is ok to accept what my life has become.  It is as 

though a fog has been lifted from my head.  When Reev said this is our reality, I stopped 

fighting it.  It didn’t feel like someone was putting a collar around my neck; it felt like the collar 

was being removed. 
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 I just nod. 

 “You’re going to shoot them?” I ask. 

 “Yes.” 

 “With what?” 

 He smiles at me.  We need to take a drive. 

 The drive is over the Altamont Pass to a charming little commuter town aptly named 

Transient.  The biker bars flourish and the real estate is perhaps the most affordable in all of 

California, making it a reasonable living situation for those few people who don’t mind a very 

long commute into the Bay Area.  It somewhat reminds me of Livingston before Bay Area 

residents began to realize that Livingston has more than fifty wineries producing quality wine at 

a fraction of Napa’s prices and is unto itself a very cheap living alternative to the rest of the Bay 

Area. 

 “I can’t say I make the trip out to Transient very often,” I say, remembering the trips 

through the town as my dad drove us up to the Sierra Nevada when I was a kid. 

 “I can’t say I’ve ever listened to NPR for thirty minutes straight,” he responds. 

 “Really?!” I exclaim.  “Wait, you don’t listen to NPR?” 

 “It’s nice outside that bubble you live in.  You should check it out.” 

 I don’t know why I am so offended and appalled by his comments.  I want to say, “Hey, 

I’ve killed before,” but it seems tasteless, so I let him have his holier-than-thou moment. 

 “So where are we going?” 

 “My dad’s house.” 

 “What?  Really?  I thought you weren’t talking to him.” 
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 “We don’t.  But he has things I need.” 

 I don’t press him on it, so I just follow his turn-by-turn instructions until we pull down a 

long dirt driveway tucked away on the outskirts of town.  The house at the end probably should 

be condemned.  Cardboard covers holes in the windows.  The foliage in the front yard hasn’t 

been trimmed back for what seemed like years.  The roof looks like it has actually caught fire 

recently. 

 “Jesus,” I mutter from the safety of Stuart my Subaru. 

 “Yep.” 

 He opens the door and slides out.  He doesn’t ask me to join him, and given the choice, 

I’m tempted to stay.  But I feel like we have become partners-in-crime – so to speak – and I 

don’t want to leave him hanging.  I open the door – I check for snakes and any other creature 

that I may or may not have seen before – and head to join him.  I slink my head like a turtle and 

avert my eyes from the house, thinking in some capacity that if I don’t look at it, it might not 

see me.  It reminds me of walking into the movie theater on my own.  What I wouldn’t give to 

have that be the big problem in my life again. 

 We step onto the front porch, making careful effort to avoid rotted out boards, and 

Reev knocks on the door.  I immediately am reminded of knocking on the door of Gravitas, but 

that was a solid steel furnace of a door, and this was a termite infested tinder box of a door.  

I’m shocked it didn’t fall off the hinges when he knocked. 

 Instead of a monster Eastern European staring back at us, a decrepit middle-aged man 

with reddish, pock-marked cheeks and a nose that looks like cauliflower glowers at us through 

glazed eyes and hatred.  He has on a stained wife-beater and blue sweats.  His face glistens with 
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sweat underneath the oppressive Transient heat.  He has a Budweiser in his hand and sips it 

while he tries to place the faces on his front porch. 

 “The hell do you want?” he slurs. 

 “Hi, Dad,” Reev says.  The very word seems to pain him. 

 He squints his eyes and turns his head slightly to get a better angle. 

 “Oh, right.”  He takes another sip of his beer.  “So what the fuck do you want?” 

 “I just came to get some of my things from the shed.” 

 “Your things?  This is my fucking house.  Ya mean my things?” 

 “No, I mean my things.  We’ll only be a minute.” 

 His dad quickly turns to me and smiled. 

 “Oh yeah, lookie what we have here,” he says as he leers at me.  I have rarely felt so 

dirty in my entire life.  “So what’d you do, knock her up?  Isn’t that what you Marine boys do?  

Go sleep with one another and head overseas on the gov’ment dolla and find you-selves some 

foreign baby-mamas?” 

 He continues to leer. 

 “This is Emma, you twisted motherfucker,” Reev says.  “She’s a high school friend.” 

 His dad doesn’t like his son having a big mouth. 

 “Oh yeah, ya were the one who liked ta talk.  I remember ya.  I remember when ya used 

ta talk and I’d knock yo ass to the ground ta shut ya the fuck up.  Ya remember that?”  He starts 

to laugh like he just remembered a great time in his life that brought him endless joy.  My dad 

used to have similar reactions when he would tell stories about watching me trying to ski.  “Ya’d 



 142 

say something smart and I’d whoop ya ass.  Then ya go an’ run off ta da Marines.  Big tough 

guy.  Yeah I remember ya.  So what now?  Ya come back to show how’s tough ya are?” 

 His spittle began to fly out of his mouth and Reev calmly takes it.  It’s a side of Reev I 

have never seen before.  Not during high school.  Not during the summer we were together.  

Not in the past week he had returned to my life.  I want to do something.  I want to help.  But I 

sit there, terrified and stunned.  This is what Reev had to deal with growing up.   

 While I do nothing, though, Reev finally reacts.  With a swift upper cut, he connects with 

his father’s gut.  His father grunts and keels over, most likely stunned that his son finally stood 

up to him.  Reev, seemingly without a raised heartbeat or labored breath, takes his father by 

the back of the head and knees him squarely in the face.  His father’s body shoots upward and 

he falls back onto the floor.  He’s knocked out cold, blood already dripping from his nose and 

lip. 

 Reev takes two steps and stands over him.  He takes in the sight for a moment and then 

turns to look at me.  “Come on, let’s get this over with.” 

 I follow him through the house.  It is a level of filth I have never encountered before.  

Trash everywhere.  Soiled carpets and burned out couch cushions.  More broken windows and a 

tree had crashed through a part of the roof.  I can’t imagine there was ever electricity and I 

would rather have a glass of water from the depths of Mexico. 

 The backyard isn’t as bad.  It’s overgrown, but it essentially just extends out into the 

hills.  His father actually has a fairly large piece of property.  There’s an old shed at the edge of 

the lot that had once been painted red.  Reev makes a beeline. 
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 “That’s why you left?” I ask.  I knew he had issues with his dad, but I didn’t know how 

bad it was.   

 He doesn’t answer. 

 He opens the door to the shed.  There are guns everywhere.  Not that I’m an expert, but 

they don’t appear to be in the best of shape.  Some are rusted.  The bigger ones that look like 

the machine guns from most Middle East war movies—the ones with the big brown handles—

are sitting in the dirt.  There are two large metal lockers at the back.  The green one is open and 

empty.  The black one is closed, but has several dents in the side. 

 “I wonder how often he tried to break into this thing.” 

 Reev puts a combination in the circle lock and the door popped open.  Inside the locker 

is an arsenal unto itself.  Hand guns, machine guns, ammo, and… 

 “Here, take this,” Reev says, handing me a knife that is frighteningly large and eerily 

similar to the one I jammed into the man’s back.  “I know how you like knives.” 

 “Jesus Christ, Reev, what is all this?” 

 “Pretty awesome, right?” he says, giddy like a child.  “One thing my dad actually taught 

me were survivalist principles.  When the zombie apocalypse hits, the ones with guns survive.” 

 “Jesus Christ,” I say again.  It’s oddly exhilarating.  I take a step forward and reach for 

one. 

 “No,” he says.  “Don’t touch these.  We’re going to take these.” 

 He kneels down and pulls a small duffle bag off the floor.  He throws it on the counter 

and opens it up.  There are about ten hand guns and gun paraphernalia inside.  He pulls one 

out. 
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 “These are burner guns,” he says.  “There are no identifying marks.  Cops can trace 

bullets to the gun, but only if they have the gun.  And even then, they would only trace it to us 

if they find it in our possession.” 

 “And why do you have these?” I ask. 

 “In case I have to shoot someone.”  He says it in a manner that suggests he is annoyed 

by the stupidity of the question.  “Have you ever shot a gun before?” 

 “Oh yeah,” I say.  “My sorority had target practice every Monday.” 

 I think it’s funny, but he doesn’t seem amused.  He might still been thinking about his 

run in with his dad.  I actually began to hope he wasn’t planning on going back in the house and 

shooting him.  The drunk idiot had better stay knocked out. 

 “Come on,” he says.  “Let me teach you how.” 

 He carries the guns and a box of ammunition into the backyard.  I watch him drop the 

bullet holder – “This is the magazine” – out of the bottom of the gun and begin to push bullets 

in with his thumb.  He slams the magazine back in, pulls the top of the gun back until it slams 

forward, aims it at a bottle across the yard, and begins to unload.  The noise is deafening.  I 

shrink down and throw my hands over my ears and close my eyes.  When the noise stops, I look 

up, white with fear and anger.  He waits for me to rise before he talks. 

 “Come here.” 

 I shake as I approach him, realizing this is now Reev’s show.  I’m not sure if he has come 

unhinged or if he is in complete control, but it seems wiser to play along.  He takes me and 

slides behind me.  He puts my hand on the gun and has his hands over mine. 
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 “We’re not going to use ear or eye protection because you won’t have it when things go 

down.  It’ll be loud.  Get used to it.  Feel this button here.”  He takes my finger and pushes a 

button on the side.  “That drops the magazine.”  The magazine drops to the ground.  He takes 

my left hand and puts a full magazine in it.  He directs my hand as it slides in the bottom of the 

gun.  “Now slap the bottom.”  I do as he says.  It hurts.  “A few rules with guns.  Never put your 

finger on the trigger unless you’re about to shoot.  Always know what’s downrange.  Always 

keep the dangerous side of the gun pointed downrange, at the ground, or at the thing you’re 

planning to shoot.” 

 “Ok,” I say as I gulp. 

 “Now, there are two sights.  Line the two sights up and focus on the back sight.  It’ll be 

confusing for a bit, but it’ll start to click.  When you pull the trigger, squeeze, don’t pull or yank.  

The gun should not move.” 

 Reev’s assertiveness and oozing masculinity has me on the edge of my sanity.  A gun in 

my hand, in his arms, it is torture. 

 “Keep your arms locked.  Lean forward.”  He takes his hands off the gun and puts them 

on the backs of my shoulder.  “Pick a target and fire.” 

 I’m struck by how heavy the gun is.  It never appears this heavy in the movies, but I do 

as Reev says.  I find a rusty bucket in the tall grass.  I try to focus on the back sight and squeeze.  

The gun explodes and I nearly drop it.  It makes my hands jolt back. 

 “Keep it pointed down range,” he yells as my ears ring. 

 I point it back at my target.  I have absolutely no idea if I hit anything.  I pull the trigger 

again.  And again.  And again.   
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 By the time we leave, the bucket is unrecognizable.  Guns are kind of fun. 
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Chapter 14 

 

When Tuesday rolled around, I tried to treat it like any other day.  We hadn’t heard from Vince 

the mob boss and Benson had yet to return to the bar, but we saw no reason to believe the 

circumstances had changed and had convinced ourselves we’re going to go through with it.  I 

obviously didn’t sleep – haven’t slept for days – but I don’t necessarily feel bad.  After an hour 

of firing various handguns, I settled on a GLOCK 19, which Reev was very pleased with.  “Very 

easy to fire,” he had said, “it won’t jam and easy trigger.  Great for girls your size.”  In case it did 

jam, though, he also gave me a Sig Sauer (I can’t remember the number).  I hated it, I guess 

because of something called double action that made it nearly impossible for my tiny hands to 

pull the trigger, but I guess it’d be better to have a backup. 

 Of course, this is supposed to all be a moot point.  I should have no role in the situation 

other than ringing the doorbell.  I ring the doorbell, while someone answers, Reev slips in the 

back and takes them out one by one.  If whoever answers the door runs, well, I’m hoping they 

don’t. 

 I slept – or laid in bed – with the guns on my bedside table right next to Little Women 

and my Think and Grow Rich (with study guide) book and my phone.  I would say it contributed 

to my lack of restful sleep, but that would be ignoring the prior week.  I was also thinking about 

Reev.  I thought about his father and his reason for leaving.  He had to escape.  It makes my 

need to escape seem so pathetic.  He was abused and embarrassed.  He didn’t want to show up 

with a black eye and explain that while my father was outside barbecuing, his father was 
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drinking and beating him up.  So he left.  How awful the whole experience must have been.  

And then to show up again and confront him because of the situation we’re in... 

 It all makes me feel nauseated.  I begin to spiral to darkness when I consider the lack of 

empathy I had shown.  How could I have been such a bad person?   

 I’m actually grateful for my mom’s early morning phone call.  I can’t remember when 

they started to become a nuisance to me, but I used to treasure my mom’s early morning wake-

ups.  Lately they’ve just annoyed me. 

 “Hi, mom,” I say with no hint of drowsiness. 

 I expect to hear, “Hiya, Emma-girl,” but instead, I get, “I have done it again.  One year in 

every ten, I manage it.  A sort of walking miracle, my skin…”  It’s my favorite poem – Lazy 

Lazarus – by my favorite poet – Sylvia Plath – who killed herself in the most inventive of ways – 

stuck her head in the oven.  My mom hasn’t woken me up to a poetry reading since before my 

dad died.  I let her continue.  “Ash, ash, you poke and stir.  Flesh, bone, there is nothing there.  

A cake of soap, a wedding ring, a gold filling.  Herr God, Herr Lucifer, beware beware.  Out of 

the ash I rise with my red hair, and I eat men like air.”  I can tell she’s standing and prancing 

about the house, dramatizing the reading. 

 “Yay,” I say.  “Bravo.” 

 “Thank you, thank you.” 

 “Are you writing poetry again?” I ask. 

 “Meh heh, very funny.”  She plops down, out of breath. 

 “Why is that funny?  You should start again.  I love your poems.” 

 She ignores me and asks, “So how’s my girl?” 
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 “Tired.  I’m not sleeping much.”  I look at the guns on my bedside table and roll away 

from them. 

 “Oh no!”  She pauses.  “Because of Reev?” 

 “What?  Mom, stop.” 

 “Well, he’s staying there, isn’t he?” 

 I didn’t know she knew about my current living situation. 

 “It’s complicated.  Nothing’s happened.” 

 “Well, stay on top of your health.  It can help get you through these situations.” 

 Now I remember why these calls became a nuisance. 

 “Have you put anymore thought into the house?” 

 “Well, yes, and it’s just reinforced my decision.  Why should I waste my golden years 

fighting the state and the county and the city over building codes and regulations?  No, now I’m 

just thinking about my next steps.” 

 “Your… What?  Are you serious?  What about your job?” 

 “My job?  Emma, I’ve been at the library for twenty-three years.  I’ve reached 

retirement.  I want to move on.  You’re always clamoring about wanting to leave, so now you 

should support me.” 

 I sigh.  “I do support you.” 

 “Good, now get out of bed, sleepy-head!  It’s going to be a great day!  Woo!” 

 At that, she hangs up on me.  I have to ask her if she’s on some kind of new anti-anxiety 

meds and then stealthily steal her supply.  Dosing myself on anti-anxiety drugs is almost 

certainly the answer to my problems.  But they would not be an answer today. 
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 I swing my legs out of bed and convince myself I’m ready to conquer the day.  I’m not 

sure what to do with the guns so I slide them under a pillow.  They don’t feel quite as heavy as 

yesterday, but when I hold them I feel pain under my fingernails from the repetitive process of 

putting bullets in the magazine, racking the hammer, and delicately squeezing the trigger (yes, I 

know what that all means now).  I don’t even want to look at the physical state of my nails.  The 

pain tells me plenty.  I do a quick check in the bathroom mirror, roll my eyes at the puffy-eyed, 

snaggled-hair monster that looks back, and head out to make coffee.   

I find Reev. 

 He has music playing from his phone and working out in my family room.  He has no 

shirt on, not that that’s important, but I notice.  I watch him do a modified set of burpees – he 

adds an extra pushup – and then approach. 

 “Morning,” I chirp. 

 He turns as though he hadn’t heard me leave my room and sucks in air through his nose.  

He’s a sweaty mess. 

 “Oh, hey,” he says.  He seems embarrassed.  We didn’t really talk about his relationship 

with his father or more about why he left me so abruptly so many years ago.  It frustrates me 

because I want to talk about it, but I get the feeling that letting me witness it all yesterday was 

his version of revealing his emotions. 

 “You’re up bright and early.” 

 “Just getting a workout in.  I’ve really fallen off the wagon.”  He pauses and looks at the 

next exercise on his computer.  “Throw some shorts on and join me.” 
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 I laugh.  “I need coffee first.” 

 “Made some.  Plenty left.  Also some stuff for mimosas on the counter.” 

 “Mimosas?  Ugh, I don’t think I can have champagne this early.  When did you even 

have the time to go get a bottle?” 

 “I didn’t,” he says, smiling sheepishly.  “I found it in your fridge.” 

 “Fuck, Reev!” I yell.  “I was saving that for…” 

 “For what?” 

 “I don’t know, something special.  Like getting a job outside of Livingston.”  Truthfully, I 

barely even remember buying the bottle, it just felt like I was supposed to reprimand him.  Am I 

abusive like his father?  No, definitely not. 

 “How’s that coming?” 

 “Shut up.” 

 It’s actually fairly coincidental that he asks that because as I move to pour myself a cup 

of coffee, I see that he has gotten yesterday’s mail and the morning paper.  I take a sip and 

begin flipping through the mail as he begins a set of squats.  One letter catches my eye.  I had 

applied to a year-long fellowship program to go study ancient library procurement in Cairo, and 

this is the response.  I tear the letter open and read.  “Dear, Ms. Emma Dillinger,” it says, 

“Thank you for applying to the Cairo Library Foundation.  We regret to inform you…”  I stop 

reading.  I put the letter on the counter. 

 I had already prepared myself for this.  It was a long shot advocated by my mother, of 

whom I now have to break the unfortunate news. 

 “Hey, what ever happened with those bonds?” he asks. 
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 It takes me a minute to even understand what he’s asking.  The bonds.  The bonds.  

Right, the bonds. 

 “Jesus, I totally forgot.  I think I need to send those in.” 

 “You might just be able to go into a bank,” he says. 

 “You a banker now?” 

 “I wish.  I’d have money.” 

 “What do we even need the money for?” 

 He hesitates.  “Honestly, I don’t know.  In the Marines, we always need to buy stuff for 

operations.  I just assumed we would too.” 

 “But you forgot you had a homemade arsenal?” 

 He laughs and I shake my head to overcome the surreal shock that I’m asking about his 

arsenal.  I take another sip of coffee, fighting the urge to just have a glass of champagne, and 

open the paper.  The front headline reads, “No New Leads in Livingston Fire.”  The Livingston 

Fire.  It has a name.  I was so consumed by the events created by the fire that I had failed to 

keep up with the story.  The Livingston Fire had become a national headline.  Fourteen people 

dead.  Illegal Club.  A crack in the façade of the bursting Bay Area.  An underground beneath the 

above ground Silicon Valley wealth.  It had it all and the media pounced. 

 I put the paper down next to my rejection letter and stare at them both.  A perfect 

dichotomy within my path in life.  A sad portrayal of where my life has led to and where my life 

could have gone.  And oddly, a fascinating study in what can really be construed as a smashing 

success and a resounding failure. 

 Reev stops his squats and wanders over. 
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 “What’s that?” he asks. 

 “Oh, just a rejection letter.” 

 “That sucks.  Is it for some dorky writing thing?” 

 I open my mouth to yell at him but just laugh because, well, that’s exactly what it is.  He 

picks up his own mimosa and finishes it off.  He walks over to fix another one. 

 “Want one?” 

 Considering our task at hand later tonight, drinking champagne for breakfast seems 

questionable.  Still, I find myself nodding. 

 “Yes.” 

 “Good.  I’ll make one for you.  Go put some clothes on.  Get a short work out in.  It’ll 

make you feel better.” 

 I don’t resist.  I melt into his words, allowing him total control over my actions.  As I walk 

to my room, I begin reciting Lady Lazarus, “Ash, ash, you poke and stir.  Flesh, bone, there is 

nothing there.” 
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Chapter 15 

 

Later on Tuesday afternoon, I go to work.  It also happens to be the first outrageous Livingston 

heat wave of the summer and the temperature pops to 106 degrees.  As we like to say, though, 

it’s a dry heat, so it’s not that bad.  I rarely even recognize the heat, but on my way to the bar, I 

stop by the post office to drop the bonds into the mail, which means spending time wandering 

around looking for the post office (which apparently still exists).  It seems like a smart idea to 

send them certified.  I am actually quite proud of myself for such prudent decision-making, but 

no one was there to recognize my accomplishment so I just pat myself on the back. 

 Regardless, dry heat or not, 106 degrees is hot, which means when people leave their 

houses, they still want to be inside.  The point being, the bar was swamped.  A swamped bar 

has its advantages and disadvantages.  The main disadvantage is it’s a total shit show.  

Customers are angry, coworkers are angry, and everyone is hot, which just exacerbates the 

problem.  The main advantage is that the time goes quick and I don’t think about much else. 

 When I enter, Jarrod doesn’t even say hi to me.  I just overhear him telling a customer 

over the background noise, “Just so you know, my shift is over.  No need to close out, but 

Emma here will be taking care of you.” 

 “Ok, thanks, Jarrod!” the customer replies.  I have never seen her before, but Jarrod has 

this incredible ability to make customers feel very special. 

 “Hiya,” I chime in, trying to be the most hospitable bartender I can be.  “Just let me 

know if you need anything.” 

 “Jarrod has me all set, thanks.” 
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 Jarrod and I turn together. 

 “What a madhouse,” I say. 

 “Oh yeah, it’s cray cray today,” he says.  I laugh and try to maintain a charming smile 

when Eleanor – I confirmed her name – walks by.  “What’s going on with you?” 

 “What?”  My smile fades as I snap my head towards Jarrod. 

 “What’s going on with you?  A few days ago you were all mopey.  Now you’re trying to 

be all nice.  Hell, girl, you just smiled at Elena.” 

 “Who’s Elena?” 

 “The new waitress.” 

 “Eleanor?” 

 Jarrod raises an eyebrow as a new ticket prints out with drink orders.  I absentmindedly 

begin to make them. 

 “That proves my point.  Why are you fake smiling at Elena?” 

 “I’m not, what?  What’s with the fifth degree?  It’s hot and I just started my shift.  Can 

you just, you know, go do something else.” 

 He wraps his arms around my waste while I’m trying to shake a margarita.  I playfully 

yell and the crowd starts to clap. 

 When he puts me down, he says, “You seem nervous, like you’re hiding something.  Did 

you sleep with gorgeous Reev?”  I make a face that tells him to shut up.  “Well, whatever it is, 

I’m on to you and I’m going to figure it out.  You know, I was at the Boys and Girls Club, cuz 

remember, I volunteer, and this little angel says to me, ‘Jarrod, you got yaself a girlfriend?”  
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Jarrod starts laughing hysterically.  “And you know what I was thinking, I was thinking, if I had a 

girlfriend, I would want her to be just like you.” 

 I stop what I’m doing and look at him.  “Stop.” 

 “I’m telling you the truth.” 

 I blush.  “Well, thank you.  That’s actually very nice.” 

 “You’re very welcome, now stop messing around and give yourself to that dreamboat of 

a man.”  I shake my head and move the drinks to the finished counter.  “Hey, speaking of which, 

you’re working first shift tomorrow, right?” 

 Shit.  I had forgotten.  I groan.  “Yes, I guess I am.” 

 “Well some friends and I are going to that new rooftop bar for happy hour.  You should 

come.” 

 “What rooftop bar?” 

 “That new bar is opening on top of the hardware store.  Remember?  It was the first 

step in the whole downtown renovation but then everything else got put on hold.” 

 I smile and turn towards him shaking my head.  “I literally have no idea what you’re 

talking about.  I know Peter’s Books closed, but I didn’t know about any new bar.” 

 “Well good, so you’re in?  Oh oh oh, bring Reeeeeeev.”  He puts his hands between his 

knees and begins to beg.  “Pleeeaaaase.” 

 “Fine.” 

 “Yay!”  He begins clapping like a cartoon dolphin.  His smile fades when he looks at my 

hands.  “Oh, honey, nails.” 

 Disgusted, he turns and walks away before I can properly retort. 
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 “Excuse me,” I hear once he walks away.  It’s not from any one person.  Everyone is 

screaming at me for a drink. 

 I turn to handle them one at time, and my first customer is a younger, Latino man – 

maybe college-aged.  “Can you please turn it to the soccer game please?” 

 “The soccer game?” I ask.  I turn and look at the television.  The San Francisco Giants are 

on every screen.  “Um, we don’t usually play soccer here.  What game?” 

 “It’s the Gold Cup,” he says in exasperation, as though that means something to me.   

 “Well, ok, does anyone mind if I change one of the TVs?”  The bar is so packed and noisy 

that only a few people hear me, and the ones that do hear me give me looks that suggest they 

find it bizarre I asked them.  I feel like if Jarrod had asked it, or if Elena had asked, they would 

have been much more enthusiastic in their responses.  Maybe I need to work on my people 

skills.  “Alright then, what channel?” 

 “I don’t know, it’s the U.S. soccer game against Panama!”  He shouts it excitedly and a 

couple of his friends behind him slap him on the back. 

 “Right.”  It would have been a good moment to work on empathy and try to relate to 

him, but I can’t stress this enough: soccer is boring. 

 I turn and pull out the remote and begin the several-minutes long challenge of trying to 

change a single bar television without changing them all, thereby pissing everyone off, and all 

the while attempting to search through the guide.  Once I find it and click OK, I hear a holler and 

thank you from my new Panamanian friends – because apparently we have those now – and 

notice the channel changing had allowed the drink orders to pile up at an alarming rate. 
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 Meredith, another bartender who always seems to work the shift other than Jarrod’s, 

comes running over.  I like Meredith.  She has tattoos down her arms and a big tattoo that says 

MISBEHAVIN’ across her shoulder blades.  She’s a legit Livingston original.  No college.  Couple 

kids.  Pants that barely make it past her butt-crack, which allows her belly fat to droop over like 

a melting ice cream cone.  I actually find her wonderful. 

 “Hey you got this?” she asks.  “Need help?” 

 “No no, I got it, thanks,” I say as I pick up the first ticket. 

 But then I hear, “Emma!  Emma, come here.” 

 It’s Janice and she’s shouting at me in a whisper.   

 “Never mind, you’re up,” I say to Meredith as I hand her the ticket.  I have to say “One 

sec!” about eight times as I head towards Janice, who really chose an outstanding time to have 

a powwow. 

 When I get around the corner to where Janice had retreated to, she looks at me and 

says, “Did you change the channel without my permission?” 

 “Um, excuse me?” I say. 

 “You can’t just change the channels on the TV.  We’re a sports bar.  We have baseball or 

basketball or football.  None of this soccer stuff.  You have to ask my permission if you’re going 

to change one.” 

 “I…” I freeze.  I’m speechless.  How long do you have to work at a place to have rights to 

change a TV for a customer who asks?  “Janice, a customer wanted to watch soccer.  I’m just 

trying to make everyone happy.” 
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 “Well, if you want to have a job, you should worry about keeping me happy, and you do 

not have privileges to change the TV.” 

 “Did you just threaten my job because I changed a channel?” 

 “No, I threatened your job because new bars are opening and they’re not part of our…”  

She pauses and thinks about her words. “And we have to keep up our character and charm.” 

 I nod once.  I realize Janice isn’t angry at me.  She’s projecting and needed to vent.  I’m 

tempted to tell her to burn the place down and collect the insurance money. 

 “Right,” is all I can muster.  I have to go kill two people, but don’t worry, Janice, your TVs 

are safe from my wandering little channel changers. 

 “Ok, get back out there.  It’s busy.” 

 She doesn’t tell me to change it back, but I assume it’s what she wanted, so I look at the 

Panamanians, say, “Sorry, guys,” and begin switching back to baseball.  When they object, 

Janice comes racing out. 

 “Why are you changing it?” she screams.  She looks at the Panamanians and asks, “Do 

you guys want to watch soccer?” 

 They all nod, distraught that the screen has the guide back up on it. 

 “Leave it on soccer, Emma.” 

 She walks away shaking her head.  She’s lucky I left my guns with Reev because my night 

might have begun much sooner than anticipated.  As it were, the bar began to clear out around 

eight and by nine, exactly as scheduled, I was afforded a fifteen-minute break.  I never thought 

I’d be so relieved to be able to leave my day job to go, well, go do what I’m about to do.  

Without saying anything, I sneak out the backdoor where Reev is waiting in my car.  Its’s still 
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nearly 100 degrees outside.  I climb in the passenger seat, but only after picking up a black hat 

and black t-shirt that are sitting there. 

 “What’re these?” I ask. 

 “Put them on.” 

 I do as he says as he begins driving. 

 “Alright, so where is this place?” he asks. 

 “What, are you serious?  You don’t know where it is?  I thought you had this all worked 

out!  Jesus, let me put it in my Waze.” 

 “No!” he bellows.  “Emma, use your head.  Turn your phone off.  You can have no 

connection to this house.  Of course I know where it is.  I was trying to be funny.” 

 He smiles at me, but I’m not feeling in very light spirits. 

 “Can you not make jokes about this?” I ask, refusing to look at him.  I stare straight out 

the front window. 

 “Ok, ok, I’m sorry.  So let’s go over this,” he says.  “Your two guns are loaded and under 

the seat in the back.  I’ll park a block away.  I’ll head to the house thirty seconds before you.  

After thirty seconds, you get out, get your guns, and head to the front door.  You ring the 

doorbell.  When someone answers, I’ll go in.  You shouldn’t have to do anything.” 

 “But what if I do?” I ask, realizing it’s been gnawing at me. 

 “Then it’s just a paper target, just like you practiced.  Another bucket that you’ll blow 

into smithereens.  And when it’s all done, do not wait for me.  You walk casually back to the car 

and get in and wait for me.  You understand?” 
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 I feel my body going into shock.  My breathing is labored and the blood rushes from my 

face and hands.  I feel faint. 

 “Will you listen to what you just said?” I say to him.  “Why are we going along with 

this?” 

 He’s annoyed I brought it up.  He takes a deep breath and sighs. 

 “Because, I don’t have any other answers, and if this gets you out of this mess, then let’s 

just go through with it.” 

 I listen to his words.  He said “you” and not “us.”  He’s doing this for me.  Why is he 

doing this for me? 

 We don’t say another word.  The windows are down so we both allow the warm night 

air to flow in over our bodies.  It’s Tuesday, so most people have gone home and the streets 

grow dark outside of the immediate downtown area.  It’s still just a five-minute drive, though, 

which means I have ten minutes to get back to work once Reev parks the car. 

 When he parks, I feel the shock turning into a panic attack.  Reev, calm as a butterfly, 

sees my body go rigid. 

 “Ok,” he says.  “Look, I’m going to leave the car running.  No one will take it.  You can do 

this.” 

 At that, he gets out of the car, leaving the engine running as promised.  I watch him hop 

onto the sidewalk and begin walking towards the house.  I begin counting in my head.  One 

Mississippi.  Two Mississippi.  Three Mississippi.  I think it takes me nearly a minute to get to 

thirty.  When I finally do, I’m frozen.  I can’t get out of the car.  Everything about this is wrong 

and I know it’s wrong and I want to leave.  I contemplate taking the car and driving off and 
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leaving Reev.  I’m sure he’d be fine.  I try to center myself.  I take a deep breath.  I practice my 

breathing from yoga classes.  In one nostril, out the other, and reverse.  It must have been 

nearly three minutes since Reev left.  I feel my hand reach for the door handle, but it just sits 

there. 

 There’s just no way I’m leaving this car. 

 Suddenly, I hear two loud bangs.  I jump in my seat and then shrivel as small possible.  

He actually did it.  As I think that, I hear two more loud shots, followed by a fifth.  What the hell 

is he doing? 

 As I look at the house, I see Reev tear out of the bushes and onto the sidewalk.  After a 

few steps, his feet slow and his sprint turns into a casual walk, just as he directed.  He seems to 

be shaking as he approaches the car, which is understandable.  He opens his door and climbs in.  

He puts the car in drive and pulls a U-turn. 

 “You did it?” I say. 

 He’s silent for a minute and then says, “No, I did not do it.” 

 “What do you mean?  I heard the gun shots.” 

 “Those weren’t my gunshots.”  He pulls up to a red light and stops.  He looks at me.  

“Those crazy bastards shot themselves.” 

 He looks at the light and then back to me and begins to crack up.  I know it’s wrong, but 

I do the same. 

 “Wait, what?” I ask, falling deeper and deeper into hysterics. 

 “It was crazy.  I was waiting for you in the backyard.  I look in the house and I hear them 

arguing about the fucking air conditioner.  He wanted it on and she thought it was too 
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expensive or some shit.  He called her a cunt and then they just start firing.”  He takes a deep 

breath to settle himself.  I can’t tell if he’s trying to stop laughing or trying to make sense of 

what he just experienced. 

 “That’s, heh, that’s pretty twisted.” 

 “We got angels on our side,” he says.  It’s an incredibly cheesy comment, but it actually 

makes me feel better. 

 “It sure seems like it.” 

 He makes another turn and then pulls into the parking lot outside the bar and parks. 

 “When are you off?” he asks. 

 “Probably about midnight.” 

 “Ok, I’m going to go get a beer.  Probably walk home.” 

 He hands me the keys.  He looks at his watch. 

 “Fourteen minutes.  Not too bad.” 

 He gets out of the car and leaves me.  I think he knew I needed to get out on my own 

time.  Before he closes the door, though, he looks in and says, “Hey, Emma, you never got out 

of the car, did you?” 

 I just shake my head.  There’s no sheepish smile.  There’s no explanation.  Just a shaking 

of my head. 

 He nods.  “That’s good.  That’s good.”   

He closes the door and walks off.  Almost exactly thirty seconds later, I follow suit and 

head back into the First Street Bar and Grill to finish off my shift. 
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Chapter 16 

 

The next morning I’m practically waiting for the newspaper to arrive.  Since I don’t sleep much 

anymore, I’m waiting by the front door and when I hear it plop down in the driveway I run out 

and grab it.  I open it in the darkness of the morning and scour the front page for any news of a 

double matrimonial homicide.  Nothing.  I flip to the local Bay Area section.  Nothing.  There’s 

more about the fire, although it’s no longer on Page 1.  One headline reads, Police Investigating 

Licit Bank Funding in Connection to Gravitas Fire.  More importantly, though, there is no 

double homicide.  Apparently, a husband and wife shooting one another in Livingston is not 

significant enough for the San Francisco Chronicle.  Or maybe it just occurred too late to go to 

press. 

 I let my hands drop and allow the paper to crinkle against my hips.  I look up and take in 

the dark streets and the cool morning air.  It’s quiet except for the vague scuffing of shoes 

making contact with pavement.  I turn and see the dark silhouette of Reev emerging in the 

shadows. 

 I stand there as he runs up to me and stops.  He keels over and puts his hands on his 

knees as he sucks in oxygen. 

 “Good morning,” I say.  “Out for a jog?” 

 He pops up and smiles.  “How exciting was last night?” 

 “Um, not.  And we didn’t even get credit for it in today’s paper.” 

“What?” he asks incredulously.  He grabs the paper from me and scans it.  “Well that’s 

bullshit.” 
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“I was joking.”  I look at him waiting for him to acknowledge the joke, but he 

legitimately looks irritated.   

“Neverminding the fact you sound like a psychopath,” I say, “what is it with you working 

out so much?” 

 He takes a deep breath and smiles.  The cuts on his face have largely healed over the 

last week, but the sweat makes the residual bruising glisten. 

 “Like you have that sexy ass body without working out.” 

 I roll my eyes and don’t give him the satisfaction of smiling. 

 “Certainly not lately.” 

 He starts bouncing on his feet like he’s getting a second wind.  “Drop the paper and 

make a fist,” he commands, suddenly looking serious. 

 “What?” 

 I look at him as he lets the paper drop to the driveway and holds his left palm out 

toward me. 

 “Punch it.” 

 “Reev.” 

 “Punch it.” 

 I sigh and make a fist and jab at his hand.  It feels awkward and hurts.  He must also 

think it feels awkward because he contorts his face and shows his disappointment. 

 “What the hell was that?” 

 I roll my eyes again and begin to walk away. 

 “Hey, come on.”  He runs and cuts me off. 
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 “Reev, it’s too early for this.  I haven’t even had my coffee yet.” 

 He puts his hand up again.  “This time, lock your wrist and snap your arm.”  He shows 

me with his other arm.  “Come on.  Again.” 

 I realize passing his test is the most surefire way to get to my coffee, so I reluctantly 

comply, making an overly dramatic sigh to show I’m annoyed.  I make a fist and try to snap it at 

his palm.  I hear the smack as I connect.  He smiles and nods. 

 “Nice.  Better.  Do it again.” 

 I hit him three more times before he tells me to hit left and then right.  I would never 

admit it, but it’s beginning to feel more natural. 

 “Ok,” he says.  “Last lesson of the day.  The middle of the body is your friend.”  He points 

as he talks.  “Nuts, stomach, chest, throat, chin, nose.  Hit, hit, hit.  Easiest move for you is a 

solid knee to the nuts and then take the bottom of your palm and thrust up into the nose.” 

 I look at him with the stupefied look of a sheltered creature being exposed to the cruel 

realities of life and death.  I’m still trying to wrap my head around last night’s gruesome 

murders and Reev is teaching me the intricacies of hand-to-hand combat. 

 “Reev, what the hell are you talking about?” 

 “Are you ready to get the hell out of town?” he asks. 

 “I obviously can’t do that.” 

 “Then you need to accept that we’re in this.  You left me high and dry last night.  It 

worked out, miraculously, but it can’t happen again.  The more we do this, the more likely it is 

you’ll encounter a man who isn’t choking to death.  You have to be able to defend yourself.  
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Ok?”  I swallow and make a curt nod.  He rubs sweat out of his eye and goes to collect the 

paper.  “Now, come on, knee to the nuts, take your palm, drive it into the nose.” 

 I do as he says, carefully avoiding connecting with his manhood.  He smiles confidently, 

happy with his work, and then finally allows me back in the house. 

 “Sorry,” he says as we both walk inside. 

 “For what?” 

 “I didn’t mean to come down on you.” 

 “You didn’t.  It’s fine.”  We’re silent as I get two mugs and fill them with coffee.  “What 

are you doing today?” 

 “Actually, I need to look for a job.  Your bar doesn’t happen to be hiring, is it?” 

 I laugh and I can see it hurts his feelings.  It’s funny, it hadn’t crossed my mind that he 

wasn’t working.  I guess I just linked him with getting paid from the military.  Or I assumed that 

when he came back into my life that it was my responsibility to take care of him.  Him getting a 

job was akin to a child getting a job when the parents just wanted him to be home and safe.  

But he did not view it that way.  He obviously wanted to be a grownup.  He had exposed an 

extreme vulnerability and my response was to throw it in his face.  My God, I am a monster.  I 

could see this spiraling south very quickly, so I try to recover and focus on the positive. 

 “That’s great!” I exclaim.  “Woo!”   

 He looks at me like I’m a crazy person. 

 “What the hell was that?” 

 “I’m just pumped for you.  Taking the initiative.”  He stares at me like he’s waiting me to 

complete a thought.  He wants me to answer his initial question.  As I take a sip of my coffee, I 
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pretend like I just remembered he had asked me something and I begin nodding while I 

swallow.  “Oh, I’ll ask Janice about a job.  But, Reev, maybe keeping something separate in our 

lives isn’t terrible.” 

 He nods.  “Getting too close for comfort?” 

 I smile and roll my eyes again.  “So you’re staying then?” 

 “Is that ok?  You thought I wouldn’t?” 

 “I don’t know, it’s Livingston.  You had been out to see the world.  You come back.  

Home isn’t quite what you expected.” 

 “What’s not to love about Livingston?  It’s like Afghanistan, only whiter.”  As I laugh—

because I do that anytime he makes a joke, apparently—he says, “I’ll pay rent when I can.” 

 I laugh because that’s the funniest joke of all. 

 “Ok.  I look forward to it.” 

 “Speaking of which, let’s go winetasting!” 

 I laugh again.  “In Livingston?  Ok.  Later, though.  I actually have a job and I need to get 

ready.”  I take my coffee and head to my room, but I turn and ask, “Do you think we’ll hear 

from them today?” 

 “We’ll see,” he says in a jokingly ominous way.  He’s having fun with this.  “My face is 

healing so I could use some new bruises.” 

 I smile and walk away.  We’ll see.  Those words echo through my head for my entire 

shift.  Every time a customer enters, I assume Benson and his bandaged face had come to give 

me an evil smirk and new instructions.  But Benson never showed up.  And Janice didn’t get 

mad at me for changing the television or any other egregious offense.  And the customers 
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didn’t annoy me.  And by the end of my shift, I’m in a good mood and ready to check out the 

newest bar in Livingston with Jarrod and the young college wait staff. 

 I walk with my arm through Jarrod’s along the sidewalk of First Street. 

 “Honey, why are you in such a good mood?” he asks. 

 “I don’t know, just feeling good,” I say.  And it’s true.  Having a normal day at work and 

going to check out a new bar, it just feels nice.  We walk in silence for a little ways trailing the 

group and find ourselves at the door of the local hardware store. 

 “Can you believe they managed to open a bar on the roof of the hardware store?” 

Jarrod asks me.  “You’d think they’d just buy the whole building and open a bigger space.” 

 I look at the hardware store.  It’s one of those stores that you pass a million times and 

never actually realize it until you need something totally random and Google where to find it 

and discover you work essentially next door to a hardware store.  It’s a wonder it has stayed 

open this long. 

 “You’d think,” I say for lack of anything else witty to say. 

 “You know the owner of this place just died?” Jarrod asks, which immediately gets my 

attention. 

 “What?” I ask.  “He just died?” 

“Yeah, it’s terrible, isn’t it?  Mmm.  Poor guy.  Choked on his gum or something and fell 

on a broken sidewalk or something.  Didn’t even live to see the bar open above his store.” 

“Yeah,” I say, “that’s terrible.  I, uh, can’t believe I hadn’t heard about it.” 

“Oh it got drowned by the whole club fire.  What is happening to this town, you know?  

Everyone’s just dying.  It’s crazy.” 
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I gulp.  I realize to the outsider observer, it certainly seems crazy. 

We walk up to the door and get stopped by a bouncer. 

“IDs please,” he says.  He’s not nearly as intimidating as the Gravitas bouncer. 

“A bouncer?” Jarrod asks as he flashes his ID.  “Really?  It’s 5 O’ clock.  You’re in 

Livingston, but it’s adorable that you’re trying so hard.” 

Jarrod swipes his ID back and dismisses the bouncer as only a true city queen could do.  I 

show the bouncer my ID and don’t say a word.  I feel like I’m doing something wrong.  Is he 

looking at me?  Does he know something about me?  Apparently not because he hands me my 

ID and I follow Jarrod up the stairs to the roof.  I don’t know why this all feels so wrong to me.  

This new bar is wrong and the circumstances of its opening are wrong.  Somehow, I feel 

responsible for letting it happen, even though I know it would have happened regardless of my 

encounter with Mr. Tommy Bahama.  I’m certain it’s just a coincidence. 

I do have to admit that the place is fantastic.  It’s style and veneer make it utterly out of 

place in the Livingston downtown, but they really spared no expense.  Jarrod and I bypass the 

bar and head out to the open-air deck.  It’s only a story up, but Livingston is so short that we 

can see all the way out to the vineyards a couple miles to the south. 

“This place is fantastic!” Jarrod let’s out as though he simply couldn’t hold it in.  “Are 

you kidding me?  Do you think this becomes a club at night?  Oh my God, Emma, we can go 

dancing in Livingston!” 

I just smile and look out at the view.  It really is nice.  It sticks out like a sore thumb, but 

it is the first new bar in an otherwise trickle of downtown development.  I try to enjoy it. 

“Come on,” I say, “let’s get some drinks.” 
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Jarrod rapidly claps his hands.  “Oh, do you think they have fun specialty drinks with 

umbrellas and random colors?  Janice better watch out or I’m going to be looking for a job over 

here.” 

“Don’t you dare!” I yell.  It wasn’t playful.  I don’t know why I yell.  It makes Jarrod come 

off his high and eye me suspiciously. 

“Oh, there you are,” he says.  “I want fun, playful Emma back.  Come on, I’ll get the 

drinks.” 

I’m embarrassed by my outburst and stare at the ground.  No spiraling.  We approach 

the bar.  And a very attractive black man immediately approaches.  He puts napkins in front of 

us and leans forward and smiles and looks at us like we’re the only people in the world.  It’s 

genuine.  It’s impressive.  If it’s trained, it’s terrifying.  This new bar definitely brought in talent 

from out-of-town. 

Jarrod bites.  He leans forward and flirtatiously says, “Mmm, you are delicious.” 

“Well than you very much,” the bartender replies. 

“Will you make me something fun and fruity?” 

“Fun and fruity?  That happens to be my favorite kind of cocktail.”  He smiles again and 

looks Jarrod up and down.  Then he turns his gaze at me.  “How about you?” 

“Tito’s, neat,” I say. 

The bartender shows he’s impressed and Jarrod makes a look of disgust. 

“Um, ew,” Jarrod says.  “Seriously, who are you?” 

I ignore him and say somewhat threateningly, “And I want to watch you pour it.” 
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The bartender is confused, but he nods his understanding.  I feel Jarrod’s hand on my 

arm and allow him to turn me around to face him. 

“What happened to you?  Tell me.” 

“What?  Nothing.  What?” 

He looks in my eyes like he’s trying to find the shape in one of those brain teaser 

images. 

“Someday I’m going to find out.  Honey, talk to me,” he says in a whiny voice. 

I smile and reestablish myself.  “Seriously, I’m good.”  The bartender brings our drinks 

over – my vodka and his bright turquoise drink – and Jarrod slaps a card down.  I look around 

the bar and see Elena and the other waitresses getting hit on by some younger men.  Obviously.  

Elena’s perfect and probably doesn’t miss any of her group exercise classes.  I still haven’t even 

gotten my nails fixed since… 

I throw my vodka back and set it on the bar.  I don’t like this place.  Nothing about it is 

right.  I don’t belong here.   

“Jesus, honey, did you just finish your drink?” 

I take deep breath.  “I’m sorry, I feel gross,” I say.  “I feel fat.  I’m sorry, I think I’m just 

going to go.” 

I am such a loser.  Jarrod doesn’t seem too concerned.  He just rolls his eyes and shakes 

his head and begins flirting with the bartender.  One oddly tall guy from the group of guys 

hitting on Elena wanders over towards me and gives me a cool nod as he orders his drink.  

“Oh,” he says, “and can I get you one?”  He reaches over and touches my arm as he asks. 
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I don’t even hesitate.  As soon he touches me, I slap his hand away and take the bottom 

of my palm and thrust up into his nose.  I hear it crunch and he falls backward.  Blood begins to 

flow freely.  He clutches at his face and is trying not to cry.  I stand over him, pale with fright.  I 

don’t know why I reacted so viciously.  The poor guy, probably from some junior college in the 

East Bay, was just trying to flirt with me. 

 “What the fuck!” he bellows. 

I’m stunned at my reaction.  I’m stunned at how skillfully I struck him.  I’m stunned that I 

not only retained Reev’s lessons, I was able to implement them. 

I turn and look out at the readily growing crowd and see that they’re as equally stunned 

as I am.  Elena’s jaw has gone slack.  A couple of the guys who had been hitting on her come 

running to their assaulted friend’s assistance.  As the vodka begins to go straight to my head, I 

feel a hand on my collar begin yanking me toward the door.  It’s Jarrod.  He snags his credit card 

off the bar and we head quietly toward the EXIT sign. 

“It was self-defense!” he yells.  “I saw it.  I don’t know what kind of place you’re running 

here!” 

We sneak out the door as he continues to harp on my assault.  Fortunately, because the 

bar is too new and the security too lax, we’re allowed to leave unmolested. 

“Just keep walking,” Jarrod says with his arm around me.  It’s a new, masculine, 

assertive Jarrod that I have never seen before.  We make the first right off the main drag to get 

out of sight.  “Honey, you are crazy.” 

He’s laughing as I say, “Sorry I ruined things.” 
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“Are you still going to try and play it off as nothing is going on?” he asks.  “Or is this just 

who you are?  Some sort of secret feminist anti-hero?” 

“He grabbed me, I reacted,” I say.  “That’s all.” 

“Where’d you learn that stuff?  Did you take a self-defense class?  I told you I want to 

take one so if you took it without me, I’m going to be pissed.” 

“Jarrod, just drop it.” 

“Well, what the fuck, Emma!  I feel like I don’t know anything about you!” 

I look down and stop walking.  That makes two of us.  I’m breathing deeply, but I’m not 

spiraling into darkness.  I rub my palm and am surprised it doesn’t hurt.  I really hit him 

perfectly. 

“Sorry.  So are you going to head back in?” 

He laughs.  “Oh, honey, I think we’re both banned.” 

“Sorry.” 

“Eh, it was kind of gay.  Did you see that bartender?  Like, don’t make it so obvious.  I 

like our bar just fine.” 

I smile and wrap my arm in his and put my head on his shoulder. 

“Is something wrong with me?” I ask. 

“Wrong with you?  No.  Something going on?  Yes.  But, if anything, you’re kind of my 

hero.  Some hot, literary, stands-up-to-men badass chica.  Next thing I know you’ll be killing off 

the criminals in the night.  We’ll call you the Feminist Crusader.  Or Captain Cali-Girl.” 

“Oh, I like that one!” I say, playing into his humor.  “Ok, what are you going to do now?” 

He holds his phone up, indicating some online dating.  “I’ve got a few things lined up.” 
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“I’m sure you do.” 

We hug and I get in my car.  He leans into my open window and says, “And relax about 

the bar.  It’s not like that frat boy is going to come after a girl.” 

I nod as he flitters his fingers at me and pops his leg in the air as he prances off.  I pull 

out of my parking space in the comfort of Stuart the Subaru and pull up to a stop before I turn 

onto the road.  I’m expecting to break down.  I feel the tears that are supposed to come and 

expect them to flow freely.  But they don’t.  I look at myself in the rearview mirror, face heavily 

clad in mascara and concealer, and I identify with the eyes staring back.  Sisters of Kappa Kappa 

Gamma and brothers of Sigma Chi, it is my distinct honor to introduce Emma Dillinger!  I feel 

myself emerging from my shell of active non-confrontation and am not in the least bit upset.  I 

reacted how anyone should react when being harassed.  I was decisive and acted with 

authority.  It felt good.  It isn’t exciting.  It doesn’t make me want to go out and drink too much.  

It just feels right.  I want to go home and make dinner and use my new facial peel and relax to 

whatever Real Housewives is on. 

I pull into a gap in traffic smiling as the warm air flows across me.  I feel good.  After a 

few minutes, I’m pulling down my road and approaching my house. 

I stop half a block away, though, when I see a large crowd in front of what I think is my 

house.  People are in my driveway and on the road.  I immediately think that a secret was 

exposed and these are reporters, but I think they have plates of food and drinks and are 

cheerfully talking to one another and enjoying the evening. 

Reev. 
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I shake my head and pull Stuart to the curb.  I get out and approach suspiciously.  The 

crowd is made up of my neighbors.  They smile and wave and treat me like a guest of honor.  I 

wander through them to my garage where Reev is manning my barbecue.  When he sees me, 

he lights up and begins putting a bun and a sausage on a plate.  The man beside him, clad in a 

tucked-in Hawaiian shirt, turns around and hands a margarita to Mrs. Baker.   

Vince. 

He sees me and beams even more joyfully than Reev.  He reaches into a green cooler 

and pulls out a beer and hands it to me. 

“Welcome home, sweetheart.” 
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Chapter 17 

 

“What’s going on here?” I ask.  I’m speaking to Reev but looking at Vince. 

 “Hey, don’t look at me, sweetheart, this is all your boyfriend here,” Vince says.  He turns 

and hands a margarita to Big Bob the biker, who is chatting with Mrs. Baker.  The whole thing is 

surreal. 

 I look at Reev who sheepishly bounces his head back and forth for lack of an acceptable 

excuse. 

 “I pulled the barbecue out and was cooking and someone came by and started a 

conversation and people just kind of started showing up.  And they brought meat!” 

 I just make a blank face and encourage him to work on his explanation. 

 “Oh, Emma, I have Earl whipping up a batch of his famous potato salad,” Mrs. Baker 

says, grabbing my arm as she breaks away from Big Bob.  “I don’t know where that man is, but 

he should be here anytime.” 

 I make a contrived smile and nod like it’s the best news in the world.  Do I look like the 

kind of girl that eats mayonnaise, Mrs. Baker?  Or potatoes?  What the fuck?  Are you calling me 

fat?  Does she know that she’s the only fat cow in this crowd? 

 I look at Reev.  “May I speak with you inside please?” 

 Reev continues to look sheepish, but Vince comes to his rescue. 

 “Emma,” he says, which makes my skin crawl.  I almost prefer him calling me 

sweetheart.  “You have guests.  Pretend you’re having fun.  Be a good host.  Now take a bite of 

that hotdog.” 
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 I look at my hotdog.  So gross. 

 “I don’t eat… this.” 

 “What don’t you eat?  The hotdog?  Or the bun?” 

 “All of the above!” 

 “But you’ll drink beer?” 

 I begin to speak but stop.  I feel myself getting enraged and focus so I don’t randomly 

take my pants off and throw them at him. 

 “I make exceptions,” I finally say. 

 “Well make another exception and then go work the party.  I want to see if you’re as 

good as your boyfriend here.”  As he says that, he grabs Reev’s bicep for emphasis and comes 

away impressed.  “God almighty, son, you are built like a linebacker.  You should really come 

work for me.” 

 “He already does work for you,” I say, taking a bite of my hotdog to show I’m not fazed. 

 Vince laughs and rubs his chin in classic gangster fashion. 

 “Well in a slightly more official capacity.  I mean, come on, do you even have a day job 

yet?  Such a shame how they treat veterans these days.” 

 He’s good. 

 “What would I be doing?” Reev innocently asks.   

 “Reev!” I burst out, making a few people turn and look.  I can sense that I’m losing him.  

I don’t necessarily think it is the allure of the job that piques his interest, but the fawning of the 

supportive parent.  I want to slap him and call him a cliché. 

 “Everything alright, Emma?” Big Bob asks. 
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 I nod and sip my beer.  “Oh yes, sorry just a long day at work.” 

 Big Bob nods.  He looks at Vince like the outsider that he is.  Big Bob, in his leather vest 

and goatee and biker-style is intimidating and even Vince-the-gangster isn’t immune.  He holds 

up the pitcher of margaritas as an olive branch. 

 “Hey let me top you off, big guy,” Vince says.  He fills the glass that Big Bob had mostly 

finished over the previous few minutes.  “So is that your bike down there?” Vince continues, 

pointing with his chin to four motorcycles a half block away. 

 “Yeah, what’s it to you?  You ride?” 

 “Me?  Ha, no.  You see this Hawaiian shirt?  I think not.  I just appreciate beautiful 

things, what can I say?  Oh, looks like your friend needs a fresh one.” 

 Vince hands him a new beer and Big Bob gives me a questioning glance and says, “Just 

let me know, ok.  Great party by the way.”  He turns and begins making his way back to his 

biker buddies that I haven’t even noticed yet. 

 “God I love it here!” Vince says, which I’m sure makes Reev swoon even further.  “You 

know, when the boss told me I had to take care of an issue in Livingston, I was actually upset?  

But look at this!  The weather’s warm, everyone’s drinking.  I may never leave.” 

 I shake my head.  “Seriously,” I ask, “what are you doing here?” 

 “You’re being rude, Emma,” Vince says, his face growing stern.  “I don’t appreciate it.” 

 I can see how he could get to Reev.  I momentarily feel bad, but I regroup. 

 “Forgive me if I don’t find you to be a calming influence in social settings.  You can’t just 

mess with our lives like this.” 
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 Vince smiles as he hands a beer to a man I don’t recognize.  Reev sets him up with a 

hotdog. 

 “Thank you so much,” he says as he turns toward me.  “I don’t think we’ve actually met.  

I’m Don.  I live down the street a ways.” 

 I shake his hand.  Now that I am paying attention, I do recognize him.  He’s a serial-

garage sitter.  No wonder he was drawn to the neighborhood-driveway party. 

 “Welcome,” I say.  “Nice to meet you.  Emma.” 

 When he wanders off, Vince says, “Point taken, sweetheart.  I realize our relationship 

started off on less than auspicious circumstances.  There’s no reason we can’t be cordial, 

though.  I honestly came by to congratulate you two.  Very impressive work.” 

 “I have potato salad!” Mrs. Baker suddenly shouts as she approaches with a glass bowl 

of potato salad sticking straight up into the air like a conquering trophy.  “Sorry for the delay.”  

She sets the bowl down and pulls the plastic wrap off.  “And what work was impressive?” 

 The neighborhood snoop at it again. 

 It takes me a moment to understand what she’s referring to, but before I can come up 

with an answer, Vince is already speaking. 

 “Well this guy here!” he says jubilantly.  “A Marine comes home from the war and she 

takes him in and introduces him back into society.  Impressive work if you ask me.” 

 Mrs. Baker turns to Reev and beams.  “A Marine.”  She steps toward him and grabs both 

of his shoulders.  “Thank you for your service.”  She pauses for the effect, as though she has 

been waiting for years to say those words.  Then she looks at me.  “And good for you.  It’s the 
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women back home that keep these boys alive.”  She stares for an uncomfortably long moment 

before turning and reentering the fray. 

 The three of us actually share a laugh together.  It feels good.  It feels awkward.  It feels 

dreamlike.  But Mrs. Baker has the ability to bring people together through laughter. 

 “Emma, in all seriousness,” Vince says, “I do have a small order of business to discuss.” 

 I nod in defeat. 

 “Ok,” is all I say. 

 “Reev here says you tutor kids in English.” 

 I look at Reev.  He gave away a secret to an enemy. 

 “Relax,” Vince says, “it just came up.  So listen, my niece, she’s having a hard time.”  He 

stops and looks at Reev with a smirk.  Reev seems particularly interested to learn more about 

his niece.  “You think you could work with her a bit?  Help her get through some books?  It’d 

really mean a lot.  Not just to me.” 

 Every time Vince speaks, his comments are so off-the-wall that I have to spend several 

seconds processing them.  Is he asking me to murder his niece, or teach her grammar? 

 “Wh… What?” 

 Vince laughs.  “I know, there was no good way to broach the topic.” 

 “I mean, of course, sure, yes.”  But then I think further.  “It’s a business expense on your 

part.” 

 He grows stern again.  “I’ll tell you what the business expenses are.” 

 I nod once.  I look at Reev, begging him to speak up.  He breaks his gaze and returns to 

the grill.  He’s content to let the grown-ups speak, happy to simply dish up the sausages. 
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 “Is there another name?” I ask. 

 I see Vince’s face growing enraged, but he understands that he’s in a crowd. 

 “These names don’t grow on trees, sweetheart,” he says.  “Take a breather.  There’ll be 

another.  We don’t want to draw too much heat on ourselves.” 

 It’s funny that he says that, because at that exact moment, a police car drives up and 

stops just few feet from the crowd on the road.  In college, we all would have run, but these 

were no college kids.  This has become a neighborhood block party and the power is 

dramatically different than when in Berkeley.  Regardless, it doesn’t seem like the cops are here 

to break up the party. 

 “What the hell is this?” Vince asks.  It’s an accusation.  He must think I’ve been speaking 

with the police. 

 “I have no idea,” I say. 

 One of the cops breaks off and the other approaches us.  He’s older, like he only puts his 

uniform on for old-time’s sake.  He’s enjoying the warm evening air just as much as the rest of 

us. 

 “Emma Dillinger?” he asks. 

 “Um, yes.” 

 So many scenarios run through my head.  My very life flashes in my mind.  What does he 

know?  What has he found? 

 “Emma, did you happen to be at Toledo’s tonight?”  I don’t say anything.  I kind of smile.  

Toledo’s?  What a terrible name.  I find myself nodding.  “Did you happen to break a young 

man’s nose?” 
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 “He grabbed me!” I yell. 

 I feel Reev’s arms on me, trying to calm me.  I snap back to cognition and realize the 

entire party is wondering why the cops are talking to me. 

 “Officer,” Vince says, “do you really think this girl assaulted a man?  Seems like there 

might be more to this story.” 

 The officer is writing in his notebook as Vince speaks and as he looks up, he says, 

“Actually, no, but I need…”  He stops mid-sentence when he looks squarely at Vince.  If I didn’t 

know any better, I would say they knew one another. 

 I see Vince lean his head back and look at the policeman from the bottom of his eyes. 

 “You were saying, officer?” 

 The policeman continues to stare at him.  Something is definitely amiss.  If anything, I’d 

say he looks petrified.  He looks back at his notes and nods his head. 

 “Yeah,” he says, “I was saying I could use a statement, but, maybe that can wait.”  He 

looks back at me.  “Looks like you’re having a nice little get together.  No need to disturb.  

What’s the occasion?” 

 Is he even speaking English?  I search for any possible answer.  Reev obviously does not 

answer because he goes mute in these situations.  As I continue to struggle, I hear Vince say, 

“This guy here is the occasion.  A Marine.  Just got back.  Just celebrating a patriot.” 

 The policeman looks Reev up and down. 

 “Great,” he says.  “Thanks for your service, son.” 

 Reev smiles proudly.  Gulping, he says, “Thank you, sir.  Would you like a brat?” 
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 The officer throws his hands up.  “No no, thank you.  We’ll just be on our way.  But, 

Emma, at some point I would like a statement.”  He hands me a card.  “Call me to set something 

up, or, anything else you might want to talk about.” 

 He looks at Vince one more time.  He doesn’t actually want to leave, but turns and walks 

away.  His younger partner falls in line and they quickly depart.  Add petrified police officers to 

the list of things I never thought I would experience. 

 “That was weird,” Reev says.  In his innocence, I know he’s being honest.  It was weird.  

Vince isn’t quite so certain. 

 “Was it?” he asks. 

 “I have no idea what that was about,” I say.  “Well, I mean, I do, but it was about this 

little tiff I got into earlier.  Not about… Well, you know.” 

 “You broke a man’s nose?” Reev asks.  He says it the same tone of disappointment as 

when he thought I stabbed a man to death. 

 I smile and nod.  “With that palm thing you taught me.” 

 “What palm thing?” Vince asks.  “You two are doing some training?” 

 We both demur.  I take another bite of my hotdog.  I don’t know why I don’t eat more of 

these things.  They’re delicious. 

 “You don’t need to answer,” Vince says, saving us from the uncomfortable failure of 

answering.  “That’s probably as good a time as any for me to be on my way.” 

 “Oh, you don’t have to go,” I actually hear Reev say. 

 Vince grabs his shoulder the way a father would grab his son’s shoulder when he wants 

to tell him he has officially entered manhood. 
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 “We’ll be seeing each other soon.” 

 “Well, wait,” I say, “what about?” 

 “Jesus, Emma,” he exclaims.  “What, you got a taste for it and need another hit… no pun 

intended.  Ha!  Relax, sweetheart, like I said, things come up.  Reev, think about my offer.  You 

never know, maybe you can spend some time with my niece.”  He hands him another card.  It 

reminds me of the one that Benson had originally handed us.  “That’s where you can find me.” 

 He gives us a mock salute and wanders off, making a point to say bye to every person at 

the party, somehow managing to get Big Bob to give him a hug.  He gets in the passenger seat 

of Black Suburban parked half a block away and we watch it leave. 

 I immediately turn to Reev.  I’m livid.  I’m fuming.  This feels like betrayal. 

 “Don’t get your panties in a twist,” he says.  “We have guests.  We deserve to have a 

good time.” 

 “We’re going to talk about this.” 

 “Fine, later.” 

 I once again acquiesce to his wishes.  One day I won’t, but this isn’t the day.  We play 

the role of host for another couple hours and actually get to know some of our neighbors a 

little bit better.  When the last guest finally departs, we carry the ice chest back in the garage 

and roll the barbecue around to the side yard and sit next to each other on the couch. 

 “So you have a new best friend, huh?” I ask. 

 It wasn’t meant to be funny or friendly.   

 “Give it a rest, Emma.  Vince is...  This is just business.  It’s a fucked-up situation.  He has 

a job to do and we have a job to do.  Doesn’t make anyone bad people.” 
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 “I need you, Reev,” I hear myself saying against my better judgment.  Where did that 

come from? 

 “Why?” 

 “I just, I need help here.” 

 “You don’t need me.  You just need a companion.” 

 My eyes grow wide and enraged. 

 “What did you say to me?” 

 “Don’t pretend this is anything more than it is.  If we weren’t in this fucked-up situation, 

you know I would have already been gone.” 

 “Well then why the fuck don’t you just leave!” I scream.   

I stand up and start slapping him.  So much emotion comes flowing out.  I don’t think 

I’ve ever been so angry. He stands up and takes it for a minute.  Maybe he feels he deserves it.  

I continue to slap him and punch him.  I hate him.  I hate everything about him. 

And then he kisses me. 

He pulls me tight and I struggle at first but his tongue is in my mouth and it’s warm and 

perfect.  I kiss him back and try to hold him as tight as I possibly can.  He picks me up from my 

butt and I wrap my legs around him and we continue to kiss.  He carries me to his bedroom and 

lays me gently on my back.  I start to take my jeans off while I watch him remove his.  We both 

take our shirts off and I unsnap my bra.  He removes his boxers and then slides my panties off 

my legs. 

He’s inside of me a few seconds later.  He’s bigger than I remember, in every sense of 

the word.  First he’s slow and gentle and then he gets deeper and faster and rougher.  I expect 
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it to be over shortly but it lasts and lasts and lasts.  He takes me missionary and then flips me 

over and finishes me off from behind.  His body envelops mine and it’s a perfect apex to his 

total consumption of my being.  I give myself to him and convince myself that the past eight 

years never happened; that we had been together the entire time and this was simply another 

perfect night of passionate love. 

Finally he finishes inside of me and then slides out and we both collapse onto the bed, 

sweaty and sticky and breathing deeply. 

We never say a word to one another.  I fall asleep in his arms, his nose in the back of my 

neck.  I sleep all night.  I haven’t slept so soundly in years. 

When I wake up, I feel rejuvenated.  It’s not a false sense of rejuvenation.  I don’t 

convince myself I feel good.  I actually feel good.  I feel like whatever problems we have we’ll 

tackle together and we’ll continue to make love at every step of the journey. 

When I smile and stretch my legs and turn over, though, I find I’m alone. 

Reev is gone. 
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Chapter 18 

 

I don’t think much of it at first, but when I slide up into the pillow and look around the room, I 

see it is empty.  Reev is gone and all of his belongings are gone.  He never had much, just a 

couple duffle bags, but there’s no trace of him anywhere.  I don’t even see a hair of his in the 

bed and his pillow is perfectly fluffed like it hadn’t been slept on.  If not for the aching feeling in 

between my legs – and since I didn’t clean myself, a near-certain developing urinary tract 

infection – I would almost have convinced myself I had simply dreamed him up. 

 I slide out of the bed I had never actually slept in before and find myself insecure that 

I’m naked.  I feel like I’m doing a walk of shame from the guest bedroom to my own and push 

my chin into my chest to avoid eye contact with anyone I might meet along the way.  I leave my 

clothes where they are, offended that Reev didn’t also see the need to take those with him, and 

tiptoe into my room.  I open the bedside table and see the two guns and the large knife.  

Further evidence I’m not insane.  Well, further evidence I haven’t imagined the whole thing.  

My sanity is yet to be determined. 

 I close the drawer and sit gingerly on my bed.  I can tell I’ll need to call my doctor, but 

that’s obviously not the top issue on my mind.  Reev is gone.  The parallels are blindingly 

obvious and painful.  A night of passionate love and a quick exit out the backdoor.  I try to 

convince myself it’s not the whole story.  I try to convince myself he is just doing laundry and is 

out buying me breakfast and is on his way home to pepper me with baby kisses.  I know in my 

heart, though, that that is not the case. 
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 What’d I do wrong?  I search for answers.  I shouldn’t have slept with him.  Once I slept 

with him, he had no reason to stay.  Could that really be it?  Would he have taken a job with 

Vince and snuck out without a word?  Seems equally unlikely.  What did I do?  Why would he do 

this to me?  He came back into my life and had hoped it would work out but realized I’m just a 

loser.  That actually is the most obvious explanation.  He just took me out for a spin and realized 

I don’t handle as well as he remembered. 

 I collapse backward into my perfectly made bed and feel myself spiraling.  I don’t know 

how I’m going to avoid it this time.  How could a night of great sex lead to such total 

devastation?  I begin to shake and my eyes well up.  My God, I’m so pathetic!  The welled-up 

eyes turn to tears.  I roll onto my side and go fetal.  I’m naked and shivering and demoralized 

and clearly the biggest loser in Livingston.  The tears come harder and faster.  I’m sobbing. 

 Then my phone rings.  It makes me jump but I quickly scramble to grab it in hopes it’s 

Reev calling to ask for my order.  I run to the guest room and pick my pants up and yank it out 

of my pocket.  I don’t even look at it. 

 “Hello?” I yell in a weepy voice.  It’s a voice of admonishment and I hope he gets the 

message that I’m upset and angry. 

 “Emma-girl?” I hear my mom say.  “What’s wrong?  What happened?” 

 I sigh and I plop down on the floor. 

 “Hi, mom,” I say.  The fact I didn’t piece together that it was my mom calling just makes 

me feel even more stupid than before. 

 “Emma-girl, settle down.  What happened?” 
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 I gulp and begin crying.  It’s so nice to hear her voice.  I wish she were here and would 

wrap her arms around me like only mothers can do. 

 “Nothing,” I barely say through the cracking and sobbing. 

 “Ok, ok, settle down.  You need to talk to me.” 

 “R,” I begin, “R, Reeeeeev!”  I wale it out.   

 “Oh, God,” she says.  “What’d he do?  I knew it.  I just… I knew it.  I should have nipped 

it in the bud long before it got to this.” 

 “Mom, am I a loser?”  I fall onto my side.  “You can tell me the truth.” 

 “No.  Hey.  No you are not.  I do not like when you make those kinds of comments.  

Remember what your father used to say?  Hmmm?” 

 I sniffle.  “Yes.  But it’s stupid.” 

 “It’s not stupid.  What’d he say?” 

 I sniffle again.  “He said, ‘We are what we make’.” 

 “We are what we make.  You are not stupid.  Whatever happened yesterday, today is a 

new day.  You are a strong, independent woman.  Now tell me, what happened?” 

 I sit up.  “I slept with Reev.  And now he’s gone.”  I hear silence.  I look at the phone to 

see if I had inadvertently hung it up.  “Mom, are you there?” 

 And then she laughs.  “Oh, Emma-girl, well I have to say, that was pretty stupid.”  She 

continues to laugh.  And she laughs.  Finally, she takes a deep breath and concentrates.  “I 

mean, I’m very sorry.  That wasn’t very nice of him.” 

 “Thanks, mom.” 
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 She laughs some more.  “Emma-girl, you’re not stupid.  You’re in love.  And love can 

hurt.  You’ll be fine.  Are you coming by the library today?” 

 Am I in love? 

 “Um, yes.” 

 “Ok, I have to go.  I’ll see you soon.  Love you!” 

 “Love you too.” 

 Wait, am I in love?  God I hate when my mom messes with my mind like that.  I’m not in 

love with Reev.  I try to make sense of it, but as I sit there, I also begin to make an attempt at 

considering the greater consequences.  Is he gone for good?  Would I ever hear from him 

again?  Would I hear from him today or in another eight years?  More importantly, how will this 

impact my current extracurricular activities? 

 The answers to all of these questions depend on the reasons that he left.  The more I sit 

and consider it, the more I refuse to believe this had to do with me.  Reev left for his own 

reasons.  After high school, he left because of his father.  This time, he left for other unknown 

reasons.  Besides my broken heart and wounded pride, this won’t have any effect on me until 

Vince comes calling with a new name.  What then? 

 I leave.  Reev is gone.  What’s stopping me from taking my mom and leaving? 

 A bloody knife with my fingerprints all over it. 

 Video of me burning a club down. 

 Sancho. 

 My home. 
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 The list could go on.  Reev or no Reev, I’m in it and I’m going to see it through to the 

end.  Whatever that may be. 

 I gather myself and push it all to the back of my mind, except, of course, my burgeoning 

UTI, which in my mind is already starting to burn.  I’m rarely so careless (despite all evidence to 

the contrary), but it felt so good to lay in his arms that it is worth the consequences. 

 I figure I can call the pharmacy on my way to barre method.  It’s Thursday, and 

Thursday’s start with barre. 

 When I arrive a couple hours later, I’m ready for Tina to kick my pathetic ass into gear.  

There’s been too much crying and self-loathing in my life.  It’s time to be a big girl.  Big girls 

have one night stands and don’t cry about it.  Women have tough situations and don’t pout to 

their mothers.  Adults kill people and live to kill another day.  It’s nature and the strong survive. 

 But as I’m walking into the barre studio in Sunnyside, a thought occurs to me.  Barre is a 

good workout, but to what end?  If a man outrageously touches my arm and tries to buy me a 

drink, will barre help me break his nose?  No. 

 I look down the street and see a rickety old sign for Sunnyside Kickboxing, surely a relic 

from long before the barre method studio opened up.  Without thinking, I sign up for a free 

class and spend the next hour kicking and punching and working with a trainer on my 

technique.  I finish the workout by letting out my rage on a poor, innocent punching bag.  

 I haven’t felt so good in years. 

 Despite the growing intensity of pain between my legs, I shower and head to the library.  

I stop by my mom’s office to check in before I go to my tutoring session. 

 “Hi, Emma-girl!” she says, looking up from her computer.  “How’s my sweet daughter?” 
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 I sit down gingerly. 

 “Actually, I feel great,” I say, still soaring from unleashing my inner-rage. 

 My mother’s eagle-eyes see my squirm, though, so she accusingly asks, “Emma, please 

tell me you at least practiced general hygiene after your little escapade.”  I smile sheepishly.  

“Emma, you have to take care of yourself!  Have you called Dr. Lawrence?” 

 I nod.  “Yes, yes.  I’m picking up my prescription before work.” 

 “Well, that’s good.  And have you heard from Mr. Reev?” 

 I look at her and shake my head. 

 “Well, good riddance if you ask me,” she says. 

 “I didn’t ask you.” 

 “Yeah, yeah.  So, are you going to ask me how I’m doing?” 

 “Oh God, what’d you do?” 

 She smiles giddily and pulls out a manila folder. 

 “It’s actually why I called this morning.” 

 I open it and see several home listings, all in Bend, Oregon. 

 I furrow my eyebrows suspiciously.  “Bend, Oregon?” I ask.  “What is this?  Are you 

leaving California?”  I look at her with incredulity.  How can she do this to me? 

 “Emma, I put the house on the market.” 

 I’m speechless, but manage to squeak out, “No you did not.” 

 “I told you I was moving on.” 

 “I thought you were being whimsical!” 

 “You thought wrong.  This isn’t whimsy.” 
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 “But…”  I flip through the houses.  I pause on one that looks appealing, but quickly 

recover and stick to my arguments.  “But these are in Oregon.  We’re Californians.” 

 She laughs. 

 “We are, right now.  Soon, I’ll be an Oregonian.” 

 “You’re leaving me here?” 

 She laughs again. 

 “Emma-girl, this isn’t about you, unless you want it to be.” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “Bend is amazing!  The mountains, the people, the culture.  You’ll love it.  And, it just so 

happens that Bend High School is looking for an English teacher.  You’d be perfect.” 

 “You looked for jobs for me?” 

 “Of course I did.  How else would I sell it to you?” 

 I’m speechless again.  Would I leave California?  It just seems stupid.  People come to 

California.  They don’t leave for Oregon. 

 Finally, my mom says, “You have to get to your session.  The open house is this 

weekend.  Just think about it.” 

 I shake my head and audibly breathe through my nose as I grunt out a laugh.  Of course 

my mom could pick today to drop this on me. 

 Twelve kids show up today and nothing seems less important than teaching them 

grammar.  I spend an hour teaching them about transitions, but after every sentence, I fight the 

urge to say, “But really, who cares?”  I usually like to spend some time talking to them on a 

personal level.  Not today.  I’m bored and my mind is adrift and they can all sense it.  Usually I’d 



 196 

feel bad about such subpar teaching, but between Reev, my mother, and my trail of bodies, I 

want to scream at these little shits to embrace reality.  Life is not going to get easier, even if 

they can speak better than their fellow societal-rejects.  Oh my God, I can’t believe I’m thinking 

these horrible thoughts.  Seriously, I am a monster. 

 I try to shake it off and focus and give them a solid lesson, but nothing works.  I’m bored 

and they all sense it.  God bless them, they’re all so determined that they eat up every word 

and diligently take notes.  I barely knew what “taking notes” meant when I was their age.  I 

can’t believe I have managed to convince myself that teaching them proper comma placement 

and sentence structure and paragraph transitions would actually help them put food on the 

table.  I’m thinking about their future, but they’re thinking about their next meal and which bed 

they’ll be in tomorrow and which random Livingston locals they’ll be calling mom and dad next 

week. 

 It all makes me question my own life.  Would I have had the strength of character to 

make something of myself if I didn’t have such loving parents and such a strong base of support 

and structure?  Considering I had all those things and graduated college and still ended up a 

bartender in Livingston strongly suggests I’d be dead in a ditch somewhere.  Oh, and I’m an 

assassin now, too.  I kill people.  I’m a hit woman.  I’m a hit woman from California, who’s 

considering moving to Oregon.  Oregon hit woman really doesn’t have the same ring to me.  My 

saving grace is that I’m in California.  In California, anything’s possible.  It’s where dreams come 

true.   

 I tell myself this as I get to the First Street Bar and Grill to begin my shift (I do, of course, 

stop to pick up my antibiotics).  I see immediately that it’s going to be a slow day.  It’s rare for a 
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Thursday, but the weather’s nice and when the lunch crowd doesn’t materialize, even fewer 

people stop in for a drink at happy hour.  Who knows what kind of impact Toledo’s is having.  

Tommy Boy and Bobby and Jack are silently watching the television.  Jarrod is talking and 

fawning over a man I’ve never seen before.  Even Janice is sitting at the bar with an iced-tea, 

showing something to Meredith whose shift is about to end. 

 “This place is dead,” I announce as I duck under the drink-delivery-station to get behind 

the bar. 

 “You’re late,” Janice says without looking up from her computer.  Meredith is too bored 

to even laugh. 

 “No I’m not,” I reply as I clock in. 

 “See, I told you she’d be here,” I hear Jarrod say. 

 I turn.  I still don’t see who he’s talking to so I begin to head over.  I greet Tommy Boy 

and the others with, “Hiya, fellas!  Looks like you all need refills.”  I’m greeted with head nods.  

As I grab some glasses, I look at Jarrod and blurt out, “My mom just told me she’s moving to 

Oregon.” 

 “Oregon?” Jarrod asks.  “Um, ew.  What’s in Oregon?” 

 “A better life, apparently.” 

 “That’s cray cray.  Talk about mid-life crisis.” 

 “Especially because she’s trying to remodel her house.”  It’s the man behind Jarrod.  It’s 

a voice I instantly recognize and makes my skin crawl. 

 Jarrod steps out of the way and Benson shines his pearly whites my direction.  The last 

time he smiled at me like that, I had just stabbed a deadman. 
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 “Tell me how you guys know each other again?” Jarrod asks.  “This guy’s been asking 

about you for hours.” 

 “Hiya, Emma!” he exclaims. 

 “Hey, that’s what you always say!” Tommy-Boy shouts, suddenly engaged in the world 

around him. 

 I turn and put the three beers down in front of them.  I stare at them to let them know I 

don’t need any help from the peanut gallery.  I approach Benson and say, “What are you doing 

here?” 

 “Oh you know, I used to have my own place, but now that’s it’s gone, I figured I’d just 

come bother you.” 

 “Your own place?” Jarrod asks.  And then a light bulb goes off in his head.  “Oh, I 

remember you.  You brought them to your club!”  He looks at me.  “You never really told me 

how it was.”  When neither Benson or I say anything, Jarrod continues with, “So what do you 

mean it’s gone?” 

 “Yeah,” I say, “what do you mean?” 

 “Well, the day after Emma and her boyfriend stopped by, it actually burned down.” 

 Benson stares at Jarrod, daring him to put the pieces together. 

 “It burned down?” he asks, before a second light bulb goes off.  “Oh, shit.  Is that what 

happened here?” he asks, pointing to his face. 

 Benson no longer has bandages, but he definitely has healing burns.  It isn’t as bad as it 

looked the first night.  More like second degree burns along his temple and cheek bone. 

 “So what do you want?” I ask again. 
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 He looks at Jarrod for help and asks, “Is that anyway to treat a patron?” 

 “It absolutely is not,” Jarrod says.  “Emma, honey, where are your manners?” 

 I just continue to look at Benson, wondering what angle he’s playing. 

 “Well, fine,” he says confidently.  “I come bearing gifts.  You left your purse that night 

and I have come to return it.” 

 As I say, “My purse?” he produced a black Hermes bag that’s probably worth more than 

the actual bar itself. 

 “Oh.  My.  God,” Jarrod says.  “Emma, Hermes!  I’ll tell you, she is full of surprises.” 

 “Isn’t she, though.” 

 “Fortunately you pulled it out before the place burned down,” I say.  I obviously have 

never seen the bag before in my life.  Could it be a peace offering?  Were they trying to buy me 

off?  That wouldn’t make sense.  Regardless, it is Hermes so I quickly snag it off the bar. 

 “Oh, there’s a little surprise in there for when you get home,” he says with a smirk.  “Call 

it a gift for a job well done.” 

 “What the hell is this bitch talking about?” Jarrod asks, feeling more and more 

comfortable around Benson. 

 “Nothing,” is all I could muster.  “Don’t call a patron a bitch to their face.” 

 “But, honey, he is a bitch.” 

 Jarrod smiles and puts his arms on the counter.  It takes me a second, but when I look at 

Benson, I see perfectly sculpted hair, skinny jeans, and buttons that are about to pop off of his 

shirt.  I give him a confused look. 

 “What?” he asks.  “Club owners can’t be queer?” 
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 To be fair, it is an unexpected twist. 

 “What happened to your suit?” I ask. 

 “Bar managers without a bar don’t need to wear the assigned uniform,” he says.  He 

looks at Jarrod and flirtatiously says, “Hey, gorgeous, why don’t you go fix me another vodka 

soda.” 

 Jarrod pokes the air like he’s tapping Benson’s nose and prances off. 

 “You got demoted?” I ask. 

 “Emma, you think you’re the only one who got caught up in something against your 

will?  You think you’re unique?  I had a job and I failed.  Now I have to make it up.” 

 I nod and hold the purse up.  “What is this?” 

 “A gift… from your boyfriend.” 

 It takes me a second to compute. 

 “You know where Reev is?” 

 “At the moment, I imagine he’s getting fitted for a very expensive black suit.”  He gives 

me another moment to consider the implications. 

 I take a step back and suspiciously look around.  I feel like I’m being watched.  What did 

all of this mean.  They have Reev?  Did he go to them willingly? 

 “Can I see him?” I ask. 

 Benson smiles.  “He came to us on his own freewill.  That’s up to him.” 

 Now I smile. 

 “So while he’s getting suited up, you’ve become a delivery boy?” 

 He smirks.  He seems to appreciate the banter. 
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 “I’m whatever I’m told to be.  I’m sure you can relate.”  As Jarrod brings the fresh drink, 

Benson says, “There’s a gift in the purse for you.  Call it a token of good faith.  And there’s 

instructions.  You understand.”  He smiles as Jarrod puts a fresh drink in front of him.  “So you 

gonna let me take  you out later, or what?” 

 Jarrod purrs and leans onto the bar.  I quietly back away, cringing at the broken English 

of two gay men flirting.  I open the purse, which admittedly feels amazing in my hands.  I’ve 

never had an Hermes bag before.  It’s quite possibly the only one of the sort in Livingston.  I 

look inside and see a plastic bag with a large bloody knife inside.  Next to it is another folder 

with an image inside.  They had returned the key piece of evidence against me.  And they threw 

in a really nice bag to boot. 
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Chapter 19 

 

I spend the next two days staring at the bloody knife, trying to make sense of the gesture.  

Were they messing with me?  Were they trying to keep me unsettled?  Or alternatively, were 

they trying to make me comfortable and loyal?  Was Reev somehow behind it?  Did Benson 

indirectly tell me he was watching my mother? 

 My brain has been running at a million miles a minute and I have no one to talk to.  I’ve 

called Reev about four dozen times.  Now it goes straight to voicemail.  My mom has been busy 

staging her house, but it’s not like I can incorporate my problems into our mother/daughter 

talks.  I don’t know if Jarrod is now Team Emma or Team Benson, although that also felt like a 

veiled threat. 

 All I know is I’m alone and I’m a proud owner of a brand-new Hermes purse.  I’m staring 

at the bag and the knife – which I have scrubbed about thirty times in bleach – as they sit on my 

kitchen table.  I have also pulled out my two guns and my other knife that Reev left for me.  It’s 

not related, but there are also my prescription of antibiotics, which after two days I didn’t 

actually need (I was just sore), and a cup of coffee.  It is my life in a nutshell. 

 A picture of Gertrude Malone is sitting in front of all of it.  I know Gertrude.  She’s 

practically a Livingston institution, having served on the City Council and establishing a “Friends 

of Livingston Preservation Society.”  Her daughter is my age and I think living in New York.  She 

had been to my parents’ house several times when I was younger because my mom ran the 

library and my dad would frequently lobby the City Council to stop runaway gentrification.  

Now she is my target; she is my target and mine alone. 
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I hold my hands up and look at my nails.  The nail polish is chipped and in some places 

nonexistent.  I have a brief moment of wanting to schedule a manicure, but all I think about is 

what will ruin it.  The kickboxing?  Killing Gertrude next weekend?  Chipping it on the bar when I 

give Tommy Boy a fresh Coors Light?  It’s not like I have any hot dates planned. 

I take my burgeoning arsenal and Gertrude’s photo and throw it all into a Kappa Kappa 

Gamma duffle bag that I got from our annual Foggy Night Under the Stars party.  It’s a 

surprisingly good fit for a hit woman’s go-bag.  I leave it on the table while I fill up my coffee.  

The house seems oddly quiet since Reev left.  He had been here less than a month and it feels 

like I lost my boyfriend of several years.  There’re so many things that I think about now that I 

had experienced life as a partner.  What happens if I choke on a grape?  How can I replace the 

warmth of coming home to my man drinking a beer in the garage?  What happens if I find 

myself in a situation where I have to kill somebody and don’t think I can do it on my own?   

As I remind myself we weren’t actually together, I hear a knock on the door. 

Unbelievably, my first instinct is to open the duffle and put a gun in the back of my 

pants.  I hesitate.  Maybe if I just remain really quiet, whoever it is will go away.  It’s most likely 

Mrs. Baker asking for her casserole dish back. 

Another knock makes me jump.  The knock is followed by, “Mrs. Dillinger, this is 

Detective Loudon!” 

Mrs.?  Mrs.?  Do I look like a Mrs.?  Do they even realize I got dumped this week by a 

man who is young and fit and beautiful and that’s the kind of girl I am, one who can get men 

that are young and fit and beautiful?   

Wait, did he say Detective? 
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I compose myself.  I don’t think sticking a Glock in the back of my Lulu Lemon pants 

would be a wise decision (and I’m all about that now, wise decisions).  What could they possibly 

want?  What do they know?  A horrible thought comes to me that it’s a message about Reev, 

the way police used to report a soldier’s death to his loved ones.  Don’t worry, I also rolled my 

eyes at all the gaps in that theory.  No, this is decidedly about me, I just don’t know from what 

angle.  On second thought, I briefly reconsider getting the gun.  I can already see the paper’s 

headlines: Sorority Girl Dies When She Comes Out Guns Blazing. Or: Bartender Fires on Police, 

Dies When She Slips and Shoots Herself in the Heart.  I’d be the poster girl for the NRA and the 

Stand Your Ground movement.  Hollywood, though, would hate me.  Definitely no pictures with 

Tom Hanks in my future. 

I approach the door and answer it unarmed.  I put a concerned look on my face, like I 

could have no possible way of knowing what the visit is about. 

“Hello,” I say meekly, just a girl in sweats answering a door on a Sunday morning.  

Regardless of the circumstances, it’s legitimately frightening to have detectives on your stoop. 

“Emma Dillinger?” a man in a suit asks while he holds a badge in front of my face.  “I’m 

Detective Loudon and this is my partner, Detective Momsen.  I think you’ve met Officer 

Bryant.”  I look behind them and see the officer who visited me a few days ago.  Detective 

Loudon is sweating through his light gray suit and he no longer has the hair to soak up the 

perspiration before it drips down his forehead.  His partner, Detective Momsen, is a young 

black woman, standing tall and proud and seemingly immune to the heat.  I would guess she’s 

still a rookie at the job and is working hard to prove her worth.  It’s a quintessential partnership 

of the chauvinistic past and the equality-driven future; the traditionally white male and the 
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modern working female.  And, of course, Officer Bryant, who apparently tattle-tailed to his 

parents and is now smiling because he gets to witness the fallout. 

Seeing Officer Bryant, who didn’t even have the decency to introduce himself the first 

time he showed up, I assume this is about the bar fight, so I say, “I was defending myself, 

alright?” 

Loudon wasn’t ready for my outburst, so he responds with raised eyebrows, “And you 

were very adept at doing so.” 

“I’m capable of defending myself when I feel threatened.” 

He puts his hands up as a call to truce.  “Mrs. Dillinger, no charges were filed.  That’s not 

why we’re here.” 

“Oh, ok, then why are you here?” 

 He looks at his partner, who with the dry and robotic reply of a new graduate says, “To 

see what else you’re capable of.” 

I furrow my eyebrows and feign confusion and then ultimately lie, “I don’t follow.” 

“Mrs. Dillinger…” 

Again with the Mrs.  “Emma,” I say. 

“Emma,” Loudon confirms as he smiles.  He pauses and then says, “May we come in?” 

I consider the question.  What would appear more suspicious?  Is there anything 

incriminating out in the open?  I still don’t fully know why they decided to pay me a visit.  I 

decide to offer a middle ground.   

“I would prefer if you tell me what this is about,” I say as I open the door entirely to give 

them the impression I have an open household without any secrets of any kind. 
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I see Momsen jump at the opportunity to look inside as she sneaks a peak past me. 

“Going somewhere?” she asks. 

I gulp and turn to see what provoked the question.  My hit woman duffle bag is in plain 

sight.  I think fast and try not to look guilty. 

“The gym.”  I say it in a far more combative manner than intended.  I might as well have 

followed it up with, “Got any other brain busters?  How do you like me now?”  I chicken out and 

look back at Loudon, who was reaching behind him to accept a file from Officer Bryant.  He 

pulls a picture out and holds it up to me. 

“Emma, do you know this man?” 

The picture is unmistakable.  I get queasy as an image of a man choking on a grape fills 

my mind.  Yes I know him.  I watched him die.  I tried to save him.  Then he fell on my knife and 

flung his blood all over my face.   

I try to compose myself.  I try not to look guilty. 

“Um,” I say, trying my best to look like I’m racking my brain.  “He actually looks familiar.  

I’m not sure why.” 

Loudon looks at Momsen, sensing my dubious honesty. 

“How about these two folks?” he asks, holding up pictures of my second victims. 

I play this one slightly more smoothly.  “Not ringing a bell.” 

Loudon raises his eyebrows and shakes his head at me, seemingly asking me, “Really?  

No?” 

“Sorry,” I say. 
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“Interesting.  This man,” he says, holding up the first picture, “died a couple weeks ago 

when he choked on a grape.” 

I wait for him to continue, but when he doesn’t, I say, “Ok.” 

“What’s interesting is that he had bruising on his stomach that suggests someone was 

trying to save him, and he had a post-mortem stab wound in his chest.  He also had a long, 

bleach-blonde hair on him, very similar to yours.” 

I’m momentarily petrified, but it only takes a second to pick up on the glaring gap in that 

theory. 

“Is that in some way suggesting I was involved?” I ask. 

He holds up the other two pictures and says, “And these two people killed themselves, 

but an eye witness saw a white male run from the property and drive off in a green Subaru.  

You have a green Subaru, right?” 

I smile.  “This is a joke, right?  Did Jarrod put you up to this?” 

“Is Jarrod your boyfriend?”  Bryant blurts out.  “Is he here?”  Loudon turns around to 

silently remind him that he is here as a courtesy. 

“I agree,” he says to me.  “Under other circumstances, I wouldn’t think twice.  But then 

Officer Bryant told me that this man…” – He holds up a picture of Vince. – “…has been a guest 

at this very house.  Now, yes, this seems circumstantial, but when Ray Ferlucci, a renowned 

criminal-for-hire with a record of working with organized crime, is suddenly an acquaintance, 

facts begin to fall into place.” 

Now I’m speechless.  I gulp and begin to shake.  In my head, I’m irritated that Vince lied 

to me about his name.  Outwardly, I’m hoping that I’m conveying legitimate fright. 



 208 

“Would you be willing to submit to a forensic analysis of a hair sample?” Momsen asks, 

hoping to catch me at a weak moment. 

“A hair sample?” I ask. 

“Just to put this to rest,” Loudon says, trying to shrug it off as a harmless suggestion. 

I stare at him for what seems like a minute.  I settle myself and gather my confidence.  

Suddenly, I’m channeling Vince and his words come flowing from my mouth. 

“That man, he told me his name was Vince, was at my house because he’s looking for a 

tutor for his niece.  I haven’t had a chance to meet her yet.  And even though you think the 

facts – if you can call them that – might add up, my gut tells me that if you could have 

convinced a judge, you would have come here with a warrant.  And even if it was my hair on 

whoever that was, I’m a bartender.  There’s a thousand ways he could have picked it up.  And if 

you actually think I have anything to do with whatever it is that you’re getting at, I seriously 

question your capability as a detective.  I mean, really, I’m where your trail has led?  Really?  If 

that’s all, then I’m going to have to ask you all to leave.  Unbelievable.” 

Not to mention, they didn’t even bring up the club.  I’m borderline offended. 

Now Loudon gulps.  He smiles uncomfortably at Momsen and nods.  He takes a business 

card out and hands it to me, which I accept. 

“Fair enough, Emma.  If you do know anything, or if you’re under duress, please call me.  

And, Emma, if I do come back here, it will be with a warrant.” 

I make a face that mocks him and hold the card up to let him know I understand.  I close 

the door before they leave.  Tears immediately come to my eyes as I rest my forehead on the 
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door.  I don’t feel strong and brave, I feel alone and helpless.  When the room begins to spin out 

of control, I run to the bathroom and vomit in the sink. 
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Chapter 20 

 

An hour later I pick up Sancho from his parents’ house.  Lorraine had gone early to set up the 

event, so Sancho’s father saw him off.  It is actually uncommon.  There had never been an issue 

picking up Sancho without any sort of consent before, so this was somewhat of a surprise.  I 

have never met him before and I am still uneasy from my morning run-in with the detectives, so 

I certainly don’t need any more complications. 

 “Hi,” he says as he answers the front door.  “I’m Steve.” 

 “Emma,” I say as cheerfully as possible as I shake his hand. 

 “I’m so glad we’re getting the chance to meet.  I’ve heard such amazing things about 

you.”  I just smile at him and nod, but I grow uncomfortable when he doesn’t let go of my hand.  

He just grips it and even places his other hand on top of the embrace.  When I noticeably pull 

my hand back, he says, “Oh, sorry, Lorraine is always saying my friendliness can get the best of 

me.” 

 I think about the bruises on Lorraine’s arms and wonder who his friendliness actually 

gets the best of. 

 “Ok, it’s no problem,” I say, reasserting control over my own hand.  “Is Sancho here?” 

 “He is, he’s getting ready.  You know, you have such tiny wrists.  It’s surprising.” 

 I cock my head to the side, which lets my bangs cover one of my eyes.  Surprising?  Am I 

supposed to engage?  Is he goading me? 

 “Ok,” I say again. 
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 “Oh, no, it’s just, the way Sancho talks about you as such a powerful, strong woman, I 

was picturing a much fuller woman, you know?”  He nods his head at me as he asks, seemingly 

thinking he is making a perfectly understandable and logical statement. 

 “No, I actually don’t,” I say, probably walking right into his game. 

 “Oh, sorry, there I go again!”  He laughs and rubs his forehead.  “So, if you could just 

give me your cell phone number, that’d be great.” 

 “Hey, Emma!” I hear Sancho say as he scampers past Steve out the door. 

 “Hiya, Sancho!” I say, turning my attention away from Steve.  “Ready?” 

 “Yep!” 

 We both turn without saying bye. 

 “Emma,” Steve says.  “Your number?” 

 “Oh, Lorraine will be there.  You can call her.” 

 I don’t wait for a response.  We walk straight to my car and I don’t feel Steve following 

us even though my skin is crawling all over.  I have a fleeting thought that I should carry a 

weapon with me at all times. 

 When Sancho and I are both in the car – Steve watches us from the doorway until we’re 

out of sight – I ask him, “So that’s Steve, your foster dad?” 

 “That’s Steve,” he confirms. 

 “So how have you been, staying with Steve and Lorraine?” I ask. 

 “Fine,” he replies tersely. 

 “Fine?  Just fine?  You know you can talk to me.” 

 “I don’t know.  I don’t hear from you much anymore.” 
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 I cringe.  I’ve officially let my new life interfere with the things that are important to me.  

“I know,” I say.  “I’m sorry.  There’s been a lot going on.  But I’m here now.  So talk to me.” 

 He hesitates and I let him continue at his own pace.  “Steve yells a lot,” he finally says.  

“He talks to me like he’s my best friend or something, and then he yells.  And sometimes he 

grabs Lorraine, which is weird.  I feel bad for her.” 

 I feel my heart rate rise.  I know about Lorraine from the bruises, but now that he’s 

confirmed it, I get much more protective.  I try to steady myself so I don’t alarm Sancho. 

 “Sancho,” I say methodically, “if he ever hurts you, you call me, ok?  I’ll come get you.”  

He stares at me and then nods.  There’s not a ton I can do at the moment and there’s a lengthy 

drive ahead of us, so I change the topic.  “Been reading any books?” 

 He smiles sheepishly. 

 “It’s the summer!” he bellows. 

 “Sancho!  Have I taught you nothing?  You have to work that brain of yours!” 

 “Has estado estudiando?” 

 I look him and roll my eyes.  “Low blow.” 

 The two of us talk nonstop for the entire drive to Ocean Beach in San Francisco.  It takes 

us nearly an hour and a half.  The entire Bay Area is very large, and the inexorable population 

growth has made it very crowded, making an easy drive far more difficult than it should be.  I 

take the opportunity to catch up with Sancho, though, so I’m not complaining. 

 When we arrive, Lorraine comes running up to us waving her hands. 

 “Hi, you two!” she hollers through the ocean breeze. 
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 “Hey, Lorraine,” I say.  It’s the happiest I’ve ever seen her, out here on the sand and in 

her element. 

 “I’ve already signed you two in.  Here are a couple of bags.  If you want one of the 

mechanical picker-uppers just let me know.  Personally, I say just go and get your hands dirty.”  

She’s enjoying herself and I think she just made her version of a dirty joke.  Sancho giggles.  I 

don’t think he’s seen her so relaxed either. 

 “Ok, sounds good.  So we just, pick up trash?” 

 “That’s the idea.   We have to keep our beaches clean.” 

 I hand one of the bags to Sancho as we watch her hustle back to the table that she’s 

manning.  It’s good to see Lorraine happy and sharing such a passionate interest with Sancho.   

 Ocean Beach in San Francisco is a traditionally cold area.  Far from the financial area of 

the city, its cold waters and rough waves are eclipsed only by the cold fog and rough winds.  It’s 

a far cry from the dry, hot climate of Livingston, which literally sits as far from the beach within 

the Bay Area as is possible.  Personally I love it.  Betty and my sorority sisters always preferred 

the Southern California beaches like Malibu and Laguna and Del Mar where the water is 

warmer and they could lay out in the hot sun.  I always preferred the much colder Pacific of 

Northern California where you have to wear a jacket instead of a bikini.  These waters and 

these beaches are unforgiving.  It’s a love/hate relationship akin to a bad romance.  The only 

thing easy about it is an undying love of being a part of it.  You have to truly love the ocean to 

appreciate it.  I used to come here often when I was a student at Berkeley.  I would go for a run 

in the San Francisco Presidio and then cool off by sitting in the fog on the beach that was so 
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thick that I could barely even see the water.  I would just listen to the waves breaking and the 

seagulls hunting for crabs and trash.   

I haven’t been back since I moved home to Livingston, but it’s fitting that I returned to 

pick up trash.  Admittedly, I let Sancho do most of the work.  I kind of trail behind him to make 

sure he doesn’t get washed away in a rogue wave.  Also, despite Lorraine’s insistence, I’m not 

too interested in getting my hands dirty. 

 I’m impressed by the crowd – so many people interested in the environment – but I 

mostly keep to myself.  I’m getting reacquainted with an old friend and I don’t want to be 

disturbed.  It’s not even too cold out, although compared to Livingston in July it’s borderline 

chilly.  I’m just glad I have a reason to wear my Gorsuch jacket. 

 As I watch Sancho run around and eagerly pick up trash like a kid hunting for Easter 

eggs, I lean down to grab a plastic spoon because it’s literally in my path.  When I come near it, 

though, my hand crashes into another hand with the same intent.  I jump back, obviously 

assuming the worst.  It dawns on my quickly, though, that the beach during an ocean clean-up 

event should keep me relatively safe.  Plus, when I see who the hand belongs to, I’m 

comfortable chalking it up to an accident. 

 The man is roughly my age, but has thin hair and a receding hairline.  He has rimless 

glasses and is clearly uncomfortable walking in the sand.  His hand is covering his mouth out of 

fear he hurt me. 

 “Oh, gosh, I’m so sorry,” he says. 

 “It’s ok.  No harm, no foul.” 
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 He looks petrified, like he is standing face-to-face with an orc (of which I’m sure he 

could go into considerable details). 

 I stare at him awkwardly and wait for him to talk to me or hit on me or tell me how he 

once met a female extraterrestrial, but he stands mute.  He appears to be employing the “play 

dead” tactic.  I kneel down and pick up the spoon—it’s sticky, ew—and hand it to him. 

 “Here you go,” I say.  “I don’t want to deprive you of the prize.” 

 He accepts and holds it in front of him as though he forgot he is supposed to put his 

hand down.  I smile, turn my head and raise my eyebrows, giggle, and begin to walk away. 

 “I’m Louis!” he yells. 

 I stop and turn.  “Nice to meet you, Louis.  I’m Emma.” 

 He silently mouths my name while he gawks.  It’s equal parts creepy and flattering.  He 

puts the spoon in his overflowing bag and holds his hand up.  I take a step forward and shake 

his hand.  It’s warm and surprisingly pleasant. 

 “Are you here with anyone?” he asks without letting go of me. 

 I laugh and say, “Just that little stud over there.” 

 He finally drops my hand as he looks down in embarrassment. 

 “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean for that to come off as a tacky pick-up line.” 

 “That’s ok.  I didn’t think it was tacky.” 

 His eyes light up and his shoulders seem to relax.  I see his face look toward Sancho.  It’s 

clearly outside of his known paradigm. 

 “It that your…” he begins. 
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 “Little brother,” I finish.  “As in little brother, big brother program.  We obviously believe 

in tearing down barriers.” 

 He laughs and says, “I like that.” 

 “How about you?” 

 “Me?  Oh no, just here on my own.  My company sponsors charity events, so I like to 

attend.  I think it’s great seeing so many people gathered in support of a cause.” 

 I nod and watch him with intrigue as he looks around the beach.  I think the only thing 

more exciting for him than a chance encounter with a female is seeing a good deed. 

 “What company?” I ask. 

 “Hmm?  Oh.  East Bay Mutual.  I know, I know, the enemy of the people.  But I work in 

micro loans, so I can feel good about that.” 

 “Very cool,” I say. 

 “Umm, oh, how about you?” 

 “I’m just a bartender in Livingston.” 

 “Livingston?  You’re far from home.” 

 “Yeah, it was a drive.” 

 “I actually live in Sunnyside, so I can relate.” 

 “Sunnyside?  We’re practically neighbors.” 

 When I say this, I see how happy it makes him. 

 “We are,” he says.  He gets an idea and asks, “Would you, uh, maybe want to grab some 

coffee sometime?” 
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 I consider the question.  It seems borderline cruel to allow this sweet man into my life.  I 

can’t help it, though.  Most of the creepiness has worn off, so now it’s just flattering to be 

courted. 

 “Sure.  That’d be nice.” 

 I again wait to see what he’s going to do next.  His awkwardness – especially when I 

compare it to Reev and his oozing confidence – is endearing.  I see him reach into his pocket 

and pull out a business card.  He hands it to me. 

 “Here.  My sister says it’s chauvinist to ask for a girl’s number, so here’s my info.  I’d love 

it if you call me.” 

 “I will,” I say.  “I promise.” 

 He pauses.  He wants to say something. 

 “Have you seen the Matrix?” he asks. 

 “Of course I have.”  I’m fascinated to see where he’s going with this. 

 “Well, the Matrix believes in balance.  So, for something good to happen, something bad 

has to happen.” 

 The hairs on my neck stand and I prepare to strike. 

 “That’s a little scary, Louis,” I say. 

 “Oh, ha, no, sorry.  No, sorry, that came out wrong.  It’s just, this morning, a 

hummingbird flew in my house.  And as I tried to shoo it out, but, it crashed into a window, 

unfortunately, and died.  And I’ve been wondering why it happened…” 

 “Wait, you killed a hummingbird?” I bellow.  “That’s terrible!”  What a monster!  

Everyone knows boys that kill animals grow up to be serial killers. 
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 “Well, no, I mean, it was an accident and I felt awful.  But, I’m thinking it was a bad thing 

because something really good was coming into my life.” 

 “Oh.”  It is pretty much the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me. 

 Suddenly, Sancho emerges. 

 “Emma, my bag is full.  Now what?” 

 I tear my eyes from Louis and look down at him. 

 “Now we go and get another bag.” 

 “But what do I get?” 

 “The satisfaction of a clean beach and the respect of a foster mother.  Come on, let’s go 

get more.” 

 We walk away and I wave to Louis and I feel him watch us as we go to the table.  I look 

back shyly and smile and then finally see him continue his clean up. 

 I think about the implications.  Part of me still feels – still hopes – that Reev will 

miraculously reappear.  Louis, though, is very sweet.  One thing is for sure: The bedside table 

and a sorority duffle bag on a kitchen table are no longer suitable storage for my guns. 
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Chapter 21 

 

I’m giving myself a special-lady night, if for no other reason than Louis making me feel like a 

lady.  Reev never made me feel like a lady.  Reev made me feel like a girl, a girl suffering from 

the side effects of first-love syndrome.  It made me feel small and childish and an agreeable 

participant in an alarming new activity.  Louis, though, made me feel beautiful. 

 Beauty, of course, is not free.  It takes work.  I have fallen off my facial treatments, been 

eating like crap, and I half-expect someone to ask me if I’m pregnant.  When I get home from 

the beach, I decide that I’d start the week off on the right note. 

 I make myself a dinner of quinoa, spinach, and hard-boiled eggs.  I pour myself a glass of 

Rosé (the bottle of which cost me more than ten dollars), and have some blueberries for fiber.  

Then I take advantage of an empty house and rub a concoction of Aztec facial mud and apple 

cider vinegar on my face and put on Bravo.  I don’t care what’s on Bravo.  I just watch. 

 Well, that’s not entirely true. 

 Five minutes into the Real Housewives of New Orleans, I’m struck by my severe lack of 

empathy or interest in what flavor the cake would be at Leslie’s daughter’s sweet-sixteen 

birthday party.  My mind drifts.  It drifts to my pending task.  It drifts to my need to prepare and 

that I’m alone.   

My special-lady night officially incorporates research. 

 With the real housewives bickering at one another and my face tightening under the 

drying mud, I take a sip of the Rosé and pull out my computer.  I also grab my duffle bag from 
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the kitchen table and remove the folder.  I look at the picture of Gertrude Malone.  It looks like 

a copy from a recent newspaper.  Specific instructions are on the back. 

 Saturday.  Wellerby Winery Estate Room.  Prior to end of ceremony. 

 First I Google Gertrude Malone.  I think to my books and the movies I have seen, but I 

can’t remember if it’s a good idea to do diligent research on the target of an assassination.  

Would this make me too close?  Would I find something I didn’t want to know?  Articles appear 

of her time in the City Council.  There’s a story about her ceremony a few years back to honor 

her work at preserving the city’s culture.  There’s also an article from last month about her 

most recent election to the city’s Planning Commission where she promised to be an honest 

voice that helped defend current business owners from feeling forced to sell their businesses to 

out-of-town corporations.  “Women like Janice Maron,” Gertrude says in the interview, “the 

proud owner of a Livingston establishment, the First Street Bar and Grill.  There was a takeover 

attempt and it failed and I’m proud to say I contributed to defending our town.” 

 That certainly gets my attention.  I never knew Janice was feeling pressure to sell.  

That’d certainly explain her stress levels that seem higher than usual. 

 I store that in the back of my mind the way my “Literature in the Time of Goethe” 

professor used to preach.  As the mud on my face dries further, I switch to the gathering.  I had 

heard of Wellerby Winery because their vineyards backed up to the open space near my 

parent’s house.  I had never been there, though.  I stuck to the smaller wineries because my 

parents knew some of the winemakers. 

 The event is actually for a change in ownership.  Gerald Dalton, the founder of East Bay 

Mutual, recently purchased it outright and is throwing a party to introduce himself to the 
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community.  It’s another link to my life.  Louis said he worked for the same bank, although it’s a 

huge institution so it’s kind of a moot point.  It looks like the party starts at noon and will have 

live music and several areas to taste wine.  As a community event, the site says the whole City 

Council and some of the Livingston commissions are expected to attend. 

 I’m trying to figure it all out in my head.  Unlike the first two targets, I’m trying to 

understand the motivation this time.  Why do they want Gertrude dead?  This isn’t some sort of 

mafia hit.  This is just an upstanding citizen.  And why would they want it done at this particular 

event?  It all gives me a headache. 

 I put the computer down and walk to the bathroom and wash the mud off of my face.  I 

don’t know how to move forward.  How do I plan this without Reev?  He had taken the lead 

role in planning, so to speak.  I just helped.  Now it’s on me.  What if I fail?  Will something 

happen to my mom?  What about Reev?  Even though he went and worked with them directly, 

is his life in danger based on my actions? 

 I look in the mirror and see the mud half-washed away.  I was trying to make myself 

beautiful, but now I see myself as the monster that I am.  I continue wiping away the mud until 

my skin is shiny and red.  It’s no less monstrous than before.  I can’t look at it.  I have to pull 

myself away and escape into my wine. 

 How would I do it?  Or better question: would I be able to do it? 

 If I get her alone, I can stab her.  I at least know what it’s like to put a knife through 

flesh.  I know her, so I can make up a story about wanting to show her something.  Or I can 

shoot her.  If I clean the gun, it won’t be traceable.  I can shoot her and drop it and try to run 
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and hide.  Or poison.  In literature, it’s the ultimate women’s weapon.  Where the hell do you 

find poison? 

 I decide I’ll plan to stab her and I’ll bring my gun for back up.  That’ll have to work. 

 I sip my Rosé and head back to the couch where I turn my attention back to the Real 

Housewives.  Now Megan is accusing Leslie of not having a soul.  It’s like Leslie, Megan accuses, 

acts without considering any sort of morals.  I finally feel like I can relate to the show.  My God, 

my life is a Real Housewife. 

 I contemplate calling my mom and crying, but the smell of the wine nauseates me and I 

run to the bathroom to vomit.  As I hit my intended target, I think about my gun skills.  What if I 

actually need to use it?  I need more practice.  As soon as I’m finished puking, I’ll look up the 

closest gun range.  Maybe Louis will want to take me. 
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Chapter 22 

 

The week is a blur.  I fall back into some sort of routine, with healthy breakfasts, trips to the 

kickboxing studio, and afternoons at the bar.  Benson has become a regular again, to the point 

it didn’t even make me tense anymore.  On Friday, the day before I put my plan into action, he 

even showed up wearing his black suit once again. 

 “Earned your way back into the good graces?” I ask him when Jarrod is out of earshot. 

 He smirks.  The burns on his face are barely visible.  “Wouldn’t you like to know?” he 

says. 

 “As a matter of fact, I would,” I say.  “Maybe you could fill me in on who it is that you 

work for.” 

 “You’re kind of cute when you’re angry.  I see what he saw in you.” 

 I tap my finger on the bar and fight off the urge to smack the smirk off of his face.  “Can 

you at least tell me if Reev is alright?” 

 Benson laughs and says, “Man, he did a number on you!  What is it about him that has 

your panties in such a twist?” 

 “I just want to know.” 

 “He’s gone.  Get it through your head.” 

 I glare at him.  “Seriously, why are you here?  Are you just trying to mess with my 

head?” 

 He smirks again and – at least in my head – his eyes seem to sparkle red like a devil from 
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a horror film.  The palpable tension doesn’t prevent Jarrod from slicing it to pieces like a large 

child wielding dull machete. 

 “What the hell is going on over here?” he demands, before putting a small cookie on the 

bar in front of Benson and saying, “sweets for my sweet.” 

 I look at him in disgust just as I can feel the traditionally conservative clientele 

questioning the exchange.  I personally don’t have any sort of issue with the overt homosexual 

show of affection, but I am annoyed that’s he naively falling for such a monster.  But what could 

I do?  You know, I’m really happy for you, but Benson has been blackmailing me to kill people, 

so, you know, it might be best if you didn’t date him.  I just keep my mouth shut and hope he 

sees the light sooner rather than too late. 

 “You’re such a doll,” Benson says charmingly.  “How has no one scooped you up?” 

 “Right?  I guess you’re a lucky man.”  Jarrod strikes a pose as though he’s beaming.  He 

sees my disgust and asks, “Are you being mean to my man?”  He turns to Benson.  “Has she 

been rude?” 

 “Emma?  Never.  Emma’s the best… at everything.” 

 Jarrod beams again.  “Isn’t she, though?”  He gets an idea.  “We should go on a double 

date!  Whatever happened to that one guy?” 

 I sigh, defeated, and walk away. 

 That night, for obvious reasons, I don’t sleep.  I consider taking an Ambien, but I need to 

have a clear head in the morning.  Tomorrow, I’m going to kill someone.  I repeat the words 

over and over again.  It won’t be an accident.  It won’t be out of sight.  It will be up close and 

with killer intent. 
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 I go over my reasons for doing it.  Here I am, a sorority-loving, English-tutoring 

bartender, scared to go to the movies on my own, and now I’m planning and carrying out 

assassinations in my hometown.  But why?  Because of the evidence against me.  Because of 

the threats against Reev and my mother and me.  Because these are all secretly bad people and 

I’m doing a good deed.  Because… Because of what?  The more I think about it, the less it adds 

up. I refuse to believe and accept the only other explanation: I want to do it.  I like the 

excitement.  I like doing something so vicious and sadistic and beyond the realm of civilized law 

and order that it seems unthinkable to weaker people.  I like the power, the power over my 

victim and the power over society. 

 What the fuck!?  Who am I!? 

 I refuse to accept it.  That’s not me.  I’m not a psychopath.  I’m just a person who has 

found herself in a challenging scenario with no good solutions. 

 When my alarm finally goes off, I am wide awake and utterly petrified to get out bed.  

My legs feel locked in place, as though someone has pumped them full of concrete overnight.  

My mom has recently slacked off of her morning wake-up phone call duty, so I didn’t have a 

built-in motivator. 

 I channel my inner Sylvia Plath.  “Ash, ash, you poke and stir,” I say to the ceiling.  

“Flesh, bone, there is nothing there.  A cake of soap, a wedding ring, a gold filling.  Herr God, 

Herr Lucifer, beware beware.  Out of the ash I rise with my red hair, and I eat men like air.”  I 

feel my legs loosen and begin to slide.  And then my other leg follows it and they slide out from 

under my comforter and onto the ground. 

 “I can totally do this,” I say.  But do I want to do it?  Doesn’t matter.  I can totally do this. 
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 But first I have to decide what to wear.  What do assassins wear?  I try to consider the 

factors.  It has to be flexible and allow for maximum movement, so workout clothes would 

work.  But here might be blood and I certainly don’t want to ruin my best workout outfits.  

(They’re expensive!)  Plus, I’ll be in public at a party, so I’d stand out if I’m not fashionable.  I 

want to blend.  I don’t want anyone looking at me.  Additionally, I’ll have a gun and my knife on 

me, so dresses are out unless I tie them inside my legs.  I can just imagine the cuts and bruises 

I’d have when I’m finished.  Not to mention, it’ll be nearly a hundred degrees.  Cool by 

Livingston standards, but I don’t want to be a sweaty mess, so jeans are out. 

 I pull out an old pair of jean shorts.  I haven’t worn them in years, but they’re kind of 

perfect – and as I hold them out for closer inspection, super cute.  I don’t know why they have 

become a banished item.  Jean shorts and a baggy black blouse.  That’s perfect. 

 I suddenly feel nauseated again and cover my mouth with one hand and grip my 

stomach with the other.  This can’t be about nerves.  I must have eaten something.  I feel awful.  

It seems to pass, so I put my clothes on and look at myself in the mirror.  It’ll work.  I feel like I 

should take a picture and send it to Jarrod and see what he thinks, but this isn’t about me 

looking good.  It’s not like I’m going out with my old sorority sisters.  I’m going to kill someone. 

 I’m going to kill someone. 

 I’m going to kill someone. 

 I’m going to kill someone. 

 If it’s possible, those words don’t sound as crazy to me anymore.   

 I have a normal morning.  I drink my coffee.  I take my various supplements.  I have an 

early lunch of spinach and quinoa.  What I don’t do is spiral.  I have no emotion that is running 
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out of control.  I feel numb.  I don’t feel anything.  When the clock switches to noon, I leave, as 

though I’m a robot from the future that had to wait until a specific minute to execute a target.  I 

put the gun in the back of my jeans.  I put my knife in my Hermés purse.  I get in my car and 

drive. 

 The party technically began at noon, but it seemed so tacky to show up right when it 

began.  My mom always taught me that it was actually rude to show up right at the beginning.  I 

figure Livingston doesn’t exactly abide by the rules of the hip, but I also figure that if Gertrude is 

in fact going to be there, she’s not going to duck out before I arrive twenty minutes later.  And 

it is a twenty-minute drive.  Livingston is a small town, population-wise, but it covers a 

surprising amount of territory.  It extends south into the hills for miles where wineries take 

advantage of slopes to stress their vines and the cool air blowing in from the bay.  Even though 

some of Wellerby’s vineyards abut the open space near my parents’ house, the actual tasting 

room is several miles from downtown.  The whole point of this little spiel is it takes me a few 

minutes to get there. 

 Unfortunately, it seems like Livingston does abide by the late arrival policy.  In fact, it 

seems like Wellerby itself abides by the rule, insofar as it has nothing set up.  The place isn’t 

empty, but it seems like just another day of wine tasting. 

 I consider what I should do with my weapons.  Do I bring them with me while I 

investigate?  I take my gun out and slide it under the front seat, but I leave the knife in my 

purse.  You never know.  I park in the nearly empty lot and make my away to the tasting room.  

Wellerby really is a beautiful winery.  I’m surprised the fourth-generation family-owned 

business got sold to a bank, but it didn’t take away from the beautiful grounds.  Vineyards, a 
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golf course, a tasting room, a restaurant.  There are even clearings intended for concerts.  It is 

an impressive prize of Livingston, and now it belonged to East Bay Mutual.  I find the whole 

thing bizarre.  Why would anyone be interested in Livingston?  Just a few years ago it was a cow 

town and now it’s becoming a destination, both for tourists and now investment. 

 When I get to the tasting room, I haul the large wooden door open and step in. 

 I’m immediately greeted with, “Welcome to Wellerby!  Are you here for a tasting?” 

 I approach the counter where an older gentleman is standing ready to pour. 

 “Actually, isn’t there supposed to be a big party here today?” I ask, confused.  “Some 

sort of welcome event or something?” 

 “Oh, you’re thinking of Mr. Dalton’s Introductory Gala.  That’s not until next Saturday.” 

 I stare at him and expect a thousand cameras to pop out and scream, “You’ve been 

punked!”  But the cameras don’t come.  The man stands attentively, ready to pour.  No party 

today?  But the instructions said specifically Saturday. 

 “Hang on one second,” I say as I park my purse on the counter.  I open it up and try to 

conceal the knife and pull out the photo of Gertrude.  I turn it over and sure enough it says, 

Saturday, July 7.  Wellerby Winery Estate Room.  Prior to end of ceremony.  Oh my God, I got 

the wrong Saturday.  How did I overlook the date?  This is so… humiliating.  This is so… anti-

climactic.  Now I have to decide what to do.  Do I stay?  Oh my God, this is worse than the movie 

theater.  Now I’m going wine tasting on my own.  I look at the man and I immediately see 

Janice’s son staring back, the little shit mockingly grinning like the asshole that he is. 

 I take a deep breath.  I can figure this out.  I got the wrong day by a week.  Now I have to 

wait an entire week before I can carry out my task.  What do I do now?  A normal person would 
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stay and have the tasting.  Someone who is trying to not draw any attention to themselves 

would stay for the tasting.  Can I do it? 

 I’m about to casually tell him I made a mistake and walk out, but as fate would have it, 

I’m not actually winetasting alone.  The sun shines into the tasting room as the door swings 

open and I hear, “Emma?  Emma!  Oh my God, Emma, you came!” 

 I instinctively reach for my knife but Betty has bounded across the room and wrapped 

her arms around my neck. 

 “Betty?” I say, my mind barely able to register the reality of my two worlds colliding 

together. 

 She backs up to look up at me.  “I’m seriously so glad you came.  You never responded 

to my calls or my texts, so I assumed you weren’t coming.” 

 “Wait, what?” 

 “It’s Veronica’s engagement party,” she says, as, sure enough, Veronica steps into the 

room followed by several more of my sorority sisters.  Veronica.  Pregnant Veronica.   

 “Is she… pregnant?” I whisper, not wanting to insult her for simply being fat if that is in 

fact the case. 

 “Yes!  Can you believe it?  I’m seriously so happy you’re here.  Um, cute bag!  Wow, 

Hermés.  I didn’t know you had it in you.” 

 “Yeah,” I say, for lack of anything more intelligent to spit out. 

 Suddenly, I hear a scream as Veronica spots me.  She follows Betty’s lead and pounces 

on me. 
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 “You’re heeeeeere!” she screams like a crazed maniac.  Veronica.  Tall, blond, beautiful, 

fucked-the-Cal-running-back Veronica.  Pregnant.  Here I am, botching an attempt to take a life 

while she’s bringing new life into the world and doing it surrounded by friends.  “Betty told me 

you weren’t coming!” 

 I stutter and then manage to squeak out, “I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” 

 She swings to the side of me and drops her arm down my back.  If I had kept my gun on 

me, it would have gotten knocked to the ground.  “Ok,” she says, “no more of this nonsense.  

You’re moving to San Francisco.  I’m being serious.  I’m moving out to move in with Kenny…” 

 “Kenny?” 

 “Yeah, my fiancée.  You should take the room.  It’s with Shannon, Meg, and Donna.  

Your dad died four years ago.  It’s time to move on.” 

 Her comment knocks the air from my stomach.  She couldn’t have possibly brought up 

my dead dad.  I’m about to take my knife out and hold it against her belly, but something shiny 

catches her attention and she randomly wanders off to a back room full of balloons and flowery 

tasting menus. 

 “Relax,” Betty says.  “She’s pregnant and hormonal and crazy.” 

 “No, it’s fine.” 

 Betty smiles at me and I actually think there are tears in her eyes.  She swallows back 

her feelings and wraps her arms around my neck again.  It’s the most genuine hug I’ve ever 

experienced, rivaled only by my mom when she told me my dad had finally succumbed to 

kidney cancer. 
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 “I can’t believe how much I missed you.  Why don’t you ever come see us anymore?”  I 

shake my head, feeling my eyes get teary as well.  She looks down at me and contorts her face.  

“What are you wearing?  You seriously need to get out of Livingston.” 

 I can’t help but laugh. 

 I actually stick around and spend the next several hours drinking wine and filling them in 

on my tutoring and on Sancho.  Betty insists on meeting Sancho.  I leave out the part about 

killing people. 

 When I get home, completely forgetting about my intended purpose and glowing from 

spending time with friends, I decide to send Louis a text. 

 “Hi, it’s Emma,” I write. 

 I stare at my phone for several seconds until he writes back, “Seven days.  Very Swingers 

of you.” 

 I laugh out loud.  “LOL,” I write, followed by, “Do you want to go out with me 

sometime?” 

 “I’d like that very much.  I’ll call you later this week.” 

 I send a smiley face, mainly because I’m smiling.  
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Chapter 23 

 

“Ms. Dillinger, can I ask you something?” Jeeves asks me.  It’s Thursday and I’m at my weekly 

tutoring session and feeling good so I’m taking time for some one-on-ones. 

 “Of course you can,” I say, putting my pen down.  I’ve been working on eye contact 

lately and being better about giving undivided attention.  At the moment, I fail because I feel 

my phone vibrate in my pocket and I hold a finger up so I can check it.  It’s Louis.  Do you have 

any interest in historical documentaries? the text reads.  I blush and type, Is this you calling 

me to ask me out?  I put my phone back in my pocket.  “Sorry.” 

 “No, never mind,” he says shyly. 

 “Oh come on, talk to me.” 

 “Well, it’s jes’, my foster mom say this writing stuff ain’t too ‘portant.  Say it won’t help 

me none and I’ll prolly jes’ end up in prison anyhow.” 

 It’s like someone just reached into my chest and tore my heart into two pieces.  The 

monsters in this world are bountiful.  I take a deep breath to compose myself. 

 “Jeeves, going to jail, living a life that leads to jail, that’s up to you.  And the fact you’re 

here today tells me that’s not where your life is leading.”  I pause while it sinks in and then ask, 

“Do you think you’ll end up in jail?” 

 He shrugs.  “No, ‘spose not.  It’s hard, though, you know?  I kind of feel like I’m s’posed 

to.” 
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 I know what he’s saying, but my mind wanders elsewhere.  Is a life supposed to end up 

somewhere?  Is it my fate to end up in prison?  The irony doesn’t escape me.  I can see the 

headline.  White Tutor in Prison after Telling Black At-Risk Youth to Live Crime-Free.  Sigh. 

 I finally say, “Do you know what compartmentalizing means?”  He shakes his head, so I 

say, “It means tuning out the bad and focusing on the good.  Not ignoring the bad, but 

accepting that there’s bad in the world and then stashing it in a part of your brain where you 

don’t have to think about it.  Don’t worry about what people tell you.  Take it and 

compartmentalize it and forget about it.  Focus on the good.  You know you’re a good kid and 

don’t belong in prison, so accept it was said, push it aside, and move on.” 

 He smiles and nods.  “Ok.” 

 I think it is good advice, however hypocritical it might be.  What does 

compartmentalizing get you?  It gets you the heartbreak of Reev blocked out of your conscious 

world until it comes rearing its big, beautiful head.  I simply lack the moral compass to truly be a 

role model any longer. 

 When Jeeves leaves, I check my phone.  I apparently have a date set up with Louis on 

Sunday.  I’m smiling as I drive to my mom’s.  She called me in the morning and said she had big 

news, so I promised to come over for dinner.  Realizing I might not have many more 

opportunities, I actually jumped at the chance.  I don’t know if I was actually following my own 

advice to compartmentalize or if the thought of Louis just makes me happy, but I don’t seem to 

be thinking about the coming Saturday. 
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 I pull into the driveway and my mom appears in the door.  She’s holding a glass of wine 

and looks completely at ease.  I smile and wave and—checking for snakes—walk over to her.  

This time she waits for me and drapes her arm over my shoulders. 

 “Hiya, Emma-girl,” she says, sipping her wine. 

 “Hiya,” I say back. 

 “No Sancho today?” 

 “Not today.  Just you and me.” 

 She smiles and hugs me tighter.  “You’ve turned into such an amazing woman.  Do you 

know that?” 

 I continue to hug her as the words begin to bounce around my brain.  An amazing 

woman?  The words slosh inside of my head like a frothing ocean pounding away at the 

California cliffs.  Here’s the thing about compartmentalizing: sometimes the boundaries crack 

and one compartment comes flooding into another.  Sometimes the cliffs give way and entire 

buildings crash into the uncertainty of the ocean.  How long could I actually keep my secret life 

from my mom?  An amazing woman.  My eyes get teary and I suddenly begin to cry into her 

shoulder. 

 “Hey,” she coos, rubbing my hair.  “Hey, are you crying.  Emma-girl, hey.  What’s going 

on?” 

 I sniffle and pull away and look at the ground.  This is my chance.  Just lay it out there.  

I’m suddenly vulnerable and now I can get this off of my chest.  “Mom, what would you say if I 

told you that I’m a killer?  That I’ve killed?” 

 I said it.  I can’t believe I said it.  Did I just say that?  Could I actually be so stupid?  She’s 
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going to want to go to the police.  Or worse, she’s going to try and help me.  But I hear her 

laugh.  She laughs and then sighs and sets her wine down.  She takes my face in her hands so 

she can speak to me from the heart. 

 “Emma.” 

 “Yes?” 

 “Enough is enough.  This has got to stop.” 

 “What?  What do you mean?” 

 “Your father died.  He had kidney cancer.  He refused, ok, he refused to accept one of 

your kidneys.” 

 “No, mom,” I say, trying to break out of her grip.  She has the mother-strength and I’m 

stuck in her hands. 

 “No, listen.  You did not kill your father.  That’s the end of it.  You have been punishing 

yourself for years.  You live in this city as though it’s your own personal prison cell.  It has got to 

stop.  You did not kill your father.  You are not a killer.” 

 Her words actually reassure me.  I nod and lean back in and we hug again. 

 “Sorry,” I say.  “I don’t know where that came from.” 

 “Come on,” she says, “speaking of your father, I raided all of his old wine.  I’ll get you a 

glass.” 

 I follow her through the house, which is either empty or in boxes.  I’m surprised since 

she’s been showing it to potential buyers, but I don’t bring it up.  I don’t want to acknowledge 

it.  We step out onto the back deck.  She stomps loudly on the wood and shouts, “Snake!”   

 I just roll my eyes.  “You’re such a dork.” 
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 “Just keeping us safe.  The weather is warm.  Snakes have been sunning themselves.” 

 We sit on the outdoor couch under the shade of the oak tree, which somewhat masks 

the overbearing heat.  I often forget how relaxing it is.  The world around us is abloom and the 

hillsides are green with ripe vines. 

 “Hey look, I found this when I was packing up the library,” she says, handing me my old 

freshman yearbook. 

 “Oh jeez, just what I need.” 

 I immediately flip to Reev’s picture.  As soon as I get to it, though, I snap the book shut 

and put it on the couch beside me. 

 “That boy,” she says, “he really cast a spell on you.” 

 “I can’t believe he disappeared again.”  She opens her mouth to say something but 

stops.  I respond by letting out a weird little chortle and then ask, “Why do you hate him so 

much?” 

 She raises an eyebrow and sips her wine to inaudibly tell me I’m acting like a crazy 

person. 

 “Why do I hate him?  Emma, you have a very selective memory.  And I get it.  You were 

in love – you are in love – but you can’t ignore reality.” 

 “Which is, what?”  I’m kind of getting offended.  She’s really taking a tough love 

approach to me today. 

 “Emma, we have talked about this.  Some guy who barely passes high school…” 

 “He passed high school.” 

 “Because you tutored him to get a passing grade in English class!  At least, I suppose, 



 237 

something good came from, although I can’t say writing someone else’s paper can be construed 

as tutoring.  But, regardless, barely passed high school.  He sweeps you off your feet just as his 

deadbeat father submits plans to the planning commission to build a crazy gun store 

downtown.  And then he tries to convince you not to go to college when your father turned 

down the application.  Your father and Gertrude whatever-her-name-is.” 

 “Malone,” I say without thinking. 

 “Wow, good memory.” 

 Of course she has to bring up Gertrude.  I’m too consumed in the conversation to 

consider the implications. 

 “Dad was on the planning commission?  I didn’t know that.” 

 “Well, yes you did, but it’s not surprising you don’t remember.  You weren’t exactly 

interested in our lives at the time, I mean, until your dad got sick.” 

 I ignore the passive aggressive criticism. 

 “Wait, dad, on the planning commission, turned down Reev’s father for a business 

permit?” 

 “You knew that, but yes.” 

 “And you hate Reev because you thought he was in on it and then tried to get me not to 

go to college before ditching me when dad turned his father down?” 

 “I mean, yes to the first part, but, I mean, Emma, you kind of ditched him.  Thank God!  

But, give credit where credit’s due.” 

 “Wait, mom, wh…” I stutter.  She couldn’t possibly have said what I think she said.  

“What did you say?” 
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 “Emma, I’m worried about you.  Reev asked you to follow him to San Diego while he was 

in boot camp.  You went to Georgetown.” 

 “I went to Georgetown my freshman year, across the country,” I whisper to myself.  

“And then I came to Cal when dad got sick.” 

 “Mm hmm,” she says, taking another sip of wine.  I follow her lead and slam my whole 

glass.  She laughs and says, Relax, Emma-girl. It’s not such a big deal.” 

 Could that all be true?  Am I the monster in this scenario?  Have I always been the 

monster?  I left Reev.  I devastated Reev, not the other way around.  Did I block this out of my 

memory?  No, no, I distinctly remember… 

 “Reev left me, mom.  I remember crying in bed.” 

 “Well, ok, yes, he had to leave before you, but only after you told him you’re going to 

college.  You cried and cried.”  She laughs.  “Such innocent love.  You felt so bad that you broke 

his heart and ruined him.  At least twice I had to stop you from running away and joining him 

down there.  I thought for sure you were going.  You were always asking how you can make 

things right.  Frankly, I was just happy you could love with such passion and intensity.  My little 

girl had a heart.” 

 The bombshells keep falling.  The peril of compartmentalizing is that the subconscious 

can overwhelm the conscious.  I was the monster in the relationship.  Dad was the monster to 

Reev’s dad.  Dad was the man, preventing a local business owner from building and it ruined 

him.  He became a drunk and his sons fled the scene.  For the first time since Reev returned, I 

consider the fact that our chance encounter might not have been a fortunate case of bumping 

into one another.  Was this a setup?  I literally shake the thought out of my head.  Now I’m just 
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making a bad situation worse by making assumptions based on no evidence.  Reev wouldn’t do 

that to me.  He was just as sucked into the situation as I am, just as screwed and on the hook.  

And now he’s gone.  Working for them. 

 “Come on, enough talk about killing your father and reminiscing about horrible ex-

boyfriends.  I have news.” 

 This has been one of the more emotional trips to my mother’s house in recent days.  Or 

if not emotional, then enlightening.  It makes me wonder what other memories I have blocked 

out of my memory.  I figure I can actually take the time to consider all of the implications a little 

later when I go home.  At the moment, I take a deep breath and settle down with a huff.  I smile 

and reach for the bottle of wine and fill us both up. 

 “I have a feeling we’ll be needing some wine for this announcement.” 

 “As a matter of fact, we might.” 

 “Ok, hit me with it.” 

 “Emma, I received an offer on the house and I accepted.  It’s an all cash offer above 

asking.  We close in two weeks.” 

 Holy crap.  That wasn’t an announcement, it was a gut punch. 

 “Wait, you’re actually selling the house?” 

 “Yes.  In two weeks.” 

 My eyes are wide and my jaw seems glued to the floor.  This is good news.  This is what 

she wanted.  I force a smile and hold my glass up. 

 “Well, cheers.  Congratulations.” 

 She beams and taps my glass.  “Isn’t it great?  Finally get out from this old dusty place.  
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I’m sure the new buyers are going to gut it.  Good luck with the permitting, right?  I certainly 

didn’t tell them that.” 

 I laugh.  “Wow, a cash offer.  That’s huge.” 

 “Yeah, some investment guy from Silicon Valley.  I guess they’re all moving out here.  

Get a little bit more space for their dollar.” 

 I sip my wine.  I don’t usually drink nice wine, but this is remarkably smooth.  New goal, 

get rich and buy nice wine. 

 “Ok, so now what?” 

 She smiles again. 

 “Movers are coming tomorrow to take my stuff to Bend.  I’m doing it.” 

 “You, you’re what?!  You’re doing it?” 

 “Yep, I found a little place right on the river.  Walking distance to downtown.  I already 

spoke to a bookstore and I’m going to help run the inventory.” 

 “You’ve, wow, you’ve been busy.” 

 “I’m just excited.  Isn’t it a good feeling, to be excited?” 

 I nod.  “Yes it is.”  I’m actually jealous of my mother for moving away.  “Wow, Bend, 

Oregon.  I’m going to miss you.” 

 “No, Emma, you’re coming with me.” 

 I hesitate and look down and try to think of a good way to let her down.  I can’t move to 

Bend.  My home is here.  I am from Livingston and I don’t want to leave.  I am making a name 

for myself.  And yet I hear myself say, “Ok.” 

 “What?” my mom replies.  Even she’s surprised. 
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 “Ok, I’ll come with you.  I don’t know what I’ll do, so you might need to help me out.” 

 “That’s ok, of course I will!  I already told you there are open English instructor jobs.  Oh, 

Emma, this is going to be so great.  So, ok, we close in two weeks and we leave that day.” 

 “Ok.”  I nod.  I sip my wine.  I overemphasize my nod.  I take another sip.  “Ok.  I’ll have 

to tell Janice I’m leaving.  And I’m month-to-month on my lease, so no problems there.  What 

about my stuff?” 

 “Your clothes, we can put in the car.  Furniture, just put it in storage for now.” 

 “Ok.”  I say it to myself.  Then I say it again.  “Ok.  Let’s leave.” 
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Chapter 24 

 

Take two. 

 Jean shorts and a black, baggy top.  Hair back in a ponytail.  Gun in the belt and knife in 

my purse.  Zero nerves.  That’s right.  Zero nerves.  Even after my breakdown at my mom’s, I 

continue to compartmentalize.  Plus, by botching the date on the first go-round, the whole 

thing is horribly anti-climactic.  Now it just is what is.  Like suffering through the overwhelming 

buildup to sex, then somehow breaking the guy’s penis by violently sliding the condom on, and 

simply not caring how the second go-round ends up.  So I’m numb and waiting patiently to 

activate my inner hit woman. 

 But, you ask, “But, Emma, why go through with it at all?  Aren’t you leaving?”  And I 

respond, “Yes, I am leaving, but not for two more weeks – literally, in two Saturdays.”  What 

happens if I don’t go through with it and they punish me?  I just have to get through two more 

weeks.  If that means one more victim in my wake of destruction, so be it.  Gertrude always 

dangled her successful daughter in my mother’s face anyway, so fuck her. 

 There, of course, is more to the story.  I can no longer deny this fact.  I have to prove to 

myself I can do it.  I don’t need Reev or my mom or Jarrod or Sancho.  I am a strong, 

independent woman and I can do it.  I won’t enjoy it, but I am strong enough to do it.  I’ll prove 

it. 

 I’ve actually been doing some research on Bend, and I’m kind of excited.  Leave behind 

the hustle and bustle of the Bay Area and settle on a river among the mountains of Oregon.  
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Plenty of schools and plenty of breweries.  I’ll leave Livingston behind.  I just have to get 

through today. 

 On my way to Wellerby, I think about my conversations with my mom.  My internal guilt 

over my father’s death.  My betrayal of Reev, blinded by love.  Blocking out all of those feelings 

until my mom released them with a swoosh of her diabolical maternal powers.  Now I can’t 

even trust what’s in my own head.  Am I even here now?  Is this a sinister case of Jekyll and 

Hyde?  All I can trust at this point is Stuart the Subaru.  And I can’t even trust him because if he 

were a true friend, he would break down and prevent me from carrying out my task. 

 But Stuart is too reliable and when I pull into the Wellerby parking lot, I am relatively 

certain I at least got the day right.  There’s a man in a suit directing traffic and in good 

Livingston fashion, the place is packed by 12:30 when I arrive.  It seems like half the town is 

here and I have to park about halfway out the gravel overflow lot.  When I turn the engine off, I 

take a moment to sit silently in my seat.  I look at myself in the mirror.  Sisters of Kappa Kappa 

Gamma and brothers of Sigma Chi, it is my distinct honor to introduce Emma Dillinger!  I 

continue to look at the eyes in the mirror.  We seem to reach a silent agreement.  It’s go-time.  I 

make sure my gun is loaded and ready to fire and I check that my knife is ready to be grabbed 

and used.  Now I actually have to worry about finding Gertrude.   

 I get out and blend into a group of people as we all melt into the larger crowd.  Several 

winetasting booths have been set up and there’s a whole bar by the front.  Two bands on 

separate stages are competing for attention.  The sun is out, but for an early July day, it’s 

remarkably pleasant.  It’s so pleasant, in fact, I decide to get myself a glass of Pinot Grigio.  I 

figure it’s the best way to blend in and it could help take the edge off. 
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 I say hi to a couple of people as I make my way to the bar and keep my eyes peeled for 

Gertrude.  I’d rather that no one recognized me, but it seems more suspicious if I ignore familiar 

faces.  I’m realizing already, though, that there might be some fatal – no pun intended – flaws 

in my plan.  Things like, will Gertrude even be here?  Was it my responsibility to get her here? 

 I reach the bar and order my glass of wine and immediately hear, “That’s on me.” 

 It’s another familiar voice that makes my heart flutter.  I turn and see Louis.  It takes me 

a moment to process this latest twist.  Louis.  Louis.  Louis.  How do I know Louis and this 

adorable face?  Louis!  Holy shit.  Why is Louis here?  My hair is in a freaking ponytail!  He kind 

of laughs as he hands the bartender some cash.  He’s kind enough not to point out that the 

tables have clearly turned since our first meeting at the beach when he froze in fear. 

 He picks up my glass of wine and hands it to me. 

 “Hi, Emma,” he says.  His demeanor has changed considerably.  He has on tight, short 

blue Dockers and his short-sleeved, button-up shirt has rolled up sleeves like James Dean might 

have done with a pack of cigarettes.  A knit tie and fedora complete the picture.  On any other 

occasion, I’d make fun of him, but he actually pulls it off and looks so cute that I actually blush. 

 “Hi… Hiya, Louis,” I stutter like a stunned school girl. 

 “Oh my God, I’m sorry,” he quickly says.  “I thought I was being smooth, but maybe I 

was out of line.” 

 His innocence and fear of offending is practically disarming, but it does put me at ease. 

 “No, no it’s not that.  I just wasn’t expecting to see you until tomorrow.” 



 245 

 “I know!  I feel so dumb I didn’t think about this.  This is my boss’s party so he invited us 

to celebrate.  Between you and me, I think he wants us to schmooze a bit for business 

opportunities, but, whatever.” 

 I laugh and nod.  I forgot he worked for East Bay Mutual. 

 When I don’t say anything in response, he says, “And then I spotted you across the lawn 

and it seemed like fate.” 

 I beam at the thought fate could be driving my love interest.  I consider holding up a 

picture of Gertrude and asking if he had seen her, but I refrain.  I do a quick scan myself, but she 

continues to elude my vision. 

 “Well, I’m glad you spotted me,” I say.  “What a nice surprise.  How have you been?” 

 His face drops.  “You’re totally here with someone else, aren’t you?  Of course you are.  

I’m such an idiot.” 

 “No no, I’m not.  I…” I hesitate.  How do I explain this one?  “I’m just here to show my 

support.” 

 He rolls his eyes and bounces his head between his shoulders.  “I personally think these 

bankers should keep their money on the Peninsula and Silicon Valley.  I’d hate it if they came in 

and changed the character of these towns.” 

 My body language expresses joyful agreement.  “Right?!  It’s terrible!” 

 “I guess I’m in a tough position, though.  Mr. Dalton personally recruited me right out of 

college, so I kind of feel obligated to show my support, you know?  So, hey, I hate leaving you, 

but I actually have to go greet a few people.”  He smacks his lips.  “Would you maybe want to 

grab dinner afterward?” 
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 At that moment, everything else falls away.  I’m so pathetic, swooning at the most basic 

of male attention, but I don’t care.  I’m tempted to see if he just wants to move away with me. 

 “I would love that,” I say. 

 “Great.  Well why don’t you text me where to meet you.  Say, seven?”  When I smile and 

nod, he says, “K, see you soon.” 

 I watch him walk away.  Giddy, I turn to continue my job.  I take a sip of wine, but as 

soon as it touches my lips, it makes me gag.  It has absolutely gone bad.  I feel like I should tell 

them that their high-priced wine tastes like vinegar, but you really only learn not to put up 

flammable curtains until they go up in flames. 

 I put the wine down and snag a bottle of water and some crackers and begin 

meandering through the crowd.  I don’t see her anywhere.  What do I do?  Am I being watched?  

I decide to leave the crowd and sit on a bench in between the party and the parking lot.  I figure 

I can’t miss her this way.  I consider getting another glass of wine but the taste in my mouth 

nauseates me. 

 I sit patiently, the gun jabbed into my lower back.  The heat remains mild for a July 

afternoon and I’m sitting in shade, but I can still feel sweat dripping down my back.  I keep my 

eyes on the crowd and watch as one of the bands finishes their set.  Louis has disappeared and 

– Thank God – I don’t see anyone I recognize looking back at me wondering why I’m sitting 

alone at a winery. 

 After an hour, I consider moving on.  I think about what I would say to explain my 

failure.  Would they accept the honest explanation that she was a no-show?  I doubt it.  Maybe 

I should drive off and tell my mom I wanted to get a head start.  See you in Bend!   
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 Bend. 

 I wonder how many Kappas are in Bend. 

 Shockingly, I’m finding myself disappointed.  Last week was a glitch, a hick-up, but today 

is the real thing and Gertrude is messing things up.  I’m ready.  I can do it.  I want to do it.  I 

want to show my sorority sisters that they all may be living the high-life in San Francisco, but 

look at what I can do. 

 I sigh and lean on my knees and prepare to stand, and then she emerges.  She’s older 

than I remember, a little frailer, but it’s unmistakably her.  Her maroon lipstick and botoxed 

cheeks seem to catch the sunlight as she breaks away from the crowd that it almost seems like 

the heavens are shining a spotlight on her. 

 I relax back on the bench and choose to play it cool.  This could work out perfectly. 

 She walks down the pathway and as she reaches the bench, she pulls her eyes from her 

phone to make eye contact with me. 

 “Gertrude?” I say in a surprised voice.  I stand.  “Hiya!  It’s me, Emma.” 

 She stops and smiles and points at me as she tries to place the face.  “Emma,” she says 

before clarifying, “Emma Dillinger!  Oh my God, how are you?” 

 She approaches and we gently hug.  I’m grateful she keeps her hands off my lower back. 

 “I’m great!  How are you?” 

 “Good good.  Actually running to another event.” 

 “The life of a community politician!  Well, do you mind if I walk you to your car?” 

 My question catches her off-guard, but she apparently sees no harm, so she says, “Sure.  

That’d be great.” 
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 We take a few steps and are approaching the long parking lot when she says, “Emma, 

I’m so sorry about your father.  He was such a good man.” 

 Her endearing sentiment is like a gut punch.  As I begin to answer, though, two people 

step in front of us.  As with Louis, it takes me a moment to place them, but when one of them 

flashes a badge, it hits me like a tequila shot on homecoming.  It’s Detectives Loudon and 

Momsen.  My life suddenly flashes before my eyes.  Is this how it ends?  Is this how I go to jail 

and my mom discovers that I wasn’t referring to my father when I revealed who I am to her? 

 Startled, Gertrude lets out a, “Oh!” 

 “Sorry, Ma’am,” Detective Loudon says.  “We need to have a word with Ms. Dillinger 

here.” 

 “And what’s this about?” Gertrude asks. 

 “Oh it’s nothing serious.  Will only take a minute.” 

 “Oh, ok.”  Gertrude smiles at me, seemingly having no qualms about walking away from 

me.  “Great to see you, dear.” 

 Should I pull out my gun and shoot her?  Fuck.  This really is how it ends.  There’s no 

good outcome at this point.  I’m either arrested, or Vince and Benson kill me for failing to 

achieve my task. 

 “Officer,” I say, clearly rattled but trying to remain calm. 

 “Detectives,” Detective Momsen corrects.  I just smile. 

 “Something special about her?” Loudon asks. 

 “Who, Gertrude?” I laugh.  “Jesus, are we still doing this?” 

 “Just answer the question.” 



 249 

 I sigh.  “Well, yes.  She’s an old family friend and I wanted to say hi.  Arrest me for my 

egregious offenses.” 

 Detective Loudon smiles, accepting I’m mocking him.  “We don’t want to arrest you, 

Emma.  We want to prevent you from doing something stupid.” 

 “Like, drinking too much wine?” 

 “This is your second Saturday at this winery,” Momsen says.  “You’ve been sitting on 

that bench for an hour and took particular interest in a single person.” 

 I stare at him as though I’m waiting for more. 

 “You’re following me?” I ask.  Fuck!  How could I have not picked up on that?  “You guys 

must be bored.” 

 “Make this easy on yourself,” Loudon encourages.  “Just help us out here.” 

 I continue to stare at them agape.  “If you’re not arresting me, then I’m leaving.”  It’s 

senseless goading because if they call my bluff and frisk me, they’ll find an unregistered 

handgun tucked in my pants and a murder weapon in my purse.  I really need to put more 

thought into details. 

 The stare down continues for what seems like an hour.  It’s only broken by a high-

pitched scream at the far-end of the parking lot. 

 I instinctively crouch in a defensive position as the two detectives turn and bolt toward 

the screaming.  I see a woman backing slowly into the parking lot, pointing at a car and covering 

her mouth in horror.  I can’t confirm anything but I don’t see Gertrude anywhere.  Either she’s 

the cause of the screaming or she’s long gone. 



 250 

 I turn and see that the crowd is growing interested in the commotion even as the bands 

play on.  I turn my head back around and casually make my way for my car.  Detective Momsen 

has her phone out and Detective Loudon is inspecting a woman.  I can’t make it out clearly, but 

I know in my heart Gertrude is dead.  That feeling stifles my surprise when I get to my car and 

see Reev sitting in the passenger seat. 
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Chapter 25 

 

I don’t say a word.  I get in the car and turn it on and pretend everything is one-hundred 

percent perfect, natural, stars-aligned, copasetic.  Reev never disappeared.  Just two friends 

departing an event at a winery.  Reev had been asking me to go winetasting afterall. 

 “Duck down,” I whisper as calmly and even-tempered as a casual hello.  He does so 

without question.  I pull the car out and make an effort to stare straight ahead.  I don’t crane 

my neck to get a better look or leer out of the corner of my eye.  The gravel cracks underneath 

my tires until I pull a soft left onto the main road.  I see in the rearview mirror more and more 

people meandering toward the scene and the detectives making a barrier.  Then the winery 

fades from sight as I put distance between it and us. 

 “Was it you?” I ask as he slides back up the seat. 

 “What was your plan?” he responds.  “Let everyone watch you walk away with her and 

then shoot her?  Are you trying to get caught?”  I clench my jaw and prevent myself from 

screaming.  When I don’t say anything, he asks, “What are you even doing here?” 

 “What am I doing here?!” I shout in disbelief.  “What are you doing here?!” 

 He stares out the front window to steady himself. 

 “Emma, I got Benson to give you the knife back.  There is nothing tying you to any of 

this.  Nothing.  What are you even doing here?” 

 I have to consider this.  My emotions are on high, I’m still running on adrenaline from 

thinking I was going to prison, and I haven’t even begun to process what just happened – and in 
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my case, what didn’t happen.  Now Reev shows up.  How could he be here?  How could he do 

this to me? 

 “I mean… the tape?” 

 “Shows nothing!” he yells.  “It shows no evidence.  I gave you your evidence.  Why are 

you doing this?” 

 “They’ve threatened me.  And my mom.” 

 “Leave!” he shouts.  “Jesus Christ.  Were you actually prepared to go through with it?  

Have you become a psychopath?  Emma, leave.” 

 I nod, but then I say, “You left me.  How could you do that?” 

 When he hesitates, I actually feel guilty.  I feel like a mother who wants to scream at her 

son that had run away from home, but is just so happy he’s back and is safe.  Or more 

appropriately, a wife taking back an unfaithful husband.  I want to pull the car over and hug him 

and hold him close to me.  I also want to take my gun out and shoot him in the head.  I get 

ahold of myself and don’t do either. 

 “I thought it would help.  I knew you wouldn’t agree so I left.” 

 “To do what?” 

 “Whatever they ask of me.” 

 “So why’d you help me today?” 

 “Because I still care about you and I want to protect you.  Please leave, Emma.   I can’t 

keep you safe here.  Get in your car and leave.” 

 “And you?” 

 “I know what I am.  Just pull over.  I’ll walk.” 
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 I feel my eyes well up.  I feel like this is the real goodbye I had never received before.  I 

pass through a light and pull over into the bike lane. 

 “Who are you working for?” I ask. 

 He pauses.  I can tell he’s considering telling me.  “It’s difficult to explain,” he finally 

says.  “It’s safer for you if you don’t know anything.  Take care of yourself, Emma.” 

 He gets out and doesn’t turn around as he walks away.  It isn’t the same Reev I had 

known just a few weeks ago who held me so tight.  He has fully embraced the life of crime.  I 

guess I have always known.  I guess that’s what drove me to prove myself worthy of his love.  

But I let him go.  It’s cathartic, in a way.  I had the chance to argue with him and stop him and 

plead with him not to leave, but I didn’t take it.  I let him go.  I let him go and expect to never 

see him again. 

 Now alone – again – I pull my car out of the bike lane and into the slow-moving traffic of 

a Livingston afternoon.  I feel like I’m approaching the status of being qualified to discuss post-

traumatic-stress-disorder, only I haven’t had the chance to process what happened to even 

exhibit the symptoms.  I was prepared to kill and am upset merely because that opportunity 

was taken away from me.  I’m numb and getting number, cursing the lack of my involvement in 

the tragedy that had just been wrought on this community. 

 I can’t go home.  I don’t want to be alone and I don’t want to see Vince’s smiling face 

congratulating me on a job well done.  I’m going to receive credit for this and it’s not my credit.  

So I go to the First Street Bar and Grill.  I slide my gun out of my pants and stick it under the 

front seat and walk into the bar and collapse onto a stool at the bar.  I don’t say hi to anyone.  

Jarrod knows me well enough to not talk.  He walks over and places a light P.A. – that is, a Coors 
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Light topped off with an IPA – in front of me.  We make eye contact.  I smile to show my 

appreciation for his understanding that I’m not in a talkative mood.  I pick up the beer and take 

a sip and flinch.  Now that the whole incident is behind me, I was hoping the beer would calm 

my maniacal mind and provide some clarity.  I’m wrong.  Either I’m getting sick or my mind 

simply cannot process what’s happening and as a result, my taste buds are shot.  Now I feel bad 

I prejudged the wine.  Disappointed, I push it away from me. 

 “No light P.A. for you today?” he asks sweetly. 

 “I don’t know.  I must be getting sick.” 

 “Sick, ew.  Get better.  How was the big wine thing?” 

 “Oh, um…” I stop and think about my answer.  “I left right as something was going 

down.  Cops and stuff.” 

 “Whoa, cray cray!” Jarrod bellows, suddenly excited.  “Great introduction to the 

community.” 

 “I know, right?”  I relent and force another sip down.  “So, where’s your boyfriend?” 

 Jarrod sighs and leans on his elbow and makes a pouty face.  “I don’t know.  He’s 

ignoring me.  Which sucks, because I really liked him.” 

 I stop myself from smiling.  “Oh no!  I’m so sorry.  I was happy for you.”  What could 

Benson’s angle be here?   

 “Oh yeah right.  You hated him.” 

 “I did not!  He was… growing on me.” 
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 “You’re very sweet, but you don’t have to say that.  Besides, the whole ‘protective 

friend’ bit was kind of flattering.”  He pretends to fan himself with his hand and flitters his eye 

lashes.  

 “Yeah yeah.” 

 I see Janice approach from behind him. 

 “Ahem,” she says, “I believe you have some customers to tend to. 

 Jarrod rolls his eyes and plies and saunters off. 

 “Emma,” she says when he’s out of earshot, “I need to talk to you about something 

important.” 

 As she says that, my phone vibrates.  I say, “Ok,” as I check it.  The text is from Louis.  It 

reads, Are you ok?  Are you still here?  This is crazy!  I look back to Janice. 

 “I’m on my way out, but I want to talk to you.  It really is important.” 

 “Uh, yeah, ok,” I say again.  It’s depressing, but my first thought is, Who is she going to 

ask me to kill? 

 “Can you come in for a few minutes before your shift starts tomorrow?” 

 “For sure.  Sounds good.  Everything ok?” 

 She stops and nods.  It’s the kind of nod you’d expect to see when a person who had 

recently lost a loved one realizes they’re actually ok.  It’s a nod of apparent clarity, of an idea of 

a brighter tomorrow, and from Janice it’s equal parts endearing and ominous. 

 “I’ll see you tomorrow.”  She smiles and turns.  She sees Tommy Boy is empty so she 

absentmindedly places another beer in front of him and then heads out the door. 

 “Think this is on the house?” Tommy Boy asks me. 
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 “No!” Jarrod shouts, before mumbling, “trying to cheat me out of my tips.” 

 I just laugh and look back at my phone.  I type, Left just as things were going down.  

Everything alright?  

 He responds immediately with.  Actually, no.  This is a nightmare.  Where are you?  At 

home? 

 No, I write.  I stare at the phone suspiciously.  It is an overly familiar question.  Why 

would he want to know where I am?  I think to our chance encounter.  Actually, both 

encounters could be construed as such.  Too coincidental?  No.  I sigh, finding my abnormal 

levels of paranoia to be just that, abnormal.  Louis is innocent.  Louis is very innocent.  He’s 

essentially a grown version of Sancho.  I need a little innocence in my life.  I’m at work.  First St 

Bar and Grill. 

 I know what his response is going to be before he sends it.  Mind if I come meet you?  

 J Of course!! 

 Why am I so excited about him coming to meet me? 

 Fifteen minutes later, Jarrod says, “Whoa, fabulous car alert.  Please be hot.  Please be 

hot.” 

 I turn and see a sparkly Tesla in the spot right outside the front entrance.  We don’t see 

many of those in Livingston, that’s for sure.  The door swings open and low and behold, Louis 

steps out.  Jarrod says, “Hmm, bummer.” 

 “What?  What do you mean, bummer?” 

 “Uh, I mean, bummer.  Look at him.” 



 257 

 I look back at Louis emerging from the Tesla in his tight Dockers and pausing to adjust 

his Fedora in the mirror.  He represents everything that I’m against.  He represents the techie 

transplant, the reason behind the recent crush in new traffic, and booming home prices.  The 

entitled generation that gives me a bad name.  And yet, I find him more and more adorable.  He 

puts butterflies in my stomach and pushes the corner of my mouth into a smile. 

 He comes in and spots me immediately.  He smiles and hurriedly makes his way toward 

me. 

 “Ah,” I hear Jarrod whisper, which he follows up with a giggle. 

 “Hey, Emma,” Louis says, leaning in to hug me. 

 “Hiya,” I greet back, accepting his non-threatening hug and awkwardly trying to 

reciprocate. 

 He sits next to me.   He’s out of breath and I can’t imagine it’s from his mad dash across 

the bar to get to me.  He looks petrified. 

 “Beer?” Jarrod asks.  “Oooooor, apple-tini?” 

 I glare at him for making fun of Louis, but then Louis of course says, “An apple-tini would 

be great.”  I just shake my head. 

 “So what happened?” I ask. 

 “Someone was killed, like murdered,” he whispers, seemingly frightened at the thought 

of his voice being overheard and thereby involving himself with the crime.  It reminds me of 

Harry Potter and the curse of using the name of “He that must not be named.” 

 “What?” I feign surprise.  “Who?  How?” 
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 “A woman.  I didn’t get details.  Cops asked me a few questions and then sent me on my 

way.” 

 “My God, that’s terrible.”  My performance is definitely lacking.  “And scary!” 

 “I know, and then…”  He shakes his head.  “And then, I just needed to get to you.  I can’t 

explain it.”  He blushes. 

 My fingers get tingly as all the blood in my body rushes to my face and other sensitive 

body parts.  Jarrod places a green Martini in front of him.  “An apple-tini for the gentleman.” 

 Louis, grateful, picks it up and takes it down in a single sip.  The murder definitely rattled 

him.  How reassuring that someone can still be rattled by a murder.  Seeing as this could 

technically constitute our first date, though, I could logically surmise that he either has drinking 

problems, is trying to impress me, or is scared. 

 Jarrod quickly replaces the empty glass with a fresh pour. 

 “On the house, honey,” he says. 

 “What the fuck?” Tommy Boy inquires spitefully. 

 “This boy’s hurting.  You’re just a drunk.” 

 Tommy Boy shrugs and returns to his beer.  As Louis reaches for the fresh drink, I put my 

hand on it. 

 “Maybe slow down a bit on this one.” 

 Being called out actually seems to settle him down.  He sighs, takes his hat off, and 

nods.  “Sorry, seeing someone get murdered shook me up.” 

 At first I nod understandingly, but then ask, “Wait, you mean seeing the murdered 

body?” 
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 “Right, yes.  It’s jarring.” 

 I force another sip down and see Jarrod wink at me as he walks away.  As a woman, or 

really as a person, it’s hard for me not to compare Louis to Reev.  I really don’t know anything 

about him yet, but where Reev’s masculinity made me feel physically safe, Louis’ innocence 

makes me feel empowered.  I might not be as physically attracted to him as I was to Reev, I 

might not be under a spell to the point I’d kill for him the way I do for Reev, but Louis makes me 

feel good.  I want to get to know him better. 

 “So it was murder?” I ask, realizing I should take that news with incredulity. 

 “I guess it’s not confirmed, but that’s the suspicion.” 

 We both sit silently and sip our drinks.  It’s awkward.  Great topic for a first date. 

 “I’m so sorry,” he finally says.  “This isn’t how I envisioned our first date.” 

 I laugh.  “With a murder?  Uh, yeah.” 

 “I just, you know, my impulse was to call you.” 

 “So you texted,” I say in gest. 

 “Touché.” 

 “Well, how about we start over?” 

 “That would be so great.” 

 “Louis, how are you?  So great to see you again!” 

 He lights up and opens his body up to me.  “Emma!  Hi!  Did you have fun at the party?” 

 I look at Tommy Boy who is just shaking his head.  Back to Louis.  “Not really.  Someone 

got killed.” 
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 He loses it and begins to laugh and pounds on the bar.  When he eases up, he says, 

“That’s crazy.  You must have been so scared.” 

 “So scared I nearly ordered an apple-tini.” 

 He laughs again and nods, accepting I called him out again for a strong display of 

femininity.  The fact he is laughing at my jokes is major bonus points.  I spent plenty of nights 

listening to Betty tell me I’m not funny, so this is slightly validating. 

 “How is… Sancho?” 

 “Sanchos’s good.”  It’s a lie.  I have totally neglected Sancho and don’t have the first clue 

how he is.  “Everything’s good.  Good memory, by the way.” 

 “That’s one of my stronger attributes.” 

 I laugh.  We both laugh.  It’s the most pathetic example of forced conversation I can 

imagine.  Fortunately, we’re both drinking and we eventually move to a table and order food 

and then talk the afternoon away.  I stop thinking about my reunion with Reev or the cops that 

were minutes away from putting me in prison for life or Gertrude’s body and pending fallout.  

The fire and Hawaiian-shirt guy and the double shooting weren’t considered purposeful, 

premeditated murders.  Gertrude was different.  This would reverberate through the 

community.  And it’s been pushed firmly into the back of my mind. 

 I learn more about Louis’ job.  With an MBA from Stanford, Dalton hired him directly to 

help find new investment opportunities.  Now Mr. Dalton had him looking exclusively into 

Livingston.  He thinks the winery is just the first purchase into the entertainment side of 

Livingston.  The bank had first focused on warehouse space in anticipation of the tech 

companies moving inland for cheaper space.  Now it was looking at transforming the downtown 
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area as a lure.  I had to admit, it was a good plan.  I couldn’t quite piece together how it all fit 

together with my current situation, but I inadvertently lucked into more details that could help 

me in the coming days. 

 As the sun sank and the city became engulfed in twilight, I Invited him back to my house.  

It was impulsive, fueled by beers, but I couldn’t help myself.  He pulled his Tesla around and 

followed me to my house.  I parked in the garage and walked out to greet him in the driveway. 

 “Nice house,” he says as he gets out. 

 “Thanks.  Yeah, for another week or so.”  Oddly, that thought hadn’t occurred to me 

within the context of Louis.  Here I am viewing Louis as a possible boyfriend to pull me out of 

the Reev-induced hangover of romantic doldrums, and I’m planning to leave. 

 I sheepishly look at thim as though I just revealed a secret I was hiding from him.  I see 

his face change as the implications reveal themselves to him. 

 “Oh, where ya moving to?” 

 With four martinis in him, he’s tipsy enough to drop some of his insecurities, as well as 

his appreciation for English grammar.  Tipsy myself, I let it slide. 

 “Uh, Oregon, actually.”  I smile and look at the driveway.  “Sorry, I should have told 

you.” 

 “Should have told me you’re using me for a week and then leaving me in a heap of 

hopeless despair?” 

 “Ha ha ha,” I annunciate sarcastically.  “Sadly, though, yes.” 

 “Well, will the week be worth my while, or should I leave you standing here alone in 

your driveway?” 
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 It’ll be very worth your while.”  I step forward and put my hands on his chest and feel 

myself hoping he does the same to me.  Always the gentleman, he doesn’t grab my chest.  

Instead, he takes one of my hands and we make our way for the front door. 

 “How about a tour?” he asks.  I open the front door and we enter the foyer.  “Oh, I love 

it!  It’s so cozy.  Great use of space.  I really love Craftsman-style homes.” 

 I nod and we look around.  I’m grateful I tidied up and didn’t leave any paraphernalia 

around. 

 “Huh,” he says. 

 “What?” 

 “You haven’t started packing yet.” 

 I look around.  Surely that can’t be true.  I must have begun the process of boxing up my 

things.  Alas, no.  In fact, I hadn’t even considered the fact I need to do that. 

 “Uh, oh, yeah, this weekend.  I’ll be busy.”  I nod once, satisfied with my answer.  “So, 

family room, kitchen…” – we walk down the hall – “… guest rooms, my room.” 

 He enters my room and I immediately feel judged.  Why is he staring at every little 

thing?  Maybe I should nip this in the bud.  I feel exposed.  I never felt exposed with Reev. 

 “I love it,” he says, focusing on my prints of Paris. 

 “Yeah?” 

 “Yes.”  He turns and grabs me and pulls me toward him and sticks his tongue down my 

throat.  His style of kissing is… interesting. 

 I finally push him away gently and catch my breath, licking some of the slobber off of my 

lips.  A sober Emma would have slowed it all down.  At the moment, though, I’m not sober, so I 
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pull him closer and try to control things a little more.  This kiss is more in line with what I’d 

expect.  It was gentle and passionate.  It makes me feel loved. 

 We both maneuver toward the bed.  I slide on and back up to give him room.  He 

follows and climbs on top of me.  He fumbles with the button on my jean shorts and then 

struggles to slide them off my legs and over my feet.  He then proceeds to stare at my purple 

thong, totally transfixed. 

 Gulping, he says, “I’m going to get a condom.” 

 What a gentleman.  We have sex.  Forgive me if I don’t go into details. 

 A few hours later, I lay staring at the ceiling.  Louis is asleep and the sweat has dried and 

my mind is jumping around.  I don’t feel like a slut and I’m not ashamed for not telling Louis 

that I’m leaving in a week.  I’m also not spiraling into the darkness.  I’m just lying here.  

Motionless.  I’m thinking about Reev and how nice it would have been if he was the one lying 

beside me. 

 I drift off to sleep wondering if Gertrude was scared when she got killed and if anyone 

else in town wears the same maroon lipstick.  
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Chapter 26 

 

I wake to the clanking of pots and smell of bacon.  I roll over and see an empty indentation 

where Louis once slept.  I roll my eyes and realize I’m about to suffer through the awkward 

morning after.  It’s not quite a walk of shame, but it’s also not the total Adam-and-Eve comfort 

of being totally comfortable in our skin.  It’s the post-sex, not-quite-relationship talk. 

 I roll out of bed and throw my sweats on.  I do a quick once over in the mirror, running 

my fingers through my hair and wiping off the smeared mascara.  I don’t brush my teeth, but I 

suck on the end of the toothpaste bottle. 

 Good enough. 

 I sleepily make my way from the room to the kitchen where Louis is hard at work.  

Unbelievably – it can’t be true – he looks like he has showered and has on a change of clothes.  I 

consider tiptoeing back to the bathroom to clean up, but he spots me. 

 “Good morning, sleepy head,” he says. 

 “Mmm,” I grumble back, waving my fingers.  I take a seat at the island bar and do not 

return his energetic smile. 

 He pours me a cup of coffee and places it in front of me. 

 “I was hoping the smell of bacon might encourage you up and out of bed.  Sorry, I kind 

of raided your fridge.” 

 “I can’t honestly say I knew I had bacon in there, so should be interesting.  Thanks for 

the coffee.” 

 He hot-potatoes a piece of bacon and tastes it. 
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 “Tastes fine.  How do you like your eggs?” 

 “Cooked?  You a, uh, morning person, I see.” 

 “I am.  Best time of the day.” 

 I nod and sip my coffee.  It’s the only thing I’ve been able to drink lately without gagging.  

This morning it’s particularly rejuvenating. 

 “I’m going to go grab the paper, see if there’s anything about the event yesterday.” 

 “K.” 

 I walk outside.  It’s a cool, crisp morning and I wave as Big Bob cruises by on his 

motorcycle.  What’s with the early risers?  I walk around the Tesla in the driveway (probably the 

reason Big Bob was staring) and pick up the paper and roll off the rubber band and unfold the 

front page.  The headline reads, Hometown Hero Found Dead at Community Gathering; Foul 

Play Suspected.  I skim through it quickly.  It identifies Gertrude by name and says she died 

from asphyxiation in her car.  There are no references to any leads or suspects, but thanks to 

Detectives Loudon and Momsen, I have a rock-solid alibi. 

 I head back in and sit at the island bar again and say, “You ready to hear what your boss 

has to say about yesterday?” 

 “Oh God, I can’t wait.  I probably have some angry emails wondering where I am.”  He 

picks up the frying pan and shovels some scrambled eggs onto two plates he had prepared on 

the counter. 

 “The tragic death of such an esteemed member of the community at our event is 

heartbreaking,” said Gerald Dalton, the CEO of East Bay Mutual.  “Rooting out such senseless 
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violence and strengthening the community is our number one priority as we look to expand our 

footprint into the great city of Livingston.” 

 I put the paper down and raise an eyebrow at Louis. 

 He gives me a guilty look of disgust.  “Is that really what he said?  Jesus.  Sounds like he’s 

running for office.  That literally sums up why I wake up with a moral dilemma each and every 

morning.” 

 “So how are you doing?” I ask. 

 “I’m fine.  I think I’ve gotten over the initial shock of the whole thing.” 

 I laugh.  If only he knew how many shock waves these types of incidents could generate. 

 “Well, good.  Hopefully you slept well?” 

 He looks at me like he had committed a cardinal sin.  He puts the frying pan down and 

walks around the island.  I twist on the stool to face him and let him step into my spread legs.  I 

wrap my arms around him – that’s what he wants me to do, right? – and look up at him. 

 “I’m sorry,” he says.  “I was too busy cooking us breakfast that I forgot to properly greet 

you.”  He leans down and kisses me.  It’s a far more honest kiss than yesterday.  Maybe the 

morning won’t be so awkward after all.  “I slept great.  It was really nice waking up next to you.” 

 “Ok ok, back to cooking.”  I don’t know if he’s talking to me in gest or not, but that’s 

simply too mushy for me. 

 He returns to the stove and puts some bacon on each plate.  The toaster dings and he 

throws the toast on the plate.  I watch him butter it and then slice an avocado on top. 

 “Usually I’d make guacamole for the toast, but this will have to suffice for today.” 
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 “Hmm, I don’t know, I don’t think you sufficiently went out of your way with the 

breakfast.” 

 He chuckles and slides a plate in front of me.  “Bon appetit.  I saw some hot sauce in the 

fridge if you want it.” 

 “Nope, this is perfect.  Thank you.  I can’t remember the last time someone made me 

breakfast.”  Reev certainly never did.  Well, mimosas, but that doesn’t count.  I take a bite of 

the eggs and try the toast.  “Delicious.” 

 “No bacon?” he asks as he devours an entire piece. 

 “I’m actually not the biggest meat-eater.”  I’m being rude.  “But today I’ll make an 

exception.” 

 As we eat and go through the standard small talk, he puts his utensils down with a 

purpose.  He looks up at me as though he suddenly remembers he has something to say.  “By 

the way, I’m very impressed you have your high school year book and actually still look at it.  I 

have no clue where mine are.” 

 “Hm?” 

 He points to the counter where I had left the yearbook my mother gave me. 

 “Oh, jeez.  My mom just gave that back to me.  Oh God, you didn’t look, did you?  It’s 

my freshman yearbook.” 

 He takes a bite of eggs.  “No, I’m trying to be a gentleman.  I was kind of hoping you’d 

show me, though.”  His eyes light up. 

 “You know,” I say as I stand up to humiliate myself, “I was just about to tell you that 

you’re making it hard for me to move away, but this is a step backwards.” 
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 He just laughs as I flip it open to my picture.  Such a nightmare.  I’m still a brunette and 

I’m kind of slouching (even though it’s a head shot) so it looks like I’m either a hunchback or 

hungover, and my necklaces overwhelm my shirt.  It goes unnoticed, but I have on baggy yoga 

pants as well.  It’s the 2000s-equivalent of 80s Hammer pants.  I look like I’m eight. 

 “Well I see you’ve always been beautiful,” he says. 

 I roll my eyes.  “You’re very sweet.”  I start flipping through other pages as I munch on a 

second piece of bacon.  There’s pictures of sports teams and dances and shots during recess.  

And there’s one of Reev.  I initially don’t think much of it because as I very distinctly remember 

he has several pictures in this yearbook, but this one catches my eye.  He clearly had not gone 

through his growth spurt yet and a much taller boy has his arm around him.  The boy is oddly 

familiar.  Actually, he’s extremely familiar.  I read the caption.  Ben Thompson and his younger 

brother, R.V. Thompson. 

 Ben.  Ben.  Ben.  Ben.  Ben.  I know this Ben.  This Ben is Benson.  Benson and his 

younger brother, R.V.  Short for Raymond Vincent.  Reev for brevity and to not sound like a 

vehicle for a family vacation.  How did I not know it?  How did I not see it?  I knew Reev had 

older brothers, but I had never met them.  He had spoken about Ben before, but never Benson.  

This was all a setup.  This was no accident.  Reev targeted me. 

 I try to keep my composure.  I continue to chew even though there is no more bacon in 

my mouth.  I don’t want Louis to see that I just had a life-altering epiphany. 

 “Everything alright?” he asks. 

 I slam the yearbook shut.  “Yep!  Old memories, you know?” 

 “Oh, yes I do.” 
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 I’m doing everything in my power not to hyperventilate and vomit.  Talk, Louis.  I need 

you to talk. 

 “So,” he finally says, “I know our plans got slightly altered, but I was still hoping you’d be 

up for that documentary today.  I mean, seeing as I only get you for a week.” 

 He’s smiling.  He’s trying to be cute.  I’m just trying not to lose it.  Reev fucked me.  I 

mean, he fucked me, but he also royally fucked me.  Why would he do this to me?  Is he really 

that mad at me? 

 I take a deep breath and before letting it all the way out, I say with a high-pitched voice, 

“Rain check.  Sorry, yesterday when I was at the bar my boss reminded me I have a shift today.  

So it actually worked out really well.  Maybe tomorrow, though?  Or the next day?” 

 “I’d love that.” 

 We finish eating our breakfast with more small talk.  He’s actually a very nice person.  If I 

were planning to stick around, I might be able to see a future.  We’d have to work on the sex, 

but sometimes two people just need time to make their puzzle pieces fit.  It was never a 

problem with Reev, but then again, now I’m just a puzzle piece in whatever messed-up scheme 

he has concocted with his brother. 

 About fifteen minutes later, after I insist that I’ll clean up and do the dishes, Louis 

gathers his things and heads for the door.  We kiss goodbye and I open the door.  When I open 

it, Vince is standing there with a little girl.  It makes both of us jump. 

 “Whoa, you scared us,” Louis says. 

 “Oh, my sincerest of apologies, friend.  I’m just here to drop off little Marti for her first 

tutoring session.” 
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 Louis looks at me.  “You’re an English tutor as well.”  He puts his hand over his heart and 

looks at Vince.  “Is this an incredible woman or what?” 

 “Oh I can certainly agree with that.” 

 “K, I’ll talk to you later,” Louis tells me as he slides past Vince and his niece. 

 When Louis is out of ear shot, Vince twists his head with an evil looking smile.  “Emma 

Dillinger, you little harlot.  How’s long it been since Reevie has moved out?  Man, you moved 

right on, didn’t you?” 

 I stare at him dead pan.  “Vince,” I say.  “Or is Ray?” 

 “Ha, well, I have so many names.  Be a doll and wave to our good friends down the 

street.” 

 I poke my head out the door and see a plane looking sedan.  I can’t totally make out the 

passengers, but since I’m looking for the detectives, I see the shape and likeness of Detectives 

Loudon and Momsen.  I hold my hand up and shake it back and forth with as much enthusiasm 

as a kid eating her green beans. 

 “May we come in?  Or do you keep all your students waiting in the cold?”  I stare at him 

for a moment and then step aside.  He leads Marti in past me.  “I do like what you’ve done with 

the place.  It’s very bright.  Very tasteful.” 

 “Are you sticking around for a session?” I ask. 

 He turns and looks at me and cocks his head back and looks at me from the bottoms of 

his eyes. 

 “Marti, why don’t you go read your book outside for a minute.” 

 “But I’m thirsty.” 
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 “There are some sodas in the fridge, sweetie,” I hear myself saying. 

 I watch Marti, who’s probably eight or nine, get a soda from the refrigerator and then 

head out to the backyard.  She struggles to slide the glass door shut and then she sits on the 

outdoor couch.  It’s early enough in the day that she won’t melt.  My patio is essentially a dead 

zone during June and July. 

 Vince opens a cabinet and then another until he finds the coffee mugs.  He pours 

himself a cup of coffee and helps himself to some leftover bacon.  Then he seats himself at the 

kitchen table. 

 “Get yourself some coffee and come sit down.  Come on.  I know this is all confusing, 

but we can still be civilized.” 

 I don’t argue with him, but mainly because coffee sounds good at the moment.  I top my 

cup off and join him across the table. 

 “I meant to tell you how much I like your Hawaiian shirts.  They remind me of someone I 

got to know quite intimately.” 

 He laughs.  It’s not a laugh that he appreciates the humor, but one that suggests he 

thinks it’s cute that I’m trying.  “Yeah.  Emma, let’s cut the bullshit.”  He takes a sip of his coffee.  

“Mmmmmm, my God.  That is tasty.  I usually buy mine by the cup, but maybe I should brew 

my own.”  When I don’t answer, he says, “Nice work on Gertrude.  Very impressive.  I keep 

thinking we’re going to trip you up and you never cease to amaze. 

 “I suppose I’ll take that as a compliment.” 

 Maybe he sees that I’m tired.  Maybe he’s no longer amused by my frustration.  Or 

maybe he’s just as equally exhausted.  But he finally says, “Emma, let’s bring this to an end, 
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huh?” 

 “What does that mean?” 

 “Do you like being a bartender?” 

 “Come on.  I’m tired.  Just, come on.” 

 “I’m being serious.  This is leading somewhere.” 

 “I don’t particularly like being a bartender, no.” 

 He laughs.  “Well yeah!  Who would?  Ok then, how about a small business owner?” 

 I hold my hand up and make a spinning motion telling him to hurry up. 

 “My boss is putting together a plan to purchase a number of downtown establishments 

and we’d like you to run one of them.” 

 I stare at him like he’s speaking gibberish and then I laugh and shake my head.  Of 

course he asks me something so ridiculous.  Do I just play along?  I don’t respond. 

 “Emma, in this world, you’re rewarded for good work.  Now my boss would like to 

reward you.  No more killing.  You’d be brought on as an official employee in a legal enterprise.  

You’d run a business under your own auspices, under the umbrella of a taxed corporation.” 

 “No more killing?” 

 “Well, one more just to tie up some loose ends.” 

 And there it is.  One more.  Always just one more.  We proceed to have a staring 

contest.  What’s his angle?  I’m searching.  It has to be somewhere in his carefree, wrinkled 

eyed.  When I don’t break him, I say, “Your boss is buying downtown businesses?” 

 “He is.” 

 “What, do you work for Gerald Dalton or something?” 
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 He smiles.  He’s not goading me; I just cracked his poker face.  Wait, what?  That was a 

joke! 

 “I don’t know if I should applaud you for your powers of deduction or chide you for 

moving so slowly.” 

 “What?  You work for East Bay Mutual?” 

 “Who pays my checks isn’t important.” 

 “I didn’t take you for a banker.” 

 “I’m whatever my boss needs me to be.  Being a reputable business man sometimes 

requires employees who don’t play by the rules.” 

 “You work for Gerald Dalton?” I ask again incredulously.  He doesn’t answer.  Or he 

thinks he already has answered.  “I’m not killing for you any longer.” 

 “Emma, don’t be ridiculous.  It’s one more.  Your debts are paid.  Your family’s safe.  

Your career flourishes.  This is an easy decision.” 

 I look outside as Marti takes a sip of her soda.  She’s a cute girl.  She’s doesn’t deserve to 

be involved with gangsters like Vince, or Ray… 

 “Whose daughter is she?  Why are you raising her?” 

 “My…” he pauses.  “My brother is unfit.” 

 “And you’re not?” 

 He lets out a howl.  “Believe it or not, I am an excellent father figure.” 

 I look around and see the yearbook.  It’s still not real to me.  Reev screwed me.  

Benson’s his brother.  It’s hard for me to remain impassive to that fact, although I try to appear 
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emotionless.  Vince must see that I’m thinking about something.  He asks, “Taking a trip down 

memory lane?” 

 “How well do you know Reev?” I instinctively ask, realizing there is probably even more 

to this story.  If Reev was involved from the beginning, then it stands to reason that he knows 

Vince as well. 

 “Reevie?  Oh, I suppose I know him quite well.  Am I allowed to say that?” 

 “Yes.  It doesn’t matter anymore.”  

 Vince actually shows a bit of compassion and chooses not to rub it in.  “Emma, you’re 

very good at this,” he says, somewhat changing the topic.  “Just one more.” 

 I ignore him.  “So does Reev call you Vince or Ray?” 

 Vince chortles and leans back to stretch his chest.  He groans and falls back onto his 

elbows. 

 “Actually, he calls me dad.” 

 This is literally one too many revelations for my brain to handle.  I try to understand the 

implications, but the neurons aren’t firing.  If Reev calls him dad, then that makes Vince Reev’s 

father.  I frown. 

 “What is that, a bad Star Wars reference?  I know that’s not true.  I’ve met his dad.” 

 Vince laughs and stands.  He takes his wallet out and removes a folded a piece of paper 

as though he’s about to leave cash on a table at a restaurant. 

 “Did you now?” 

 He drops the paper on the table and holds it down with his giant sausage of a finger. 

 “Yes.  And I know Benson and he are brothers.” 
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 Now Vince gets angry.  His smile fades.  I definitely struck a chord. 

 “Half-brothers,” he seethes through his teeth.  “By law, I can’t deny it.  That’s what they 

don’t tell you when you join the military.  You leave for a year and your wife goes and fucks 

other men.  Kinda funny, huh?  I didn’t even know Reev existed until I found out he had been 

raised by that half-beat jackass.” 

 He didn’t mean to say it, but it’s still raw in his emotions.  I think back to Reev and his 

interactions.  Barbecuing proudly side-by-side.  Going silent as he looked at him with absolute 

deference.  Playing dumb while Vince berated me.  Here I thought he was just a chicken-shit.  

Turns out, he was just standing idly by while daddy pulled the strings. 

 The door slides open and Marti walks in. 

 “It’s hot,” she says. 

 “I know it is, precious,” he says lovingly. 

 “Wait, so is this…” I say wide-eyed. 

 “One last gift from a drug-fueled death in labor.  Incidentally, my bitch wife still had me 

as her emergency contact.  Pretty amazing when I show up and find out that not only do I have 

high-school-graduate of a son running off to the Marines, but he has a sister.” 

 “This is Reev’s sister?  Jesus Christ.” 

 It’s official.  Ignorance is bliss. 

 “Half, as you’re so kind to point out.  She needed a home as well.  Come on, Marti, no 

tutoring today,” he says.  He slides the piece of paper across the table.  “Take care of this this 

week and we’ll talk.  She’s the last obstacle to putting this plan in action.” 
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 I don’t accept the paper, I just stare at it like it’s a petri dish of nightmares.  He takes 

Marti’s hand and walks to the front door, but before leaving, he says, “For what it’s worth, he 

never wanted to hurt you.  Family loyalty is, well, a burden.  You should hate me, not him.  

Don’t worry, I’m keeping his sister very safe for him.” 

 He winks at me and then he walks out and closes the door softly behind him. 

 I think about my pending move to Bend and the last four years in Livingston and can 

accept that family loyalty is a difficult burden to bear. 

 I finally pick up the piece of paper and unfold it.  I see a picture of Janice staring back at 

me. 
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Chapter 27 

 

I don’t hesitate.  It’s time to leave.  I can no longer trust anyone.  How had I romanticized my 

time with Reev when I never knew a thing about him?  The more I learn about him, the guiltier I 

feel and I don’t even know what’s real.  Reev is an orphan raised by his mother’s lover alongside 

his half-brother and half-sister.  His real father abandoned him and his father figure abused 

him.  So why is Reev so willing to forget? 

 And why do I care? 

 Amazingly, what has truly rattled me is the offer of legitimate employment.  Apparently, 

the killing I’m ok with, but taking over a legitimate business has led to a moral crisis.  And they 

want me to kill Janice.  Clearly she must be perceived as an obstacle to the purchase.  Everyone 

has to sell otherwise the project fails.  It’s like a horrific remedy to an eminent domain problem.  

This owner wont’s sell, so we’ll remove the owner.  That’s at least how I am piecing it together. 

 More importantly, who the hell cares?  I can leave all of this behind.  Sancho would be 

fine, I’m sure.  Louis knows I’m on my way out.  I can call my mom from the road.   

So I’m leaving.  I’m packing a bag and doing what I should have done weeks ago.  I walk 

into the garage and I pull out a suitcase.  It’s on the top shelf of the storage racks and covered 

in dust.  When I pull it down, I actually think rat droppings fall on me.  Two months ago, that 

really would have grossed me out. 

I bring the suitcase to my room – which has not been cleaned or made up since Louis 

left – and drop it on top of an empty condom wrapper.  I steal a quick glance in the mirror and 

realize my quick morning fresh-up has been woefully inadequate.  My hair is frizzy and excess 



 278 

mascara has clumped in my eye lashes.  So embarrassing that this is the final image Louis and 

Vince will have of me.  I have no time to dwell, though, and my beauty has to wait.  I have to go. 

But where to begin. 

From my time in college and over the past four years, I had amassed enough crap to 

outfit an entire Salvation Army.  I open my closet and look at dresses and tops and shoes I 

haven’t worn in years.  I select the few I have actually put on in the past few months and throw 

them in.  Running shoes, sandals, a pair of flats.  I empty my underwear drawer and my bras.  A 

couple of pairs of jeans and two pairs of identical dress pants – navy blue and mint green.  I 

take a pillow and a towel and load my various travel kits with my toothbrush and makeup.  And 

what else do I need?  I’m standing in a house full of memories – of my life – and in five minutes 

I’ve pulled out the only things that matter.  I toss in a few of my favorite books – a Sylvia Plath 

collection, On the Road, Anna Karenina, Strunk and White’s Element of Style – and when I go to 

load it in the car, I pick up framed pictures of my parents and me, my sorority sisters and me, 

and Sancho and me.   

And I’m done. 

Perhaps I’m foolish, but I decide to take advantage of the extra time I saved – by 

realizing everything I live with is extemporaneous crap – to clean myself.  A fresh start will feel 

better feeling clean.  I go back in my room and look at the mess.  It’s amazing that just twelve 

hours earlier I was having sex.  Now I’m running.  It’s the most epic walk of shame in history. 

I look in the mirror again as I slide my sweats off and pull my shirt over my head.  I 

unclip my bra and push off my panties.  The small butterfly tattoo on my hip is all that I 

recognize.  I almost feel embarrassed, like I’m staring at a naked woman who is uncomfortable 
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being stared at.  I want to look away.  I want to apologize to her.  “I’m so sorry,” I should say.  “I 

didn’t know you’d be in here.”  But I’m trapped here, staring at myself, criticizing myself, 

horrified at myself. 

“Sisters of Kappa Kappa Gamma and brothers of Sigma Chi,” I hear echo in my head, “it 

is my distinct honor to introduce Emma Dillinger!” 

Emma Dillinger.  I remember her.  She seemed nice. 

I turn away and I shower.  It’s the last shower I’ll ever take in this house and I try to 

enjoy it.  I again tax the hot water heater, pushing it to the very limits of its capacity.  The dead 

skin burns away from me.  Sex with Louis, California, Reev, my life: it all singes away.  All that’s 

left is the butterfly. 

I get out and begin to get dressed, but realized I packed everything worth wearing.  No 

need to look beautiful.  I pull out an old pair of jeans and a flannel shirt that I had bought in 

college.  Yes, thank you very much, it still fits. 

I walk out of my room and take a bag of potato chips from the pantry and a vitamin 

water from the fridge.  I do one last scan as I prepare to leave and roll my eyes when I grab 

Janice’s photo and stuff it in my pocket.  I then take my new Hermés purse, tak the knife out 

and stuff it in my Kappa duffle, and pick up the yearbook.  I also pull out the trash.  I throw the 

chips, drink, and purse in the car and put the yearbook, Kappa bag full of weapons, and the 

white trash bag into the trash bin.  I walk the trash, recycling, and organic waste bins out to the 

curb. 

No loose ends. 
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I get in my car and don’t even look back at the house.  I’ll never see it again but I lack the 

sentimentality to care.  I make eye contact with the driver of the Subaru in the rearview mirror.  

She looks familiar but distant.  

Sisters of Kappa Kappa Gamma and brothers of Sigma Chi, it is my distinct honor to 

introduce Emma Dillinger! 

I push the mirror away and pull out of the garage and head down the road.  I feel free.  

The freeway is one left turn away and this whole nightmare fades away.  I feel weight being 

lifted off of my shoulders.  Freedom is mine if I choose to take it.  Given my recent behavior, 

though, I’m not at all surprised when I get to the corner and find the driver turning right into 

town instead of left toward the freeway. 

Where is she taking me?  Damn it, I know where she’s taking me.  She’s taking me to 

Janice’s house. 

“Just leave,” I whisper to myself.  “Just leave.” 

But she persists.  I know I’m supposed to meet Janice before my shift, but it’s still early 

on Sunday morning and she’ll be at home.  When the driver pulls up to a light, I’m stunned to 

see her reach under the driver’s seat and pull out a gun and stuff it in the back of her jeans.  It’s 

the gun from the winery.  Apparently I hadn’t tied up all loose ends. 

I pull the mirror back and make eye contact again.  “Are you sure you want to do this?” 

The eyes in the mirror nod.  I nod.  “I’m Emma Dillinger,” I say out loud.  I break my gaze 

from the mirror.  I say it again.  “I’m Emma Dillinger.”  There is no secondary driver in the car.  

No split personality.  Just a woman accepting responsibility.  “I am Emma Dillinger.” 
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I step on the accelerator and drive through the downtown area.  It’s a beautiful Sunday 

and people are out enjoying it.  I drive past a running group and cycling group.  Outdoor patios 

are filling up.  I know it will get even busier when churches let out a little later.  If I didn’t know 

any better, I would say this town hasn’t been involved in a series of killings and couldn’t care 

less about a large-scale business venture. 

That’s how it should be.  People die.  Businesses come and go.  Everyone just wants to 

live a happy life along the way.  Certainly other people have died over the past two months.  I 

don’t show any remorse for them.  I hold no resentment for these people living happy lives, 

mainly because I know behind every smile is a head full of problems and insecurities.  I’m just 

looking forward to the day I can join them all for breakfast and my biggest problem is my 

insecurity of watching movies alone. 

My heart begins to race a bit when I reach another stoplight directly outside the 

community center.  Janice lives half a block down just off the main drag.  I use to go the 

community center when I was a kid for music lessons, but I hadn’t been back in years.  

Regardless, I’m still happy to see a parking lot full of cars making use of the facility. 

My eyes are drifting among the cars in the parking lot.  I don’t know why I find it so 

interesting, the people who spend their Sunday mornings at the community center.  It’s as 

bustling as the downtown is as entire families emerge from Mini Vans and teenagers and 

twenty-somethings walk in from the sidewalk.  Another day, I might try and find out.  I’m about 

to rededicate my attention to driving, though, when something else in the parking lot catches 

my eye. 
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In the very back of the parking lot, discreetly nestled under the shade of a tree and out 

of sight of the larger hordes, a man emerges from a nondescript black Nissan.  It’s a car that is 

made to fit in; it’s a car people purposely don’t look at because it is a standard-issue car.  I 

notice the car because the man getting out of it is unmistakably Benson.  Benson at the 

Community Center.  Sounds like a bad sitcom from the eighties.  What could he possibly be up 

to? 

Without thinking, I merge my car into the turn lane and swerve into the first available 

spot.  Janice can wait.  I am far too intrigued by what else I am going to learn from Benson and 

Reev and family. 

I slide out of the car – I make sure to lock it since this now represents my life’s 

possessions – and try to go incognito by walking closely behind an overweight couple who are 

enjoying their morning cigarettes.  Benson ducks into a side door slightly down the front of the 

building.  As I make my way toward the door—with no plan whatsoever—a young woman 

enters after him. 

I walk along the building until I reach the door.  A man approaches as I grip the handle.  

The man, maybe about fifty, seems as hesitant and uncertain as I am to enter.  I pull the door 

open and he gives me a quick nod of appreciation as he slips past. 

I take advantage of the human shield and step in immediately behind him.  I enter a 

small waiting area with no lights on and look through it to a much larger conference room.  The 

man continues to walk in and pours himself a cup of coffee before taking one of the forty or 

fifty seats set up to face a podium.  The seats are maybe half full with people of no particular 

age and no particular demographic. 
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I stop short of the doorway and step into the shadow of the wall.  I poke my head 

around the door frame and spot Benson sitting nonchalantly in the middle.  He’s chatting 

casually with the girl who followed him inside.  When I see his head turning my direction, I 

quickly retreat once more into the darkness. 

What is this?  A church group?  I don’t know why I’m hiding.  I don’t think I’m doing 

anything wrong.  But if Benson sees me, he could potentially figure out I’m up to something. 

I jump a foot in the air and instinctively grab for my gun when the door behind me 

suddenly opens and showers me in sunlight.  I put my hand to my chest and laugh when I see 

another woman enter. 

She puts her hands up apologetically and approaches quickly to reassuringly put her 

hands on my arm. 

“I’m so sorry, dear,” she coos.  “I didn’t mean to startle you.” 

I don’t say anything.  I just smile and shake my head, hopefully conveying, “Oh, don’t 

mind me!  Just standing in the dark snooping on your super-secret meeting!” 

“You know,” she says before going in, “these meetings are more effective when you 

actually participate.” 

“Oh, yeah, no, I mean, right, in a minute.”  Super smooth. 

She mouths an ok, giving me that demeaning kind of look, like, “Sure you are, dear,” and 

enters the room.  I then hear her say in a more prominent voice, “Sorry I’m late, everyone!  

What a beautiful Sunday morning, though, huh?  Great day to be alive.  Alright, everyone has 

coffee, maybe a donut, ok good.  My name is Heather Wells, and I’m an alcoholic.”  Oh, Jesus.  I 

just crashed an A.A. meeting.  The group says, “Hi, Heather,” with about as much enthusiasm as 
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an alcoholic going to an A.A. meeting.  “Well let’s get right into it, huh?  I see the face of an old 

friend before me.  Benson, welcome back.  Any interest in going first?” 

 He doesn’t respond, but my ear is glued to the wall and I hear a shuffling of seats.  

Benson begins to speak to the attendees through a microphone, so I peel my ear off the wall 

and lean back, as though I’m given a whimsical all-access pass to a twisted version of 

Storytellers. 

“Hi,” he says, the mechanical voice reverberating among the walls.  He sounds nervous, 

which at the moment is slightly comforting.  It’s a far cry from the confident man in the bar.  

“My name is Benson Thompson and I’m an alcoholic.” 

“Hi, Benson,” the group says in unison. 

“It’s been three days since my last drink.  Five years sober but I fell off the wagon last 

month.  No excuses.  I blame no one but myself.  Things, though, didn’t exactly go as planned.  

My brother…”  He pauses.  

“Take your time,” Heather says. 

“This is anonymous, right?” 

“It is.” 

 I hear the phlegm as he swallows into the microphone.  He continues.  He’s hurting, I 

can tell, and he needs to talk. 

“As some of you have probably figured out, I’m not in the most noble of business 

pursuits.  I won’t get into details, but…  Fuck it.  A couple of months ago, I started to blackmail 

my brother’s girlfriend to do something… unseemly, for me.”  Oh my God, he’s talking about 

me.  “And, I mean, it wasn’t my intention.  I didn’t mean for it to happen.  I always liked her.  
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And my brother, he was definitely in love with her.  But we were coerced and I guess, I guess I 

was weak.  If I were a stronger person, I would have stopped it.”  He pauses again.  My 

breathing is heavy but steady.  What else is he going to say?  “I started dating someone.” 

“That’s wonderful,” Heather says encouragingly. 

“It was her friend.  I didn’t mean for that to happen either.  I kept watch over her 

because I thought something bad was going to happen.  I tried to encourage her to leave.”  

Encourage me to leave!?  I’m one second away from pulling out my gun and unloading on him.  

“And then I fell for her friend.  He was, special, and caring, and real.” 

 “And what happened to him?” Heather asks. 

“I broke it off.  It wasn’t fair.  I couldn’t just pretend to be a good guy.  There was no 

future.” 

“But is there a future now?” 

I lean against the wall while I wait for him to respond.  Yeah, Benson, is there a future?  

What does that future look like? 

“There is a future.  That’s why I’m here today.  I’m not just done drinking.  I’m here to be 

a better man.  And that starts now.  I created this problem and now I’m going to end it.” 

The attendees are silent while they presumably stare at him after his rousing speech.  

Finally, Heather warns, “Benson, that is a tough, tough thing you’re asking of yourself.  Make no 

mistake, everyone, what Benson has done, what he has discovered, is an important step.  But 

getting too ambitious can lead to relapse.  It is important to acknowledge past mistakes, but 

also to set realistic goals.” 
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“I know,” Benson chimes in.  “This is a realistic goal.  I asked her to do what I should 

have been doing.  I was weak.  But I see clearly now.  I need to stop her and the way to do that 

is to take the opportunity away from her.  It’s not ambitious.” 

Heather doesn’t respond and I hear Benson step away from the podium.  He’s making 

his way toward me.  He’s leaving.  I cower further into the darkness and push my back against 

the wall.  I hear him approach the doorway to the waiting room and walk past me.  He pushes 

the handle to the door down and exits into the sunlight. 

Benson feels bad about what he did to me.  Or at least that’s the narrative he was trying 

to convey.  He feels guilty.  Whether or not it’s real doesn’t matter.  What seems certain is that 

he’s going to rectify his mistake.  Unless I completely misunderstand, that would mean Benson 

is on his way to kill Janice.   

Which means I have to get there first. 
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Chapter 28 

 

I stand patiently in the dark waiting room, too frightened to move and utterly petrified by 

staying put.  Heather is back up front sharing another story and asking for volunteers to take 

the podium.  I’m tempted to accept the invitation if only to escape from the dark tomb of which 

I’m trapped. 

 “My name is Emma Dillinger,” I imagine myself saying.  “I kill people.” 

 “Oh, sorry, dear,” Heather responds in this fiction.  “The Assassin Support Group meets 

on Tuesdays.  This is Alcoholics Anonymous.” 

 Heather.  I already hate Heather.  She saw me hiding in the dark and screaming for help 

but did nothing.  Isn’t her purpose supposed to be helping people?  I feel like they’re 

discriminating against me for not being an alcoholic. 

 As it is, I lose my chance when Michael responds to the challenge, allowing me to 

refocus.  I need to escape the community center, but I can’t let Benson see me.  I have to give 

him enough time to get to his car and drive off, but not enough time to get to Janice’s and kill 

her before I arrive. 

 Four minutes pass, although it feels like forty.  To think I could have put all of this behind 

me.  If I had just turned left, I could be on the road to Bend.  But I didn’t.  I chose to stay.  I 

chose to take a stand, just like Benson declared he was going to do.  And why did I stay?  What 

was my moral stand?  I’m not a killer.  I have no intention of killing Janice.  I want to save Janice.  

I couldn’t just leave.  Allowing Janice to die would make me a killer.  It would make me an 

honest killer.  The driver of my Subaru, Emma Dillinger, the girl standing paralyzed in a lightless 
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waiting room of an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting, all one and the same, all needing direction.  

I am not a killer.  And I will not allow my friend to die because I’m a coward. 

 Another minute ticks off.  I make my move. 

 I run toward the door and slam it open and squint as the light crashes upon my eyes.  I 

am not discreet.  If Benson is around, he’ll not only see me, he’ll see I am with a mission.  I look 

to the spot under the tree where he parked his car but I see an empty parking space.  I scan the 

parking lot.  Nothing.  No movement.  Not only a lack of Benson, but a lack of any moving cars.  

All meetings must be in session. 

 So I run.  I don’t know why I bypass my car, but I have a visceral sense of needing to 

sprint.  I take off from the sidewalk and careen around the first aisle of cars.  I run across the 

entrance to the parking lot even though there’s no walk signal and then dart across the road 

when I see there are no cars coming from either direction.  I’m already breathless by the time I 

reach the road but now I’m functioning on pure adrenaline.  I bank to the left and hop around 

an elderly gentleman walking his pug. When I reach Janice’s street, I cut to the right, still 

sprinting as hard as I can.  Thank God for kickboxing. 

 As I run down the road, I strain my eyes for Benson’s car.  Would he just park out front?  

Since I’m not looking at the sidewalk, I sideswipe a pile of dog poop.  I don’t understand why 

people in Livingston don’t pick up after their dogs, but I seriously don’t need the added 

obstacles.  I continue to run and crash through some overgrown rose bushes dangling over the 

sidewalk.  I’m sure when the adrenaline wears off, I’ll be able to feel some thorns. 

 Finally, I stop – out of breath and heaving for air – outside of Janice’s house.  I was in 

such a rush, I didn’t bother to think the plan out, which seems like par for the course.  I don’t 
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see Benson’s car anywhere, but he obviously is smarter than me at this business so maybe he 

pulled farther up the road.  I stand in front of Janice’s house and spin a slow circle looking for 

the apparent killer.  Again, I see nothing. 

 I finally open the gate in the white picket fence surrounding her front yard and step in.  I 

walk the short concrete pathway to the door and knock.  Nothing.  I knock again.  Where could 

she be?  Am I too late?  I knock a third time, wrapping my knuckles until they turn red.  I 

breathe a sigh of relief when I hear footsteps approaching.  Regardless, I slide my hand onto the 

handle of my gun in case someone unexpected answers the door. 

 It cracks open and Janice peaks through.  When she’s convinced it’s just me, she swings 

it open and I drop my hand.  Janice forces a smile. 

 “Emma?  Hi.  What a surprise.”  She’s shaken, even frightened. 

 “Janice, hi.  Sorry, now that I’m here, it seems silly.” 

 “No, not at all, come on in.” 

 I step in cautiously and watch as Janice pokes her head outside before closing the door 

and locking it.  She takes a deep breath through her nose and her chest settles.  Is she scared?  

She doesn’t say anything as she walks past me and spins her fingers in a circle to tell me to 

follow. 

 “Is everything alright?” I ask. 

 She leads me through the foyer and down the hallway into the kitchen.  It has clearly 

been remodeled in the past five years or so.  Stainless steel appliances, new hardwood, marble 

countertops with a butcher-block island.  It’s beautiful.  I had actually been here before, but for 

larger events like her annual Christmas parties.  I for some reason had never taken the time to 



 290 

actually look at her house.  I had probably been drinking.  Or I’m just a shallow individual.  Or 

judging the house now makes me shallow.  I’m jealous that her house is so much nicer than the 

house I just left behind.  Gah!  Focus! 

 She puts her hands on edge of the counter and looks down into the sink.  There’s 

something going on.  She’s scared.  I stand in the doorway and my eyes dart from side to side.  I 

want to check the house, but I’m also feeling defensive.  Janice seems like she’s spiraling the 

emotional drain right now.  She looks unpredictable and dangerous.  Is this what I look like 

when I’m spiraling?  It’s kind of pathetic.  Finally, she turns and steps to the island and places 

her hands on it palms down.   

 “Emma,” she says, “this is going to sound crazy, but I think someone is trying to kill me.” 

 My eyes widen and I push my head forward.   

 “Wh, what?” I ask. 

 “I know.  I know.  I mean, I know.  It’s crazy.”  She’s visibly distressed.  “I don’t know.  

Maybe I’m losing my mind.” 

 I step out of the doorway into the kitchen and face her from the opposite side of the 

island. 

 “Ok, Janice, I need you to slow down and talk to me.”  Definitely make her feel stupid.  

It’s just like all of those movies about the government making people who are on to their 

nefarious deeds feel like schizophrenics.  I almost feel sympathy for the government.  If people 

weren’t so nosy, everything would be fine. 

 “I know, okay, Emma.  I know.”  She pauses.  She’s gaining confidence.  “Come here, 

look at this.” 
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 She leaves the island and walks around the counter to her round kitchen table.  I follow 

her and look down at large blueprints. 

 “What is all this?” 

 “This is going to sound crazy to you, okay?  I know that.” 

 “Janice, just talk to me.  Slow down and talk to me.”  My God, it’s exactly how my 

mother talks to me.  Why do I always get so emotionally unstable?  Why am I so insecure that 

people want to pat me on the head and walk me into the mental institution?  Am I a crazy 

person?  

 She twists one of the blueprints around and shows me. 

 “Emma, have you seen what’s happening around here?  Look, this is the current 

downtown around First Street.”  I look down and sure enough I see First Street and the names 

of the restaurants and shops I have come to know.  My eyes stop on the First Street Bar and 

Grill.  Janice is moving her hands around the paper like she’s physically feeling every 

establishment and reminding herself of their significance.  I look at her and she’s nodding her 

head and mouthing something to herself. 

 “Okay,” I say. 

   She flips a sheet over the top.  It’s still First Street, but as I look closer, some of the old 

shops have been replaced and a theater and park have been built atop the parking lot where 

Benson and his guys once kidnapped me.  She comes and stands next to me to look at the 

design and we both stare down at the plan.  I see her touch the paper again like a prized 

possession, smiling wistfully as she drags her fingers across each memory and idea. 
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 “This is the future of Livingston,” she says.  I hear her nervously gulp.  I can’t tell if she’s 

nervous because she’s pitching me her idea or because of something else.  “This could be the 

future.  I was planning on talking to you about it later today, but you stopped by.  So, that’s 

fortuitous, huh?” 

 I pause.  Fortuitous isn’t how I’d describe it. 

 “Talk to me about what exactly?” 

 “About being a part of this!” she says excitedly.  She immediately settles down from her 

outburst, lowering her voice to a whisper and looking around her kitchen as though someone 

might be listening.  “Emma, me and four others have been working on a plan to keep the 

character of Livingston alive and local.”  Me and four others?  Me and four others?  What has 

happened to the English language?  “Livingston is going to change.  It is.  I accept that.  We have 

to decide if we’re just going to let the change happen or if we’re going to take control of our 

destiny.” 

 I look at her skeptically but manage to mutter, “Wow, I mean, yeah, looks great.” 

 She doesn’t speak, she just continues to stare at the plans like they were becoming a 

distant dream. 

 “Janice,” I say, “why are you showing this to me?” 

 She finally breaks away and turns her body to look at me. 

 “I know this all sounds crazy, ok?” 

 “That someone is trying to kill you?”  I’m going to great lengths to make her feel like a 

crazy person. 
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 She begins to shake as tears replace the excitement in her eyes.  “I think someone is 

trying to kill me.”  I stare at her deadpan.  I’m trying to keep my calm.  Is she accusing me?  Is 

this an ambush?  Is she giving me a heads up before cops burst in the room and arrest me? 

 “Wh, what?” I ask.  I allow myself to crack a smile.  Maybe if I laugh at her she’ll drop 

these obviously ridiculous ideas. 

 “I know, ok?  It’s crazy.  But look, my team, the five of us, I’m the only one still living.” 

 And there it is.  The final piece of the puzzle.  My smile fades. 

 “What?” I ask again, annoyed by my sudden lack of communicable vocabulary.  I shake 

my head to push out the thoughts that had previously made up my reality. 

 “Daryl Fletcher died from choking,” she says, holding her thumb up as she ticks him off 

the list.  Daryl Fletcher.  I don’t think I ever knew his name.  “But, Emma, he also had a stab 

wound in his chest.”  She pops up two more fingers.  “The Smiths, Tom and Jackie, shot one 

another in, if I may say, suspicious circumstances.”  Her fourth finger rises.  “You heard about 

Gertrude I’m sure, who got strangled to death!”  Her face goes white as she lifts her pinkie.  She 

holds her hand up in front of me for effect as she completes the five.  “That leaves me.” 

 “That…” I say but trail off.  “That, you know, is probably just a coincidence.”  I barely 

convince myself of that little lie.  How had I not seen it?  “That’s why you’ve been stressed out 

lately.” 

 “You’ve noticed?”  She turns from me and leans on the table.  “You don’t believe me, 

it’s alright.”  She shakes her head and then points to the new rooftop bar.  “And then this 

monstrosity goes in.  Jarrod told me you guys want to check it out.” 

 It’s a cold comment, practically accusing me of treason. 
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 “Janice, have you called the police?”  My hypocrisy has no bounds. 

 “To tell them what, exactly?  You don’t believe me.  They’d laugh me out of the station.” 

 “You don’t know that.”  She has nothing further to say on the matter of the police.  

“What were you going to do with these plans?” 

 “We were going to pitch it to the City Council.  I guess they’re considering a larger 

development from some bank.  It’d totally destroy the neighborhood.” 

 “When?” 

 “As soon as some gigantic hotel goes in!” 

 “No, I mean, when is the pitch?” 

 “Oh.  Next week.” 

 That’s why they wanted her dead this week.  Once she’s gone, there’d be no 

competition.  This all leads back to East Bay Mutual. 

 When I don’t say anything, she says, “Actually, that’s how I want you to be a part of it.  

It’s what I wanted to talk to you about later today.  I want you and Jarrod to be my partners.” 

 Now introducing, Emma Dillinger, restaurateur and entrepreneur.  Seriously, how had I 

tricked so many people into thinking I’d be a valuable asset in a business venture?  As I’m 

searching for a proper response, I suddenly burst out laughing. 

 “You’re worried your life is in danger because of this and then tell me I should join in?  I 

can’t say I’m flattered.” 

 As she processes the information, I see her eyes sink.  She’s suddenly racked with guilt, 

which means I’m racked with guilt for making her feel bad.  She actually hadn’t considered that 

very fact. 
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 “Jesus, I’m a monster,” she says.  “I’m so sorry.” 

 I want to yell at her.  I want to shake her.  “No!” I want to yell.  “It’s me!  I’m the 

monster!”  I remain silent, though, further reinforcing my monster status.  Her demeanor 

changes.  She’s no longer a manager or an entrepreneur or feeling threatened.  She’s simply a 

concerned woman looking at someone she cares about. 

 “I’m sorry,” she says again.  She reaches up and feels the bottom of my hair that I had 

pulled back into a ponytail.  “Your hair’s getting long.” 

 “Don’t remind me.” 

 “I’m sorry,” she says yet again.  “I never even asked you why you’re here.  Do you want 

something to drink?  What can I do for you?” 

 As she asks, the door on the opposite side of the kitchen bursts open and a man 

appears.  I don’t hesitate.  I grab for the gun tucked into the back of my jeans with both hands.  

It takes me several seconds as I lift my shirt and find the handle and yank at it several times 

until it comes free.  It’s always much smoother when I see it done in the movies.  I turn and lean 

into my position and point the gun at the man.  I pull the trigger once as I hear Janice yell, 

“Emma, nooooooooo!”   

 The room is deadly still as the shock of the gun blast seems to have frozen the very air 

we’re breathing.  Janice is cowering in the corner with her hands over her ears.  I look at the 

man, stunned and staring petrified at the floor.  I also see the bullet hole in the wall about three 

feet to the right of his head.  My hand begins to shake uncontrollably when I realize I’m looking 

at Janice’s son, Greg Maron.  The shitty little cinema clerk who is unrelenting in his niceties.  
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This will certainly make him reconsider making me feel stupid about going to the movies on my 

own again. 

 Reality comes crashing down on me.  What have I done?  Greg is beginning to cry and 

appears to have wet himself.  I wearily step around the corner of the island and move away 

him, although I still have the gun pointed directly at his head.  Janice has pulled herself out of 

her crouch and is cautiously putting herself between her son and me.  She raises her hands in a 

calming manner. 

 “Emma,” she says without a trace of hostility.  “Emma, I need you to put the gun down.”  

I look in shock between Janice and Greg.  “Emma,” she says again.  “Emma, please stop pointing 

a gun at my son.” 

 I stare at her like she had spoken gibberish. 

 Gun?  What gun?  Janice, don’t be ridiculous!  Why would I be pointing a gun at your 

son? 

 I break my gaze and look at the foreign object in my hand.  I’m trying to comprehend 

what it is.  There’s simply no way I did what I think I just did. 

 “I’m sor, I’m sor, I’m…” I stutter.  I look at Janice as I feel my feet backing toward the 

door.  “I’m sorry.  I don’t, I’m sorry.” 

 “Emma, why are you carrying a gun?  What aren’t you telling me?” 

 Her question seems to snap me out of my out-of-body experience.  I don’t know why I 

keep the gun fixed on them.  I open my mouth to speak, but I jump and my arm stiffens when 

my phone vibrates.  My sudden movement makes Janice lunge for Greg.  She tackles him to the 

floor and covers his body with her own. 
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 I answer the phone while I look at the two of them as though they’re hostages. 

 “Hello,” I say without looking at the phone. 

 “Hiya, Emma,” I hear.  It’s an instantly recognizable voice, but I refuse to accept it. 

 “Who is this?” I ask. 

 “Emma,” Benson says through a stifled laugh.  “Let’s cut through the bullshit.” 

 “Where are you?” I ask.  “If you’re anywhere near Janice’s house, I’m going to kill you.” 

 I see Janice look up with a confused expression as she overhears me confirming her 

suspicions. 

 “What?  Are you at Janice’s house?”  His voice now sounds frantic.  “Have you already 

gone through with it?” 

 “Of course not!  I’m protecting her from you monsters!”  I see Janice look up when she 

hears that I’m actually protecting her.  I fully understand the irony. 

 There’s silence on the phone, but I hear the faint hints of breathing that lets me know 

Benson is still listening. 

 “Any other day, I would be very relieved to hear you say that.  But you’re smart, Emma, 

a step ahead at every turn.  I’m not walking into that trap.  What is it that you’re trying to hide 

from me?” 

 Benson seems frightened by me.  Oh how the tabled have turned. 

 “What?  Have you lost it?  We need to talk.” 

 “Ok, I’ll play, but we’re going to do this where I can hold a few cards of my own.” 

 “Like in your club?” I foolishly ask.  I didn’t mean to say it.  It just kind of popped in my 

head.  When he doesn’t respond, I quickly follow it with, “Fine.  Where?” 
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 “It’s this place I helped purchase for my boss.  You know it.  I’m pretty sure it’s the same 

house you grew up in.” 

 My stomach sinks, and not because he ended his sentence with a preposition.  My eyes 

widen with fear and anger.  He’s at my mom’s house. 

 “If you touch my mom,” I warn. 

 “Why don’t you come say hi.  We have lots to discuss.” 

 When he hangs up, I look back at Janice.  She is still protecting her son, but has not 

attempted to make a run for it.  I think she knows I’m not a threat, but still doesn’t trust me 

with a gun in my hand.  I carelessly cram the phone behind my belt in the back of jeans and 

begin to tuck the gun into my front pocket. 

 “When I leave, call the cops and lock the doors.  I am so sorry for this.”   

I don’t wait for a response as I bolt out the front door.   
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Chapter 29 

 

I slam the door as I sprint down the sidewalk.  I’m momentarily confused when I don’t see my 

car before remembering I left it at the community center.  My lungs are screaming when I reach 

the parking lot, which is eerily absent of people.  None of the morning sessions have ended, so I 

stand alone in a parking lot full of cars while I suck the oxygen out of the atmosphere and dig 

furiously into my pocket for my keys.  I can barely even register why I have to pull my gun out 

and use my left hand to pull out my keys from my right leg pocket.  Confused, I stick the gun 

back into my pocket as I open the door. 

 I’m still breathing heavily as I put the car into drive and go careening onto the road.  My 

back-tire hops over the curb and another car screeches and swerves around me and a biker 

shouts an obscenity as I take away the bike lane.  I weave in and out of the Sunday drivers and 

rev through a red arrow to more sounds of screeching tires. 

 I had blamed my mother’s safety as a reason for sticking around and acquiescing to 

blackmail by saying I had put her in direct danger.  I understand I’m driving into a trap, but I 

won’t let Benson use my mother to threaten me.  I consider trying to call Reev.  He doesn’t ever 

answer, but maybe he knows what’s happening and I can appeal to his sensitive side.  I 

obviously don’t.  I cashed in my “come help me” card when he took care of Gertrude and now 

he’s gone.  No more excuse and no more blaming others.  I got myself into this mess and I’ll get 

myself out.  It’s the twenty-first century and I’m a strong, empowered woman.  Someone 

threatens my mom?  Hell no. 
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 A few minutes later I pull up to the stop sign a block away from my mom’s house.  

Nothing changes my mind that this is a trap, but I have no other play.  I told Janice to call the 

cops and have no honest reason not to do so myself other than the fact I am so close to the 

end.  If I had just turned left, I’d be well on my way out of town.  Now all I have to do is get my 

mom.  If it goes bad after this, I’ll call Detective Loudon. 

 I roll off the line and travel the final block without stepping on the gas.  It’s a slow, 

effortless march to my fate.  When the only single-story house comes into view, I turn the 

wheel and maneuver the car into the driveway and come to a stop next to the instantly 

recognizable black Taurus. 

 My eyes stay on the Taurus and then slowly scan the front yard to the front door.  What 

would Reev do?  He’d have an elaborate plan.  He always had elaborate plans.  Except for our 

trip to the club to satisfy his debts.  Although that actually was an elaborate plan, I just didn’t 

know that it targeted me. 

 I step out of the car with my gun still in my front pocket.  I didn’t even feel it jamming 

into my thigh as I drove.  I approach the door trying to decide if I should keep my gun 

“holstered” or if I should have it out and run in with guns blazing.  What would Reev do?  I pull it 

out and point it at the ground as I step lightly across the front pathway.  I reach the front door 

and see it’s cracked open.  I push it open further and step into silence.  There’s no sound and 

the house is void of any objects.  The movers have already taken my mother’s belongings and 

the realtor has reclaimed any staged furniture. 

 My steps echo on the foyer’s tile, but I’m not nervous.  I don’t hear my heart beating in 

my ears and my hands are steady.  Maybe adrenaline has overcome my nerves and taken 
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control of my emotions and movements.  Maybe I have become numb to high-stress situations.  

Maybe I have revealed my inner-sociopath, which makes me giggle.  My inner-sociopath.  I 

remember a guy from Cal in Sigma Nu who used to send Betty weird letters.  We’d call him a 

sociopath.  Now I wouldn’t have any qualms about shooting him in the head.  That of course 

isn’t important in the moment. 

 I move down the hallway and peek inside the bedroom doors.  Empty.  No beds, no 

mother, no Benson.  Did I miss the point of the phone call?  No.  I know they’re here.  I turn 

around and look through the hallway toward the living room and stand still.  I listen for any sign 

of life, but I hear nothing.  I strain my ears as I take slow deliberate steps back through the 

hallway.  Nothing. 

 When I reach the kitchen, the stillness of the air is suffocating.  Not only is no one 

around, it doesn’t appear my mother has been here for days.  I see no signs of life, no food, no 

trash, no randomly strewn articles of clothing.  It’s empty.  Lifeless.  It’s strange standing in the 

kitchen of my childhood without any furniture or belongings.  It seems so much smaller than it 

did.  It’s an empty shell of what I once considered my life, which now stands as an antiquated 

relic on a street of upgraded models.  I remember doing my grade-school homework on the 

counter and listening to my parents talk about the lunacy of concealed-carry weapon permits.  

Now I’m holding an illegal handgun and trying to find my missing mother. 

 I raise the gun and straighten my arms as I step slowly through the kitchen into the 

family room.  The scars of the couch and coffee table and the television stand remain indented 

in the carpet.  I can see it all perfectly laid out, but the furniture is missing.  I look quickly into 

the bathroom and then drop my gun to my side.  What could I have done wrong?  Did I really 
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misinterpret him?  Could there be another house that I once considered my home?  What am I 

missing? 

 As I think about the situation, the sun begins to reach higher into the sky and its rays 

envelop the oak tree in the backyard and extend into the family room though the sliding glass 

door.  I take small steps and my head shifts back and forth as I try to see around the blinding 

sun.  When I get closer, though, no sun could block my view.  Benson is standing on the edge of 

my mom’s back porch watching me examine the house.  He has on his black suit and his brown 

hair is gelled straight up.  The slight grin on his face reminds me of evil Benson, not reformed 

Benson.  It’s the same grin he has hidden behind since he first asked Reev and me to visit his 

club.  It used to be so intimidating.  Now I realize it’s a shield; not an ominous grin, but an 

insecure grin.  It’s a tacit acknowledgment that he’s petrified and trying to exude confidence. 

 I approach the sliding glass door and stare out at him. I know exactly what he’s doing, 

but my mind initially refuses to acknowledge the reality.  I completely ignore my mother who is 

sitting tied up in front of him.  I ignore the knife that he’s holding against her throat.  I pay no 

attention to the wide-eyes of my terrified mother.  All I can register is that Benson is doing 

something stupid and another woman is suffering. 

 I reach down and push the door open.  Before I step onto the porch, I peak ever so 

slightly out the door to see who might be standing to the right or left.  I see no one.  Benson 

appears to have taken his own action.  I take a step out and then another and another. 

 “That’s far enough,” he says. 

 When he says it, my heart nearly explodes when I allow myself to comprehend the 

position that I have created for my mother.  I look down at her and cringe and begin to shake.  I 
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knew that she might be in danger, but I simply refused to believe it could actually happen.  Over 

the past two months, everything had been so surreal, but nothing puts something in 

perspective the way seeing a knife against your mother’s neck can. 

 “Let her go!” I shout. 

 “Ok, ok, that’s enough.  Spare me the terrified sorority girl act.” 

 “Wh, what?” I ask.  “Just let her go, ok?  Take me.  Kill me.  She has nothing to do with 

this.” 

 “You know, I want to believe you.  I do.  But, Emma, you are anything but stupid.  I never 

understood how you got into my brother’s head the way you did, but now that I’ve seen you in 

action, on man, you are quite the little she-devil.” 

 He has officially caught me off guard.   

 “What the fuck are you talking about, Benson?  Just let my mom go.  We’ll leave, ok?  

We’ll just leave and you never have to see us again.” 

 I see him consider this.  The knife grows heavy in his hand and I think for a moment he 

reconsiders threatening my mother.  He quickly recovers and his arm retightens to keep the 

knife pressed into my mother’s neck.  My mother lifts her chin and grimaces behind the duct-

tape over her mouth. 

 “What, is Reev with you?  Did you hire someone else?”  He quickly looks to the yard on 

either side of him but confirms it’s just the two of us. 

 “Reev?  What?  Benson, you’re not thinking straight.”  When he doesn’t say anything, I 

plead, “Just tell me what you want me to do.  I’ll do it.  Just tell me.” 

 “What I want you to do?  I want you to give me my life back.” 
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 I drop my head in frustration.  “I’m sorry, I don’t understand.” 

 “You must be really good in the sack.  That’s the only way you could have completely 

put a spell over my brother and turned him against me.” 

 “Turn him…  What?  Benson, look at me.  Your brother set me up.  You set me up.  Ok?  

Please, please put the knife down.  Please let me mom go.” 

 I make eye contact with my mother, but I can’t tell if Benson scares her or if my clear 

and apparent involvement in all of this scares her. 

 “I wanted to show you a good time!” he explodes, momentarily taking the knife off of 

my mother’s neck.  When I see it, I quickly point my gun at him but he just as quickly moves it 

back.  He takes a deep breath and says, “Reev and I, we thought we were giving you a good 

opportunity.  The boss wanted an in and we thought we could give him Janice Maron’s minion.  

I didn’t think you’d turn out to be a fucking psychopath!” 

 I just stare at him.  I know he’s just messing with me, but I really don’t get his angle.  

“I’m the psychopath?” I finally say.  “You’re the one who asked me to kill people!” 

 He contorts his face to show he’s appalled by my comment. 

 “I had no choice!  All we wanted to do was blackmail you to give your support to the 

boss and say Janice was crazy.  I didn’t think you’d actually kill the guy!  I thought you would 

shit your pants and come crawling back and then we could tell them you weren’t a killer.  But, 

Jesus!  It’s like you get off on it!” 

 I drop my gun to the side and take a step toward him.  It’s not threatening, more like a 

couple in a lover’s quarrel.   

 “I didn’t kill that asshole.  He choked on a grape and I tried to save him.” 
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 I see Benson try to process the words. 

 “But, but, but you killed him.  And then you killed everyone else.” 

 “The only people I’ve killed were in your club.  And even then, it was Reev!  I haven’t 

killed anybody!” 

 “The club?  The club?  Are you kidding me?  Jesus, I was clearly wrong about you.  You 

didn’t burn the club down.  Vince burned the club down.  As soon as you walked out he opened 

the back door and through a Goddam grenade in the room.  He pulled me out and told me to 

blame it on you.” 

 I’m so frustrated I’m about to shoot him and deal with the traumatic consequences 

later.  Something tells me my mom would understand. 

 “Why would he want to blame it on me?” I ask calmly. 

 “Are you kidding?  Vince had it all set up and then his golden boy came with baggage.  It 

was perfect.  He had to take out the ridiculous Livermore Five and get rid of you.  What better 

way than to make you take them out?  What did he have to lose?  Reev fought and fought like a 

little pussy and finally got too close so Vince pulled him out.” 

 “Vince.  You mean Reev’s dad?” 

 “Reev has a dad!” Benson snaps.  “He’s just not in great shape.” 

 “And he beat the shit out of you two.” 

 Benson’s eyes drop.  I think he may be dropping his guard. 

 “You’re really leaving?” he asks. 

 “I was.  But now I want answers.” 

 “What answers?” 
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 He doesn’t drop the knife, but I go with it regardless. 

 “Was Reev in on it?” 

 “Of course not.  All he ever tried to do was protect you.” 

 “But, that’s not true!” I shout in frustration.  “He could have gotten me out.  He could 

have told me to run.  Hell, he’s the reason we went to the club in the first place.” 

 “Not when Vince had our sister.” 

 I’ve never seen Benson so vulnerable.  He tried so hard to play his role, he always came 

off as a monster.  Could he really just be a guy concerned about his sister? 

 “Marti?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “So why drag me into this?”  My voice sounds exhausted, defeated.   

 Bensons stares at me, shocked I don’t understand. 

 “Vince is Reev’s father.  This is Reev’s fault.  You… You were my idea because you were 

the only thing I knew of that could hurt Reev.  I didn’t realize you’d become a murderous 

monster.” 

 “Why are you telling me all this?” 

 “You need to stop.”  He looks at the ground, maybe a little bit defeated himself.  “Turns 

out, I love my kid brother.  It’s killing Reev that you’re doing this.  I can’t have you killing people 

anymore.” 

 “Is this a joke?” 

 “No,” he says matter-of-factly. 

 “This was all…” I begin, trying to understand what I’m actually asking.  “This was all a 
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mistake?  You never actually wanted me to kill people?” 

 “We never thought you would kill anyone, you psycho!”  He slams his foot on the porch 

for effect, shaking the wood planks. 

 “I never killed anyone.” 

 “So you say.” 

 I feel like crying.  Nothing is making sense.  I can’t tell what’s real and what’s a lie.  My 

mom knows I’m involved in murder and now her life is threatened.  I don’t know how to get her 

away from Benson and I don’t know if Reev screwed me or not. 

 “Why now?” I finally ask.  “Why tell me all this now?” 

 “Other than the fact you’re killing people?”  I don’t even respond.  I know there’s more.  

He nods his head slightly and says, “Jarrod.  I love him.  I can’t be with him if I’m blackmailing 

his best friend.” 

 I just smile and shake my head. 

 “Real noble.  I’ll have to tell him how honest his boyfriend is.” 

 Benson looks ashamed.  He looks like he’s about to break down in tears.  “I’m so sorry,” 

he says. 

 I stare at him, unsure where this is going.  He doesn’t believe that I’m going to leave and 

I can’t leave him with my mother.  But then a funny thing happens.  In my yard, growing up, my 

parents made me shout and stomp on the porch to make sure there were no rattlesnakes.  

Sometimes when my dad barbecued, he would roust the snakes from the field or from under 

the porch and would have to kill them with a shovel.  Benson didn’t know this.  As he stands 

there with a knife against my mom’s throat, I see a large snake head emerge from underneath 
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the wooden step to the lawn.  The snake slithers out into the sun that now beams down onto 

the porch and coils just a couple feet from Benson.  My eyes widen as my gaze moves from 

Benson to the snake.  As it begins to rattle, Benson is forced to look down and spots the deadly 

snake at his feet. 

 His movements happen in slow motion.  The snake lunges as Benson jumps out of the 

way.  As he jumps, he slides the knife across my mom’s throat.  The blood starts spewing 

instantly.  I drop my gun and run to her, yanking her toward me.  I cram my palm onto her neck 

to try and quell the bleeding.  

 “It’s ok, mom,” I say.  “You’ll be ok.  You’ll be ok.”  My mom, with duct tape on her 

mouth and hands tied behind her back, just stares back at me in shock.  I look at Benson who is 

hopping from foot to foot as he swings the knife at the snake. 

 Suddenly, gunshots ring out and the snake explodes off the porch step.  I instinctively 

cover my mom as best I can while holding onto her throat.  I look up and see Benson look past 

me at someone else.  I don’t follow his gaze, but more gun shots ring out, shaking the stillness 

of Livingston.  Blood bursts out of Benson’s chest as the bullets tear holes through his body.  I 

stare at him as he stumbles backward and falls onto the lawn.  He briefly lifts his head and looks 

at me for help.  It’s the last thing I see.  My world goes black when a bag is thrown over my 

head.  I try in vein to hold onto my mom’s neck and I scream out into the darkness, but I’m torn 

away from her.  I’m pulled away and dragged into the house, leaving my mom tied up and 

bleeding on the porch.  I continue to struggle, causing the large hands around my arms to dig in 

deeper.  The grips are too strong for me to overcome.  When I finally accept my resistance is 



 309 

futile, my whole body goes limp.  I know in my heart that it’s the last time I’ll ever see my mom 

alive. 
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Chapter 30 

 

Sisters of Kappa Kappa Gamma and brothers of Sigma Chi, it is my distinct honor to introduce 

Emma Dillinger!  My world is black.  I’m sitting in a cold metal chair with my hands duct-taped 

together behind my back and I hear footsteps around me. 

Riding in a trunk is bouncier than I would have imagined and about halfway through the 

fifteen-minute ride my right hand fell asleep, but I think I’m in shock since witnessing my 

mother’s death so the numbness actually prevents me from falling into a complete abyss of 

detachment.  I remember screaming as they carried me through the house and out the front 

door.  They dropped me on the tile of the foyer and someone held me down while another 

lifted the bag and taped my mouth shut.   

My tears stopped when the trunk slammed shut and whatever light seeped through the 

black cloth bag went completely dark.  The trunk felt like a coffin and my body became like 

death, silent and still.  They say when a lion catches a gazelle and wraps its jaws around its 

throat, the gazelle stops fighting.  Its body goes limp and it enjoys a final euphoric acceptance 

of death.  I can fully appreciate the sensation.  Once my mom died and they trapped me in the 

metaphorical monster’s jaws, I stopped fighting. 

Even when the car stopped and light flooded the trunk and hands grabbed me and 

pulled me back into the world, I remained limp.  My feet dragged across pavement and then 

eventually smoother concrete when they brought me indoors.  A door slammed behind me and 

then they forced me into a seat.  An interrogation seat?  A firing line seat?   A prisoner’s seat?  I 

didn’t bother to fight while the possibilities ran through my head. 
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The footprints stopped as the door opened and closed and then more footsteps 

emerged from a door in front of me. 

“This her?” I hear.  The voice has an underlying accent despite the clear American 

intonation. 

“Yes, sir,” a man responds.  That voice is more recognizable.  It’s Vince.  Something 

about Vince being in the room actually brings me a certain level of comfort.  The killer I know 

remains preferable to the unknown villain. 

“Well let’s have a look at her, shall we?” 

I feel a hand on the top of my head as the bag gets torn off.  The sudden infusion of light 

sears my dilated pupils.  When I close my eyes to adjust, the duct tape gets ripped off my 

mouth.  After several blinks I take in the scene, registering my current predicament and fighting 

off the desire to sink back into shock.  I look around and see hundreds of barrels of wine 

stacked up on metal storage frames on either side of me.  I’m sitting on the only chair in sight 

and a light shines through the cracks of a large door in front of me. 

I see Vince smiling at me.  He has tied his long white hair into a ponytail and his thick gut 

and barrel chest strain the buttons of his shirt that he has tucked into his jeans. 

“Hi, sweetheart,” he says in a comforting voice. 

I ignore him as I run through the cast of characters.  Beside him is a man of Indian 

descent, his frail body hidden by a sharp charcoal gray suit.  He has rimless glasses and his short 

black hair is tidily in place.  If I passed him on the street, I would think of him as a scientist 

whose wife forced him to wear a nice suit.  He does not evoke a sense of fear, but his cold, 
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calculating eyes make me feel like he is robotically processing data into mental calculations of 

future events now that he has a handle on the “Emma” factor.  This must be Gerald Dalton. 

Behind them both I see Reev.  He’s wearing a black suit and won’t make eye contact 

with me.  His face isn’t cold like Dalton’s and it’s not exuding an immature giddiness like Vince.  

It’s just nothing; the face of a soldier broken into blind submission.  My eyes get teary when I 

see him.  I’m devastated that he won’t help me and I’m mortified that I can’t rescue him from 

his prison. 

“Reev,” I say, my voice cracking from sadness, fear, and sheer exhaustion. 

“Ms. Dillinger,” Dalton says, seemingly fascinated by my initial response.  “I assure you, 

Mr. Thompson is not here for your benefit.” 

I look around slowly, if not deliriously.  I look for an escape or for someone to save me.  

Surely, someone must be hiding in the barrels waiting to whisk me away.  I look back at him. 

“My mom,” I finally say.  “You have to help her.” 

“Ms. Dillinger, I ask that you stay with me.  My name is Gerald Dalton and I’ve waited 

many weeks to finally meet you.  The wolf of Livingston in the flesh.  The suburban assassin.  

The sorority hit woman.  I barely believed it myself, but if there’s one thing business has taught 

me, never underestimate what an employee can bring to the table.  You have amassed an 

impressive body count.” 

“I never killed anyone.” 

I’m met with laughter.  “Your wake of bodies defies you.” 

I look at Reev again and he finally meets my glance.  He looks away quickly, but I see his 

cheek twitch as he clenches his jaw. 
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“I never killed anyone,” I say again defiantly. 

Mr. Dalton begins walking around the back of me.  He walks deliberately, mechanically, 

as though every step is with a purpose. 

“Did you know that East Bay Mutual has one of the best veteran placement programs in 

the country?” he asks.  “It’s true.  Real jobs for American patriots.  None of this minimum wage 

rent-a-cop nonsense.  Real training and real jobs.”  He pauses as he completes a circle around 

me and reappears.  He pats Vince on the shoulder.  “A simple background check, though, helps 

me identify vets with more unique talents.  Mr. Fernucci, for example.  A fine American with a 

checkered past who just needs an opportunity.” 

“Veteran job placement?  And here I thought you were just a criminal.” 

I don’t think people talk to him that way very often.  He grows momentarily flustered, 

but takes a deep breath, steadies himself, and smiles. 

“I prefer to say entrepreneur.”  He looks at me for a moment, challenging me to speak.  

When I don’t, he turns to Reev.  “And his son, Raymond Vincent, another fine American just 

looking for an opportunity in a country that tossed him aside.” 

I look at Reev and interrupt Mr. Dalton.  “Reev, you’re better than this.” 

“You know why I like veterans, Ms. Dillinger?”  He seems to have ignored my plea to 

Reev.  “Veterans are loyal.  Veterans have skills.  Veterans are trained in strategy and 

operations.  So, say, when I have a problem that requires outside-the-box thinking, who better 

than a soldier literally trained to do just that?” 

 I don’t say anything.  His patronizing spiel is annoying me. 
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“You want to know what requires outside-the-box thinking, Ms. Dillinger?  Livingston.  

Don’t get me wrong, the economic potential here is too good to pass up.  But you rednecks 

seem to be the only people in the state of California that don’t want to partake in the 

renaissance.  So you know what I have to do?  I hire someone innovative like Mr. Ferlucci.” 

“I don’t care how innovative he is.  I never killed anyone.” 

Dalton smiles.  “I see what you mean, Mr. Ferlucci.  She has spunk.  Isn’t that the word?” 

 “Yes, sir, it is,” Vince confirms. 

“I hire Mr. Ferlucci here and I tell him my problem and he comes up with a plan that – I 

am a humble man – I simply never would have thought of on my own.  You know who makes 

good executives, Ms. Dillinger?  People that surround themselves with good people and take 

good advice.  Find a citizen of Livingston, one who both embodies the old and the new.  A 

modern-day citizen who connects with the people.  Someone who can open up eyes and 

perspectives.  That’s what Mr. Ferlucci told me.  You were a win/win prospect for me, do you 

understand that?  You see, on one hand, you take out my competition and then I come in and I 

have a beautiful face to lead my efforts.  A daughter of Livingston.  An urban millennial.  If you 

failed, if you got caught, then Livingston can no longer trust their own and I come in the 

conquering hero.  It was perfect.” 

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard in my entire life,” I say, no longer caring 

about offending him.  I’m resigned to die at this point, I’m not going to mince words. 

“You took the third option.  You let Janice Maron live.”  He sighs.  “Now where does that 

leave me?” 

“I guess you’ll just have to leave Livingston.” 
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He laughs and shakes his head and wags his finger at me.  “No.”   

He turns and pulls a gun out from inside his coat and points it at Vince.  Vince’s face 

changes when he sees his boss turn on him.  He holds his hands up defensively. 

“Hey, boss, come on…” Vince says through a nervous chuckle. 

“Allowing failure to sit idly in an organization is a tacit acknowledgment of apathy 

towards success.”  Mr. Dalton pulls the trigger and I scream when I see blood spurt out the back 

of Vince’s head.  Vince collapses in a heap, the blood staining his white hair.  I begin to shake 

and cry as my eyes move from Vince to Dalton who remains standing over him with his gun 

drawn. 

I look to Reev.  I’m too frightened by the horror of what I had just seen to actually speak, 

but my eyes beg him for help.  He stands there stoically, not allowing any emotion to corrupt 

his placid demeanor. 

Mr. Dalton finally lowers his weapon and walks to within a step of Reev. 

“I assume that you’re okay with this, Mr. Thompson?” he asks in a whisper. 

Reev nods.  “I am.” 

“You know he killed your brother?  It couldn’t be avoided.  I mistakenly thought he could 

be controlled and I accept my mistake.  For that, I am sorry.” 

Reev nods again.  “Benson betrayed you as well.  It couldn’t be avoided.” 

Dalton smiles and nods, pleased with the positive responses of his loyal servant.  “You 

hear that, Ms. Dillinger?  Benson betrayed us by trying to turn you.  Raymond betrayed us by 

thinking he could control you.  You can add both to your body count.” 
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I feel myself alternating between sinking into the crushing tunnel vision of shock and 

being violently yanked back out by hysteria.  Fight or flight is meaningless if you’re trying to do 

both at once.  Compartmentalizing is useless if every compartment is a fucked up nightmare. 

Dalton just continues to talk to me as though he hadn’t brutally murdered Vince in front 

of me.  “You want to know another reason I like veterans?  Particularly highly skilled veterans 

with criminal records?  For the same reason I like all pawns.  They’re expendable.  A means to 

an end.  I would sacrifice a thousand of them if it got me to my desired end state.  It’s why I 

didn’t hesitate to have that club burned down with my men inside.  It made this city realize it 

needed to allow legitimate business or suffer from illegal operations.  It’s why I could go along 

with Mr. Ferlucci’s plan until it failed.  I lose nothing.  Pawns are a dime-a-dozen.  You know 

what’s tougher to come by?  Rooks.  Bishops.  Knights.  Queens.” 

He steps toward me and kneels to look me straight in the eye and hides his gun inside 

his jacket. 

“You are no pawn, Ms. Dillinger,” he continues.  “You are a lion.  You are a queen, 

running this town from every direction at your whim.  I’m not even sure you fully recognize 

that.  But I intend to help you.” 

My eyes widen and I hold my head as far away from his as possible when I see him pull a 

knife out of his pocket.  He reaches down, but instead of stabbing me, he slices the duct tape 

around my wrists.  Stunned, I slowly pull one wrist out and then cringe as I yank the tape off of 

my other hand and let it fall to the ground. 

“I don’t understand,” I finally say as I rub the burns left on my wrists. 
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“The Bay Area needs land.  You know what Livingston has?  Land.  My face can only go 

so far in this process.  California might be progressive, it might have welcomed my father from 

India, but racism is inherent.  Nativism can’t be rooted out.  A son and a daughter of Livingston 

locals, now that has a feel of good ole’ fashioned, homegrown blood.  You and Reev.  You’ll run 

operations.  You’ll oversee the development of the largest economic expansion since Silicon 

Valley.  Vince’s plan failed, but he was right about you.  I am an excellent judge of character.  All 

you have to do is say yes.” 

Vince already broached this topic with me.  I wasn’t interested then and I’m certainly 

not interested after they killed my mother.  I slowly stand out of the chair.  Mr. Dalton’s eyes 

light up at my show of strength.  I continue to rub my wrists and feel my leg muscles creaking 

underneath my weight. 

“My sorority sisters would never forgive me for selling out to a madman like you,” I say.  

“Why don’t you just kill me and get it over with.  I mean, seriously, what are you like some sort 

of creeper who likes to intimidate innocent women.  Um, ew.”  My inner-Kappa, making one 

last stand against the tyranny of male chauvinism and murderous businessmen. 

Mr. Dalton nods slightly.  He’s disappointed, but resigned.  The door opens and two 

more men enter.  I recognize them.  They were both in the Suburban the night of my first 

kidnapping and first kill.  The one I puked on gives me a slight smile and nod.  They stand behind 

Reev with their hands crossed in front of them. 

“Very well,” Dalton says.  “Mr. Thompson, time to prove your loyalty.  Kill her.” 

I look toward Reev who immediately moves into action.  He pulls out a gun from inside 

his black suit jacket and points it at me. 
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“Reev,” I say.  I’m not panicked, I’m just talking to him.  “I’m so sorry.  I’m sorry I hurt 

you.  I’m sorry about your father.  I’m sorry about Marti.  I’m so sorry.  You deserve better.  You 

are better.  You can be better.” 

He hesitates. 

“Mr. Thompson, don’t make me wait.” 

He hears Dalton’s order but continues to look at me. 

“Sorry,” he says in his beautifully masculine voice.   

That’s it.  That’s all he says to me.  I’m not scared.  I’m a gazelle.  I close my eyes and 

lower my head and wait for Reev to kill me; for him to put me out of my misery.  I flinch and 

squeeze my eyes more tightly when I hear a gunshot ring out.  Then I hear a scuffle and another 

gunshot and then two more gunshots.  My body heats up instantly and then immediately goes 

cold.  I feel like someone kneed me in the thigh and then punched me in the hip, only the hits 

continued inside of me.  I don’t get knocked back, but I stumble slightly.  I open my eyes and 

look down and see blood emerging through the bottom of my shirt and my jeans.  I can’t 

process what just happened.  It doesn’t hurt, but I’m so cold that I begin to shiver.  Was I just 

shot?  The thought makes me laugh.  I couldn’t have been shot.  That’s ridiculous.  I take a finger 

and dab at the blood.  It’s warm and it looks so real, but I know it’s fake somehow and I want to 

yell at Betty for getting some weird party prop all over my outfit. 

“Emma!” I hear.  “Emma!” 

I look up and see Reev.  Wait, did Reev actually shoot me?  He’s fighting with one of the 

men that came in the door.  Dalton is laying sprawled on his back across Vince with blood from 

a gunshot wound seeping out of his forehead.  Wait, did Reev shoot Dalton?  He’s so confusing.  



 319 

The other man—we can call him Pukey—is standing up.  I don’t know why is on the ground, but 

I see him pull a gun out.  Reev continues to punch the other man and getting punched in return 

and they both tackle one another to the ground. 

“Emma!” he yells again from the ground, looking at me after he delivers a blow to the 

man’s face.  “Emma, run!”   

I kind of want to tell him that he’s being confusing.  If he shot me, why would he tell me 

to run?  Regardless, I nod.  I giggle a little, because it sounds so melodramatic, but I do as he 

says.  I try to make a dash for the door, but my body doesn’t seem to be working.  The dash is 

more of a slow wobble as I keel over and drag my left leg behind me.  But I’m determined.  

Whatever is beyond that door I know is my freedom.  I know my mom will be there and Jarrod 

will have a Light-P.A. for me.  Sancho will be smiling at me.  We’ll all laugh and we’ll go to the 

beach.  And Betty will be there with my other sisters.  What an amazing life, just on the other 

side of that door.  I’m within feet of it when Pukey cuts in front of me and grabs me by the 

shoulders. 

I scream and instinctively turn and bring my left knee from behind me up to his groin.  

The pain from using my leg makes my eyes water, but I can still see him grimace and he lets go 

of my shoulders as he stumbles backward.  Through a combination of adrenaline and sheer 

muscle memory – Thank you, Reev! – I take a step toward him and bring the palm of my hand 

up into his nose.  I hear a crack and he falls onto his back and his head hits the wall as he loses 

his gun in the air. 

“Ha!” I shout and I giggle again.  I reach down and pick up the gun and use it for 

emphasis as I dance over him.  “How you like me now?!” 
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“Emma!  Run!” Reev shouts again. 

I look over my shoulder sheepishly because Reev yelled at me and I don’t like when Reev 

shouts at me.  I’m tempted to go back and tell him that I didn’t appreciate it at all and he should 

apologize.  I figure I could also go back and help save him since I have a gun and all, but Reev 

still hasn’t apologized for shooting me and I kind of resent it.  I look at him fighting the man and 

wearily decide to just leave.  With the gun in my hand, I push the door open and the sunlight 

hits my face and it’s as magical as I had imagined.  I stumble out the door and slowly meander 

onto a small concrete walkway that overlooks a deep valley below.  I cram the butt of the gun 

into the pain in my leg and use my other hand to try and slow down the blood that is flowing 

quite freely from my hip.  I continue to move as quickly as humanly possible, even as my mind 

goes blank and I feel a sense of tranquility. 

I see the windmills atop the hills far in the distance and it makes me smile.  As I move 

down the concrete pathway into a bigger patio area, I realize I’m at the Wellerby Winery.  The 

whole place has been shut down and there’s police tape across the entrances to the parking 

lots.  The road.  I see the road and know in my heart that it’s my salvation.  If only I can get to 

the road.  I almost forget why I’m feeling so loopy, but the heat of the sun continues to 

counteract my chills. 

I see the bench where I waited for Gertrude and think it would make a lovely place to 

rest for a while.  I don’t make it.  I collapse against a tree and plop down onto my butt and feel 

the sun against my face as it dips down below the hills.  I drop the gun to my side and let it rest 

on the ground.  I look down at the blood and seem to return to my wits.  Perhaps the shock has 

worn off or maybe my body delivered a final push of blood to my brain as a last second 
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emergency.  Whatever the cause, it helps realize that I really have been shot.  The feeling is, 

well, like a gunshot wound to the stomach.  I’ve been shot.  Twice.  I’m pretty certain by Reev, 

or maybe not.  Was it Reev?  I don’t even care.  I laugh at the horrendous shape of my 

fingernails as I push my fingers into the two wounds.  If only I had turned left. 

A man rolls by on a bike and my phone rings.  My phone is tucked away in my belt so the 

men who kidnapped me must not have found it.  I talk to Sancho and I know that his foster 

parents are making him cry or scaring him or, God forbid, abusing him, but there’s nothing I can 

do.  I’m helpless as I sit there looking at the sun and windmills. 

The man on the bike rolls by again.  He’s looking right at me and he’s on his cellphone, 

which I think is funny because he has no shirt on and doesn’t seem to have a care in the world.  

And then there’s Reev. 

The sun against his back and his black suit make for a perfect silhouette.  Is he coming to 

kill me?  No, he saved me.  He shot the other guy.  What’s his name?  Dalton.  He shot Dalton.  

So who shot me?  Reev looks so charming.  I just want to go hug him and hold him and lay in 

bed next to him.  He’s stumbling and his face is blackened by the shadows.  Poor poor Reev.  

Then another man emerges and comes charging after him.  Wait, is that one Reev?  No, the first 

one is Reev, I’m certain of it.  I think the second man is actually Pukey.  Pukey.  Pukey must have 

shot me.  Admittedly, I think the blood loss is making me struggle to make cohesive thoughts.  

Plus, the sun feels so good on my face, I kind of want to just go to sleep. 

I hold my gun up, although it’s different than the one I’m used to, and I can’t believe 

how heavy it is.  I try to aim but it’s bouncing all over the place.  I take a deep breath and point 

it right past Reev’s head and I pull the trigger.  I hear several more shots and I see both men fall 
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to the ground.  I don’t know what’s happening.  It’s possible that the gun feels heavy because 

it’s a magical gun and fires a dozen bullets at once.  It seems farfetched, but could happen. 

My eyes grow heavy and I swear that Louis appears next to me.  I smile slightly and 

reach up and touch his face. 

“Louis,” I say.  “You’re so nice.  Thanks for coming for me.  I’m not sure I enjoyed the 

sex, but you’re still nice.” 

“Emma!” he shouts.  Why is he shouting?  “Emma!  Hold on, Emma.  Hold on, okay?” 

 I just smile as he pulls his phone out and dials a number.  Seems like a weird time to 

make a call. 

“Emma!  Hey, stay with me!  Hello, this is Agent Louis Rodriguez.  I’m at the Wellerby 

Winery in Livingston and I need immediate emergency assistance for a gunshot victim.” 

I smile again because Louis is role-playing and called himself an agent.  I look at him 

endearingly for trying to make me laugh, but I rudely close my eyes and the sun fades away 

entirely. 
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Chapter 31 

 

I wake up to my phone ringing.  My head aches and I try to think back to last night because I 

have a monumental hangover.  The phone’s melody repeats and I don’t recognize it so I wonder 

what could have happened last night to make me change my ring tone.  I can’t honestly say I 

even know how to do that.  I figure it must have been someone I met last night.  Without 

opening my eyes, I reach my hand over to feel for a body next to me, but I find the edge of the 

bed, which is strange because it means I literally slept on the wrong side of the bed. 

 When the phone rings a third time, my eyes creak open and I silently curse my mother 

for her early morning phone calls.  Why does she insist on waking me up!?  Since I’m on the 

wrong side of the bed, I roll to my side to reach to my bedside table.  When I begin to move, 

though, I hear, “No, no, just relax.”  It sounds like my mom, which throws me into technological 

confusion.  Did I accidentally roll on my phone and put it on speaker? 

 My eyes open wider as my consciousness awakens.  Where am I and what happened?  

I’m in the hospital.  I was shot.  My mom is dead.  My mom is dead, but she’s calling me; she’s 

talking to me.  I move my head back and forth and my nose is inundated with the smell of 

chemicals and my hands feel the heavily sterilized sheets.  My eyes focus on a popcorn ceiling, 

and then I see my mom. 

 She rises from a chair and approaches the bed, her face exhausted and full of sleep.  My 

dead mother is standing at my bed and gripping my hand.  She reaches toward my face and 

caresses my hair.  I’m either hallucinating or dreaming.  Or I died and am now in heaven. 
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 “Hiya, Emma-girl,” she says, smiling endearingly.  The phone rings again and she reaches 

in her pocket to silence it.  “Sorry.  You’ve been asleep for nearly three days.” 

 “But you died,” I say, beginning to cry.  “I watched you die.” 

 “No, Emma-girl.  No, no.  He nicked my throat.  Mrs. Bregner down the street heard the 

gunshots and called the paramedics.  Fortunately, the cut wasn’t too deep.”  My head remains 

on the pillow as my eyes scan down her face to her neck where I see a large white bandage held 

in place with medical tape.  “See, I’ll be fine.” 

 I start crying.  “But I thought you died.” 

 “Hey, hey, don’t cry.  You’re too weak to cry right now.  You need your strength.” 

 The door opens and I roll my head around to see a nurse enter.  She’s large and black 

and walks with a swagger. 

 “Well well, welcome back,” she says. 

 “Hi.”  I look back at my mom who leans down and hugs me. 

 “You scared me, Emma-girl.” 

 “I know.  I’m sorry.” 

 “No, I’m sorry.  You tried to tell me that you were in trouble but I didn’t listen.  I’m so 

sorry.  I should have been there for you and I’m so sorry.” 

 “Ok, ladies, none of that now,” the nurse says.  “You hold onto that affection for 

another day.  Back up now.  Go on.  Back on up.” 

 “My mom’s eyes water as she fights off a laugh and obeys the nurse’s command. 

 The nurse pulls the cover down and begins to inspect my wounds.  The silence makes 

me drowsy and my eyes begin to grow heavy.  I slowly drift back to sleep.  When I awake a few 
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hours later, I have slightly more vigor, but also a better understanding of the pain.  The drugs 

must be wearing off.  Jarrod is sitting next to me and has my hand in his and is painting my 

nails.  I try to sit up but my stomach doesn’t work and I cringe because it feels as though I have 

no abdominal muscles. 

 “No no,” says a woman, but she has on a white lab coat and I get the feeling is my 

doctor.  The covers are already pulled down and she’s holding a needle and she jabs it in my 

hip.  The pain begins to subside almost immediately.  “There you go.  That should help.”  She 

looks away from my wounds and up at my face.  “It’ll be awhile before you’ll be strong enough 

to sit up on your own.  I’m going to raise the bed, though, ok?  Ready?” 

 I nod and she presses a button and the bed begins to raise my upper body to a forty-

five-degree angle.  When my head is elevated and I can see the room, I smile at my mom, who 

is sitting next to Janice.  Janice sees my humiliation and walks around the bed. 

 “I’m so sorry,” I say, beginning to cry yet again. 

 “You have nothing to apologize for.  You saved my life.” 

 “Maybe.” 

 “We’re all safe.  I’m safe.  My son is safe…” 

 “And petrified.” 

 She laughs.  “Confused, maybe.  And you’re safe.  That’s all that matters.  My offer 

stands by the way.  You get healthy and we’ll talk.” 

 I nod and she takes a few steps back to allow Jarrod to say his peace.  He’s still holding 

my hand and has resumed painting a nail. 

 “You’ve really neglected these things,” he says. 
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 I laugh.  “I know.”  I watch him work delicately on my pinkie.  He has something to say 

but won’t talk.  “Jarrod, Benson…” 

 “I know,” he says without looking at me.  “Your mom told me.  It’s okay.  I mean, it’s not 

in any way, shape, or form okay, but it’s okay.” 

 “I couldn’t…” I sputter.  “I wanted to tell you, I just didn’t know how.” 

 “I know.  I’m not mad.  I loved him.  And you know what, I’m glad I have the capacity to 

love.” 

 I look past him at my mom and say, “He forgot to check for snakes.” 

 She just laughs.  “Amateur.” 

 “There.  Beautiful,” Jarrod declares, analyzing his work. 

 “Jarrod, can you talk to me.” 

 “Like Janice said, you’re safe.  That’s all that matters.” 

 I try to sit up further, but my abs still don’t work and it sends a searing pain down my 

legs. 

 “Ok,” the doctor says, rushing to my aid.  “What do you need?” 

 “Just, let me scoot up a bit.” 

 I put my arm over her shoulders and my other arm over Jarrod’s shoulders and they 

help me move my butt up to where the bed slants up.  The doctor then moves the bed up even 

further so I can sit up a little straighter. 

 “Better?” 

 I nod.  I look around the room and see dozens of vases and balloons and bouquets.  

Outside the door, Big Bob and another leather-vest clad biker stand guard. 
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 “They refuse to leave,” my mom said, following my glance.  “At least one of them is 

standing guard at all hours, worried someone’s coming to hurt you.” 

 I smile.  I think I’m safe, but the thought is comforting.  It’s nice to be watched over. 

 “It seems like your whole sorority has been by.  Betty comes every day.” 

 “Those girls are crazy,” Jarrod says.  “Talking about how harm to one sister is harm to all 

sisters.  I feel like they’re all about to go on a killing spree.”  He laughs but stops suddenly.  “Too 

soon?” 

 “How much do you guys know?” 

 “Enough.” 

 “Emma, before you get too far into catching up, are you feeling strong enough to hear 

about your condition?” the doctor asks. 

 I just nod, waiting for it.  Am I dying?  Is the damage irreparable?  Oh my God, this is it. 

 “Ok.  So I have some bad news, but I have some good news.” 

 “Ok.” 

 “The bad news is, I couldn’t save your tattoo.  The bullet went right through the center 

of it and the scar will damage the rest.” 

 I sigh.  I guess in a way, the damage really is irreparable.  The only part of me I 

recognized in the mirror is now gone, consumed by a bullet wound. 

 “Don’t worry, Emma-girl, we’ll discuss the fact you had a tattoo when you’re feeling 

better,” my mom says. 

 I smile sheepishly and Jarrod jokes, “A hidden tattoo.  I never would have guessed, you 

slut.” 
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 I roll my eyes and look back to the doctor. 

 “The good news it, both bullets went in and out without damaging any major organ.  

You lost a lot of blood, but, the baby should be fine.” 

 It takes me a minute to comprehend.  The baby?  The baby?  What can that mean from 

a medical standpoint? 

 “What?” I ask. 

 “The baby,” she says again, confirming it as a known fact.  “You’re pregnant.” 

 Jarrod, Janice, and my mom all smile and begin hopping up and down giddily.  Even Big 

Bob pokes his head in and gives me a thumbs-up.  They apparently got the news before me.  So 

much for medical privacy. 

 “Can you believe it?” my mom asks elatedly, before more calmly asking, “dare I ask?” 

I sigh.  I pretend to think about it even though I don’t have to.  A baby?  Does that mean 

I’m going to be a mother in nine months? 

 “Reev,” I finally say.  “It must be Reev.” 

 “Yeah, I assumed.”  She pauses, picking up the connotation.  “Wait, could it be someone 

other than Reev?” 

 I again smile sheepishly. 

 “You slut,” Jarrod says again, but then he also picks up on something.  “Oh my God, oh 

my God, it was so Mr. Tesla, wasn’t it?” 

 “I think it’s too soon for that.” 
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 “Um, excuse me?” my mother asks.  “That certainly doesn’t sound like you’re sitting at 

home alone, pining over dear old Reev.”  She shakes her head and laughs and looks at the 

doctor.  “To be young.” 

 “Don’t make fun of me, I was shot.” 

 “Yes, you were,” the doctor says, using the opportunity to chime in.  “The wounds aren’t 

bad, relatively speaking.  Rest is very important right now.  You’ll need to have physical therapy 

and a pregnancy creates some problems with a belly wound.” 

 “What does that mean?” my mother asks in a panic. 

 The doctor smiles and realizes nerves and tensions are still high.  We all have to process 

that I had been kidnapped and shot.  My mom had been kidnapped and had her throat slit.  My 

boyfriend…  My boyfriend.  What happened to Reev?  Was that Louis that came to save me, or 

was I hallucinating? 

 “It means,” the doctor hesitates.  “It means Emma needs to rest.  You need to let your 

body heal.  Do you have any appetite?”  I shake my head.  I already have a frickin’ baby in there.  

How much more can fit?  “How about the rest room?”  It seems like a weird question, but it 

hasn’t even crossed my mind.  I was shot, I’m not some senile woman who can’t control her 

bladder.  “Those will be important indicators that you’re recovering.  You’ll probably be in this 

bed for another few days.” 

 I gulp and swallow.  Another few days.  I haven’t considered that I have to face life after 

this ordeal.  I was dying.  I died!  Now what happens?  Now I just continue to live my life as 

though the past two months never happened?  Or is that even an option?  Now that I’ve been 

shot and the whole situation literally went out in a hail of gunfire, am I going to prison?   
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 The doctor must see that I’m beginning to panic. 

 “Okay,” she says, “I’m going to put your bed back down.  This has been enough 

excitement for the morning.” 

 “Wait.”  I look at the doctor.  She’s a younger woman, maybe in her thirties or early-

forties, and she has a kind face.  She must live a simple life.  Work, raise a family, eat, sleep, go 

back to work.  She serves a purpose in the world.  “Can I talk to my mom for a minute?  Alone?”  

As I say it, I look to Janice and Jarrod. 

 The doctor nods.  “Sure, but just for a minute.  I’ll have the nurse check in in a little bit.” 

 “We both need to get to work, but we’ll be back to check on you,” Janice says.  Jarrod 

just smiles and grabs my big toe under the covers and wiggles it to say goodbye. 

 When we’re alone, my mom runs to me and wraps her arms around my neck as gently 

as she can and I burst into tears. 

 “It’s okay, Emma-girl, it’s okay.  You’re safe.  I’m safe.  That’s all that matters.” 

 “I can’t raise a baby!” I say through muffled cries. 

 “Yes you can.  And I’ll be here for you every step of the way.” 

 I sniffle and pull back and nod.  “I don’t want to move to Bend, mom.  I’m sorry.” 

 “I know.  I know.  I’m not going anywhere anytime soon.  You need to recover and then 

we have a baby to raise.” 

 I nod again and she pulls back but keeps a hand on my shoulder.  

 “You’ll help me?” I cry, although my stomach recoils from the pain as my abs tense and 

the bullet wound sends reverberations through my body like a spider web of nerves 

simultaneously screaming in agony. 
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 “Of course I’ll help you.” 

 I smile so as not to strain my stomach and reach up and lightly touch her neck. 

 “It’ll be fine.  Seriously, very superficial.  Just a big bandage.”  I think to the day she got 

attacked.  It’s not something she’ll ever forget, she’s just putting on a brave face for me.  

Benson fortunately didn’t slice deeper when the snake frightened him.  I keep my eyes on her 

bandage while I think about Benson and now my baby and the baby’s father. 

 “Mom… Where’s Reev?” 

 That’s all I can get out.  The thought is too painful.  What happened to Reev? 

 She grimaces.  She has clearly been hoping I wouldn’t inquire into the whereabouts of 

my child’s father.  Or maybe she doesn’t want to tell me because she knows I won’t like the 

answer.  “Reev’s in prison.” 

 I guess I needed to hear it out loud.  I assumed he survived, but I couldn’t stand to think 

about him in jail.  He saved me, regardless of how involved he had been in pulling me into the 

mess in the first place.  I’m alive today because of him and now he’s in prison, locked up like an 

animal.  My child will always be the one whose father is incarcerated.  The heroic veteran who 

lost his way.  I have so many questions that I don’t even know where to begin. 

 “What about me?” I selfishly blurt out as though I just had a shocking epiphany. 

 “What about you?” 

 “Am…  Am I…  I mean.  I’m not exactly innocent.” 

 “That’s apparently not what Reev had to say.  Reev told the police that he acted alone, 

that he coerced you into helping him, and that you took no part in breaking any law.” 
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 I’m stunned.  I stare dead pan at my mom waiting for her to continue.  But when am I 

getting thrown in the slammer? 

 “But…”  But I can’t say anything because my mom puts her finger over my lips. 

 “Let’s let Reev be the hero right now, okay?” 

 I consider this.  My knight in shining armor.  He didn’t just save me once, he has now 

saved me twice.  When my mom takes her finger from my lips, I ask, “What about Reev’s sister?  

She…” 

 My mom shushes me again and I cringe as the excitement again reminds me that my 

stomach has not healed in the past two minutes. 

 “No spiraling.  That could be the name of a future self-help book you write, No spiraling.  

I’ll ask about his sister.  Wait, what…  Nevermind.  I’ll ask.  Now get some rest.  Is there anything 

you need from your house?  I’ve been staying there.  I moved your things back in.  I noticed you 

had packed like you were leaving.” 

 I don’t answer.  Knowing my mom decided to stay and is now in my house brings me 

such comfort that my body relaxes and I feel a weight lifted off of me.  Either that or the doctor 

administered more drugs and they’re kicking in.  My eyelids grow heavy and my head sinks 

further into the sterile pillow.  I sense someone enter and the bed begins to recline.  I doze off 

looking at my mom’s smiling face. 

 The next morning, I wake with the sun.  I’m not nearly as groggy and the pain in my 

stomach has subsided to the point I now notice the pain in my leg.  My stomach even growls 

when a nurse brings a tray of food to the room next door.  I fumble with the gadget on the side 

of the bed and push buttons until my body slowly begins to rise.  My butt has gone numb and 
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for the first time I feel the sensations of lying in bed for days on end.  At least my fingernails 

look nice.  Jarrod did a very nice job. 

 On the tray that protrudes over my bed I see a stack of mail next to a brand-new self-

help book, Where to Now?, and a journal.  I flip the journal open and read a message from my 

mother.  Maybe it’s time to write about your future rather than reading about your problems. 

 I smile as I close it.  “Like you don’t like me crying on your shoulder,” I whisper. 

 I put the journal down and flip through the mail, stopping on a letter from the U.S. 

Treasury.  I tear it open and pull out a check for $29,000.00.  I had forgotten about this money. 

 “Good haul?” I hear from the door. 

 I look at the backs of two bikers that I don’t recognize and see Louis looking in between 

their shoulders into the room.  I smile and nod.  “It’s okay, guys, he’s good.”  Louis steps in, 

followed closely by Detectives Momsen and Loudon.  I furrow my eyebrows suspiciously.  “Why 

are you with them?” 

 He approaches the bed.  Loudon and Momsen give us a little bit of space.  He smiles 

sheepishly. 

 “They’re, um, kind of my colleagues.” 

 It takes me a moment to process the connections. 

 “Jesus, you’re a cop?” 

 “Guilty,” he says.  “How are you?” 

 “I’ve been better, and now I’m a little confused.” 



 334 

 “I know.  I owe you an explanation.  I work for child services for the Alameda County 

Sheriff’s Department.  I was investigating a serial child abuse case involving Sancho and then 

that led me to Detectives Loudon and Momsen when I met you.” 

 “Sancho?”  I’m trying hard not to exert emotion.  “Is he alright?” 

 Louis nods.  “He’s fine.  We got him out of the house and his foster father has been 

arrested for abuse.” 

 “He’s back in the system?” I ask.  I feel tears coming to my eyes.  “Jesus, he called me for 

help.” 

 “You were instrumental in keeping him alive and helping us, even if you weren’t aware 

of it,” Loudon says, stepping forward.  “You could have done more, though.  Next time you 

should really think about accepting help when it’s offered.” 

 “This was all a scam?” I ask Louis, ignoring Loudon’s patronizing comments. 

 “No!  Well, kind of, but it didn’t turn out that way.  I didn’t expect to find you at the 

beach.  As long as I didn’t technically initiate contact.” 

 “That’s why you used that lame excuse about your sister’s advice to not call women 

first?” 

 He smiles sheepishly again and looks back at Detective Momsen who is just shaking her 

head. 

 “It was real for me.  I want you to know that.  I’d like to spend some more time with 

you, if that’s okay.” 

 I smile and nod, not even sure what that will entail. 
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 “How’d you guys find me?  At the winery, I mean.” 

 “A random passerby saw a bleeding woman with a gun at Wellerby Winery and called 

the police.” 

 I guess that bike rider wasn’t just listening to music on a peaceful Sunday morning ride. 

 “I’m glad you’re okay, Ms. Dillinger,” Detective Loudon says.  “We do have some 

questions for you, nothing too serious, just to close some gaps.  When you’re feeling better, 

please call me.  You have my card?” 

 I smile and roll my eyes.  “Yes, I have it.” 

 Loudon turns and walks out, signaling for Momsen to follow. 

Louis stares at me once we’re alone.  The internal struggle of an undercover police 

officer battling his feelings of an honest lover. 

“So what are you going to do with all your money?” he asks, trying to change the 

conversation to a lighter topic. 

“Actually,” I say, picking the check up to look at it, “I have a few ideas.” 
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Epilogue – One Year Later 

 

I’m standing in my office overlooking the construction of the new plaza and outdoor theater.  

Little Annabelle is in my arms and she’s asleep with her hand resting on my breast and her head 

tucked into my neck.  The Livingston Education Youth Center (or LEYA, which incidentally means 

lion in Hindi), has been open for nearly three months, closely coinciding with Annabelle’s birth.  

Needless to say, I leaned heavily on my friends to get things off the ground. 

 I rented from Janice a vacant building slightly down the road from the First Street Bar 

and Grill.  I used more than half of my Treasury payout to do slight remodels and buy some 

supplies and now my upstairs office serves as both the LEYA headquarters and the unofficial 

conference room for the Livingston Downtown Revival, as Janice has publicly dubbed it.  To get 

the business off the ground, we put together a marketing slogan of, “Get a free beer at the First 

Street Bar and Grill while your kids learn to read!”  In true Livingston fashion, the campaign has 

helped LEYA become a major success. 

 “The Livingston Shakespeare Festival wants to get on our calendar about teaming up for 

some kids’ camps once the outdoor theater is completed.” 

 It’s Betty.  I told her about my venture idea when she visited me in the hospital and she 

actually packed up and moved to Sunnyside to join me as my business partner. 

 I turn away from the window and look at Betty and Jarrod crammed around a small 

table strewn with calendars and financial statements.  There’s quite a bit on my mind today, so 

I haven’t been one hundred percent vested in the weekly operations meeting. 

   “Sweetie, your mind is on vacation, do you know that?” Jarrod asks. 
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 “Sorry.”  I head back to the table and take a seat.  “Shakespeare sounds great.  We’ll 

obviously pursue it.  I’ll call them tomorrow to set something up.” 

 With Betty as my partner and Janice agreeing to fit LEYA into her downtown plans, we 

picked up Jarrod as our first hire.  Betty pretty much runs the business and he runs the Big 

Brother program.  I stick primarily to English tutoring and help Janice push through the 

downtown revival.  “It’s so great to have the young, vivacious faces of Livingston onboard,” 

Janice likes to tell us.  I don’t bother to let her know how similar she sounds to another 

businessman with big plans for Livingston. 

 “Everything okay?” Betty asks. 

 It’s a fair question.  I’ve become a borderline celebrity since the Wellerby Massacre.  I’ve 

even been offered a book deal.  Along with Annabelle and other family events that require my 

attention, it sometimes all adds up to be too much for me.  It doesn’t help that the scar tissue in 

my stomach has been breaking apart, which not only reminds me on a daily basis that I was 

shot, but also makes it challenging to work out. 

 “Yes, sorry.  Seriously, we can’t do these at the end of the day anymore.” 

 Betty and Jarrod both laugh, but I think because it’s not the end of the day.  It’s three 

o’clock on a Wednesday.  That gives me an hour until…  I shake the thought away.  It almost 

doesn’t seem real. 

 “Let’s just go over the balance sheet tomorrow morning,” Betty says as she begins to 

gather all the papers.  “Everything looks good.  Only in Livingston do people want their kids 

taught by the Kappa Kappa Hit Woman.” 

 I roll my eyes. 
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 Jarrod laughs as he follows her out.  “It’s seriously so sexy.  I curse God for making me 

gay.” 

 When they’re gone, I close my eyes and nuzzle my cheek into Annabelle’s soft brown 

hair.  Everything about her makes me think of Reev.  Her smell.  Her eyes.  Her smile.  It makes 

me miss him.  I still haven’t decided if he’s going to be a part of her life or not. 

 I don’t have much time to think about it, though, when Louis enters. 

 “Hey, beautiful,” he says, leaning down and kissing me.  “How are my two favorite 

girls?” 

 “Tired.  Stressed.  Nervous.” 

 Louis nods understandingly. 

 “You don’t have to do this, you know?” 

 “No, I do.  It’s the right thing to do.” 

 He nods again.  This isn’t a battle he’s going to win.  We’ve been through it many times 

and he has said his peace, but he is also willing to show his support. 

 “Okay, well I’ll be at home.  Call me if you need anything.” 

 “I will.” 

 He smiles and reaches down and gently takes Annabelle from my arms.  He hasn’t said 

anything about the fact Annabelle looks like Reev, but he nursed me back to health and stayed 

with me through the pregnancy and helped deliver her and now he’s as much of a father as 

she’s ever going to have. 

 “Hiii,” he says to her, kissing her round belly.  “Okay, sleepy girl.” 
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 Her head comes to rest on his shoulder and he begins bouncing up and down and 

smiling at me. 

 “Have I told you that you’re beautiful?” 

 “Every day,” I say as I blush.  It doesn’t get old. 

 “Well you’re beautiful.  And impressive.  Sometimes I think you need to stop and 

consider what you’ve accomplished.  It’s impressive.” 

 I’ve learned to just take his compliments and not argue.  “Is everyone downstairs?” 

 “Yep, just waiting to say goodbye.” 

 “K.” 

 I push myself up, using the table as a support.  I grimace as the wound pushes against 

my tightened abs and my thigh strains through the torn-up muscle.  Louis doesn’t ask me 

anymore if I’m okay.  It’s not acceptable.  If I need help, I ask for it.  He sees that I’m okay and I 

follow him down the stairs into the much larger ground floor.  We built out several classrooms 

and some smaller rooms for private study.  Elena – the annoying waitress who recently 

graduated college and is actually a wonderful human being – works the front desk fulltime.  I 

smile at her as I walk past, but she’s on the phone taking information for a new student. 

 Sancho and Marti sit on either side of my mom in the small lobby in front of Elena’s 

desk.  They each have a bag of popcorn from our carnival-style popcorn machine and look 

exhausted. 

 “How was it?” I ask.  “You two look like you could use a nap.” 

 My mom just nods her head, but Sancho suddenly perks up and with a mouth full of 

popcorn exclaims, “Mom, the rodeo is so cool!  It’s incredible.  I want to do it.” 
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 “Okay,” I say approvingly.  “Maybe we can get you some riding lessons.” 

 “Really!?  Can I?” 

 “Sure.  Maybe grandma has some ideas.” 

 Sancho began calling me mom and my mom grandma the day I officially adopted him.  

There were some added complications with Marti, so I’m technically just her foster mother, but 

she still prefers to call me Emma.  I told her that she should call me whatever makes her feel 

comfortable.  I think she still prefers my mother to me, but she has warmed considerably in 

recent weeks. 

 “Sure,” my mom says.  “I know a couple places.” 

 “How about you?” I ask Marti. 

 She returns a look of disgust.  “Ew.” 

 “You and me both.  Absolutely not.” 

 I’ve discovered that agreeing with her creates the strongest bond.  It’s probably 

unhealthy to blindly agree, but it’s a short-term fix. 

 Annabelle wakes up and begins to cry, so my mom gets up to console her. 

 “Aw, how’s my granddaughter?”  She takes her from Louis and begins to sing a song. 

 “Okay, so you guys are going to grandma’s for the afternoon.  Louis has Annie.  We’ll all 

meet back home for dinner at seven.” 

 Louis gives me two thumbs up and we all head out to our respective cars.  As we part 

ways, Louis, who has reclaimed Annabelle, looks at me and sighs. 

 “Good luck,” he says. 

 I put my hand on his shoulder, kiss him, kiss Annabelle, and head to my car. 
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 The drive to the California State Penitentiary is nearly an hour, giving me time to think 

about the fifteen months or so since Reev came back into my life.  What I should have done 

differently and what I wouldn’t change.  I ultimately decide I wouldn’t change a thing.  I entered 

a spiral to hell and emerged with three kids, a new business, a renewed love for my town, and 

one heck of a story. 

 The state sentenced Reev to three years in prison.  Coercion because of threats to Marti, 

the fact he fully cooperated, and sympathy from the fact he saved my life led to the judge’s 

leniency.  Most importantly, though, I refused to testify that I had any knowledge that he killed 

anyone other than Gerald Dalton.  Go ahead and question my morality, my mom certainly did.  I 

couldn’t in good conscience condemn him to a life behind bars while I became the legal 

guardian of the sister he wanted to save.  Plus, it’s Reev.  I’m secure enough to admit that I’ll 

always love him, even if I gave my heart to Louis. 

 Ultimately, the state decided one year had been enough time and released him on good 

behavior.  His attorney called me last week to tell me he asked if I’d meet him at his release. 

 As I pull up to the front of the prison with the imposing guard towers and razor wire 

sending an intimidating reminder to live a life free of crime, I see Reev sitting on a bench 

outside the gates.  I pull up in front of him and watch as he silently stands and approaches my 

Subaru.  Judging by the size of his biceps, he leaves little doubt that he had spent his time 

working out.  He has on the same shirt with a knight on the front that he wore when he first 

came in my bar, only his enlarged pecs make the knight’s lance curve outward. 

 He gets in and closes the door.  I never visited him and the tension between us is 

palpable.  We both stare straight ahead, feeling like strangers forced into an awkward car ride. 
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 As I pull the car around, I say, “How are you?” 

 “I’m good.  You didn’t have to come get me.” 

 “I know.” 

 “How’s Marti?” 

 I nod.  “Good.  I’m growing on her.” 

 “How’s…  How’s Annabelle?” 

 “She’s beautiful.” 

 I see Reev smile and tear up.  “That’s good.  Not surprising, considering her mother.” 

 “Reev,” I say, but blush regardless. 

 “Sorry.”  We drive in silence for a minute.  Then he says, “Emma, you need to know, I 

never meant for this to happen.  When Vince showed up at the hospital, my mother was 

comatose.  I took Marti home and Benson started to raise her.  Vince kept showing up, though, 

and told me I was his son and he wanted to be in my life.  I didn’t know what to do.” 

 During my recovery, I might have fought him on that comment, but I have gotten over it.  

In fact, I believe him. 

 “I know.  I’m so sorry.” 

 “You say you know, but I still want to say it.  Vince was going to hurt her unless we 

helped him with his plan.  Benson gave Vince your name to hurt me.  I honestly didn’t think 

anything bad or dangerous would happen.  I barely even knew Marti when I left.  She was only a 

few months old.  My father kept showing up and trying to get to know me.  The only thing I 

could do at the time was leave.” 

 “That’s why you joined the Marines.” 
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 He gulps.  “But when Benson said my father took her, I had to figure something out.  

Benson blamed me since it was my dad.  To Benson, you…  You seemed like the best option.  I 

thought it would have been relatively innocent.  Once it got out of hand, I should have gone to 

the police.  I’m so sorry.” 

 I let him say his peace, even though it sounds rehearsed.  Ultimately, though, I ignore it. 

 “So,” I ask, “where to?” 

 He gulps.  “There’s a bus station up ahead.  You can drop me off.” 

 I frown.  “What?  Where are you going?” 

 “Away.” 

 “But you have parole.”  

 He nods but doesn’t say anything. 

 “But we have a daughter.” 

 Just then, I realize I don’t just love him, I want him to come home. 

 “Our daughter is in good hands,” he says.  “I’m not going to let her watch me become a 

loser like my stepdad or a criminal like my father.  Just take care of her.  And of Marti.  Will you 

do that?” 

 I’m beginning to hyperventilate, but I don’t spiral anymore. 

 “Yes, of course.  But you don’t have to do this.  I mean, so that’s it?  I won’t see you 

again?” 

 “That’s the plan, yes.  Is that so bad after everything that happened?  I noticed you 

never came to visit.  We both know you’re better off.” 

 “I guess that’s par for the course,” I quip.  “Cut tail and run.” 
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 I see that I hurt him but I don’t care.  His hurt feelings subside quickly, though, when we 

pass a sign for a bar. 

 “Want to get a drink first?” he asks. 

 I roll my eyes and begin to berate him, but I don’t.  I actually shrug. 

 “Sure,” I say, pulling off at the exit. 

 How much harm can come from one drink? 


