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      For anybody who keeps the memory of a farm deep down inside—you know who you are.
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      The man Jessica used to love was standing in front of the judge, his head held a little too high, his chin tipped up a little too proudly.

      He was wearing a gray Brooks Brothers suit with an old-fashioned cut, the high-waisted pants, trim jacket, barest hint of a pocket square, and a silver pin punched through his necktie. A small smirk resided at the corner of his mouth.

      “Do you have anything left to say before I read the sentence?” said the judge. He was looking at the defendant over the tops of his spectacles. His eyes were two pieces of red-hot charcoals.

      As Jessica waited for the response, she felt the tears starting to well in her eyes. She knew that he wasn’t a bad man. Or, more precisely, that while he may have done some bad things, he was still essentially good. There was no doubting that—not to her, not right now.

      A moment earlier, however, the judge had found him guilty of a slew of charges related to high finance. He’d used the words insider trading.

      “This is your last chance,” said the judge.

      The man Jessica used to love threw his head back. “I’m innocent of all charges,” he said, “and I will be vindicated.”

      Jessica smiled. She still admired his confidence. That had been the very quality that had drawn her towards him the very first time they’d locked eyes at the midtown Manhattan watering hole, across the brass fixtures and recessed lighting and expensive cocktails. He hadn’t delayed either, heading straight over the moment he saw her moisten her lips.

      She definitely hadn’t complained.

      It was an instant attraction. The lovemaking had come fast and furious, and even despite his long hours at a major investment house, she’d turned into a willing servant, in a way she never had before, ready to skitter over to his minimalist condo at a moment’s notice.

      There was a lot that she didn’t know about him, and that was mostly because of his schedule. As far as she could tell, he had worked twelve to fourteen hours a day, nearly every day, for eight months. She didn’t think that was really possible, but she was willing to tolerate the ambiguity. Six feet something, a full head of thick hair, gleaming white teeth, a row of dapper suits in his closet, the occasional phone call whose timing was impossible to predict, the mischievous eyes that always seemed distracted, that never told the full story … he was a catch. He knew it too.

      But he wasn’t the marrying kind.

      Everyone Jessica knew had told her so. They had all said he wasn’t worth it, that he wasn’t husband material, wasn’t the type of man you kept at the top of your contacts list on your phone.

      Once ensnared, however, she’d found herself helpless to change. And now here she waited, in the spectator seats of a courtroom, staring at the coffered ceiling high above her face, tears in her eyes, waiting for the judge’s pronouncement.

      Two seats away, a thin blonde woman in an expensive cream-colored suit sat alone. Her face was classically beautiful, rouged and powdered. A pair of expensive bracelets dangled from her thin wrists.

      Jessica noticed that she was clutching a small napkin. And that it was sweat-soaked.

      “I would like to say,” he continued, “that this entire case has rested on fraudulent evidence and falsified testimony. I am the victim here.”

      He looked around the room. She’d heard him say this a dozen times already, spoken casually to colleagues on the phone, muttered into his glass of whiskey, shouted out to the twinkling city lights from his balcony. She’d obediently followed him around, playing the dutiful wife, agreeing with him.

      But Jessica wasn’t his wife. And, deep down, in her heart of hearts, she’d known that she never would be.

      The judge shrugged. “Is that all?”

      “Yes, your honor.”

      The judge cleared his throat. “Hearken now to the sentence the court imposes upon you. On counts one, two, and three the court sentences you to four years in prison. That’s a total of twelve years, to be served in a minimum security federal prison. This is a sentence that is provided by our statutes. It is a fair and just and righteous sentence. Custody, Mister Officer. Stand down.”

      He banged the gavel. The man Jessica used to love didn’t crack. He just stood there, stock still, as though he were an actor in a play that he didn’t realize had just ended.

      A bailiff placed a pair of handcuffs upon him, turned him sideways, and began marching him towards the side door of the courtroom. The smirk remained pasted on his face.

      Jessica’s shoulders slumped. Deep down, she’d known this was coming. She’d prepared herself for this moment for weeks, but she still felt swept away by the power and the finality of the court’s ruling.

      Then, as though propelled by somebody else, she stood up and reached out over the railing.

      “Don’t go,” she said, “I need you.”

      His eyes landed upon Jessica. Then she pulled back as she saw something she didn’t recognize, something cold and ancient. It was remorselessness, the flat stare of the unempathetic. She may as well be looking into the eyes of a reptile.

      And as he swept by her, she suddenly knew that everybody had been right, that he really hadn’t been the right man, that he would eat his own young if it suited him.

      And that scared her.

      Jessica had been ready to fight for him, to defend him, to make jailhouse visits for him, to wait for him as long as necessary until his sentence had been finished. Twelve years wasn’t really that long to wait. She’d still be fertile by the time he got out.

      But that cold look in his eye... It didn’t feel right. Jessica felt like she’d been climbing a ladder to a gorgeous future only to discover that the ladder had been leaning against the wrong wall.

      And then⁠—

      —she watched him walk past her outstretched arms⁠—

      —and straight to the blonde woman with the thin wrists.

      He kissed the woman on the cheek, murmured a few words. The blonde woman nodded, looking like she was steeling herself.

      Then Jessica noticed, on the long and delicate fourth finger of her left hand, a wedding ring. It had a diamond the size of a bouillon cube.

      Jessica collapsed in her seat, feeling the wind knocked out of her.

      Of course he’d been married.

      Of course.

      She watched the bailiffs push the man she used to love through the side door. She watched the side door close.

      Then it was over.

      The other spectators around her stood up, stretched. Jessica stayed in her seat, legs trembling, wondering exactly how and why she had gotten so emotionally wound up with this financier, how she could’ve been so blind as to see that the high-rise condo was only one of his homes. And that she had, most likely, been just one of many side women.

      Jessica squeezed her hands into fists. She felt used, stupid, and furious.

      She was better than that. She vowed to never let this happen again.

      Never.

      The judge banged the gavel. The spectators stood up. Someone muttered something about getting what he deserved.

      Jessica barely heard any of it. She was floating towards the exit, past the blonde wife with the expensive jewelry on the thin wrists, past the solitary news camera, out into the fresh air⁠—

      —feeling as though she were awakening from a long, restless sleep.
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      As Jessica stared at the hideous feathered heel in her hand, she vowed to find the interior decorator who’d overnighted this Frankenstein to her desk.

      She was a year and a half into an editorial internship at a fashion magazine called Spretza. The publication, which dedicated itself to chronicling all things Italian and expensive on the island of Manhattan, had been teetering on the brink of bankruptcy, thanks to continuously shrinking advertising money. The monthly magazine was at least thirty pages thinner now than it had been when Jessica began.

      Her first task every day was simple: She had to unpack the garbage barge. That was her derisive nickname for the wheeled canvas cart that was delivered to her basement workspace every morning. It was filled with UPS boxes sent to the magazine by designers hoping for exposure for their products.

      Inside those boxes were high heels.

      When she’d first started, Jessica had been over the moon, delirious with happiness. Arriving at work every day, she’d ripped into the delivery cart with gusto, exploring the new goods. It felt like Christmas morning every day. She’d opened, examined, and giggled at thirty new high heels each day, all before ten o’clock am.

      Now, a year later, that bloom was definitely off the rose.

      Jessica had discovered that wading through the slush pile in any industry was a scut job, one step removed from cleaning bathrooms. She’d learned the bitter irony that none of the shoes sent to Spretza were ever considered for publication by the executive editor. To make a name, an unknown young designer needed a powerful and established ally in the world of fashion.

      Jessica certainly wasn’t that person. She was an unknown girl toiling down here in the sequin mines.

      She sighed, trying to remember why, once upon a time, she’d wanted this job so badly. It probably had something to do with Carrie Bradshaw. Or Bridget Jones. Or the six goofy members of Friends. Or any other filmed entertainment that had tricked her into thinking that moving to New York City and working at a fashion magazine was the end-all-be-all of life.

      A scowl came over her face. She didn’t like feeling this way. But she did, and the pieces of her world were starting to break up like an ice floe.

      She looked at the feathered heel. It was oddly shaped, with pink feathers, silver glitter, and a turquoise flower glued right over the toes. Tacky didn’t even come close to describing it.

      “Phineas,” she said, “can you tell me why this looks so bad?”

      “Because it’s ugly as hell,” said her coworker without even glancing.

      The voice belonged to Phineas Washington. He was a paid intern in the art department by day, a renegade cartoonist by night, and fabulously weird at all times. He’d become, by default, her best friend in New York. Before arriving in the city, she hadn’t known that you could even have gay best friends, but she and Phineas had been each other’s support system for over a year now. They looked out for one another at Spretza, a place where slings and arrows rained down from every quarter, where ambition and treachery were practically added to the water.

      “I want your honest opinion,” she said. “This is from a so-called designer.”

      “Who’s obviously trying to make a buck,” replied Phineas. He was wearing a bowtie, a tweedy sport coat, and a pencil mustache. It was his look of the week. Last week he’d been into choirboy chic, cloaking himself in white robes and carrying a hymnal. The week before that, he’d been a Prussian military officer.

      “Isn’t everybody?” she said.

      Phineas scratched his mustache with a finger. “He’s aiming low. Pandering. Mass over class.”

      “I really don’t like it.”

      “That doesn’t matter,” he said. “Jessica, if you don’t like something, guaranteed that fifty percent of the population will. And by the way, that’s a compliment.”

      “Thank you,” she said. Then she chucked the heel into the discard bin that she kept behind her standing desk. Phineas lunged for it. “Hey, don’t throw it out. The Grand Duchess can wear it.”

      Jessica smiled. The Grand Duchess was Phineas’ potbellied pig. She and Jessica had a checkered history, mostly because the pig had once eaten Jessica’s entire makeup case.

      “You’re seriously going to put one high heel on a pig?” she said.

      “No,” replied Phineas, as though it were the most obvious thing in the world, “I’m going to feed her from it. She’s very particular about the look of her trough.”

      He saw Jessica staring at him.

      “You’re not understanding me,” he said.

      “I never understand you.”

      “Well, if you stopped sleeping with half of Manhattan, you might get some brain cells back.”

      She shot an evil stare at him. “Why do you like to torture me so much?”

      “Because it’s easy.”

      “Apologize.”

      “No.”

      “Say I’m sorry.”

      “I’m sorry you’re such a slut.”

      Jessica threw a pencil at him. That wasn’t true at all, and Phineas knew it, which is why he was teasing her. Not counting the newly-jailed financier, Jessica had actually been quite chaste during her year and a half in the city, at least compared with most of her girlfriends. She’d never felt comfortable giving herself over fully to a strange man. The timing had to be just right, the man just mysterious enough, the emotions just calibrated enough—and those things rarely coincided.

      Jessica slumped on a stool. “I don’t get it. I’m supposed to be roaring with ambition right now, trying to rise up the journalistic ladder.”

      “A plot that’s been drilled into you by a thousand chicklit books,” answered Phineas.

      She moodily chewed on a fingernail. “I just wonder if that’s me.”

      “Keep talking,” said Phineas. “This sounds like a process of discovery.”

      “This magazine promised me a promotion in six months.”

      “And?”

      “It’s been over a year.” She dumped another set of heels out of a box and kicked the cardboard against the back wall.

      “So.”

      “So this isn’t what I’d expected.”

      “It’s exactly what I’d expected.”

      “Well, you’re doing art. That’s your skill set.”

      “What’s your skill set?”

      “I don’t know. And I’m waiting for a promotion that may never come.”

      “For a job that you need to be a sociopath to keep,” he added.

      “True.”

      Jessica looked over at his screen. Phineas was doing a mockup of page thirty-four of next month’s issue.

      “Is that layout?”

      “You bet your little Bible-loving tush it is.”

      “Who let you do that?”

      “Nobody let me. I’m just doing it. Now, whether they decide to use it is up to them. Someone’s going to notice that they’ve got goddamned Picasso down here in the dungeon.”

      “Picasso going through his gay period.”

      “Better stay off the period jokes,” he shot back. “I’ve got your monthly schedule marked on my calendar so I know exactly when to call in sick.”

      Jessica grinned and turned back to her computer. Then her phone began to ring in her purse.

      She frowned. She’d sworn that she’d set it on silent.

      Picking it up, she saw the caller ID … and gasped.

      It read Nonna.

      That was her grandmother. But Nonna never called her, never, unless there was a specific reason. She saw no reason to chat, since she viewed phone calls as interruptions to her daily chores on the farm.

      “Nonna?” said Jessica, answering.

      At the other end, a male voice cleared his throat. “No, it’s Young Billy.”

      That was one of the three workers on the farm. Young Billy was a lifer, a dependable part of her grandmother’s property, a man who knew a lot about cattle and crops and who didn’t mind working fourteen hours a day. He was nearly fifty years old now, but since his father had been named Old Billy, the nickname had just stuck.

      “Oh my god,” she stammered, “it’s been, like⁠—”

      “Long time.”

      “Yeah.” She felt a frantic need to make the conversation smooth, to show that she hadn’t changed. “So what’s happening?”

      “Well, I wish I had better news,” he replied, “but let me be direct. Nonna’s had a health emergency.”

      Jessica felt her fingers clutch the edge of her desk. “What is a … health emergency?”

      “A stroke.”

      The world began to spin. Jessica saw her frame of vision narrow. “Is … is she okay?”

      “For now, yes,” he said. “They’re releasing her from the hospital this afternoon if all her tests go well.”

      “Is there any damage?”

      “Her speech is fine,” he said, “and her thinking is still pretty straight. The doctor says that mentally she’ll be okay. Right now, she’s sleeping a lot. The real problem is the work.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She can’t work anymore.”

      “At all?”

      “Doctor said physical labor is out of the question.”

      Jessica froze. Her grandmother had known this day was coming. She’d talked about it. She was sixty-seven years old, and for nearly fifty of those years had been running her own farm. It wasn’t a big operation, only needed three full-time workers, plus some seasonal help, but she’d managed to eke out a decent existence on this earth.

      Now it was going to stop.

      “So what’s the plan?”

      “There isn’t one,” said Young Billy. “She wasn’t ready to retire yet. She had plans to work until seventy-five.” He sighed. “And we got the summer comin’ up.”

      Jessica felt the anxiety begin in her tailbone, creep up her spine, and out her arms. “Nonna means everything to me.”

      “I know it,” he said. “That’s why I called you.”

      “So what can I do?”

      He laughed darkly. “From New York City? I can’t think of anything.”

      “Can I talk to her?”

      “Not today. Maybe tomorrow, if she’s up for it.”

      “All right.”

      “You know we’re always thinkin’ of you, Jessica. And you’re Nonna’s favorite anyways.”

      A rueful smile spread over her face. “I’m going to call you tomorrow.”

      “You do that.”

      They disconnected. She sat back. This was like a blow to the forehead. Jessica had spent the most formative years of her life—ages four to six—on that farm. It was her happy place, the place where she indulged in nostalgia. In the bric-a-brac of her memories, it was the one curio that shined the most brightly.

      She heard the sound of high heels clicking on the hallway behind their desks. She shivered. That was her boss, Deborah. She was a glamazon, six feet tall, thighs like a body builder. She’d graduated from some impossibly elite university fifteen years earlier, and never stopped talking about it.

      “Jessica,” she said, without stopping, “there’s a meeting upstairs in twenty minutes.”

      Jessica swiveled in her chair. “We’re invited?”

      “Don’t get excited, it’s mandatory. Big announcement.”

      For a fleeting moment, a worried look appeared on Deborah’s face, then it disappeared. Her heels clacked away down the hall.

      “See?” said Phineas. “We’re moving up already.”
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      Twenty minutes later, the magazine’s staff, all forty-three of them, had gathered in the main atrium. Switchbacking up the side wall was a stylishly bare cement staircase. A blue-and-orange abstract expressionist canvas hung from the wall behind it.

      Jessica peered up. On the lowest landing of the staircase stood Giovanni Massini, the publisher of Spretza. He was a lanky man wearing a dapper Italian suit and crisply gelled hair. Usually Giovanni’s attitude vacillated between regular condescension and supreme arrogance, which is why he’d never even noticed Jessica’s existence.

      This afternoon, however, his face was gray and drawn, and his lips looked tight. Jessica noticed his fingers nervously twisting his rings.

      The murmur of the employees fell to a silence as he lifted his hand.

      “Gossip goes around the world,” he said, “in the time that it takes for truth to get on its shoes. But this time, the gossip is for real. I’m a-going to sell this magazine to another a-company.”

      Jessica felt all the air suck out of her lungs. The staffers stood there in dumb silence for half a moment. Then they erupted into loud shouts of anger.

      Giovanni used his arms to push down the shouts. “Is a good decision,” he said, “for a-many reasons. One, I’m a-getting older. Two, advertising is, ah, not the same as it used to be. You know?”

      “Who’s the buyer?” someone shouted.

      “The new owner,” said Giovanni, “is New York’s most phenomenal magazine company, Grande Cast.”

      The moans grew louder. Jessica had heard rumors about what a Grande Cast magazine was like to work at. Cold, unforgiving, back-stabbing, penny-pinching—all the characteristics that she’d been taught were wrong from childhood. It was like Spretza ratcheted up a hundredfold.

      Giovanni continued: “Since eleven years ago, is been my great pleasure to build Spretza from the ground. But now is time to find a-new challenge. I sign the paperwork this morning. The new leadership will arrive tomorrow.”

      There were even more shouts, moans. Slowly it dawned on Jessica why, and then Giovanni spelled it out.

      “I cannot guarantee your jobs,” he said. “Grande Cast has its own ideas about Spretza. My advice is all of you try to learn to fit inside those ideas.”

      Phineas leaned over. “Translation, we’re screwed.”

      “They’ll keep the interns,” said Jessica. “Won’t they?”

      “I don’t know about you,” said Phineas, “but I’m way too fabulous to let go.”

      All around them, the more senior staffers had already turned away. A few were tapping on their phones, disgusted looks on their faces. Jessica figured that they were already beginning the job search.

      “I value the time that we spent together for so many years,” said Giovanni, “and I hope to see all of you somewhere down the road. Per il futuro.”

      He unsheathed a wicked smile, his white choppers shining brightly in the overhead sodium lighting. There was no applause.

      “Good bye,” he said, waving again.

      A few desultory claps.

      Jessica turned away, Phineas with her.

      “You can probably forget about that promotion,” he said.

      “Let’s show up tomorrow and see what happens,” she said.

      Jessica tried to smile, but the tightness in her stomach told a different story.
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      It was only their second round of vodka martinis, and Desiree already had her hand down a stranger’s pants.

      She and Jessica were in a downtown nightclub called Perdition. Going out to the clubs this evening had been Jessica’s idea. She’d called Desiree because, of everyone she knew in the city, this tall, mocha-skinned wild child with the springy hair was the only girl who was consistently ready to go out and spend an entire night blowing off stress. Being stressed wasn’t even a prerequisite, really. She was ready to go out, anywhere, anytime, period.

      Jessica always suspected that Desiree was rebelling against some invisible restriction in her past. It was impossible to get her to open up about her hometown, her family, her history. There was always a change of subject, another glass of champagne, a sudden table dance.

      In short, Desiree was a party girl.

      That was what Jessica felt that she needed. So she had put on her LBD, or little black dress, which wasn’t exactly the most fashion-forward ensemble, but at least it didn’t show stains, and was always available in a New York minute. On her feet were some ruby high heels, matching her ruby lipstick. It was a dependable outfit.

      No matter what she wore, however, she couldn’t command attention quite the way that Desiree did.

      Jessica watched the girl on the dance floor, grinding against her hips against the man’s hips, her right hand into his front pocket, her left hand making a rodeo lasso motion, her mouth forming a silent whoop. Jessica sipped her vodka martini and looked around. The nightclub was two floors of booze, sweat, flesh, lip gloss, loosened ties, stubbly faces, smoky eyes, and loose hands. She wasn’t particularly comfortable here, but she really needed to forget about her day, and Perdition was the place to do it.

      A man approached Jessica. His collared shirt was professional and his manner was forthright. “What publisher do you work for?” he said.

      “I don’t.”

      “You look like you’d be in publishing.”

      “I’m in magazines.”

      “That’s publishing.” He grinned. “You’re probably the type of girl who’d rather be at home right now, curled up with a book and a cup of hot chocolate.”

      Jessica felt piqued. He was halfway right. That was part of herself that she hadn’t ever really been able to cover up. “You’re totally wrong,” she lied. “I’m not like that at all.”

      “It’s okay. I’m into numbers. That’s nerdy too.”

      “Good for you.”

      “I work at Goldman Sachs.”

      He waited for that to sink in, but she only shrugged. “You want a pat on the head?”

      Resistance. He wasn’t used to that. She guessed that he’d dropped the I work at Goldman Sachs line plenty of times, that hundreds of other women had begun salivating at the merest mention of his powerful employer. But she’d had quite enough of financial types, thank you.

      “This is a good club,” he said, changing the subject. “You see the craziest people here.”

      She shrugged and hid her face behind her glass, wishing he would go away.

      “You know,” he said, “next time your body wants to have fun, make sure it lets your face know.”

      “I’m just really stressed right now.”

      “So am I.”

      “Maybe we just handle it differently.”

      He edged in closer. “Listen, you seem like a good girl. But you’re in the big city now. And city boys don’t like good girls.”

      Jessica fixed him with a deathly stare. “I’ve been here for over a year, asshole.”

      “Then maybe you belong somewhere else,” he said.

      Smirking, the young financier moved away, down the railing. Jessica watched him open another conversation, with another girl in a little black dress. She could even read his lips. What publisher do you work for?

      The same canned line.

      Jessica shook her head sadly, then wiped the creepy feeling off her arms. Her eyes scanned the dance floor. There was Desiree, ripping off her shirt now, nothing left on top but a brassiere. Several men had circled to watch the striptease.

      She lowered her head. Jessica had known things would end up this way. Tonight, she was the one who needed to act out, to unwind, but she couldn’t. Meanwhile, Desiree always ignored the circumstances and stole the show no matter where she was, or what her role. It served Jessica right, though, for hanging out with New York’s biggest attention whore.

      Jessica would have to act like designated friend tonight, keeping the wild girl out of trouble. She gulped the rest of her vodka martini, set down the glass, and threaded her way onto the dance floor.

      The bodies were packed tightly, and the moist animal heat of engorged flesh filled Jessica’s nostrils. She slid her way through the throng, feeling a line of perspiration springing out on her upper lip. At last she came upon Desiree.

      “You’re having a good time,” said Jessica.

      “For real,” Desiree replied. Her eyes were shut, her head thrown backwards—and a man’s hands were groping her bra.

      “I need to go to the bathroom,” said Jessica.

      Desiree opened her eyes and looked down on Jessica. “Right now?”

      “Right now.”

      Desiree tried to disengage herself from her male admirer, but his hands seemed to have been made of Velcro. She finally pulled them off.

      Holding hands, Jessica dragged Desiree through the crowded dance floor. In the space of one minute, no less than eight men tried to either talk to, dance with, or simply grab Desiree. Jessica gripped the girl’s hand even more tightly and pulled her into the bathroom.

      Here, the music was a distant throbbing, and the voices could be heard. At the sink, Jessica turned to her friend.

      “I don’t want to sound like I’m complaining,” she said, “but I asked you to come hang out with me.”

      “Well, you ain’t dancin’,” answered Desiree, “and I don’t like standing outside. I like to be where the action is.”

      “The action seems happening inside your bra.”

      “Get me another drink and we’ll hang out,” she said, reapplying lipstick in the mirror.

      “I’m not going to get you a drink. You’ve got ATMs all over this club ready to get you drinks.” Jessica tugged on her arm. It was warm to the touch and slick with sweat. “Look, I need your attention right now.”

      The girl’s brown eyes slid sideways. “Girl, you’ve got to chill.”

      Jessica felt the tightness in her stomach returning. “You don’t know what’s happening to my job. I need someone to help me.”

      Desiree twisted the lipstick closed. “I can help you on the dance floor. Come on.” This time, she took Jessica by the hand, and led her out of the bathroom back towards the dance floor.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Jessica burst back into the bathroom. She’d had four vodka martinis and was barely upright.

      But Desiree was worse. She’d accepted every drink, puff, line, stimulant, depressant, upper, and downer that had been offered to her. Now Jessica was literally holding the girl up, her right arm hooked under both of Desiree’s armpits, dragging her towards one of the toilets.

      Inside the dirty stall, Desiree collapsed to her knees and clutched the sides of the white bowl. The vomit came fast and colorful. Jessica stood behind her, holding the girl’s hair back. She wondered how the night could’ve gone so wrong. She hadn’t wanted to play den mother.

      When Desiree was finished, her head dropped down to the toilet. Her forehead rested on the rim. Jessica flinched at the filth that must be crawling onto her face.

      “Come on, girl,” she said. “Let’s get a taxi.”

      No response. She shook Desiree’s shoulder. “Come on, stand up. We’ll get you some water.”

      Slowly, Desiree’s body slumped to the left, her torso wedging itself between the toilet and the wall. An open eyelid showed that her eyeball had rolled upwards in its socket.

      Jessica shrieked. This wasn’t any ordinary night out. This had morphed into something much worse. She squeezed the girl’s face between her fingers, slapped her cheeks lightly, hoping to wake her up. “Come on, Desiree, wake up, don’t do this, please don’t⁠—”

      No response. Jessica chewed on a knuckle. She couldn’t carry the girl out of here, since Desiree was five foot ten, probably a hundred and sixty pounds. Jessica was half a foot shorter and petite.

      The only other alterative was to call an ambulance. That would cost money, paperwork, you name it.

      Jessica was trying to think of another course of action when Desiree’s body suddenly began to violently shake. Those weren’t twitches.

      They were full-on convulsions.

      Jessica booted open the door to the stall. A small group of girls had noticed the commotion inside and were circled around. Their mouths were little open circles of panic.

      “Call security,” said Jessica, “right now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Five


          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning at work, Jessica sat on her stool, staring emptily at the garbage barge, feeling a bit dazed.

      She turned and looked instead at the picture on her desk. It was of herself, age six, and her grandmother, Nonna. They were holding a little piglet together. Jessica was wearing gingham overalls and her hair had been twisted into pigtails. As a teenager, Jessica had seen that photo as a reference to her own pigginess, since she’d been thirty pounds overweight. Over three years, in fact, she’d tried every fad diet in the world. Nothing had worked. In college, she’d even started throwing up.

      Eventually she’d wrestled her way down to this acceptable weight. She still didn’t have much muscular definition, but at least in silhouette Jessica was shaped like a normal woman. She was nobody’s first choice, never would be, but she comforted herself with the fact that she wouldn’t be anybody’s consolation prize either.

      Phineas noticed her silence. “Your grandma is sexy,” he said, nodding at the picture.

      “Don’t be gross.”

      “No, I’m serious. She looks sure of herself. It’s attractive.”
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