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      Adriana mentally ticked off all the things she’d let herself forget over the last three years. Like the way his lips held a cigarette, limp, until he laughed and it shot straight up, threatening to burn his cheek. Or his dirty crew socks, always frayed around his long second toe. Or just how much he bled when she stuck him.

      The tattoo machine buzzed in her right hand while she wiped the blood from Eric’s arm with the oven towel in her left. When it was new, the towel was bright with Once Upon a Time embroidered in fancy script above a sunshine-yellow momma duck and her ducklings. But the years had eaten away at the lettering, so it now read O ce  pon   Tim .

      Adriana desperately wanted to live in one of those O ce  pon   Tim  stories. She slung the towel back over her shoulder and glanced at her crowded kitchen and living room. Eric’s friends had taken over the whole place tonight. She suppressed a sigh, loosened her clenched jaw, and got back to work on his arm.

      The laughing, rotting skull tattoo she’d sketched for him wouldn’t have been her first choice. It had been years since she’d last inked Eric, but tonight they fell back into the familiar routine the way once- or twice-upon-a-time couples often do. Regression was quick and easy.

      “How much longer?” he said.

      “Just sit still.”

      She focused on outlining the little strips of torn flesh that hung over the skull’s empty eye sockets, ignoring how Eric leered down her tank top whenever she leaned forward to work.

      At the fridge, Gabe asked, “Got any more beer?”

      Adriana shrugged. “I guess. Help yourself.”

      “Huh?” Gabe was swaying. Most of Eric’s old friends were over the limit already. She’d lost touch with a lot of them over the last few years, but she had hoped some would’ve grown up by now.

      Adriana repeated herself louder, but in a nicer tone, over the buzz of the tattoo machine and the stereo in the living room. Gabe nodded his thanks as he rejoined half a dozen Robert Smith lookalikes dancing around the stereo and singing in spurts to The Face in the Window, the new Vestibule album. Vestibule was supposed to be the next Cure, only out of Wisconsin instead of West Sussex. They certainly warmed the black hearts of tonight’s crowd.

      “Oh, is there more beer?”

      Some girl Adriana didn’t know poked her head into the kitchen. She’d tagged along with Ian, maybe? Adriana couldn’t remember, nor did she care. Everyone Ian dated looked the same—black hair, black eyeliner, black nail polish. The aforementioned black heart.

      “In the fridge,” Adriana said.

      Eric had only been back in town a few days and already her house was being trashed and her refrigerator emptied. If she hadn’t needed Eric so badly for tomorrow, Adriana would have kicked him and his mooching stoner friends out hours ago.

      “I like your house,” the girl said as she walked through the kitchen to the fridge.

      “It’s a piece of shit,” Adriana said. She gestured to the card table standing in for a proper dining table set, the mismatched cups and bowls piled up around the sink, and the rusted screen door open to the dark backyard. She did her best with what she had, but the house hadn’t seen any real maintenance in almost two decades.

      “No, it’s cool. I love the funky wallpaper.” She glanced at the orange-and-yellow paper covering the walls: illustrated spatulas, mixing bowls, egg cartons, and other kitchen essentials.

      “You don’t have to be kind. It’s not mine; it’s my father’s.”

      “Really?! See, I knew Ian was lying,” the girl said and grabbed a beer from the fridge.

      “Lying about what?” Adriana asked. She turned off the tattoo machine.

      “He said your dad’s the mayor. But no way does the mayor, even here in little old Cellar, own a place like this. No offense. I just mean—”

      “It’s okay. I get it. But Ian didn’t lie. My dad is the mayor. He inherited this house a long time ago, and now I get to live here.”

      “Mr. Mayor is the piece of shit, not this house,” Eric said, sneering. He leaned back, flicked his cigarette, and then brushed away whatever ashes didn’t land in his empty longneck beer bottle. His mood improved after he twisted his arm for a better look at the new tattoo.

      “This is awesome. It’s exactly what I pictured in my head. I don’t know how you do that.”

      Ian’s new lady friend was impressed too. “Wow. That is scary good. Like something you’d see on a Wes Craven movie poster.”

      “Thanks.” Adriana turned. “What’s your name again?”

      “Samantha,” she said. She blew her long dark hair out of her pale face.

      “Samantha, I appreciate it. Now, if I could only get paid to ink people all day. Then I wouldn’t have to live in this dump with the funky wallpaper. Or deal with all the crap Mr. Mayor gives me about growing up and being responsible.”

      Samantha laughed. Adriana smiled, with effort, as she eyed Eric. In that instant she saw everything that he was not: stable, smart, fatherly, off the junk.

      “Your dad doesn’t know jack,” he said, watching Samantha as she sauntered back to the living room dance floor. “You’re a kick-ass mom, and Dylan is a rad little dude.” He leaned forward and whispered, “I know I haven’t sent as much from Cleveland as I said I would. You know, for Dylan or whatever. And I know you’re not working right now, but you’re getting food stamps, right? You two are okay?”

      “I do what I can,” she said. “But it sucks doing it alone.”

      He winced. “I know, I know.”

      “No, you don’t!” Adriana snapped, surprising herself. She didn’t want to start a fight, not in front of all his friends, and especially not before tomorrow, but some things she just couldn’t let go. Her mind picked up where her voice left off.

      You don’t know about eating cheese sandwiches four days in a row because that’s all the budget allows. You don’t know about Goodwill baby clothes so stained and dingy from their previous owners that I sometimes spill a little of Dylan’s juice on them first, just so I can pretend all the stains are his. You don’t know about skipping dinner at the end of the month so Dylan doesn’t have to. You aren’t here, fucker! So don’t tell me “I know!”

      It all hit her hard. But she stayed quiet. She was outnumbered and couldn’t afford to piss off Eric before tomorrow.

      Dylan wandered into the kitchen on his hands and knees, pushing a Hot Wheels ambulance across the linoleum floor.

      Adriana looked at her son with concern. Her baby was growing up so fast. His blond hair seemed to be getting darker by the day. His wide brown eyes always gulping in the world around him. He didn’t deserve this chaos.

      She softened her voice when she spoke again to Eric.

      “Look. Thanks for coming back and everything. But tomorrow in court we all have to look like one happy and sane family. Mommy, Daddy, and child. Can you do that for me?”

      Her question was drowned out by a vocal surge from the living room. Adriana glanced over as everyone sang along with the Vestibule record. “Help me to see in the dark, to build a fire from a spark…”

      When she turned back to Eric, he was standing by the open refrigerator, holding his empty beer bottle upside down.

      “If you want more,” she said, “then go get more.”

      He smirked. “I can’t drive after major surgery. Girl, my arm is killing me.”

      Adriana was not amused. “And you’re drunk.”

      “Hey, will it be a problem tomorrow if I’m arrested for a DUI tonight?” Eric chuckled.

      She stood and grabbed her purse off the back of her chair.

      “You’re taking Dylan, right?” Eric said as he turned to his son. “Little dude, you wanna go to the store with Mommy?”

      Eric lifted the boy and handed him to Adriana, who couldn’t resist the baby face but glared at the skull-faced father.

      “Chill.”

      “Don’t tell me to chill.” Adriana took Dylan.

      “I’m just saying, don’t let your dad get to you. He likes being a dickhead.”

      “It is his default setting.” Adriana agreed. “Anyway, I think Dylan and I will walk. It’s only a few blocks.” I could use a break from these people. “And the weather’s nice.”

      “Oh, that reminds me: WCLR!”

      He said the radio station’s call letters with such conviction that she jumped. “What about it?”

      “Killswitch Kevin. 88.7. I miss him. I really do. The station doesn’t reach Cleveland. But that dude is, like…”

      “Eric. Focus.”

      “…a prophet. April showers. ‘Adios, muchachos!’ He said so this morning. It’ll be sunny the next two days. That’s gotta be a good sign. Smooth sailing or something.”

      Rain or shine, it wouldn’t matter at tomorrow’s court hearing. She appreciated that Eric was an optimistic drunk but didn’t think Killswitch Kevin’s weather report could help her tomorrow. Nothing else had been “smooth sailing” over the past two weeks.

      Thursday the 16th, two weeks ago, was the day that capsized everything. It didn’t start differently than any other, no warnings or talismans, just a trip to the mailbox. Adriana had finally gotten around to emptying the old iron box perched at the top of a pole by the curb. It was the third week of April, which meant a new issue of Punk World should be waiting for her, and there it was, folded in half to make room for something else, something that was much heavier. An overstuffed manila envelope was postmarked with the familiar wheat-sheaf processing seal of the local post office, and the return address had made her knees knock: Cellar Municipal Court.

      In the empty kitchen, she had tossed the envelope onto the card table, where it landed with a thump. She winced and hoped the noise wouldn’t wake Dylan from his nap in the next room.

      The package was too large for a jury duty summons. It was thick and far more imposing than the Punk World issue, wherein the alcohol-soaked anarchists relived their wild touring days or rattled off their shallow political diatribes. She’d heard enough politicking from her father to last two or three lifetimes, so she barely skimmed that section of the magazine anymore.

      But thinking of her father, maybe he’d updated his living will again and sent a copy from work, on the taxpayers’ dollar, of course, to remind her of all the assets he’d leave to the local Boys’ Club and Cellar school district and all the nothing he’d leave her. That was something he would do. She tore the envelope open—

      
        
        COMPLAINT TO ESTABLISH CUSTODY

      

      

      Adriana sank against the card table. Her father, the Honorable Bradley R. Krause, Mayor of Cellar, Ohio, Plaintiff, and Default Dickhead, was seeking custody of Dylan Thomas Krause.

      After reading the entire complaint twice and still only really understanding half of it, she sat, papers rolled up in her hands, holding the literal weight of it all. She stared at the phone on the kitchen wall. She may not have understood every section and subsection, but she knew that if she wanted to have a shot in hell at keeping Dylan, she’d need Daddy Eric in court with her.

      She couldn’t face her father alone. Worse than alone: he’d have one of his buddy judges preside. It would be two against one unless Eric showed up to even out the fight. Eric, who’d taken off before Dylan was born. Who she hadn’t spoken to in years.

      Dammit, call him.

      I won’t call him.

      Adriana didn’t want to take care of two kids. She had her hands full enough with Dylan. But a broke single mother going up against the town’s beloved mayor alone?

      The battle in her head had continued for hours. She imagined calling and unloading on Eric, guilt-tripping him to come back. Or sharing a little about Dylan, how he enjoyed drawing too. Or just straight out asking for some goddamn money. No, not that, but maybe inviting him back from Cleveland for a night or long weekend. Or threatening to mail him a garbage bag full of receipts and invoices from the last few years. She didn’t actually have all that paperwork, though it would have easily filled two big black garbage bags. Call him.

      Would he even recognize her voice?

      She glanced down at the papers again.

      
        
        COMPLAINT TO ESTABLISH CUSTODY

      

      

      She picked up the receiver and dialed.

      Now Eric was sitting there in her kitchen at the card table, getting inked, getting drunk, and sending her out on a beer run.

      Adriana shuffled Dylan from her right arm to her left and gave him his pacifier. He celebrated his third birthday last month but still found comfort with it. Adriana didn’t see the harm. The walk to Glendale’s Grocery would be short, but he was already tired. As she reached the end of their front yard walkway, she looked back at the small house shrouded in darkness. The living room window was faintly lit; the dancing shadows inside looked like a congregation of ghosts. Through the window she saw Eric’s ghost approach Samantha’s, her raised pale arms drape over his shoulders; two drunken strangers who would try to see in the dark, try to build a fire from that spark, or whatever Vestibule sang earlier.

      Until the morning after, anyway.
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      If Adriana had any idea what kind of trouble was headed her way, she would’ve made Eric get his own damn beer.

      Dylan tried his best to hop through the automatic doors as they entered Glendale Grocery in a single leap. But he came up short, stubbed the toe of his little tennis shoe on the welcome mat, and fell hard to his knees. The fall scuffed up his jeans. Not the best way to end their walk, but Adriana scooped him up and was relieved he wasn’t bleeding. Or crying.

      Inside the store, they were greeted by the familiar smells of the bakery and produce sections and a familiar voice. Killswitch Kevin’s evening show on WCLR echoed around the metal rafters and fluorescent lights. “Listen up, kiddies, here’s a new one from our favorite Synthpop strangers from the UK. Yeah, I’m talkin’ Depeche Mode, and this one’s called ‘Strangelove.’”

      Adriana grabbed a bagel from the bakery to eat while they shopped, since she had skipped dinner while sketching Eric’s tattoo. She tore off a bite for Dylan as they headed for the beer cooler. She snagged a six-pack of the cheapest no-name-brand beer the store carried, then started back toward the registers.

      “Mommy, look.” Dylan swung his arm at an aisle end-cap display of new Transformer toys and started squirming. Adriana let him down, and he raced to the lowest shelf, the one that held the larger models. He attempted to pick up a box that was almost half his size.

      “Mommy, can I have this one?” He teetered as he held up some figure called Shockwave. It looked like an expensive ray gun. Adriana took the box and saw the price tag. For $24.99 she could buy a couple cases of beer and have enough left over for lunch at Cody’s Diner tomorrow. How do they get away with charging that much for some plastic?

      “No, honey, we didn’t come for toys tonight.”

      Dylan scrunched his face. The tears she was spared at the automatic doors looked ready to flow now.

      Adriana set the box back on the shelf. The heartbreak tasted sour in her mouth. She calculated the math one more time in her head: If I skip the six-pack—no one else chipped in—and grab the ten bucks from my End of the World emergency envelope… Shit. Still not enough.

      “Maybe we can get some candy from over here instead.”

      Dylan looked back at the Transformers for a minute, then slowly made his way toward the candy aisle, stopping to peer at some Hot Wheels that hung on a display. He pointed, excited to see the same ambulance he had at home.

      “Look, Mommy!”

      “Yup. It’s just like yours.”

      Adriana strolled down the aisle to pick out a few snacks. She found Butterfingers, Eric’s favorite, or at least it used to be. Is it still? And Skittles, Dylan’s favorite. She squatted to grab a pack as Dylan tugged at her shoulder bag, clearly over the shopping excursion.

      “I know, buddy. You’re ready to go home, huh?”

      “Yes,” Dylan said.

      At the register, Adriana counted the money in her wallet twice while juggling her purse and groceries. She scolded herself for wolfing down the bagel. I could have bought a whole loaf of bread for the same price. And we have snacks at home. Maybe I should put the candy back? No. Yes. No, I already promised Dylan.

      Sometimes she thought her father might be right. Maybe Dylan would be better off with him. She may have run from his house, and rules, the day she turned eighteen, but she’d never gone hungry or wanted for anything, really. Mayor Krause had never been handcuffed by bagel-or-bread debates.

      She put a stop to those crazy thoughts. You’ll just have to do better and be smarter, more careful. Dad’s low-rent house and the tattoo work she did on the side were enough to get by on. She just hadn’t been pushing herself. When one of her old high school classmates called out of the blue last month and wanted her to ink him again, she’d turned him down. Why?

      Was I too tired? Was the design too large for the lousy pay? Lousy or not, you can’t turn down work anymore, Addie!

      Be better.

      Be smarter.

      Stop fucking up!

      “Have a nice night,” the cashier said, and handed Adriana her change. She didn’t even remember paying, she’d been so lost in her own head.

      “Thanks.”

      She took Dylan’s hand and headed for the automatic doors. “No jumping this time, buddy.” She felt an odd relief when the whooshing exit opened on the expansive dark carpet of the asphalt parking lot. A lopsided moon hung overhead and a gentle breeze carried a hint of summer’s upcoming warmth. This life could be a good one, she thought. I have a little boy who loves me. I have my drawing. And when I really needed him, Eric was there for me. It really isn’t—

      “Excuse me, ma’am.” A low voice from behind her.

      She didn’t need some creep to give her hell right now. Not tonight. She ignored him, tightened her grip around Dylan’s tiny hand, and picked up her pace. Then the voice turned tough.

      “Ma’am, stop, please!”

      When she turned, a heavy-set man in a dark blue security vest waved her back into the grocery store.

      “Me?” Adriana said.

      “Yes. Could you step back in, please?”

      “Home, Mommy!”

      “Soon, baby, soon.”

      In the store again, Adriana asked, “What’s going on?”

      “Right over here, please.”

      She followed the security guard into a small room near the entrance that housed a table and a bank of video surveillance monitors. The heat radiating off the buzzing electronics was suffocating. Her mouth had gone bone dry.

      Most of the monitors were trained on the exits, the liquor department, and the cash registers. But one camera, focused on the candy aisle, wasn’t monitoring in real time. Instead, the image was paused on a grainy black-and-white frame starring Adriana and Dylan. The fuzzy black-and-white Dylan was sticking a Hot Wheels box into Adriana’s shoulder bag while she reached for a pack of Skittles.

      She looked down at her bag. How had she not felt it? Wait, she had, but she thought he was tugging at her because he wanted to go.

      Above the glowing monitors, she noticed rows of Polaroids. One photo showed a young boy, maybe twelve, holding a two-liter bottle of Coca-Cola. A balding woman, smiling widely, grappled with a heap of sirloin steaks. A high school cheerleader, frozen in time, pulled mascara and lipstick from her V-neck sweater. Each photo included a name and date scrawled in thick black ink. Banned, all of them, for life, according to the Sharpie on each photo.

      Adriana reached into her bag and pulled out the Hot Wheels package. Be better. Be smarter. So much for not fucking up.

      Ambushed by a camera flash, Adriana looked up as the security guard removed the Polaroid and shook it so the colors would dry.

      “Ma’am, please wait here. The police have been contacted.”
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      “How could you not know you were shoplifting?”

      Officer Matthew Hinkley barely glanced up from his desk.

      “I didn’t know Dylan put the toy in there.”

      Adriana was tired of explaining this. What was so hard to understand? She replayed the scene over and over in her head. Had she known? No. She had felt Dylan tug on her bag, yes. But he had just wanted to go home.

      Officer Hinkley, who was not much older than her, scratched his notes on some official-looking questionnaire while she glanced around the police station. Everything looked so normal and yet so out of place. Bulky black phones sat on every desk. Three small radios, just like the one on her kitchen table at home, murmured quietly. Someone was microwaving popcorn in the breakroom. The smell made her hungry again.

      The six-pack of beer was sweating and soaking through the paper bag on Officer Hinkley’s desk. Adriana was sweating too, right through her T-shirt underneath her hoodie. But innocent people don’t sweat. So why am I drenched?

      Dylan squirmed on her lap. “Mommy, car.” He reached for the stolen Hot Wheels on Officer Hinkley’s desk.

      “Not right now, honey.” Adriana shifted Dylan’s weight from one leg to the other and looked at the clock on the station’s wall. It was an hour past his bedtime, and she knew it would be difficult to wake him for court tomorrow. Shit, court! Hey, Judge, sorry the kid’s so cranky, the police kept us up late after I was arrested. Mother of the Year here, ladies and gentlemen.

      Officer Hinkley grabbed the toy Corvette, inspected it again, then put it aside, finally looking up from his papers.

      “Do you shop at Glendale’s often?”

      “Yes, it’s close to my house. Well, my father’s house. He lets me stay there and…”

      “Have you ever been caught shoplifting before?”

      Adriana paused. She noticed he didn’t ask if she had ever shoplifted before, only if she’d ever been caught.

      “No.”

      “I know Paul Glendale. He’s a bit of a pain when it comes to his store’s zero-tolerance policies, but he’s not a liar.”

      “I saw the videotape. I know what it looks like,” Adriana said, “but…”

      “Your son put the toy in your bag.”

      “Yes. But...all this fuss for a Hot Wheels? He’s just a kid. He doesn’t know any better.”

      “So he just happened to…”

      “Well, I certainly didn’t tell him to. I may be broke, but I’m not a thief!”

      Adriana caught the glance of a few other officers.

      Dylan reached for a pen on Officer Hinkley’s desk.

      “No. No, honey.” Adriana pulled him back. The desk was littered in pens and pencils, Styrofoam cups stained with coffee rings that looked older than Hinkley did, and folders of varying colors in three messy stacks. She feared removing a single pen would trigger an avalanche of papers and garbage.

      Hinkley looked at her the way everyone looked at her. Bad mom. Bad daughter. Bad seed.

      He grabbed a handful of markers and a few sheets of loose paper from his desk drawer and fanned them out in front of Dylan.

      “Hey, little guy, can you draw me a car? Just don’t put any of those markers in your mommy’s bag, okay?”

      The comment felt like a dagger plunged between her ribs. Tears welled in Adriana’s eyes.

      Hinkley look confused. “Hey, I was kidding.”

      “I know, it’s just…” She didn’t want to break down, not here, not now. But the dam broke anyway, and she gushed. “My father’s suing me for custody of Dylan. My loser ex is back in town staying with me while we deal with all of that. Dylan and I wouldn’t have even been in the store tonight except my ex invited a bunch of his friends over and they needed more beer. I’ve been looking for work for months and haven’t had a good night’s sleep since…” She inhaled a shaky breath. “And now this—the last goddamned thing I needed before court tomorrow. I can’t lose my son. I just can’t. He’s my world!”

      Dylan looked up from his art project, grabbed a second marker, and offered it to his mom, who was now full-on sobbing.

      “I swear I didn’t know the toy was in my bag. You have to believe me. I’ll lose Dylan for sure tomorrow. My father’s got plenty of ammunition already.”

      Hinkley glanced around the station, then closed the file folder in front of him. He looked up and held her glance for a moment before dropping his gaze back to the folder on his desk.

      “I believe you. I’m just going to go grab the release forms we need to fill out. Okay?”

      “Oh, God, thank you.” Adriana blinked away a few tears.

      “It’s okay, don’t worry.”

      “But this goes on my record, right? Chief Woodhull knows my father. If he finds out…”

      “No, no, no. Well, yes, there is a record. But it’s not a big deal. It’s what’s called a slap on the wrist. No fine, no judgment against you, no reason to alert the chief. Just a stern ‘don’t do it again’ kind of thing.” He smiled and added, “But, sorry, I can’t do anything about Paul’s Polaroid wall of shame. Sit tight. I’ll get the forms, and we’ll get you out of here.”

      Hinkley disappeared as Adriana wiped her face with her sleeve. She pulled the cap off the marker Dylan had given her. The solvents in the marker burned her nose, but she loved that burn. She and Dylan regularly spent entire afternoons drawing and coloring with his markers. The Crayolas may not have precision tips or subtlety, but they were cheaper than her professional supplies. She kissed the top of Dylan’s head.

      She heard a woman’s voice: “His hair was dark and kind of curly but short. He seemed to come out of nowhere.”

      Nearby, a heavy-set older woman sat at a desk speaking to a senior officer. “I was just stopping at the McDonald’s to get some dinner. What kind of monster robs you on the way to dinner?”

      “And you didn’t see if he got into a car or where he might have gone?” the officer said.

      “No. He grabbed my bag and I yelled. He pulled out a knife, a switchblade. Like the ones gangs carry around? I was so scared.”

      Adriana glanced over just in time to catch the expression on the woman’s face. Pure terror.

      “Anything else? I mean, we really don’t have much to go on here.” The officer only sounded half-interested.

      “He had a sharp nose.” The woman said. “A double chin.”

      “So he was fat.”

      “Well…”

      The officer frowned, and his five-o’clock shadow sagged.

      “I think… I think he had thin eyebrows,” she continued. “They were dark, I remember, like his hair, and… I’ll never forget his face, though. It almost wasn’t…human?”

      Adriana’s marker was already moving. Lines swept across a sheet of paper, forming a nose and double chin. As the woman kept chattering, the officer nodded, “uh-huh, uh-huh,” but Adriana didn’t hear a word anymore. She was in a zone. Her strokes were automatic, incisive, and damning. The marker sketched deep-set eyes and a cheek scar before rounding out the face with a broad forehead and angry wrinkles. Her complete immersion was shattered by a voice.

      “Hey, who’s that?”

      Adriana startled and dropped the marker. She bent and picked it up, balancing Dylan while doing so, and said, “The woman over there, she was describing the man who attacked her.”

      Officer Hinkley picked up the drawing. He glanced from the drawing to Adriana, then back to the drawing.

      “Hey, Al—I mean Officer Kasich, is this your guy?” Hinkley moved to the older officer’s desk.

      Kasich frowned again. “Rookie, how many times do I got to tell you? Don’t interrupt. You’re here to learn. Watch, listen—”

      Then the woman screamed. She pointed at the drawing.

      “That’s him! It’s him!”

      Kasich grabbed the drawing from Hinkley and eyed it. “Who drew this?”

      Hinkley stepped aside to reveal Adriana, who had pulled Dylan close. She felt exposed, like she was caught in a spotlight while trying to escape prison. The woman turned to her, gushing gratitude. “Thank you so much. My mind. I couldn’t quite…”

      Adriana nodded. “I know. Not a problem. I hope it helps.”

      Officer Hinkley returned to his desk like a conquering hero and whispered, “How’d you do that?”

      Adriana shrugged. “I just draw a lot. It’s fun.”

      “Well, that’s some talent you’ve got there,” he said.

      “Drawing has always come easy to me. Sometimes it almost feels like I’m just tracing.”

      “Cheater,” he teased.

      This time she smiled, although meekly. “Things, pictures, just come into my head.”

      “Then bingo, huh? Wow. And so fast. I was only gone a minute or two.”

      She was not used to compliments. Certainly not from the police. She glanced back at the other woman. Officer Kasich was scowling and eyeing Adriana with suspicion. That was what she was used to from police.

      “Okay, let’s get you out of here,” Hinkley said. “There’s a pay phone in the hallway if you want to call someone to pick you up. Meanwhile, I’ll get these forms filled out.”

      She motioned to the phone on his desk. “Can’t I just use this one?”

      He hesitated. “I wouldn’t mind, but…” And then discreetly gestured at Kasich. “We wouldn’t want to tie up official business.”

      His youth and enthusiasm seemed so out of place here. Adriana said, “I get it,” and hoisted Dylan into her arms.

      There were two pay phones hanging on a wall near the entrance doors. She picked up the receiver, dropped in a quarter, and started dialing home. Home, where just an hour ago she was hanging out at her kitchen table inking Eric. Where she’d be right now, safe, if his asshole friends hadn’t torn through all her beer.

      Three digits into her phone number, she hung up. The pay phone on the station’s wall spit her quarter into the return slot with a clatter. She couldn’t call home; Eric would still be too drunk to drive.

      The city bus didn’t run this late. She could call a cab and use half the cash in her End of the World emergency envelope. Because this might be the end, right? Hey, Judge, it’s me again, Mother of the Year. Aren’t Dylan’s drawings beautiful? We spend our evenings together making art at the police station. Her head was pounding now. A cluster headache throbbed behind her right eye. Think, dammit. You need to get home.

      Maybe she could turn on the waterworks and Hinkley would offer her a ride? The look he gave her, she thought maybe he lingered just a moment too long. Or he was deciding whether or not you were lying. She glanced back to Hinkley at his desk. Kasich was hovering and had picked up the Hot Wheels Corvette.

      “This is what you busted her for, Rook?” he asked.

      “You know Glendale. He’s a pain in the ass about this kind of thing,” Hinkley said.

      “Still, this can’t be more than, what, two or three bucks?”

      “Can I have it back, please?”

      “Vroom, vroom,” Kasich said, chuckling with his whole belly as he tossed the toy back on Hinkley’s desk.

      Adriana allowed herself a momentary smile, then looked back to the phone. It was Hinkley who’d dragged her across town to the station. So asking him for a ride wouldn’t be out of the question. Though she didn’t like the idea of her neighbors seeing her dropped off by the police.

      Her neighbors. Of course. “Lisa!” she said to the small phone bank.

      Lisa had moved in next door to Adriana a few weeks ago. She’d come over once to introduce herself and twice more to use Adriana’s phone while she waited for her service to get connected.

      Adriana dug around inside her shoulder bag and found the business card Lisa had given her on her last visit. It was folded, and the corners were dented, but the card was still legible. Dr. Lisa Shah, MD, Clinical Psychiatrist.

      Office hours were over, but Lisa had written her new home number on the back of the card. Adriana picked up the receiver again.

      Her fingers hovered over the number keys while the dial tone droned in her ear. This was a big favor to ask, and an embarrassing one. But she didn’t really see any other option. It was too dark and too far to walk carrying Dylan. Eric was useless when he was drunk. And a cab was just too expensive.

      She slowly dialed Lisa’s home number, then fought the urge to hang up after each monotonous ring. Maybe Lisa wouldn’t pick up. It was getting late. Maybe she could just carry Dylan the few miles home. After the fifth ring, the line picked up, and Lisa’s voice chirped through. “Hello?”
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      Adriana shivered as a gust of wind wrapped itself around her. She stood on the sidewalk in front of the police station holding Dylan against her chest in one arm and the paper bag containing Eric’s now-warm beer in the other, waiting for Lisa.

      The air didn’t feel the same. Maybe it never would. Hearing about the mugging at McDonald’s had scared her, sure, but this was something else. The empty street just didn’t feel empty anymore. Cellar didn’t feel safe anymore. She tightened her protective hug and pulled Dylan even closer.

      As vehicles passed, Adriana realized she didn’t know what type of car Lisa drove. That put her at the mercy of the motorists, and that feeling of exposure heightened when an automobile approached the police station but seemed to be driverless, a headless horseman. The car’s lights blinded her until the vehicle turned, and she saw a man behind the steering wheel.

      “Mommy, I’m tired.”

      “I know. Me too. We’ll be home soon, honey.”

      She was blinded again when another car approached and slowed. A woman’s arm waved from the driver’s-side window. Lisa had arrived.

      Juggling beer and boy, Adriana grabbed for the passenger door as Lisa leaned over and pushed it open.

      “God, I can’t thank you enough for this.”

      “Please, don’t mention it,” Lisa said. “Anything I can do to help. We single parents have to stick together. Heaven knows no one else gives a you-know-what.”

      Dylan crawled into the back seat. Adriana sat up front.

      As the car moved through Cellar, Lisa’s black hair danced in the breeze from her open window.

      “I really am sorry, Lisa. This isn’t, like, a normal thing for me.”

      “No, no, sweetie, you don’t have to apologize. But I am curious, you said Dylan stuck a toy in your purse?”

      “Yeah, a Hot Wheels.”

      “And you can get arrested for that?”

      “I guess so. Banned for life from Glendale’s, too.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Dylan was just doing what he had to do to get what he wanted. That’s proactive,” she said with a chuckle. “My word of the week with two of my clients last month. They both knew what to do but were too afraid to do it. I made them promise me they’d be proactive. I replaced the fear and the unknown with a challenge. It worked. Anyway, you should take it as a compliment.”

      “How so?” Adriana was surprised that anyone would think turning her toddler into a criminal was a compliment to her parenting skills.

      “Well, maybe he sees how strong you have to be and he’s emulating that.”

      Proactive. Strong. Adriana hadn’t thought of herself that way, but she liked it.

      “Or maybe I’m talking out of my butt. We only met just a couple weeks ago.”

      Dylan laughed from the back seat. “Butt!” Lisa apologized for her choice of words.

      “Oh, don’t worry about it. You should hear the mouth on his dad. Or me, for that matter,” Adriana said with a quick smile.

      “Is his dad the guy staying with you two? Not to be nosy. I’ve just seen him coming and going the last couple of days.”

      “Yeah. We have a custody hearing tomorrow.”

      “Oh? Is he fighting you for visitation or something?”

      Adriana wondered how much she wanted to get into it again tonight. For the last two weeks, she could think of nothing else. Now, despite all the excitement of the last few hours, she felt tired. Very tired. And angry.

      “Sorry, was that too much?” Lisa asked. She turned off the main road toward their neighborhood. “That was too much. Sorry. Professional hazard. I’m trained to ask the follow-up questions. I mean, we psychiatrists all are.”

      “No, it’s okay. And it’s not Eric. My father, Dylan’s grandpa, doesn’t think I’m fit to…” She couldn’t say it. Not to her new neighbor. Was she unfit? Truly unfit to love her little boy and keep him safe in a city that no longer seemed friendly? Change your focus. Proactive. Strong. “Eric came back to town to help me with the case. United front and all that.”

      “Ah. I see.”

      Adriana could feel Lisa’s urge to ask more questions but was relieved when she didn’t.

      Lisa pulled onto their street, and Adriana braced for the dip in the pavement, two uneven surfaces that always rattled the front end of her old Mazda. Her body relaxed when Lisa’s car smoothly rolled past the lousy roadwork.

      “Men,” Lisa said, almost to herself. “They always think they know what’s best. They’re useless. All of them.” She parked between her house and Adriana’s but left the engine running. “My ex? He only gave me two things. A beautiful daughter and a month-long concussion. I made sure that was the last thing he ever gave me.”

      Adriana fidgeted. More evidence that the world was not safe, not even from the people we know. She wasn’t sure how to respond. Anxiety rose in her as though the car were filling with water. She wanted to grab her boy and get out. Then Lisa smiled and patted her hand. “If you ever need anything, sweetie, don’t hesitate to call me again or just come on over, okay?”

      “Thank you.” Adriana popped the car door open. “For that and for the ride.”

      Grappling with Dylan, the six-pack, and her heavy purse, Adriana was halfway up her walk when she heard Lisa again.

      “It’s a nice little house you have.”

      Adriana stopped. The party had ended and the house was dark, but she swore she saw shadows still dancing in the front window. She turned back to Lisa who was locking up her car.

      “Dad owns it. And I’m behind on the rent.”

      Lisa nodded. “Seriously, Adriana. I’ve dealt with men like your father my entire life. But now my house is safe. For me and my daughter. And for you and your boy. Don’t hesitate. Promise?”

      Adriana wondered if there was still one place in Cellar that could feel safe. She waved to her new friend. “Thanks again, Lisa. Really.”

      She reached the porch and realized how empty she felt. If only someone—not Eric, no—someone decent and sincere would push open the front door, show genuine concern, and say, “Where have you been? I’ve been worried sick.” Instead, she clumsily set down Eric’s beer on the porch so she could fish her house keys out of her bag while Dylan laid his head on her shoulder.
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      Across town, Mayor Bradley Krause marched down an empty corridor at City Hall. His leather heels hammered limestone tiles and echoed like military explosives. Click-clack boom. The sound put a broad grin on his face.

      Near the building’s entrance, he leaned over a counter and peered into the little welcome office where Maggie Woodhull was sitting in front of a tan IBM Wheelwriter. One of Maggie’s expensive toys. She’d somehow talked him into an obscenely large budget for technological upgrades around City Hall. Bradley didn’t understand why they needed electronic typewriters. The manual ones worked just fine for him. It didn’t hurt that she’d sealed the deal while under the sheets with him.

      “And how are we tonight, Maggie?”

      “Better than most, Mr. Mayor.”

      She smiled and stood, her height easily eclipsing Bradley, who sometimes began his campaign speeches by joking that even though he was the longest running mayor to serve Cellar Township, he may also be the shortest.

      Most of the previous mayors had lasted only a single term, just long enough to realize that the responsibilities and demands of the job far exceeded the perks. Bradley was fine with that. He didn’t want downtime. He didn’t need an overblown salary. He wanted the tough decisions landing on his desk. He wanted to fight and forage for his community. He wanted to seize power and lead. If that came with limestone floors that rang out for him whenever he stalked the hallways, that was fine too.

      “Can I leave these with you to file tomorrow? I don’t want you racking up too much overtime tonight.” Bradley emptied the manila folder he’d been carrying and pushed a small stack of papers across the counter toward Maggie, who grinned when she saw them.

      “Running for a fifth term? Impressive. You know you already beat Father Hen’s record, may he rest in peace.”

      “Henderson was the best mayor this town has ever seen, no doubt, present administration included.” Bradley winked. “I may have served longer, but Henderson will never be beat.”

      “Look at you, being so modest. Five bucks, please.”

      “Hmm?”

      “The filing fee. Or do you think everything around here is free?”

      Bradley barely suppressed a grin as he reached into his suit pockets for his money clip. The payment and filing were mere formalities. They both knew he was running unopposed, just as he had the last few races. Even so, Bradley liked formalities.

      “How’d the council meeting go tonight?” Maggie asked. “You ran a bit late.”

      “Yeah. A knife fight broke out while debating the township’s fourth stoplight.”

      “Oh, my. No blood, I hope.”

      Bradley’s chuckle soured into a frown. “No blood, but then Councilman Card—can you believe this guy? First term and he introduces a crazy shopping mall project, a large sprawling thing like they have in Cleveland.”

      “A little too big for his britches?”

      “You’re reading my mind. I don’t see it happening. Who wants that kind of headache? All those kids loitering with their skateboards, skipping school, hopped up on who knows what kind of drugs. It would be a nightmare.”

      “And a lot of new tax revenue.”

      “We aren’t hurting for it, at least not enough to go draining Silver Lake and paving through our parks. But that’s a worry for another night. I have to get home and prepare for court tomorrow.”

      “How’s Addie holding up? The custody filing must have hit her hard.”

      “Hey, I’ve given that girl every chance to turn her life around. And if she’s not going to do it for herself, then at least do it for Dylan. She wants to be a tattoo artist. What kind of mother is that? Those so-called clients she hangs around with, you just know they’re trouble.”

      “I’m not saying you’re wrong, just hope she’s okay.” Maggie scrawled on a receipt pad.

      “It’s what is best for everyone involved, whether she’ll admit it or not. She’ll have visiting privileges, and I’ll give Dylan all the opportunities I gave her when she was growing up.”

      Maggie handed him his receipt. “I like Addie. But it does sound like she could use the help. Hey, I’m… I’m closing up shop here in five minutes. Do you have any plans for dinner?”

      He clenched his jaw, and she noticed. The last time they decided to grab a late dinner, their quick bite turned into a three-day weekend at Bradley’s cabin, two awkward phone conversations calling in sick on Monday morning, and one promise to never make plans for dinner again.

      “Aw, Mags. Even if I thought that was a good idea, I can’t tonight. Rain check?”

      “Sure thing.” Maggie was a professional. She hid her dejection well.

      Bradley slipped his receipt into his money clip, then patted her hand. “We’re good? You know I appreciate you keeping the office open tonight, right?”

      “Get out of here.”

      “I’m gone.”

      “And try not to—”

      A scream, piercing and cold, shot through the stone hallways.

      “What the hell was that?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t tell where it came from,” he said.

      He stepped back into the hallway.

      “Careful, Bradley.”

      He moved toward the building’s entrance and stared through the glass double doors, surveying the dimly lit parking lot. It was empty save for two visitors’ vehicles. The doors shuddered from a heavy breeze that attacked then retreated.

      There was a second scream, louder this time, as the door to the ladies’ room at the end of the hall exploded outward, smacking the limestone wall, and a terrified woman sprinted up the hall toward him.

      “Help me! Help!”

      As he jogged toward her, Bradley saw that her blouse and hair glistened. She was soaked.

      “What’s wrong? What happened?” Bradley said.

      “There’s a man. In the women’s restroom! He attacked me. He—he—he tried grabbing me and—”

      She fell into the mayor’s arms, sputtering, out of breath. Maggie came out of her office and asked, “Are you okay?!”

      “Someone grabbed my shoulder. I swung my purse and slipped. I think I hit him, but I don’t know. Next thing I know, I’m down on the floor and—”

      “You slipped?” Bradley said.

      “Yes, there’s water everywhere. I came out of the stall and all the faucets were running, the sinks were overflowing.”

      “Mags, get Jones on the phone, get him down here,” Bradley said. He turned back to the woman: “What’s your name? Do you work here?”

      “Laurie. Laurie Kaplan. I work at the library. I’m just here to drop off some grant papers.”

      “Mags, you two go to your office. Lock the door.”

      Bradley waited for Maggie to usher Laurie back to the office, then headed toward the bathroom. As he got closer, he could hear the Niagara of water from within.

      From his pants pocket, Bradley pulled out a key chain with a small knife and flipped it open. It wasn’t much of a weapon, better for popping the tab on a can of beer, but it was something. Wish I had my revolver with me today.

      He got close to the door, listened for a moment, then pushed in.

      “I’ve got a knife! Don’t do anything stupid!”

      The lights were off, and he felt water surge around his black leather shoes, threatening to soak his socks. He flicked on the lights, illuminating the three toilet stalls and the clogged sinks.

      He carefully edged his way around the bathroom, clinging to the wall, and turned off the faucets. Both sinks had wads of paper towels gooped up in their drains. The water stilled to a trickle over the edge of the sink basin and onto the floor.

      Bradley glanced under the first stall to his left. No feet, just a few pieces of soaked toilet paper stuck to the floor. He stepped up to the stall door, shoes squeaking on the wet tiles. He took in a breath, then plowed the stall door open, his pocketknife leading the charge like a Civil War bayonet.

      The stall was empty.

      He repeated the same infiltration with the second stall. Also empty. His heart beat harder as he sized up the final stall. He adjusted the grip on his pocketknife and moved to push the swinging stall door open but instead collapsed into the empty stall. A dark figure fell on him from behind.

      “I’ve got a knife!” Bradley cried out, only to lose the weapon when the intruder pounded his wrist against the cold tiles. He threw his elbows, cursed, then panicked when his mouth and nostrils filled with water as his face was pressed against the wet floor. With a savage howl, he jerked loose and felt his enemy slip away. He stood, turned, and—

      “Goddammit, Jones, what the hell are you doing!”

      The security guard’s uniform was dark with water stains. “Mr. Mayor? Holy shit! Maggie said there was some lunatic in here.”

      Bradley bent at the waist and gulped damp air.

      “Are you okay?” Jones said.

      Bradley waved him away. “Yeah, I could’ve”—he playfully put up his fists like a boxer, gulped in another breath—“taken him.”

      Jones chuckled. He reached his hands into the sink pools and gathered up the wads of paper towels, freeing the sink drains.

      “Why the hell would someone do that?”

      The radio on Jones’s belt cracked to life, another purchase from Maggie’s expanded toy budget. “Are you two okay?” the staticky voice asked.

      Jones unclipped the radio. “Yeah, Maggie, we’re fine. Be there in a moment.”

      “Did you get him?” Laurie asked as both men made their way back to the front office. Her voice trembled.

      “No. There’s no one in there,” Bradley said, still dabbing at his wet suit with the paper towel.

      “How is that possible? We didn’t see anyone come out.” Maggie spoke quickly. She was scared, and Bradley wished he could comfort her.

      “He must have slipped out before anyone knew what was going on,” Jones said. “Looks like it might have been a petty vandal trying to cause some water damage. Maybe someone pissed off about his property taxes. You probably scared him, miss, if he didn’t know you were in there. If you’ll come with me to the security station, miss…”

      “That seems like an overreaction to a tax bill,” Maggie said.

      “We’ve heard worse threats at council meetings.”

       “Thank you, Mayor Krause,” Laurie said as she gathered the library’s grant papers and followed Jones down the hall to the security station at the other end of the building.

      Maggie grabbed her office keys, made her way around the service desk, and bolted the entry doors. Bradley stared out at the dim parking lot through the large glass doors again. The lot still looked empty, but it no longer felt empty.

      “Hell of a night, huh?” Maggie said.

      Bradley physically startled at the sound of her voice, but he didn’t think Maggie noticed. He hoped Maggie hadn’t noticed.

      “Must be something in the air.”
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