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  To my parents, Alan and Barbara, for everything




  WEEK ONE
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  The bar was over in West Oakland. Just a squat block of concrete sitting in a parking lot. Neon Bud Light signs threw blue light over a dozen beat-up cars and trucks parked in front. I’d never been. Probably never go again. I pulled up at the edge of the lot, on the outskirts of the lights. Cut the engine of the red Aprilia motorcycle I was on. I walked in. Early side of a Friday night, just past nine. A half-dozen rough-looking men sat at the bar, another few at tables, and two shooting pool. Only one other girl. She was half of a couple wedged into a dark corner booth, a pitcher of beer in between them. She had a nose ring. I’d always wondered if nose rings were as painful as they looked.

  I stood at the bar. “Heineken.”

  “That’s five dollars.” The bartender was a big, paunchy guy, better side of fifty, graying hair. He eyed me without bothering to hide it. So did the rest of the bar. So what.

  I took the beer, took a swig, headed into the ladies’. The smell of Lysol and floor polisher. Stared into the chipped mirror and took a careful look at myself. I was tall, five foot eight. Taller with the heavy motorcycle boots I wore. I smoothed out my auburn hair from the helmet. I’d never be called skinny, but I kept my body toned. I looked over my tight stonewashed jeans, and a black, scoop-necked tank top under an unzipped black leather bomber jacket. A touch of shadow around my green eyes. A touch of red lipstick I’d never ordinarily wear. I looked okay.

  I could start.

  I headed over to the pool table. Threw a quarter on the table. “Next up,” I said.

  The two men playing were about my age, thirty-three. They gave me that hungry look that men give women. Predatory, almost. As though they wanted to snap me up in a quick bite. As though by talking to them I’d walked up and nibbled on an earlobe, whispered something dirty. The taller one held his cue casually in one hand. Turned back to the table. He wore a backward black-and-silver Raiders hat. Aimed carefully and sank the final stripe ball. Hitting harder than he needed to. Men did, usually. Only the really good players were able to resist the temptation of shooting hard, showing off. He aimed again. Shot a bit slower, the white ball glancing off the eight and sending it softly into a pocket. Game.

  He turned back to me. “You’re up, then.” Started to bend to put quarters in.

  “I’m challenging. My dime.”

  He stopped and shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

  I took my quarter off the table and three more from my pocket. Set my purse next to my beer and bent to put the coins in. Could feel the whole bar staring at my ass in the tight jeans. I racked.

  “You know how to hold a stick?” his friend asked me. Leering as he said it, emphasis on stick. Shorter, a beer gut hanging over a stained T-shirt. Like his question would make me want to take him into the bathroom for a quick hand job. I didn’t bother to answer. Just went over to the rack, pulled the straightest-looking cue, rolled it on the table. Seen better days, but it would do.

  “You play for kisses, honey?” This from my soon-to-be opponent. Raiders Hat. The same shit, every bar in the country, probably. Every bar in the world.

  I looked up at him. “I want to make out with someone, I’ll go to prom.”

  “Playing tough,” he said, like I was flirting. “But you all warm up eventually.”

  I kept my eyes on him. “I don’t play tough. I play for money. Unless you just want to play for drinks. Your table. Your call.”

  When I said that, he didn’t have a choice. “I don’t usually take money from girls.”

  I reached into my back pocket. Threw a fifty-dollar bill on the table. “Smallest I got.”

  He exchanged a look with his friend. Wondering.

  The bar was watching us.

  Good.

  “Fine.” He fumbled in his wallet. Put down two twenties and a ten. “I break.”

  When money was down people always woke up a bit. He hit a good break. Sunk two solids and got lucky on the roll. Made another two before missing a midrange bank shot. Which put him about at par for the kind of pool players found in any bar that had a table. Not really bad, not really good. Average. That was fine. The first game wasn’t really about winning. More about finding out what kind of things the other person wanted to do and how likely it was he could pull them off. Winning was secondary.

  I took a big swallow of beer and ran half the table without saying a word.

  Gentle, unhurried. Letting each shot position itself for the next one. Sequential. One move setting up the next. Thinking not about what I was doing but about what I wanted to do next. The balls making polite little clicks across the scuffed green felt. They said the only thing that separated amateur chess players from the grandmasters was how many moves ahead they could see. Pool was like that, a little, I’d always figured.

  When I missed he took his cue up with a resolved look in his eyes. Focused. Seeing he had more than a pretty ass on his hands and not wanting to lose his fifty bucks. I didn’t blame him. I’d never met anyone who liked losing money.

  He shot and missed. Nerves, maybe. More people were watching now.

  I was feeling good. Easy. Relaxed. Ran the other half of the stripes. Tapped the far corner pocket with my cue, aimed at the eight, not saying a word.

  Sank it softly. Game.

  I took his money off the table and pocketed it. Left my fifty on the table. “You want to try to get your money back, Jack?”

  He was pissed now. “Hell yeah I do. And this time I’m gonna try.”

  “Money down, then. You lost. Rack ’em.”

  I left my fifty-dollar bill sitting there like I didn’t have a care in the world. Went over to the bar. “Shot of Jameson and another beer.”

  An older guy leered over. He wore a Warriors T-shirt and had potato chip crumbs across his chin. “That’s nice of you, sweetheart. You didn’t have to buy me anything.”

  I didn’t bother to even look at him, just skewered him with my silence. His face reddened and he turned his eyes back to the counter. I knocked the whiskey back. Threw one of Raiders Hat’s twenties on the bar and walked away with the beer, not bothering to ask for change.

  He had racked the balls but left a centimeter of space between the lead ball and the rest of the triangle. Trying to be sneaky. Which meant he didn’t think he could beat me fair. I went over and took the triangle and reracked without a word.

  “Must’ve rolled,” he said, embarrassed. Caught.

  “Must have,” I said. “Money down.”

  He fumbled with his wallet again. This time the bills were smaller, a few dollar bills making up the last of the fifty. I took a swallow of cold beer and broke. By this time most of the men in the bar had drifted around the table.

  “Little firecracker has a shot.”

  “Wonder if she’s this good at other things.”

  “I could watch her bend over all night long, tell you that much.”

  I ignored them. Beat Raiders Hat again. Took his money. He was done.

  He eased his way toward a wall and slouched against it.

  His beer-bellied friend wanted to take me on next. Maybe vengeance, maybe to stare down my cleavage some more. What did I care. I took twenty dollars off him because that was all he had.

  Then I saw him.

  He must have walked in while I was wrapping up the last game, because I hadn’t seen him at the door. He leaned on the bar with a beer in front of him. I checked my watch. 10:40.

  I went over to the jukebox. Men watching me. Took more quarters out of my pocket. Dialed in a Rolling Stones song. Walked back to the table. Moving my hips a bit this time. Took a long, slow sip of my beer. “Who’s up?”

  I beat someone else. One of them. I didn’t care who it was. The man who had come in had settled in at the bar but was watching the little crowd at the pool table with curiosity. Watching me. Wondering. I had his attention.

  I took my money off the table. “I’m thirsty. Table’s open. I’m done.”

  Back to the bar. Took my jacket off for the first time. Sat down near him, one empty stool between us. It was him, all right. A couple of years older than me. A thickset guy with a black goatee and dull eyes. Broad shoulders, blue-green tattoos running down both forearms.

  I caught the bartender’s eye. “Another Heineken. And another shot.”

  This time I didn’t take the shot right away. Left it on the bar, sipped my beer, and stared into the chipped wood. Someone had carved initials into the surface. RS & CJ 4EVER. I wondered if RS and CJ were still together. My money was on no.

  “They say it’s bad manners to drink alone.”

  I looked over. Directly, for the first time since he’d walked in. “Who says?”

  He laughed. “They. The fuck who. I have no idea.”

  “So have a drink.”

  “Think I will.” He nodded at the bartender. “A shot of whatever she’s having, Teddy. Both on me.”

  “No,” I corrected. “I pay for my drinks.”

  He looked at me, surprised. “Never known a woman to turn down a free drink.”

  “First time for everything.”

  “Guess you can afford it with that pool action you got going on.”

  “I could afford it when I walked in. Still can.”

  He laughed again. “You’re a little sparkplug, ain’t you?”

  “You don’t know me,” I said.

  “But I could.”

  “Could?”

  “Know you. Better, anyway.”

  “If?”

  His turn to shrug. “If we keep talking, I guess.”

  I held up my shot. “Cheers.”

  We clinked shot glasses. Drank.

  “Haven’t seen you in here before,” he commented.

  “That’s because I’ve never been in here before.”

  “Why tonight?”

  I traced a red-painted nail through the wood scarring in front of me, wondering again about RS and CJ. “Do you really care?”

  “Not really.”

  “Exactly. I’m here. You’re here. Why search for origin?”

  “Fair enough.” He looked up at the bartender. “Two more. She pays for hers.” Turned to me. “Who says you can’t teach an old dog new tricks?”

  “You an old dog?”

  He threw a wink my way. “Not too old.”

  “Then maybe we’ll try and teach you a few tricks.”

  Two more Jamesons. We drank.

  “I’m bored,” I said. Slid off my barstool without looking back. Back to the jukebox. Put on a slower song. “Love Me Two Times,” by the Doors. Started moving slowly by myself near the machine. Eyes on me, the whole bar. I felt him behind me. Sensed it. Like I was watching him through the back of my head. Felt a big hand tentatively cradle my hip. Moving with me. I didn’t stop him. Felt him press against me from behind. My tongue was sharp against my teeth but I didn’t stop him. We danced out the song together.

  “You should come over,” he said when the music stopped.

  I smiled a little. “Is that right?”

  “You’ve been drinking. You shouldn’t be driving.”

  My smile grew. “You’re looking out for me.”

  He grinned. “I’m lookin’ out for both of us. Come on, I’m a mile down the street. Got a great bottle of whiskey we can get into.” He paused significantly.

  “And I got some eggs and coffee. For breakfast.”

  I stared frankly at him. “I want to tell you something. The two of us won’t ever have breakfast together. Not in the cards.”

  His eyes flickered with anger. “Could’ve told me that an hour ago. Waste of time.”

  He turned on his heels and headed toward the bar.

  I let him get three steps away before I spoke.

  “I never said I wouldn’t come over.”

  He turned back around in a hurry.
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  I followed him. Loving the night air on me, the feel of leather-clad fingers on the handlebars, the solid force of wind streaming into my chest. I hated riding with windscreens. I needed to feel the wind holding me, steadying. Sometimes I thought my motorcycle was the only place I could feel at peace. I couldn’t tell if it was a scary thought. Or a true one.

  He lived in a little Craftsman house in West Oakland. Close to the docks. Close enough that I could hear the freeway traffic, see the Port lights. Massive cranes and stacked shipping containers curtaining the dark, flat water. The orange glow rising vaporously into pale night. The glinting city across the Bay.

  I saw his car turn into a driveway but I continued another block before I parked. Locked my helmet to the bike and put my gloves in my purse. Headed back toward the house. He was waiting for me at the front door. “Why didn’t you park in the driveway?”

  “I never park in a stranger’s driveway.”

  “We won’t be strangers for long.”

  “Maybe not.”

  His living room was plain. A couple of old armchairs and a black leather couch in front of a television playing ESPN. An Xbox controller on the coffee table along with several unwashed plates. He muted the show, disappeared into the kitchen, came back with a bottle of whiskey and two glasses. Good whiskey. It was The Famous Grouse. God. What did he think was bad whiskey?

  He turned on some rock band that sounded like a cheap knockoff of Metallica, all of the volume but none of the talent. Poured into the glasses and gestured. “Pull up a chair. Don’t be shy.”

  I took a sip. “I should slow down before I get drunk.”

  “Is getting drunk a bad thing?”

  “Depends what happens, I guess.”

  “What do you want to happen?”

  “You’ll see.”

  “My God!” he exclaimed. Somewhere between amused and annoyed. “Talking to you is like cracking code.”

  I ignored him. Looking around. Feeling things building together. It was past midnight.

  Almost time.

  I nodded at a couple of lavender curtains over the window. “Didn’t figure you for a decorator.” There was a picture hanging on the wall above the couch. The man in front of me, his arm around a woman, each smiling and holding a drink. She wore a black dress and he wore a scarlet tie over a maroon shirt. People milled behind them. Holiday office party, maybe, or wedding reception. Something social. The woman in the picture wasn’t especially pretty. She was on the heavy side, with plain features. But she looked happy. Her smile was real.

  He followed my eyes to the curtains, embarrassed. “Not me.”

  “Roommate? Girlfriend?”

  “Call her a roommate, sure.”

  “Is she here?”

  “No.”

  “Coming back tonight?”

  “No, but who cares?” He poured more whiskey into his glass. “What does it matter?”

  “Guess it doesn’t.”

  “Look, I’m not trying to be a dick, but it’s been a long week. I’m talked out. You want another drink, or just head in there?” He nodded toward a half-open door. The bedroom.

  “I told you. You’ll know what I want.”

  “What’s with the goddamn riddles?” he exclaimed. “I picked you up at a bar. We’re not high-school sweethearts. We know what we want. Why beat around the bush?”

  “You have a temper,” I observed.

  “I have a hard-on.”

  “I’ll have that drink.”

  “Sure.” He poured.

  I took the glass. Drank. Got up. Took off my jacket. Set it on the chair. Stood there in my black tank and jeans and boots, glass in one hand. “Is that better?”

  “Shit,” he said. “You’re a serious ten. And I’m a seriously lucky bastard.”

  “Your turn.”

  “Now we’re talking.” He drained his drink and rose. He was a big guy. Maybe six foot one, over two hundred pounds, solidly built. He took his T-shirt off, revealing a thatch of black hair across his chest.

  “More,” I said.

  “Suit yourself. I ain’t never been shy.” He unbuckled his belt. Kicked his shoes off. Pulled his jeans off. Stood there in boxers and socks. He hadn’t been kidding about the hard-on. He sat back down in his chair. Comfortably. “Get over here, girl. We gotta get those boots off you.”

  I looked at him.

  Put my drink down.

  Took my motorcycle gloves out of my purse. Slid the first one on. Adjusting the leather so that the armored ridge fit perfectly over my knuckles.

  He stared at me. “You got a leather fetish?”

  I said nothing. Pulled the other glove on.

  “Look,” he said. “I don’t know what you’re into but I don’t do kinky shit. Not getting spanked or whipped or bending over.”

  I looked down at him. “You know something?”

  “What?”

  “I don’t think I’m in the mood.”

  His eyes narrowed in anger. “Are you kidding?”

  “Nope.”

  “You can’t pull that shit.”

  “Why not?”

  “You came over here, drank my booze, had me take my goddamn clothes off. You think I had you over ’cause I needed the conversation?”

  “Where’s your girlfriend?” I asked.

  “What are you talking about?”

  “Right. Roommate,” I said, my voice dripping with contempt as I nodded at the picture.

  “We broke up.”

  “I’m not going to screw you, all the same.”

  “You’re serious?”

  “Serious.”

  “All right,” he said. “Then get the hell outta my house, you crazy bitch. Go on, now.”

  “And if I don’t?”

  His features shifted into a different look. A dangerous look.

  A look that said Run for the hills if you know what’s good for you.

  I stayed right where I was.

  His hands were clenched into fists and his jaw was tight. “I’ve had it with your cock teasing. I don’t know who you are or what you want, and I don’t care.”

  “You should,” I said. “That’s the thing. You should care about those things.”

  He ignored me. “All I know is that you’re on my property and if you don’t get out in five seconds I’m gonna dump you headfirst on the damn curb with yesterday’s garbage.”

  I looked evenly at him. Said nothing.

  “I mean it.”

  I was quiet.

  “Five.”

  I didn’t say a word.

  “Four. Three. I’m serious.”

  Kept looking down at him. Silent.

  “Two. Last chance. I mean it.”

  I took an even breath in. Blew it out slow. Feeling my pulse starting to hammer in that familiar way. We were almost there.

  Almost.

  “One.”

  I drew in another breath.

  Let it out slow.

  “Okay, you asked for it.” He started to get up, hands still clenched.

  I waited until he was halfway out of the chair. Off-balance, legs bent, weight shifting forward awkwardly.

  Then I stepped forward and hit him.

  I was a southpaw. Delivered a hard crack with my left hand. A short, twisting punch that had the full weight of my body behind it. Felt my fist explode into his nose with a crunch, the yielding, squishy feeling of cartilage. Different feeling than hitting a jaw or cheekbone or temple. A long time ago I’d gotten sick of busting my knuckles up. The armored motorcycle gloves were designed to hit asphalt at eighty miles an hour. They did wonders. Now I barely even bruised.

  He fell back into the chair, clutching his nose with both hands. “Shit,” he said. His voice was muffled. “You broke my nose.”

  I stayed where I was. Drew in another breath, let it out. Controlling my breathing, my pulse. Scrapingly aware of every tiny detail like I was on some kind of drug. The world coming in sharp and clear, every movement, every sound. I chose my words carefully. “You ready for another taste? Or do you need a minute?”

  That got him back up. This time he rose cautiously. Nose dripping blood steadily out of both nostrils. He ignored the blood, never taking his eyes off me. He didn’t lunge forward this time. Gained his feet, faked a rushing tackle, then stepped forward and threw a massive right hook at my head. The kind of punch that would knock someone into next week and have them wake up wondering what bus they’d stepped in front of.

  I slipped it easily.

  Came under his arm while he was off-balance, our faces three inches apart. I hit him four times in two seconds. A hard uppercut to the jaw and a short right hook to the side of the head. Just above the ear to destroy his equilibrium. A left to the broken nose and finishing with a nasty hook into his drink-sodden kidneys.

  He went down face-first into the coffee table.

  I didn’t talk this time. I didn’t wait. I lifted his left arm away from his body and carefully positioned myself. Then I brought up my boot about six inches under his left armpit and drove the heel down as hard as I possibly could. There was a cracking sound. He screamed loudly. I looked at him lying there. No more fight in him. Done.

  “You have a landline?” I asked.

  He didn’t answer. Just lay there moaning and holding his side.

  “Do you have a landline?” I repeated.

  His breath came in gasps. “You broke my damn rib. Oh, God, it hurts.”

  This wasn’t getting anywhere. “If you don’t have a landline, can I borrow your cell phone, please?”

  “Why?”

  “To call you an ambulance.”

  “No, why’d you hit me?”

  “Because you had it coming. Can I get that phone now?”

  He raised himself slowly off the shattered coffee table. “My jeans.”

  I went over to his pants and found the phone. I didn’t need the passcode for the number I was dialing.

  “Nine-one-one, what is your emergency?”

  “This guy I’m with,” I said. “I think he was in a fight. I think he lost.”
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  I was hungry. I rode around until I found a twenty-four-hour diner a few miles away. Three black guys were walking out, laughing as they got into a Jeep. One of the newer models, headlights narrowed to squinted strips. They saw me as I took my helmet off and one called out, “Damn, girl, you got style!”

  I grinned at him and gave them a wave as they pulled away. Inside, a sign by the front said SEAT YOURSELF so I did, at a booth in the back. The place was mostly empty. It was past one in the morning. A slow period for diners, after the graveyard shift had been in to eat, and before the drunk crowd headed in after the downtown Oakland bars closed at 2:00 A.M. The waitress came over almost immediately and I ordered coffee and one of the big Lumberjack breakfasts, eggs over easy and sausage and bacon and hash browns, a short stack of pancakes, and buttered sourdough toast. I read until the food arrived and then tore into it, still reading. Ordered more coffee and got three refills on my ice water, feeling the last effects of the whiskey slowly trickling away.

  There was a table of four men nearby. White guys in their late twenties or early thirties. They were throwing a few looks my way. I didn’t care. Kept eating. The food tasted good. I was hungry.

  The four guys were whispering and laughing to each other. I seemed to be the subject. One of them finally walked over. He was handsome, with a slender build and three or four days of tobacco-colored stubble. Curly brown hair cut short, wire glasses. He wore a corduroy jacket and with bemusement I saw a little golden cardboard crown atop his head, like what Burger King gave away to birthday kids. “Permission to approach the bench,” he said.

  I finished chewing and put my book aside. “And why would you want to do that?”

  He came a step closer. “My friends said you wouldn’t talk to me.”

  “Sounds like they think very highly of you.”

  He giggled. “I mean—you’re really pretty and you seem really focused. I’ve learned that’s a bad combination if I’m trying to talk to a girl. For me, I mean, not the girl. The pretty, focused ones usually ignore me. Actually, even one out of two and it doesn’t work out so well.”

  I sighed. “Look. You’re talking to me. And I’m talking to you. You win the bet. You can go back to your friends now and tell them that the really pretty focused girl talked to you.”

  I picked up my book and my fork. Went back to the eggs.

  “Look, I wasn’t trying to bother you.”

  “It’s okay,” I told him. “You didn’t bother me.”

  Then he surprised me. “‘Infinite resignation is that shirt we read about in the old fable. The thread is spun under tears, the cloth bleached with tears, the shirt sewn with tears; but then too it is a better protection than iron and steel.’”

  I put my book back down. The cover visible again. Fear and Trembling.

  “Okay, hotshot,” I said. “You’re a Berkeley grad student and you can quote Kierkegaard. I’m guessing philosophy?”

  Now he was surprised. “English, actually. I just have a soft spot for long-dead Danish existentialists. How’d you know the rest?”

  “Because you’re up too late to be a professor and you’re too polite for an undergrad. And if you were at Stanford you’d be going out in San Francisco, not Oakland. So that leaves Berkeley.”

  “Those are a lot of assumptions.”

  “Everyone makes assumptions. The only question is if they’re right or not.”

  He frowned. “So I’m of little to no mystery to you? That’s depressing.”

  “I do have one question.”

  “Yeah?”

  “The crown,” I said. “Can’t figure that one out. Very mysterious.”

  He rubbed his head self-consciously. “I finished my dissertation today. We’ve been celebrating.”

  “Congratulations.”

  “Well, it still has to pass. But this is a step, anyway.”

  “Who did you write on?”

  “William Hazlitt.”

  “The Fight. A favorite.”

  “Wow,” he said. “Nobody knows Hazlitt anymore, except maybe his Shakespeare stuff. But nobody knows The Fight. Are you in school, too?”

  “Nope. Just a working girl.”

  “Working where?”

  “I work in a bookstore.”

  “Around here? I know them all.”

  “Then maybe you’d know this one.”

  He glanced around the nearly empty restaurant. “So why are you here tonight?”

  “You mean I don’t look like I just finished a dissertation?”

  He grinned, showing white teeth. “You’re way too sober to have done that.”

  I liked his smile, I realized with mild surprise. “Okay. Fine. You can sit.”

  “I was waiting for you to say that,” he said, sitting down. “I’m Ethan. And you are . . . ?”

  “Nikki.”

  “You like Kierkegaard?”

  “Sometimes,” I said, “I feel he’s the only thing holding me together.”

  “Look,” Ethan said. “I don’t usually give out my number to strange women.”

  I had to laugh. “Was I asking?”

  “Your eyes betray you.”

  “I see.”

  He winked at me. “I’ll make an exception. Just this once.”

  “You will.”

  “But we don’t sleep together on the first date,” he said sternly. “That I’m sticking to. Not up for debate. I don’t care what you say.”

  I sipped my coffee and tried not to smile. “Setting terms, are you?”

  “Well, someone had to. Now, if you would be so good as to lend me your phone, I’ll put in my number, and then you can pretty much go ahead and call me, like, whenever.”

  “I don’t have a cell phone.”

  He was surprised. “Everyone has a cell phone. My grandmother has a cell phone and she doesn’t know how to turn it on. Literally, I’m not exaggerating, she would not know where the Power button is. But she has one.”

  “Well, I don’t.”

  “Why?”

  “For the same reason that I don’t have a pet hamster. Because I don’t like them.”

  He took a hash brown off my plate and chewed it thoughtfully. “Be careful. Now I’m starting to really like you.”

  “Is that so?”

  “Come on,” he said. “We’re going to go out together, and it’s gonna be fun.” He took a napkin, pulled a pen from his jacket pocket. “That’s my number. How do I reach you, No-Cell-Phone Girl?”

  He had blue eyes. Soft ones. And he did have a good smile.

  “Fine.” I took the napkin, tore off half, wrote down a phone number and address, and handed it back to him.

  He took the napkin, surprised. “Your address? You barely know me.”

  “Monday,” I said. “You can come over for dinner this Monday, seven o’clock. If you want.”

  “You’re inviting me to dinner? I feel like I should be inviting you to dinner.”

  “Well, you didn’t. Besides, I promise you that I’m a better cook than you are.”

  “How do you know that?”

  “Call it another assumption.”

  “I’m kind of a shitty cook,” he confessed. “But I love to eat.”

  I checked my watch again. Almost two thirty. It was time.

  I threw a twenty on the table and got up. “I have to go now. And by the way,” I added. My fingers brushed his jeans pocket, where his Cal ID peeked out. “Sometimes it’s only a matter of looking close.”

  Then, because I couldn’t resist, I took his crown, put it on my head, and walked out of the restaurant.
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  Ten minutes later I was back at the Craftsman house.

  Again, I left my bike down the block. The homes on either side of the street were darkened. Cars littered the curbs and the Port’s sodium glow spread spookily through the sky. The street was quiet.

  I’d noticed a funny thing about people who left home in an ambulance. They never remembered to lock their door on the way out. Just wasn’t something they thought about. They had bigger concerns. The paramedics never locked the doors, either. It wasn’t their job.

  So I wasn’t surprised to find the front door unlocked.

  I let myself in.

  He wasn’t back yet. Friday night in Oakland, the emergency rooms were running at full capacity. Even with a broken nose and rib he’d have to wait a bit. Oakland was a city, and kind of a violent one. Not as bad as it used to be, but people still got shot, run over, stabbed. All kinds of bad things happened every day, and Friday nights seemed to bring out the worst in people. The ER wasn’t going to drop everything for a guy with a broken rib and busted nose. No one was going to die from a broken rib. But they wouldn’t leave him sitting there forever. He hadn’t come in with a sprained ankle. I figured I’d have to wait one hour, maybe two at the most. Depending on how busy the night had been. Depending on how many bad things had happened to people I’d probably never meet.

  He’d mentioned coffee.

  I rummaged through the kitchen and found a bag of Peet’s, pre-ground. Could be a lot worse.

  I brewed a big pot in the coffee machine and settled in to wait.

  •   •   •

  I heard the door just before three thirty. I didn’t bother to get up. Stayed in the armchair as he walked in. I wasn’t worried about police being with him. He wasn’t going to tell anyone that he’d had his ass kicked by some girl he’d invited over. And the last thing on his mind was the possibility of me still being there.

  Of me having come back.

  I waited until he had closed the door. “Robert,” I said, and clicked on a light.

  “What the hell!” He literally jumped backward. His nose was partly obscured by a white bandage and both his eyes were blackened from the break. A few stitches on his forehead from where his head had hit the coffee table. Probably ACE bandages under his shirt. There wasn’t much to be done about broken ribs except to let them heal without doing anything to stop that from happening. Not a fun injury. He winced in pain as the words left his mouth. With broken ribs even breathing hurts pretty badly at first. He was backing away from me. “Why are you here?”

  “Relax,” I said. “I’m not going to hurt you. We’re going to talk.”

  “You want to talk? After what you did to me?”

  “Yes, I do. Sit down. Please.”

  His face showed fright and anger. “You’re in my house, telling me to sit down?”

  “I’m asking you to sit. I’ve never yet told you to do anything.”

  “You’re not going to hurt me? You promise?”

  I got up, went into the kitchen, and came back with a mug. I handed it to him. “I made coffee. I hope that’s okay.”

  “You made coffee,” he repeated. Now he just looked confused.

  “Figured we could both use a cup.”

  He took the cup skeptically, as though I’d dropped in a cyanide pill. We sat in the living room. Except for the broken coffee table, everything looked the same as when we had first arrived. “What do you want?” he asked.

  I opened my purse, took out a narrow sheaf of pages, and handed them to him.

  He saw the first page and looked up, startled. “What is this?”

  “Your girlfriend’s name is Angela Matterson. Your name is Robert Harris. She works as a special education teacher in San Leandro and you’re a mechanic at Sharkey’s Motors. You’ve been with Angela for two years and seven months.”

  “How do you know that?”

  I ignored the question. “Six weeks ago, you two got in a bad argument. Tempers flared. And then you hit her. You hurt her pretty badly.”

  He stared at me. “Who are you?”

  “I don’t pretend to know who was in the right. I don’t give a damn who said what. But as shown in those hospital intake records you’re holding, you put your girlfriend in the ER with a broken nose. The broken rib she got when she fell down the front steps trying to run. She told the police that she had tripped, and stuck to it. She wouldn’t admit you had touched her.”

  “I lost my temper,” Robert said in a more subdued voice. “I felt bad about it. I’d never laid a hand on her before.”

  Maybe it was true. Maybe it wasn’t. “After the hospital, she checked into a women’s shelter,” I continued. “She received counseling and then she came back here to get her things. She had decided to move out, and start a new life. She made those decisions for herself.”

  He looked at me but said nothing.

  “When she came back here, though, you were waiting.”

  “To apologize! To ask for another chance.”

  “You did apologize. That’s undisputed. But she didn’t change her mind. She packed a suitcase.” I set aside my coffee. “That was when you showed her the gun. Said you’d find her and make what you’d done look like nothing.”

  I was quiet. Challenging him to contradict me.

  He wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I never would have done that. I wasn’t serious, I was upset. I just really wanted her back.”

  Again, maybe true, maybe not. Didn’t matter. “Sure. Maybe you were bluffing. Maybe you did really love her. Maybe you still do. I don’t know. I don’t pretend to know. But what you said was enough to terrify her. And that’s where I come in.”

  He bit his lip. “I was angry, but I’d never hurt her. I have that gun for self-defense. I work in a bad part of town, been carjacked twice.”

  “How many Percocet did they give you at the hospital?”

  “What?”

  “How many pills? And what milligrams were they? Did you happen to notice?”

  “Only one. They wouldn’t give me more until the booze was out of my system.”

  “So you’re feeling clear-headed? Cognizant?”

  He looked at me in confusion. “Yeah, I guess.”

  “Good.” I reached into my purse a second time. This time I took out a small black pistol.

  People reacted differently to guns being pointed at them. Some screamed, some froze, some ran. All kinds of reactions. Robert started jerking his head this way and that. Back and forth like some grotesque jack-in-the-box.

  “This is a Beretta subcompact chambered in forty-caliber hollow points,” I told him. “The subcompacts aren’t worth jack for target practice because the barrel’s too short. But from five feet away that doesn’t matter so much.”

  “You said you weren’t going to hurt me!”

  I pulled the slide back and the gun cocked loudly.

  The only safety I ever used was an empty chamber.

  He started jerking around even more frantically. “Please!”

  I left the gun on him for a long moment. Then in one smooth motion I pulled the slide back, popped the live cartridge out of the chamber, and put the gun down. “I need you to understand your situation. How it’s escalated.”

  “Please,” he said again.

  I walked over to him. Put a hand lightly on his shoulder. Put something in his hand. The cartridge. A small brass cylinder, pointed at one end, still warm from my hand. “I want you to keep that, Robert,” I said, sitting down again. “Think of it as your restraining order. If you ever get mad or lonely and start thinking about maybe finding Angela, I want you to hold this bullet and look at it and remember this conversation. Because if you ever try to talk to her or see her again, I’ll use a bullet identical to this one and shoot you in the head.”

  He stared at the oblong cylinder in his palm, saying nothing. I let him think.

  He looked up. “I understand,” he finally said.

  “Good.” I put the gun away.

  “So in the bar tonight, all those lies about wanting me, flirting . . . You were planning this the whole time, weren’t you?”

  “I didn’t lie. I don’t lie. I didn’t tell you a single word that was untrue.”

  “You hit on me.”

  “No. I let you hit on me. And I let you make assumptions about what I wanted.”

  “Why’d you have to hurt me, then?”

  “You put your girlfriend in the hospital. What happened to you is fair. Your injuries.”

  “So why come back here?”

  “The two parts are a system, Robert. If I just hurt you, that might make you angrier. If I just pulled a gun, you might not take me seriously. This way, you do.”

  “How did Angela find you?”

  “That’s not the point. The point is that I found you. It’s not about her anymore. It’s about us—me and you. That’s what matters now.”

  “So you’ve done stuff like this before.”

  I didn’t answer him.

  “You must think I’m a real scumbag.”

  “I’m sure I’ve met better and I’m positive I’ve met worse.”

  “I did love her. Maybe I still do.”

  “Okay.”

  “What if you hadn’t been able to take me? If I’d gotten to the kitchen, grabbed a knife?”

  A door opens. A step forward onto the sunlit floor. A sticky iron smell. Dusty sunlight along the wall. Another step.

  “I don’t like knives. A knife would not have helped resolve things.”

  He took that in.

  “Any other questions?” I asked.

  “No.”

  “Then this concludes our business.” I stood. “There’s more coffee, if you want. I left the pot on just in case. Get some rest. And then go meet a new girl. Be nice to her. Or enjoy the single life. Not my business. Sound okay?”

  He spoke the single word somberly. “Okay.”

  “You won’t see me again. Not unless you try to find her. Then you’ll see me once more.”

  I left him there, looking blankly at the broken coffee table, and walked outside into the night.
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  On the freeway heading north, I slowed at my Berkeley exit, then changed my mind and accelerated past it. I wasn’t tired. The drive from Oakland to Bolinas was normally about an hour and a half. On the Aprilia, late at night, no traffic, I could do it in under an hour. I worked my way onto the 580 and headed north, taking the Richmond Bridge over the Bay. Loving the night, the speed, the wind. Across the water, I passed the bulk of San Quentin looming over the Marin coast.

  Trying not to think about what I always thought about when passing the pale stone walls.

  Who I always thought about.

  I twisted up and then down around Mount Tamalpais, leaning into hairpin curves, headlight lancing the night. At Stinson Beach I picked up my speed for the last few miles as the road straightened. Bolinas had changed a lot since my childhood. Mainly, the homes had all gotten about tenfold more expensive, the hippies and artists joined by millionaire tech boys wanting to play surf bum for the weekend. A crowd that didn’t think much of slapping down a couple of million bucks for a little place by the ocean that would have sold for thirty or forty grand only a few decades before. But the town was still tiny, and proudly held on to its original character despite the unrequested changes.

  I turned off the main street onto a narrow, curving road that led up to the high bluffs above the ocean. Halfway up the road I got off the bike. Cut the engine. Walked quietly up to a blue house that was just visible in the dim predawn light. A small, single-story house. A neat brick walkway bisecting the clipped grass of the lawn. I noticed a child’s tricycle had been left in the yard. I bit my lip as I imagined a kid pedaling frenetically around the path. I could hear the crunching sound the plastic wheels would make, rolling over the pavement. Could hear the happy laughter.

  A cheerful blue house.

  I stood there looking at the house. No lights on. No one awake. The night quiet. I could hear the waves below. Felt that same choking feeling I always got.

  “I’m sorry,” I whispered to the house. “I’m so, so sorry.”




  6

  “Nikki, yes? Nikki Griffin? Why don’t you tell me a little about yourself?”

  “Myself. Like anything in particular?”

  “Wherever you’d like to start.”

  “That sounds like a trick question. Like a job interview.”

  “There’s no trick. Why don’t you start at the beginning?”

  “Okay. My brother and I grew up in Bolinas. My parents were the Bohemian California type, drove down to the Fillmore for shows on the weekends, weed and wine and bonfires on the beach.”

  “Are you close with your brother?”

  “I try to look out for him.”

  “And you are close to your parents?”

  “Can we talk about something else?”

  “Of course. May I ask you something, Nikki?”

  “Sure.”

  “How’s the violence?”

  “The violence.”

  “Yes.”

  “Well, I wanted to slug my waiter the other night.”

  “Your waiter? Why?”

  “Ordered a martini and he brought it over with vodka.”

  “Vodka? That was a problem?”

  “Gin. Someone orders a martini, you bring them gin. That’s the default. Not vodka. Gin.”

  “But you didn’t.”

  “Didn’t hit him? No. Just asked for gin. I was mostly kidding, anyway. About hitting him.”

  “I’m very glad to hear that.”

  “But I wanted to. Kind of. A little. Vodka. God.”

  “Are you drinking a lot, Nikki?”

  “Why would you ask me that?”

  “Just a question—you know, drinking can be a trigger for other things.”

  “Other things?”

  “For impulsive behavior of any kind.”

  “Look. Ninety-nine percent of the time I don’t consider myself impulsive.”

  “Maybe we should talk about the one percent.”

  “I don’t mean to be rude, but can I go now?”

  “We can end early, I don’t see why not. I’ll see you next week, same time?”

  “Sure. Next week. Same time.”

  “And Nikki?”

  “Yeah?”

  “Try to be good.”

  •   •   •

  I walked out into bright afternoon sunlight. Squinting, putting on black Ray-Ban aviators. Reached into my purse for lip gloss, tasted vague citrus. The therapist worked out of her home in North Berkeley. She had been dressed casually in blue jeans and a faded sweater. We’d sat in her living room, me on a couch, her in an armchair. A desk adorned with crayon pictures, probably the work of grandchildren. A worn Persian carpet over the hardwood floor, a high bookcase filled with many of psychology’s prominent names, as well as others I didn’t recognize. I liked the setup. A home was better than tile floors and clipboard questionnaires. For this kind of thing. The therapy thing. Outside, speed bumps in the road rose in gentle asphalt waves. Colorful homes lined the quiet streets. A gardener’s clippers buzzed. A comfortable neighborhood. A safe neighborhood. The late September air pleasant.

  I pulled a hair tie off my wrist and worked my hair into a bun, put my helmet on. The big engine thrummed, the sound filling my ears even through the padded helmet. I left my leather jacket unzipped to feel the wind. Clicked my foot down into First, eased my hand off the clutch, rolled onto the street, headed south toward Oakland.

  I had a job to do.




  7

  The man’s bare behind was the same shade as an uncooked parsnip.

  I aimed the black crosshairs, centering them directly over his back.

  Click.

  I took several shots, the powerful zoom lens of the camera making it seem as though he was only a few feet away, instead of across the street in a second-floor apartment. The woman walked into view, wearing only a bra and underwear. The apartment was rented under her name. She looked about forty, maybe two decades younger than the man. She had the body of a woman who spent her fair share of time in the gym. I idly wondered if he paid for the apartment, some kind of sugar daddy relationship. I didn’t care. It didn’t matter to me one way or the other. What mattered was that the two of them were here, in front of me, together. The woman looked awfully pretty for him, though.

  They embraced. His hand caressed the back of her neck, under her blond hair.

  Click. Click-click-click.

  I watched through the zoom as his fingers worked her bra open.

  Click. Click.

  As they moved from window to bed they disappeared from my line of sight. That was fine. I put the big camera into my backpack and walked down the block to wait. I found a deli and bought a coffee and a copy of the Chronicle. There were the usual headlines, seemingly all of them bad. Skyrocketing housing prices, North Korea shooting off missiles, human rights abuses in the Middle East. In the U.S. & World section there was a blurry picture of a curly-haired man with a missing front tooth, inset next to another picture: an overhead shot of yellow police tape surrounding a body bag. The caption identified him as the late Sherif Essam, a prominent blogger who had decided to leap from a thirtieth-floor rooftop in Cairo while breaking a story about government human rights violations. The police were treating it as an open-and-shut suicide. I pushed the paper away. The world was a depressing place. Not really the most groundbreaking thought, but one that I had frequently. Maybe due to my work.

  Given what I did, I didn’t generally see the best side of people.

  Best side, indeed. I stood. Even the most passionate couples only shacked up for so long.

  When the man and woman emerged from the apartment, the zoom lens brought them again into perfect focus. He wore a pinstriped navy suit and red tie, looking like the successful lawyer that he was. She wore jeans and a T-shirt, hair still damp from a shower. Their faces flushed. Happy with their secret. He leaned in to kiss her.

  Click-click-click.

  It always amazed me how easy it was to catch people having affairs. Trysts in apartments, cars, hotels. Thinking they were being clever. I’d never had an affair, but maybe that was part of the thrill. The illicitness. Spy games. Getting to sneak around, check into an anonymous motel. Some people were more cautious than these two, the pictures harder to get. But they were always gettable. I didn’t mind the endless waiting, learning routines and preferences, but I didn’t like the intrusion. The weird voyeurism of seeing and photographing men and women, women and women, men and men, often in explicit sexual contact. People chose to have affairs. Had nothing to do with me. Some probably deserved to be forgiven. Some probably didn’t.

  But a job was a job and I’d do the work if I had the time. It was amazing how set most people’s habits were. A week or two would show most everything. Where people ate, worked, shopped. Sometimes the person who hired me already had e-mails or texts or proof. Others, just vague suspicion, coalescing into an itch that could no longer be ignored. Sometimes it would be nothing. Sometimes it would be. I always billed for the affair jobs. Not like the women from the shelters. Infidelity was one problem. Being trapped, threatened, hurt—that was different.

  Those people deserved protection.

  I watched as the man got into a silver Mercedes S550. The paint gleamed, freshly washed. A vanity plate read LAW1981. I didn’t care much about cars, but it was easy to tell that this was a nice one, the roof curved and taut, as though the whole car was eager to spring forward. The Mercedes pulled away as the woman went back inside.

  I had seen a pay phone down the block by the deli. I put coins in and dialed. A woman’s voice answered. “Hello?”

  “Brenda, it’s Nikki.”

  There was a pause. The woman on the other end bracing herself. Like getting lab results from the doctor. “Hi, Nikki. Any updates?”

  “Why don’t we meet for coffee?”
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  She was coming into East Bay from San Francisco, so I suggested a tiny coffee shop just off the Bay Bridge in West Oakland, not far from where I had paid the visit to Robert Harris. A sign said BAY COFFEE. The sign made sense. They had coffee, and there was the Bay. It was an industrial neighborhood, the road’s battered pavement waving a white flag high after years of the big trucks that jolted along on their way to the Oakland Port. Some parts of Oakland had gotten nice fast. Some were taking their time.

  Brenda Johnson was a stylish, pretty woman of about fifty. Her hair was honey-colored and professionally styled, her hands manicured. She wore suede boots and a three-quarter-length black Burberry jacket with the belt knotted fashionably. She eyed the small cafe anxiously, as though they’d hand her bad news printed right across the menu. I thought again of the lab results.

  “Coffee’s on me,” I said. “What are you having?”

  She blinked and looked at me. “Just a cappuccino if they have it. Otherwise coffee with cream and sugar. Thanks, Nikki.”

  “I’ll be out in a minute,” I said. “We can sit outside.”

  At the counter I ordered from a pretty black-haired girl in her mid-twenties. “Can you do cappuccino?” I asked.

  She nodded. “Sure.” She had a slim body, brown eyes, and small white teeth. A brown-yellow discoloration, like a large birthmark, spread across her right cheekbone. I smelled cigarettes and Tommy Girl perfume. I’d worn the same stuff myself all through high school.

  “One of those, and a large black, no sugar.”

  She handed the full cups over unlidded, and a few drops of coffee splashed over the rim onto my jacket as I reached to take it. “I’m so sorry,” she said. She looked more than sorry. She looked like instead of a little coffee she’d spilled two million barrels of crude into a harbor full of otters. I saw the tattoo of a rose on her thin forearm, the long stem twisting along skin. Thorns protruded at intervals as though pinning the stem into her arm.

  “It’s okay,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.”

  “Here, let me.” She grabbed a handful of paper towels and dabbed awkwardly at my arm. “I’m so sorry,” she said again. “I’m such an idiot.”

  “Hey,” I said, nonplussed. “It’s no big deal. Seriously.”

  “It’s just—I’m having the worst day. I know that’s not your problem.”

  “Anything I can do?”

  She shook her head as though at the silliness of the question. “I’ll be fine. Thanks for not yelling at me. You wouldn’t believe what some people are like.”

  “I believe it.” The yellowish mark on her face. It didn’t look quite like a birthmark after all. It had that unhealthy, overripe look of injured skin. She caught my gaze and seemed to shrink into herself. She tore little corners off the napkin she was holding and white flecks drifted to the counter with the determined instability of snow.

  “I’ll be fine,” she said again.

  “I’m Nikki,” I said. “What’s your name?”

  “Zoe,” she answered hesitantly. She had a faint accent. South American. I couldn’t place the country. The smattering of Spanish left over from high school didn’t take me that far.

  “We can talk,” I said. “If you’d like. Sometimes it’s nice to have someone to talk to.”

  She blushed and shook her head without a word.

  I picked up the two cups. “I work at a bookstore over on Telegraph.” I handed her a business card. “A few of us do a kind of book club thing. We’re meeting next Friday afternoon. Maybe you’d like to come.”

  She blushed again and looked away. “I can’t remember the last time I’ve even read a real book. I didn’t even finish high school. I wouldn’t fit in.”

  “You might be surprised. You might fit in just fine.”

  She took the card carefully, as though it was made of the most delicate glass, and slid it into the tight pocket of her jeans. “I’ll think about it.” She had torn the napkin into a blizzard of tiny pieces that covered the counter.

  I impulsively put my hand over hers and gave it a light squeeze. “A lot of the women there have had bad days, too. Think it over.”

  •   •   •

  Down the block from the coffee shop there was a small city park. A boy in a red jacket went back and forth on a swing while two little girls played hopscotch. Motes of colorful chalk dusted up from the asphalt and swirled in the afternoon sun. Overhead traffic rumbled from freeways that looped up in gray circles. The Bay Bridge stretched toward San Francisco.

  “Your husband is having an affair,” I said. There wasn’t really a good way to start.

  She put her hands to her mouth. “Oh my God. You’re sure?”

  I thought about the man and woman in the window. “I’m sure.”

  “I can’t believe it.” She ran a hand through her hair. “You think you must be crazy. You hope you’re crazy. I mean, I did all the crazy things people do. I made a secret copy of his office keys, as though I was going to break in and catch them on his desk. I checked his clothes for I don’t even know what— lipstick stains or stray earrings. I hired you.” She laughed. The kind of laugh someone might make when realizing they had just spent five hours accidentally driving north instead of south. “But then . . . you learn you’re not crazy. And somehow it’s worse.” She set the coffee down on the ground. “He’s a lawyer, always doing this top-secret work for all these stupid tech firms, treating it like national security. Always running around or shutting himself up in his office until late at night. And now I don’t even know if he’s been lying about all of that the whole time . . .”

  “I understand.” I felt badly for her. People who had affairs embarked on all the usual deceit, never really thinking that it could start to make their spouses feel like they were in Gogol’s Diary of a Madman. “You didn’t do anything unusual,” I added. “You had a right to know.”

  “Who is she, anyway?”

  I took a second to answer. It was no good blurting out everything at once. I’d learned that early on from a case. After being told that her husband was sleeping with his secretary, a client had walked into the office, by all accounts calm as could be, chatting and smiling, before hitting the unlucky secretary over the head with a three-hole punch. The police had found her at home in bed an hour later, drinking rose and watching Grey’s Anatomy reruns. She had been charged with aggravated battery and narrowly avoided a felony.

  So now I was cautious about giving out too much information too quickly.

  “A personal trainer,” I finally said. “From his gym.”

  Her eyes flashed with anger. “That son of a bitch! I got that out-of-shape prick a personal training package so he wouldn’t die of a heart attack at sixty-five like his father. And he goes and screws her?”

  I put my hand over hers, reminded yet again that it was impossible to know which words would provoke which emotions. “I know. It’s not nice hearing it.” This was part of the job. It was impossible to only be a messenger. Not after delivering news that often changed the trajectory of a life. Therapist, friends, family—eventually my clients would reach out to people. But initially? It was just me.

  Brenda stood up and tried to take off her jacket. The belt knot got stuck and she cursed and threw the jacket onto the sidewalk. Her arms were toned and firm. Her voice was neither. “I’m going to get that son of a bitch. He’s not going to believe what hit him. You can prove it?”

  There was a loud metallic grinding as a BART train passed. The tracks ran mostly underground but here they rose overhead briefly before plunging down under the Bay to connect Oakland to San Francisco. I waited until the noise faded. “I have photographs.”

  “I want to see them.”

  “I’ll have them to you in the next day or two.”

  “I want to see them now!”

  “Soon. I promise.” I thought again about the hole-punch woman. I intentionally kept a gap between delivering news and pictures. Photographs could be incendiary.

  She was pacing; short, pent-up steps. One of the hopscotch girls watched curiously. “We’re going to find him right now, him and his whore, and we’re going to teach them a lesson.”

  “Why don’t you sit down?” I suggested.

  “I’m not in a sitting mood,” Brenda snapped. “I’ve heard stories about you, Nikki. My niece referred you, remember? The one who works at the Brighter Futures shelter. I need you to teach my husband a lesson. I don’t care how much it costs, I’ll pay. Isn’t that what you do?”

  “You’re upset. I understand. But I can’t do that.”

  “I need—”

  “Brenda. Listen.” She heard the difference edged in my tone and quieted. “I’m not in the lesson-teaching business,” I continued more gently. “Save the drama for the soaps. It doesn’t end well, talk like that. What you need right now is a stiff drink, a hot shower, and a good divorce lawyer.”

  “But, as one woman to another, Nikki . . . you have to help me.”

  “That wouldn’t help you. Honest. You’d be trading a bit of short-term satisfaction for all kinds of long-term problems. It’s better this way, believe me.”

  Brenda slowly bent down and picked up her coat. The hopscotch girls were gone and the swing was empty. Her cotton candy-colored manicure had started to flake away, leaving bits of bare nail, and there were dark circles under her eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get angry.” She rubbed her hands across her head, massaging her temple. “I haven’t been sleeping well.”

  “Angry is normal. I get it.”

  “I guess.” She sounded exhausted. “I should head back home.”

  I squeezed her hand. “You’ll get through this.”

  Five minutes later I was headed toward Berkeley. I had a few things to wrap up at the bookstore and then was thinking about a movie and Chinese food. Saturday afternoons were supposed to be quiet.

  Supposed to be.

  I had yet to meet Gregg Gunn.
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  “Hi, Jess. How’s business?”

  “Hey, Nikki! It’s been busy, all the Cal kids settling into fall term. Can’t believe we’re almost through September already.”

  The Brimstone Magpie was a used bookstore on Telegraph Avenue in Berkeley. I’d been lucky and bought the shabby two-story building just before East Bay prices really skyrocketed. Now, no way I could have afforded it. Until the next big quake, Bay Area real estate seemed to only be heading up. At the time, I’d thought the building would be a good way to collect steady money from a long-term tenant. The large street-level space was filled by a trendy bakery with a five-year lease and plans to expand. Then came the recession, and suddenly nobody was jumping to buy six-dollar lemongrass shots or gluten-free birthday cakes anymore. The bakery folded fast.

  With the bakery gone and no other prospective tenants in sight, I’d started using the empty space for storing books. I acquired too many books and was constantly getting more. I couldn’t help it. I loved books. Boxes and boxes from garage or library sales, the free books put up in Craigslist ads, along with walking into every bookstore I passed. So eventually I had put up a few shelves, then a few more. An armchair so I could sit with a cup of coffee and read. I paid for the damn space, I’d figured. Might as well enjoy it. And then one rainy winter day a woman holding a dripping umbrella hurried in and asked how much was the copy of Bleak House that she’d seen from the street. I’d never sold a book before. I told her to give me whatever she wanted. She checked her purse and asked if five dollars was okay. I said why not. She paid. My first sale. More people came in, both locals and the university crowd. I started leaving a pot of coffee on the counter. Bought a few more chairs. Put up a few more shelves. At some point, I realized I’d better get a cash register.

  The timing was oddly lucky. After Borders folded along with many of the independent bookshops, people started realizing that bookstores weren’t exactly guaranteed in the Bill of Rights. All over the East Bay there was a concerted effort to buy local. I started selling more books. I didn’t really worry about cash flow or balance sheets. I just liked the idea that people could walk in and read. People started arriving with books to sell, more came in from estate sales, book drives, all over. I talked to local libraries and put up signs. So many books piled up that I had to rent storage space in Oakland to hold the stacks I hadn’t had time to sort. I hired a couple of part-timers who came and went before eventually realizing that I needed a full-time manager. I ran an ad and Jess answered it on the second day. She was my age, a raven-haired Los Angeles native who’d walked in wearing cobalt Prada glasses, a miniskirt, and high black boots. During what passed for the job interview she had announced herself as a lesbian with a degree in architecture that she’d never used, a fondness for single malt scotch and rescue animals, and a distaste for cheap coffee, social media, and Lakers fans. She also told me that she expected equity after the first year, zero micromanaging, and permission to bring her cat to work.

  I’d hired her on the spot. One of the best decisions of my life.

  We got along. She knew when to let me be. Didn’t come running in every two seconds with some breathless question about restocking. Pretty soon she was running the place far more efficiently than I ever had, dealing with accounting and insurance and a hundred other details I never would have thought about. Business picked up. Customers liked the coffee, the armchairs, the casual vibe. And Jess’s tendency to expel anyone who answered their cell phone while in the store. Sales increased. A year passed and I made her a partner. It wasn’t just the sales bump, or that we got along.

  Jess understood that I sometimes did other work. She understood that sometimes a woman would come by the store needing something other than a book.

  Jess was okay with that. We shared certain views.

  “Any good weekend plans?” she asked, turning from a high stack of newly arrived paperbacks that she had been sorting.

  “Catch a movie tonight, I think.” Remembering, I laughed. “And apparently I have a date on Monday. Don’t ask me how the hell that happened.”

  Jess grinned. “How the hell did that happen?”

  I rolled my eyes. “Why do I tell you anything?”

  “You on Match, Nikki? Or Tinder? Going for some casual love?”

  “Ugh. Please.” I went over to the espresso machine, a Lavazza. A big brass Italian model that was the pride of our shop. We officially offered an espresso to customers who made a purchase, but usually just ended up giving out a lot of free coffee without bothering to toe the line. “Want one?”

  “Always.”

  I made two, bending down to scratch Bartleby, the bookstore’s resident cat. He was a gray, yellow-eyed cat, and he meowed as I scratched between his ears, his fur warm from the morning sun. True to her word, Jess brought him into the store every day, where he prowled amongst the shelves and took naps of tremendous length, often, for obscure cat reasons, directly atop the register. Maybe he liked to keep track of things more than he let on.

  We stood by the counter and sipped our espressos. Customers leisurely browsed the shelves or sat, reading quietly. Sunlight from the windows stretched a slice of brightness against the floor. Jess had a Billie Holiday album playing and the beautiful, vulnerable voice drifted through the store, backed by unhurried big band instrumentals. I took pleasure in the languid pace of the bookstore, the slow movements, the soft voices, the smells of fresh coffee and aged paper, the people who circulated comfortably between the high stacks with gentle semi-purpose, like fish in an aquarium. My bookstore was a place of calm for me—a calm all the more meaningful given how much chaos and unpredictability and pain was out there, outside the doors. Much of my childhood had been anything but calm, so much so that for years I had given up any hope of finding it for myself. Maybe the bookstore had started accidentally, but as I brought in the boxes of books and filled the shelves, I must have known, deep down, that what I was truly doing was building the refuge I had always been so desperate for, and so unsure of ever finding.
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