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			PART ONE

			BEASTLAND

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Now

			The open nothingness of this country, all those houses for sale or left abandoned, unsold, slipping past the Greyhound’s windows, the small towns and nowhere crossroads standing dark and rusty and accumulating stillness. 

			With a long trip, the road could sometimes become like a sensory deprivation tank. The bus was packed but no one was talking. She didn’t want to go where she was being taken, but money dictates the venue.

			The landscape streaming past might as well have been one of those painted backgrounds for cartoons that repeat. You can run, but you’ll never get anywhere. It was snowing again.

			The bus passed a line of people walking on the road shoulder, not a single visible face under their many layers, carrying on their backs everything they owned. They did not try waving down the bus, they weren’t looking for help, the world had turned its back on them and they were now out under the elements, taking their own path, assigning purpose to their lives after being robbed of the one they’d had. Still, she felt bad for them. It took a while for the bus to pass them all; the wanderers stretched for miles. 

			Then it was dawn and Minneapolis closed in around the bus and her dread hardened. 

			I don’t want to be here.

			Tough shit, she could hear him say. Her boss, though it wasn’t much of a choice. It was more like indentured servitude than employment in the traditional sense.

			She checked her pockets before stepping off the bus, making sure she had everything she’d need during what she hoped would be a brief visit to this city – phone, money clip, smokes, lighter, multitool, lockpick.

			Deboarding, Melanie Williams was reintroduced to the idea of a polar vortex as a concept, as a misery. She dropped her backpack right there and scrambled for her gloves, struggling to squeeze the right one over the end of her cast. It got cold back home in the Chi, but nothing like this shit. Just the couple of seconds outside made her run for the bus terminal doors, eyes watering and toes going dead and waxy in her boots.

			She spent close to an hour watching people standing in lines – for a bus away from here, for a cab, for a loved one to come pick them up. She had no one meeting her. On the bus, she’d started listing reasons it’d be a bad idea to call Dani. Maybe just a text. No. She put her phone away, again. I’m not going to be here long. 

			If she and Dani ended up talking for a while, perhaps drawing out their breakup even further and going over who was to blame in detail, Mel didn’t want to have to go find a place to charge. That’s the excuse she decided to roll with, why she wasn’t calling Dani.

			She went and used the bus depot bathroom, which was an ordeal because she was still getting used to doing simple things with the cast swallowing her right arm. It was scuffed and dirty and smelled bad and itched like a motherfucker. There were no signatures or get well soon messages scrawled on it. End to end, a lonely, undecorated green. 

			She refilled her water bottle at the drinking fountain. She opened her phone and looked at it sidelong, afraid that it’d tell her the address Felix had given her would be far away. Six blocks. Far, yes, but not too far. Workable.

			She didn’t have the money for a cab or a Lyft. She had eighty bucks in her pocket, the whole of her checking account, and that was for meals and a ticket back. Felix had only paid to get her to Minneapolis. The idea of a one-way trip on someone else’s dime was suspicious, yes, and she’d spent a lot of the ride thinking about that too, but he’d sent her out here to work, for a job as he called them – not that she considered herself, you know, a gangster or whatever. Felix would refer to himself as ‘just a businessman’, and then wink.

			Besides, if he was going to kill her – or have her killed – the bus ticket would be a waste of money. And that was one thing, among many, that Felix did not like.

			Keep telling yourself that, girl. Safety is only ever a temporary status.

			The sky was orange. Maybe it’d be a little warmer outside now, she thought. She tried it and immediately felt her chest burn with the first inhale but decided not to go back in – she had to get moving. She’d just have to trust the walk would warm her up. She leaned into the wind and pretended it helped. 

			Like back home, they did a crap job of keeping the sidewalks clear of snow here too. She had to step out into the street a few times. Keeping her head down so her eyeballs wouldn’t freeze to marbles in her head meant if a car skidded on some ice and collided with her knees, it’d come as a complete surprise, the splice between being alive and dead comfortably abrupt. Well, it’d beat freezing to death. 

			Keep moving. Think about warm places. Lounging on the beach that time you and Dani went to LA to visit her sister. Okay, maybe try to erase Dani from the memory. It’s just you, under the sun, back when it seldom snowed in Los Angeles.

			The shanty towns were as common in Minneapolis as they were in Chicago. Any spare park or empty lot. Cookfires using trash for fuel. Tents these people once slept in when taking their families camping now their full-time homes. A blanket spread out on the sidewalk, someone trying to get whatever they could for their extensive sneaker collection. A dull surprise still hanging in every pair of eyes, people who had the ground fall out from under them, once living paycheck to paycheck, now trash can to plate. From the higher floors of the buildings, out front of which these people asked for change, they were all probably too small to notice. Drifting specks of insignificance. Unless you have something in your pocket to spend, you are less than nothing.

			The implosion-afflicted never believe you when you say you can’t spare any money. She wasn’t lying. She really couldn’t. Mel weaved through them, apologized and apologized, categorically useless as far as those above would be concerned. Mel was only slightly better off. She hated Felix, there was no doubt about that, but if it weren’t for him, this would be her life too. 

			Washington Street. 

			Down a couple blocks and there it was, the brick building, 81813. And next to 81813 Washington was a fenced-in parking lot crushed in on all sides by other brick towers. No attendant and no security cameras – that she could see, hanging back at the corner, scoping the place out. The parking lot was half-full, most of the vehicles were beaters, covered by a thin layer of snow. One car in the back corner was buried, with mounds of gray slush piled and frozen all around it, suggesting it had been parked long enough that the plow driver had to maneuver around it more than a few times. Mel opened her phone and checked her texts from Felix. The address where the car would be found, the license plate number of that car, and the address where she was to take it. Nothing more. 

			Mel entered the parking lot through its open gate and acted – in case anybody was watching – like she was just looking for her own car, nonchalantly checking license plates. AKI-112. AKI-112. Nope, nope. There was only one car left to check, the white Ford Escape standing buried in the back corner of the lot, looking like it was trying not to be noticed.

			She knelt to brush the snow from the car’s front plate. Minnesota, AKI-112. She went to the driver’s side and cleared the window with her sleeve. There was no one sitting inside. She cupped her hands to see past her own reflection. Clean within, spotless.

			Mel knew that a person taking stock of their surroundings was usually a sure-fire way to announce to someone I’m about to be up to no good, but it was still necessary. You can think about committing a crime, you can toe the edge between legal and illegal, but until that line is crossed, they can’t say you were attempting to steal a car if you don’t begin said attempt.

			Seeing no one, not even anybody in any of the buildings towering over the lot around her, she brought out her kit and got to work. She hadn’t broken into a car since getting her cast on and even then it was to help someone out who’d locked their keys inside. But now, doing it for a different reason, she wondered how much time the cast would add, time she couldn’t spare. She became acutely aware of every sound around her. It felt like the car’s owner was always walking up behind her. But there was no one.

			She knelt again. The burning coldness of the blacktop bled through her jeans and made her kneecap feel like it was fusing in place. She ignored it, probing the driver-side keyhole with her tools, feeling clumsy with how restricted her right hand was – the cast allowed little room to move her fingers. Plus she couldn’t feel as acutely with her left hand in a glove. But she scraped and prodded, waiting for that wonderful tick of the lock’s surrender.

			None came. She gave up on the lockpick, pocketed it, blew into her hands as she looked around again, nonchalant. Still alone, no spectators.

			Mel took her backpack off and reached inside, drawing out the slim-jim – a handy tool, sixteen inches of flat, flexible aluminum with a hook on the end. Operating one usually made its user highly obvious, requiring you to make a motion like someone had drawn ‘breaking into a car’ playing charades, but a slim-jim tended to do quicker work than a lockpick. On the Greyhound, she’d used it to scratch down inside her cast. 

			She slid the hook past the lip of the rubber window gasket and fed the door the slim-jim to its handle. Again, a lot of scraping and probing and blindly feeling around. She looked at herself in the driver-side window, saw a different woman than what her parents probably expected or wanted for her – and she also saw the person standing three steps behind her.

			“Can I help you?”

			Mel whirled around. The slim-jim snapped out of her hand and remained lodged in the door, making a diving board sound.

			She had not heard the middle-aged woman approaching. It was like she’d materialized out of thin air. Posture reading no hostility, hands at her sides. She had dark hair with a silver skunk stripe at the part. A lean face absent of makeup, a strong nose, chapped lips. Black wool overcoat, unbuttoned. Black dress pants, wrinkled. One of those coolers that you can carry one-handed, the type you see construction workers use as lunch pails or being stuffed into overhead storage bins on an airplane where you sit there and wonder what human organ might be inside, stewing in dry ice. 

			There was nothing – nothing – in the woman’s cold blue eyes.

			“I’m sorry,” Mel said, unable to think of anything better right then. “I’ll just go.”

			Mel ripped the slim-jim out of the door and snatched up her backpack. 

			The woman sidestepped into her path, Mel nearly running into her.

			She tried to move around her and the woman sidestepped again.

			“Look, you saw I couldn’t get in there. I’ll just go, okay? I’ll just go.”

			“Try it,” the woman said.

			Mel looked at her. The woman’s face remained giving nothing. Her voice sounded tired, mildly annoyed, but she was not in any way afraid. She looked like she’d never been afraid.

			“Go ahead. Try it.”

			“Are you going to call the cops?”

			“Just try the door.”

			Mel didn’t take her eyes off the woman, expecting this was some way to get her focus on something else before the scary chick brained her with something. Mel felt around the cold sheet metal until her fingers brushed the door handle. She pulled on it. The car door opened.

			“Wasn’t even locked.”

			“Wasn’t even locked,” the woman said. “You see anything in there worth stealing? I mean, it’s a rental. Got almost two hundred thousand miles on it. So the car itself can’t even be worth much at this point.” The woman looked Mel up and down, her eyes lingering on her cast. A slight crooked smile, as if finding all this curious. She met Mel’s eyes again. “Unless you’re that hard up for a means of getting around. No, that’s not it. You’re too pretty to be homeless.”

			“I was told to come here,” Mel said, knowing better than to give Felix’s name. “I was told to find this car and take it somewhere. I’m just doing a job.”

			“Get in. See how you like it.”

			Mel made no moves to do so. It was as if her feet had frozen to the asphalt – which, right now, didn’t seem that unlikely. But the woman, if she was cold too, gave no indication.

			 “Go ahead, get in. We’ll take it for a little spin.”

			On an episode about kidnappings, a true crime podcast warned to never let them take you to a second location.

			“Lady,” Mel said, “I got no problem with you. This wasn’t anything personal. I was just told to come here at a certain time, find this car, and—”

			“Yeah, you said that already.” The woman glanced around and reached into her coat, drew out a snub-nosed revolver, and let it hang casually at her side, finger curled inside the trigger guard. “Get in the car. Wasn’t a question the first time and sure as shit isn’t one now.”

			Mel raised her hands. Her bladder filled. “Okay, all right. Let’s just take it easy.”

			“In.” 

			Keeping herself facing the woman, Mel started to move around the front of the car, to get to the passenger side, figuring that’s what the scary chick wanted.

			“The fuck are you going? This side, shithead. This side.”

			Mel came back, moving slow, her hands staying up. She hesitated at the open driver side.

			“Go ahead,” the woman said. “Hop in.”

			Mel got in and the woman slammed the door shut on her. It was as cold inside as it was outside. She watched the woman grab her bag and become a vague shadow behind the curtain of snow covering the windshield. She got in on the passenger side, shoved Mel’s bag into the back seat, and pulled the door shut. In the silent, cold car she sat there with the cooler resting on her lap, looking ahead at the wall of white covering the windshield, the gun in her hand resting on her knee. Blinking, breaths making drifting ghosts.

			“I suppose you’ll need these,” she said and brought out a ring of keys, the Rover Rent-A-Car logo on the keychain that Mel recognized from their commercials. The woman reached across and put the key in the ignition and twisted it, the car coming to life. 

			Mel was saying, “Ma’am, I’m sorry, I’m just doing a job,” until the woman started shaking her head with her eyes closed, and Mel shut up.

			“You got X-ray vision, shithead?”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“Neither do I. Run the wipers.”

			Mel couldn’t find the switch right away. Her fear had caused her to forget how to understand all the symbols that she knew how to interpret before she could read. The wipers struggled to push the snow and ice off the windshield. After they batted it all away, what little sun could peek through the heavy clouds filtered in on them, the gun’s shiny metal, and the speckling of red dots across the front of the woman’s jacket, like tiny dark sequins. 

			“All right,” the woman said. “First things first. Seat belts. Hold on, you do know how to drive, right? Your license up-to-date?”

			Mel managed to nod.

			“Okay, good. Seat belt.”

			Mel put on her seat belt, struggling to buckle it with her cast getting in the way.

			“Now,” the woman said, “we’ll hang a left out of here and then we’re going to want to stay in the turning lane, okay?” 

			“What’s in that?”

			“What’s in what?” the woman said, then tracked Mel’s gaze to the flip-top cooler standing on the woman’s lap. “Oh, this? Nothing you need to worry about. Take a left out of here, like I’ve already said, and stay in the turning lane.”

			Mel swallowed. “Where are we going?”

			“Right pedal’s the gas, left’s the brake. Go ahead. Give the brake a try.”

			Mel pressed the brake. 

			“Well done.” The woman reached over and dropped them into gear. A crack as the car lurched forward an inch, the tires getting caught on the mounded ice surrounding them. 

			She stepped on the brake again and held it. “Where are you taking me?”

			“Nowhere.” The woman motioned ahead. “Let’s move.”

			“Ma’am, just let me walk away. I didn’t do anything to you. You saw I couldn’t get in here. You can check my bag, I swear I didn’t take anything, I—”

			“First, stop calling me ma’am,” the woman said. “Second, I said take a left and stay in the turning lane. So let’s do that and let’s go.”

			“I’m nobody. I’m just here because I was told to be here.”

			“That’s pretty much life as an adult,” the woman said. “Left. Turning lane. Use your signal.”

			Mel released the brake. The car climbed the low hill of ice, crushed it apart. She felt sick. She might throw up any second or shit her pants. She wasn’t cold anymore. Quite the opposite. She was sweating. She kept seeing her dad, her mom, her uncle, all these various points in her life, and it felt like such a fucking slap in the face to not be allowed to know that it was always going to lead to this, here, now, her last day of being alive.

			She put on her turn signal, turned left, and stayed in the turning lane.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Before Now

			Florida’s heat was a different animal. To Brenda, just trying to take in air was like receiving it mouth-to-mouth, the oxygen thin and tasting pre-breathed. The rental car’s AC only worked when it felt like it, which was seldom. So, similar to when a bad flu was coming on and the brain boiled and the thoughts turned soupy, it took her longer than it probably should have to realize she’d been driving in circles. 

			She didn’t fucking know Orlando, okay? That and her stupid goddamn phone could not pinpoint her current location so, therefore, it could not give her directions anywhere away from that unknown location. 

			She had to get supplies to fill the work order, things that weren’t going to be easy to find. The client had been highly specific when detailing the special requests portion. And there was also the time constraint to worry about. Five hours until the dinner reservation. She was to do it there, at the restaurant. Nice and public.

			Orlando was fine as long as you stuck close to the protective bubble surrounding the amusement parks, where the cops would do something. But drift a couple miles outside the sphere of the Magic Kingdom and goddamn was it like a different world. Orlando could very well be the greatest example of America in microcosm. All this fun stuff for the white suburbanites to enjoy, then this cement barrier surrounding the parks that prevented easy view (or access) for those drifting around just on the other side. The staggering crackheads, the scab-faced meth-heads jittering on a stoop, drunks shitting themselves while asleep on the curb, the lines of threadbare tents on the sidewalk, the mountains of trash, handwritten signs Please help and/or Wounded soldier against the buzzing neon background of checks cashed and we buy gold and pawn and lien. You could hear the rides from just about anywhere in the city. The screams of those who paid – and had the money to burn – for a good time, reaching the ears of those blocks away without a pot to piss in who screamed without having to pay for it, the only thing in their life they had for free, drenched in the thrill of not knowing if they’d be alive this time tomorrow. Better luck next time.

			Brenda tried to enjoy being lost and no sooner had she let the wind carry her than she saw the sign for a chemical wholesaler.

			Inside, it felt dangerous breathing without a mask. It smelled like an indoor pool; every time she blinked, the corners of her eyes burned. She explained to the clerk she was a science teacher and that’s all it took to allow him to sell her the ominous gray bottle, a half gallon of hydrochloric acid. Naturally, she paid cash, said ‘thank you’ and ‘have a nice day’ as she imagined a science teacher might, and left.

			The little shopping excursion made her think about how Christmas was in three weeks and that she and Steve hadn’t even started shopping for the girls yet. They’d decided, for the benefit of their savings account, to go light this year – books, one new article of clothing each, gift cards – and she and Steve would buy nothing for each other. Both were impossible to shop for anyway. She was pretty sure she’d bought him everything that’d ever been written about mixed martial arts, and she was sick of unwrapping porcelain turtles and acting surprised. 

			She decided not to chance the yellow light and stopped, finding herself first in line for when the green would cycle back around. Across the intersection there was a family of four: a young man, a young woman, and two small children. The mother and the children sat in the shade of a tree. Watching them, Brenda thought of her own kids. The man, wire-thin and badly sunburned, held a handwritten sign that said, Every bit helps, god bless. The traffic coming the other way rushed past, chopping her view of the desperate family to glimpses, like a flip-book. The man was standing on the curb with the sign one moment, a pickup truck shot by, and then the man was on his hands and knees bleeding from the face, his sign pinwheeling down the street. 

			The intersection was crowded with other drivers and she saw the woman rush to help the man and the children start to cry, but no one got out of their cars to help. Neither did she, watching the man hold a hand to his face, red lines racing down his arm to dribble from his elbow. She had not seen what the men in the pickup truck had thrown at him, or if they leaned out and hit him with something as they passed like a baseball bat or a tire iron, but it had certainly connected, whatever the implement.

			She took the wheel in her hands and felt herself making a face, forming a scowl at such a sad scene that wasn’t entirely automatic. Her chest tingled. She watched the two children’s faces twist, tears streaming. It was so undeserved, the attack. What a thing to be here, to see this. The decision to not rush the yellow light had provided this scene for her to see. The children seemed to understand that their father was in pain. Neither was old enough to stand unassisted so they sat there reaching chubby little arms toward their injured father, who was still trying to stand up, the woman helping him. Blood all over his face, spitting out broken pieces of his teeth.

			The car’s radio was up too high and all the other car engines drowned out the cries of the children, or their father. Knowing the other drivers could see her, she pressed her lips together, and waited until the light changed and she had passed the bleeding man before letting herself laugh. 

			She knew it was not the appropriate reaction. She knew if anyone else happened to be in the car with her right now, they would never see her the same way again. But she was alone and felt, because she was alone, she did not need to pretend to feel anything but what she felt.

			When her parents had found her in the backyard having crushed a hatchling sparrow with a brick at six years old, they took her to a specialist who told them that, by no fault of hers or theirs, Brenda would never feel things the same way as other people. They also cautioned her parents that, as she got older, she might engage in strange or off-putting behavior as she got to know herself better, searching for a means to feel something, to get some twinge or rise out of herself. Yes, like the bird. You should know that something like that may happen again. This is natural. Just do your best teaching her right from wrong, that even though she may be indifferent to the concepts of either, she can still live a normal, productive and happy life. Odds are she will pursue a career in the corporate world, maybe finance, possibly even government. 

			President Brenda. Imagine that shit.

			She liked to think the person she was to her husband and their three girls was real. And, honestly, something can only be real if enough people agree to believe. So, as far as her husband and their children were concerned, she was real – and for Brenda, it made it easier to be her. She knew she liked playing her, that Brenda. It wasn’t entirely satisfying, which was why she worked for Felix – and thus why she was in Florida – but she still never wanted to stop being the other woman too, the wife and mother. Things were quiet inside her, she did not feel things the same way as others, that was true, but she liked how much value she had to them, her family. The man back home, and the three girls, they needed her. Productive. Normal. Happy.

			She returned to the Palm Cove Motel and entered the office, asking if any mail had arrived for her. A package was placed on the counter, wrapped in brown paper and tied up with string. Just like the Julie Andrews song, she thought, and figured Felix probably thought the same thing when getting the parcel ready. 

			The clerk commented on how deceptively heavy the package was given its size, making a joke about someone sending her gold bars. Brenda wedged out a laugh, tipped an invisible ten-gallon, and exited the office and returned to her car to retrieve the things she’d bought while out today. Two bags. One from a chemical wholesaler and the second bag from the big box store: refridgerator magnets with each of the girls’ names and a pair of new sunglasses. She didn’t want to risk leaving the chemical bottle in a hot car.

			Inside the room, she locked the door, closed the curtains, and without a knife handy, picked at the knotted string around the package with a fingernail. Cradled by wadded fistfuls of newspaper was a triangular suede case. She unzipped it and looked at the semi-automatic pistol and the loaded magazine. Hollow points, as requested. She checked the sights, dry-firing at the bland landscape painting bolted to the wall. She loaded the magazine and tugged on the slide until the gun had spat out the last cartridge onto the floor. Confident it would not fail her, in a blur of hands she ejected the magazine, picked up the cartridges from the grungy carpet, thumbed each back into the magazine, slapped that back into the gun, and racked the slide once more.

			Both the remote for the TV and the clock radio had been superglued to the nightstand. Burning red digits. Ten after five. The room’s stink of damp carpet and toilet bowl cleaner was starting to give her a headache. 

			She lay on the bed, hoping her back would loosen up, and listened to the drone of the interstate. Rush hour swelled, ebbed. A stretched square of yellow on the ceiling, the shape of the failing sun cut by the window. The square slowly slid along the wall and soon was gone altogether. Then the stretched square was replaced by flickering orange streetlight that did not move with the time. She did not move either. Over the years, the job had gifted her with a bottomless store of patience. Maybe having three kids all under the age of thirteen had something to do with that too. She wanted to join the traffic, to return to the airport, and go back home. She wanted to pile onto the couch in a warm tangle of limbs, feel the weight of her family on her as they nodded off one by one and nobody had any reason to be keeping an eye on the time. Being alone would be fine too. She just didn’t want to be in fucking Florida anymore. That was the real point. 

			She turned her head to look at the bedside clock. 6:22.

			From her pocket, she took out the sheet of paper that had photocopied driver’s licenses printed on it. She stared until she knew the faces of the man and the woman better than her own. Stacy Ann Roberts, twenty-one, white, blue, brown. Buckley Thomas Dauber, twenty-eight, white, brown, brown. 

			6:39. Brenda reviewed the work order in her email. She scrolled down to the bottom, double-checking the special requests, who got what and in what order.

			The work order on her phone screen fell away, replacing itself with the picture of her husband she’d taken on their last vacation – before his accident. Unlike how she answered work calls, letting it ring a few times to imply they were interrupting her, with the hubby she always picked up at once. She didn’t want him to worry.

			“Hey, you,” he said. “How’s Florida?”

			“Hot,” she said.

			“Weird.”

			She laughed. “Smart-ass. Still snowing there?” 

			“It is, yeah,” he said, sounding glad to switch back to small talk now that he’d had his daily dose of reasons to worry about his wife traveling. “Getting upward of seven inches tonight, I hear.” 

			“Wish I could be getting upward of seven inches tonight.”

			Steve laughed. They were bad at dirty talk. Always had been. 

			“I miss you,” he said.

			“I miss you too. How’s it been today?”

			“Eh, I’d put it at about a C-minus.”

			Even though he wasn’t here to see it, she frowned. “I’m so sorry, hon.”

			“It’s all right. Better than yesterday. That was a rough one.”

			“You’re keeping a count on your meds, right?”

			“I am,” Steve said, in a moderately pissy tone. He was selective about when he wanted to be babied. “I’ve got enough to hold me over until next Thursday. Wednesday, if I have another day like yesterday.”

			She could hear it in his voice; he was hurting now. He thought he could hide it. 

			“The girls around?” she said.

			“You just missed them, actually. Linda came by a minute ago to take them to the movies.”

			Fucking Linda. Linda Cassel was the mother of Kara Cassel, the obnoxious best friend to Judy, Steve and Brenda’s youngest. While Brenda didn’t particularly care for Linda or her equally bratty little shit, at least her own girls were getting out of the house. Most days Steve was a serious homebody but especially so when Brenda left town. He felt that his pain, which he could only hide so much given that he now walked with a cane, made him an easy target for mugging.

			She heard a door being drawn open on his end. She knew the rubbery moan of the insulated hinge. The kitchen door that let out into the garage made that sound, especially when it was cold.

			Steve said, “You still okay taking a cab home tomorrow night?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I really don’t mind picking you up.”

			“It’s okay. I don’t want you staying up half the night waiting to drive all the way out there just to get me. A cab’s fine.”

			“You okay, hon?” he said.

			“Yeah. Just bored.”

			“Jeez, excuse me all to hell.”

			Brenda laughed. “Not with you, dum-dum.”

			He laughed his good, warm Steve laugh. She remembered the first time she’d heard it on their first date and how she wondered if now was too early to start telling herself she’d fallen in love and how different that was from the real thing, a decision. This also she did not voice. 

			“I know,” he said. “Just getting your goat. What’s up?”

			“They rescheduled this completely pointless meeting for later on tonight, so I’m here sitting on my hands until eight o’clock.”

			“I’m so sorry, babe. That sucks.”

			“It’s all right. Wouldn’t mind it so much if it wasn’t going to be all these hungover guys sitting in a stuffy room talking about third-quarter projections.”

			Another silence. “Will you be counting yourself among the hungover?”

			“I’m being good.”

			Because of his medication, Steve couldn’t drink, and over the past few years he’d become something of a finger-wagging teetotaler. But he usually saved the bulk of his lectures about perforated livers for his brother, Eric – who, really, after the third DUI, could probably use them. Steve had changed, sure, but that’s being married to somebody. Neither of you are going to be the same people at twenty-three that you are at thirty-eight. It’d be worrying if you were.

			“I miss you,” Steve said again. Differently this time. Not just some empty crap you say to a loved one who’s traveling, but really meaning it. There was something else there too. Maybe it was the pain throttling his voice. He only sounded like that when he was about to apologize for something. 

			“I miss you too.” She meant it. She did miss him, and the girls. A great deal. But she had to be here. After the titanium pins had been drilled into Steve’s spine when a negligently overloaded shelf collapsed on him at the warehouse, the settlement would only carry them so far. Before that, they’d bought a big house when they’d trusted the money would hold, when they still had that naïve confidence that they weren’t the kind of family that tragedy visits.

			They’d learned there was no such thing as good luck, just bad luck that builds up like plaque in a vein. Felix provided the bad luck triple bypass. Brenda was working for him back then, before Steve’s accident, but not nearly as often. She could barely remember what the cubicle farm of her old nine-to-five looked like, even after rotting away in it for nine years. Far as Steve knew, she still worked at that gray hell. She’d quit a perfectly good job (the implosion had not sunk the marketing firm, surprisingly) to do what, she felt, she was more naturally inclined to do – tasks that did not require her to blunt her edges to fit into that machine that only asked one question: how can we make people feel they need to buy things that they don’t really want and/or need? 

			Doing what she did now, in her mind, it wasn’t really that different – I pinpoint an underserved demographic (track the mark) who someone (the client) wishes to capitalize on (have murdered) and I provide persuasive material (usually bullets) that convinces them to make a purchase (die). 

			The important thing was ensuring, every single day, that the Stocktons would not become one of those sad post-implosion families. 

			You know the sob story. The internet was flooded with articles about them, and not only did the word implosion become fixed to what happened, but it was really being looked at as a true tragedy. It might as well be illegal to use ‘tragedy’ describing a situation until upper-middle-class folks are affected. But you’ve seen them, or you know someone it’s happened to: the women who’ve gone from spending their Sunday mornings in the Target parking lot wearing their yoga pants and namaste, bitches bumper stickers on their high-end SUVs, humble-bragging about their fabulous lives, to now spending their Sunday mornings waiting in line outside the food shelf while their kids cry in that luxury SUV, which all of them are now living in.

			That’s not going to happen to us. The Stocktons hold on to what they buy. We don’t temporarily borrow them, put our feet up on things we like to say are ours and just wait for repossession day. Fuck that. We select, we own, we get what’s ours – for keeps. 

			Not that a happy life is contingent on accumulating nice material things, but let’s be real. That sounds an awful lot like something a poor person would say. And the Stocktons may’ve had their fair share of rough patches, but they have never been and never will be anything resembling poor. Just saying the word poor sent a chill down her spine, like it was some cursed phrase, the financial status version of playing Bloody Mary, willfully inviting misfortune into your life. There are worse things than being dead. Being the P-word, number one with a bullet.

			To make good on that family mission statement of holding on to things for keeps, that meant bringing home the bacon and to do so meant being away from home a lot. It meant missing birthdays sometimes. It meant sacrifice. And sometimes that’s hard. Nothing is free. Not even happiness, regardless of whatever any self-help blog tries to tell you. Because even they want something – like your clicks so you can be exposed to ads. Happiness is free, they’ll say, as they make money off you reading their little white lies. Everyone’s a cheat. Everyone’s a salesperson, a hustler, a schemer. Every interaction is a transaction, a give and take, and there’s never not a winner and a loser. Brenda was glad she learned this early in life. It’d made things so much easier. Hell, maybe I should start a blog. The Trials and Tribulations of a Suburban Hit-Mom. How to remove bloodstains from silk. A timesaving lifehack that will see your Heckler & Koch USP Compact 9mm shining like new in minutes using only vinegar and lemon juice. The top ten ways to garrote a man twice your size and not throw your back out. Other murderers-for-hire hate her, click here to learn her one CRAZY trick.

			The shit you think about when you and your husband are on the phone and have run out of stuff to say and are listening to each other breathe. But like always, Steve would wait for her to pull the trigger. Small punishments for being away so often. Perhaps unconscious, but most likely not.

			Brenda said, “I’ll call you when I’m about to board.”

			“You better.” She could hear his smile, picture it.

			She mouthed the words just to feel them, “Stephen, I love you, but I want you to know something about me. I kill people for a living.”

			All it would take was one breath. An exhale put behind the shapes she was making with her lips and these things could go from secrets to things he knew about his wife. The razor’s edge. I could shatter him, everything he knows about me, the love we share, all in less than a second. 

			One breath.

			Her phone thrummed in her hand. It made her flinch. Another call coming in.

			“I love you,” Steve was saying.

			She took the phone away from her ear only long enough to see who was calling. Felix.

			“I love you too,” she told her hubby, and explained she had to go because apparently the meeting was back on after all, telling the emptiness of her room, “One second, I’ll be right there,” and told Steve goodbye. 

			She took the other call. “Everything all right?”

			“That’s how you answer the fucking phone?” Felix said. “You see it’s me calling and immediately jump to something must be wrong?”

			Brenda was not in the mood to deal with the delicate ideas men had about themselves right now. She’d humor Steve, but Felix did not deserve it. Stroking his ego was wife number four’s job.

			Softening, Felix said, “Is everything okay with you?”

			Going from talking to her hubby to talking to her boss so abruptly required Brenda to perform some mental gymnastics and apparently, this time, caused her to stutter slightly, a minor synaptic misfire. “Everything’s fuh-fine.”

			“Good. Everything’s fine,” Felix said, his annoyance plain. “Can we move on to the reason I’m calling?”

			Brenda sat up. Head rush. A fog before her eyes. Reality sifted back in and she met the eyes of a familiar woman sitting in a room just like this one, worry nakedly bright in her face. Brenda turned on the mattress, away from the mirror.

			“Where are you now?” Felix said.

			“At the motel.”

			“Get everything you need? That was one specific special request.”

			“I found a place that sells it.” Brenda looked at the bag she’d laid by the door, the thin plastic hugging the bottle, its terrible contents. 

			A moment, Felix running down mental checklists maybe. “Get the mail today?”

			“Yes. Thanks.”

			“Of course. Know where you’re going tonight?”

			“I can find it,” Brenda said, clipped. “You worried about something?”

			“Nah, just had a few minutes, thought I’d check in, grab a quick update from you.” Felix chuckled. He could hide the fact that he was smoking two packs a day until he laughed. “Don’t take no offense to it.”

			“Things are progressing fine. Like I said.”

			“Good, good,” Felix said. “Say, while I got you on the horn….”

			Brenda closed her eyes. Felix never said ‘say’ unless it was going to precede some tall request or he was about to drop some monumental detail it would’ve been good for her to have had months prior. The true motive behind this call.

			“Got a potential job coming together. Kind of unorthodox. Thought I’d ping you, see what you make of it.”

			“Unorthodox how?”

			“Well, I shouldn’t say too much until the client’s made up their mind.”

			Then why bring it up? “All right.”

			“They’re mulling the idea of an extended visit.”

			“How extended?”

			“A week. Round the clock attention, hour breaks between sessions at most. Which may require playing doctor some, keep them from stepping out prematurely.”

			“Where?”

			“Minneapolis.”

			“Has a price been determined?”

			“We’re going back and forth but it’s hovering around fifty, fifty-five. I suggested we keep it simple and just say ten per day, but they said that was a bridge too far. Tightwads.”

			Brenda wasn’t confident in Felix’s abilities as a haggler so she subtracted Felix’s thirty per cent fee from an optimistic base of fifty thousand and considered how much that remaining sum could help with the mortgage, the copay on Steve’s pain meds and doctor visits, groceries, gas, the car payment, their oldest’s upcoming orthodontist appointment, their middle one’s soccer equipment, the youngest’s unwavering insistence that the store-brand cereal wasn’t as yummy as the stuff with the more well-drawn cartoon character on the box that cost two bucks more.

			Felix said, “Interested?” 

			“Put me down as a maybe.”

			“You got it. I’ll let you know when we finally agree on a price tag.”

			“Have you talked to anyone else about this?”

			“You and one other.”

			“Being who?”

			“Planning on bumping off the competition?” Felix laughed, coughed. “You know you just need to say you want it. The boys understand how seniority works.”

			“Who else?”

			Felix sighed. 

			“Merritt?” Brenda said.

			“Yes. Merritt.”

			“Did you call him or did he call you?”

			“He emailed, actually. The Minneapolis job is the next one in the hopper. What was I supposed to do? Tell him I don’t have something when I do? I mean, Minnesota is Merritt’s neck of the woods. He could fucking drive, save me the cost of a plane ticket and a rental. And even if I did have to fly him, I doubt Merritt would insist on first class, unlike somebody I know.” 

			“Put me down for it.”

			“For Minneapolis?”

			“No, for who hosts the next Girl Scouts meeting. Yes, for Minneapolis.” 

			“Okay, okay, just making sure we’re on the same page. We talking pen or pencil?”

			“Pencil, for now, but I want dibs.”

			“You got it. But just so you know, we’re looking at a start date two weeks from tomorrow.”

			“I’m aware.”

			“Is Steve going to be okay with that, you barely getting back before heading out again? We’ll try to avoid it, but you might end up missing Christmas.”

			She hated Felix knew her husband’s name, but at least he had the wherewithal to never utter the names of her girls. “If it comes to that, I’ll make it work.”

			“Before you say anything,” Felix said, “I know it’s none of my beeswax, but I wish either you or Merritt would tell me what happened between you two.”

			“Things are fine as they are,” Brenda said. “You know to never pair us on anything again.”

			“That I do. Loud and clear. Well, someone’s ringing the buzzer so I’ll let you go. Call me when this one’s done, all right? A text or something, at least.”

			“Sure.”

			Dial tone.

			She told the dead line, “Asshole.” 

			* * *

			Mel drove to where Chicago fell away and there was nothing but empty office buildings, these giant glass monstrosities all wearing real estate banners stretched across them – reminding her of homecoming queen sashes – that declared in desperate red: Office space available. Tattered by wind, the phone number illegible on most now. Kind of a sad sight. There were so many. 

			A few years ago, there’d been a mass migration to Illinois. According to overenthusiastic prognosticators, a tech boom was supposedly imminent, and Aurora was set to become Silicon Valley 2.0. Smelling ripening opportunity to exploit, land developers slapped down all these office buildings in preparation because surely nothing could ever go wrong, right? Well, the boom didn’t boom. The implosion happened instead. And as a result, the area ended up with a lot of empty office buildings no one had a use for and a slew of confused, jobless transplants. Those who’d moved here with high hopes, a good number decided not to retreat when things fell apart. Either they’d gotten hitched to a local in the meantime who refused to live anywhere else, the transplant got other work, or they just found Capone’s old stomping grounds agreeable and figured they’d tough it out. Or option D, an anchor of bad decisions had gotten lashed to their ankle that’d kept them from leaving, as was Mel’s situation.

			She was driving a ’97 Geo Prizm with 347,129 miles on it. Six months after running over some broken glass, she was still rocking the donut. The road under the car was visible through the rust hole in the floorboard. She’d lost multiple lighters and one phone to it. There was a metaphor to be had with that all-consuming hole, but every time she’d tried putting it into words, she’d just turn the radio up louder – because at least that still worked. 

			She’d left Erie, Pennsylvania, for Chi-Town with her entrepreneurial spirit burning hot. She wasn’t going to directly contribute to the tech boom that never happened, but while everyone was convinced it was still a sure thing, she had hoped to benefit from it, be in the right place at the right time – for once in her life. Her thinking had been: what do eggheads who’re suddenly loaded after developing some wonder app immediately purchase believing it’ll help them get laid by the cheerleader-types who’d rebuffed their advances all through high school? 

			Cars, of course! Stupid-fast, overpriced cars!

			Mel’s idea was to loop in some investors and open an auto lot that specialized in everything from Range Rovers to Lambos to Bugattis. And if all these rich-ass nerds would soon be calling the Chi home, she’d be more than willing to put them behind the wheel of whatever gaudy pussy magnet they fancied.

			She prided herself on having this ability to read people’s desires and dreams – and, coupled with the ability to fulfill them, provided she could secure the backing, it’d make her a likewise wealthy person too. Then, she might be able to finally get behind the wheel of that ’68 Ford Mustang GT fastback she’d had her eye on ever since her uncle had given her a shrunken-down Hot Wheels version for Christmas that one year. 

			Before he got sick, her uncle was going to help her with the auto lot. After he got sick, she was going to name it after him. And after finding out his illness was worse than the doctors originally thought, she took the money she’d been entrusted with by investors and ‘temporarily diverted its focus’ to help pay for his treatments. Temporary turned out to not be so temporary. Nothing was getting named after anybody anymore. And people wanted their money back. 

			In Mel’s opinion, the only takeaway was: this just goes to show what’ll be the most likely result when you let a dream stick around instead of just stomping it flat as soon as that dream – or a microbe of an idea that may calcify into a dream – rears its ugly head. 

			Find a job, her uncle would say, and just do that job. She used to go with him when he’d picked up a job to remodel somebody’s bathroom because that’s what he’d chosen for a job to do. Yeah, she’d hand him tools as he scraped perfectly good tile off the wall that only had the crime of falling out of fashion and tell her, “Existence is not a gift but the cosmos leveling a threat that lingers approximately sixty to ninety years. This is America, we only exist to make someone else money. All that shit about life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness?” he’d say. “That shit’s just to make it feel like it’s your idea to keep punching the clock, like you got some option about it – it isn’t, you don’t. It’s the pact my brother and your mama made on your behalf that you, unfortunately, didn’t get any say in. These right here,” he’d say and show her his callused, scarred hands, “they can’t take these from you. These tools can’t be repossessed. Teach your hands something not everybody can do and you’ll keep that refrigerator full.”

			She still couldn’t tell you what the difference was between ambition and self-delusion. But what luck, a man named Felix Eberhardt was willing to help her figure it out, crystal-clear. A friend of a friend of a friend. You should just go talk to him, see what he can do. Problem was she’d borrowed five hundred grand to go toward the auto lot and Felix knew that guy, the one who’d seen promise in her business proposal and wrote her a check. The suggestion to go talk to Felix had been a setup and she’d walked right into it. Like an intervention, except everyone in the room except for her was packing. She wasn’t friends anymore with that friend who had a friend who had a friend – but she was in Felix’s pocket, working off her debt. Sometimes, deep down, she wished they’d just gone ahead and shot her. At least she could’ve retained some dignity. Go out like the gangsters from back in the day, not some fuck-up who lacked money management skills.

			Live and learn. 

			If you survive, of course. That’s the tricky part.

			What doesn’t kill you will just try harder next time. Something else Uncle Craig said. Real ray of sunshine, wasn’t he?

			Isn’t he. 

			He’s still alive. It made her heart hurt when she forgot.

			Weeds stood growing out of the cracks in the office building’s parking lot, frost on their thistles. There was only one other car there, an Escalade with a pearlescent paintjob. Mel got out and approached the building, not caring for the way each step of her combat boots echoed against its glass face. Felix was inside, waiting for her. Either she was being paranoid or she really could feel him clocking her from the fourth-floor windows. 

			She rang the buzzer. There was only one name on the board. Eberhardt Enterprises.

			The intercom crackled briefly but no one spoke. Felix must be in a mood. Mel checked her phone for the time. She wasn’t late. She was early for once. The doors unlocked with a hard snap and she rushed to enter. She didn’t want to have to annoy him buzzing him again.

			Reaching the fourth floor, she arrived at a wide, barren room with unblemished carpet. The space stood ready for cubicles that would never be put in. Wires dangled from the drop ceiling, connected to nothing.

			She didn’t know why Felix bothered renting office space. You could have a sham front to launder money through without a brick-and-mortar location. But it wouldn’t surprise her if Felix was among the old school who thought if you didn’t go to an office every morning, you weren’t actually working. Or it was an excuse to get away from wife number four. 

			He appeared in the door to an office, in his snow boots and dad jeans and tucked-in polo shirt under a heavy winter coat. The thin gold chain he always wore caught the light, a dangling tiny pendant that held a nitroglycerin pill. Shiny-bald on top, but he’d let the horseshoe he had left grow long, pulled back in a stubby ponytail. With his silver beard and cheeks ruddy from the cold, he kind of looked like Santa, minus the jolliness – a quiet kind of wrath replacing it. He looked different from the last time she’d seen him. A touch gaunt about the face, but not like an earned trimness from diet and exercise – no, his eyes were slightly sunken and deeply ringed. Maybe he was getting over a bad bout of food poisoning or something. He blinked frequently. His hands had a tremor that’d come and go.

			“Melanie. Thanks for coming out.”

			“Yeah, of course.” She didn’t know what to do with her hands. “Everything okay?”

			“Step into my office. We need to talk.” 

			Mel didn’t think she was claustrophobic, but their knees were practically touching. And even though Felix and Mel were the only ones on, not only this floor, but the entire building, he apparently still felt it necessary to close his office door. 

			Felix sat looking at her after having said a great deal.

			Mel wasn’t sure if it was okay to speak yet or not. Felix hated being interrupted. 

			“Well? You fucking mute? Will that be doable or not?”

			Damned if you do. 

			Mel nodded. And remembering Felix also hated it when you nodded, she cleared her throat, afraid her voice would break. “Yes. That’ll be doable.”

			“Then run it back to me.”

			Mel parroted the whole thing – how, three weeks from today, she’d take a Greyhound out to the Twin Cities and make her way to South Minneapolis, where a car would be waiting, and how she was to hotwire it. As she spoke, she noticed apart from the smell of menthol Pall Malls and Clubman Pinaud that was always wafting off Felix in near-visible waves, she could also smell gun oil. 

			“And then you’ll bring the car to the garage,” Felix said, finishing for her, “and place the keys in Jake’s grease-monkey hand. You try.”

			“I’ll take it to the garage,” she said, “and give the keys to Jake.”

			Felix looked at her another moment, his face empty like he might as well have been just looking at the wall behind her. Hooking a finger over his glasses, he pulled them down to study his phone’s screen. Mel could see a spreadsheet reflected in his lenses. Her spreadsheet.

			There was no one around for miles. Outside the window there were only other buildings identical to this one, probably just as empty. Anything could happen in this room and no one would hear it. But one comforting thought: he’d wouldn’t waste the breath detailing what task he wanted done if he was just going to shoot her. So, there’s that.

			Trying not to stammer, she said, “Will I be taking the Greyhound back then?”

			He didn’t look up from his phone. “What are you talking about?”

			“If I take the car to this Jake guy, how will I get to the bus station?”

			“Your legs work, I assume.”

			“Is the bus station near the garage?”

			Felix groaned. “What do I look like, Google Maps? Figure it out.”

			“But I will be taking the Greyhound back, right?”

			“I certainly wouldn’t recommend a pretty young thing like you hitchhike.”

			“I’m sorry, but I don’t think I understand.”

			“You’re going to be making your own arrangements for the return trip on this one. I’m tightening the leash on travel expenses, on everybody. I’ll get you there, but the journey home’s on you.” 

			She didn’t have the time or money for any of this, but she kept this complaint to herself. 

			“After this, you’ll be down to four hundred and eighty-nine big ones,” Felix said. “That’s without interest, keep in mind. But the more hours you put in, the sooner you’ll be through.” Without lifting his head, his red, puffy eyes locked on to her. “Sound agreeable?”

			“Yes.”

			“You’re getting there,” he said, setting his phone on his knee again. He moved his hand slowly, as if aware of his tremors and not wanting them noticed or commented upon. “Little by little.” 

			“We done here then?” Mel started to stand.

			“How’s that uncle of yours?”

			“This shit again?” She’d meant to only think that. 

			Felix blinked up at her, a pissed-off stone.

			Mel made herself sit back down. “He’s holding on for now.”

			“What’s the timeline look like?”

			“Couple weeks, a month.” 

			“Stubborn fucker, huh? The tumor, I mean. Though I suppose your uncle is too. He still able to talk, or are the eggs too scrambled by this point?”

			Mel, pained, only shook her head.

			“That’s too bad.” Felix put on a sad face, which Mel pictured putting a bullet through. “Asbestos is nothing to fuck around with,” he said. “How long was he remodeling bathrooms?”

			“Thirty-some years,” she said. “But they don’t think asbestos caused it. Apparently it’s hereditary.”

			“Something for you to look forward to then.”

			Fuck you, she said with only her eyes.

			“Thirty years remodeling bathrooms for us white folk. Jesus. He was doing that before you were even an itch in his brother’s britches.”

			Mel said nothing.

			“Your mother’s dead, correct?”

			“Yes, she is dead.”

			“And your old man, what did him in again, your dad?”

			“Look, I know where I’m going, I know when I leave, I know what you want me to do—”

			“Remind me, Melanie.”

			“He shot himself. Satisfied?”

			“Was he sick too, like your uncle?”

			“Not in the same way, but he was unwell, yes.”

			“An inoperable case of the blues, then?”

			“If we have to name it.”

			“Took your mother’s passing hard.”

			“He struggled with depression.”

			“Which is also hereditary I hear,” Felix said. “Let me ask you something. I’ve always wondered why people of your particular complexion are so resistant to the idea of psychiatry. With hundreds of years of trauma pumping through your collective veins, I’d think that’d make your brothas and sistas like the Jews and have a real hard-on for going to therapy. But you don’t. Why is that?”

			“And yet every time somebody shoots up a school or a concert or a church, it’s always some ‘troubled’ white boy. Who, also, conveniently gets to be walked out unharmed. Strange.”

			“That’s not the point I was getting at.”

			“A lot of us can’t afford to see a psychiatrist,” she said. “My guess is it’s because of who decides how much we get paid.”

			“Was that aimed at me?” Felix pointed at himself, smiling.

			I don’t see any other white man in this room, Mel wanted to say but did not. But she might as well have, given his response.

			“So this is my fault? You’re telling me I’m solely responsible for systemic racism and me alone?” He chuckled. “Wish somebody would’ve told me. I would’ve had that put on my business card. Down next to my email, ‘I am that proverbial Man you’ve heard so much about’, in a nice serif font, something classy.”

			She let Felix soak in the sight of her, how easily he could get her goat. The pit in her stomach and the hate in her heart that had his name, and her own, written on it. Misaimed ambition – and, all right, an unwillingness to admit defeat – had led to her knowing this man, to making his association, to winding up in his pocket. He’d bought her debt and now she was to always be on call for him, day or night, do this and do that, chop-chop. Leaky radiator? Call Mel. One of Felix’s buddies popped a flat out in the middle of nowhere at three in the morning? Here’s Mel’s number, she’ll deal with it. Even if she couldn’t find an above-board place to ply her trade, fixing cars was what she’d taught her hands to do, her means of keeping the refrigerator full.

			“They still got Uncle Craig parked at the hospice, out there in Erie?”

			“Yes.” She hid her fists in her jacket pockets.

			“Room eight, about twenty steps from the front desk, last door on the right?”

			She looked at him. He looked at her.

			“You understand what it means when I ask you that, yes?”

			“Yes.”

			“Happy to hear it.” He jerked a thumb at the door. “Get lost.”

			She managed to hold it together until she’d returned downstairs and got in her car and got back on the slushy frontage road, puttering along in her death trap Geo, and she’d only let it out with a sharp sound that hurt her own ears, a scream of pure self-loathing, frustration, and fear. Saying screw it to whether she got stuck in the snow, she pulled off to the side of the road. At that moment, had to. The steering wheel was already misshapen, but she dented it again pounding it with the bottom of her fist, only stopping when she heard a muffled crack – and received a pain so bright she gasped every molecule of the car’s air into her lungs.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			When the Daubers finally arrived at Dock 17, three minutes shy of their reservation, Brenda hung back in her rental at the curb and watched the groom and blushing bride walk up to the front doors, holding hands. Apparently, Mr. Dauber said something positively hysterical because Mrs. Dauber made a sound like a goose being kicked to death. 

			Once the door had closed behind them, Brenda pulled into the lot and parked far from the restaurant, near the lot’s exit. She removed the suede case from her purse, took the gun out and, keeping her hands low to prevent anyone walking past to see what she was doing, loaded it, returning it to her purse without the case, a round chambered. 

			She sighed. “And now for you.”

			Still treating it like it was a ticking bomb, she reached over to the passenger-side floorboard and lifted the ominous bottle covered with warning stickers from the shopping bag, and slipped it into her purse next to the gun.

			She approached the restaurant, hiked the purse strap high on her shoulder and walked pressing one hand against it, now heavy with its new contents, close to her side. She did not care for hearing the liquid inside the bottle move around with each step. She imagined tripping and falling on the goddamn thing, subjecting herself to watching the layers of her abdomen melt away and her hands dissolve to skeletal claws as she tried slapping the acid off her. Steady does it. Though the whole thing with the acid is foreign territory, this is nothing new to you. Get in, do what you’re there to do, and get out. 

			The jitters always hit her minutes before a work order was to be filled. She questioned things, of course. What had brought her to this place both geographically and in the overall why-is-my-life-like-this sense. How, in reality, she was a total stranger to her husband, to the girls. Stop. She’d told herself that they knew the real her, that filling work orders was just what kept a roof over their heads and meant nothing, that it was just work, but a much different kind than fucking Linda Cassel, for example, did. They know me. They know the real me. This is just Mama doing a job.

			Dock 17’s doorman wore a sailor’s uniform that made him look like Donald Duck, albeit one with pants (it wasn’t that kind of place). He smiled and pulled open the door for her by its spyglass-shaped handle, saying, “Welcome aboard,” like it wasn’t at all a stupid way to greet someone. 

			Brenda smiled politely, holding her chin low like her neck hurt. Angling the head like this shifts the features and will cause someone – especially a tall individual like the doorman – to remember her nose and mouth being set lower on her face than they were. She’d seen the police sketches and how grossly inaccurately they always portrayed her. She had to give props to her nightly skincare routine because her age had been guessed as young as twenty. At nearly double that, it was almost as bolstering as getting carded. 

			Though it was clearly trying to pass itself off as a high-end joint, the smell of seafood in varying degrees of preparation was as thick here as it would be at any food court Long John Silver’s. Low tide and beer batter and fryer grease. She could feel her pores clogging.

			The floor glistened with sand people had tracked in from the beach, crackling under her flip-flops like spilled sugar. 

			She got stopped at the sign that said, Please wait to be seated. The girl behind the podium, another Donald Duck, stepped in her way. “Do we have a reservation?”

			She had one of those faces, the architecture of which seemed determined to inform everyone who beholds it that she was not very smart. The product of amorous cousins, possibly. This was Florida after all.

			“We, as in you and I?” Brenda said, glanced at the girl’s name tag. “That’s very sweet of you, Valerie, but we just met.”

			“Do you have a reservation? Better?”

			Brenda smiled at the girl’s resolve. “It’s okay, Valerie. I’m meeting someone.” 

			The girl didn’t move. “May I ask whom?” 

			“I’m here to see the Daubers.”

			Maybe it was because Brenda was still wearing her sunglasses, or the brusque way she was addressing the girl in her ridiculous uniform, but something rose in the hostess’s young face. Maybe she saw Brenda as some sidelined ex-wife. A jilted lover. A mother-in-law whose disapproval of the union would not be ignored. Either way, the girl’s imminent drama alarm had been tripped.

			Turning to face the girl straight-on, daring to risk a few more details of herself that could only make for a more accurate police sketch, Brenda took off her sunglasses and employed her best disarming smile, though it rarely worked on hetero women. “I swear they know I’m coming.”

			Probably in some background way Buckley Dauber knew to expect them to send someone, the people he’d cheated. So it wasn’t entirely a lie, but still, it was too late. The girl, Valerie, had taken in Brenda’s previous body language and asperity and had formed her opinion of her and not much now would alter it. But Brenda could see the high school dropout’s gears turning. She was the slightest bit afraid. She hid it well, but the girl must’ve been, at one time or another, on the receiving end from an abusive father or ex-boyfriend. It stays in the eyes, never truly gone. Brenda could work with that.

			She pictured Valerie dead. First, gut-shot and lying pale in the woods. Then strung up and dismantled like a stolen car, the pieces neatly arranged, hanging flayed and emptied, a hollow red husk, steaming guts thrown to the dogs.

			Like someone will always turn around if you stare at the back of their head long enough, the silent calculations of others can be felt as tangibly as a cold hand clamping onto the shoulder. And though the girl might not have been able to parse the details of the pictures Brenda was creating for her, the girl the central subject for each one, she must’ve felt the ire radiating from the black holes in Brenda’s eyes all the same.

			The girl’s posture abruptly corrected, a small gasp she tried passing off as just clearing her throat. If they happened to be having this exchange in a time before language and law had muddied things, she would be rolling over right now, offering Brenda her soft belly, rip away as thou wish. When chimpanzees smile, it’s a sign of submission. Some people unconsciously produce a pained grin when afraid – just look at the snapshots taken by hidden cameras inside haunted house rides, just like the ones they have here in Orlando. We like to pretend we’re not still animals.

			Even though it was on her head straight, Valerie adjusted her ridiculous sailor’s cap and leaned to check her podium’s monitor, her face underlit unflatteringly by its glow. “Again, I’m very sorry, ma’am, but the Daubers’ reservation is only for two. Are you sure they’re expecting you?”

			You could’ve knocked Brenda over with a feather. This one must really care about her job.
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