
  
    
      
    
  


  
    Without You


    Without You/ E L Black


    Copyright © 2013 by E L Black


    Current Edition is the updated version; published June 2013


    


    Lakshmi Books LLC


    P.O. Box 1205


    Leominster, MA 01453


    


    Edited by Cristy Bertini


    


    Manufactured in the United States of America


    


    EBook ISBN: 978-1-62728-014-3


    


    Also by E L Black


    Nothing’s Shocking (June, 2013)


    


    


    


    


    For all of you who wanted a different ending, this is for you.


    


    Prologue


    


    A few years and several mistakes ago, I almost lost everything. I really have no one to blame but myself and all my bad choices, but time has provided me clarity and gratefulness – neither of which I had back then. I’ve learned that evil preys on weakness and sometimes fate is not happy with inflicting one calamity at a time but rather several disasters all at once. We all make bad choices that result in bad circumstances. I guess it’s what you learn from them that matters most in the end.


    


    


    


    


    


    One


    


    I’ve never had much luck when it comes to men.


    I remember sitting there in the blue carpeted dentist’s office wondering how much longer I could go on with my life. I knew I wasn’t in control anymore. My life made decisions for me without my consent. It had been like that for most of my marriage to Jerry. And there I sat with him, the damn bastard, waiting for him to be called in for oral surgery.


    “Here,” Jerry said, throwing his registration forms at me. “Fill these out.”


    I started filling out his papers and stopped to ask him a question. “They want to know about your medical history,” I said, looking up at him. “What should I put down?”


    “Well, put down there’s nothing wrong with me. I’m fine. They don’t need to know. I’m not announcing that you’re one hundred and ninety pounds and have a yeast infection everyday,” he sneered.


    Everyone in the small office stopped what they were doing and stared at us.


    “Why would you say that? Why do you always want to embarrass me?” I whispered, feeling my face turn red and hot.


    He didn’t answer me.


    I knew there was no point in asking him why, but I felt mad and hurt. Just shut up, Emily, I said to myself. Questioning and talking only fuels a fight - a fight that I will never win. I hate him, but I hate myself more for staying with him and putting up with his angry tirades.


    A young, blonde dental assistant emerged and called Jerry for his simple tooth extraction. I sat and waited for him and thought about the comment that Jerry had just announced to the whole dental office: one-hundred-and-ninety-pound-yeast-infection-woman. I once felt vibrant and alive, but all that had disappeared at this point in my life.


    The end of our sixth year of marriage had been the roughest. First, I lost our baby at nine months. I went into labor and pushed and pushed, but my little boy was born with his umbilical cord wrapped tightly around his little neck, cutting off his oxygen supply. He was so blue and wasn’t breathing. All of these specialists ran into the delivery room and tried to save him, but they were unsuccessful. I remember holding my baby in my arms, and never in my life had I experienced such loneliness and earth-shattering pain. As much as I wanted him to open his little eyes, he just wouldn’t. Finally, the nurse took my angelic baby out of my arms. She might as well have ripped my heart out and taken that, too.


    Jerry pulled away completely after that. I think he blamed me for Evan’s death. He stopped coming home, started going to the gym all the time, and God knows what else he did.


    As for me, I just got fatter. I never lost the fifty pounds of pregnancy weight, and I gained another twenty pounds on top of that. I dyed my hair from blonde back to my natural, mousy, brown hair color, didn’t keep up with the roots and let it grow out streaked with gray. I really couldn’t believe how much I had changed in a year. I was definitely still depressed about the loss of our baby, and as much as I tried I couldn’t snap myself out of it.


    What made matters worse was that Jerry had an affair. It took a while for me to figure it out–despite all the visible clues. First, he put a passcode lock on his cell phone. Then there were the intentional fights that he started and the pretend business trips that he took. He went away one weekend, and I broke into his email account. I read the emails from his mistress about how to meet him at the hotel in San Francisco. I almost died at that very moment.


    There I was, four months after I lost our baby, and at the edge of any sanity that I had left. I called into work, drank a bottle of vodka, smoked some cigarettes, and finally, took a bunch of random pills that I found in our medicine cabinet and almost died. My mother found me unconscious and called the ambulance just in time. I remember waking up in the hospital with all sorts of things hooked up to me and vomiting charcoal.


    It was all downhill from there. I lost my great teaching job and I couldn’t find another one. Jerry continued to cause fights, go to the gym and find ways to never be home, but he said the affair was over. I think he almost felt bad for causing me to snap.


    Then Jerry became sick. I told him there was something wrong, but he wouldn’t listen. Jerry was taking steroids, unbeknownst to me, and had developed drug-induced cirrhosis of the liver. I should have known earlier that something was wrong; after all, he was meaner than usual. There wasn’t a day that went by that he didn’t call me a fat, fucking bitch, and that was on the good days. On the bad days, I was slapped in the face or my arm was twisted until I fell to the floor screaming.


    It was terrible to see Jerry lying there sick and helpless, but at the same time I couldn’t help but feel a deep resentment towards him and a glimpse of satisfaction. All of a sudden, I had to take care of this abusive, cheating, lying excuse of a husband.


    His bilirubin level rose to an astonishing thirty-six. He stayed up day and night itching and throwing up. He lost fifty pounds, which was a lot considering his already small frame of five feet, six inches. He dropped down to one hundred and ten pounds and was nothing but a mere skeleton. He drove me crazy and stopped going to work. Doctors prepared us for the worst and got him ready to go on the donor list.


    Suicide became an option that Jerry talked about daily to end his agony. Before he got sick, he said suicide was for the weak, and he couldn’t understand how or why someone would do something so selfish. Then one day I came home from the grocery store and found Jerry’s gun on the nightstand next to him as he slept. I didn’t have to ask what he was planning to do with the gun; I just knew, so I took it and threw it down the sewer drain in front of our house.


    Time went by and somehow by the grace of God, all of Jerry’s liver functions returned to normal and he made a complete recovery within six months.


    As I reminisced about the last year of my harrowing life in the dentist’s office, I became angrier and angrier with him. I loathed him, his lies, and his abuse that never ended. I have to end this relationship. Enough is enough. He’s never going to change and I deserve better.


    The dental assistant broke my deep trance down memory lane. “Mrs. Larson, your husband is recovering. He would like to see you.”


    I followed the dental assistant to a small, white room with gleaming fluorescent lights where Jerry was recuperating. His mouth was packed with white gauze.


    At least he can’t talk, I thought. The dental assistant went over the after-care instructions and handed me two prescriptions: one for Penicillin and the other for Percocet.


    “Okay. You two can go. Feel better,” the dental assistant said, patting Jerry on the back of his green T-shirt.


    We walked out of the dentist’s office, and I couldn’t help but offer Jerry unsolicited advice as we walked to his car in the late spring heat. “You know Percocet is bad for you. It has Acetaminophen in it, and that can be toxic for your liver. You really shouldn’t take it. That’s why it’s important to put down the correct information about your medical history. I’m not a doctor, but had you been honest about your cirrhosis, I bet the dentist wouldn’t have prescribed you Percocet. You have only been well for two months.”


    “Shut the fuck up, bitch. Can’t you ever stop?” Jerry said, slamming his car door shut.


    I didn’t wince, but I immediately changed the subject, knowing the next thing to happen was more than sadistic words.


    It was early June, almost a year since I lost baby Evan on June 9th. We didn’t open our pool the previous summer because of our traumatic loss, but I wanted the upcoming summer to be different.


    “Jerry, I want to open the pool.”


    “I don’t want the trouble. You don’t go in it, and you have no friends to have over, so what’s the point?”


    Another put-down, but I ignored it. Jerry took the gauze that was stained with blood out of his mouth to talk to me.


    “Just shut up and take me to the pharmacy to get my pills.”


    We drove to the pharmacy and picked up his drugs, and before I knew it, Jerry was high on Percocet and fell sound asleep in our bed.


    Perfect. The damn bastard will be asleep for a while. I decided to sneak down and open the pool.


    I changed out of my jeans and into a pair of Jerry’s boxer shorts. I walked downstairs, stepped onto the deck and breathed in the hot, humid air of the late afternoon. As I walked down to our overgrown pool yard, I saw two nasty looking yellow and black snakes–the type that I witnessed every summer inhabiting our yard. They slithered under the green pool cover and disappeared into the pool. I screamed, running towards the other end of the pool. I hated snakes, but I told myself to be brave. I was determined to open the pool and make the yard beautiful again.


    I fetched the special tool from the basement and loosened all of the big, gold screws that secured the pool cover tightly to the ground. Then I strategized how I would get the pool cover off without help–something I should’ve thought of before loosening the screws, but unfortunately I didn’t. Two seasons of brown, rotting leaves as well as at least five hundred gallons of murky water were on top of the cover, weighing it down like an anchor sinking into a sea of disaster.


    Impulsiveness was one of my many faults along with not thinking things through, but I guess looking back now those two were really one in the same. I was the type of woman who followed her feelings more than her brain. I would get an idea and not think of the consequences. This pool cover incident was really a minor happening compared to most of my rash choices.


    “Shit!” I screamed, quickly grabbing one end of the pool cover and running with it to the other end, and while looking at the other corner, I saw it sinking into the pool. I panicked and ran to the other side hoping I could grab it, but it was too late. All the water and old leaves spilled out of the edge of the submerging cover and into the pool.


    The water under the pool cover was black and muddy. It was something like I had never seen before and looked more like the inside of a septic tank rather than a pool. I went back to the other corner of the pool and pulled and pulled the cover. After a long struggle, the dirty, green cover was finally freed from the ominous water, and I fell back on the long grass, only to see another yellow and black snake slither by me. I screamed again, jumping off the ground and flailing my arms.


    Jerry instantly appeared on the red-stained deck above me and summed up the situation in record time. He walked down the deck’s stairs in a reckless fury. “You dumb bitch. I told you no. When are you going to stop making mistakes?” he asked, grabbing me by my long, brown hair and dragging me to our rectangular pool filled with black water.


    “No! No! No!” I yelled, begging for my life. “Please!” I pleaded, falling to my knees. I wrapped my arms and legs around Jerry’s bare, hairy leg, but he pulled my head backwards by my hair and slapped me with his free hand. I let go of his leg to tend to my stinging face, which was a stupid move because he grabbed me by arms and somehow detached both of my legs, which were curled around his leg. He dragged me by my arms across the rough cement, and I could feel my skin being scratched off as he went. Next, he clumsily picked me up and tossed me into the black, murky pool. The cold water took my breath away, and I couldn’t scream. All I could do was think about the snakes that I had just seen slithering around our yard–the yellow and black ones that could swim. What if they are in the dirty pool? I couldn’t even see an inch below me as I swam to the side of the pool. I pulled myself out, covered with dirt and leaves and headed towards the house.


    “I hope you die! You’re fucking mental!” I screamed from the deck above Jerry. A wave of hatred ripped through me.


    Sobbing copiously, I hurried up the stairs and jumped into our gray granite shower fully clothed. I peeled my shirt and pants off, as leaves and dirt fell from my body, and dropped them below me onto the gray tiled shower floor.


    An hour later I emerged from the purple and gray bathroom directly off of our bedroom. I threw on a pair of blue maternity jeans–the only thing that fit me at the time. I owned two pairs of them, and they were like a uniform for the roly-poly girl who lost her baby–a sort of punishment–as if I didn’t deserve to look good anymore. My hair was still wet, but I didn’t care. I grabbed my keys and headed for the door.


    Lying on the bed, Jerry looked up from the television. “Where are you going?” he yelled.


    I didn’t answer him.


    “Are you trying to piss me off? If you leave, don’t come back.”


    I ignored his empty threats and kept walking to my white SUV and dialed my mom’s number.


    “Hi Mom.”


    “What’s wrong?” she asked.


    “Nothing.” I always pretended that nothing was wrong.


    “I can tell,” she responded from the other end of the phone.


    “I’m fine.” I told her in a mildly annoyed voice.


    “Emily, every time you say you’re fine, it means you’re not.”


    She was right, but I didn’t want to admit it. Fine was code for not being fine. “Well, I’m fine,” I repeated again, “and I’m coming over in twenty minutes.”


    “Okay. See you soon.”


    We hung up and twenty minutes later I arrived from my house in the large town of Appleton to my mom’s house in the small, snobby town of Tolton.


    “I can tell you’ve been crying,” my mom said, opening her white, front door to the familiar, red ranch that I grew up in.


    “Well, I haven’t,” I said, walking through the doorway and into the small, quaint dining room.


    “When are you going to just leave him?” she questioned, pulling out a chair for me. “I hate to see my only child in so much pain. Get a job and just leave him.”


    “I can’t find a job. I’ve been trying for like nine months. Nobody wants to hire me, Mom. I’ve been blacklisted,” I said, looking out of the big, white bay window at her yellow rose garden.


    “Just keep trying Emily. You can tutor. Put an ad on Craigslist. You can do it. You have your master’s degree. Don’t let it go to waste,” she said, walking into her bright, yellow kitchen directly behind the dining room.


    “You’re right, Mom. I need to leave him. I’m done with him and his abuse. I can’t take it, but I really do need to have a job,” I said, arching my brows.


    “Just come and stay here until you get on your feet. You can even sleep in your old room,” Mom said, smiling.


    “Maybe, Mom. Let me just try to get a job. I don’t want to rely on you. So, your garden looks nice,” I said, changing the subject.


    “You always do that Emily–change the subject when you don’t like what I’m saying,” Mom said, stirring something on the stove.


    “It looks like you’ve been working in it all day,” I said, redirecting my mother to her garden. “Your yellow roses really look beautiful.”


    “Thank you. You’re right. I’ve been working in it all day, and now I’m all stuffed up, but it’s so worth it though. You know how I love to garden. Let me give you some food, sweetheart,” she said, reaching for two plates.


    Jerry kept calling over and over as I sat there waiting for the food to be done. Finally, I answered it. “Hello?”


    “I’m hungry. When are you coming home?” he whined.


    “Soon,” I responded.


    “Well, I’m going to call some Chinese food in. Stop and pick it up for me,” he ordered.


    “Okay,” I said, trying ardently to please him. Jerry hung up without saying good-bye, which was typical behavior for him.


    “I have to go, Mom,” I said, standing up.


    “No. The food is done. Please eat with me,” she begged, carrying two plates of food to the table.


    “Okay. Fine,” I said, sighing ungratefully. I ate the pasta and meatballs quickly, not completely chewing my food before swallowing it. My mom was still eating when I rudely stood up from her dining room table.


    “Thanks, Mom. I have to go. I’ll call you later,” I said, kissing her on her cheek.


    Mom didn’t protest when I left the table and ran out the door to my white Lexus RX 350. She followed me and stood in the doorway. I hopped in my SUV and put down the window.


    “I love you,” I said, as I backed out of the driveway.


    “I love you too,” she responded, waving goodbye. “You don’t have to live like this. Think about it.”


    “Bye Mom. I’ll talk to you later.” I drove away quickly, and my phone rang again. It was Jerry. It was actually only Jerry or my mother that ever called me back then. I answered the phone. “Hello.”


    “Did you leave yet?” Jerry questioned in a cold voice from the other end of the phone.


    “Yes,” I said.


    “Good because my food is waiting.” Click. Jerry hung up the phone again.


    I drove in somewhat of a peaceful state of mind knowing Jerry would be sort of nice for a while. He would never say sorry for what he did to me that day, but he wouldn’t be as bad as usual. That’s how it always went. His abuse seemed to go in cycles.


    I know what you’re thinking. How could I have a peaceful state of mind after being called names, slapped in the face and thrown into a black, nasty pool by that asshole? Looking back, I don’t know how I did either, but at that time in my life I was abused and depressed. It was hard to see that there was a way out. I was like one of Seligman’s dogs in his experiment with learned helplessness.


    Why can’t I leave him? I thought as I drove. The familiarity, being afraid to be alone, and let’s not forget the fact of having no job or money. I answered my own question. “God please help me,” I said out loud. “Please save me.” What am I doing asking God for help? He doesn’t help people who don’t go to church, so why would he help you, Emily?


    I picked up the Chinese food at the Appleton Dynasty and went home. Jerry was in his usual place–upstairs, in bed, naked, and watching television. I knew the routine. Put his food on a plate, grab a Pepsi and serve him in bed like a king. What a joke! I handed Jerry his food.


    “Come lie with me,” he ordered, as if nothing happened earlier.


    “I have to clean up,” I said, making an excuse to get away from him.


    “Oh, you want to act like that? Now you’re going to sulk?” Jerry asked with his mouth full of rice.


    I reconsidered and sat down on our light purple bedspread. “So, how was your day?” I asked, making stupid small talk.


    “How do you think my day was?” he asked, pointing at his mouth. He put his plate down. “I feel sick,” he said, burping several times. He stood up, ran to the bathroom and threw up.


    I followed him into the bathroom. “Are you okay?” I asked, rubbing his back. It served him right. He was evil, possibly possessed by some sort of demon. I was sure.


    My cell phone rang all of a sudden, so I ran down the oak staircase to our large, white kitchen. I grabbed my purple phone off of the kitchen table.


    “Mom, I can’t talk. Jerry is–”


    “I can’t breath,” she interrupted me. “I can’t find my rescue inhaler. Call the ambulance,” she said, in between gasps for air.


    “Okay. I’ll call Mom ... Mom?” She wouldn’t answer. All I could hear were gasps for air. “Mom?”


    I heard her phone fall to the ground.


    “Where’s your phone Jerry?” I asked as I ran back up the stairs.


    “I don’t know,” he said, wiping his mouth with the purple hand towel that matched our bathroom walls. “What’s wrong with you?”


    I didn’t answer him as I looked for his phone. I pulled our purple bedspread and white sheets off of our bed searching for it. I didn’t want to hang up on my mother.


    “Mom!” I screamed into the phone, searching frantically for Jerry’s phone. I could hear her little brown dog barking. “Mom!” I gave up looking for it and ran out the front door, slamming it behind me. I reluctantly hung up my phone and called 911.


    “This line is recorded. Please state your emergency,” the female operator said in a monotone voice.


    “My mother she can’t breathe. She can’t talk.”


    “Where is she located?”


    “Tolton, Massachusetts.”


    “Let me connect you with the Tolton Police.”


    It took several seconds, which seemed like an eternity, but finally an operator answered.


    “Tolton Police. This line is recorded. Please state your emergency.”


    “My mother is at 146 John Circle in Tolton. Please! She has passed out. She has asthma, and she can’t breathe. Please get there.”


    “Okay ma’am. We’ll dispatch an ambulance right away. Please stay on the phone for another minute,” the operator said. I heard a series of beeps in the background and what seemed to be a police radio. I heard the woman dispatch the ambulance to my mother’s address. Then she returned to the phone.


    “Is this the best number to reach you at?”


    “Yes! I’m on my way to her house now!”


    “The ambulance will be there in a couple of minutes.”


    “Thank you.” I said, hanging up my cell phone. I couldn’t stop shaking as I gripped the steering wheel.


    I dialed Jerry’s number, and it went right to voicemail. Asshole! I had no one else to call as I drove ninety-five miles per hour northbound on the highway toward my mother’s house.


    Then my phone rang with an unlisted number.


    “Hello?” I answered.


    “Ma’am, this is the Tolton Police. We have two officers and an ambulance at the house, and the doors are locked.”


    “Break a window!” I screamed into the phone.


    “Ma’am, calm down.”


    “Break a window!”


    “Please hold on ma’am.”


    I heard some beeps again and the dispatcher talking to someone in the background, but it was mumbled.


    “Ma’am, how far away are you?” she asked.


    “Five minutes, but it will be too late. Break a window,” I said again. I sped up to one hundred and five miles per hour.


    “Hold on again ma’am.”


    Again, I just heard beeps and mumbles.


    “Ma’am, do you have a key?”


    “I’m getting off the exit now. I’ll be there in one minute,” I said.


    “Ma’am, do you have the key?”


    “Yes! I have the damn key! What are you people waiting for? Break the window! Kick the door down!”


    “Ma’am, please hold.”


    I arrived at my mother’s house, and two police cars and an ambulance were parked at her red ranch. One short, chubby officer was walking around the house banging on the windows, and another tall, lanky officer was banging on the front door. They were both yelling ma’am. I pushed the tall, lanky officer who was standing at the front door away with my body and pushed the key into the brass deadbolt lock.


    My mom’s small, brown dog was barking and running back and forth. I followed her through the kitchen into the den, and there was my mother, lying still on the hardwood floor with her eyes shut. She looked pale and lifeless, but serene. I felt one of the officers gently pull me back.


    “Ma’am, the paramedics need to work on your mother.”


    “Mom. Mom. Oh God! Mom!” I screamed.


    “Take her out of here,” yelled one of the paramedics.


    The officers escorted me to the living room. A minute later, the paramedics wheeled my mother out the front door strapped to a stretcher. I tried to follow them.


    “Is she okay? Is she dead? Get your hands off of me.” The short, chubby officer held me back. “I want to go with her!”


    “What hospital should we take her to?” one of the paramedics asked.


    “Memorial on Achaia Avenue in Worchesta,” I said.


    They put her in the blaring ambulance and took off. The short, chubby officer still had a firm grip on my arm.


    “Ma’am, I can’t let you drive like this. Is there anyone you can call?”


    “I don’t have time for this,” I said, trying to wriggle away from the officer. “My mother needs me.”


    “Please ma’am! Who can we call?”


    Realizing that I couldn’t get away, I stopped trying to free myself. There was no use in squirming.


    “My husband, but he’s in Appleton.”


    “Ma’am, can you give us his number?”


    I reached into my bag and handed the officer one of Jerry’s medical device sales accountant business cards with his number on it.


    “Can you please have a seat for a moment while we talk,” asked the tall, lanky officer.


    “Talk about what? This is an emergency!”


    “Ma’am, please sit.”


    I reluctantly sat on the gray stone wall that surrounded my mother’s front garden, and the officers turned and faced each other whispering, but I couldn’t read their lips.


    “Ma’am, I’m going to call your husband, and then I’m going to give you a ride to the hospital,” said the tall, lanky officer.


    “Okay. Let’s go,” I said with a quaver in my voice.


    We walked to his blue and white cruiser parked in front of my mother’s house, and the tall, lanky officer opened the back door for me.


    “I have to sit in the back?” I asked, crossing my arms.


    “Tolton Police policy, ma’am. Please get in the back.”


    “Look my name is not fucking ma’am. It’s Emily.”


    “Ma’am, please don’t talk to me like that.”


    “Are you a robot programmed to say ma’am? What the fuck? Fuck, fuck, fuck! Don’t you fucking get it? My mother is dying or perhaps she’s dead. Take me to the Goddamn fucking hospital!”


    “Ma’am, please settle down. I understand this is a stressful time for you, but I’m asking you to please stop talking to me like that.”


    I quickly shut up because as annoying as he was, I was the one in the back of his police car. We arrived at the hospital, and I tried to open my door except there were no door handles in the back seat of the police car.


    “Open the door,” I screamed, banging on the window with my fists.


    The officer stepped out of his car slowly and opened my door. “Good luck ma’am with everything.”


    I ran into the hospital cutting in front of everyone waiting in a long, uniform line to check in. I remember that there was a black bearded man sitting behind the front desk.


    “Ma’am, you’re going to have to wait your turn,” he said.


    I ignored him and ran toward the wooden, shutting doors that only a doctor or nurse could open with their special card that they swiped. Nobody stopped me, and I squeezed in. I ran to the busy nurse’s station. “I’m here to see my mother,” I said desperately.


    “What’s your mother’s name, honey?” One of the nurses asked me as if she knew what I’d just been through.” She was an older nurse with short, brown hair and glasses, and she seemed sympathetic.


    “Marguerite DuBoise,” I said, fighting back tears.


    Her expression instantly changed, but I didn’t react. I told myself her reaction didn’t mean anything, even though I knew it really did.


    “Come with me,” she said.


    She brought me into a small, white room with fluorescent lights and shut the door. “Sit down,” she said calmly. “Can I get you a drink?”


    “Where’s my mother? How is she?”


    She didn’t answer my questions.


    “The doctor will be in to see you,” she said, shutting the door behind her.


    Five minutes went by, and finally, a blond-haired, blue-eyed doctor that looked no more than twenty walked in.


    “Hi. I’m Dr. Rundgren.”


    His face was devoid of any emotion, and I realized immediately that this was a bad sign.


    “How’s my mother?”


    “What’s your name?” he asked instead of answering my question.


    “Emily Larson.”


    “Emily, I’m so sorry,” Dr. Rundgren said.


    “No! No!” I said, standing up.


    “I’m sorry–” he continued.


    “No! No! No!” I interrupted. His words jarred me, and all of a sudden I felt the same feeling that I had experienced when I was nine–shock and abandonment. Quickly, I lost control of my emotions. “No! No! No!” Tears were streaming down my face. “No. She’s all I have.” I felt like I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t get the air in. All of a sudden the room went dark.


    I woke up in a hospital bed, and Jerry was next to me. It took me a minute to process everything, and then a deluge of pain hit me.


    “My mother–” I started to say.


    “Don’t talk,” Jerry said, reaching for my hand.


    I scanned the room and noticed there was a nurse fixing the IV that was attached to my arm.


    “How ya feeling?” the nurse asked. She clearly looked sad for me. It was the same older nurse that had initially helped me. “We’ve given you some stuff to make you feel better.” She adjusted the drip on my IV and headed to the door. “I will let the doctor know that you’re awake.”


    Jerry looked at me. “Everything is going to be fine.”


    Stunned, I closed my eyes. I couldn’t cry or talk.


    “Hi Mrs. Larson. How are you feeling?” Dr. Rundgren questioned, opening the door. “You hyperventilated and passed out. We’ve given you some Valium, and we’re going to send you home with a prescription. I do, however, need you to follow up with you primary care physician. I just need you to sign these forms, and you can get out of here,” he said, handing me the pen and papers.


    I lifted my arm, but it felt like there was a weight attached to it. I couldn’t sign my name, so I made a scribbled line instead of my signature, and then let my arm fall as if it wasn’t part of my own body.


    “Take care and best of luck. The nurse will be back in to take out the IV,” Dr. Rundgren said, looking at me blankly.


    Best of luck when your mother is dead? Who says that?


    “Thank you, doctor,” Jerry said, shaking the doctor’s hand.


    “Make sure she takes the prescription and she follows up with her primary care physician,” the doctor said, handing Jerry the prescription for Valium along with the after-care instructions.


    The ride home was a blur. I remember getting into bed in a dreamlike trance and then falling asleep. The next morning, I was awakened by Jerry handing me pills to take. Then I fell back to sleep again and was haunted by dreams that were vivid and strange, yet I couldn’t completely summon them to my mind when I tried to recall them.


    Jerry came back up around 3:15 p.m. and handed me a glass of water with three more pills.


    “Are you hungry?” he asked.


    “No.” I mumbled, putting my head down on the pillow.


    


    


    Two


    


    The next morning the sunlight rioted through the cracks in the blinds because Jerry hadn’t bothered to shut the white curtains. The bright light illuminated our white bedroom walls more than usual, causing me to squint my eyes.


    I looked at the clock. It was 10:01 a.m., and my head was throbbing. My first instinct was to call my mother, but she was gone, I quickly remembered. I walked into the bathroom and sat down to pee. I couldn’t recall the last time I had gone to the bathroom. The hospital? That can’t be right. Have I been that out of it that I don’t remember going to the bathroom? I walked down to the kitchen, and Jerry was sitting there at the round, black table.


    “I took a few days off for you.”


    See? He can be nice, I thought. This is the man I fell in love with.


    “Are you hungry? You didn’t eat anything yesterday.”


    “No.”


    “I made all the plans for your mother at Abel’s Funeral Home.”


    “Why did you do that without me?” I asked, sitting down.


    “I just thought it would be easier on you,” Jerry said, passing the obituary section of the paper to me. As I sat at the table, I read my mom’s obituary:


    


    Marguerite DuBoise died unexpectedly on Tuesday, June 7, 2011 in Memorial Hospital, Worchesta.


    She leaves her daughter Emily (DuBoise) Larson of Appleton. She is predeceased by her parents, Gabriel and Jeanette (Bousquet) DuBoise. Marguerite graduated from Saint Catherine Labouré High School in Worchesta. She worked for many years for Dr. Louis Hawthorne. She enjoyed gardening and volunteering for Saint Joseph’s Church. Marguerite’s funeral will be held Saturday, June 11 from Abel’s Funeral Home, 450 Shrewsbury Street in Tolton with a Funeral Mass at 10 a.m. in Saint Joseph’s Church, 59 Main Street in Tolton. Burial will be in Central Cemetery in Tolton. Calling hours are 4 to 7 p.m. on Friday, June 10 in the funeral home. In lieu of flowers, memorial contributions may be made to Saint Joseph’s Church, 59 Main Street, Tolton, MA.


    


    I looked at the date in the corner of the Worchesta Globe. It was June 9–the anniversary of the day I lost my baby. I wondered if Jerry remembered, but I wasn’t going to remind him. I felt an aching in my heart. It wasn’t easy for me to control my emotions because I felt everything so deeply, but I pushed them somewhere inside of me.


    “Thank you for making the arrangements, but I really wished that I could have done it myself. My mom told me a long time ago what she specifically wanted.”


    “Oh, so you’re complaining? You want to start a fight? Jesus Christ! You’re such a bitch!” Jerry said, slamming his coffee cup down on the table.


    So much for Jerry being nice. I grabbed the Valium bottle sitting on the kitchen table, took two pills out of the bottle and ran back up the stairs. I tried to swallow them without water, but they tasted awful.


    I walked into the bathroom at the top of the wooden stairs, cupped my hands and drank water from the faucet. Tears swam in my eyes. Mom, why did you leave me?


    I jumped back into bed, closed my eyes and fell asleep. Every so often I awakened drenched in sweat and afraid. It was 2 a.m. when I woke up again, and Jerry wasn’t there. Usually, I would’ve cared, but I just didn’t that night. I walked down the dark stairs and over to the black, contemporary desk in the living room and logged onto Facebook. There were no messages and no sorrys about my mother’s death, just a big, fat nothing. It was painfully quiet. I walked into the kitchen and over to the table.


    I screamed at the top of my lungs as I hurled the big, white vase from the table across the kitchen. The shattering glass gave me some satisfaction. I carefully walked over to see my destruction and realized that I had broken one of the gray tiles in the kitchen. I laughed, knowing Jerry would be so pissed–especially about the tile. He put each and every tile down himself and was so proud of his work.


    I poured a glass of water, walked back to the table and took two more Valium.


    On the way up the stairs, I noticed that I had left a trail of bloody footprints up the wooden staircase. I continued up to our bedroom and thought about stopping the blood before I walked onto the beige carpet, but I decided that I didn’t care. I walked across the absorbent floor, continuing on with my scarlet trail of blood and lay back in bed.


    At 12:07 p.m. the next afternoon, Jerry came in with coffee in my favorite, purple princess mug. I looked down at the white sheets and saw smeared blood. I remembered the broken vase, broken tile, and my bloody trail of footprints. I looked down at the beige carpet, but it was clean. I jumped out of bed, walked down the stairs and went into the kitchen leaving Jerry alone in the bedroom. All of my bloody footprints were gone–every single one of them. I looked at the table, and the big, white vase was there too. I was confused. I walked over to the tile, but that was still broken.


    It had to have happened. I looked on the underside of my foot and saw the dried, smeared blood encrusted on my heel. I stood there for a couple of minutes trying to process everything, took another Valium from the bottle on the kitchen table, and yelled up to Jerry who was now walking down the stairs.


    “Jerry.”


    “Yes?”


    “Jerry, did you clean up any mess?”


    “No. Why?”


    “Because I woke up last night, and you weren’t here.”


    “No. I was here.”


    “No. I woke up in the middle of the night and smashed a vase, and I broke a tile,” I said, pointing to the gray tile.”


    “That tile has been broken for a year, Emily. Remember? You clumsily dropped a plate emptying the dishwasher.”


    “No. I don’t remember that.”


    “Anyway, what vase did you supposedly break?” Jerry asked, looking around the kitchen. “That vase,” I said, pointing to the white vase on the table.”


    “But it’s there, Emily. Don’t you see it? Emily, are you okay? You should have a seat,” he said, pulling out one of the black kitchen chairs.


    “No. It’s on my foot and–”


    I looked down at my stained foot, turned and quickly ran back up the stairs. “Jerry, I’m not crazy. It’s on the sheets too.” I pulled the white sheets off, but there was no blood. It was also gone. “It was here Jerry. It’s on my foot.”


    Jerry, who had followed me back up to the bedroom, examined my foot. “Oh yeah. There is a little blood on your foot. I don’t know how you did that. Maybe you had a dream,” he said with a shrug.


    “I didn’t. Believe me, it happened.”


    Jerry was still holding my coffee, along with the Valium container that he had taken from the kitchen table a minute ago.


    “Em, sit down and calm down. You need to get a grip. Let me get you some Valium,” he said, twisting off the white cap.


    I took two more pills with the lukewarm coffee that Jerry handed me, and I started to cry.


    “Now, you need to get ready for your mother’s wake. We need to leave in a few hours.”


    “But I have nothing to wear,” I said.


    “Em, you really don’t have time to think about that now. You should have thought about that before. Don’t you think?”


    “The only thing that fits me is a black maternity dress.”


    “Well, I guess you’ll have to wear that.”


    “Please, Jerry. Drive me to the mall.”


    “Really, I don’t have time. You know how I don’t like to be rushed. You’re really putting too much pressure on me,” he said. “Now Em, drink your coffee and get ready.”


    I hate him. I fucking hate him, I murmured to myself, walking into my big walk-in closet.


    I pushed the plastic, colorful coat hangers back and forth searching for the dress. My closet was packed full of size four and six clothes from numerous sprees in my past, but nothing fit me anymore. It was so depressing. I turned the light on and dropped to my knees, knowing that the dress would be hanging lower than all of my other clothes. I spotted it and pulled it off the hanger. I stripped out of my purple silk pajamas that I had been wearing for the last few days, pulled the dress over me, and walked over to the mirror.


    This dress is horrible. It hangs lower in the front. I pulled the dress up several inches, pinned it with a little safety pin from my top dresser drawer, and I put a black cloth belt around my waist to cover up the pin. A fat, frumpy mess, but this is going to have to do.


    I stripped off the dress, heaved it onto the floor and hopped back into bed. I looked at the sheets closely and noticed all of a sudden that they seemed new. “There are crease marks on these sheets as if they are brand new,” I said, running my hands over the fold marks on the sheets.”


    Jerry was still standing in the bedroom. “What are you looking at?” he asked.


    “Did you change the sheets? These sheets look new.”


    “Emily! Really? The stress of your mother’s death is getting to you. Why don’t you just fall back to sleep for an hour. I’ll wake you up in a bit.”


    I knew I was right about the sheets. He was just trying to make me feel like I was crazy, but I let it go. I just didn’t care, and I shut my eyes. I dreamt that I was swimming in our black pool, and it was filled with yellow and black snakes. The snakes tried to strangle me. I woke up wet with perspiration. Jerry was in his walk-in closet with a big, black trash bag directly to the right of me.


    “What are you doing?” I asked.


    “Cleaning,” he said, looking over his shoulder at me.


    I saw a piece of white glass poking out of the trash bag that he was holding. “Cleaning what?” I asked suspiciously.


    “Nothing. I’m getting rid of old clothes. That’s all ... my brother ... I’m giving them to my brother. He needs a suit for your mother’s wake. Get in the shower, or we’ll be late.”


    I didn’t question him any further and just went into the bathroom and turned the shower on. I felt strangely tired as if I couldn’t stand for a minute longer. I wondered how I would find the strength to wash my body, but I managed somehow. I stepped out of the shower and decided that I was too tired to dry my hair, put makeup on or iron my clothes. I walked back to the bed, and my body went limp as I lay back. My nose burned and hot tears rolled down my face, and I fell asleep again.


    Jerry was rushing around the bedroom as I came out of my foggy slumber.


    “Let’s go. It’s time to go,” Jerry said, standing in his pink Burberry boxers with his six-pack stomach looking very well defined. He pulled out a crisp, dry-cleaned shirt. “What do you think about pink?” Jerry asked.


    He didn’t wait for my answer. He put on his pink shirt and then put on his pink and gray striped Louis Vuitton tie followed by his black Prada suit. Jerry looked amazing as usual.


    “Which shoes? Louis or Gucci?” Again, he didn’t wait for my answer. He grabbed his shoehorn and pushed each foot into his black, leather Gucci shoes adorned with green and red stripes at the top, and then he slipped his Breitling watch on his wrist. The scent of his cologne filled the room. Jerry was the type of guy that thought the more cologne he put on, the more handsome it made him. Looking back now, I guess he was overcompensating in every way–from the expensive suit to the amount of cologne that he wore. Don’t get me wrong; there was something about Jerry. He had a good body despite the fact that he was short, and he was conceited as hell, but he definitely wasn’t drop-dead gorgeous. In fact, he had gone almost completely bald since I had married him, but like most balding men, he shaved what remaining hair he had left daily, so it wouldn’t be as noticeable. His nose was big too, and without any of his superficial things, he would have been less than ordinary, except for his eyes. His eyes were as blue as the sea.


    Then there was me. I laughed out loud–not because anything was actually funny. It was more of a nervous laugh at my own pathetic situation.


    “What’s so funny? You know crazy people do that–laugh at nothing,” Jerry informed me.


    “Nothing’s funny, and I am crazy. Deal with it,” I responded, pulling up my old, black pantyhose. I couldn’t even pull them up all the way because they were too small. I laughed again.


    “God you’re fat. It looks like cottage cheese exploded on your ass,” Jerry said, staring at my butt.


    I looked at my butt in the mirror and saw that my old skinny pantyhose were squishing my fat and making it look dimply like a gigantic golf ball. I pulled the dress over my disaster of a body.


    “Awesome” I said sarcastically, turning back in forth in the long, oval standing mirror. “You can actually see where my fat rolls over the pantyhose.”


    I grabbed a long, black sweater despite the warm weather, put it over the dress and slipped on my black Jimmy Choo heels. “This will have to do,” I said.


    “Aren’t you going to do something with your hair?” Jerry asked.


    Frustrated with everything, I dragged a brush through my hair.


    “Let’s go!” he demanded, spraying more cologne on.


    I grabbed my black Louis Vuitton purse, put the Valium in my bag and grabbed a bottle of water. I stumbled out the front door and fell on the red, brick front steps walking out to Jerry’s car. “Oh shit! I tore my pantyhose!” I yelled.


    Jerry didn’t look back or offer any help. I pulled myself up and saw my knee bleeding.


    He jumped into his car and started beeping the horn. “Let’s go!” he yelled.


    “Fucking asshole,” I mumbled under my breath. I started crying again as I walked to his red Lexus SC.


    “Stop crying,” he said unsympathetically. He pressed the button to take the roof off of his convertible.


    “We can’t drive to my mother’s wake with the top off. It’s not appropriate.”


    “Well, it’s appropriate for me. Anyway, I never liked your mother, and she never liked me,” he said backing out of our driveway.


    “Okay Jerry,” I said, twisting the cover off of my bottled water. I didn’t have the energy for an argument. I took two more Valium.


    “Can you please stop and get me new pantyhose?”


    “No. We don’t have time.”


    “You’re so selfish,” I said.


    “You’re selfish, Emily. You actually want to be late for your own mother’s wake. All you do is think of yourself as usual.”


    “Fine,” I said, slamming my water into the cup holder.


    “Oh, I see how it is. Now you’re trying to piss me off. You want to break my car bitch?”


    Here we go again. I reached up under my dress and pulled my pantyhose off. I bunched them up and held them over my bleeding knee. After twenty minutes of silence, we arrived at the yellow funeral home with perfect landscaping.


    Jerry walked around and opened my door because he always had to put a good show on in public. An older man dressed in black standing outside the door recognized Jerry.


    “Hello Mr. Larson.”


    “Hello,” Jerry said back to the man. “This is my wife Emily.”


    “Hello. I’m so sorry for your loss Mrs. Larson.” He opened the door for us, and a middle-aged woman with dark, curly, short hair was standing there.


    “Hello Mr. Larson. This must be your beautiful wife.”


    “Hi. I’m Emily,” I said, extending my hand.


    “I’m Maria, the director of Abel’s Funeral Home. We did a wonderful job with your mother. Follow me.”


    I followed the women up half of a flight of yellow carpeted stairs and into a room with gold, old fashioned wallpaper. The reality of my mother’s death hit me hard as I walked over to her open casket.


    My mother looked frozen–beautiful–but frozen. Tears came to my eyes. I knelt down and reached for her hands, which were clasping pink rosary beads. They no longer felt alive and were cold and stiff. “Oh Mom,” I gasped.


    Jerry knelt down beside me and put his arm around me. “Shhh. Everything is going to be okay.”


    “I’ll leave the two of you alone. You have half an hour before people start arriving,” Maria said, standing behind us.


    Jerry looked over his shoulder and waited until Maria left the room. His smile disappeared. “Let’s try to hold it together before everyone thinks you’re crazy.”


    I heard the words my mother said to me the night she died echo in my head. Emily, you don’t need to live like this.


    Before I knew it, people were showing up. Most of them were from the church, and a handful of people showed up from the doctor’s office where my mom had been a secretary for many years. Jerry’s brother and wife showed up too, and I happened to notice that his brother wasn’t wearing the suit that Jerry had supposedly given him. Toward the end of the wake, I walked into the mustard yellow, 1970’s retro bathroom and overheard a woman talking about me.


    “Yes, that’s Marguerite’s daughter. I agree. She’s very heavy now. You can see it all in her face. She doesn’t even look like the same girl,” said the woman behind the closed stall door.


    Under normal circumstances, those unkind words would have made me upset, but they didn’t faze me that evening, perhaps because I felt nothing but emptiness. Anything that should have bothered me that night poured out of me as if I were a bucket with a big hole in it.


    On the way home from the wake, Jerry brought up the cost of my mother’s funeral, which was unusual for him. He was a lot of things, but cheap wasn’t one of them.


    “By the way, that just cost me eight thousand dollars.”


    “You mean it cost us,” I corrected him.


    “No. I mean it cost me. You don’t work anymore, and I know your mother has nothing. There’s a reverse mortgage on her house, and the bank is going to take it. So, how are you going to pay me back?”


    “Fuck you, Jerry!”


    “Say sorry to me,” Jerry demanded.


    I said nothing.


    “Look bitch! Say sorry or get out of my car,” Jerry said, pulling his red convertible to the side of the two-lane highway. “Get the fuck out or say sorry.”


    Even my mother’s death couldn’t stop Jerry from going ballistic. I sat there for a minute, and finally, I mustered up the strength to say it. “I’m sorry,” I said quietly.


    “Look at me and say it,” Jerry said, grabbing my face. “Look at me bitch and say sorry like you mean it.”


    “I’m sorry Jerry.” I said, looking at him.


    “For what? Tell me what you’re sorry for.”


    “I’m sorry for saying fuck you. I’m sorry.” Jerry put his blinker on and sped back onto the highway.


    We were going one hundred miles per hour in his little convertible with the roof off on the highway. I unbuckled my seatbelt hoping we would crash, but we made it back in record time to 18 Joshua Avenue. No luck in finding an easy way out of my misery.


    


    ***


    


    “Get up! We’re going to be late.” Jerry was completely dressed. Different suit and tie–but he looked just as nice as the night before. “You didn’t get up in time, and you don’t have time to take a shower. Put your clothes on!” he yelled.


    “I can’t go to my mother’s funeral without taking a shower.”


    “Look! We need to be there like, now.”


    I dressed quickly and thought about how surreal my mother’s death was. I wanted to call her and tell her that we would pick her up, but she was already there waiting for us in her mahogany coffin surrounded by yellow, thorny roses.


    I looked worse than the night before if that was at all possible. I was wearing the same frumpy maternity dress, but now I had greasy hair and a greasy face. Thanks Jerry, I wanted to say. Thank you for being your thoughtless usual self, but that moment wasn’t the time for my typical sarcasm, unless I wanted a beating before my mother’s funeral.


    At Abel’s Funeral Home, Maria entered the room that we all gathered in. “Okay, it’s time for everyone to proceed to the church. Please take one of the orange funeral tags to hang on your rearview mirror and turn your headlights on,” she said.


    Everyone turned and walked towards the door except for me. I grabbed my mother’s arm. She was stiffer and harder than the night before. I stared at her lips that were sewn together with tiny black thread. Strange how I didn’t notice that last night, I thought. Despite all the Valium in my system, I had a moment of hysteria. “Mom! Mom!” I yelled in between gasps and sobs. “Why? Why? Why did you leave me alone in this miserable world?”


    Jerry and Maria, who were on their way out of the room, returned to my side and gently pulled me back.


    “It’s going to be okay,” Maria said, rubbing my back. She handed me a tissue.


    “Just give me a minute. I want to say good-bye.”


    Maria and Jerry walked out of the room as tears streamed down my cheeks. “I love you mom,” I said, my voice strangled. “I’m going to miss you.” The pain from my heart washed over me radiating through my arms and down my legs. I wanted to grab my mother and shake life back into her, but I knew it would be futile.


    Jerry returned to the room. “We have to go.” His voice was cold as ice.


    “Bye Mom. I love you.”


    I walked slowly towards the door, looked back at my mother one more time, and blew her a kiss good-bye. Jerry helped me into the black limo. The ride was silent except for my sobs and my nose blowing. I popped two more Valium, and by the time we reached the church, my crying was slightly under control.


    The funeral wasn’t what Mom asked for. She specifically asked for certain songs to be played. We had talked about it ten years prior, and I wrote it all down and stuck it behind the picture of her with her father above my kitchen sink–not that I had to look. I remembered the songs: “Let There Be Peace on Earth” and “I Can’t Get Started”. I’m sorry, Mom. Stupid Jerry planned everything. I’m sorry.


    The reception following the funeral was at Tolton Country Club, and it was a total fog. We sat with Jerry’s brother, his wife, and some of Mom’s church friends.


    “Emily, she’s talking to you. Are you going to answer her?” Jerry asked, shaking my arm.


    “Huh? What?” I asked, looking up from the white tablecloth with a blank stare.


    “It’s okay, dear,” the old woman from my mother’s church said, smiling. “You’ve been through a lot. You’re the only child, and you don’t have any family left. It’s a lot to deal with by yourself. Thank God you have a wonderful husband,” she said, folding both of her wrinkled hands and pointing them toward Jerry.


    “Yes, thank God,” I managed to lie. “I am so lucky.”


    “You should take her home now,” the church lady said to Jerry.


    “You know, I think you’re right,” Jerry agreed, standing up. “Emily dear, let’s go.”


    “But I can’t leave until it’s over. It’s not polite. I have to wait,” I said, scanning the room and noticing that there were at least twenty people still there.


    “It’s okay, dear,” said the wrinkled old church lady. “Everyone knows you’ve had a rough year.”


    I stood up and looked around at everyone at the table. “Thank you all for coming.”


    “Yes. Thank you,” Jerry also said, putting his arm around me.


    The room was spinning as I stood up, and if Jerry didn’t have his arm around me, I think I would have fallen. I hadn’t eaten in days, and considering all of the Valium I was taking, I guess it would have made anyone dizzy.


    


    


    Three


    


    The next two weeks were a haze of sleep and Valium. I would’ve continued on this way in my intentional coma, but I ran out of my prescription that was supposed to last for thirty days. Somehow, I had managed to take it all in two weeks. I couldn’t sleep being off the Valium, so I took a much needed shower and checked my messages. The bank had left several voicemails about Mom’s house. God how do they know she’s even dead?


    Mom had obtained a reverse mortgage five years before her death, and the bank was ready to swoop in like hungry vultures, sell it, and recover their money plus interest that she owed them. They wanted me to meet with a realtor and hand over the keys. I decided that since I was awake, I should drive over to her house and take care of things.


    As I drove my usual route southbound on the highway, I again thought about calling my mom to let her know that I was on my way, but quickly remembered that she was dead. I guess it will take a while until I fully come to terms that she ‘s gone. I pulled into her driveway, and I noticed the lawn was already overgrown. All of a sudden, a sinking feeling came over me.


    “Lady!” I yelled, running to the front door. “How could I forget you?”


    I knew my worst fear was about to come true. I couldn’t hear her barking, and as the front door swung open, I was immediately met with a revolting stench. I ran into the kitchen, and there she lay as frozen as Mom. My mother’s brown Chihuahua was dead because of me. I picked her up and fell to my knees, rocking her back and forth.


    “I’m so sorry, Lady. I’m sorry, Mom!” I yelled, crying madly until my breath started to sneak away from me. I could feel my heart beating quickly in my chest. It’s okay Emily, I told myself, trying to gain some control and calm down before I passed out again. Everything is going to be okay.


    I walked into the garage and grabbed the big metal shovel and then took the small, white afghan off the green and white plaid couch in Mom’s den. I wrapped Lady in the white blanket, took the shovel and jumped back into my white SUV.


    “Everything is going to be okay, Lady,” I said as if she could hear me. “We’re going to go see Mommy. Let’s get Mommy a coffee.”


    We stopped at Al’s Doughnuts on the way and ordered Mom’s favorite, a large hazelnut coffee with extra cream and sugar, and then I drove to the cemetery.


    “Good, no one’s here, Lady,” I said, scanning in between the gray headstones for other visitors. I took out the shovel and dug the fresh dirt at my mother’s grave, and I placed Lady in the shallow ditch. I then quickly filled the hole back in and put the shovel back in my SUV, so I wouldn’t get caught burying a dog in a human cemetery.


    “Now, you’re all here; Baby Evan, Mom and Lady,” I said, sitting down in front of their gray headstone with the picture of Jesus on it. Mom had picked the headstone out after Evan died, and although I wasn’t religious and didn’t go to church, it comforted me that Jesus would be watching over them.


    “I brought you a coffee, Mom. I’m going to drink it for you. I love you all so much. Please take care of each other and please watch over me because to tell you the truth, just in case you haven’t noticed I’m not okay.”


    After about an hour of sitting there on the grass sobbing, I said my good-byes and hopped back into my white SUV. I decided to take the scenic route home through West Toylston.


    I had to go pee for a while, but all of a sudden the pressure in my bladder was unbearable as I drove down the street. A panicked feeling took control of my mind. I felt like I couldn’t breathe. My heart was beating fast, and I was sweating. I didn’t know what to do except get out and flee. I pulled my SUV over to the side of the road, jumped out and started running down Route 13 in the hot sun. What I was running from, I didn’t know, but I just ran. All of a sudden, I felt hot urine dripping down my legs.


    I saw the reservoir over to my right, ran toward it and dove into the large lake. I know people aren’t allowed to swim in reservoirs, especially people laden with pee, but I didn’t care. The cold water was refreshing and brought me back to my senses.


    “Ha, ha, ha! I’ve gone mad!” I yelled, floating on my back and looking up at the clouds. I saw a cloud that resembled a cross, and it comforted me in an odd way. I finally decided that I should walk back to my SUV.


    Drenched in my maternity jeans, Jerry’s t-shirt and my black flip-flops, I noticed people staring as they drove by me. A West Toylston police officer drove by me and stared too, but didn’t stop to ask me if I had been swimming in the reservoir, which I thought was pretty obvious.


    I arrived back at my SUV and pulled the handle on my door only to find it was locked. Pressing my face against the glass and peering into the car, I saw both my keys and purple cell phone on the tan, leather passenger seat.


    All I could do was laugh. Again, not because it was funny, but rather because this was my poor attempt to trick myself into thinking my situation wasn’t really as horrible as it appeared–something I desperately needed to believe. “I’ve lost my son, my mother, her dog, and my mind.”


    I quickly decided that there were two options: I could walk to the West Toylston Police Department, which was half a mile up the street and have to explain why I was soaking wet, or I could walk back to my mother’s house, which was about six miles away. After about a minute of deliberation, I decided that walking the six miles was the better choice, so I started my long hike back.


    My hair was slicked back by the water, and Jerry’s oversized white Pep’s Gym t-shirt stuck to my skin, making me look like I just lost a wet t-shirt contest. It was obvious now that I had maternity jeans on because they went higher than my belly button, and they were visible through the white, wet shirt along with my bra, but I didn’t care. Most people who passed me slowed down and stared, but nobody stopped.


    I laughed and shook my head as I walked in the hot sun.


    A half a mile from my mother’s house, I came to Saint Joseph’s Church and decided to stop at the twenty-four hour chapel. I was almost dry now, and I figured that God wouldn’t judge me on what I looked like, so I decided that it would be okay to visit. I pushed open the door and the smell of holiness hit my unholy nose. Holy water was over to my left and not remembering if I should bless myself or not, I skipped that part and knelt down.


    God I hope you hear me. I can’t talk out loud because then the other two people in the chapel will hear me. As you can see, I’m having a major crisis. My mother died, her dog died due to my negligence, and my husband is an asshole. I’ve lost touch with my friends, and I have no other family. So, if you can help me, I would really appreciate it. Please God.


    I covered my face with my sweaty hands, nose burning and salty tears running down my face. I quickly stood up and left so no one in the chapel would see me crying. As I stepped out of the chapel and into the sunlight, I looked down on the black pavement that led back to the parking lot and saw a small, plastic prayer card. I picked it up and read it out loud as I walked.


    “My Lord God, I have no idea where I am going. I do not see the road ahead of me. I cannot know for certain where it will end. Nor do I really know myself and the fact that I think I am following your will does not mean that I am actually doing so. But I believe the desire to please you does in fact please you. And I hope I have that desire in all that I am doing. I hope that I will never do anything apart from that desire. And I know that if I do this, you will lead me to the right road though I may know nothing about it. Therefore I will trust you always though I may seem to be lost in your shadow of death. I will not fear, for you are ever with me, and you will never leave me to face my perils alone.”


    Is this your sign God that you will help me? I thought as I walked down the street. Well, I‘ll take it. A little hope is better than none.


    Finally, one hour and forty minutes after my swim in the reservoir, I arrived back at my mother’s red ranch, and it was a good thing because the front door was wide open from when I abruptly left hours earlier. I found my mother’s keys to her black Honda Civic, took her cell phone, and backed her car out of the garage. I sat in her driveway pondering about how I never wanted to come back to 146 John Circle again. It was just too painful with my mother’s sudden death and now the incident with Lady. I ran back into the house, grabbed the box of pictures and my mother’s jewelry, and I retuned back to her small car.


    I proceeded back up to the church, but this time I knocked on the door of the rectory. Father Michael, my mother’s favorite priest at her church, opened the door.


    “Hello Emily,” the young, red-headed, freckled priest said. He seemed excited to see me as if I was his long lost friend.


    “Hi Father Michael.” My eyes filled. “I know my mom was very involved with the church, and I was hoping that the church could help me by cleaning out her house. You can donate everything. It’s just–” My voice faltered as I choked back the tears. Father Michael handed me a tissue. “I just can’t do it. I forgot about her dog, and I killed him and buried him at my mother’s grave. Then I had to pee, and I couldn’t breathe, and I ran down the street and peed my pants, and then I ran into the reservoir. I locked my keys in my SUV and then walked back here to her house, and I can’t go back there to her house again because as you can see I’m having a nervous breakdown or something much worse, so please help me.” A combination of snot and tears covered my face.


    Father Michael wrapped his arms around me. “It’s going to be okay, Emily. God is with you,” Father Michael said sympathetically.


    I pulled back, looking at his black priest shirt and realized his shoulder was wet with my snots and tears. I said nothing.


    “We can help you.” he said.


    I handed Father Michael the key to my mother’s house. “Please clean her house out and then give the key to the realtor. The bank wants it sold as soon as possible. Can you please do it? I will give the realtor your number.”


    The young priest with the red hair and freckles hesitated for a moment and then looked at my face. “Whatever you need, Emily. Let me get you some tea,” he said, turning toward the kitchen.


    “No, thank you. I have to go. I have a lot to take care of. Thank you so much. I will talk to you soon,” I said, walking out the door of the white rectory.


    I sat back into my mother’s car. First, I called my primary care physician and made an appointment for 9:15 a.m. for the following day. Then I planned on how to get my SUV back home. I decided not to tell Jerry about the reservoir incident or to ask for help, knowing all too well that this would just enrage him and give him real proof that I was crazy. I drove home, retrieved the spare set of keys and proceeded to call roadside assistance.


    Once I returned to my abandoned car, and it was opened, I noticed that I had one missed call from the pesky bank wanting my mother’s house sold. After my SUV was towed home, I felt a sense of relief, but I still couldn’t shake my horrible feeling of despair. I looked out the sliding door at the black pool. How will I ever fix this mess? I thought. Certainly not today.


    I showered and put fresh clothes on. I called Jerry, but it went right to voicemail. Lovely. I tried to eat some leftover Chinese food, but the reheated food was crunchy and inedible, so I threw it away. I flipped through the television channels. It was now 8 p.m. and still no Jerry. He must think I’m passed out on Valium. Well, let’s see what the damn bastard does, I thought. I waited and waited, but he didn’t return home.


    At 3:03 a.m. I was still on our cream-colored leather couch with the television on, when I heard Jerry fumbling to get the front door open. He was loud until the door swung open and he saw me on the couch. I quickly closed my eyes as if I was sleeping. He slipped off his shoes and quietly crept up the stairs to our bedroom.


    I heard Jerry the next morning in the kitchen.


    “Hi sleepy head,” he said, pouring himself some coffee.


    “Hi.”


    “Do you want some coffee?” Jerry asked.


    “Sure.”


    He was in a great mood despite only having a few hours of sleep.


    “Why did you sleep on the couch?” He asked as he walked from the kitchen to the living room to hand me my coffee.


    “Oh, I guess I fell asleep.” I shrugged. “I was waiting for you, and I must have dozed off to sleep around seven o’clock or so.”


    “Oh, that was about when I walked in the door. I tried to wake you, but I guess the Valium knocked you out.


    “Yeah, I guess.”


    We were both lying to each other, but I was the only one who was aware of the deceit on both sides. Maybe he’s cheating on me again.


    “What are you going to do today?” he asked.


    “Nothing,” I replied.


    “How’d your mother’s car get here?” he asked, putting his laptop back into his black Tumi bag.


    “Oh, the priest from my mother’s church brought it over.”


    “Well Em, I think it’s time you get back on your feet. Maybe you can clean up the yard. The lawn is really long so please mow it. The shed keys are hanging on the hook, and why don’t you try to find a job too. So, no excuses. Clean the yard today and look for a job.”


    Yeah, sure. I’ll get right on that, Asshole. “What time will you be home?” I asked.


    “I’m not sure. Don’t wait up for me.”


    He picked up his laptop bag reeking of cologne and breezed by me. Gone were the days where he kissed me good-bye. The door slammed behind him, and I heard his car drive away. A complete panicked feeling riveted through me like an electrical current, and I felt like I couldn’t catch my breath. I ran to the back deck and gazed over at the swamp of a pool. My life is like the pool, I thought. What am I going to do? I slouched down into the red cedar Adirondack chair and cried.


    “Shit!” I yelled, jumping up. “I have a doctor’s appointment.” I ran upstairs, hopped into the shower, dressed in record time and flew out the door to my 9:15 a.m. appointment.


    Dr. Cook was less than happy with me. She was sympathetic about me losing my mother, but she was concerned with how I was dealing with things.


    “In the past year you have experienced a lot of loss, and you need a strong support network,” Dr. Cook said. “How is your marriage?”


    “Awful.” I drew a deep breath in, so she could listen to my lungs.


    “Lie back now.”


    I lay back on the table, and she lifted my shirt to examine my stomach.


    “Maternity jeans are nice if you’re pregnant, but I think you would feel better if you wore regular clothes, Emily,” Dr. Cook said, pressing on my stomach.


    “I want to,” I said, sitting up, “but my old clothes don’t fit me.”


    “Well, I think it’s time to buy new clothes,” she said.


    “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I said, nodding in agreement. “Lately, I feel like I can’t breathe, and yesterday I ran down the street panic stricken.”


    “It sounds like you’re having panic attacks,” she said.


    “I was on Valium, but I ran out.”


    “How was that working for you?” the doctor asked.


    “Fine, but it made me sleepy.”


    “Well, I’m going to give you something a little different. It’s called Xanax. I want you to also try an antidepressant.”


    “No,” I said. “They’re for crazy people.”


    “No, they aren’t,” Dr. Cook explained, taking out her prescription pad. “They help people get through bad times–something that you’re going through. Now, I also have the name of a grief group. I want you to go, and I want you to go buy a new outfit or two. You weigh one hundred and seventy pounds, and you need to lose the extra weight.”


    “Well, that’s better than a couple of weeks ago,” I joked. “I was one hundred and ninety pounds before Mom died.”


    “Emily, you need to do things the right way. Eat healthy and start exercising. Go to the grief group and buy an outfit that will make you feel better about yourself. Remember, I knew the old Emily, so I know this isn’t you. Only take the Xanax if you’re having a panic attack. It’s very addictive. Take the Zoloft, and I will see you back here in six weeks.”


    “Okay,” I said, hopping off the table.


    “And remember, no more maternity clothes,” Dr. Cook said, smiling as she walked out the door.


    For the first time in a while, I felt a little hope. I walked out to the receptionist and made another appointment for six weeks away. Immediately, I went to the pharmacy and filled my prescriptions. I didn’t really want to take the Zoloft, so I stuck that in my purse to think about for later, but the Xanax I knew could immediately erase my anxiety about my dreadful life.


    “Take one milligram three times a day” I read the label out loud. There were six refills. Ninety pills came in the bottle. I heard the doctor’s voice in my head. Only take the Xanax if you’re having a panic attack. It’s very addictive. If they are so addictive then why did she give me so many?


    I stuck the blue pill in my mouth and swallowed it. I had become used to the horrible taste of pills, and I could easily swallow them without water. Now onto step two, I thought. It’s time for Emily to get some new clothes–doctor’s orders, after all.


    “Mom, I hope you can hear me,” I said as I drove. “I miss you so much.” Tears started to pool in my eyes. “I’m going to try to be happy because I’m scared about losing myself. I’m scared that I might go crazy. I’m sure you saw what happened yesterday. It’s not very impressive. So, when I’m smiling, don’t think that I forgot about you.”


    I wiped away the tears from my face and looked in my rearview mirror. I decided at that moment, as I looked at my reflection, that I had enough of looking like shit. I felt the Xanax kick in and turned the radio on. “Red Red Wine” was on, and I started to sing.


    Before I new it, I was at the Fiddler Green Mall, and I immediately went to the Mac Cosmetics store. The woman at the makeup counter was gorgeous with shoulder length, brown hair and had perfect makeup. She looked horrified by me, or so I decided in my head.


    “Hi ma’am. How are you?” The flawless makeup woman asked.


    There’s that word ma’am again, I thought. It brings out the worst in me. I didn’t answer her.


    “Are you looking for a gift ma’am?”


    “No. I need some makeup for myself.”


    “Oh, I see. Well, what would you like some lip gloss, ma’am?”


    Immediately, I wanted to say “What the hell?” but I restrained myself. “Actually, I need all new makeup. Your makeup looks great. Make me look as good as you,” I said.


    She let out a friendly chuckle. “Sure have a seat, ma’am.”


    I sat in the high, black chair at the makeup counter.


    “What colors do you like?” she asked.


    “I’m going to let you pick everything out,” I said. “I don’t want anything too bold, but at the same time I don’t want anything too dull. Just make me look good.”


    “Okay ma’am,” said the woman, pulling out some foundation to match my skin.


    “And one other thing - my name is Emily. Please don’t call me ma’am. It makes me feel like an old lady.”


    “Okay, Emily. My name is Star.”


    “Really?” I asked.


    “Yeah. Why?” she asked, putting the foundation onto my face.


    “No reason. It just suits you, that’s all. I like it.”


    “Thank you,” she said.


    It took about one hour for Star to apply my makeup, and when she finally lifted the mirror for my approval, I couldn’t believe it was me. Even with my chubby face, I was still pretty.


    “Thank you so much,” I gasped. A tear ran from the corner of my right eye.


    Star handed me a tissue. “Don’t ruin my hard work,” she said, smiling.


    “I won’t,” I said, standing up from the chair. “I want to purchase everything you just put on my face.”


    “Okay,” she answered, ringing in all the items. It comes to $556.83.”


    I handed her my debit card.


    “Cute,” she said, noticing Hello Kitty on my card.


    “Thanks,” I said, remembering when I picked it out six years ago. I was skinny and happy then, I thought. Oh well, not anymore.


    Star handed me the Mac bag full of makeup, and I was on my way to get an outfit. I saw the True Religion Store. I loved their jeans and wondered if they had sizes for bigger girls.


    “Hi ma’am. How can I help you?” a girl around eighteen with a big, brown ponytail asked.


    Oh, here we go again, I thought, walking into the store. “I’m just looking for some jeans.”


    “Okay,” replied the girl. “What size?”


    “I’m not sure they’re for me, and I don’t know what size I am. I’ll just look around and call if I need you.”


    “Okay,” the girl replied, walking away to help a young, tattooed boy buy his girlfriend some jeans.


    I’m too old for this place, and I don’t know if they make jeans for my size, I thought. I pulled out the largest size I could find–a size thirty-two.


    “I think your best bet is to look in the men’s sizes. The highest size in women’s jeans is size thirty-two,” said the girl, returning to help me. “Size thirty-two is our largest size,” she annoyingly repeated again. “It’s around size twelve to fourteen in women’s jeans. Some of the guy’s jeans look fairly identical to the women’s jeans. Try checking them out.”


    “Thanks, but I think I’ll try these on,” I said, holding up the pair of size thirty-two blue jeans.


    “Sure no problem,” said the girl, unlocking a dressing room for me.


    I took off my maternity jeans and pulled the size thirty-two jeans up over my pasty white, fat body, sucked in my stomach as much as I could and buttoned the jeans. “Hmm ... a little tight,” I whispered to myself, bending up and down to loosen the jeans.


    The girl came back to the fitting room door. “Do they fit okay?” she asked. “Because I can get you a pair of guy’s jeans.”


    “No. This pair fits fine. Thanks.” I wanted to tell her that just a couple of years ago I was skinnier than her, but I’m sure she wouldn’t have cared.


    I quickly got dressed and made my purchase. It was a whopping one hundred and ninety dollars for one pair of jeans. Yes, they were expensive, but I deserved it after wearing maternity jeans for two years. Now to find a shirt. I left True Religion and ventured out to find one that would hide my muffin top, but didn’t hang on me like one of Jerry’s t-shirts. After searching for an hour or so, I finally decided on a black blouse that was fitted, yet somehow concealed my out-of-shape stomach. I happily left the mall and headed home.


    Driving home, I vowed to make my life better and get the old Emily back. Maybe Jerry will fall in love with me again, but that’s doubtful. I made plans about what to do next. I had to drop my jeans off at the tailors to be shortened, buy blonde hair dye so the old Emily could reemerge, go to the pool store so I could fix the swamp in our backyard and stop at the bank to open my own bank account. I decided to open a bank account just in case Jerry was planning on leaving me–at least I would be prepared. As I made plans on my way back to Appleton, I realized that I should probably get my own post office box too, so Jerry wouldn’t realize that I had my own bank account.


    By the time I finished all of my errands, it was nearly 4:30 p.m. I treated myself to a Frozen Caramel from Panera Bread, which was six hundred calories, but I figured since I hadn’t had a drop to eat all day that it would be okay. The cold, icy drink felt refreshing in the heat.


    When I got home, I carried the twelve gallons of shock, pool stabilizer and algaecide to the pool and dumped it all in. I felt hopeful as the pool circulated. Instantly, the pool seemed to fade from a dark black to a light brown coffee color. Great, the pool will be ready for swimming in a couple of days, I thought as I headed back in the house and finished my now almost room temperature Frozen Caramel. I opened the translucent, orange Xanax bottle and took another pill. This pill popping is only temporary until I get back on my feet, I reasoned.


    I sat down at my computer and logged onto Facebook. I liked to look at how happy everyone else was. It was a form of masochism that I truly didn’t know why I indulged in. I sat there looking at the pictures of the families, and it made me feel sad and defeated. Tears dripped from my eyes and fell onto the keys of my laptop, and I logged out. I have to stop this, I thought. I vowed not to go onto Facebook anymore.


    I was getting sleepier by the minute. I called Jerry, but it went straight to voicemail. I thought about coloring my hair, but I was too tired. I dumped out my purse and totaled all of the receipts. I spent over a thousand dollars that day on makeup, jeans, a new shirt and pool supplies. I called Jerry again, and he finally answered.


    “Hi Em.” His fake Jerry voice chimed in. “I’m with Brian, and we’re just finishing up at the club.”


    Jerry loved to play golf. “I’m going to stop by and see my brother because he needs help with a ceiling fan. So, I’ll see ya in a few. Love you.”


    “Sure. Okay. Bye,” I said.


    Occasionally, we would eat dinner with Brian and his wife Becca at the Club. Jerry looked up to Brian who was a plastic surgeon and made us look poor in comparison to them. He had a beautiful wife and two gorgeous boys that he spoiled rotten. You would think his wife was awful based on impressions alone. She looked like Barbie and dressed like a fashion model, but she was actually very nice. Jerry would never act like his hateful self in front of anyone, especially Brian, who was the type of guy that loved his wife and family more than anything and would never think of cheating, unlike Jerry. “I’ll see you in a few” in Jerry language meant a few hours if I was lucky. Jerry had such a cocktail personality. He morphed into whomever he was with.


    I then had an urge to call my mother again. I lay down on the bed, clicked the television on and drifted off to sleep.


    


    


    Four


    


    I woke up to the flickering light from the television and no Jerry. I looked over at the clock, and it was 3:15 a.m. I called his cell phone, but it was off.


    “Damn bastard,” I muttered, searching for the Xanax.


    I walked down to the kitchen, poured a glass of water, and swallowed the tiny pill. Still in my clothes from yesterday, I drove the thirty minutes to the city of Worchesta and to Jerry’s brother’s house. Jerry’s car wasn’t there. I slammed my hands down on my tan steering wheel. “Liar, liar, liar,” I chanted.


    So much animosity had grown between us. This will be the second time that he’s cheated, I thought. The first time was the most painful, gut-wrenching feeling, and it was right after I lost our baby. I wanted to die. I tried to die, but this time was different. I felt anger, disgust and even hatred, but I didn’t want to kill myself. I wanted to kill him instead. I drove home on the highway speeding, listening to some hard rock station–something that was out of the ordinary for me, but it seemed to help me deal with my anger issues.


    I went upstairs to our bedroom and started to look for evidence of his affair. I went into his closet and started digging through his stuff. In one of his shoeboxes, there was a plastic zip bag of new sheets. There was only a top sheet along with two pillowcases in the clear zip bag. All of a sudden my mind flashed back to the broken vase on the floor, cutting my foot and all the blood.


    “Okay Jerry, you want to make me think I’m crazy. I’ll go along with it,” I said, putting the clear plastic bag with the top sheet and pillowcases back into the shoebox. I placed my hand in every pocket in his closet. Finally, I found a business card for a woman named Sue Clark, licensed massage therapist, and her address was written on the back: 2 Lake Drive, Vester, MA.


    I quickly ran back out to my SUV and put the address into my navigation. I realized that it would take forty minutes until I reached my destination, making it 5:03 a.m. I drove southbound on the highway, passing the Tolton exit to my mother’s house and then passing the Worchesta exits to the city. My adrenaline was pumping, as I again listened to the hard rock station, not knowing what I would do if I found him.


    Lake Drive was a dark, dirt, dead-end road with a few houses, and it was on a lake. I realized if I drove down the street all the way that there would be no way for me to turn around discreetly, so I parked at the beginning of the street. My heart beating a million miles per minute, I crept through the long, yellow grass on the side of the dirt road. I immediately spotted Jerry’s red convertible with the top still down. That’s unlike him, I thought. He never leaves the top down overnight. I could see dim candles flickering in the big, front window of the gray, contemporary lake house.


    “Unlike him to leave the top down,” I whispered to the crickets that were chirping in the early morning. “And too bad for him also.”


    His golf clubs were in his tiny back seat because they wouldn’t fit in his trunk with his top down. I quickly grabbed a club and walked around the entire car hitting the body of his red Lexus. The loud slamming of metal on metal echoed in the dark. Lights went on simultaneously in all three houses on the street, so I ran club in hand back to my SUV. Fortunately, my keys were in my pocket and not locked in my SUV this time. I backed off the dark, dead end road and sped away. Before I knew it, I was back on the highway and headed back north to my house in Appleton. I realized all of a sudden that I had Jerry’s golf club and his girlfriend’s business card on my seat. This was evidence that I needed to get rid of, so I drove off the highway and pulled into Ethan’s Pub parking lot where I spotted a dumpster. I threw the golf club and card into the trash. Then I deleted his girlfriend’s address out of my navigation.


    Great, I thought. Now, I have to get home before Jerry, or he will know that I did it. I got back on the highway and sped home to our sable brown colonial with black shutters and pulled into our driveway.


    Jerry wasn’t back, so I took off my clothes, turned the lights off and jumped into bed. And that was the end of my marriage–the final straw that broke the camel’s back. I was done making excuses for this sad excuse of a marriage and letting him treat me poorly. We are so over. When I wake up I’m going to the bank, taking half of our money out of our joint account and putting it in my new account. I set the alarm for 8 a.m. It was 6:10 a.m., so I had a couple of hours to sleep.


    I awakened not to the alarm clock that I set, but rather to Jerry standing over me with coffee in my purple princess mug. He had a huge Cheshire cat smile on his face that was inscrutable. I looked over at the alarm clock and realized that it was 10:04 a.m. and not 8 a.m. The alarm had been turned off. I must have looked stricken with anxiety.


    “Is there something wrong?” Jerry asked blithely, handing me the coffee.


    “No,” I said, taking the coffee and propping myself up against the headboard, trying to act normal. Jerry is unusually happy for having his car smashed in by a golf club, I thought.


    “How are you feeling?” he asked, sitting down at the edge of the bed. Do you have anything you want to tell me?”


    Feigning confusion, I responded, “No. Should I?” I felt a sinking feeling in my chest and a burning feeling in my nose. I wanted to cry, but I clenched my teeth together firmly in order to stop my tears. Don’t even think of crying, I told myself.


    Jerry walked to his closet and pulled out his blue golf shirt that matched his eyes. “Well, I’m going to the club,” he said, changing his clothes quickly. He went down the stairs, and I heard the door shut behind him. I pushed the white curtains away, pulled up the blinds and looked out the bedroom window as he drove away in his other car–a silver Mercedes.


    “Now why didn’t he mention his car to me?” I asked aloud, shutting the blinds. “He’s up to something.” I stripped off my purple pajamas and jumped into the shower. I had to get to the bank soon. I should have taken the money out yesterday when I had the chance. I quickly got dressed and ran out the door. On the way to the bank, I stopped to get an iced coffee.


    “Your card has been declined,” the coffee girl said, handing me back my Hello Kitty debit card. “Do you have another card?”


    Confused, I searched through my wallet. I had two credit cards besides my debit card, a Visa and an American Express. I handed her the Visa.


    “This has also been declined,” she said.


    A panicked feeling came over me realizing what Jerry may have done. I handed her the third card. “Ma’am, this has also been declined.”


    I took my foot off the break and accelerated out of the drive-thru with my unpaid coffee in hand. The bank was less than a mile up the street. It was now 11:30 a.m., and I ran into the bank with my stolen iced coffee. The bank was mobbed and in order to see someone I had to sign in. I sat down and waited. Small children seemed to be running around everywhere screaming.


    Sighing and on edge, I searched through my brown Gucci bag for my Xanax. I rationalized to myself that no one would know that the pills that I was about to reveal to the public were pills for crazy people. I twisted off the white cover and downed two tiny blue pills.


    “Emily Larson?” A woman in a black pantsuit and short black hair stood looking around the bank.


    I stood up and quickly, followed the woman to her red-carpeted office and explained my situation. “I’m here for a couple of reasons. First of all, I would like to take some money out, and secondly, my debit card isn’t working,” I said, scribbling down my bank account number.


    “That account was closed this morning by Jerry Larson,” the bank woman said, sitting behind her desk.


    “How could he do that?” I asked, visibly shaking.


    “Any party of a joint account can close the bank account without the other party’s consent,” she said.


    “But that’s my account too. My money is in that account.”


    “I’m sorry ma’am,” she said, “but you will have to talk to him about it. Call your attorney. I was actually the one who helped him this morning. I’m sorry you’re getting divorced. He told me about it.”


    “Divorced? We’re not getting divorced,” I said, standing up. “He has no right to do this,” I said.


    The woman had a look of agitation on her face. “I’m sorry ma’am.”


    “Yeah, I’m sure you’re sorry,” I said, turning around. I dialed Jerry’s cell phone as I ran to my SUV. The familiar burning feeling that always preceded tears came to my nose. “Fucking Jerry’s voicemail,” I screamed in the busy bank parking lot. I jumped into my car and left him a voicemail as I drove out of the parking lot and onto Central Street. “Hi Jerry. This is your wife. I just want to let you know, that I know you’re cheating on me again. I know you closed our bank account, and I know you cancelled my credit cards. Oh, and the bank teller just informed me that we’re getting a divorce. Ha! That’s fine with me, you fucking asshole. I’m fucking sick of your shit. You want to play these games? Fine with me. Game on.”


    I drove home scheming about what to do next. Fuck him, I thought. I will sell his stupid watches and burn his suits. I slammed the front door and ran up the stairs to our bedroom. I began tossing out his suits one by one–Prada, Theory, Hugo Boss, and Zegna. “I hope you like heat,” I said, having a one-sided conversation with Jerry’s expensive suits. With tears streaming down my face, I grabbed all of his suits and threw them into an empty plastic laundry basket. There were ten of them in total. Then I went to the garage, grabbed the red gasoline container and headed out to the backyard. I walked down the deck’s stairs and through the long grass to the red, brick patio behind the pool. I tossed the suits into the fire pit and dumped gasoline all over them. I ran back inside and grabbed some matches from the kitchen, lit the whole book on fire, and tossed them into the gasoline-drenched fire pit.


    “Fuck you Jerry!” I screamed. I really used to be the most irrational person when I was angry, and I don’t recommend this behavior to anyone–even if you are hurt and angry. Although, I must say it certainly made me feel better at the time. I’m actually smiling now just thinking about it.


    I took a picture with my phone of the burning inferno amass with Jerry’s suits. The fire was bright orange and shot high over our white vinyl fence that separated us from our neighbor’s yard. I quickly went back into our house. “Ha, ha, ha! You stupid asshole,” I screamed, running back up the stairs.


    I opened Jerry’s top dresser drawer, and I tossed things one by one onto the bed: Breitling watch, Rolex watch, Cartier watch. Jerry loved collecting things. Then I took out all of his pens: Mont Blanc, Cartier and a few other ones that looked expensive. I looked around for anything else of value and noticed all of his expensive shoes, and threw them into a black trash bag. I was frantic shoving things into bags: some of my clothes, shampoo, conditioner, and hair dye. I ran back and forth to my SUV tossing things into the back hatch. I finally grabbed my jewelry, computer, purses, and Jerry’s expensive Canon camera and pictures. Our wedding album was on the top, and I ripped it page by page into minute pieces and threw it like confetti onto our bed. I scanned the house one last time for anything else I wanted and left. As I backed out of the driveway, I texted Jerry the picture of his burning suits, which were now just smoldering ash. I looked back at our house from my rear view mirror and could still see the smoke billowing up from the backyard. I vowed never to go back to our house on Joshua Avenue and headed for my mom’s house.


    Within minutes of receiving the picture message, Jerry called me, but I didn’t pick up. He called over and over and over again, and finally, I muted the ringer on my cell phone.


    Instead of driving on the highway, I drove on the windy, scenic roads to my mother’s house down Route 13. I stopped at the reservoir in West Toylston, where I had recently taken a swim and tossed Jerry’s shoes in one by one. As each shoe hit the water, I felt like I was washing the sweet taste of revenge down with a sip of spite.


    Jerry’s expensive shoes all floated in a mass like a family of mallard ducks. I looked around to see if anyone was watching me because I was pretty sure that I could be arrested for dumping in a reservoir, but no one was looking, so I ran back to my SUV. Then I remembered that my new jeans were at the tailors. “Shit,” I said. “I have no money, thanks to that damn bastard.”


    As I drove to my mother’s house, I plotted my next step. By the time I arrived, I knew that Craigslist was about to become my new best friend.


    As I pulled onto the short, flat driveway, I saw Father Michael and a woman with big, blonde hair standing in front of my mother’s little, red ranch with the white shutters. A FOR SALE sign was in the front yard. As I put two and two together, I smoothed my hair down and wiped my face with my hands. I smiled widely to hide my suffering and got out of my SUV.


    “And this is Emily,” Father Michael said to the woman. “Emily, this is Karen Burke, the realtor.” We both extended our right hands to each other and exchanged pleasantries.


    “Karen will be selling your mother’s house,” said Father Michael.


    “I plan on doing an open house on Sunday. Is that okay?” the realtor questioned in a bubbly voice.


    “Sure.” I said, fake smiling.


    “I was going to have some people from the church come clean it up later today Emily, so don’t worry,” said Father Michael.


    “Oh Father, I feel much better, and I think it would be good for me to clean it myself,” I said with my frozen smile.

  


  
    “Okay Emily. If that’s what you want. Well, I have to get going. Here is the key Karen,” Father Michael said, placing it in her hand. “Do you still have a key?” Father Michael asked, looking at me.


    “Yes,” I said, holding up my purple flower key chain.


    “Well, I’ll be here on Sunday,” Karen said, turning toward her blue Audi, leaving me standing alone with Father Michael.


    “Are you sure you’re okay, Emily?”


    “Perfectly fine.” I said, still smiling.


    “Okay Emily. If you want to talk, you know where I am,” he said, hugging me. “Bye. I’ll see you soon.”


    “Bye,” I said, waving to him.


    I walked past Mom’s yellow rose bushes and noticed they were still beautiful despite the fact that no one was tending to them. The rich floral fragrance appealed to my sense of smell. I unlocked the front door and stepped into the dining room, noticing the film of dust on the walnut table. The house seemed dark and empty. The first step, I thought to myself, is to get my SUV into the garage before Jerry comes looking for me. I walked over to the side door off the kitchen and pressed the garage door opener, and the big, white door opened. I pulled my SUV into the garage and quickly shut the door, knowing full well that Jerry was going to be furious.


    I locked all of the doors, shut the curtains and turned my cell phone off because Jerry kept calling one after another. I took a couple of Xanax and fell asleep. I only meant to have a little nap, but I slept off and on for the next couple of days, only to wake to use the bathroom, get a drink and take more Xanax.


    


    Finally, on Saturday morning, I decided that I should follow through with my Craigslist plan.


    I took pictures of the watches and my platinum, diamond, engagement ring. I did some research on how much the watches and ring were worth and decided that I would sell them for half of what they retailed for. Then I created a Craigslist account. The Breitling watch I listed for five thousand dollars, the Rolex I listed for seven thousand dollars, the Cartier watch I listed for three thousand dollars, and I listed my 1.5 carat diamond for six thousand dollars. I held off on listing the pens because they weren’t big money items. Within minutes of placing the ads, people were calling.


    “Hello?”


    “Yes, I’m interested in the Breitling watch,” a man said in a gruff voice on the other end of the phone. “Is it real?”


    “Yes. It’s real,” I said “I have the original box and papers.”


    “Can I come to your house?” he asked.


    “Umm ... no,” I replied, remembering the Craigslist Killer. “I can meet you outside of the jewelry store at the Fiddler Green Mall. Then we can go in, and I can prove to you that it’s real. You can see what a new one is selling for.”


    “Can you meet me in twenty minutes?” he asked.


    “Sure,” I replied, grabbing the Breitling watch, red box and papers.


    I pressed the garage door opener above the side door from inside of the house, backed my SUV out and realized that I had to go back in and shut the door from the inside because Mom’s only remote control for her garage door was in her car at my house. The ride to the mall was only twenty minutes from my mother’s house, and as I drove to the mall I checked all twenty-one messages that Jerry had left. They all basically said the same thing– “You fucking bitch I’m going to kill you.” I decided not to delete them, as they would be evidence of a threat against my life if I needed help from the police–not that I really thought the police could help. I walked into the mall and the number that had called me before came up on my caller ID.


    “Hello?”


    “Are you here?” the man asked.


    “Yes.” I answered. “What are you wearing so I can find you?”


    “Jeans, a gray t-shirt and sneakers,” he said.


    “Oh, I think I see you,” I said to him. “You’re walking toward me. I have brown hair that’s pulled back, and I’m on a cell phone.”


    A young, cute, black guy wearing low jeans walked up to me.


    “So, let me see it,” he said.


    I took the big, silver watch out of my purse, and the man grabbed it out of my hands and walked into the jewelry store over to an older salesman wearing a suit.


    “Is this real?” he asked, handing over the watch. The man behind the counter looked utterly disgusted by the two of us.


    “Yes,” he said in some sort of British accent, handing back the watch. “It retails for ten thousand dollars.”


    “Thanks,” he said to the man behind the counter, and then he turned to me. “I’ll take it.”


    He grabbed a wad of cash from his pocket and counted it right in front of everyone. I felt like I was involved in some illegal drug deal. I looked over my shoulder and could see the British man talking to a woman pointing and shaking his head.


    “Thank you,” I said, taking the money.


    “No. Thank you.” The guy took the watch and walked away. He disappeared into the crowd, and I wondered if I could have sold the watch for more money since I sold it that quickly. My phone rang again, and I answered it.


    “Do you still have the Breitling watch?” a man asked.


    “No,” I said. “I just sold it.”


    The phone continued to ring throughout the day, but there were no serious callers. I picked up my True Religion jeans from the Tolton Tailors with my newly acquired cash and went back to my mom’s house. Jerry continued to call and leave his usual nasty messages, and I constantly peered out the window of my mother’s small, red ranch to see if he was outside, but there was never any sign of him.


    Around six o’clock I decided to color my mousy mop back to blonde. It had been blonde from the time I was in high school all the way up until June 2010. I had colored it back to my natural color of brown after I lost the baby and never kept up with the roots that were a mix of brown and gray–causing me to look way older than thirty-eight.


    Coloring my hair was easy to do since I was doing my whole head and not just the roots. Just mix the color, throw it on and wait forty-five minutes.


    As I waited, I decided that I should freshen up Mom’s house for the open house. Mom was an orderly lady, so it wasn’t that difficult, but the house did require some touching up. As I made up her bed using her yellow, puffy bedspread, sadness came when I realized that Mom would never sleep in her bed again.


    There seemed to be a lingering odor in the house. Perhaps it’s the dead dog, I thought. I dumped Pine Sol on the hardwood floors and pushed the mop around. It was definitely the lazy way to wash the floors, but Xanax had gotten the best of me, and I was in no mood to do it the right way.


    I took a white facecloth out of the linen closet and wiped down anything with a surface from toilets to counter tops. Yes, I thought. My method is very unsanitary, but it will get the job done. By the time I was done wiping everything down, the facecloth was black, so I threw it in the basket. A good forty-five minutes had gone by, so I decided that I should jump in the shower to rinse the color out.


    Before I got into the shower, I noticed that the ringer on my phone was off, and that I had fifteen missed calls - mostly from Jerry - but also from numbers that I didn’t know. Must be Craigslist people, I figured, because nobody else gives a shit about me. I double and triple checked all the locks in the house, as if I had obsessive-compulsive disorder, and turned the small shower on. I checked my weight on Mom’s scale. I was down to one hundred and sixty five pounds. “Amazing! That’s what stress will do,” I said to myself.


    After my shower I dried my hair. I’m already starting to look like my old self, I thought as I looked in the white round mirror above the pedestal sink. I then checked my messages. Jerry was screaming hysterically in every message. The other messages were about the watches. I called each person back about them, but they didn’t answer. I’ll worry about that tomorrow. Mom always called me Scarlett O’Hara because I would always do this–think about my problems tomorrow, and when tomorrow came, I would push my problems to the next tomorrow.


    I lay down on Mom’s green and white plaid couch, turned the small television on and started watching reruns of “Jeopardy.”


    Before I knew it, it was 7:30 a.m. It took me a minute to fully grasp that I was on my mother’s couch, and all of a sudden every bit of my miserable life came rushing back to me–my mother’s death, Jerry’s infidelity, my childless life and the depressing fact that I was overweight. I tried to fall back asleep and return to a happier dream state, but I couldn’t. I continued to lie there, but I could feel a burning hungry feeling gnawing at my stomach. I walked into the bathroom and was shocked to see a blonde woman staring back at me. I had forgotten that I had dyed my hair. “My hair looks better at least,” I said to my reflection in the mirror. “I still have a double chin but not for long. Emily is changing her life!”


    I got ready quickly and put on my new jeans and shirt. I made myself some coffee only to realize that the cream in my mother’s refrigerator had gone sour. I swallowed my usual pill with a swig of tap water and drove to Al’s Doughnuts that was two minutes away from Mom’s house. Al’s Doughnuts had my all time favorite carrot cake muffins, so I ordered two along with my regular coffee. I really shouldn’t be drinking coffee, since it sends me into a state of panic. Then I decided that Xanax would take care of that problem, so I figured I was in the clear.


    As I paid the girl at the window and she handed me my muffins and coffee, my mouth began to water. I couldn’t wait to press the muffins filled with delicious, creamy frosting into my mouth, and that’s exactly what I did. Within seconds of driving away, frosting was everywhere–on my fingers, face and new black shirt. I tried to take bites in between oncoming traffic so people wouldn’t know I was a gluttonous pig. By the time it took me to get back into the garage at my mother’s house, I had finished my two muffins and managed to look like a two year old covered in food. I wiped my hands on the napkins that the coffee girl had given me at Al’s Doughnuts and walked into the house. I placed my coffee down on the white, laminate kitchen countertop and realized my cell phone had one missed call. I listened to the message.


    “Hi my name is Dan, and I’m interested in buying your Rolex. Please call me back if you still have it.”


    I dialed his number as I walked down the rickety stairs to my mother’s washer machine and threw my shirt in.


    “Hi. This is Emily,” I said to the man who answered the phone. “I’m returning your call about the Rolex watch.”


    “Do you sill have the watch?” the man asked.


    “Yes,” I said, closing the washing machine and walking back up the stairs.


    “Can you meet me?”


    “Sure. I can meet you. What time is good for you?”


    “I can’t meet you until 2:30 p.m.,” the man said. “Can you promise not to sell it?”


    “Sure,” I said. “Meet me at the Fiddler Green Mall outside of the jewelry store at 2:30 p.m.”


    “Great. I will see you then,” he said and hung up.


    As I drank my regular coffee with cream and sugar, I tidied up Mom’s country-style house a little more by wiping down all of her walls with another facecloth, lit a couple of cinnamon candles and opened up all of the windows. Every so often I would look out the front bay window to see if Jerry was driving by, but there was never any sign of him.


    At 10:30 a.m. the realtor drove her Audi into the driveway. I only had a bra on since my new black shirt was in the dryer, so I ran downstairs to get it. It was slightly damp, but it would have to do. I could hear the doorbell ringing when I was still in the basement, and when I didn’t answer it, the realtor let herself in the front door.


    “Oh,” the big, blonde-haired realtor said in a startled voice. “I didn’t think anyone would be here.”


    “I just wanted to make sure everything was clean,” I said, smiling.


    “Well, it looks great,” she replied. “You don’t have to stay.”


    “Oh, umm ... yeah, I was just leaving,” I lied, picking up my black Fendi purse.


    “I will lock up when I leave,” the realtor said.


    “Sure, but you are parked behind me though. I parked in the garage.”


    The realtor looked at me oddly. Partly because I think I looked different with my own blonde hair and partly because she seemed confused about my car being in the garage.


    “Sure. I’ll move my car and put it in the street. The open house goes until two, and I will call you when it’s over.”


    I backed out of the garage and didn’t know where to go. I dialed Father Michael’s number. “Hi Father Michael. This is Emily.”


    “Hi Emily,” the young priest said. “How are you?”


    “Fine. I’m just calling because I want to thank you again for all your help.


    “You’re welcome. If you need anything, I’m always a phone call away. Your mother did so much for this church, so it’s my pleasure to help you.”


    “Sure Father. Thank you. I will talk to you soon. Oh, and by the way, I still want to donate all of Mom’s things to the church. She would’ve wanted that.”


    “Okay Emily. That’s wonderful. We have a family that’s in need of things, so call me when you’re ready.”


    After hanging up with Father Michael, I continued to drive down Main Street in Tolton and wondered what I should do to kill the next few hours. I decided that a walk around the track at Worchesta Community College might be a good idea, but then I realized that I had no idea where my sneakers were. I was sure I packed them.


    As I contemplated the whereabouts of my sneakers, I heard blaring horns and breaks screeching. I came out of my fog and realized that I had run a red light, and almost caused an accident. Well, at least no one was hurt. My unusual calmness confused me a bit, but didn’t faze me for too long, and I headed back toward the mall to buy some sneakers.


    I had close to five thousand dollars in my purse, which I normally wouldn’t carry around, but since it was Sunday and the bank wasn’t open, I was forced to hold onto it. Suddenly, I thought of the big-haired realtor in my mother’s home. My mind flashed to my diamond, watches, pens, and camera, which I left alone on the oak desk in the spare bedroom.


    “Shit.” I said, pulling into a parking space crookedly in the mall parking garage. She wouldn’t steal anything. She knows that I would know it was her. No one could be that stupid. I slammed my car door shut and went into the mall. It took me less than fifteen minutes to find and buy a pair of sneakers. I didn’t need to try them on because I was always a size eight–never smaller and never bigger–plus the anxiety was getting the best of me, so I had to get out of that mall quickly. All I could think of was someone coming to look at my mother’s house and stealing the items that I planned on selling.


    As I left the mall and approached my SUV, I noticed a deep line running down the side of it from the front to the back. The deep groove was a scratch that someone had obviously intentionally done. “Oh. my. God!” I screamed, looking around to see who could be responsible for this blatant destruction.


    Where are the stupid security guards? I opened my door, put my SUV into reverse and quickly backed up faster than I should have and hit a maroon minivan behind me. “Shit!” I yelled, putting my SUV into drive. I should have stopped, but I felt like a basket case; plus I didn’t think I did any damage. I reached down into my purse and could hear my pills shaking around as I fumbled through my bag. I finally felt the small bottle and opened it by holding it between my knees and pushing and twisting with my right hand to release the child safety lock. Even though the pill would take a good twenty or so minutes to kick in, I felt an instant calmness come over me just knowing that I had taken one. These pills are the only friends that I have in this world.


    I decided that I had to go back to Mom’s house to check on my valuables and put them in a safe place. Within twenty minutes, I was back at the red ranch. There were two cars there in addition to the realtor’s Audi.


    I walked into the house. One couple was walking around freely, and the other couple was in deep conversation with the realtor. I hurried to the spare bedroom, and I scanned the desk for my things, but they were gone!


    Sonofabitch! I ran out of the room and found the couple that was walking around by themselves in my mom’s den. They had a large diaper bag. I know my things are in there, I thought. My first instinct was to grab the bag from them, so I could reclaim my possessions, but I couldn’t. What if they didn’t take them? The rational Emily resurfaced for a minute. Control yourself. Strike up a conversation.


    “Hi,” I said to the couple.


    “Hi,” they said back.


    “My name is Emily, and this is my mother’s house.”


    “Oh,” they said, smiling.


    “How do you like the house?” I questioned.


    “Well, so far so good. We haven’t seen the bedrooms yet.”


    “You haven’t?” I questioned suspiciously. “Are you sure you haven’t?”


    They looked at each other and then back at me. “No. We’ve only seen the yard, the basement, garage, and this room. We really love this neighborhood,” the man said.


    “Yes, we love it,” said the woman. “I grew up down the street on Fortunatus Circle.” She handed the baby to her husband. “My parents still live there, and it’s my dream to live close to them and raise our son here. We live in Worchesta now in an apartment. This would be our first house.”


    The big-haired realtor in her navy suit snuck up behind me. “Hello. I’m Karen Burke, the realtor. I see that you’ve met Emily. Let me show you around.” The realtor looked at me. “Oh, by the way, Emily, you missed your husband. He came by and picked up some of your things for you. He told me to tell you that he loves you, and he’d see you in a bit.”


    The realtor and the couple disappeared into Mom’s yellow kitchen.


    I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t. All of a sudden everything clicked. I bet the scratch on my car is from him, too. Then a picture message showed up on my phone. It was a picture of Jerry with a big smile, writing something with his stupid Mont Blanc pen, wearing his silver Rolex watch. Then he sent a text message. “Hey honey, isn’t this a great pic? I took it using my tripod. My Canon EOS 5D takes the best pictures. Love you.” Then he sent another text message. “By the way Em, you shouldn’t leave your diamond lying around. It could get lost or maybe even scratch something. LMFAO.”


    “LMFAO? What the hell is that? You act like a fucking teenager with your stupid texts, and I’m sure my diamond scratched something, like my car! Asshole. Asshole. Asshole.” I yelled into the empty air, while running out to my SUV.


    As I backed out of the driveway, I thought about what I should do. I couldn’t go to the police. After all, I smashed his car and burned his suits. “Shit, shit, shit!” I said, backing out of the driveway. I headed to Worchesta Community College. I put my new gray sneakers on and started walking around the track.


    After I walked around one time, I realized that it was too hot to be wearing jeans and a long sleeved, black blouse in eighty something degree weather, but I continued on walking for another half of an hour in which I continuously prayed to God. “If you’re there God and you can hear me, please help me,” I pleaded. Then I realized that I wasn’t talking in my head anymore, but that I was actually talking out loud.


    “See God? Now I’m talking to you out loud in front of people. Obviously, I really need your help,” I concluded.


    There was still time to pass before the open house was over, so I decided to visit Mom’s, Evan’s, and Lady’s grave. As I sat in front of the big, gray headstone with the big picture of Jesus carved upon it, I realized that grass seed had been thrown upon the dirt, and soon it would grow up green and hide the brown rectangle where my mother and Lady were buried. I lay back on the grass and looked up at the clouds. A pain in my heart took over my whole body, and then the usual burn in my nose came along with some tears. I clenched my teeth and pushed my long fingernails into the palms of my hands to divert my emotional pain to that of physical pain. I stopped my tears, closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep.


    


    


    Five


    


    Around 2:30 p.m., I woke up to the sound of my cell phone ringing. I was startled to find myself lying on the ground in the shady cemetery. It was the realtor.


    “Great news,” she said. “I sold your mother’s house. I’m sure you and your husband will be thrilled.”


    “Ecstatic,” I said sarcastically, getting off of the ground and brushing myself off.


    “We close at the end of August, so you’ll need to have everything out of your mother’s house by then.”


    “Great.” I concealed my worry. “Who’s buying the house?” I asked, jumping into my SUV.


    “Oh, that nice couple with the baby that you were taking to.”


    “Oh yeah? Perfect.”


    “Well, I’m going to put a sale pending sign up, and I have some papers for you to sign,” the realtor said.


    “Okay, I’ll be there in five minutes.” I drove back slowly to the house realizing that I had no money, no job and only about two months to have a place to live. For some reason, the realtor was becoming annoying to me. Her upbeat personality along with her skinny body, big blonde hair, high heels and her navy blue suit made her seem like some kind of bedeviling real estate android.


    I signed her stupid paperwork and didn’t ask any questions. I just wanted her out of my mother’s house and out of my face.


    Once she was gone, I went to see if Jerry had taken my computer too. I ran to the spare bedroom and saw my computer bag next to the oak desk on the floor. I let out a sigh of relief, sunk into the brown, cloth chair at the desk and took out my computer. I logged into my Craigslist account and canceled the ads that I had placed earlier, and then I began to search for jobs. An ad caught my eye: “Tutor wanted in my home three days a week in English for my 9th grader.” I responded, and I said I was a certified middle school English teacher taking some time off from teaching, and that I had my Master’s degree from Clark University. I left my phone number and within a half of an hour my phone rang.


    “Hello?” I answered my phone ready to tell the person on the other end that the item listed on Craigslist was no longer for sale.


    “Hello. Is this Ms. Larson?” a polite man asked.


    “Yes, it is,” I said.


    “My name is Vincenzo Mariani, and I’m calling you in response to the ad that I placed on Craigslist for a tutor.


    “Oh, hi Mr. Mariani,” I said, returning the formality.


    “Call me Vinny.”


    “Sure,” I said, searching for a pen. “Call me Emily.”


    “You said you’re a teacher?”


    “Yes. I used to teach at Marcus Middle School in Appleton.”


    “Oh, wonderful. May I ask why you left?”


    “Umm...” I paused. I hadn’t thought of anything to say if I was asked this question. “Umm...” but I didn’t want him to know that I was fired for trying to kill myself.


    “Umm ... well ... It’s just that I took some time off after I lost my baby, and I haven’t gone back yet.”


    “Oh, I’m so sorry for your loss.”


    “Thank you,” I said. “It was a while ago.”


    “So, can you come to my home for an interview tomorrow at 11 a.m.?”


    “Sure,” I said, still looking for a pen in the desk drawer. “What’s your address?”


    “I live at 3531 Numbers Street in Worchesta.”


    “I know exactly where that is. I’ll see you tomorrow at eleven.”


    “Great. I look forward to it. Good-bye, Emily.”


    “Good-bye, Vinny.” I said and hung up my cell phone.


    A strange feeling of trepidation ran through me. Where have I heard that name before? Vincenzo Mariani. I Googled his name on my computer and my suspicions became confirmed. One after another, the articles about Vincenzo Mariani came up. I started to read an archived article from the Worchesta Globe from June 2010:


    


    Police followed the blood trail down the stairs to the basement. Officers found one distinct footprint in dried blood, Trooper White wrote. Mrs. Lynne Mariani was found stomach down and face down in a pool of blood in the basement near the washer machine.


    


    I scanned to the next article and read.


    


    Since the 2010 stabbing death of Lynne Mariani, virtually one hundred percent of the attention has been focused on one suspect, her husband–Worchesta lawyer, Vincenzo Mariani.


    


    I couldn’t breathe. “Oh my God,” I said, pacing back and forth and running my hands through my hair. “It’s him. The man that everyone knows killed his wife, but he’s too smart to get convicted.”


    My heart felt like it was going to jump right out of my chest and all of a sudden, I could feel the effects of coffee and lack of food. I reached for my purse and took another tablet of Xanax. Calm down Emily, calm down. You don’t know he killed his wife, and he’s not going to kill you even if he did kill her. “God, why can’t my life be simple,” I reasoned out loud to myself. “Look Emily, you need the money. You have nothing. You can’t go back to Jerry. You have to figure things out.”


    I walked into the kitchen and opened all of my mother’s oak cabinets hoping to find something to make my blood sugar return to normal. I found some Thin Mint Girl Scout cookies and opened the sleeve. I turned the kitchen faucet on and poured a glass of water.


    Real healthy Emily, I assured myself–coffee, Xanax, cookies and muffins. You don’t have to worry about anyone murdering you because you’re doing it to yourself. I rubbed my hands over my face, wiping the sweat and oil onto my hands. The house was hot and so quiet. I wanted someone to talk to, but there was no one. There was no one who cared and no one who loved me.


    


    The next morning came too soon like every morning, and as usual, it was always difficult to fully wake up because opening my eyes meant that my dreamworld of contentment would disappear, leaving me with the reality of my dark, thwarting life.


    It was nine o’clock in the morning, so I figured I’d better roll out of bed. I slid on a pair of sweatpants that I really had no business wearing. They were purple, tight, and had the word “hot” plastered across the butt–they didn’t fit me … literally or figuratively.


    I drove to Al’s Doughnuts and ordered my usual carrot cake muffins and coffee. Again, before I got home, I had devoured both of the frosted cupcakes. As soon as I finished my coffee, I felt awake but jittery, so I took another Xanax.


    It occurred to me that I might be becoming addicted to those tiny, blue pills, but I quickly dismissed my concern and hopped into the shower. After I dried off, I put on my only good outfit–my new jeans and my black blouse. Then I curled my new blonde locks and put on my makeup as if I was going to a fashion show. I didn’t really know why I felt the sudden need to impress Vincenzo Mariani, suspected murderer, but I did.


    It was now close to 10:45 a.m., and his house was about ten minutes away in Worchesta, just over the Worchesta/Tolton line, so I left fifteen minutes early for 3531 Numbers Street.


    I knew that Vincenzo hadn’t lived on Numbers Street for long because I remembered reading about the murder of Lynne Mariani in the newspaper. Mom and I drove by his former house covered in police tape right after the horrific incident. I decided as I drove to his house that it would be best if I pretended that I didn’t know who he was. I would just play dumb.


    I arrived five minutes early for my interview. Vinny’s house was big and beautiful–an old, white colonial with black shutters and a huge black door set up on a hill. A black Mercedes was parked in the long, wide driveway in front of the three car garage. I looked at myself one last time in the mirror, checked to see if I had anything in my nose or teeth, and walked up to the house. I made sure I sucked in my stomach and stood up extra straight. I looked good despite being overweight. My jeans were getting loose I noticed, and I was sure that I was losing more weight despite eating like shit. I made a mental note to weigh myself again when I went back to my mother’s house.


    I knocked on the door before deciding that I should have pressed the bell, so I rang that too. Vinny opened the door. He was in khaki shorts and a blue T-shirt that clung to his fit, tall, muscular body. His skin was olive, and he had dark-brown wavy hair. His face was beautiful with big, brown eyes, full lips and high cheekbones. I thought he appeared to be around forty-five.


    As I stood at the front door, I looked past him and scanned the living room. The hardwood floors glistened, and the room was bright and inviting, despite the masculine dark, brown leather couches. The walls were a shade of sage green and the sheer, white curtains, similar to the ones in my bedroom, blew in the summer breeze. Fresh, white roses were on a unique glass coffee table.


    “Hello. You must be Emily. Please come in,” Vinny said, motioning me inside.


    “Hi. I love your coffee table,” I said, walking over to it. I’ve never seen anything like it.”


    “Thank you. The base was imported from Italy. It’s all marble, and then I had the glass cut here to fit.” The marble had swirls of sage green that matched the walls.


    “Did you pick this all out?” I asked, looking around the inviting room.


    “No. I had some help. Have a seat,” he said, pointing to the brown loveseat.


    “So, you never did tell me. Is your ninth grader a girl or a boy?” I asked.


    “Oh, she’s a girl,” he said, pointing to the big portrait of the girl with long, wavy, brown hair and his same big, brown eyes over the fireplace mantle. “Her name is Taylor. She’s visiting her mother in Connecticut right now.”


    “Oh,” I said, flinching.


    “You seem confused.”


    “No. Not at all.”


    But I was confused. How could his daughter be visiting her mother if her mother had been murdered? I felt sick to my stomach. I leaned back into the couch and crossed my arms.


    “You seem nervous,” Vinny said, standing up. “No need to be nervous. Do you like lemonade?”


    “Oh, no, thank you,” I said, unlocking my arms, but he disappeared into the kitchen and came back with two tall glasses of lemonade.


    “Relax. I know I’m famous or rather, infamous, around here. It’s tragic about what happened to my wife. They still haven’t found out who murdered her. They’re over one year into the investigation, and they haven’t indicted anyone. I was married before Lynne to another woman who is Taylor’s mother. She’s actually a teacher too–a special education teacher. We don’t speak though. She’s very angry that Taylor lives with me, and that she has to pay child support,” he said coolly.


    I raised my brow and shifted in my seat. “Oh,” was all I said.


    “So enough about me. I see you have a Lexus. You like Lexus?” Vinny asked.


    “Yes, I love my car.”


    “What happened to the door?”


    “Oh, that,” I said, frowning. “How did you notice that?”


    “I notice details, and I’m good at reading people. That’s who I am. I’m a lawyer.”


    “Well,” I said, sighing. “That’s the work of my evil husband.”


    “Tell me,” Vinny said, leaning forward.


    For whatever reason, I went against everything I believed in about keeping things private, and retold the last few years of my sad life–the abuse, the miscarriage, the weight gain, the infidelity, my mother’s death, more infidelity, what I did to Jerry’s car and clothes, no money, selling his watch on Craigslist, how he came back and took the other items that I planned to sell and finally, about my mother’s house being sold. I told the whole, awful, torrid affair as if we were great friends. It had been so long since I had someone to talk to, I just let it all out, and I felt a little better for it.


    Two hours later, we were still sitting there chatting. Vinny stood up and took a book from the dark built-in-bookcase attached to the wall behind the couch and opened it. “I have something that will help you,” he said.


    I realized, as I sat forward, that it wasn’t actually a book in Vinny’s lap, but rather a secret hiding place that contained rolling papers, weed, and a black lighter.


    “Do you smoke pot?” he asked, taking the small bag of green buds out. He crushed them with his fingers and rolled them tightly into the rolling paper.


    “No,” I said. “No, thank you.”


    “So, you’ve never smoked pot in your life?” Vinny asked.


    “Well, I didn’t say that. In high school once or twice, but now I’m a responsible adult.”


    “Yes,” he said with a chuckle, lighting the joint, “and responsible adults sometimes need to relax.”


    He passed the joint to me. I took a puff, inhaling deeply and held my breath for a few seconds. About twenty years had passed since I had done this, yet I needed no instructions.


    “See, you’re an old pro,” Vinny said as I passed the joint back to him.


    “Follow me,” he said, standing up with the joint in his hand.


    I followed him into his bright, sunlit office. The office was red with white wainscoting panels on the bottom. Built in white bookcases filled with books were opposite to four tall side-to-side rectangular windows. He shut the white door behind us and sat down atop his ornate desk made of cherry. He threw me a soft green and white basketball.


    “Shoot it,” Vinny said, motioning his head toward the green Celtics basket attached to the top of the door. He gave me a quick grin.


    I couldn’t help but laugh. I threw the basketball and missed.


    We took turns taking shots at the basket and drags on the joint. It was so much fun. I laughed and laughed and laughed until I couldn’t stop. Tears finally rolled down my cheeks. “I really don’t know why I’m laughing,” I said.


    “Because you’re happy,” Vinny said. “I knew that this would cheer you up. Let me give you a tour of my house now.”


    I followed him into his beautiful kitchen lined with cherry cabinets, black and yellow swirled marble counter tops and yellow walls. A black wine rack hung over the center island, which had three high black stools in front of it. He then led me into an elegant dining room with grooved, black painted wainscoting, topped with white walls. A grandiose chandelier with superb details of roses and an unusual antique silvery finish hung above a large, black, oval dining room table. He led me out into the hallway lined with pictures of Taylor, up the wooden staircase, past the guest rooms and past his daughter’s room to his master bedroom.


    Vinny’s bedroom seemed to be spinning. His furniture was big and dark along with the hardwood floors. His walls were painted white and decorated with big, black-framed, black and white pictures of Italy.


    I stood in his doorway, and he walked back toward me, grabbed my wrists and pulled me close to him forcefully, yet gentle at the same time. He kissed me tenderly with his soft, full lips. I couldn’t remember what it felt like to be kissed like that. It had been a long time. He grabbed the back of my neck and walked with me slowly kissing me, unbuttoning my blouse and then my bra. He pushed me back on his black, silk bedspread. I wanted to say no, that I was married, but that really wasn’t an excuse since I knew Jerry didn’t love me anymore. I remembered my jiggly, out of shape body and tried to cover it up shamefully with my hands. He pushed me back on the bed, holding back both of my wrists above my head with his right hand. “You are beautiful,” he said as he kissed my neck and my breasts and then pulled off my jeans, along with my purple hip hugger underwear. I couldn’t remember the last time anyone told me I was beautiful. I was totally naked on his king-sized bed. He pulled his shirt over his shoulders revealing his strong arms and chest. Then he loosened the string on his shorts and slid them off. He had no underwear on as if he knew he wouldn’t need them. Was this his plan? My mind raced, but I couldn’t hold onto a thought. Just as one thought entered my mind a new thought entered, big thoughts and small thoughts. I couldn’t catch one long enough for any of them to make sense.


    Vinny lay between my legs, our bodies pressing skin to skin inseparably connected, and before I knew it, he was inside of me. He kissed me hard and thrust in and out, in and out pleasingly until we both moaned in ecstasy. He stayed on top of me for a few moments before I realized that he didn’t wear a condom. “You didn’t use anything,” I said slightly annoyed.


    “I got lost in the moment,” he said as if he didn’t care.


    I crawled up onto his big, black pillow, and he lay next to me.


    “By the way, you’re hired.”


    “Really?” I questioned. “I was beginning to think this was a scam to get women to sleep with you.”


    He laughed. “Funny. I haven’t slept with anyone since my wife died. You’re the first one.”


    “Really?” I asked.


    “Really. Now close your eyes,” he said.


    “No. I have to go,” I said, sitting up. “This is crazy. This is very out of character for me.” I sat up, trying to reach for my clothes.


    “So, you’re going to sleep with me and run?” Vinny asked, smiling. “I see how it is.”


    “No,” I said. “I’ll stay for a few minutes.”


    “Good,” he said. “So, what do you want to do about your husband?”


    “I want a divorce, but I need to get on my feet before I do that.”


    “Well, let me help you. I will get all the paperwork together, and after you tutor Taylor tomorrow you can sign the papers.”


    “You don’t have to do this. You don’t even really know me, and honestly I can’t afford you. I’m totally broke.”


    “It’s okay. I want to help you. I hate it when men take advantage of women. Anyway, you’re helping me with Taylor.”


    “Okay. I’ll let you help me.” I just wanted to get on with my life, so I didn’t pay much attention to the statement that Vinny made to me about hating when men take advantage of women, but word to the foolish-hearted, when something seems too good to be true, it usually is.


    I closed my eyes for a moment with good intentions of opening them in a minute, but the Xanax coupled with the marijuana led to a few minutes of me not opening my eyes, which led to hours of induced sleep. I awakened groggily and naked. I hadn’t meant to fall sleep.


    “Oh shit,” I said out loud, realizing that my big, fat ass was naked in some hot guy’s bed. Vinny wasn’t next to me, but I could hear music coming from down stairs–Frank Sinatra. I could hear Vinny singing. What did I get myself into? “Shit.” I smiled. “This is too good to be true.” I quickly dressed and ran down the stairs.


    Vinny smiled when he saw me. “I was just about to come up to wake you.”


    “I’m sorry I fell asleep,” I said, feeling embarrassed.


    Vinny walked over and kissed me, and I pulled back. I blushed.


    “What’s wrong?” he asked.


    I covered my mouth with my hand. “Umm ... I’ve been sleeping, and I have bad breath.”


    “Oh, go brush them. I have an extra toothbrush in the spare bathroom at the top of the stairs.”


    “No. Really. I have to go.”


    “But I made dinner for you. Please stay.”


    “Uh, okay,” I said, looking for my purse.


    “Oh, it’s over there,” Vinny said, pointing to the cherry sofa table behind the brown leather couch.


    “Thanks,” I said, grabbing it and walking up the stairs to the bathroom.


    Before I had reached the top of the stairs, I already had the orange bottle of Xanax open and was swallowing the little blue pill. I found the toothbrush in the medicine cabinet in the pale blue bathroom and hoped I wasn’t a string of women that Vinny had slept with. I imagined him replacing the toothbrush in the spare bathroom as each woman came and went. Vinny probably puts ads on Craigslist searching for tutors to lure women here to his house to sleep with him. No, that’s psycho, I thought as I brushed my teeth. Just look at him. He’s gorgeous. He doesn’t need to trick women. Maybe God answered my prayers. I let my concern go. I rinsed my mouth, put my hair up and headed down to the kitchen where Vinny was cooking.


    “What are we having?” I asked.


    “We’re having tortellini with a tomato basil cream sauce.”


    “Mmm,” I said, sitting on a stool at the marble island.


    He handed me a glass of red wine.


    “Oh, I shouldn’t drink,” I said, remembering the Xanax.


    “You can have one glass,” Vinny said, holding the round wine glass until I took it. “To a new friendship and to friends helping friends,” he said, holding up his glass to make a toast.


    “To friendship,” I said, raising my glass. I was grateful not to be alone. I searched through my bag for my phone.


    “Are you looking for this?” Vinny asked, holding up my purple cell phone in his hand.


    “Yes,” I said, smiling. “Why do you have it?”


    “Oh, it rang,” was all he said.


    “And?” I questioned, shaking my head still smiling.


    “And I answered it. That’s all.”


    “What do you mean you answered my phone? I barely know you.”


    “Well, I heard it ringing, and I answered it.”


    “And you know me well enough to answer my phone? That means you went through my purse.”


    “I did,” Vinny said calmly, “but I was thinking that it might be your husband, and I’m angry about all the things you’ve been through. I thought, what better way to get back at him than to have a guy answer your phone.”


    “So, was it him?” I asked, reaching out to grab my phone.


    “It was.”


    “And?” I asked.


    “And we had a nice little talk.”


    “About what?”


    “Well, nothing much,” Vinny said matter-of-factly, “but I do have a surprise for you. It will be arriving in a little while.”


    “A surprise? What is it?” I questioned


    “You’ll have to wait.”


    “Do I get it today?”


    “No, but I’m working on it. So, taste my tortellini,” he said in an Italian accent, holding out his fork.


    I took a bite. “It’s delicious.”


    “You seem surprised.”


    “No, not at all,” I took a sip of wine. Vinny continued to feed me tortellini and kiss me in between bites, and as soon as my glass of red wine was emptied, Vinny filled it up again. By the end of dinner, I was tipsy.


    Vinny took my hand and led me to the living room, where he took out his secret box and rolled another joint. He changed CDs from Frank Sinatra to Guns N’ Roses.


    “Do you like Guns N’ Roses?” Vinny asked.


    “Yeah,” I responded, sitting on the brown, leather love seat. “I used to like them when I was a kid.”


    “Me too,” he said, turning up the dial on his digital sound system. “This is my favorite song. Listen,” he said, continuing to press the up arrow on the remote control. “I used to love her, but I had to kill her,” Vinny sang, almost telling me in his own passive aggressive way about what he did to his wife.


    The words eerily hit me, and I realized what and who I was dealing with. I panicked and started looking for my keys in my bag.


    “What are you looking for Emily?” Vinny asked.


    “Nothing,” I said, realizing that my keys weren’t there. My keys are gone. Great, I thought. I’m at a murderer’s house, and I lost my keys.


    “No, really. What are you looking for?” Vinny asked again, turning down the volume.


    “Oh, just my keys.”


    “Why? Are you leaving or something?” Vinny asked, lighting the joint.


    “Well, not right now, but soon,” I said.


    He moved closer to me. “What’s wrong? You seem distant all of a sudden,” he said, holding the joint to my mouth.


    “Nothing.” I said, inhaling.


    “Do you think I like this song because I murdered my wife?” He laughed. “Please Emily. I know everyone thinks I did it, but really I didn’t. I loved her so much. She was my best friend.”


    I smiled, and he handed me back the joint. I didn’t question him and took his word as law as if he was God. “I feel like I’m in high school again,” I said, handing him back the joint.


    “Me too,” he said.


    I couldn’t keep my thoughts straight again and started laughing.


    “What are you laughing at?” Vinny asked.


    “Nothing and everything all at once, if that makes sense,” I said.


    “You know Emily, that makes a lot of sense to me. Nothing is everything and everything is nothing,” he said, smiling.


    We both burst out laughing.


    “This is a profound conversation,” I said, leaning in to kiss him.


    “Yes, it is,” he said, grabbing my hand and kissing it. “Let’s take our profound conversation upstairs.”


    Vinny turned the radio off, and I followed him up the stairs to his bedroom. Once we were up in his master suite, he lit three large, vanilla candles that were on his dresser. He kissed me and pulled the elastic from my hair, letting it fall free. He walked me backwards until I reached his big bed. I lay back and he crawled on top, kissing me and unbuttoning my blouse. The wine made me bolder and more aggressive this time around, so I pulled off his t-shirt and shimmied off his shorts using my legs. I couldn’t stop kissing him. He was addicting–his smell, his body, his touch. He pulled off my shirt, my pants and then my underwear. He pushed himself deep inside of me and we moved rhythmically back and forth together, flesh on flesh. He held my head gently and kissed me until we both climaxed. He rolled over and held my hand, and I drifted off to sleep.


    


    


    Six


    


    When I woke up in Vinny’s bedroom the next morning, it was 5 a.m. I couldn’t decide which hurt worse: my stomach or my head. Vinny was still sleeping, unaware that I was awake. I looked at him in awe. He was flawless even as he slept.


    I crept around the room and found my clothes thrown about. As I dressed, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. Oh my God, I’m so overweight. How did I get like this and what the hell am I doing sleeping with a possible murderer?


    I walked down the stairs and went into the kitchen where I found my lost keys. I grabbed my purse and jumped into my SUV. The sick feeling that I felt reminded me of my college days of binge drinking. What will cure this? I thought. Eggs, I remembered.


    I headed right to Al’s Doughnuts and ordered a large coffee with an egg and cheese on a bagel. As I turned onto Main Street, I took a bite of the sandwich, and felt saliva squirt into my mouth excessively, the way it always did before I threw up. I pulled to the side of the road in Tolton and puked my guts out.


    After I was done throwing up undigested tortellini, I jumped back into my SUV, and felt much better, so I ate the rest of my egg sandwich. My stomachache was completely gone, but my headache remained, so after I walked into my mother’s house, I searched for some Advil and took two along with a Xanax. I turned the television on and sat in Mom’s favorite green and white plaid chair, reclined back and drifted off to sleep.


    At eight o’clock, my phone rang. It was Jerry and feeling like I had gotten a little more revenge, I answered my phone. “Hello?”


    “Hello Em,” Jerry said. “I don’t know who you’re involved with, but I can help you.”


    “What are you talking about?” I asked.


    “Some guys showed up at the club last night and threatened me. Told me they’d kill me if I didn’t give you half of the money that was in our account. Em, let’s not take it to this extreme. Just come home.”


    “Look. I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, but in the back of my mind I had a strange feeling that Vinny might have something to do with it. “I want a divorce, and if you don’t give me half of the money the judge will order you to anyway Jerry.”


    “Ha!” Jerry laughed. “We’ll see about that you stupid bitch.”


    Jerry hung up on me, and then called back again, and when I didn’t answer he called back again and again and again. Finally, I turned off the phone, lay back in the recliner and fell back to sleep.


    When I awakened later, I didn’t feel the heavy sadness that usually plagued me–partially because I had the opportunity to get revenge on Jerry, and partially because I had something to look forward to with Vinny. It was now 10:15 a.m., so I turned on my phone, and saw that I had ten voicemails. Nine were from Jerry. In the first five he begged me to call him, and then he switched to his usual angry self where he began swearing and calling me names. The last voicemail was from Vinny.


    “Hi. It’s Vinny. I had a great time with you yesterday. I was hoping to see you this morning, but you were gone when I opened my eyes. I hope you’re planning to come over to tutor Taylor today. How about this evening around six o’clock? Give me a call and let me know if this works for you.”


    As I listened to the voicemails, I noticed the purple Begonia that I gave Mom for Mother’s Day was starved for water and just hanging on to its last bit of life.


    “I think you can be salvaged,” I said to the plant through the screened front door. I walked into the kitchen and filled a large, plastic cup with water. As I opened the front door, I saw a sparrow fly from the plant. I stood up on my tippy toes to water the hanging plant, and there I saw two tiny, blue eggs in a nest. I poured the water in carefully to the side of it, so I wouldn’t flood the nest or the eggs. I thought about Vinny and remembered that I didn’t have another cute outfit that fit me. My mind raced from thought to thought– from Jerry to Vinny to a new outfit.


    I turned on the shower and stood under the nice hot water. I washed my hair, even though I washed it the previous day and was on an every-other-day schedule, but I wanted it to smell clean for Vinny. After I jumped out of the shower, I pulled my mother’s old scale out and stepped onto it. It read one hundred and sixty one pounds. This is a lot of weight to lose in such a short amount of time. I smiled and looked at myself in the mirror. Emily, you still have a way to go, but you are getting there. I stood there naked, dried my hair and put my makeup on.


    As I stood in the small bathroom, I planned my day. I had to go to the mall to get another outfit, and then I needed to put whatever I had left for money into my new bank account. The thought about money and not having a job made my stomach turn. I put back on the clothes that I wore the day before and headed to the mall. I called Vinny back while I was enroute to the mall.


    “Hi Emily,” he answered. “Are you still planning on coming over later today?”


    “Yes,” I answered. “I can’t wait to meet your daughter.”


    “Great. So, we’ll see you later around six o’clock. Oh, and plan on staying after.”


    “Sure,” I said. “See you later,” and hung up.


    I looked at myself in the rearview mirror. “What am I doing?” I asked myself. I ran my hands nervously through my long, blonde hair and decided that I needed another Xanax to calm myself down.


    “Shit Emily! You barely even know him and he may be a murderer,” I reasoned with myself out loud. “But what other choice do you have? You have no one, and at least it’s a little money and a distraction from Jerry.”


    I finally arrived at the Fiddler Green Mall as Xanax’s calming effects were taking over. All I could do was think about a new outfit, so I decided to go straight to Black and White to find something. I saw an outfit on a sales associate who was working in the store, and I had to have it. The outfit was black capri pants with a black, low cut sleeveless blouse that tied in the front. Then of course I needed a new belt, shoes and jewelry to match, totaling over five hundred dollars. Awesome, I thought. Maybe I should charge Vinny for sex to make some extra money. The thought of charging such a hot guy for sex made me laugh out loud as I walked out of the clothing store.


    I was wearing a maternity bra the day before when I was intimate with Vinny, along with big purple granny underwear, and that so was not going to happen again. Hmm, I thought. Where can I get a good bra? Then I remembered Jac’s of Hollywood downstairs. After being measured, the girl in Jac’s determined I was a thirty-eight E. I bought a couple of bras, some thong underwear and was on my way.


    I headed to the bank and deposited the remaining four thousand dollars and change that I had in my purse. I wondered how I would survive - especially after being used to the good life. I really wasn’t very good with money and had an addiction to nice things–another one of my many faults.


    I went home, and all of a sudden I didn’t have the energy to try on my clothes like I usually did after shopping. I thought about taking all of the Xanax pills left in the bottle to escape from my miserable life. I felt alone despite being numbed from the tiny, blue pills, and I could feel an empty stabbing pain in my heart. The pain was unbearable and uncontrollable sobs let loose from my weak body. It was so all encompassing that I didn’t know how or what to do to make it stop. I fell to my knees on the floor in my mother’s kitchen and just screamed and screamed and screamed, somehow hoping it would all stop. I lay my head on the cold, white and blue linoleum floor and just wished for one person in my life, just one person to love me back. Knowing I was unwanted and abandoned made me so scared.


    I watched a couple of black ants walking across the floor, and I realized how much luckier they were than me. They had no responsibility and nothing to worry about. All they had to do was walk around on the floor aimlessly searching for food. I must’ve done a lot of bad things to deserve this hell shit of a life.


    All of a sudden, I heard pounding on the front door, and I jumped to my feet startled, not knowing who could be hitting the front door so hard. It sounded urgent, so I opened the door without looking first who it was. Jerry was standing before me, his face red, swollen and cut. He seemed to be fighting away tears himself, and despite my hateful feelings for him, I felt sorry for him and asked him to come in. He had a gash above his right eye and his arm was in a sling.


    “What are you doing to me, Em?” he questioned. “I’m sorry. The last few years have been rough. Maybe we should have gotten marriage counseling. I don’t know. I’m sorry for hurting you,” he said, smiling. He reached for my arm. “You look really beautiful … just like the girl I married.”


    “What happened to you?” I asked, pulling my arm away from him.


    “That’s a good question, Emily,” Jerry said.


    “Just tell me,” I said.


    “Well, I was driving home earlier and a police officer pulled me over in an unmarked car. Apparently, he had been following me for a while. He pulled me out of my car, beat me up, told me to give you the money I owed you, and said if I ever spoke of this I would be dead.”


    “Oh, my God Jerry. I swear I didn’t–”


    “Look Emily,” Jerry said, interrupting me. “Obviously you had something to do with this. Here’s a check for fifty-five thousand dollars–half of the money that was in our account. Please, just think about coming home. I really want to work things out.” He kissed me on the cheek and walked out the front door to his silver Mercedes.


    Part of me wanted to chase after him and tell him I would come home, but the rational side of me knew he would never change. He would always be a cheater, a liar, and a wife beater. I stood in the window and watched him back out of the driveway. I had a bad feeling that this was my surprise. I stared at the check. How can anyone scare Jerry into anything? Oh, my God, Vinny has connections. If he can do this, what else is he capable of? I don’t even want to think about it.


    I decided that I should go to the bank and deposit the check before Jerry changed his mind and put a stop payment on it. At least I could survive for a little while until I found a job.


    On the way home from the bank, I saw Worchesta Athletic Center and decided to swing in and possibly sign up. I went in and was given a tour by a strawberry blonde haired girl in her early twenties wearing a red Worchesta Athletic Center t-shirt.


    “So what do you think?” the girl asked after showing me around the facilities.


    “I love it. Where do I sign up?” I asked, determined to get into shape.


    I filled out the necessary forms and was given a red Worchesta Athletic Center t-shirt, along with the class schedule. I noticed that there was a spin class in just an hour and a half at 4:30 p.m.


    I went home and prepared myself for the gym. I had no gym clothes per se, except my purple sweat pants, an old Clark University t-shirt and of course my new red Worchesta Athletic Center t-shirt. I decided that I would be too hot in long sweatpants, so I cut them just above the knee. I then decided to call Vinny and question him about my surprise.


    “Hi Vinny,” I said.


    “Hi Emily.”


    Silly as it was, I felt like I was his girlfriend even though I had just met him the day before.


    “Umm...” I stammered. “Quick question,” I paced back and forth in my mother’s kitchen.


    “Yes,” he said.


    I imagined him smiling on the other end.


    “Oh, hold on a second. Taylor is coming in.” I heard Vinny put the phone down, and then I heard a door slam.


    “Hi Taylor. Hi Taylor. Taylor, answer me.”


    “Leave me alone,” the girl’s voice said to Vinny.


    Vinny picked up the phone again. “Teenagers. They’re very moody,” he said, making light of what had just happened. He seemed unfazed by his daughter’s meanness. “So where were we? Oh, yes. Your question.”


    “Yes, my question,” I said, starting again. “Jerry came here to my mother’s house and brought me a check for half of the money that was in our old bank account.”


    “Wow! That’s wonderful,” Vinny said, acting surprised.


    “And,” I continued, “He was beaten up. He said some cop beat him up, threatened him and said he’d kill him. Is this the surprise that you were talking about?”


    “No. I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said convincingly.


    “Are you sure? I won’t be angry. It’s just that you brought up the surprise last night after you said you talked to Jerry on the phone and–”


    “No Emily,” Vinny interrupted. I had nothing to do with it.”


    “Okay. Okay,” I said. Even though I had a feeling that he was lying to me, I decided to shut up.


    “So, I’m looking forward to seeing you later,” Vinny said, changing the subject.


    “Me too.”


    “Alright, so let me go tend to Taylor, and I will see you tonight.”


    “Great. See you at six o’clock,” I said, hanging up the phone.


    Shit. What did I get myself into? Part of me felt happy that Vinny was more than likely responsible for having someone beat up Jerry–after all, he did deserve it. The other part of me worried that it was a possibility that he did kill his wife.


    Even though I had only known him for about twenty-four hours, I didn’t know why, but I felt like there was no turning back at that point. There was something so intriguing about him, and I felt like I owed him.


    I noticed my stomach was growling and headed for the kitchen opening and shutting the refrigerator door and cabinets over and over again, even though I knew there was nothing to eat but some crackers. I decided that I should eat something healthy before the gym, so I jumped into my SUV and drove down the street to the grocery store. I picked out some healthy items: bananas, veggie burgers, lettuce, tomatoes, milk, eggs, whole wheat bread, yogurt and orange juice. I wasn’t thrilled with my healthy choices. When I became pregnant in 2009, I had transformed myself into quite a junk food junkie–unlike the pre-pregnant Emily who was the healthiest girl. It’s definitely going to take some effort to be that girl again. It ‘s hard to be skinny–something I used to take for granted is going to be hard to get back.


    After I got home, I put the food away and microwaved a veggie burger, my favorite type of cooking–easy. I cut up a tomato and put it on a slice of bread along with the veggie burger and poured a glass of milk. It was definitely not the yummy, high fat, high calorie food that I was used to, but it would do the trick of cutting my hunger. I glanced up at the clock as I took the last bite of my sandwich and noticed that there was only fifteen minutes until my spin class started.


    I put on my old Clark University t-shirt and cut-off sweatpants, tied my sneakers and put my hair up. The snug t-shirt defined the overhanging flesh that was spilling over my waistline. I would have worn the new red t-shirt instead, but it was even smaller than the one I was wearing. Shit. I hope I don’t see any cute guys.


    I searched Mom’s cabinet for a water bottle, but no luck. I would have to buy one at the gym. When I arrived, all but one spin bike was taken–right in the front row. Great, a perfect bike for everyone to see my big, purple ass. I scanned the class, which seemed to be made up of guys and girls all equally good looking and in shape. I must have looked like a newbie because the instructor walked over to me and set up my bike.


    “You want the seat to be at about your hip, and since you don’t have clip-in shoes, you can put them in the basket,” the overly tanned instructor said to me.


    “Thanks,” I said.


    “Now hop onto the bike,” he said.


    I stepped over the middle of the bike and lifted myself up onto the seat.


    “How does that feel?” the instructor asked.


    “Fine,” I said.


    “Now, don’t feel like this is a race. Just go at your own pace,” he said with an encouraging smile.


    I started pedaling, and the class started to a Britney Spears song, “Hold It Against Me.”


    “This is our warm-up song,” said the instructor. “Let’s start our ride and get our cadence up. Now out to race. Let’s get up out of the saddle and climb a small hill.”


    Holy shit - this is the warm up? I followed what everyone else in the class was doing as if I had a clue. Britney’s song was followed by six more songs, which ended in a cool down. Thank God! I was soaked with sweat.


    After washing off the bike, I stopped in the locker room to use the bathroom. I looked at my butt in the dressing room mirror and noticed it was drenched in sweat. I looked like I peed my pants. I felt so embarrassed. Everyone who was behind me in class definitely saw my big, wet, purple butt.


    I looked at my cell phone, and it was 5:30 p.m. What was I thinking? I had to be at Vinny’s house in thirty minutes. I hurried home and jumped in the shower. I skipped washing my hair, which was unfortunate because it was soaked with sweat. I had to use the blow dryer to dry it completely and then re-curl my hair. By the time I got dressed, it was past 6 p.m., and I still didn’t have my makeup on.


    I called Vinny to let him know that I was running a few minutes late, applied my makeup and headed out the door. Again, I looked as if I was going on some sort of date rather than going to tutor a ninth grader. I finally arrived a little more than fashionably late, and Vinny answered the door.


    “Hello,” he said in a sexy voice, pushing the front, screened door toward me.


    “Hello,” I said, smiling.


    “You look beautiful.”


    “Thank you,” I said, scanning the room for his daughter. I could hear voices and giggles coming from another room.


    “Taylor,” Vinny called out, raising his voice slightly. “Taylor,” he said again,


    but she didn’t come. “Follow me.” Vinny nodded his head toward the direction of the family room.


    As we walked into the large, biscuit-colored room, I saw two girls lying on the couch with their cell phones. They both had long hair–one brunette and one blonde. I knew immediately which one was Taylor because her portrait was over the fireplace mantle. Both girls were thin and were dressed in jean cutoffs and tank tops. Taylor’s shirt was blue and the blonde girl’s shirt was red. We stood there for a moment waiting for them to notice us.


    “OMG,” the blonde girl said to Taylor. “He just texted me back.”


    “Let me see! Let me see!” Taylor squealed in delight. Then they both abruptly stopped when they noticed us standing in the doorway.


    “Hi Dad,” Taylor said, lying back on the couch. All the excitement in her face drained.


    “Taylor this is Ms. Larson. Ms. Larson this is Taylor, my daughter.”


    “Nice to meet you,” I said, walking over to Taylor and extending my hand. Taylor just sat there and rolled her eyes.


    “Taylor,” Vinny said, lowering his voice. Responding to the tone in her father’s voice, Taylor extended her right hand to me. “It’s such a pleasure to meet you. I always love meeting my father’s friends,” she said, lifting her two fingers in the air to put air quotes around the word “friends.”


    Lovely, I thought, a teenager with an attitude.


    “And Ms. Larson this is Mac, Taylor’s best friend. They’re both starting Bates Academy in the fall,” Vinny said.


    “Oh, that’s wonderful. That’s a great school.”


    “Dad, we want to go swimming,” Taylor said, interrupting me.


    “Sure Taylor. I’ll go over your reading list with Ms. Larson, and show her what I feel you need brushing up on. Tomorrow you’ll sit with her and start your tutoring,” Vinny said to Taylor.


    “Yeah, whatever,” she said, standing up and walking towards the sliding glass door that led out to the big, oval shaped pool.


    Mac followed her over to the door and turned and smiled at me. “It was nice to meet you,” she said.


    Too bad I wasn’t tutoring Mac instead of Taylor, I thought, as I said, “You too, Mac.”


    “I’m sorry for my daughter’s behavior. She always acts like this after she spends time with her mother,” Vinny explained.


    “It’s okay. She’s at a tough age,” I said.


    “Come into the kitchen,” Vinny said, grabbing my hand. “Let’s have some wine.”


    “Are you sure they’re okay out there in the pool alone?” I questioned, trying to look out the sliding glass door at the girls.


    “Yeah, they’re fine,” Vinny assured me, pulling my hand a little harder. “So, I prepared your divorce papers, and I just need you to sign in a few places.” Vinny handed me the papers.


    “Okay,” I said, hesitantly. This is all moving too fast, I thought as I looked over the financial information page. “How do you know what bank I use? And how do you know how much money I have in my account?” I asked.


    “It’s my job to know people,” Vinny said, smiling. “I’m assuming that you don’t want the house since you’re upside down on the mortgage.”


    “No. I don’t want it,” I answered, still scanning the papers that lay before me.


    “So, I’ll file the papers tomorrow,” Vinny said.


    “So, that’s it?” I probed.


    “It’s still the beginning of July, so if all goes well you should get a court date by October or November.”


    “Great.” Half of me was skeptical of Vinny, and the other half of me was amazed by his almost superhero qualities.


    He poured a glass of red wine, and I took a sip, realizing that I hadn’t taken a Xanax in a while, which was probably a good thing since I was drinking again.


    “Here’s Taylor’s reading list for Bates Academy,” Vinny said.


    I scanned the list. “Did she get any books yet?”


    “No, will you get them?” Vinny questioned.


    “Well, which ones does she want to read?”


    “It doesn’t matter. You pick.” he said, reaching into his pocket and taking out a stack of one hundred dollar bills. “Here is payment for tonight and then extra money for the books that she needs.”


    “I can’t take this,” I said. “I didn’t even tutor her yet.”


    “Well, you consulted with me about her, and I asked you to come. You expected to tutor her,” he said, placing the money in my hand. “Buy all the books she needs and extra copies for you.”


    I opened my hand and noticed four one hundred dollar bills.


    “So, I never made dinner, and the girls are hungry. Let’s order pizza. You like pizza. Right?” Vinny asked, searching through his phone for the number of a pizza place. He dialed the number. “Yes. I’d to order two large cheese pizzas ... for pick-up … great. I’ll see you in ten minutes,” he said, hanging up his cell phone. “So, I’m going to tell the girls that we’ll be back.”


    “You’re going to leave them swimming alone?”


    “Yeah, they’re fine,” Vinny said, walking out of the kitchen. He walked out onto the deck and yelled down to Taylor. “I’m going to get some pizza for you girls. I’ll be back in twenty minutes.”


    “Yeah, whatever,” yelled Taylor.


    “Thank you Mr. Mariani,” said Mac.


    Vinny came back into the kitchen and grabbed his keys. “Let’s go.”


    I followed him out to his black Mercedes Benz SL 63 AMG.


    “Nice car,” I said, getting into it.


    He pressed a button and the roof went down. “Thanks,” he said, backing out of the driveway. “I know your husband has an appreciation for cars too.”


    “Yeah, he does,” I said, smoothing my hair back. I wondered how he knew that also. “He has a Lexus SC and a Mercedes-Benz SL Roadster, but your car is way nicer.”


    He turned his head and smiled at me as he shifted his car and accelerated. His wavy hair blew in the wind, and behind his Gucci sunglasses, he looked like a movie star. I was so taken with him that I had butterflies in my stomach. I felt like a movie star too just being around him. I looked at the oncoming traffic and noticed that everyone was looking at us. Maybe it’s the car, or maybe it’s how unbelievably gorgeous he is, or maybe it’s the fact that he’s Vincenzo Mariani, and everyone in the city of Worchesta believes that he’s responsible for the gruesome death of his wife, I thought. I chose to believe the first two scenarios and not the last because if the last were true then I should’ve been running far away. I guess now looking back at everything, I just couldn’t see the truth of the situation. Denial–it’s a powerful force that can fool even the smartest of people.


    “So, you’re very quiet,” Vinny said.


    “Am I?” I asked. “I’m just thinking.”


    “Thinking about what? Vinny asked, as he came to a stop at Walter’s Pizza.


    “Nothing,” I said.


    “You’re thinking about nothing? That’s impossible unless you’re skilled in the art of meditation, and even then, I’m pretty sure one must still think thoughts,” he said, shutting the car door. “I’ll be right back.”


    I pulled the visor mirror down and inspected myself closely. I still look pretty good, I thought, minus the fact that I have a little weight to lose, but my face looks good. I still think I can pass for thirty maybe even twenty-nine. A man walked by and commented on the car.


    “Nice car,” he said.


    “Thanks,” I said, not wanting to explain that it wasn’t my car.


    Vinny returned and handed me the big, white pizza boxes that said Walter’s Pizza.


    “So, I didn’t forget,” Vinny said, backing up. “What were you thinking about?”


    “I was just thinking what a strange world this is,” I said, making something up. “That’s all.”


    “How so?” he asked.


    “Just that I met you on Craigslist answering a tutoring ad, and here I am getting pizza with you,” I said, elaborating on my lie. “It’s just a nice surprise. That’s all.”


    He squeezed my knee. “I feel like we’ve known each other for a long time,” he said.


    “Strangely, me too.”


    When we got back to the house, Vinny carried the pizza out to the girls along with some orange sodas. He came back to the kitchen and poured us some more wine to eat with our pizza.


    “So, tell me,” I said, taking a bite of pizza.


    “Yeah,” he said.


    “Tell me how you got custody of your daughter.”


    “Oh, a personal question. Well, when I got divorced over twelve years ago, my wife had a cocaine problem, and I got custody.”


    “Oh,” I said, taking another bite, “but I thought you said she’s a special education teacher.”


    “She is,” he said, “but she still had this addiction. The courts found in my favor, and now she pays me child support.”


    “How could she teach if she was addicted to cocaine?” I asked.


    “Look Emily, let’s stop talking about this,” he said abruptly.


    “Okay,” I said, eating the rest of my piece of pizza quietly.


    “So,” Vinny asked, finally breaking the silence, “do you want another slice?”


    “No, thanks” I said. “One piece is good.”


    “Do you want more wine?”


    “Sure,” I said, extending my glass.


    The girls came in from outside. “Mac’s mom is coming to get us,” Taylor said, putting down the pizza box.


    “Don’t you think that you should ask and not tell me what you’re going to do?” Vinny asked Taylor.


    “Yeah whatever,” Taylor said, walking out of the kitchen. Mac followed right behind her. “I’m sleeping over Mac’s house!” Taylor yelled from the stairs.


    I could hear their footsteps go up the stairs, then a door slammed, and then music began to blast.


    “Teenagers.” Vinny said dryly. “They’re lots of fun.”


    “Yeah. I guess,” I said slightly shocked at Vinny’s nonchalant attitude regarding his daughter’s behavior.


    Vinny and I walked out to the living room with our wine, and within ten minutes I heard the music turn off, and the girls reappeared before us.


    “Mac’s mom is here, so I’m leaving,” Taylor said.


    “Okay. Be here in the morning because Ms. Larson is tutoring you tomorrow at eleven o’clock,” Vinny said.


    I am? I thought. Nice of you to ask what time is good for me.


    “Sure. Whatever,” she said, walking out the front door.


    “Thanks Mr. Mariani. See you tomorrow,” said Mac, smiling. She turned and followed Taylor out to her mother’s red Volvo SUV.


    “So, what was I saying?” asked Vinny.


    “I don’t remember,” I said. “It’s hard to remember anything after four glasses of wine.” Vinny leaned in and kissed me, and I forgot everything else, too. I went through my virtual Rolodex of men that I had kissed and by far Vinny was the best kisser ever. Everything about him seemed perfect–the way he kissed, the way he touched me, the way he came to my rescue when I needed someone the most. I guessed that God answered my prayers, but in reality, I had just opened the door to the beginning of the biggest nightmare.


    He unbuttoned my new blouse and then slid off my pants. There I was lying on his brown leather couch in my new, red bra and matching red, lacy thong underwear–a far sexier Emily than the previous day.


    All of a sudden, I heard knocking on the front door, and then the door opened. My fear was that Taylor had forgotten something and would see her tutor almost naked with her father. However, it wasn’t her, but rather a tall, athletic, more handsome version of Vinny.


    “Oh, mio Dio!” the gorgeous stranger exclaimed. He put his hand to his head and turned his back to us. Vinny started speaking in Italian, and the man replied back in Italian. I couldn’t understand a word, but I was grateful for having good underwear on in front of this God of a man.


    Vinny tossed the white throw blanket that was on the couch to me, and I wrapped it around myself. I gathered my clothes, went to the bathroom, dressed quickly and returned fully clothed.


    “Emily, this is my brother Giovanni,” Vinny said.


    “Hi. Nice to meet you,” I said, extending my hand to shake his, but Giovanni lifted my hand to his lips and kissed it instead.


    “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said. He had a dashing smile and a noticeable Italian accent that Vinny didn’t have. “Call me Gio.”


    My face was already red from the wine, but I could feel it get even redder in the presence of Gio. “Why do you have an accent and Vinny doesn’t?” I asked.


    “Long story,” Gio said. “Basically, Vinny grew up here with Dad, and I grew up in Sicily with Mom.”


    “Oh,” I said, “That’s interesting.”


    “Yeah, our father was an interesting guy. Right Vincenzo?” Gio said, looking at Vinny.


    “All right. All right. That’s enough,” said Vinny, in the same tone of command that he used earlier to silence me from asking questions about his ex-wife.


    “So, what are you two up to tonight?” Gio questioned. “Ha, ha. I mean I guess I know what you two are up to.”


    “Yeah Gio, you’re a riot. So, why are you here anyway?” Vinny asked.


    “Oh, you know brother I just need to talk business with you,” Gio said.


    Their conversation quickly turned from English to Italian. I thought perhaps that I could recognize some words, after all I did take Spanish in high school, and I thought there were some similarities, but other than being able to hear the separation of the different foreign words, I couldn’t understand anything. I sat there on the couch listening to Vinny’s voice escalate to a yell, and then Gio stormed by me and out the door. I heard his car screech out of the driveway, and I was scared to ask what had just happened, so I chose to remain silent.


    Vinny sat down, rubbing his hands on his forehead and mumbling something in Italian. Then he stood up, walked over to his secret box in the bookcase, took it down and rolled another joint. He lit it, took a hit and passed it to me.


    I really didn’t want to smoke it. It made me paranoid and made me think way too much about nothing. At first it was fun and things would seem funny to me, but then all of a sudden, it would be as if my thoughts were speeding up and slowing down all at once. I would see each second stretch on and on, and then I would have an epiphany, but once I had this great revelation and tried to hold onto the thought that made me so enlightened, it would disappear. Then I would get panicked about my messed up thoughts, and then struggle for my sanity. I then would have to tell myself that it was being held hostage by the marijuana, and it wouldn’t be back for a while, a very hard thing to do, especially when my temporarily disturbed mind seemed like a permanent mental state.


    Regardless of what I knew was about to happen to my thoughts, I took the joint from Vinny anyway and inhaled deeply, as if I was some high school kid under peer pressure.


    Vinny’s mood immediately changed, and he turned on one of his CDs. The ethnic music spilled into the room and mixed with the sultry heat.


    “Who is this?” I asked. “I like it.”


    “It’s Ligabue,” he said, placing one hand around my upper back and his other hand around my head.


    Vinny had an overpowering appeal which made him irresistible to me. He kissed me deeply, and I kissed him back. I pulled his fitted, black t-shirt off, revealing his perfectly sculpted obliques. I unzipped his pants and pulled them off. He was completely naked and fully erect. He pushed me back onto the couch, unbuttoned my pants and pulled them off. He pushed my red thong to the side and slid inside of me. It felt like heaven, moments of pure bliss, as he held himself over me and moved smoothly back and forth. I scratched his back as he pushed deeper inside of me, both of us climaxing at the same time. He then fell gently upon me and held my face kissing me softly on the lips.


    I could easily fall in love with you, I thought. My God, what an inspiration to lose weight and get my old body back. Despite the upbeat music playing in the background, we both fell asleep with the lights on.


    I awakened at 2:30 a.m. startled to find myself in Vinny’s arms on his couch in the living room. I lifted his arms off of me and tiptoed into the bathroom. I looked at myself in the black, rectangular framed mirror and was surprised at how pale and lifeless my face looked, almost as if I was the walking dead.


    I wondered if my new diet of Xanax, wine and marijuana was taking its toll on me. As I splashed cold water on my face, I considered leaving because Taylor would be there in the morning, and I really didn’t want to wake up looking ugly in front of Vinny. I slipped on my clothes quietly, grabbed my bag and headed out to the car. I started feeling nauseous again, but I made it home without pulling over. I hopped into bed in the spare bedroom, pulled the blue blanket over me and quickly fell asleep.


    I awakened on Tuesday morning at 10:05 a.m. to Vinny’s call.


    “Hello,” I said, trying to disguise the sleepiness in my voice.


    “Did I wake you up?” Vinny asked.


    “No.” I said fibbing.


    “I’m still downtown at my office. I have to go to the courthouse to file some papers. Can we push Taylor’s tutoring up until, let’s say, three?”


    “Sure,” I said grateful for some extra time.


    “Okay. Great. I will see you later,” he said.


    “Okay. See you then.”


    As I lay in bed, I realized that yet again I needed another new outfit. Why didn’t I just buy a few outfits when I was at the mall yesterday? I hopped out of bed, walked into the bathroom and stepped on the scale. I was down to one hundred and fifty-eight pounds. How I was losing all this weight, I had no idea, but I attributed it to not consuming enough calories throughout the day.


    I jumped into the shower right away so I could head to the mall. I figured that I could go to the gym later. On the way to the mall, I stopped to get a coffee and forewent the carrot cake muffins. By the time I finished my coffee, a feeling of distress had settled in my head. My first instinct was to reach for a Xanax, but I decided that I wanted to stop taking them, so I didn’t take one.


    I walked into the mall and suddenly felt overwhelmed. A wave of anxiety and sadness fluttered around me. I felt confused. What am I doing? I’m acting like a sixteen-year-old girl, pining after some hot guy. Emily, get a grip on yourself. Jerry entered my mind, and I felt nothing but anger. I missed my mother, and I wanted to talk to her because things always went better when she was around. Tears flooded my eyes, started dripping down my cheeks and then ran off my chin. I felt so emotional that I couldn’t control it. I hurried into the long bathroom lined with shiny, beige colored doors and safely hid in the last handicapped stall where my salty tears washed away my painted face.


    I reached into my purse for a Xanax and swallowed the pill with my saliva. I couldn’t understand my varying emotions and worried that the Xanax was masking an underlying depression or perhaps causing the fluctuating mood swings. I became cognizant of the melancholy song that was playing in the background of the bathroom, and the words wrenched at my already fragile state of mind making me feel more desperate and hopeless. My tears turned into uncontrollable sobs and caused me to hyperventilate, which then sent me into a nervous frenzy. I focused on the silver hook on the back of the bathroom door, and I inhaled and exhaled deeply, like I was taught in Lamaze class.


    After sitting there on the toilet for what seemed like forever, I managed to gather myself together. I wiped the remaining streaked makeup off of my face and reapplied new makeup using the small mirror in my makeup bag. I didn’t look as good as I did before and my blue eyes had turned an almost green color–something that always seemed to happen after I cried. I walked out of the bathroom stall, glanced at my mirthless reflection in the big mirror behind the sink and then convinced myself that I looked good enough to go shopping.


    I walked around the mall and then went back into Black and White. I always felt my best when I was wearing black for some reason, so it was just natural that I was always drawn to that particular store. I picked out a drapey, black tunic with white squares that happened to be on a mannequin in the store and a pair of black, skinny jeans. It was a perfect look for my overly curvy body–skinny on the bottom and voluminous on the top.


    I was almost out of the mall when I walked by Talbots, a store that I actually hated, but it was Mom’s favorite store. Whether it was Christmas, her birthday, or Mother’s Day, I always bought her a gift certificate from Talbots. She had everything from there and always looked so nice. I walked around looking at all the clothes, and it made me sad knowing that I would never be buying her another gift certificate.


    I walked out of the store quickly and back to my SUV. By the time I arrived home, it was nearly 1:30 p.m. I hadn’t eaten a thing and wanted to go to the gym, but I decided that I would take a quick walk around Mom’s neighborhood instead. After walking for a half of an hour, I came back into the house and took another shower. I re-applied my makeup, sprayed on perfume and put on my new outfit. It didn’t take me much time to look good again.


    I stared at myself in the mirror and considered myself lucky. I was overweight, but despite that, the weight seemed to fall in all the right places on my five-foot, three-inch frame. My butt was big as well as my boobs–two things that men liked, and I had a natural hourglass shape. At least I can see the positive, and my mood is a little better than it was before.


    Before I left for Vinny’s house, I decided to water Mom’s plant, and as I opened the door, the mother sparrow flew out of her nest and over to a nearby tree. I peered into the nest and noticed that her eggs had hatched, and there were two closed-eyed, yellow-beaked, featherless birds opening their mouths. They were unbelievable! Never in my whole life had I seen baby birds up close. I decided to forgo the water in the plant just in case it drowned the newly hatched birds.


    


    


    Seven


    


    As I drove over to Vinny’s house, I felt my stomach grumble. I was starving, and I realized that I hadn’t bought Taylor’s books. “Shit!” I said, searching for the list that I had left in my SUV from earlier that morning.


    I decided as I drove that I would tell Vinny that I thought it was better that Taylor pick out her books rather than me, and that perhaps she and I could take a trip to the bookstore. After all, that would definitely take up an hour of tutoring time, and I would be off the hook for not getting her books.


    As I drove onto Vinny’s driveway, I noticed that his car wasn’t there. Maybe it’s in the garage, I thought, stepping out into the oppressive heat. I walked along the purple and blue slate walkway that led to the front door, and Taylor answered the door.


    “Hi,” she said with an impish grin. She was strangely pleasant compared to the day before. “My dad isn’t here.” She sat down on the couch and turned the television off. “He said you were going to pick out my summer reading books. So, what did you get me?”


    I sat down on the couch next to her. “I didn’t get anything yet because I wanted you to pick them out yourself. I was going to ask your dad if I could take you to the bookstore. Why don’t you call him and ask,” I said.


    “I just called him, and he didn’t answer. That’s a normal thing for him though,” Taylor said.


    “Well, I don’t feel comfortable just taking you to the bookstore without asking him,” I said, taking my cell phone out of my purse. “I’ll call him, and if he doesn’t answer I’ll leave him a message.” I dialed Vinny’s number, and it went to voicemail. I left a message. “Hi Vinny. It’s Emily. I’m here at your house to tutor Taylor. I’m going to take her to the bookstore with me to pick out her books. Okay, I will talk to you later.” He probably won’t mind, I thought. After all, he leaves two fourteen-year-old girls swimming in the pool alone. “Okay, are you ready to go?” I asked Taylor, walking to the door.


    “Yup,” Taylor said, slipping on her pink flip-flops.


    I was still amazed at her change in attitude from yesterday. She was like a different girl without Vinny around. We hopped into my SUV, and her phone rang. She answered it enthusiastically, so I doubted that it was her father.


    “Hello?” Taylor said. “Hi Mom. What’s up? ... nothing really. I’m going to the bookstore with Ms. Larson, the tutor that Dad hired for me ... yeah sure, you can speak to her.”


    I reluctantly took her pink cell phone. After all, I wasn’t just Taylor’s tutor. I was also sleeping with her ex-husband. “Hello?” I said.


    “Hello. I’m Jen, Taylor’s mom. “How are you?” she asked.


    I was surprised at how happy and nice she seemed.


    “I just wanted to let you know that Taylor is a great student. She has all A’s, but Bates Academy is very competitive, and sometimes Taylor, at least lately, Taylor likes to slack on her work. So, please just make sure she gets her summer reading done. Make sure you ask her lots of questions, and not questions that you can answer using Cliffs Notes.”


    “Sure. I understand,” I said. “If you have any questions or concerns feel free to call me on my cell phone.”


    “Okay, great.” she said, “Taylor can text me your number. Well, it was nice talking to you.”


    “Same here. I’ll put Taylor back on,” I said, handing Taylor the phone.


    “Sure Mom. I promise ... Okay ... I love you too,” Taylor said, hanging up her cell phone with a smile.


    There was a moment of silence until I broke it. “Your mother seems really nice,” I said.


    “Yeah she is,” Taylor said, texting away on her phone. “She’s the best. I wished I lived with her but–” Taylor stopped talking and concentrated on texting. I didn’t push for the rest of what she was going to say. After all, I barely knew the girl, but I wish I had coaxed the rest of what she had to say out of her and somehow found out the truth that would inevitably arrive far too late. We sat in silence for the rest of the ride as Taylor texted back and forth sporadically and giggled.


    Finally, we arrived at the bookstore. I reached into my backseat and grabbed her reading list. “So, do you have any idea about what you want to read?”


    “No, not really. I just texted Mac to see what she’s going to read. Her mother took her this morning to get her books.”


    “Sure. Good plan,” I replied, stepping out of the car and into the hot sun. “You need five books off the list.”


    “Okay. The first one I want is Jonathan Livingston Seagull by Richard Bach,” Taylor said, reading her text message from Mac. “Mac said it’s the shortest on our list.”


    “Okay,” I said, remembering that I chose that off of a reading list as a teenager one summer for the same reason.


    “The next one I want is Great Expectations by Charles Dickens, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings by Maya Angelou, The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins and lastly, The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time by Mark Haddon,” Taylor said.


    “Great choices,” I said, walking to the center of the store to the help desk. “It will be much easier if we have someone find all the titles for us. So, you and Mac are really going to read all of the same books?”


    “Yup. We do everything the same. She’s been my best friend since kindergarten,” Taylor said, smiling.


    “That’s fun,” I said. Taylor was still absorbed in texting back and forth. “Are you texting Mac?” I asked.


    “Yeah. Ha, ha! Some boy likes her, and she wants to invite him over later. I like his friend, but we haven’t started texting yet. Dad would like totally kill me. He checks the phone bill, and if he doesn’t recognize a number he basically flips out on me. Dad angry is like the last thing anyone wants to deal with. Good thing you are just my tutor because really knowing him is like a curse.”


    “What do you mean?” I asked Taylor as we stood in the line to purchase the books. Again, another red flag that I didn’t pay attention too. All I can say is the heart is blind, but what do you expect? After all, it doesn’t have eyes.


    “Oh, nevermind. Really, it’s best that I don’t open my mouth. Let’s pretend I didn’t start this conversation. So, anyway do you have any kids?” she asked, changing the conversation much like the way I always did with my mother.


    “No.” I said.


    “Really?” Taylor asked, looking up. “You just seem like such a motherly type. Don’t take that the wrong way. You’re just so nice, and you just seem like you would have a bunch of kids.”


    “Well, maybe someday,” I said. “So, are you hungry?” I asked.


    “Umm...” Taylor said, texting away on her pink phone.


    The cashier finally called us up and rang up two of every book. Then we walked to my SUV. “So, are you hungry?” I asked Taylor again.


    “Yeah,” she said. “Do you think we can pick up Mac?”


    “Oh, I don’t know about that. We’ll definitely need to get an answer from your dad,” I said, and just as I finished my sentence my cell phone rang. “Speaking of your dad, he’s calling,” I said to Taylor.


    “Hello?” I answered my phone.


    “Are you at my house?” Vinny questioned.


    “No. Didn’t you get my message?” I asked.


    “No. I saw that you called, but I didn’t check my messages. I had to take care of some business,” Vinny said.


    “Okay,” I said. “Well, I’m just leaving the bookstore with Taylor, and she’s asking if I’ll go pick up Mac.”


    “Sure. That’s fine with me if you’re okay with it,” Vinny said.


    “Yeah. Sure,” I said.


    “I’m on my way back to the house, so I’ll see you in a few minutes.”


    “Okay. Sounds good,” I said, hanging up the phone.


    “Taylor your dad said it was okay to pick Mac up. Do you need to call her?” I questioned.


    “No. I’ll just text her,” she said, pressing the buttons away on her phone.


    “Okay. Which way?”


    “Just head back to my dad’s house. It’s right down the street off of Numbers Street on Mehir Road,” Taylor said, still texting away.


    “Okay,” I said. “I know where that is.” The ride to Mac’s house was mostly silent because Taylor continued texting.


    “So, how did my dad find you?” Taylor asked.


    “Oh, I answered an ad on Craigslist for tutoring.


    “Huh?” she questioned. “I didn’t even know he put an ad up, but I guess I never know what he’s up to.”


    We turned down Mehir Road. “So, which one is it?” I asked, slowing down.


    “It’s up on the left, number seven, the big red, brick colonial,” Taylor said, looking up from her phone.


    Mac’s house was exquisite, and the landscaping was perfect. “Beautiful house,” I said, pulling onto the cobblestone driveway.


    “Yeah,” Taylor said, pressing buttons on her phone again. “Everything that Mac has is perfect, especially her parents. They love her so much, and it’s weird they even still love each other. Her parents still hold hands and kiss, and I can tell they really are in love. Anyway … whatever.”


    The front door swung open, and the blonde-haired, blue-eyed Mac came bounding out full of smiles sporting a pink tank top, jean shorts and pink flip flops–the exact same outfit Taylor was wearing.


    “Hi Ms. Larson.”


    “Hi Mac. What’s up?”


    “Nothing much. I brought my summer reading books. I thought we could start reading.”


    “No way, Mac!” Taylor protested.


    “Why not?” I questioned. “Just pick one book and read one chapter. You could read it out loud back and forth to each other.”


    “Yeah, I guess, maybe.” Taylor said.


    “Well, you girls better hurry up. Before you know it, the summer will be over. Five books is a lot of to read in only about seven weeks.” I said, driving back to Vinny’s house.


    “Yeah, that’s true,” Taylor said. “I guess summer is going by quickly. Okay. We’ll start reading tonight.”


    “Oh, I forgot you said you were hungry, Taylor. Do you want me to go get you girls something?” I asked, pulling into Vinny’s driveway.


    “No. That’s okay. We’ll just wait for Vin to get home,” Taylor said.


    “Okay,” I said, stepping out of the car and walking towards the front door.


    As I was about to step into the house, Vinny’s car pulled in, and I looked over. Really this guy belongs in a magazine. God he’s beautiful, I thought. His even more handsome brother was next to him in the front seat, and this time they were both smiling as they stepped out of the car. Vinny was dressed in a suit and Gio was dressed in green scrubs. They stood in the driveway conversing.


    When Taylor saw Gio she ran to him and jumped up into his arms. “Uncle Gio!” she yelled.


    Gio picked her up and spun her around. “How’s my favorite girl?”

  


  
    “Good.” She smiled brightly like a star on a clear night.


    “Uncle Gio is dirty, so I’m going to go take a quick shower. I will be back to visit with you ladies in a bit,” he said, smiling.


    Vinny seemed to be in an excellent mood. It was now past five and my tutoring hour had far been over.


    “I think the girls are hungry,” I said, heading to my car.


    “Where are you going?” Vinny asked.


    “I’m going to go home to start reading.”


    “Reading?” Vinny asked, raising an eyebrow.


    “Yes, reading, and hopefully Taylor and Mac will be doing the same thing tonight.”


    “Well, why don’t you stay and eat dinner with us?” Vinny asked.


    Before I could answer, Taylor interrupted our conversation. “We’re going swimming.” Then she walked away with Mac.


    Once alone with Vinny, he pulled me close and kissed my ear. “Just stay with me, darling.”


    Darling? I thought. When did I become your darling? It didn’t take much convincing for me to stay. Just one sweet whisper in my ear, and I was like putty in his hands. “Sure. I’ll stay. I’ll start reading here. Could you ask Taylor which book she wants to start with?”


    “Okay. I will, and Gio and I will make you girls dinner.”


    “Sure. Who can resist two hot Italian men,” I said jokingly.


    When I returned with my bag of books, Vinny had already poured me a glass of red wine and was sitting on the couch waiting for me.


    “So, did you ask Taylor?”


    “Yes and she wants to start reading Jonathan Livingston Seagull,” Vinny said, handing me a glass of red wine.


    “How can I drink and read, Vinny?” I asked. “The two don’t make a great combination.”


    “Drink slowly,” he said.


    He held up his glass and waited for me to lift my glass up also. “To a fruitful day,” he said, gently clinking his glass to mine.


    “A fruitful day?” I questioned.


    “Yes. I got a lot accomplished.”


    “Like what?” I questioned, sipping on my new bad habit.


    “Like I filed your divorce papers and just some other business,” he said coolly.


    “Oh,” I said, realizing that some other business meant don’t ask. “Well, that’s good.”


    Gio came down the stairs, his hair wet and wavy, looking like he just stepped off of a Calvin Klein billboard.


    “Gio, go make us some dinner,” Vinny ordered.


    “Sure,” he replied, walking past us to the kitchen where I could hear giggles coming from the girls.


    “I guess they decided not to go swimming,” Vinny said, commenting on all the excitement coming from the kitchen. “That’s Taylor’s favorite uncle. She adores him, and I think Mac has a crush on him.”


    “Ha,” I said. “Who wouldn’t have a crush on him?”


    “Oh? Do you?” Vinny asked, kissing me.


    “No. I’m just saying he’s pretty sexy, but you’re sexier,” I said, trying to make him feel good, but the truth was definitely the other way around.


    “I’m going to go get changed out of this suit,” Vinny said, standing up. “Just relax and start reading.”


    Once he left the room, I decided to read as much of the book as I could and not drink anymore wine. I had remembered reading Jonathan Livingston Seagull in high school, but this time I was enjoying it much more. I could hear Vinny on the phone upstairs, and even though he was speaking in English, I couldn’t make out any of the words.


    The aroma of something delicious was coming from the kitchen, and I could hear that the girls had moved from the kitchen to out in the pool yard. Vinny finally appeared dressed in green plaid shorts and a fitted, white t-shirt that accentuated his dark skin and muscular build. He came back and sat on the couch, sipping his wine.


    “Enough reading,” he said, handing me my lipstick-stained glass of wine. He was only there for a few seconds, and then he stood up again. “I’ll be right back. I just want to check on dinner.”


    I could hear Vinny and Gio talking loudly from the kitchen in Italian. Vinny was raising his voice at Gio. They continued on for a while like they were having some sort of argument. I picked up my book and tried to continue on where I had left off, but it was nearly impossible with all the yelling.


    After about another half of an hour, Vinny returned carrying two plates of lasagna and a bottle of red wine.


    “Aren’t we going to eat with everyone?” I asked.


    “No.” Vinny said, sitting down next to me and placing the food on the marble coffee table. “Gio is eating outside with the girls.”


    “Oh, that’s too bad. I would have loved to eat with everyone.”


    “Well, I wanted to be alone with you.”


    Vinny broke off a piece of lasagna with his fork, blew on it and put it in my mouth.


    “Yum.” I said, swallowing it. “So, what’s the next step with my divorce?”


    “Well, we’ll have to see what happens. Jerry will get served with the papers, and he’ll probably get his own lawyer. The court will give us a date to appear in front of a judge, and hopefully everything will go along without any complications. I have a feeling that Jerry will cooperate.”


    “You do?” I questioned in between bites of lasagna. A crushing pain of loneliness that I often felt in my heart crept up as I ruminated about my divorce, and I wondered if I was going crazy.


    “Don’t worry about Jerry and the divorce. I’ll take care of everything,” Vinny said in an assuring voice. Then he looked me directly in the eyes. “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing,” I said, forcing a smile. “Why?”


    “You just seem sad all of a sudden.”


    “No. I’m fine.” Hiding my feelings wasn’t one of my strong points, but I did the best that I could. I sat up straighter and smiled bigger. I wanted to go home, not to my mother’s house, but to my house in Appleton, not necessarily to the Jerry now but perhaps the old Jerry that loved me and made me feel safe. I wanted my mother to tell me it was going to be okay. I set the plate down on the table.


    “You don’t like it?” Vinny asked.


    “No, I love it. I’m just taking a break. It’s a lot of food,” I said, picking the plate back up. I forced the rest of the food down and tried to act happy, an almost impossible task for me when I felt so terrible. I couldn’t understand what was causing my moments of sadness. I would feel fine, and then all of a sudden it was like someone injected me with a syringe filled with emotional pain that I had no control over. Vinny poured me more wine.


    “I hate to eat and run, but I really have to go,” I said, standing up.


    “Where?” Vinny questioned.


    “Well, the truth is I’m worried about Taylor. She’s obviously going to think something is up with us. You’re eating with me, and your daughter is outside with her friend and your brother.” This wasn’t the truth, but it sounded good. Really, I just wanted to be alone with my misery.


    “Don’t worry about Taylor,” Vinny said.


    “Okay,” I said, trying to think of another good excuse to leave and just be by myself.


    “I know what you need.” Vinny stood up and took out the secret box.


    “No way!” I protested. “Not with kids here.”


    Vinny placed the box in my lap, took both of the dinner plates and went back to the kitchen. I could hear him yell out to Gio in Italian, and then Gio answered back in Italian. Then Vinny returned back to the living room.


    “Come on,” he said, grabbing the box from my lap. “Follow me.”


    We went downstairs to the basement, but it was far from a basement. It was more like a man cave. It consisted of hunter green walls, a pool table, some Red Sox and Celtics memorabilia, a fully stocked bar, and a gigantic hot tub in the corner.


    “Come on. Take your clothes off,” Vinny said.


    “No way. The girls and Gio are upstairs.”


    “Yes, and he knows we’re down here having alone time. Gio is taking the girls for ice cream and to the movies.”


    I stood there, unable to undress and get in the hot tub like some sort of prude.


    “Go ahead. Take your clothes off.” Vinny said again. He had already completely stripped down naked and was rolling a joint on his shiny cherry bar.


    What the hell am I doing? I thought. I wasn’t drunk enough to feel uninhibited enough to just take my clothes off, but I felt that it would be worse and more embarrassing if he had to ask me again, so I peeled my clothes off quickly and jumped into the teal green hot tub before he could see my blubbering body.


    Vinny grabbed another bottle of red wine from behind his bar. “This is a very good year,” he said.


    “Oh yeah?” I questioned, but I didn’t really care since I didn’t know much about any kind of wine. He poured two glasses and carried them over with the lit joint in his mouth. He grabbed a white towel, placed it down and jumped into the hot tub with the joint still in his mouth and handed it to me.


    “Here wipe your hands first,” he said, handing me the towel. I dried them completely and took the joint from him, inhaling, holding my breath, and exhaling, not knowing why I was willing to put myself through more marijuana-induced delusions.


    “This is becoming a bad habit,” I said, passing the joint back to Vinny. “All of this–you, red wine and joints.”


    “Ah, but I bet these bad habits are making you feel better. Right?” Questioned Vinny, inhaling deeply and passing the joint back.


    “For the moment they make me feel better,” I said, inhaling deeply again. The sad feeling in my chest lifted, and I put one hand into the water and passed the joint back to Vinny. “I don’t want anymore,” I said. My mind was already starting to play tricks. I put my other hand into the water and pushed the water with my cupped fingers. The water felt soft. I never realized how soft water was. How can water be soft? Soft, soft. “Soft. Isn’t that a weird word? Soft. Say it, Vinny. Soft, soft, soft.” I burst out laughing even though it really wasn’t funny. “Oh, I’m losing my shit.” I looked down at my boobs. They seemed to be floating as if I had a lift or something. “Don’t my boobs look great?” I asked Vinny.


    “Yeah, I love your boobs. Come sit over here next to me.”


    I made my way through the bubbling water and over to Vinny. He was still finishing the last of the joint and put it up to my pink lips. I inhaled again even though I didn’t want it. He pinched the end of the joint with his fingers and put it on the edge of the hot tub. He pulled me onto his lap and rubbed my shoulders, not too hard and not too soft.


    “So, where’s your dad?” he asked. “I’ve heard you talk about your mom but not your dad.


    “Dead.”


    “How long ago did he die?”


    “When I was nine.”


    “Oh, I’m sorry. That’s terribly sad,” Vinny said, massaging my back.


    “Yeah,” I said. “But it happened under the worst possible circumstances.”


    “Why? What happened?”


    “Well, one night my dad said he was working late, which I guess he told my mother he did a lot. The police came to our house and told my mother that my father had been in an accident–that he had hit a tree and was airlifted by helicopter to the hospital. So, we both went down to the hospital, but he was already gone.”


    “That’s terrible,” Vinny said, pressing his thumbs hard into my shoulders.


    “Yeah, but the worst part is that unbeknownst to my mother, he was cheating on her. His secretary that he had been fucking was in the car with him.”


    “How do you know that he was sleeping with her? Maybe he was just giving her a ride home,” Vinny said.


    “Well, my mother didn’t actually tell me the truth until I was in college. When I was nine she told me that his car had just spun off the road hitting a tree, but the real truth ... the truth ... the unbelievable truth is–.” My voice broke off because it was hard to tell.


    “Yes. What? Tell me,” Vinny said, waiting with anticipation.


    I turned around and looked at him. “It’s so awful, so completely awful.”


    “Just tell me.”


    “Okay,” I said. “I guess this woman, his secretary, was giving my father a blow job and somehow my dad went off the road and hit a tree. Somehow, during the impact, the woman’s teeth slammed so hard onto my father’s penis that it was completely severed. It happened on a windy road in West Toylston, and no one found them for hours. My father was ejected from his car, and the woman was somehow wedged under the dashboard with his penis halfway down her throat. That’s how the police found them.”


    “Holy shit,” Vinny exclaimed. “Holy fucking shit. That’s the worst fucking story that I’ve ever heard in my whole fucking life.” He stood up in the hot tub grabbing his own penis as if someone might bite it off. “Shit! Shit! Shit!”


    “Yeah, I know. It’s bad,” I said. “My poor, poor mother.”


    “Wow! I’ve never heard of anything like that happening. It’s almost unbelievable.”


    “I know. It’s pretty unbelievable, but it’s true, and now you know,” I said.


    “Well, if it’s any consolation, my father was pretty bad, too. Although, he didn’t die in any horrific way–just of a heart attack when he was sixty-nine.”


    “Why? What did he do?” I asked.


    “Pretty much what your dad did,” Vinny said. “He left my mother in Sicily when she was pregnant with my brother. I was eight, and he took me here to the United States. He didn’t divorce her, and he married another woman here. I was sworn to secrecy that my mother still existed when Dad got remarried. He made me tell his new wife that Mom died, yet every year we would go back to Italy and stay for months with Mom and Gio like nothing happened. Then we would return back to the United States. Usually, we would go in the summer, so I wouldn’t miss school, but we would go at Christmas time too.”


    “What about the lady that your dad married here? Did they have kids?”


    Vinny sat back down in the water and finally stopped holding his penis. “No. I think they tried, but she couldn’t. She hated me, and I hated her, but she was beautiful like Marylyn Monroe. I would have liked her if she had liked me, though.”


    “Well, didn’t she wonder why she couldn’t go on trips to Italy with your father?”


    “Yeah, she did. She would get so mad and cry and say she was going to leave Dad, but then he would beat her and make her feel like she was nothing. She never left him, but she should have.”


    “What happened to her?”


    “She was a sad story. She just kept drinking. I guess perhaps to deal with her lonely existence, and then one day she said her stomach was hurting. She went to the hospital, and within a week she was dead from cirrhosis of the liver.”


    “How you can someone be dead in a week from cirrhosis?” I asked.


    “I have no idea. I think that she was sick for a while, but she didn’t know. I think the alcohol was masking her pain. It has a way of doing that you know. Lorraine was only in her fifties. She was still real pretty and Dad was sixty-four. Dad seemed unfazed by the whole thing. I was thirty-five when that happened. That was over thirteen years ago, and Taylor was just a baby. Oh God, a lot of bad things happened after that.”


    “Like what?” I asked, feeling like Vinny was really opening up to me.


    “Nothing. Fucking nothing!” Vinny’s tone changed, and right away I knew not to ask him anymore questions. It was a pitch to be wary of–the kind that cut deep like a knife. He jumped out of the teal green hot tub and poured himself some whisky. He took shot, after shot, after shot. I think I counted five shots before I lost track.


    Vinny stumbled back over to the hot tub and climbed back in. He grabbed me with both of his hands around my throat. It didn’t hurt, but it did scare me. He made me stand by pulling me up by my neck. I willfully rose to a standing position to soften the resistance I felt from his hands. Then he released my throat, lifted me out of the water by grabbing underneath my thighs and sat me on the corner of the hot tub. Kneeling on the green seat in the hot water, he pushed himself inside of me and put his hands back around my throat again, not too tight but tight enough for me to wonder if I had enough oxygen to breathe. Our eyes locked, as I lifted both of my hands to free my neck, but he wouldn’t release his grasp on me. It was like he was in some evil trance. It didn’t feel good, but I moaned and pretended to like it, hoping that he would climax and let me go. My plan seemed to work because it was over in a couple of minutes. He was clearly drunker than me and far more messed up. All of the wine, marijuana and whisky had inebriated him, showing me a frightening side of Vincenzo Mariani. He sloppily slouched back into the hot tub.


    “Let’s get out,” I suggested.


    “No. Pour me another drink,” he demanded.


    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said.


    I wanted to run out of the house, but I couldn’t leave him in the hot tub because I was scared he would drown. I stepped out, toweled off and put my clothes back on.


    “Where are you going?” he asked, slurring his words. “Come back here.”


    “I have to go to the bathroom,” I said.


    “It’s over here,” he said, pointing to the door to the left, but I was already heading up the stairs.


    “I left my pocketbook upstairs. I’ll be right back.” I ran up the wooden stairs hoping to find Gio, but there was no sign of him. Shit. How can I get him out of the hot tub? “Hey, come on up,” I called from the top of the stairs down to him, but he didn’t answer.


    I ran back down the stairs only to find Vinny passed out. Luckily, his head was out of the hot water tipped to one side. I panicked and paced back and forth. Then I remembered his cell phone was in the kitchen. I ran back up the stairs again and saw it sitting on the black and yellow marble island. I grabbed it and went back downstairs. It was passcode lock protected, but I could see that there was a missed called from Gio.


    “Vinny,” I said, tapping his expressionless face but there was no answer. I felt for a pulse in his neck. Luckily, his heart is still beating. Then his phone began to ring, and it was Gio.


    “Gio!” I desperately exclaimed.


    “Why is my brother letting you answer his phone?” Gio asked.


    “He’s not. Please come back here. Your brother is passed out in the hot tub.”


    “How?” Gio asked. “It’s only 9:30.”


    “I don’t know. We started talking about our dads, and then he said something about bad stuff happening. He wouldn’t talk about it, and he started doing shots of whisky.”


    “Okay. Okay. I’ll be there. Let me drop the girls off at the movie and see if Mac’s mother can pick them up.”


    It seemed like forever before Gio arrived.


    “I haven’t seen him like this in a long time,” Gio commented, carrying a medical bag with him.


    I wondered if he was a doctor, something that I had meant to ask earlier after seeing him in scrubs, but I had forgotten.


    “We have to get him out. How long has he been in here?” Gio asked.


    “I don’t know … maybe ninety minutes all together,” I said.


    Gio climbed up the wooden stairs to the hot tub, put his arms under his brother’s armpits, pulled him out and laid him on the floor. He listened to his breathing and heart rate.


    “I’ll be right back,” he said, running up the stairs. He came back with an IV bag and metal stand just like in the hospital. I didn’t question where it came from. I just watched as Gio inserted the needle into his brother’s arm. Vinny didn’t flinch as it went in.


    “This will help replace his fluid loss.” He looked around the room until he saw his brother’s red and white heart boxer shorts and pulled them on Vinny like he was a baby. “There’s nothing more to do. I just have to monitor him. There is no known way to shortcut the process of metabolizing alcohol. The body just needs time.” Gio’s voice was calm and patient.


    I sat down on the black, leather couch next to the red felt pool table, and Gio sat next to me.


    “So, I couldn’t talk on the phone before because of the girls,” Gio explained.


    “How are they? Do they know?”


    “No. They have no idea,” Gio said. “Thank God. Taylor doesn’t need any more reasons to hate her father.”


    “Hate him?” I questioned, shaking my head.


    “Nevermind,” he said, waving his hand. “Just tell me what happened from start to finish.”


    “Well, we had wine earlier, and then we smoked. We went in the hot tub, and then he asked me about my dad. I told him, and then he started talking about his father.”


    “What did he tell you?” Gio asked, shifting to look at me directly.


    “Vinny just said that basically your dad left you and your mom in Italy, came here and married another woman that looked like Marilyn Monroe, and that your dad had this double life. Vinny told me he had to lie to his stepmother and say his mother was dead. He then went on to say that he and your father would go back and forth to Italy, and that your dad’s new wife would want to go to Italy with them too, but your dad wouldn’t let her. Finally, he said she drank a lot, and then suddenly she died of cirrhosis. Then he said after all that occurred a lot of bad things happened. I asked him what, and he just shut down. He jumped out of the hot tub and walked over to the bar and started doing shots of whisky,” I said, pointing to the bar where the empty bottle of Johnnie Walker Black was still sitting.


    “How much did he have?”


    “I don’t know for sure, five or six shots, maybe more. He stumbled back to the hot tub, jumped back in and basically passed out. Are you a doctor?” I questioned.


    “Yes.”


    “Oh, do you work in the hospital?”


    “Sometimes,” he said, not volunteering any other details. “So, how did you two meet?” Gio asked, changing the subject from himself to Vinny and me.


    “An ad from Craigslist for a tutor,” I said.


    “Well, that’s interesting. When was this?” Gio inquired.


    “I just met him a few days ago.”


    “Ha! A few days ago. You two are hot and heavy like you’ve been dating for weeks.”


    “No. So, does Vinny do this often? Get this drunk and pass out?” I asked.


    “No,” said Gio, getting off of the couch to check his brother’s breathing again. “I actually haven’t seen him this bad since 1998.”


    “What happened in 1998?”


    “It shouldn’t be me that tells you,” Gio said calmly. There was a tenderness that Gio possessed that Vinny didn’t have. “Just don’t ask him. He probably will never bring it up. So, just let the past rest. We don’t want a repeat of tonight.”


    “I understand,” I said, standing up. “I’m going to get going.”


    “Okay. Call me if you need me,” Gio said.


    “I don’t have your number.”


    “Here,” he said, passing me his cell phone. “Dial your number, and I’ll save it, and then I’ll call you, so you will have my number too.”


    “Thank you,” I said.


    “No. Thank you,” he said, standing up to hug me. “I’m going to stay down here with Vinny. You’re okay walking up by yourself. Right?”


    “Yes. Fine,” I said.


    I walked out to my SUV, and I couldn’t help but notice how loudly the crickets were chirping in the humid summer night. It was as if they were singing a foreboding melody telling me to leave and never return to the big, white house on the hill. It’s too bad that I didn’t listen.


    Any effects from the wine and marijuana had worn off, but I felt extremely tired. I went back to Mom’s house and thought about how I really couldn’t get too comfortable here. After all, the couple with the baby would be signing the final paperwork on the last day of August, making my mother’s house officially their own. My living arrangements were only temporary, and I needed to come up with a good plan.


    After the long, draining day, I undressed, laid down in bed and fell asleep. Around 3:15 a.m. I awakened and couldn’t fall back to sleep. After lying in bed for three hours just thinking and worrying, I got up and took half of a Xanax and within thirty minutes, I feel back to sleep.


    


    ***


    


    At 12:30 p.m., I opened my eyes and felt forlorn as I remembered my tribulations. I lay there and wondered if I should call Vinny or just wait. Then my mind shifted to Jerry. I hoped he had been served the divorce papers. I smiled at the thought of him being served papers by me and not the other way around. I went out to check on the birds, and the mother flew away when she saw me, leaving her babies behind for a moment. I just stared in amazement at the new life and thought about how lucky the helpless, baby birds were to have their mother and how lucky the mother bird was to have her babies. My heart ached.


    I went back inside, brushed my hair, wiped the grease and makeup residue off my pale face and headed to Al’s Doughnuts. I just ordered a coffee and again bypassed my favorite carrot cake muffins. Then I went back to my temporary home, showered and went to the gym. There were no classes scheduled that day because it was the Fourth of July, so I jogged on the treadmill.


    By mid-afternoon, I realized that my phone hadn’t rung all day, but I decided that I still wouldn’t call Vinny. I waited and waited, but he never called me. I started to worry, and I thought about calling him, but instead ordered a tuna grinder from D-Man’s Pizza, took a Xanax, and fell asleep in the late evening.


    Early the next morning my cell phone rang, and it was Vinny.


    “Hey darling. How are you doing?” he asked, as if nothing happened. “Let’s set up a schedule for you and Taylor.”


    “Okay. What were you thinking?” I asked, sitting up in the full size bed in the spare bedroom.


    “I was thinking Monday, Wednesday, and Friday from three o’ clock to four o’clock.”


    “Okay. That sounds good to me,” I said.


    “And how about dinner tonight at Maggiano’s Little Italy–that new Italian Place on Boynton Street in Worchesta?” he asked. “I’ll pick you up.”


    “Okay. That sounds good,” I said, relieved that our love affair wasn’t over.


    “So, I’ll pick you up at six o’clock?”


    “Okay. I’ll see you then,” I said, smiling.


    


    


    Eight


    


    The next six weeks went by quickly. Taylor and I finished reading all five books, and Vinny and I continued our whirlwind romance. I spent more and more time at his big, white colonial in Worchesta, and Taylor started referring to me as the new girlfriend. Vinny told me he loved me, and I happily told him I loved him back, although I think it was more like lust than love on both our parts.


    I now weighed one hundred and thirty-five pounds. I attributed my successful weight loss to working out and not eating. My wardrobe kept changing because as soon as I would buy something, I would shrink out of it and into a smaller size. I was also able to finally buy bras at Victoria’s Secret again, and that made me happy.


    I hadn’t seen Jerry in weeks, and my mother’s car was still parked in my old driveway in Appleton, which I still needed to move. I also needed all of my old clothes; especially since I was only fifteen pounds away from my old size. Being the middle of August, I only had a couple of weeks to get Mom’s house cleaned out and find a new place to live. Stressed and worried were understatements to the feelings that I had.


    One Wednesday in August, I decided that I wanted to go back to Appleton to get my things.


    “Vinny?” I asked, sitting by the oval pool in Vinny’s backyard wearing my new, purple bikini. “Will you drive me to my old house in Appleton so we can get my clothes and my mother’s car?”


    “Okay,” he said. “I will take you tonight.”


    After dinner we drove the thirty-minutes from Worchesta north on the highway to Appleton. Immediately, I noticed that the sable brown colonial at 18 Joshua Avenue looked awful. The grass was long and the garden was full of weeds. Jerry’s silver Mercedes was in the driveway along with Mom’s black Civic.


    “Do you want to come in?” I asked, stepping out of Vinny’s car.


    “No. I’ll just wait,” Vinny said, smiling.


    I turned the silver knob to the black front door without knocking and walked in. Immediately, I saw Jerry lying on the white leather couch in the living room. It looked like he hadn’t shaved in weeks, and he had a full cast on his right leg.


    “Oh my God,” I said, running over to Jerry. “What the hell happened?”


    “What happened?” he asked, “As if you don’t know. Ha! You! You and your thugs! They didn’t think I got the message the first time, so they came back and broke my leg. You want a divorce? You got it. You want money? You got it.”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, bending down to Jerry’s level.


    “Really?” Jerry asked, using his metal crutches to help himself get up. He hobbled over to the living room window and pushed the white and black floral curtains to the side. “Well then, why don’t you ask your boyfriend what happened to me.”


    “I’m sure he had nothing to do with this,” I said, but in my heart I knew that he did. Now keep in mind knowing something in your heart can be a tricky thing because oftentimes the heart will keep secrets from the rest of you, which in my case, it did.


    I walked into the kitchen and looked out into the backyard. The pool looked worse than it did when I had left two months ago. It was tar-black and full of leaves.


    “Get what you want and get out of here you rotten bitch,” Jerry yelled from the living room. “I never loved you anyway. I did you a favor by marrying you, you ugly, fat bitch.” He hurled the bible that my mother gave me across the room.


    Any sympathy that I had left in me flew out the window. I walked back into the living room and pushed him as hard as I could, causing him to fall onto the hardwood floors. “You make me sick!” I said boldly.


    I walked back into the kitchen and over to the black cabinets under the stainless steel kitchen sink. I grabbed the box of trash bags, ran up the stairs and put as much as I could into the bags. I took all of my clothes. Then I opened Jerry’s closet, saw all of his new suits and put them into a trash bag, too. I opened his drawer and saw his Rolex and Cartier watches, pens, and my diamond that he had stolen back from me. I put the ring on my finger and the other items in one of the trash bags.


    Then I heard the asshole struggling up the stairs, so I opened up the bedroom window. One by one I threw out each of the trash bags. Then I saw his Canon camera bag, so I stuck it in a pillow from the bed, and then I threw that out the window too, hoping that the pillow would brace the fall.


    Vinny jumped out of his Mercedes and loaded the trash bags into his car. I shut the window and walked out of the bedroom door just as Jerry reached the small hallway from the top of the stairs. I pushed him again, and he fell sideways away from the staircase unblocking my route to my escape. “Who’s the bitch now?” I said as I walked down the stairs and out the door.


    Vinny’s car was chockfull of trash bags, so it was a good thing that I had to take my mother’s car because there was nowhere for me to sit. I followed Vinny back to his house leaving all of the trash bags behind in his car.


    “I can’t believe you threw everything out of the window,” Jerry said, grabbing two wine glasses in his kitchen. “You’re a funny girl.”


    “I didn’t have a choice,” I said. “He was hobbling up the stairs. I took his watches and his suits too, just for spite. I’m going to donate his suits to charity, and I think I will keep the watches and the camera if they aren’t broken from being thrown from a second story window.”


    I took the glass of red wine that Vinny handed me and sat down at the black and yellow island in the middle of the kitchen. “I don’t know where to put all of my things,” I said.


    “Well, I have an idea,” he said, taking my hand. For a second I thought he was going to ask me to move in with him. After all, I needed to be out of my mother’s house in a couple of weeks.


    “You love me. Right?” he asked.


    “Yes,” I said, smiling.


    “And you’d do anything for me. Right?”


    “Yes,” I said again, still smiling.


    “Okay. Well, I have a proposition for you,” Vinny said, pausing for a second. “My brother came here on a B-2 visa, and he overstayed, so now he’s here illegally.”


    “What’s a B-2 visa?”


    “It’s basically a visa for travel, tourism, or medical treatment,” Vinny answered.


    “Why did he overstay?” I asked.


    “It doesn’t matter, but I need him to stay here.”


    “You need him to stay?” I questioned.


    “And he wants to stay here, too,” Vinny said. “So, if you love me, can you please marry my brother, so he can become legal in the United States?”


    I almost spit my wine all over the counter. “Marry your brother?”


    “Not forever darling. Just until he’s legal. Then you can get divorced, marry me, and we can live happily ever after.”


    “Umm ... let me think about it,” I said.


    “What’s there to think about?” Vinny questioned.


    “Well, for one thing, it’s illegal. For the second thing, I don’t love him.”


    “I know, but you love me,” he said, kissing me.


    “I know but– ”


    “But nothing,” he interrupted, kissing me again. “We’ll move all of your stuff to my brother’s condo.”


    “I don’t know about this.”


    “Look. What other choice do you have?” he grilled. “You have to move out of your mother’s house in a couple of weeks, and you don’t have anywhere to go. Isn’t that true?”


    “Yes, but–”


    “But what?”


    “But, I could come here.”


    “You can’t.” he said. “I need you to do this for me, and I will pay you.”


    “I don’t want your money,” I said.


    “You don’t?” he asked unconvinced. “You and I both know that you’re used to living the easy life, and soon your money will run out. You don’t have a job. Tell me. What are you going to do?”


    “I don’t know,” I said, turning from him and looking out the window.


    “I will give you a gift of one hundred thousand dollars if you do this for me.”


    “One hundred thousand dollars?” I asked. “One hundred thousand dollars to give up my life and marry someone that I don’t love? No way! I can’t even believe you would ask such a thing,” I said, picking up my purse and turning toward the door.


    “Where are you going?” he asked, following me.


    “Home.”


    “You don’t have a home Emily, and in two weeks you’ll be on the streets. Please stop,” he said, grabbing my hand. “I love you. I just need you to help me out.” Vinny pulled me gently back to the kitchen. “Sit. Listen. People do this type of thing all the time. How about I sweeten the offer? I will give you two hundred and fifty thousand dollars when you marry my brother, and when you get divorced in two years you will get another two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. It’s a win/win situation for you. Is that a deal or what?”


    As I sat at the marble island, I thought about Vinny’s proposal. He was right. I didn’t have a job, and I had nowhere to go. Despite the couple of job interviews for teaching that I had gone on recently, they never called me back. My options were quickly dwindling. I was accustomed to a certain lifestyle, and I had irresponsibly blown through ten grand in the last month alone.


    “Okay. I’ll do it, but only if you make it five hundred thousand when I marry him and another five hundred thousand when we get divorced.”


    “It’s a deal.” Vinny accepted my counteroffer without a blink.


    “So, obviously you have brought this up with your brother?” I asked. “What does he think?”


    “He doesn’t like the idea, but he knows it’s the only way to stay. We’re going to move all of your things to his condo, so it looks like the two of you are having a relationship.”


    “And?” I asked. “What about us?”


    “Well, we’ll still see each other, but we’ll have to be discreet.”


    “But I sleep here all the time. Is that going to stop?” I raised my voice.


    “Calm down,” Vinny said. “You still can come here sometimes, but we have to make this situation with my brother believable.”


    “So, I’m going to have to live at your brother’s condo?” I asked.


    “Yes,” Vinny answered.


    “But–”


    “No more butts,” he said, interrupting me again. “Look. It’s a good deal for you. It’s only two years out of your life, and you’ll be a million dollars richer in the end.”


    “But I love you, and I want to marry you,” I said tears pooling in my eyes.


    “And I love you, too. I can marry you after you divorce my brother.”


    “Isn’t that against the law–to marry someone’s brother that you’ve been married to?” I asked.


    He laughed. “No Emily. It’s not. You can’t marry your own brother in the United States. That’s illegal and not to mention disgusting, but we can get married even if you were married to my brother.” He pulled me in close and kissed me. “Don’t worry. I love you. I won’t let anything happen to you. See how I took care of the Jerry situation?”


    “But I thought you said you didn’t–”


    “Shhh,” he said, lifting his finger to his mouth and then placing it over mine.


    I stopped talking and melted into his arms. Just then I heard the front door open. Vinny quickly pulled back and walked out of the large kitchen and into the living room. It was Gio. The two of them immediately started talking in Italian, and then both appeared before me in the kitchen.


    “Hey Emily,” he said, kissing my hand–something he did every time he saw me. “Or should I call you my bride?” he asked.


    I smiled and looked at Vinny. “You already told him that I would do it?”


    “I sure did, and this deserves a toast!” Vinny exclaimed, taking down another wine glass for Gio. “You can move in tomorrow,” Vinny said to me.


    “Tomorrow?” I asked. “What do you mean tomorrow? It’s so fast.”


    “I know this is fast, but you need a place to live, and we need to start putting this deal together,” Vinny said.


    “It’s still only August, and I’m not going to court until November for my divorce,” I said. “How will this work?”


    “Technically, you won’t be divorced for one hundred and twenty days from that day in November too,” Vinny said.


    “One hundred and twenty days?” I asked, shocked. “Oh my God! That’s a long time! That brings us into March,” I said.


    “So, the two of you will be married in March, but we need to start putting together evidence now,” said Vinny, pouring wine for Gio.


    “Evidence?” I asked. “Evidence for what?”


    “For immigration,” Vinny said. “You know they investigate these things. Sometimes they talk to neighbors, come to your house, and then they interview you in separate rooms to make sure the couple really knows each other.”


    “Are you joking?” I asked.


    “No. Not at all. So, go stand close together,” Vinny said, taking out his phone to take a picture of us. “Emily, put your arms around Gio and smile.”


    I did as I was asked and Vinny clicked the picture.


    “Here is our first bit of evidence, and now here are some rules for the two of you. There is absolutely no sleeping together, and if you do, well, then I’ll have to kill you both.” Vinny said, laughing, but he didn’t say he was joking, which made me worry a bit.


    “The two of you will be married for two years because that’s how long you have to be married to make someone legal. Then you’ll get divorced, and everything will work out for the three of us for the better. Gio it’s good for you, and Emily it’s beneficial for you. We will rent a truck and move what you need into Gio’s condo.”


    “I really have nothing,” I said, putting down my empty glass of wine in front of Vinny, “but my mother’s house needs to be emptied. I’m just going to donate her things to the church. Will the two of you help me?”


    “Physical labor is a no for me, but I will hire some movers to get the stuff out,” Vinny said, pouring me some more wine.


    “Okay. Thanks,” I said. “I will call Father Michael in the morning, and see where he wants us to bring my mom’s things. By the way, where do you live Gio?” I asked.


    “I live in one of the waterfront condos on Lyndan Lake,” Gio said.


    “It’s beautiful there,” I said.


    “I will take you by tomorrow,” Vinny said.


    “Well, I’m going to get going and clean up the condo,” Gio said, taking his last sip of wine.


    “Great, Gio. Take my car and bring all of the trash bags into your house. They’re full of Emily’s things. Make some room for her,” Vinny said, throwing Gio the keys to his Mercedes.


    All of a sudden, I felt a sinking feeling come over me. I felt like I couldn’t breathe, and despite the calming effect of the wine, I felt like I needed to take a Xanax–a secret that only I knew had slowly taken over my life.


    There were days when I tried to quit, vowed to myself that I wouldn’t take another, but the anxiety always controlled me, and I would swallow another pill. The withdrawals were agonizing. The longest I had gone without the tiny pill since my mother’s death was twenty-four hours, and in those long twenty-four hours without my blue friend, I managed to chew all of my nails off, have several anxiety attacks and stay up all night.


    “Excuse me,” I said to Vinny and Gio. “I have to use the bathroom. I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said, smiling at Gio.


    “Bye Emily,” Gio said, smiling back.


    In the bathroom I took out the tiny, blue pill, let it dissolve in my mouth, and then swallowed the remains. I had convinced myself that if I let it dissolve in my mouth first, that the calming medicine would work quicker and ease my troubled mind. I sat on the closed, black toilet seat and held my face in my hands as I stared down at the black and white tiled floor. A burning feeling seared through my nose. I clenched my teeth tightly together and stood up forcing the tears away. I looked at myself in the mirror.


    Mom, I wish you were here. I need you. The thought of her only made more tears come to my eyes, so I made her leave my mind. I patted my face with my fingers to snap myself out of it. I hope I’m doing the right thing?


    When I came out of the bathroom Gio was gone and Vinny was on the phone. He quickly left the room when he saw me reappear and headed toward his office. When he was off of the phone he came back out into the kitchen.


    “I have something to take care of. I’ll be back,” he said, grabbing Gio’s keys.


    “Can I come?” I asked, following him to the front door.


    “No. It will be quick,” he said, shutting the door behind him.


    Taylor was at Mac’s house, and I was all alone, so I lay on the brown leather couch in the living room. I logged into Facebook via my phone and looked at all of my friends’ posts and photos. It’s funny, they all seem to be altogether in Facebook Land, and here I was alone on the outside looking in. One by one I clicked on each of them. They all had families and seemed to be so happy. I wondered why I had such a lonely life. I suddenly felt so sleepy that I couldn’t keep my eyes open. I fought hard to stay awake, but I couldn’t.


    The next day I woke up to find myself on the couch alone. This was a familiar feeling after being with Jerry for so long. It was 7:30 a.m., and I looked out the window and saw that Gio’s white BMW, which he had left in trade for Vinny’s Mercedes, was back in the driveway. I tiptoed upstairs and found Vinny asleep. I crawled into bed with him and nudged him gently awakening him.


    “Hi,” I said, rubbing his chest.


    “Hi,” he said groggily.


    “Why didn’t you wake me up when you came back?”


    “You were sleeping,” he said in an irritated voice.


    “Where did you go? What were you doing? What time did you get back?” I asked quickly as if I was privy to this information.


    “What’s with all the questions?” His voice chilled. “Look, don’t worry about where I was, what I was doing and when I came home.”


    His words worried me, and the tone in his voice quieted my outer voice but not my inner one. Suddenly, I felt like I was with Jerry again. I felt alone and powerless. I lay there silently wondering if I could trust him while he fell asleep again like a baby.


    


    


    Nine


    


    The next few weeks went by quickly. Vinny hired movers to pack and move my mother’s belongings, which Father Michael donated to a needy family and a woman’s shelter.


    The rest of the stuff went to Gio’s condo on the lake–a bright, beautiful one bedroom loft. The bedroom overlooked a cream-colored living room with shiny hardwood floors, a fireplace, slanted cathedral ceilings and skylights. French doors opened to a deck that overlooked a picturesque lake with a breathtaking view. The kitchen was directly below the loft bedroom and consisted of maple cabinets and a kitchen bar made of cream-colored granite with black flecks of color. The condo was exquisitely beautiful, but it was very open and had no privacy.


    By the end of August, Vinny told me that I had to stay at Gio’s, and that I couldn’t come over to see him anymore because it was important to establish that Gio and I were in a relationship. Vinny wanted us to go out to dinner often and to be seen in public together, holding hands and acting like we were in love. He thought that it was a good idea for us to go to the same restaurant and be regulars, so the wait staff would know us and could attest to our love–more proof that may be needed for immigration. Even though we were pretending to be in love, we really did enjoy each other’s company.


    Gio worked long irregular hours and left early almost every morning. I was told that he worked in a clinic, but when I questioned that I was told that I didn’t need to worry about it. It really didn’t make sense how Gio could work anywhere as a doctor if he wasn’t legal in the country. He also managed to have a Massachusetts driver’s license, car insurance and bills in his name–something I didn’t know illegal immigrants could do. I thought that you needed a social security number to get a license and to put utilities in your name, but somehow he found a way around it.


    Sometimes, he would get calls in the middle of the night. I knew it was Vinny because Gio would always talk back in Italian, and then he would have to leave. Frequently, Gio would come home with blood on his scrubs, which made me wonder. I asked one night where the blood came from, and Gio’s response was that there was an emergency that he was called to. I soon realized that there was an emergency several times a week that Gio supposedly tended to, leaving him bloodstained.


    The days turned into weeks and the weather started to cool down. The leaves began to change from green to vibrant colors of amaranth, pumpkin, amber, mulberry and chestnut. I enjoyed sitting on the tranquil deck in the morning looking at the beautiful trees along the banking and their reflections in the placid lake. It was like a second spring and every leaf was a flower blooming to its fullest potential.


    I finally reached my goal weight of one hundred and twenty pounds and could fit into all of my old clothes. Vinny and I no longer saw each other at all, and I began to get closer and closer to Gio. He had more patience than Vinny, and I never saw him get angry, but I did see him always stressed out. From what I could tell, the stress came from his brother’s demands.


    One night, we were out at our usual restaurant Viva–the one we went to almost every night to pretend we were in love.


    “You know, if you don’t stop taking the Xanax and drinking it’s going to kill you,” Gio said, grabbing my hand.


    I was shocked that he knew, but I said nothing.


    “I’ve known since you moved in. It’s hard not to see everything that’s going on in the condo. I can help you get off of them,” he said, squeezing my hand.


    “I have tried over and over, and I can’t do it,” I said, taking a sip of my wine. “Every time I try to get off of them I stay awake and can’t sleep, and all I do is worry. I feel so much anxiety that I end up taking another pill.”


    “Well, it’s bad for you, and now that I care about you, I want you to stop.”


    “Oh, you care about me? Sure,” I said sarcastically, taking a bite of my chocolate soufflé. “Yeah, right. Just like Vinny cares about me. I’m just part of your plan. The two of you need me. Vinny saw me, and he seized me like a helpless sheep. He saw how desperate I was, and that I had no one. He made me fall for him, and then I stupidly agreed to follow his plan to marry you. And don’t get me wrong - you seem like a nice person. I’m just not stupid. All men as far as I’m concerned are the same. You all dominate, control, manipulate, and take what you want with no concern for women. I’m really nothing to you but a ticket to the USA.”


    “Wow! Do you really think that about me?”


    “Yeah, I do,” I said. “I hate this whole corrupt, evil world and everyone in it, especially things with penises. Anything with a penis is devoid of any kind of compassion.”


    “Emily! I’m shocked you feel this way.”


    “Well I do and you would too if you’d been through what I’ve been through. Every man I love lets me down and hurts me. I really am like a stupid sheep trying to go through a hole in a fence. The hole is too small, but instead of backing out, the stupid sheep keeps trying to go forward and eventually gets stuck. And do you think that stupid sheep ever learns?” I asked Gio. “No, she doesn’t. She just keeps doing it again and again–going through holes in a fence that are too small, as if there may be a different result the next time.”


    “Well Emily,” Gio grabbed my other hand, “I love you, and I won’t let you down.”


    “No need for acting. No one can hear us,” I said.


    “I do love you. You’re kind, intelligent and funny, and let’s not forget beautiful,” Gio said.


    “Please stop. I’m sick of lies. Honestly, the less people I deal with the better,” I said.


    The older waitress with the short, brown hair walked over to our table. “Can I get the two of you anything else?” she asked.


    “No thank you,” I said, smiling. “Just the check.”


    Gio and I drove home in silence. I didn’t know why I felt so angry all of a sudden, and I couldn’t explain why I was taking it out on Gio. After all, he had been nothing but nice to me. I stormed into the condo and slammed the dark blue front door in Gio’s face like a child having a temper tantrum. He opened the door calmly and came in. I sat down on the light tan couch, and my lip trembled.


    Gio pulled me toward him as I softly wept and I looked at him helplessly.


    “It’s going to be alright,” he said, sitting down next to me.


    “No. It’s not,” I said, burying my head into his shoulder. “My whole life is a mess. My mother’s dead. I have no other family. I have no friends. My husband was abusive and cheated on me. Then I got involved with your brother, and he basically pretended to love me, so I would do him a favor and marry you.”


    “Well, I’m not so bad,” Gio said, gently rubbing my cheek. He ran his hand over the back of mine.


    “No, you aren’t bad at all, but it’s not like we’re in love. I’m not marrying you for the right reasons,” I said, lifting my head up.


    “Emily, I can’t help but to have feelings of love for you. You’re perfect to me,” Gio said, grabbing both sides of my face. He pulled my face close to his and kissed me.


    “We aren’t supposed to,” I said, pulling back. “Remember Vinny’s rules.”


    “I don’t care about Vinny’s rules,” Gio said, kissing me again. “I spend so much time with you Emily that I can’t help but be in love with you. Everything about you is perfect.”


    “Ha!” I laughed. “Hardly.”


    “No, really Emily you are.”


    “Look at me. I’m a mess. I have no one, and now I have a drug addiction.”


    “I will help you. Let me help you,” Gio said, standing up and grabbing my hand. I followed him up the black spiral staircase and into his red loft bedroom that overlooked the living room. After that night, we never slept apart, and it became our little secret from Vinny. It made me feel good knowing that I had something hidden from him, and that Vinny couldn’t control everything about my life.


    


    


    Ten


    


    Gio and I continued to frequent the same restaurant to make a case that we were in love, but one night we went out, and we went to a different restaurant than usual. We had to wait for a table despite our reservation, so as we waited we sat at the bar sipping red wine. I sat on the bar stool and Gio stood up next to me. He had his arm around me and continued to kiss me. I probably would have been embarrassed about the public display of affection, but I was still taking the Xanax despite my promise of quitting.


    All of a sudden, I felt a tight squeeze around my neck, and I knew it was Vinny even before he spoke.


    “Hello darling,” he said. “Aren’t the two of you putting on a good show?”


    Before either one of us could answer, Vinny dressed in a black suit said something in Italian to Gio.


    “Emily, I will be right back,” Gio said, following his brother out the front door of the restaurant.


    It was at least twenty minutes before Gio returned without Vinny.


    “What took you so long?” I questioned Gio, sipping on my second glass of wine.


    “Well, I spent the first ten minutes convincing Vinny that I wasn’t sleeping with you,” Gio said, kissing me.


    “What does it matter anyway? He threw me away like garbage.”


    “That’s just how my brother thinks. He feels like you belong to him.”


    “But we aren’t even together. We don’t even talk anymore. What did he expect? You’re the only person that I’ve spent time with for the last couple of months. Anyway, whatever. I’m not going to think about it. What did you do for the rest of the time you were gone?” I asked.


    “Umm...” Gio hesitated.


    I could tell that lying didn’t come naturally for him.


    “Umm ... well, Vinny was meeting a business partner here, and he came while we were outside chatting.”


    “Well, where are they now?” I asked, looking around.


    “Out in Vinny’s car,” Gio answered.


    “Why?”


    “Because they just are, and we’re going to get going,” Gio said, grabbing his black coat.


    “Why?” I asked.


    “Please Emily.” Gio sighed. “Please stop asking questions. What you don’t know won’t hurt you.”


    Gio asked the bartender for the check, and before I knew it we were driving back to the condo.


    “I’m still hungry,” I said.


    “Oh, I forgot we didn’t eat. Sorry,” Gio said. “Vinny rattled me. Let’s get Chinese food.”


    We stopped at the Gold Bowl right down the street from the condo. It wasn’t very fancy. In fact it was more like McDonalds with bright orange tables bolted to the floor, but the food was great.


    “Remember about a month ago when we started sleeping together?” Gio asked as we ate our fried rice and chicken fingers.


    “Yeah,” I answered.


    “Well, I asked you if you could get pregnant, and you said not to worry about it, and I was just wondering since we just saw Vinny, are you sure you can’t get pregnant? Are you on the pill?”


    “No. I’m not on the pill.” I said. I watched Gio’s dark, brown eyes widen like I had just given him a death sentence. “But don’t worry; Jerry and I tried to get pregnant the whole time we were together, and only one time we were successful with in-vitro. I have blocked fallopian tubes,” I said.


    “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said, grabbing my hand. “What happened to the pregnancy?”


    “I lost the baby at nine months. The umbilical cord wrapped around his neck, and he came out blue and not breathing. Honestly, the worst day of my life.” My voice cracked, and tears formed in my eyes. “I’m sorry,” I said, apologizing for my emotional outburst.


    “Oh God,” he gasped. “I’m so sorry.”


    “Please don’t be,” I said. “I’m fine.”


    “I’m sorry. You’ve been through so much. When did this happen?” Gio asked, frowning.


    “June 9th a year and a half ago,” I said, putting my fork down. I drew in a deep breath. “Let’s go.”


    “Sure,” Gio said, packing up the food in the white Styrofoam to-go containers. Once we were back at the condo, we watched a movie on our king-sized bed.


    “You know,” Gio said. “Vinny would probably kill us if he found out about us.”


    “Yeah. That’s what I’m scared of,” I said, pushing away the black and white comforter and rolling into his arms. We lay together comfortably.


    Gio’s phone rang. I could tell it was Vinny because I could hear yelling coming out of the phone, and Gio started talking in Italian–something that was so very annoying because I never really knew what was going on, but I knew something was.


    “I have to go,” Gio said, jumping out of bed.


    “Where?” I asked.


    “Come on Emily. I told you not to ask questions.”


    “I’m sick of you always being gone,” I said, “I’m always alone.”


    “I’m sorry,” he said, kissing my cheek. “I’ll make it up to you.”


    Before I knew it, he was gone, and I drifted off to sleep.


    


    


    Eleven


    


    When I woke up the next morning at eight, Gio still wasn’t home. I was feeling very annoyed, but I got up, made a cup of coffee, dressed and went to the gym. I didn’t want to miss a spin class because I was convinced that this was one of the reasons for my successful weight loss.


    After the gym I drove back home, and Gio’s white BMW was in the parking lot of the string of slate gray condos. I walked in, and he had a huge smile on his face.


    “I have a surprise for you,” he said, walking up the stairs.


    “Oh yeah? What is it? What is it? What is it?” I asked excitedly, as if I was a little girl.


    I followed him quickly up the stairs. I loved surprises. I saw Petco bags on the bed. I looked in the bags and saw a litter box, small bowls, and puppy food.


    “Huh?” I questioned, picking up the litter box and dog food. “Is it a cat or a dog?”


    “Close your eyes,” he said, reaching down beside the bed.


    I closed my eyes and then opened them before he said look, and there before me was the tiniest white puppy.


    “What is it?” I asked, reaching out to take the puppy into my hands.


    “It’s a dog, silly,” Gio said, grinning and petting the small dog behind its ears. “It’s a girl because I know how you feel about males. Ha, ha!”


    “No, I mean what type of dog is she?” I asked, holding the tiny, white fur ball.


    “She’s a Maltese.”


    “Aww. I love her. I’m going to name her Chloe. Yes I am,” I said, raising my voice to a mere squeak. “Yes. Your name is Chloe.”


    I picked the name Chloe because it came from a character on a daytime soap opera that I grew up watching with my mom. In fact when I was real little I remember lying on the floor with my purple, baby blanket watching Sesame Street, and then right after it was over my mom would change it over to her favorite soap opera. Looking back now, it’s something that I should ‘ve never been watching. There were murders, sex, and all kinds of crazy things going on, and often times I would go to bed scared that I may be murdered in my sleep like the characters on her soap opera. I thought about sharing why I picked the name Chloe with Gio, but then decided that it was better kept a memory between Mom and me.


    “So, do you like her?” Gio asked, leaning in and kissing me.


    “I love her. She’s perfect,” I said, sitting down on the bed.


    “I told you I’d make it up to you,” Gio said, sitting down next to me.


    “Yeah, but you can’t replace you for a dog,” I said.


    “I know. I know. Hey look,” Gio said, pointing over to the tan litter box. “Chloe can use a litter box. Did you know that?”


    “No. Really?” I asked. “How?”


    “Well, you just pour in this dog litter,” Gio said, cutting open an orange bag. “Just bring her over and put her in the box when she has to go to the bathroom, and eventually she will get the hang of it.”


    “Gross,” I said, thinking about the smell of dog poop and pee. “I think I’ll just try to take her outside.”


    “Well, the girl at the pet store said that little dogs like this have a hard time making it through the night, and I think it’s better than having to bring Chloe out in the middle of the night by yourself,” Gio said, reminding me that sometimes he isn’t home at night. He picked up the litter box and carried it around the room putting it in different places trying to decide where to keep it.


    “That box is so not staying up here,” I said. “It will stink.”


    I handed Gio the dog, took the litter box, carried it down the stairs and put it in the small half bathroom off of the living room. When I walked out of the gray bathroom Gio was standing over the black railing looking down at me. He smiled and blew me a kiss.


    “Come up here and take a nap with me,” he said.


    I ran up the stairs, and Gio put Chloe in her dog bed. She instantly started crying, so he picked her back up, and he lay down on the bed with her. She curled into a little ball on his chest, and I snuggled up next to him. These were the moments that I cherished. For a few moments, the constant sadness that invaded every inch of my body faded, and I felt safe, happy, and at peace. We fell asleep for six hours, only to be awakened by Vinny’s phone call.


    Gio jumped up out of bed like a scared child being chastised by his father and handed me the dog. Despite hearing Italian for the last four months, I really still had no clue about what they were saying, but based on the yelling coming from the phone, I knew it couldn’t be good.


    All of a sudden I had an idea. I could record Gio’s side of the conversation, and then I will know what they are up to. I’ll put a small tape recorder in the house and in his car. My thoughts were interrupted by Gio’s voice.


    “Hey, I have to go.”


    He peeled his clothes off quickly, walked into the bathroom and stepped into the beige and white granite shower. I followed Gio into the bathroom, took my clothes off, dropped them onto the beige tiled floor, and stepped into the large four jet shower with him. The bathroom filled with steam.


    “Emily, I don’t have time for this,” Gio said, pushing me away gently.


    I reached up and put my arms around him and pulled his face toward mine, kissing him on his full lips. Gio started to pull away, so I held his head tighter by linking my fingers around the back of his wavy, dark head. He finally kissed me back intensely, pushing me up against the back shower wall. He held my hands behind my back with both of his hands interlocking them with mine. Then he slowly kissed my neck and breasts as he walked me over to the triangular, granite seat. He pushed my shoulders down until I was sitting and pulled me gently to the edge of the seat parting my thighs with his knee. He bent down and pushed himself deep inside of me moving harmoniously with me back and forth, his body dissolving into mine. He kissed me one last time, gently pulled me up with one hand and held me tight against him as the water rinsed us off. Finally, he pulled me back and looked directly into my eyes.


    “I love you. I’m so in love with you. I’m sorry. I have to go. I don’t want to leave you, but I have to,” he said, stepping out of the shower. He dried off and walked out of the bathroom. I could hear him mumbling something in the other room about Chloe and something about not turning the outside lights on.


    “What?” I yelled. “I didn’t hear you.” I turned off the shower and stepped out into the steamy bathroom, but by the time I had made it that far, I could hear the front door close. Then I heard laughter from children outside, so I walked over and peeked out the window from behind the bed. Oh, that’s what he meant by keeping the lights off. We never bought Halloween candy. How could I forget it was Halloween? That’s crazy, or maybe I am.


    Chloe was standing on the floor whimpering. I picked her up and placed her on the bed, and she made her way under the unmade bed covers and curled up into a ball. I got dressed, grabbed my laptop and got under the covers with her.


    I decided to do some research on small listening devices and tape recorders. I went to a website called Buy Spy and found that they had recording devices that were shaped like pens. For only one hundred and fifty dollars I could have a pen for discreet recording. The pen could be left unattended, and it would automatically start recording when any sound was detected and would stop recording when there was no sound. I ordered two and had them shipped to the condo overnight, but since the order was placed after five o’clock and it was the weekend, they promised delivery by November 2nd.


    The next day and a half went by quickly and like Buy Spy promised, the spy pens arrived around ten o’clock on November 2nd. Luckily, Gio wasn’t home. He had been called out of the house by Vinny around five that morning, and by the time the package arrived, he had been gone for about four hours.


    I quickly opened the box and hid the pens under the bed just in case Gio came home, and then I went out to the dumpster and threw away the box. I came back in and read the directions. The little black pens were easy to operate. Basically, press the top of the pen, and it was on. The best part was it would only record when it heard a sound.


    “Test, test, test,” I said, pressing the top of the pen down. I pressed the small play button, and I heard my voice come from the pen. Holy shit! It works! I placed it in the bedroom under the bed and walked into the bathroom to see if it would record from a distance. “Test, test, test,” I repeated. I walked back into the bedroom to check the pen, and I heard my voice play again.


    Suddenly, I heard a key in the door. The pens and the directions were out, so I grabbed everything, and I ran into the bathroom, shut the door and locked it.


    “Emily,” Gio called out. I could hear his footsteps coming up the stairs, and I could feel adrenaline pumping through my veins. I didn’t answer him. I turned the water on, ripped up the directions, threw them in the toilet and flushed them.


    “Emily,” Gio said, twisting the silver doorknob to the bathroom.


    “Just a second. I’m coming,” I said, looking at the toilet bowl. I saw a piece of the ripped up instructions floating in the water. I flushed the toilet again and stuck the pens in my sweatshirt, turned the water off and walked out.


    “Good Morning,” I said, kissing Gio on the cheek. “You left early. Do you want some coffee?” I asked, quickly running down the spiral staircase before he could answer. “Be careful if you sit on the bed because Chloe is under the covers,” I yelled from the bottom of the stairs.


    “Okay. I’ll take some coffee. You have a lot of energy this morning,” Gio commented.


    “Yeah. I guess.” As I started making coffee, I plotted about how I would get the pen into his car, and then I had an idea.


    “Gio,” I yelled up to the loft. “Have you seen my brush? I’m going to go look in your car for it.”


    He didn’t answer.


    “Gio? I’m going out to your car.”


    He still didn’t answer.


    I walked out to his car parked next to the big, blue dumpster, turned the pen on and stuck it under his tan leather driver’s seat. I pretended to look for my brush just in case he happened to be looking at me from the window. By the time I came in, the coffee was done. I poured two cups, added the cream and sugar and walked up the stairs only to find Gio sound asleep with Chloe curled up on his bare chest. They were so cute, so I snapped a picture with my purple phone.


    I drank more coffee by myself, went on the Internet, and logged onto Facebook–something I still did occasionally. I liked to look into Facebook to see how happy everyone else was. I knew that Facebook Land didn’t really exist, but in a way I felt like there was an actual place in some fairytale world where everyone was super happy, never got sad and had perfect children and families–a place that I was never lucky enough to make it to. I tried to make it into the club, but I failed miserably, so even though I had a Facebook profile, I didn’t really exist. I had no messages, no friend requests, no wall posts–nothing. I vowed not to log on again, much like I did every time because it was too depressing.


    Next I Googled Xanax and saw that I could have a seizure coming off of that stuff. Oh my God, what have I done to myself? I reached for my purse and grabbed the container of pills to relieve my anxiety from reading about Xanax’s withdrawals.


    Since Gio was sleeping, I took the tiny, blue pill out of the orange, translucent bottle. Instead of taking the usual whole pill, I broke it in half in an attempt to cut back–something that I had promised Gio weeks ago.


    Just then, my cell phone rang. It was Vinny. I thought about letting it go my voicemail, but on the last ring I picked it up.


    “Hello,” I said.


    “Hi darling.”


    “Don’t call me that,” I said annoyed.


    “Aww. Come on, darling.”


    “Look, just knock if off. You made it clear a long time ago that you weren’t interested in me, so stop pretending to like me. I’m over you.”


    “Emily, no one gets over me. Now, I want to talk to you about your divorce. The date is coming up in a few weeks on November 18th. It should be very cut and dry. I have talked to Jerry’s lawyer, and I think we’re in agreement about things. So, meet me at the courthouse on November 18th at 8:30 a.m. Okay?” he asked.


    “Sure,” I said.


    “Oh, and one other thing, I’m having a birthday party for Taylor on the 18th. I remember that you two share the same birthday–November 19th. Anyway, I’m having a party and Taylor wants you and Gio there, so I expect you both to attend. Alright darling? I gotta run. Ciao,” he said, hanging up on me before I could respond to anything.


    I grunted and looked over at Gio who had apparently been listening to the conversation. “I hate your brother,” I said, handing Gio his lukewarm coffee in a black coffee mug.


    “I know, I know,” he said, sipping on his coffee.


    Then Gio’s cell phone rang, and it was Vinny. I remembered the pen in my pocket, clicked it on to record and sat close to Gio. The conversation with Vinny was at least five minutes. Good, I thought. I’m going to figure out what’s going on.


    


    Twelve


    


    The next couple of weeks were much of the same. Gio was always gone, and I was always alone, but at least I had Chloe. I took her shopping with me, and when we went into stores, I put her in my oversized black Louis Vuitton bag. She didn’t mind it; in fact I think she liked it. I didn’t keep anything else in there except for my wallet, which I squeezed into the side pocket, so she wasn’t squished.


    Shopping was one thing that I never got sick of. You might have thought that I grew up rich by the way I shopped and all the nice things I liked, but I didn’t. I had grown accustomed to nice things after marrying Jerry. There was always an excess of money, and despite him being abusive, he never really had a problem with me spending money–at least until the end of our marriage. And speaking of money, I had almost spent all of the money that I received from Jerry in the summer, which was kind of a problem since I didn’t have a job. Despite the numerous job interviews I continued to go on, no one hired me. It was so depressing and unnerving. I didn’t like relying on anyone for money. It gave me a bad feeling like they owned me.


    On the morning of my divorce, I wore my black skinny pants along with my black, fitted turtleneck and my new, black, high heeled boots. I had two reasons to look good: one to show that asshole Jerry what he lost and two to show that asshole Vinny what he lost.


    I popped a Xanax and marched into the courthouse. I scanned the large, open room and couldn’t see Vinny or Jerry, so I sat on a wooden bench and just watched the people around me. Everyone looked so miserable, and I decided that they wouldn’t qualify to live in Facebook Land because they were either getting divorced or were in trouble with the law, but I was no different. They could have a Facebook profile like me, but they wouldn’t be permitted to live in the happily ever after fairytale world of Facebook Land–only perfect people made it there.


    I looked up and saw a bald man in a navy suit hobbling up the stairs with a black cane. It was Jerry who apparently in the past couple of months had gained a few pounds and was still crippled from the broken leg. At the top of the stairs, he looked over at me, looked away, looked back again and then couldn’t stop staring. I guess at first he didn’t recognize me. He started limping toward me, but before he could reach me, Vinny came from my left looking like he just stepped out of Forbes Magazine.


    “Hey darling, are you ready?”


    Jerry continued by me without stopping. I couldn’t help but feel badly for him. He sat down on another bench about twenty feet away from us.


    “Here. Read this and then sign it,” Vinny said, handing me a typed paper.


    I scanned the document over. Jerry will get the house, I keep my car, he keeps his cars, I will resume my maiden name and that was basically all it said. By the time I was done reading and signing the paper, Jerry’s lawyer had arrived and the two were talking. Then Vinny walked over to them with the signed document. Jerry read it over and signed it also. Then Vinny returned back to me.


    “Okay Emily, go wait in Courtroom 9 for me,” he said and walked away.


    I walked inside and sat on the sandy colored bench that reminded me of a church pew and waited and waited. Finally, Jerry hobbled in, and then Vinny, and then Jerry’s lawyer. Vinny didn’t sit with me, but rather with all the other lawyers in front of the courtroom. Then they called our case, Larson vs. Larson. We had to raise our right hands and be sworn in, and the judge read the paper that we both signed.


    “Are you both seeking a divorce?” the judge asked.


    “Yes,” Jerry and I said in unison.


    “And you believe that there has been an irretrievable breakdown in the marriage, and there are irreconcilable differences?” the judge asked.


    “Yes,” we both answered again.


    “In thirty days you can take your maiden name back,” the judge said to me, “and in one hundred and twenty days the divorce will be final. Good luck,” the judge said.


    One hundred and twenty days. That’s crazy. That’s like four months. Even though I vaguely remembered Vinny explaining that in the summer, it still seemed like a long time to me.


    “Congratulations,” Vinny said outside of the courtroom. “I’ll see you later.” His phone rang, and he walked away.


    I saw Jerry come out of the big courthouse hunched over and limping with his cane as I was leaving in my SUV. It was so sad. He really didn’t even look like the same man that I had married almost eight years prior. I looked back in my rear view mirror and saw him cross the street to the parking lot of cars, and he disappeared from my sight and mind.


    A feeling of elation took over me, and I actually felt free for the first time in a long time. I didn’t know that getting a divorce could make me feel this good. I stopped at Starbucks and ordered a Venti Mocha to celebrate.


    When I got back to the condo, Gio’s car was there. This was the first time in a while that he had been home without me. I instantly thought of both of the spy pens that had been hidden secretly in the back of my underwear drawer since taking them out of their original hiding places. Paranoid, I ran into the house past Gio and up to my drawer to check on them, but they were still there. I shut the drawer quickly and turned around to find Gio smiling, standing behind me.


    “What’s up?” I asked.


    “Nothing. What’s up with you? Why are you acting weird?” Gio asked.


    “What are you talking about?” I walked back down the stairs.


    “Well, you ran into the condo, went right passed me without saying anything and ran upstairs,” Gio said, following me.


    “How is that weird?” I questioned. “I was looking for Chloe. Where is she?”


    “She’s over here,” Gio said, walking back over to the couch where he was sitting when I first ran into the house.


    “So, I’m divorced,” I said, sitting down next to him. “Well, almost divorced. It’ll be official in one hundred and twenty days,” I said, smiling.


    “Congratulations!” he said, pulling me close and holding me in his arms.


    Suddenly, the door swung open without a knock, and there stood Vinny with a dozen red roses. Gio and I were sitting a little too close on the couch, and we certainly didn’t look like just friends.


    “Don’t you knock Vinny?” Gio asked, jumping to his feet.


    “What do you mean? Me? Knock? Do you knock when you come to my house? What’s going on here? Looks like you two are breaking my rules.”


    “What are you talking about, Vinny?” Gio asked defensively. “Emily was just telling me about the divorce.”


    “Hey darling.” Vinny handed me the roses. “What do we have here?” Vinny asked, picking up Chloe. “Where’d she come from?”


    “I came home one day and Emily had her,” Gio piped in before I could answer. “I felt badly, so I let her keep her.” Gio knew that the truth about Chloe being a gift from him would infuriate Vinny and would only be affirmation that something was going on between us.


    “I have something in the car for you,” Vinny said to me. “Follow me.”


    I stood up reluctantly and followed him out to his car. He reached in and took out a Cache dress bag.


    “Happy early birthday,” Vinny said. “Open it.”


    I unzipped the bag, and there was a gorgeous, strapless black dress.


    “Thank you,” I said.


    “I want you to wear it tonight to the party. After all, it’s in honor of you and Taylor.”


    He was acting like my boyfriend all of a sudden, like he cared, like he hadn’t ignored me completely for the last three months after forcing me to move in with his brother. I couldn’t help but feel disgust for him. Any feelings of love that I thought I had for him were long gone. He was like a vile male dog that had just peed on me trying to mark his territory. I wanted to throw up on him, as I stood there utterly speechless, trying to force a smile. He leaned in and quickly kissed me on the lips.


    “See you two tonight,” Vinny said, waving over to Gio who was standing in the blue doorway. I could see the madness in his eyes. He winked at me, jumped in his black Mercedes and drove away. All of a sudden, I felt the need to take a shower. Eww, I thought. He’s so slimy. How could I have ever thought that I loved that guy?


    I marched into the house, threw the Cache bag on the couch, grabbed the red roses, walked out to the dumpster and threw them away. I walked back to the condo.


    “What am I going to do?” I asked. “I don’t want to wear the dress your brother gave me. I don’t want to go to his house tonight. Why is he acting like this all of a sudden?”


    Gio pulled me in close and hugged me. “Because this is who he is. He has a need to control everyone and everything. He has no regard for anyone.”


    “Why Gio? Why do you put up with it?”


    “Emily, you don’t understand what he is capable of. He has the money and power to do anything. He will do anything to protect his business.”


    “What do you mean his business?” I asked, pulling away.


    “Nothing. I said too much. I’m just angry at him,” Gio said, shutting the door behind us.


    “Tell me,” I said, sitting back on the couch. “Tell me if you love me.” I picked up Chloe and put her in my lap.


    “I can’t,” he said, sitting back down and pulling me close. “I’m sorry. It’s too risky.”


    “Did he kill his last wife?” I blurted out, looking up at him.


    Gio tensed, stood up and ran his fingers through his wavy, dark hair. “Emily, please stop asking questions.”


    The color in Gio’s face drained, and he looked as if he was going to be sick. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead. I knew in my gut what the answer was to my question. I just wondered what else the two of them were up to.


    “So,” I said, changing the subject, “I have cut my Xanax dose down to a quarter of what I was taking a month ago.” Really, I hadn’t put much effort toward quitting, but since Gio thought I had tried to quit and was on a successful path I embellished the truth.


    “That’s great,” he said. “I’m so proud of you. It will be no time before you’re off of it,” Gio said.


    He stopped pacing and came over to me and pulled me up by my two hands. “I love you,” he said. “I don’t know how, but someday things will be normal. I promise. Let’s go to the mall and get Taylor a present.”


    “Let’s get her a puppy,” I said excitedly.


    “Oh, I don’t know how big bad Vin will feel about that one.”


    “Well, I’m going to call him and ask,” I said, dialing his number. His number rang and rang and rang just like it had for the past three months and went to voicemail.


    “Hi Vinny. This is Emily. I just wanted to ask you if we can get Taylor a puppy. Call me back and let me know.”


    A few minutes went by, and I received a text. “NO!” Vinny wrote.


    Well, I guess I got my answer.


    


    


    Thirteen


    


    Gio and I walked around the Fiddler Green Mall, hand in hand. We never worried about public displays of affection. After all, it was Vinny’s orders to act like we were in love. We were there for two hours looking for the perfect gift when we finally decided to get Taylor a gift certificate to the mall for five hundred dollars, along with an iTunes gift card and a big stuffed panda. The panda was a last minute impulse buy because it was so cute.


    The day seemed to fly by and before I knew it, it was time to put on the sleek black dress and go to the party. Gio wore a black Brioni suit that fitted him perfectly, a pale purple shirt and matching tie with purple flowers–my favorite color, of course.


    When we arrived at Vinny’s house a woman with long, black hair half way down her back answered the door. Her eyes were a sky blue, and she was only about twenty-five.


    “Hi,” she said in a sweet voice, extending her hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”


    “Hello,” I said, extending my hand. “It’s nice to meet you too. I’m Emily.”


    “I know,” she said.


    “Hi Gio. How are you?” she asked, kissing him and wrapping her arms tightly around his broad shoulders.


    I instantly felt angry. Who is this woman and why hasn’t Gio told me about her?


    Vinny walked out of the kitchen. “The caterers are almost done,” Vinny said to all of us. “I see you two have met,” he said, putting his arm around the woman with the long, dark hair.


    “Yes, she’s lovely,” she said to Vinny.


    I’m lovely? I thought. Who the hell are you? I still didn’t know her name. Just then Taylor came running into the room.


    “Uncle Gio,” Taylor said, jumping into his arms.


    “Hey sweetie. Happy birthday!” Gio said.


    “It’s not my birthday yet, tomorrow,” she corrected him.


    “I know. I know, but we’re celebrating it today.”


    “Hey Emily,” she said, turning to me. “I’ve missed you. Come on upstairs with me. Mac is up there.”


    “Okay,” I said, following Taylor upstairs to her room.


    “Change into your dress that I bought you,” Vinny yelled up to her.


    “No,” she yelled back down to him.


    “I see you put the dress on that my father bought you,” Taylor said, picking up her strapless, royal blue dress that lay upon her bed.


    “Yes, and your dress is beautiful,” I said. “You should put it on.”


    “It is beautiful,” Taylor said. “Rose picked it out for my father.”


    “Rose?” I questioned.


    “Yeah. You know, Dad’s girlfriend downstairs that you just met.”


    “Oh, that’s her name. Pretty,” I said.


    “Yeah. She picked out your dress, too. She was away this summer in Europe. Dad sent her there all summer on a vacation,” Taylor said.


    “Oh, really,” I said, realizing that I was more foolish than I thought.


    “I’m sorry,” Taylor said. “I know what my father did. I know what he’s done. I know everything.”


    “What?” I asked.


    “Nothing,” Taylor said.


    “Ignore her,” Mac said, dressed in a hot pink, cocktail dress. “She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”


    They both giggled as Mac pulled a wine bottle from behind the round, pink pillow on the bed where she was sitting and started drinking it.


    “Oh my God!” I said, walking over to take the almost empty wine bottle away, but Taylor beat me to it, tipped her head back and started chugging it down.


    “Yeah. Nevermind what I said,” Taylor said.


    “You two are going to be in so much trouble. Your father is going to kill you. Give me that bottle. How much have you two had to drink?” I asked, taking the now empty bottle away.


    “Don’t tell on us,” Taylor pleaded.


    “I have to,” I said.


    “No! Please Emily don’t,” the girls pleaded in unison.


    I thought about how explosive the night would be if I said something, so I decided to keep their secret. “Okay,” I said. “On two conditions: one you two stop drinking now, and two, you put the dress on and try to be pleasant to your father tonight. I guess that makes three conditions, but I’m sure you can do it.”


    “I can’t,” Taylor said, plopping down on her pink and black bedspread.


    “Well, then I’m telling your uncle right now,” I said, turning for the door.


    “Fine. I’ll do it,” Taylor said. “I’ll be down in a minute.”


    I walked down the stairs hoping the night would go quickly without any major problems. Gio greeted me at the bottom of the stairs and kissed me on the cheek in front of Rose and Vinny, leading me to believe that Rose had no idea what was going on with Vinny’s plan to make his brother legal in the United States, despite being Vinny’s so-called girlfriend.


    “So, Vinny told me that you two are going to get married. That’s so cute,” Rose said, smiling. “Show me your ring.”


    “Oh,” I said, looking down at my bare, left ring finger. “Gio didn’t give it to me yet.”


    “You didn’t give it to her yet, but you asked her to marry you? What’s wrong with you, Gio?” Rose scolded him, punching his arm playfully. “You’re as bad as this one.” She pointed her finger to Vinny. “This one promised to get me a ring and marry me, but instead replaced it with a European vacation.”


    Vinny laughed. “Rose, you’re funny,” he said, pulling her close.


    “So Gio, when are you going to buy your lovely girlfriend a ring?” Vinny asked, going along with the whole conversation that Rose had started.


    “Well, actually,” Gio said, reaching into his pocket, “I was going to give it to her at midnight. I know she was born at 12:01 a.m. on November 19th, but since everyone is giving me so much pressure ... will you marry me Emily?” Gio got down on one knee and opened the black, velvet box that he pulled from his pocket, and there sat a platinum, sparkling, solitary, princess cut diamond. It was at least two carats. Gio took it out of the box and took my left hand. “Will you marry me?” He asked me again and placed the ring on my finger.


    I got so caught up in the emotion of the moment that tears of happiness came to my eyes.


    “Aww,” Rose said. “You made her cry. Why can’t you be like this?” she asked Vinny, pushing him.


    I realized as my eyes filled up with tears that Vinny would know that we were really in love, and we weren’t just acting. Shit. I’m dead. I recovered quickly, pulled myself together and acted like it was no big deal that Gio had just proposed to me.


    Taylor and Mac walked into the room. “Congratulations Uncle Vinny and Emily,” Taylor said, all dressed up.


    “What changed your mind about putting on the dress?” Rose asked.


    “Oh, Emily can be pretty persuasive,” Taylor said, walking toward her father in her royal blue dress. “Thanks Daddy,” she said, giving him a big hug. Taylor was acting way too nice toward her father, and I was scared that he would notice that she’d been drinking.


    “I’m going to go get your present Taylor. Do you want to walk out to the car with me?” I asked, heading for the door.


    “Sure,” she said gleefully, and skipped out the door.


    “Don’t be too obvious that you’ve been drinking,” I said as we walked down the purple and blue slate walkway to the car.


    “Sure,” she said.


    “Just try to be nice, but not too nice and don’t breathe your wine breath on anyone,” I said, reaching into Gio’s white BMW and taking out the gigantic panda.


    “Aww! I love it!” Taylor screamed, taking it in her arms.


    All the ruckus caused everyone to gather at the front door.


    “Wow Emily! You certainly bring out the best in Taylor,” Vinny yelled from the front door.


    “Yes, I guess I do,” I said, putting my arm around her. “I think it was all that bonding we did reading books this summer.”


    We all walked into the dining room for dinner. The table was decorated elegantly with a white linen tablecloth and black and white floral china. We all sat down around the beautiful table and the caterers served our five course meal, starting with prosciutto rolls with goat cheese, arugula and fig spread, followed by gingered carrot soup, which was absolutely delicious. Then we had salad of spinach, peas and feta cheese. I was absolutely full at this point, but I continued eating anyway. The main course was stuffed chicken breasts with bacon, herbs, spinach and cheese. Lastly, for dessert we had chocolate fondue and fresh fruit, which I thought was slightly odd for a birthday party. There wasn’t a birthday cake, and we never sang “Happy Birthday” to Taylor, which made me feel slighted for her.


    Despite a few silly episodes of Taylor and Mac laughing about nothing, everything went fine until Vinny got a call, which triggered a secret dialogue between Vinny and Gio. We all just sat there listening to the Italian words as if we knew what they were saying.


    “Capisco,” Taylor interrupted with a smirk.


    Vinny and Gio stopped mid-conversation and just stared at Taylor.


    “I’m just kidding,” Taylor said. “Ha! Really I’m just kidding. I don’t understand. I just know that one word.”


    Vinny and Gio stood up from the table and went into the kitchen to finish their conversation.


    “What did you say?” I asked, looking at her.


    “Ha, ha, ha!” Taylor laughed. “I said I understand in Italian.”


    “And do you?” I asked.


    “What do you think?” she asked, smiling. “Of course not. I’m just fooling around,” she said, looking at me and then Rose.


    About fifteen minutes went by and Vinny and Gio returned to the dining room. “So, it looks like we have to go,” Vinny said, putting on his three quarter length black coat.


    “Of course you do, Father,” Taylor smirked again.


    “We can drive Mac home,” Vinny said.


    “But Dad,” Taylor said, “it’s my birthday, and Mac was going to sleep over.”


    “Well, now I’m not going be here,” he said.


    “But Rose is,” Taylor said, begging her father.


    “Actually she isn’t,” Vinny said.


    “I’m sorry Taylor. I have to pick my sister up at the airport later, so I can’t stay,” Rose said.


    “Can we sleep over Uncle Gio’s and Emily’s house?” Taylor pleaded.


    “Well,” Vinny said, “Uncle Gio is going to be with me, and I’m sure Emily doesn’t want you two there.”


    “No, I don’t mind at all,” I said, smiling. “It will be fun.”


    “Well, Taylor’s Mom is coming in the morning early to pick up Taylor,” he said, kissing Rose on the lips, Taylor on the cheek, and then me on the lips.


    “Call your mom and tell her that you’ll be at Uncle Gio’s condo,” Vinny said to Taylor.


    “Okay. Sure Dad.” Taylor smiled widely.


    “Bye,” Gio said from the living room doorway, looking rather morose. He walked out of the house and hopped into his brother’s car.


    On the way back to the condo, Taylor called her mother. “Mom, I’m sleeping at Uncle Gio’s, so pick me up there ... he’s marrying my tutor Emily ... yeah. It’s so awesome ... okay, love you too. Bye.”


    As I drove Gio’s BMW home, the ride seemed bumpier than usual.


    “Stop!” Mac yelled from the backseat. “I’m going to throw up.”


    I quickly stopped and pulled over to the side of the road, but Mac had already puked all over the backseat of Gio’s car. Lovely. Just lovely.


    Taylor managed to get out and open the back door, but it was too late. Vomit was everywhere–all over Mac and all over the car. It was a mess.


    After we got back to the condo and Mac was all cleaned up, I sat them both down to give them a lecture on drinking. “Now I don’t want to tell your parents, and I won’t if this is the last time this happens. Do you two know how bad alcohol is for you?” I asked, pointing my finger at them.


    “No,” they said in alliance.


    “You do it,” Taylor said to me, and Mac agreed with her by nodding her head.


    “You’re right, but it’s not good for me either. Did you notice that I didn’t drink tonight?” I asked. “And not only that, I’m an adult, and you two happen to be fifteen. Well, you’re almost fifteen Taylor.”


    “Yeah, yeah,” Mac said, slumping over on the tan couch. “I learned my lesson. I promise.”


    “Me too,” said Taylor, lying back on the couch and holding Chloe in her lap.


    “I’m going to get you girls some blankets,” I said, heading up the stairs.


    When I returned with the blankets, Mac was sound asleep, but Taylor was very talkative.


    “You know Emily, don’t tell anyone, but I really do understand Italian, and I know everything my father has done … everything,” Taylor said.


    “Like what?” I asked, “And how doesn’t your father know that you understand Italian?”


    “Well, when I was little probably all the way until I was eleven years old, my dad used to always talk to me in Italian. I’ve always understood it, but I’ve always hated him. I knew it would make him happy if I could speak Italian, and I never wanted to give him that satisfaction, so I would never answer him back in Italian. I guess he stopped trying to teach me, but he never stopped talking in Italian to my uncle. I know all his secrets. He’s a very bad man,” Taylor said, starting to cry.


    “It’s okay,” I said, sitting next to her on the couch.


    “You can tell me anything Taylor,” I said.


    “Nobody knows! Nobody!” Taylor sobbed. “Not my mom. Not Mac,” Taylor said, pointing to Mac who was sound asleep on the couch. “Just my uncle. He knows everything, but he doesn’t know that I know. Uncle Gio’s not bad,” Taylor said in between sobs, “but you’ll think he is when you know the truth.”


    “What truth Taylor?” I asked. “It’s okay to tell me.”


    I felt sick to my stomach and scared all at once. I knew there was something going on. After all, I had secretly taped Gio for a reason.


    “Well, did you know that I had an older sister?” Taylor asked.


    “No. Where is she?”


    “Emily please! You have to promise never to tell,” Taylor said.


    “I promise.”


    “Can we go upstairs Emily? I don’t want anyone to hear,” Taylor said, nodding her head toward Mac. We walked up the spiral staircase, and Taylor sat on the bed with me.


    “Well, it was in the spring of 1998.” Taylor started her story. As soon as she mentioned 1998, my mind flashed back to the previous summer when Vinny got drunk and passed out, and I knew this must be the incident that Gio said never to bring up.


    “And,” Taylor continued, “I was only about a year old, and my sister was three. Sometimes, I think I can remember her, but I think it’s only because I have looked at pictures of her so many times. Uncle Gio and my grandmother had just come from Italy to visit. My uncle brought us two porcelain dolls–one for me and one for Amelia, my sister. My parents went out on a date one night–something that they never did because they had two little girls, and Uncle Gio put us to bed. I was in my room and my sister was in her room, and my grandmother and Uncle Gio were downstairs. My grandmother couldn’t hear very well, so the television was on very loudly. Amelia climbed out of her twin bed and tried to get her porcelain doll off her big, heavy bureau. I guess she couldn’t reach it, so she climbed up on the bureau, and it fell on top of her. My uncle and grandmother didn’t hear it fall. A while went by, and Uncle Gio came to check on us and found Amelia under the bureau not breathing. He tried to resuscitate her and called the ambulance, but it was too late,” Taylor said.


    “Oh my God!” I gasped, putting my arm around Taylor.


    “And to make matters worse, my grandmother had a heart attack from all the stress and commotion. My parents came home to find my sister dead and my grandmother being taken away in an ambulance. She died on the way to the hospital. My father never forgave Uncle Gio and didn’t talk to him for a year. My Uncle was supposed to go back to Italy, but he never did because he felt so guilty. Finally, my father started talking to him when my uncle agreed to work for him,” Taylor explained.


    “This is horrible!” I said, hugging Taylor. “I’m so sorry.”


    “It’s awful Emily, but honestly, I don’t remember my sister or my grandmother. The worst part is what my father turned into after they both died. My parents stayed married for another year, and then they got divorced. Then my father moved here to Massachusetts with me. He made up awful things about my mother. He said she was on drugs, was an alcoholic, and was bipolar. I don’t know how he convinced everyone it was true, but he did and my mother lost me. She’s the sweetest woman in the world–the best mother. All those things my father said about her weren’t true. My father has a lot of money, and he still makes her pay child support–just to torture her. She’s only a teacher,” Taylor said. “Then my father got remarried and things were better for a while. Lynne, that was her name, was really nice, and then of course Dad hired Rose to take care of me. Everything was great until the middle of seventh grade. I think my stepmother started to figure out what my father was doing. I think she found out about Rose and my father sneaking around together, and I think she found out where he was getting all his money from. They had a lot of fights, and then the next thing I knew she was dead.”


    “What exactly are you saying Taylor? And how does your Uncle Gio work for your father?”


    “I’m saying–” Taylor started.


    “Hi Ladies,” Gio said, standing at the top of the stairs behind us.


    Taylor and I screamed.


    “How long have you been standing there?” I asked, turning myself around completely on the bed.


    “Just a second,” he said, looking at his watch. “It’s officially your birthdays. It’s 12:05 a.m. happy thirty-ninth birthday, Emily and happy fifteenth birthday, Taylor.”


    “Thank you, Uncle Gio,” Taylor said.


    “Shouldn’t you be sleeping Taylor?” Gio asked.


    “I guess,” Taylor said, picking up Chloe. “I’m going to sleep with her. Okay?”


    “Sure,” Gio said, sitting down next to me.


    Taylor looked at me and locked eyes with me as if she was trying to say close call and don’t tell.


    “Goodnight,” she said, heading down the stairs.


    “Goodnight Taylor. Happy birthday,” I said.


    Taylor walked down the stairs, and I was alone with Gio. “Why did you ask me to marry you in front of everyone? What was that about?”


    “That was Vinny’s idea. He wanted Rose to witness my proposal, so there would be more proof for immigration. He handed me the ring discreetly before you came down from Taylor’s room.”


    “Oh, I thought–” I broke off. I was more than annoyed. I actually thought it was a sincere, heartfelt surprise. Love has made a fool out of me once again. I lay there outraged. I vowed tomorrow to find someone to translate the spy pens and find out what they were up to.


    Morning came quickly, and at eight o’clock, I heard Taylor and Mac opening the front door.


    “Bye. My mom is here. Thank you,” Taylor yelled from down below.


    “Wait,” I yelled down to them, but the door slammed shut before I could get out of bed.


    I stood up on the bed and peered out the long rectangular window and into the parking lot.


    Taylor’s mom was pretty with short, blonde hair. I saw Taylor’s excitement when she saw her mother. They hugged, jumped into the car and drove away.


    It was so sad. I couldn’t imagine having a child and losing her to a father. If I ever had a child I would never let him or her go. I’d leave the country before I’d let some stupid man take my baby.


    I sat down on the bed and thought about what a mess I was involved in. Gio and I had fallen in love, but Vinny would kill us if he knew we had broken his stupid rules. I wanted to run away with Gio. I looked at him sleeping and then at my diamond engagement ring. I felt scared, angry, and sad all at once.


    I went to look for my black Louis Vuitton purse to take another Xanax, and then I decided that I would try to go for as long as I could without taking one.


    Chloe was still asleep on the blanket where Taylor had slept the night before. I picked her up and carried her around while I made coffee. As the coffee brewed, I took out my computer and Googled Italian translators in Massachusetts. I found a man in Brighton named Pasquale Capo. I dialed his number.


    “Hello?” he answered.


    “Hi. My name is Emily, and I was just wondering if you could translate something for me?” I asked quietly.


    “Speak up my dear. I didn’t hear you,” the man on the other end of the phone said.


    “I was just wondering if you could translate something for me?” I asked again a little louder, stepping closer to the doorway.


    “Oh, yes,” he responded. “What is it?” he asked.


    “A tape,” I said, “and I can’t really talk right now. Can I come today?”


    “Umm ... sure. Today is fine. My address is 300 Broadway Street, The Liffton Common Apartments, apartment twenty-five in Brighton. I’m free at two o’clock.”


    “Okay. Great,” I said. “I’ll see you then.”


    I hung up quickly, and then saved the number under the name Sara, just in case anyone went snooping through my phone. I poured the coffee into the black mugs and carried them up the stairs.


    “Hey baby,” Gio said. “Happy birthday! I’m supposed to be bringing you coffee in bed,” Gio said, sitting up.


    “I couldn’t sleep after the girls left, so I just got up,” I said, handing him his coffee and sitting down on the bed.


    “Oh, they’re gone?” Gio questioned, leaning over to kiss me.


    “Yeah,” I said, sipping my coffee.


    “So, I have a big surprise for you today.”


    “Another one?” I asked, looking down at my big ring.


    “Yup. We’re going horseback riding.”


    “Oh, Gio. I made plans with Father Michael for lunch,” I said, fibbing. “I wish you had told me.”


    “Please cancel,” Gio requested.


    “I can’t,” I said. “This is my first birthday without my mother, and Father Michael called me and asked me to come over to the rectory for lunch. It would be horribly rude if I canceled.”


    “Oh, I understand,” he said, pulling me close. “I love you.”


    “I love you too,” I said. I couldn’t stop thinking about what Taylor had told me about her sister that died and then her grandmother that very same night back in 1998. I squeezed Gio tight and tears came to my eyes when I thought about how much guilt he must carry with him everyday.


    “What’s wrong?” Gio asked, looking at my face.


    “Nothing. I guess I just miss my mom,” I said, which was true. Then Gio’s cell phone started to ring. I didn’t have to ask who it was because it was always Vinny, and like clockwork Gio jumped out of bed and walked out the door in a matter of twenty minutes. Good thing I don’t want to go horseback riding, I thought. Having him gone will make my plan easier.


    My cell phone rang just as soon as he left. “Hello?” I answered.


    “Umm ... There’s vomit in my car, and it reeks in here,” said Gio.


    “Oh yeah,” I said smiling. I couldn’t help but feel slightly amused by it. “I forgot to tell you. Mac threw up, and I couldn’t pull over in time.”


    “How could you forget to tell me something like this?”


    “I don’t know. I guess it just slipped my mind. It’s no big deal. She just had too much to eat. It only happened once. Don’t be mad,” I said, looking out the window at Gio sitting in his car with all the windows rolled down.


    “I’m not mad. It’s just nasty. I’ll get the car cleaned. I love you,” Gio said.


    “I love you too.”


    


    


    Fourteen


    


    At two o’clock, I arrived at The Liffton Common Apartments. It was a big apartment complex, which I quickly realized could work to my advantage. I hoped Pasquale would never see my SUV, and even though I had told him my real name earlier, I decided to say my name was Jackie for anonymity–just in case there was something really bad on the tapes. I was feeling extremely paranoid.


    I knocked on the door and realized that this was a little dangerous–a single woman walking into a strange man’s apartment. Pasquale opened the door, and I felt a little relieved when I saw him. He appeared to be at least in his mid-seventies and was short with gray hair, so I reasoned that he probably wasn’t a rapist, and even if he was, I could probably get away from him.


    “Hello,” Pasquale said, extending his hand. “I’m Pasquale.”


    “Hi. I’m Jackie. Nice to meet you,” I said, extending my hand.


    “Have a seat,” he said, pointing to the red couch. “Now, what do you have for me to listen to?” Pasquale sat down in the red adjacent chair.


    “Well, my friend found these pens in a used car she just bought,” I said, pulling them out from my black purse. I hadn’t prepared what I was going to say until it spewed from my deceiving mouth. “And,” I continued, “She realized that they weren’t regular pens, but that they were actually recording devices.”


    “Really?” Pasquale asked, reaching out to take the pens. “They look like pens to me.”


    “To me too,” I said, pretending to be dumb, “but my friend watches a lot of detective shows, and to make a long story short, she figured it out and played them. The tapes aren’t in English, but we’re pretty sure they’re in Italian. We’re just curious, and since she had to work today I said I would get them translated.”


    “Well, that was nice of you,” Pasquale said, clicking the pen up and down. “How do you make it play?”


    “Oh, just press in the silver clip part,” I said.


    The recording started to play and Pasquale’s eyes seemed to get bigger with every word. He held the pen closer to his big ear.


    “What does it say?” I asked.


    Pasquale held up his hand to shush me. It was Gio and Vinny talking in Gio’s car through Bluetooth. The other tape was the one from the house. Fifteen minutes went by, and then Pasquale started talking.


    “Where did your friend buy this car from?”


    “Waltham Toyota,” I said. “Why?”


    “Where are you from?” the small Italian man asked.


    “My friend is from Waltham, and I’m from Cambridge,” I said, telling some more untruths.


    “Well, we have to go to the police.”


    “What do you mean we have to go to the police?” I asked. “Please just tell me what it says.” I grabbed both of the pens back up from the table and put them in my purse. I took out three one hundred dollar bills and placed them on the glass coffee table. My nerves were really on edge. “What did it say?” I asked again firmly.


    “Well, basically these conversations are between two men–a man named Vinny and a man named Gio.


    “Yeah,” I said, leaning forward.


    “Well, there are a few things going on. This man Vinny found this other man Gio a woman named Emily to marry, so he can stay in the country. I’m assuming that he’s here illegally. They’re paying her a lot of money, some up front and some after the marriage, but Vinny wants to trick her and not give her any money. Gio wants to just give her what she has been promised, but Vinny doesn’t want to. Vinny plans to kill this woman when he’s done using her.


    My heart was beating a mile a minute and I could feel alarm surging through my body. “Well, I can see how I have to go to the police with these,” I said.


    “Yes, you certainly do, but I’m not done telling you what these tapes say,” Pasquale said.


    “Okay finish,” I said. I sat still and listened, flustered.


    “Gio is a urologist and follows orders from Vinny. It appears that they kill people, steal their kidneys and then sell them for outrageous amounts of money. People are paying between five hundred thousand and one million dollars for a kidney to live.”


    “Oh my God!” I stood up, shaking.


    “Are you okay?” Pasquale asked with a look of concern.


    “No! I mean, yes. I mean, I can’t believe this. I have to go to the police right now,” I said, turning toward the door.


    “Well, let me go with you.” Pasquale said. “I can help translate.”


    “No, no. That’s okay,” I said, opening the heavy, white door to Pasquale’s apartment. I ran down the hallway and out to my SUV hoping that Pasquale wasn’t fast enough to get out to the big parking lot before I left. I jumped into my SUV, drove onto the main road and just started driving, realizing that I had no idea where I was. I pulled over and sat in a parking lot of a convenience store.


    I covered my face with my hands. I felt paralyzed as sheer terror took hold of me, but no tears came to my eyes. I wouldn’t permit them to. I didn’t want to be strong, but I had no choice. I was forced into an unnatural state of survival mode. I’d had enough of men fucking with me. I will trick both Gio and Vinny, I thought. They’ll pay me all of the money, or I won’t marry Gio. “Fuck them! Fuck them!” I shouted. Yelling was a much-needed catharsis.


    I opened my pill bottle. There were only five pills left with one refill. Shit. I swallowed two of the blue pills and drove to my mother’s grave. I sat there at her headstone, crying uncontrollably. The ground was frozen, and with every breath that I inhaled, I could feel winter lurking. “Mom, please. Please help me. I have no one. I’m scared, and I don’t know what to do.”


    I sat there for a long time and left after dark had arrived. I hopped back into my SUV and started to drive back to Gio’s condo with new contempt. How would I hide the fact that I knew the truth? Luckily, he wasn’t home when I got home, but he left a dozen purple roses, Prosecco on ice, two champagne flutes, a red velvet birthday cake and a note saying: “Be home soon, Emily. I love you.”


    You love me. Ha! What a joke. I picked up Chloe and sat her on the granite counter top in the kitchen, and ran my fingers over the thorny stems of the roses. I opened the Prosecco and poured glass after glass–downing each one as if they were shots. I picked up Chloe off the counter, stumbled over to the black spiral staircase and sat on the last metal step.


    “Hey sleepy head,” Gio said.


    I looked up and saw him pushing the black and white curtains apart above the bed. The sunlight beamed in, and I squinted my eyes. “Ugh. What time is it?” I asked, rubbing my eyes and sitting up in the bed.


    “11:09 a.m.”


    It took me a minute to fully remember the jarring news. The day before seemed like a blur, yet every heinous detail of what was on the tape was etched in my mind permanently. I put my fingers to my head and rubbed it as if I could erase the memory of the tapes away.


    All of a sudden I remembered the pens in my purse. What if he found them? Then they’ll kill me sooner, and then there’s the number under Sara in my phone that really belonged to Pasquale. What if Gio called the number? I jumped out of bed and realized I was still in my clothes from yesterday–Rock & Republic jeans and a red fitted blouse. I ran down the spiral staircase.


    My keys, my black purse and my purple cell phone were all on the countertop next to my red velvet birthday cake from the night before. I grabbed them and ran to my white SUV barefoot. My feet stung from the frosted ground.


    “Emily!” Gio yelled for me.


    I slammed my SUV door shut and drove away. Gio called my phone, but I didn’t answer. I drove into an empty school parking lot down the street, jumped out of my SUV and put the pens in front of my left front tire. I drove over the pens back and forth, and then I parked on top of them and ground them into minuscule pieces by moving my steering wheel back and forth. I backed up, stepped out of my SUV and picked up the tiny, black pieces. My cell phone continued to ring nonstop. I hopped back into my SUV and headed back down the street to the Lyndan Lake Bridge near our condo. I stopped right on the bridge and threw the pieces of the pens over the bridge and into the Lyndan Lake.


    I hopped back into my car and pulled into Dunkin Donuts a little farther down the street. I deleted “Sara’s number” from my contacts and Pasquale’s address from my navigation. I went through the drive-thru and ordered two coffees and some doughnut munchkins, and then drove back to the condo. My crazy trip took only fifteen minutes. When I walked back in the door I put the biggest smile on.


    “Surprise. I just wanted to get you coffee,” I said, walking through the door, tray in hand.


    Gio stood there holding his phone dialing my number. “What are you doing? Why are you acting like a crazy person?”


    “Well, I realized as soon as I woke up that you had wanted to surprise me last night with a birthday cake and wine. The last thing I recall was drinking and sitting on the stairs. I must’ve passed out. I felt guilty when I remembered last night, so I ran out to get coffee to make it up to you,” I said.


    “Why didn’t you pick up my calls? I called you like twenty times.”


    “I guess the ringer was off,” I said, looking down at my phone pretending to notice that Gio had called. “Oh yeah, I guess you did call a bunch of times.”


    I handed Gio his coffee and pulled him over to the couch. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I just felt badly for my behavior last night. I just really miss my mom, and yesterday was a difficult day for me.”


    “When I came home last night you were passed out, sitting slouched over on the last step of the stairs holding Chloe, so I just picked you up and put you into bed,” Gio said.


    “Thanks. I’m so glad I have you,” I said, leaning over and kissing him. It took all the strength I had in me to masquerade that everything was normal.


    I couldn’t get Taylor out of my mind, and what she had started to tell me. I know she hates her father, but not her uncle. Maybe Gio isn’t bad, I thought. Maybe he doesn’t want to kill me. Should I just tell him that I know everything? I didn’t know what to do.


    


    


    Fifteen


    


    The next two months flew by uneventfully, even though I was fraught with worry constantly. Thanksgiving came and went along with Christmas. Taylor acted like she never mentioned a word to me about anything, and we were never alone, so I could never question her.


    Then January came along with tons of snow. It seemed like everyday the sky would open up, and a new white blanket would fall softly upon the ground. I suppose it would have been rather romantic with all that snow. It can have a way of setting a certain type of magical ambience. The kind that makes you want to sit with your lover by a kindling fire listening to music that echoes love. But, I guess you have to be in a mood for romance to appreciate that type of winter–otherwise it’s just a big pain in the ass and a cruel reminder of how cold life can be.


    Gio still disappeared as usual. The only difference was that I knew where he was going. Chloe and I were alone most of the time.


    I continued to try to taper back on my Xanax intake. Although, I must say, it was a daunting task that I couldn’t bring myself to quit. Falling asleep without it was impossible, and if I went longer than twenty-four hours without it, I would get strange muscle twitches along with panic attacks. Gio continued to tell me that I just had to taper off, and I would be fine, but it was a constant battle.


    Every day, I continued to search for employment opportunities. I sent my resume to every possible school in hopes to find a job in order to free myself from my tangled web, but day after day, my search proved to be unsuccessful.


    At the end of January, I missed my period, but I didn’t think much of it since my periods were very irregular. After a week or so of not getting it, I finally took a test, and sure enough, it was positive. A mix of emotions swirled through my head. I was more happy than I was worried because for the longest time I wanted a baby more than anything. It was a miracle that I was even pregnant because the doctors said it was impossible to get pregnant naturally with my blocked fallopian tubes.


    How can I hide the pregnancy? All I have to do is convince Vinny and Gio to give me the money, and then I can disappear.


    The wedding was planned for Saturday, March 17, 2011, less than seven weeks away. The wedding was to take place at the Lochmere Country Club in Worchesta. The only guests attending were Vinny, Rose, and Taylor.


    I thought of my other options. I could change my name and run away to another country, or I could somehow get a job. There was no one I could talk to–no family, no close friends–nobody. Father Michael was the only person besides Gio that I ever talked to, but I could never tell him. I was completely alone. I patted my stomach. “We’ll be okay,” I promised the growing embryo. “I don’t know how, but we’ll be fine.”


    I walked outside and threw the pregnancy test in the blue dumpster and went back inside. I checked my bank account–$1013.58. Shit! If I don’t get some money there is no way I will make it.


    I went to reach for a Xanax and then remembered that I was pregnant. Shit again. I can’t take these anymore. As my day went on, my mood went from bad to worse. My anxiety about everything was getting the best of me. At eight that night, Gio came home smiling.


    “Hello beautiful,” he said, carrying purple roses for me.


    “What’s the occasion?” I asked, putting the dog down on the couch.


    “Nothing,” he said, handing me the roses and kissing me.


    Ironic, I thought, that he would bring me flowers today. I began to feel even more paranoid. Maybe he has a spy cam in the house. After all, I taped him. Maybe he’s taping me. Maybe it’s just a weird coincidence, I hoped. I wanted to tell him badly. I wanted to be joyful with him, but I couldn’t take the risk.


    “Let’s go out to eat,” Gio said.


    “No,” I said, sitting back down.


    “Did you eat?” he asked, sitting on the tan couch next to me.


    “Yes,” I said.


    “Please,” he begged, “just come with me. You can have a glass of wine and dessert. Really Emily, you have become too skinny. You have to eat.”


    “Fine,” I said, standing up and walking to the small downstairs bathroom to freshen up.


    Once we were out at our usual restaurant, I sat there on edge. A waitress dropped a glass, and I jumped.


    “What’s wrong, Emily?”


    “Nothing,” I said, forcing a smile.


    “You just seem nervous, like you’re worried about something.”


    Gio ordered both of us dinner and two glasses of wine for us, despite the fact that I had eaten already. When the wine came, I just stared at it. I wanted desperately to drink it, but how could I being pregnant?


    “Aren’t you going to drink your wine?” Gio asked, holding up his own glass. “Let’s make a toast to a wonderful day.”


    I held up my glass, nodded, smiled, and took a small sip. God Emily, get a hold of yourself. He’s going to find out.


    The rest of dinner was torture. I felt nervous and jumpy. I couldn’t eat, and I didn’t drink my wine. “Emily, I can tell something is wrong. So, just tell me,” Gio pressed as we drove home.


    I pondered about what to tell him for a minute before answering. Well, for starters asshole, I thought. I have no one, and let’s see what else; I got involved with your devious brother who took advantage of me. Then I made this ridiculous promise to marry you for money out of desperation. I fell in love with you for real, but we can’t tell anyone because it’s breaking Vinny’s fucking, crazy rules. Then I found out about what happened in your past from Taylor, and that Vinny plans to not only trick me out of the money I am due from marrying you, but that he’s going to kill me. Oh, and let’s not forget that you steal people’s kidney’s and sell them on the black market, and to top it off, I’m pregnant.


    “Emily?” Gio asked again, “Are you going to tell me.”


    I stared into the night sky, looking at the stars and thinking about everything. “Yeah,” I finally answered. “It’s just that I stopped taking the Xanax, and I guess I just feel the withdrawal effects. That’s the only thing wrong.”


    “When was the last time you took one?” Gio asked, reaching for my hand.


    I thought about it and realized that it was about twenty-four hours ago. “Last night,” I answered.


    “Well Emily,” Gio said, “you’ve been slowly cutting back right?” he asked.


    “Yes,” I said. Although, that wasn’t exactly true. My idea of cutting back was tapering back for a week and then going back full force to what I was previously taking.


    “Good because if you just stop cold-turkey, it can be very dangerous. You can actually have a seizure,” Gio said.


    “A seizure?” I questioned as if I didn’t hear him. I knew this already though because I had looked it up on the Internet months before, but really hoped that it wasn’t true.


    “Yes,” he said, taking the turn into the condo’s parking lot, “but don’t worry you’ll be fine because you cut back slowly. How much did you take last night?” he asked.


    I thought about telling the truth, but lied to him instead. “I took 0.25 milligrams. Not that much.” I realized though that I probably had two or three milligrams the previous day, but I’d lost track.


    “Why don’t you take 0.25 milligrams tonight too,” Gio said, as we walked into the slate gray condo, “and do that for a couple more nights.”


    “Yeah, okay. Good idea,” I said, knowing I couldn’t take it at all. I wanted to Google birth defects and Xanax, but I couldn’t because Gio might see. I won’t let anything happen to this baby, I vowed to myself.


    We went upstairs and had sex, but all I could do was worry about everything. When it was over I just lay there staring.


    “Emily, seriously, take 0.25 milligrams. You’re a mess.”


    “Sure,” I said.


    I was beginning to feel little muscle twitches and wondered if this was the beginning of my seizure–just another thing to worry about. Gio lay back on the bed and fell asleep instantly.


    After I lay there for an hour, I realized that sleep wouldn’t be coming anytime soon, so I snuck downstairs. I Googled Xanax and birth defects on my laptop. Some of the things that I read said it was safe to take while being pregnant, and other things that I read said it wasn’t.


    Then I read one comment posted by a doctor: “Xanax is not safe if you are pregnant by any means. Do not to listen to people who are not doctors. There is positive evidence of human fetal risk. The drug is teratogenic at high doses and produces skeletal anomalies and affects fetal neurodevelopment, causing cerebellar defects and chronic maternal use of the drug throughout pregnancy can cause neonatal withdrawal.”


    After reading that, it scared me enough not to take it again, and any chance of me taking even a small 0.25 dose went out the proverbial window.


    At five in the morning I was still awake, so I decided to go to the gym for a spin class. When I returned home, Gio was still sleeping. I couldn’t believe that I was still awake, and I felt achy and sick. This was the worst that I had ever felt in my life. I had all this stress, no one to talk to and now Xanax withdrawals. I thought about how I might end up in the mental institution. That would’ve been real proof that I was really crazy, but luckily that didn’t happen. I made coffee and brought it up to Gio. “Did you sleep well?” I asked.


    “Yeah,” he said, taking the coffee from me. “Did you?”


    Obviously, he hadn’t noticed that I hadn’t been in bed next to him all night. “Yeah, great,” I said.


    “You went to the gym?” he questioned, looking at my clothes.


    “Yes,” I answered, “I felt motivated this morning.”


    Gio got up after he finished his coffee, took a shower and left for the day. The rest of my day was pure torture filled with anxiety, more anxiety, and a little more anxiety for good measure. It was like time had stopped or at least slowed down for the sake of torturing Emily.


    At 6:15 p.m., Gio came home with Chinese food, which I gladly ate. I’d been awake for thirty-six hours. After we finished eating, I asked Gio to take a walk with me. Moving, along with eating were about the only two things that made me feel a little bit better. I tried to sit still after our walk to watch television, but found it nearly impossible. I kissed Gio and initiated sex, so I wouldn’t have to sit still anymore.


    “What has gotten into you?” Gio asked as I pulled his shirt off.


    “Nothing,” I said. “Just shut up.” I had no patience for small talk or anything for that matter. I pushed Gio back on the tan couch, climbed on top of him and thrust up and down vigorously. My unusual aggressiveness seemed to cause him to climax faster than usual. I got off of him, walked upstairs and took a shower. There just seemed to be no relief. When I came out of the shower I saw that Gio had made his way up to our bed and had fallen asleep. Typical man, but I was glad he was asleep. At least he wouldn’t know what a wreck I really was.


    I continued to stay up for the rest of the night. I tried drinking chamomile tea, but that didn’t work. I did two back-to-back one hour each yoga DVDs. Finally, at six in the morning I fell asleep on the couch, only to be awakened by Gio leaving at 8:15 a.m. Wonderful. I’m awake again. I tried and tried to fall back asleep but couldn’t, so I went back to the gym. After the gym I came home and ate some leftover Chinese food, actually felt tired and finally, fell asleep.


    The next two weeks were much of the same, but nothing like those first forty-eight hours. My sleep habits were off, and I felt nervous a lot, especially out in public. It was like all of my senses were on high alert–definitely in the red zone.


    The big wedding day was getting closer, and I noticed my body changing. I was probably only one month pregnant, but I had gained ten pounds in two weeks. How that was possible, I had no idea at the time, but it happened. I was constantly hungry, and if I didn’t eat, I felt like I would throw up. My waist seemed thicker, but I convinced myself that this was impossible.


    Then one morning I woke up feeling like I was going to be sick. I sat up and ran to the toilet. Gio heard me throwing up and came into the bathroom.


    “Emily, are you okay?” he asked, rubbing my back.


    I couldn’t answer him because I was heaving into the toilet. “No,” I finally said, moving over to the beige and white speckled granite sink and cupping my hands with water to rinse my mouth. I walked out to the bedroom. “I’m starving,” I said.


    “Starving?” Gio asked, scratching his head. “I think you’re sick Emily.”


    “No. I’m fine,” I said. “Really. Let’s go get food,” I said eagerly.


    I put on my favorite Burberry wool cap, Burberry coat, matching scarf and black Uggs, and we walked out the door into cold, white winter. We drove to Alice’s Diner right down the street, and I ordered pancakes, home fries and eggs and ate it all.


    “Wow Emily! I’ve never seen you eat so much,” Gio said.


    “Yeah, I guess I was just hungry.”


    “I love you,” Gio said, grabbing my hand as we sat on the black swiveling stools in the diner.


    “I love you too,” I said. The funny thing was, I did love him. I wanted badly to tell him everything, but I couldn’t risk my life or the life of my child. I just couldn’t trust him.


    “So, we’re getting married in like four weeks. How exciting is that?” I asked, not meaning it at all.


    “I know,” Gio said. “I can’t wait to marry my beautiful Emily.”


    “Does your brother think you really love me?”


    “No, but I think he has an idea. He keeps warning me not to fall for you and not to betray him, or else I will pay the consequences,” Gio said.


    “Oh yeah, and what would the consequences be?” I asked, nervously.


    “I don’t know Emily, but really I don’t want to find out.”


    “So, is your brother still going to pay me?” I asked.


    “Yes. That was the agreement.”


    “Well, tell him I need the money in the bank before I do it,” I said.


    “I think he was planning on putting the money in your bank after we’re married, and when we get divorced in two years he’s going to give you the other half.”


    “So, are you planning on divorcing me?” I spun my seat toward him. “I mean how can you divorce someone you love?” I asked Gio my test question.


    “You can’t, and I won’t. We’ll just have to figure it out when the time comes,” Gio said.


    “What does that mean? Don’t you think that Vinny is going to realize that you love me?”


    “I think he already knows,” Gio said, putting his arms around me.


    “So, why don’t you just tell him?” I asked, as he paid the check and we walked to the car.


    “Going against Vinny is like cutting our own feet off,” Gio said.


    “What do you mean? He would literally cut our feet off?” I questioned, opening the window for air.


    “Yeah, something like that,” Gio said, turning down the snowy street to the condo.


    “Why don’t you just tell me the truth about everything?” I asked, boldly. “If you love me so much why don’t you trust me?”


    “Tell you what?” Gio questioned.


    “I think you know,” I said, looking at him.


    Gio’s eyes narrowed.


    “And,” I continued, “If I don’t hear the truth from you, and I find out another way then you’ll be sorry.”


    “That sounds like a threat to me Emily, and what do you think I need to tell you?” Gio frowned.


    “Umm ... everything,” I said, stepping out of his car into the bright snow. I walked toward the condo.


    “Well, I would love to tell you something, but really there is nothing.”


    “Okay.” I made my way inside and lay down on the long, tan couch. “Have it your way. Now, I want you to call Vinny and make plans about our business transaction. You can let him know that I want five hundred thousand dollars in my bank account the day we get married. If it’s not there before the ceremony, then no deal. Call him now.” I ordered, sitting back up.


    “No. I’m not calling him,” Gio said, sitting next to me on the couch.


    “Yes you are,” I said, handing him his cell phone.


    “Do you really think that you are in a position to be calling the shots with Vinny?” Gio asked.


    “Ha! Actually, I do,” I said.


    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Gio asked.


    Then I remembered how I crushed the pens under the wheel of my SUV a couple of months ago. Oh, why did I do that? I could have used them to blackmail Gio and Vinny. Then I had an idea. I could order another spy pen, and then I really could blackmail them.


    “You know what? Nevermind. Don’t call him,” I said, lying back down. “I’m sure he’s good on his word.”


    I felt suddenly drowsy, which made me happy. With a full stomach and the sun beaming in from the skylights above, I fell asleep like a cat taking a nap in the sunshine. When I awakened three hours later, Gio was gone, but he left a note: “Be home later, love you.”


    


    Sixteen


    


    I ordered one spy pen next day air and prayed that Gio wouldn’t be home the next day when it arrived. I spent the rest of the day researching obstetricians in the area, and realized that since I didn’t have health insurance anymore, this was going to be a little problem. With basically no money in the bank and no income, I would have to ask Gio to buy me health insurance–something I would have to add to our deal.


    He came home around eight o’clock with Chinese food again, which I was really grateful for since I hadn’t brought myself to get off of the couch all day. I assumed the pregnancy was causing my newfound sleepiness. As we sat and ate our Chinese food, I brought up the subject of health insurance.


    “Gio,” I said, in between bites of lo mein.


    “Yeah.”


    “I need one other thing as part of our agreement.”


    “Yeah what is it?” he asked, standing up to get some red wine. He sat down with two glasses and poured them both halfway full.


    “Well, I need health insurance, and I don’t think it’s too much to ask–”


    “Of course. You don’t need to ask,” Gio said, interrupting me. “Whatever type of insurance you want just pick it out, and I will write you a check. Actually, just let me write you a check now, so you have some spending money too.”


    Gio disappeared for a minute upstairs to our loft bedroom and came back with a check made out to Emily DeBoise, my maiden name that I went back to after the divorce. I looked at the check. It was for twenty thousand dollars.


    “What’s this for?” I asked.


    “It’s for you because I love you. You must be running out of money by now the way you spend it,” Gio said, smiling.


    “Thank you,” I said, kissing him on the cheek. It was hard not to love him.


    The next morning I woke up around seven, feeling a raw sensation stirring in my stomach like I did the day before. I ran to the bathroom and threw up for a good five minutes. Great. This is going to be the dead giveaway that I’m pregnant. Gio ran into the bathroom and rubbed my back.


    “I’m fine,” My voice was cold.


    I hoped Gio would be leaving because the spy pen would be coming, but he didn’t. Luckily, when the deliveryman came I was downstairs in the kitchen emptying the dishwasher and Gio was upstairs. I saw the driver coming from the kitchen window, so I ran to the door before he could ring our bell. I took the small package and hid it in the front hall closet beneath a small piece of tan carpet that lined the closet floor.


    Gio came down the stairs. “What did we get delivered?”


    “Oh, nothing,” I told him. “Wrong condo.”


    “Oh,” he said. “I’m going to take a shower and get going.”


    “Sure,” I said. “But before you go, can you just tell me where you go exactly?”


    “Emily, we’ve had this conversation before, and you know that it’s better if you don’t know.”


    “How is it better for me?” I asked. “I’m marrying you, and I really love you. You keep so many secrets.”


    “Emily, I have to get going. We’ll talk later” he said, hurrying up the stairs.


    I heard the shower turn on and that was my cue to run out to his car and to plant the spy pen under his front seat again.


    After Gio left I went to the bank and deposited the twenty thousand dollar check into my bank account, and returned back home.


    Then I called and bought an insurance plan. It was expensive–seven hundred and fifty dollars a month–but I figured it was worth it. After the insurance was in place, I made an appointment with an obstetrician named Dr. Hines. The next available appointment was the following week on February 22nd at noon. I couldn’t wait to see a doctor because morning sickness, tiredness and breast tenderness had all set in, and I just wanted to make sure everything was okay.


    For the next week, I woke up like clockwork and ran to the bathroom and threw up every day. I really kind of thought that I was fooling Gio, but on the morning of February 22nd after I had puked, but before I had peed, Gio handed me a pregnancy test as I sat down on the beige toilet.


    “What’s this?” I asked, sitting down trying to pee quickly.


    “You know what it is Emily, and I want you to pee on it,” Gio said.


    “No,” I said, trying to force myself to pee away the evidence, but it wouldn’t come out.


    “It’s so obvious that you’re pregnant with my baby.”


    “Your baby?” I asked.


    “Pee on it now!” he demanded.


    “No. I don’t have to,” I said, standing up.


    I took my clothes off and threw them on the tiled floor. I jumped into the shower, and Gio pulled me out gently by my wrists.


    “Well, I’m not leaving your side until you pee on this stick.”


    “You pee on it,” I said, trying to pull my naked body away.


    “Why are you trying to hide it from me Emily? It’s so obvious. You stopped drinking wine and coffee. You stopped taking Xanax, you’re hungry all the time, and you throw up every morning. Please! Emily, tell me! I love you.”


    All of a sudden, I felt an uncontrollable burn of fury. I didn’t speak for a moment and then plunged.


    “You love me?” I asked in disbelief. “You love me, huh? Well I don’t believe you. I know, Gio. I know so much. Obviously, you have no compunction for your behavior.” I pulled my arm away forcefully and got into the shower. The usual stinging in my nose and tears started to come, but I forced them away by thinking about the truth. I peed in the shower, washed myself and dried off with one of our black towels.


    Gio sat at the end of the bed with tears in his eyes. “Please, Emily. I love you. I truly love you. Tell me the truth.”


    “That’s funny coming from you,” I said, putting on my bra and underwear. “You want me to tell you the truth when all you do is lie to me. But soon, Gio soon–” I cut myself off and fell silent because as angry as I was I knew my life and the life of my child depended on me being strong and not being impulsive like I usually was. It went against my nature to deal with things calmly, but I had no other choice.


    I got ready and left before Gio ever left the condo. I had nowhere to be until noon, so I drove aimlessly around. As I drove, it seemed like sad song after sad song kept playing on the radio. Then the song “If I Die Young” came on. This was the final song that pushed me over the edge. I felt like the words were written for me. If I die young, bury me with purple roses. Tears came.


    “Oh God please! I don’t want to die young,” I begged, pulling into the parking lot of Starbucks to control my convulsive bawling.


    It’s a good thing I packed my makeup in my brown Gucci bag because dark streaks of mascara and eyeliner had run down my face making muddy trails, and my blue eyes had turned slightly green like they always did when I cried. God, these surging pregnancy hormones are really getting the best of me.


    I decided to go visit my mom’s grave since I still had time before my doctor’s appointment.


    In the cemetery the snow on the ground was iced over. It was hard to walk on it, and I slipped and fell twice as I made my way over to her gray headstone. I knelt down at the grave and my knees felt frozen.


    “Hi Mom, Evan, and Lady” I said, trying to brush the frozen snow off the top of the headstone with my bare hands. “I miss you, and I’m scared. I don’t know what to do. Please, if you can hear me please help me. I love you.”


    I was only there for a few minutes because it was only about five degrees out and the wind was blowing forcefully, so I jumped back into my SUV and headed to the doctor’s office a little early.


    When I arrived, I filled out the necessary paperwork and handed the woman behind the desk my new health insurance card. I waited thirty minutes and was called for my appointment. I had to pee in a cup, and the nurse confirmed that I was pregnant. Then the doctor came in to see me.


    “When was your last period?” Dr. Hines asked.


    “I’m not exactly sure because it’s never regular. I guess maybe in December,” I said. “My stomach has started looking thicker though, and this morning I couldn’t button my pants. I have gained like ten pounds in the last two weeks because I’m constantly starving and eating.”


    The doctor decided after examining me that the best thing to do was to give me an ultrasound. I had to drink a big glass of water and wait until my bladder was full again to have the procedure.


    Finally, it was show time. I walked down the hall to the ultrasound room and placed my legs up in the stirrups. The technician placed a big tube like thing inside of me.


    “This won’t hurt,” she said.


    I felt a lot of pressure, but she was right- it didn’t hurt.


    “Here look up on the screen. You can see your baby. See this little dot here. Hold on–” she said, pulling the tube out of me. “I’ll be right back.”


    I was instantly on the verge of panic and thought something was wrong for her to stop so abruptly and leave the room.


    She came back with the doctor. He sat down on the stool in front of my open legs and stuck the tube back inside of me.


    “You’re right,” he said to the technician, smiling.


    “Right about what?” I asked, lifting up my head to look down at him.


    “You’re pregnant with twins,” said the doctor.


    “Twins?” I questioned. “Oh my God! Two of them!” I couldn’t help but feel excited and relieved.


    “There are two placentas,” The doctor said.


    “What does that mean?” I asked.


    “Usually it means,” the doctor said still moving the tube like thing around inside of me, “that they’re fraternal twins. I can’t tell what sex they are yet, but you’re about eight weeks along.”


    “Eight weeks!” I exclaimed. “That’s more than I thought.”


    “Get dressed and meet me down in the exam room,” the doctor said.


    I quickly got dressed and hurried back to the room.


    “It looks like the date of conception was around January 13th, and your due date is October 6th, but twins usually come early,” the doctor said.


    “I’m scared,” I said. “I don’t want to lose these babies. I’m older now, and I’ve already lost one.”


    “You’re fine,” the doctor said in a convincing voice. “You’re healthy, and I’ll monitor you carefully.”


    He gave me a prescription for prenatal vitamins, and I made an appointment for a month away on March 21st. I will be married by then or in hiding, I thought to myself. I really didn’t have a solid plan.


    As I drove home, I wondered how I would pull all of this off. If I’m showing before the wedding then Vinny will probably just kill me. Maybe it’s not as bad as it seems. After all, Taylor said her uncle was good. Maybe I could blackmail Gio and Vinny with the information on my new spy pen. I still have to get it out of his car and have it interpreted by someone other than Pasquale. All the way home I thought and thought. I really didn’t know what to do next, but it didn’t really matter because sometimes life makes decisions for you–ready or not. This happened to be one of those moments.


    


    


    Seventeen


    


    When I pulled into the parking lot of the condo complex, Gio’s car was there. Shit. I really wanted him gone. I parked next to him and touched his car to see if it was warm, and it was, so I knew he had gone out and had only been home for a short time. I walked into the house and everything was in disarray. The tan couches had been cut open and tipped over. All of our black dishes were smashed. Everything was thrown around and on the mirror above the fireplace “TRAITOR” was written in lipstick. I assumed that it was my lipstick, since it looked like my bubble gum pink shade. I looked around for Chloe, but didn’t see her.


    “Gio!” I called out frantically, running up the spiral staircase.


    “Go downstairs!” he yelled. “Now!”


    I never heard him yell in that tone before, and continued up the stairs anyway despite hearing his loud, fearful voice, but I so wish I heeded his warning. Chloe’s limp, strangled body dangled from the ceiling fan. I screamed and instantly threw up on the cream-colored rug.


    “We need to leave right now,” said Gio.


    He grabbed my arm and handed me a towel to wipe the vomit from around my mouth and pulled me downstairs.


    “We have to go!” he yelled.


    “No. We don’t have to go anywhere,” I cried. “I’m leaving.”


    I grabbed my keys and ran out the door, and then I realized that I needed the spy pen to blackmail Gio and his brother. I ran back inside and took Gio’s keys that were also on the kitchen counter. I ran toward his car, opened it and reached under the seat. I grabbed the spy pen in my hand and tucked it between the top of my jeans and my underwear.


    “What are you doing?” Gio asked in a loud voice from behind me.


    “Nothing,” I said, turning around, but I was pinned between the open car door and Gio.


    “Get in the car Emily! Now!” he screamed, grabbing me forcefully by the wrist.


    “No!” I screamed louder. “Let me go! I’m sick of this ridiculous charade. I hate you and your psycho brother.”


    Gio picked me up and carried me to the other side of his car as I was kicking and screaming, opened the door to his BMW and placed me inside the passenger seat of his car. Then he ran around to get in on the driver’s side, but by the time he had his door open, I opened the passenger door, jumped out and jumped into my SUV. I backed out quickly and Gio followed me. Then my cell phone started ringing. I hit ignore over and over as Gio continued to follow me. I have to hide this pen, but where? Father Michael. I called him.


    “Hello. This is Father Michael.”


    “Father Michael, this is Emily.”


    “Oh, Emily. It’s so nice to hear from you.”


    “I need your help.”


    “Of course, Emily. What is it? Anything.”


    “Well, I can’t tell you the whole story now, but I need to give you something. Can I come over?” I asked.


    “Sure Emily. Come.”


    “Okay thanks. I’m on my way.”


    I arrived at Father Michael’s with Gio behind me. When I stepped out of my SUV he rolled down his window.


    “Don’t embarrass me. Sit in the car,” I said as I walked past his car and up to the rectory door.


    Gio didn’t move but just sat there, looking around nervously.


    I knocked on the door.


    “Hi Emily. Come in,” said the red-headed, freckled priest.


    “Thank you, Father Michael.”


    “Would you like some tea?”


    “No, thank you,” I said, reaching into my pocket for the pen. “I need you to hold onto this, and if anything happens to me bring it to the police. Please. Just keep it in a safe place and don’t give it to anyone. Guard it with your life. I can’t tell you what’s going on now, but I will call you soon.”


    “Emily, you’re making me nervous. I can see how upset you are.”


    “I am,” I said, trying to force away the tears. I walked out the door and father Michael looked out at Gio and waved.


    “Please Father Michael,” I said. “Hold onto it.”


    “I will. I promise. You can count on me,” Father Michael said.


    “Thank you. I will call you soon. Good-bye,” I said.


    I hopped back into my SUV and drove out of the parking lot. I didn’t have a plan. I wished that I had someone to call. I thought about making a post on Facebook saying if I happen to die call the police and tell them Vinny and Gio Mariani are responsible, but if I did that I knew that I would be labeled crazy forever, so that wasn’t an option. I drove down the street and went to Starbucks. I hopped out of my car, walked in and ordered a hot chocolate. Gio followed me and sat down at my table. Well, I can’t be murdered in here.


    “Emily,” Gio said, reaching for my hand. “I know you’re pregnant with twins.”


    I sat there trying to process everything. Okay, yes it’s easy to guess that I’m pregnant–puking everyday, quitting Xanax and wine, crying and eating a ton–but this is more than just a coincidence. There was no way to guess this. I didn’t respond but quietly sat there.


    “Do you want to know how I know?” Gio asked. “Well, Vinny knows your every move. I didn’t know about any of this until today when he told me everything. He knows that you went to some man named Pasquale to have the tapes translated. And guess what? Pasquale is dead.”


    I dropped my hot chocolate to the floor, and it spilled everywhere. A barista came over, helped me clean up the mess, and then made me a new drink.


    “I recorded you and your brother. I know what you’ve done, and I know what he’s done. I know how your mother died and about what happened to your niece. He blames you, and you feel guilty. He doesn’t plan on giving me the money, and he plans on killing me. Why did you start doing such horrible, evil things? Why do you kill people and steal their kidneys?”


    Gio looked up at the ceiling. “Emily, you don’t understand. I don’t go around killing people. There’s an elite kidney donor list that Vinny started. It’s for people that have money, and anyone on it supersedes the regular donor list. Yes, it’s illegal, and it’s not fair, but money talks in this world,” Gio said.


    “What do you mean it supersedes the regular donor list? So, say you were the next one on the donor list to get a new kidney, but if, say, Mr. Arnold could pay one million dollars for it he would get it instead? How?” I asked. “It doesn’t make sense.”


    “It’s something like that. Vinny knows someone on the board of The Organ Transplant Network. He pays him off and has the patient moved to the top of the list. If that doesn’t work, and we don’t find a match, we go through patient records all over the country and see if we can find a blood and tissue match. Then as a last resort, a kidney is stolen. I’m just told where to show up, and I do some of the surgeries. I’m not the only doctor involved. There are hundreds of doctors all across the country that work for Vinny,” Gio said.


    “This is so unbelievably wrong! Doctors are killing people for their kidneys.”


    “Well, some people have been killed, but I’ve never hurt anyone intentionally. It’s wrong. I know, Emily. Vinny is in charge of the whole thing. He somehow started this kidney business after his daughter and our mother died, and now he has more money and power than anyone I know. Emily, we have to run, or he’s going to kill us.”


    “Us?” I questioned, putting my cup down. “I’m sure he’s going to kill me. He’s fucking crazy, but I doubt that he’ll kill his own brother.”


    “Emily, I don’t think you understand,” Gio said, grabbing both of my hands now. “Before I went back to the condo, Vinny called me in a rage. Vinny said that he’s tapped your phone, has a tracking device on your car, and people have been following you. That’s how he knew about Pasquale. That’s how he knew about you going to the obstetrician’s office. I don’t think there is any surveillance equipment in the condo, but he has suspected us being in love for a long time. He trusted me and believed me when I said nothing was going on between us. Before you even left the doctor’s office, he knew that you were pregnant with twins. He called me screaming and swearing telling me that I’ve betrayed him for the last time, and that I’m done and finished. I knew you were pregnant. That’s pretty obvious, but twins, I didn’t know about that. He has connections with everyone–everywhere. Emily, he can pay off anyone. There is a price tag for everything.”


    “Why Gio? Why do you hurt people?”


    “I don’t hurt people! I help people. You have to believe me,” he said. Gio’s fingers tightened on mine.


    “I don’t believe you. The interpreter that I went to told me everything, and I can’t believe he’s dead! Oh my God! It’s all my fault!” I said, shaking.


    “Look! Vinny doesn’t like loose ends. He takes care of them,” Gio said.


    “Yeah, like he took care of his last wife. Why doesn’t he get caught?”


    “Money and power. People are scared of him,” Gio said.


    “I remember what Pasquale said to me. You’re a urologist and follow orders from Vinny. You kill people, steal their kidneys and then sell them for outrageous amounts of money. People are paying between five hundred thousand and one million dollars for a kidney.’”


    “Part of it is true, Emily. Like I said before, I’m not the only doctor working for Vinny. Some doctors do steal kidneys, and yes, sometimes I knowingly transplant these stolen kidneys into people, but I’ve never stolen someone’s kidney myself.”


    “So, it’s like you’re killing them yourself. It’s just as bad,” I said, pulling my hands away from him.


    “I didn’t know at first that they were from people who were killed. At first, a cooler would just show up with a kidney. I’d sign the paperwork, not think about where it came from and do the surgery, but then I started asking questions. Vinny finally told me the truth about where they were coming from, but then I didn’t know how to get out of it,” Gio said.


    “What do you mean?” I questioned him, looking him directly in the eyes. “How about you get on a plane, fly back to Italy and never come back! That’s how you get out of it.”


    “You’re right I should have, but I felt like I owed him. I have so much guilt about his daughter dying and our mother. It’s my fault,” he said as tears filled his eyes.


    “It’s not your fault,” I said, grabbing his hand. I almost felt sorry for him. “So, let me get this straight so I can understand exactly what’s happening. Vinny is in charge of some illegal kidney harvesting ring, and he either steals people’s kidneys or actually takes them from people who are waiting for a kidney on the donor list?” I asked. “How does that happen? How if there is an organ donor list does Vinny have access to it, and how can he actually give away kidneys from that list to the highest bidder?”


    “Emily, I already told you this. He pays someone off to have them moved up on the list. Everyone thinks that The Organ Transplant Network is a democracy, but it’s not. People are buying their way to the top through Vinny. There are hundreds of doctors working for him across the United States. Some of them will go out with prostitutes, kill them and take their kidneys. Then the organs are matched to people on Vinny’s elite list.”


    “Oh my God! This is crazy! How did I get involved in this?”


    “You didn’t know, Emily. He took advantage of you. You’re the perfect person to make me legal. Think about it. You have no family and no close friends. You’re disposable,” Gio said.


    “So, you knew all along that he was going to kill me?” I asked.


    “No Emily. I didn’t, and really I only thought that he was joking when he said that.”


    “Ha joking! How could he be joking?” I asked. “He killed his last wife.”


    “I know. I know. I’m sorry. Look Emily. We really need to make a plan because honestly he will kill you. He knows you’re pregnant. He knows you know everything. That’s why Lynne was killed. She figured out everything,” Gio said.


    “I can’t trust you. How do I know you’re not just following orders from him?” I asked.


    “I guess you don’t know for sure. Just tell me what to do to prove to you that I’m loyal to you. I love you more than anything. You are carrying my babies,” Gio said, smiling.


    “Oh, so you didn’t love me before I was carrying your babies?” I questioned.


    “I did, but I even love you more knowing that you’re pregnant.”


    “Okay, I know what you can do,” I said.


    “Anything,” Gio offered.


    “First off, you’re done with your brother and his organ transplant business.”


    “Okay.”


    “Secondly, how much money do you have?” I asked.


    “Where?” Gio questioned.


    “Everywhere. How much?” I asked.


    “Millions,” he said. “Enough for us to live off of for the rest of our lives.”


    “Well, I know you have an account next door at Eastern Bank. How much is there?” I asked.


    “I don’t know–roughly three million,” Gio answered.


    “I’m so confused. How can an illegal immigrant have that much money in a United States bank account?”


    “I don’t know Emily, but I do.”


    “Well, where is the rest of the money?” I asked.


    “In offshore accounts.”


    “Well, I want to walk over to the bank, and put my name on your account, and then I want you to take your name off of it. If you love me like you say you do, you’ll do it.”


    “Fine. Let’s go,” he said, standing up. “But I just want to let you know that he’s watching.”


    “I really don’t care if he’s fucking watching. He’s not stupid enough to shoot me in broad daylight.”


    We walked over to the bank, and as badly as I wanted to trust Gio, I realized that I couldn’t. There was too much at stake–my life and now two babies.


    We were in the bank for an hour. First my name was added to his account, and then Gio’s name was removed. I was given a temporary bankcard, and then I asked Gio to leave the room while I made some other changes.


    I decided that the safest thing to do was to cancel the account and reopen another account with a new account number. Then I put a verbal password on the account–Daniel–the name of a boy that I liked in high school. Gio never heard that story about my high school crush nor did Vinny, so I figured they would never be able to guess it even if they tried. I changed the physical address to that of the church and the mailing address to my post office box in Appleton. I took out five thousand dollars in cash, was given another new temporary bankcard, temporary checks and was on my way.


    I couldn’t help but feel a little satisfied despite all of the horrific things that had happened. Gio followed me out to the parking lot, and I walked back over to my SUV.


    “Where do you think you’re going?” he asked.


    “Back to the condo to get my stuff. Don’t you think we should get our stuff before we run away together?” I asked, unlocking my door.


    “It’s not safe to go back there,” Gio said, trying to take my keys away.


    “Well, what’s your plan Einstein?” I asked, crossing my arms. I knew what I was going to do. I had been plotting it the whole time I was in the bank.


    “I think you need to get in my car, and we need to drive far, far away,” Gio said.


    “Well, if he has a tracking device on my car, then he has one on yours,” I said. “If Vinny is watching us like you said he is, why don’t we stage a fight, and then we can plan on meeting up later. It will throw him off a little.”


    “Meet where?” Gio asked.


    “The mall,” I said. “Find a way to get another car, and we’ll meet at The Fiddler Green Mall in two hours near Macy’s. I won’t get anything from the Condo. I will go straight to the mall now, and then we’ll leave my car there.”


    “Okay. I love you,” he said, leaning in to kiss me. “Don’t call me because he can hear our conversations.”


    “Okay, and remember we want whoever is watching us to think we’re fighting,” I said, pushing Gio away and raising my voice. “I hate you! You’re the biggest liar!”


    I hopped into my SUV and drove away. I could see Gio get into his car, but he didn’t follow me. I never planned on meeting him. I couldn’t. As much as I wanted to, I just couldn’t trust him. I had my own plan though. I blocked my number and dialed any random Worchesta number. I figured if I blocked my number the person would more than likely not pick up, which luckily worked the first time. I left a message as if I knew the person, hoping Vinny was listening somehow. “Hi it’s me. I’m coming over. I just found out my whole life is a lie. I need your help.” Then I hung up, turned my phone off, took the sim card out and threw it out the window. I drove to the worst area in Worchesta and parked in front of a bunch of brick, high rise apartment buildings. I put on my sneakers and put a baseball hat that I had in the backseat of my car under my shirt. I took my license, bank cards, money and checks, and left my purse in the car. I left the keys in the ignition and the windows open, and I left my phone on the seat. There wasn’t anything that didn’t scream “STEAL ME” more.


    You had to be buzzed into the apartment building or have a key, but luckily, a lady was coming out with her screaming kid when I was coming in, so I just walked into the high rise apartment building. I took the elevator to floor three, stepped off, walked down the green carpeted hallway, went down the fire stairs and ran out the back door. I put on my hat and ran and ran. Finally, I saw a pharmacy. I went in and bought red hair dye, scissors and some gel. I kept looking over my shoulder thinking maybe someone was following me. I walked down the street for a while until I came to a used clothing store. I went in and bought a heavy, black coat, black gloves and a black winter hat. As I passed by a dumpster, I threw my long Burberry coat into it. A little farther down in the ghetto was a motel called Babes, where all the prostitutes would frequent. I walked in the front door, and it reeked of cigar smoke and sweat. Some nasty, fat, unshaven guy greeted me.


    “You want the room by the hour or for the night?” he asked in a raspy voice.


    “For the night,” I said, even though I had no intention of staying there.


    I paid fifty dollars in cash, took the key and headed for my room. It was on the second floor, and I figured I could jump out the window if someone came to murder me. I locked the door, bolted it at the top and then pushed the dresser in front of the door. The room smelt musty and had old, mint green, peeling wallpaper on the walls.


    I hated to do it, but I had to. I cut my long blonde hair all around to about my ears. Then I held it up and cut short layers like hairdressers do, except I didn’t do a very good job. It was really short and ugly, but I didn’t care. Now wasn’t the time to worry about it. I mixed the red hair die and put it on all over my head and waited forty-five minutes.


    I was too scared to take a shower to rinse out the hair dye. That would be the worst way to be murdered–naked in the shower–so I rinsed it in the sink. This was a real task because I had to use a paper cup, fill it up with water and dump it over my head. Red just kept pouring off of my head into the tiny, peach, shell shaped sink. I didn’t have any shampoo, but there was some kind of conditioner that came with the hair dye. I rubbed it on and continued dumping the water over my head. I supposed it would have been a lot quicker to just put my head under the bathtub faucet, but at the sink I felt safer. There was a mirror behind the sink, and if anyone was going to be sneaking in, at least I could see them coming.


    When I finished rinsing out my hair I noticed that there was red stain all around my forehead, neck and around my ears. I used the small, cheap bar of soap in the bathroom to wash it off. I towel dried my hair, realizing that I didn’t have a comb, so I used my fingers to brush it out. I put the gel in and made it really messy. It didn’t look as bad as I thought it would, but it was still pretty bad. I wished that I had my makeup, but I didn’t have that either.


    Now that my hair was done, I knew that I couldn’t stay in the hooker motel for a minute longer, but then I started thinking that I shouldn’t walk out the front door just in case Vinny and his goons were waiting. I looked out the window. Two floors up seemed high, but I figured I could sit in the window, turn myself around and then let myself drop. It would only be ten feet or so.


    I looked around the room and took any evidence that I had been there and put it in the trashcan liner. I pushed the dresser back and then took my second hand gloves and wiped all my fingerprints away. Yes, I was going to an extreme here–probably from watching way too many “Law & Order” episodes–but I figured at this point, I couldn’t be too safe.


    I walked over to the window and threw the bag of trash down to the ground. Then I noticed a pair of purple reading glasses on the nightstand–the kind that you can buy at the drugstore for a few dollars. I put them in my pocket because I figured they would be good as part of my disguise. I made one last look around the room, and decided that I should leave the door unlocked so it looked like I just walked out.


    I stuck the metal key to the door in my big, black jacket. I opened the window, wiped it with my gloves and then threw them to the ground. I climbed into the window and sat there for a minute. I leaned forward trying to shut the window behind me a little, but this caused me to lose my balance, and I fell into the hard snow, landing much like a cat. My hands stung and my kneecaps ached, but other than that I was surprisingly fine.


    I stood up in the back of the dumpy motel and grabbed the clear bag of trash and gloves. I threw the trash into the big, green trash dumpster and put on the purple glasses. I couldn’t see, so I pushed out the lenses and threw them on the ground. It was cold and dark out, but I hardly noticed. More than two hours had passed since I was supposed to meet Gio, and I felt badly in a way. He must have been worried, but I couldn’t take the risk of him killing me or turning on me. I just didn’t trust him. I started walking and the only place I could think of going was to Father Michael. I knew he would help me. He could find a way to hide me.


    I’m not really sure how long it was from downtown Worchesta to St. Joseph’s Church, but it seemed like the walk took forever. I stopped for hot chocolate at one of those twenty-four hour coffee places in Worchesta, which warmed me up, but made me have to pee. I stopped in the park and peed in a bush. It made me laugh that my life had come to this, and peeing in a bush was definitely an all-time low. As I was squatting in the bush, I took my gloves off, pressed my nails into my thighs and realized that I couldn’t feel my legs at all. It was probably below zero. This made me worry, so I started jogging.


    Then I came to Numbers Street–Vinny’s Street. This would’ve been the quickest way to the church, but I definitely didn’t want to go by Vinny’s house, so I kept going straight, which definitely added a mile or two to my journey. I figured if Vinny or Gio knew where I was I would have been found at this point.


    Every time a car drove by I jumped to the side, ducked down or stood behind a tree. I was all in black except for my sneakers and jeans.


    Finally, I saw the church, but that wasn’t the only thing that I saw. It only took seconds before I grasped what had happened. The Worchesta Police, Massachusetts State Police, and police dogs were there, and yellow tape was blocking off St. Joseph’s Church. All the neighbors were out. I knew Father Michael was dead because I had given him the tape; I didn’t have to be told what had happened. I wanted to scream, but instead, as quickly as I had run there, I turned around and ran into the night.


    I didn’t really know where to go or what to do, so I just kept running until I saw a convenience store. I went in and asked for the bathroom key. It felt good to be inside. I couldn’t feel my toes or most of my legs for that matter, and the color of my cheeks matched my hair that was poking out from underneath my black hat. I tried to go pee but instead just hovered over the toilet waiting. Finally, it came.


    I slid down the wall into a seated position and sat on the bathroom floor. I held my face in my hands. I thought and thought. I realized that I was close to West Toylston, and there was a motel down the road on Route 13. I was scared to make a decision, but I had to get out of the cold and sleep, so I decided to go there. I thought about taking a cab, but that would’ve been one more person who knew where I was, so I didn’t call one.


    I came out of the bathroom five minutes later, bought another hot chocolate and continued down the road to the motel.


    It wasn’t a nice place, but it wasn’t a hole in the wall either like where I was earlier that day. It was called The Super 10 Motel. I guess they were trying to imitate The Super 8 Motel. The room came to seventy-eight dollars, which I paid for in cash. No one asked me my name, but if they had I would have made one up.


    I requested the second floor because I figured there was less of a chance of someone breaking in through the window up high. I was given room number 33, and I went up as quickly as I could. I locked and double locked the door and pushed the nightstand up against the door. I would have pushed the dresser, but it was bolted to the floor.


    I peeled my clothes off and jumped into the white shower. My feet stung from frostbite, and everything hurt. I washed my hair with the little bottle of cheap shampoo, and red ran down by my feet. I swear I stayed in the shower for an hour. After I stepped out, I put on the same clothes and hopped into bed. I thought about sleeping naked, but something about the possibility of being killed at any moment made me want to keep my clothes on.


    I awakened at seven o’clock the next morning. It took a minute for everything to sink in, and then I realized the bleak reality of the situation. I turned the television on, and there was St. Joseph’s Church on Channel 7 News.


    “Father Michael was found shot to death in the rectory,” the reporter said. “His body was found around six o’clock last evening. There are no known suspects at this time.”


    He was dead because of me. A priest was dead because of me. I lay back on the bed. I couldn’t even cry. I just stared at the ceiling as if in a trance.


    “Also in Worchesta, the body of Vincent Mariani was found at seven o’clock last night. Officials believe that there is no foul play involved, and that he slipped and fell down the stairs,” said the reporter.


    I sat straight up. I couldn’t believe it. I wanted to call Gio, but I was scared. I waited and tried to figure out what to do. I called my cell phone to check my voicemail. There was message after message from Gio.


    “I’m at the Mall. I’ve been here for an hour. Where are you? I knew this would happen. I knew he would find you.”


    “Emily, please call me. I’m so worried.”


    “I’ve walked around this whole mall and no one has seen you.”


    “I have been to the condo and you’re not there.


    “Emily,” Gio said, crying. “Emily.”


    “I’m going to fucking kill him if he hurt you.”


    I knew after listening to his messages that Gio really loved me, and he was loyal to me. I dialed his number, and he picked up on the first ring.


    “Hello?” he said.


    “Gio.” I said


    “Emily, where are you?” he asked.


    “Where are you?” I asked.


    “I’m at the condo,” he said. “Oh my God. I thought you were dead. Please Emily, tell me where you are. I need you. I’m getting in my car now.”


    “I got scared,” I said. “I thought you would try to kill me, so I ran.”


    “Please, tell me where you are.”


    “I’m at The Super 10 Motel in West Toylston–Room 33.


    “I’m on my way now,” he said.


    “What happened to Vinny?” I asked, trying to fix my crazy hair.


    “I don’t want to talk about it over the phone. Oh God! Thank you, Thank you. Emily, I haven’t slept all night. I thought you were dead. I love you so much,” Gio said.


    “I love you too. I’m sorry. I just didn’t know that I could trust you.”


    “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”


    “Okay. I love you.” I said.


    “I love you too.”


    


    


    Eighteen


    


    Gio knocked on the door, and I knelt on the nightstand to peep through the hole even though I knew it was him. I pulled the nightstand that was blocking the door away and unlocked the door. Gio walked in, and tears were streaming down his face, which made me cry too. He kissed me and kept kissing me and kissed me some more. Finally, he pulled his face away from mine, looked at me and started laughing.


    “What did you do to your hair?” he asked, smiling.


    “Umm ... long story,” I said, smiling back at Gio.


    We sat on the bed and held each other. There had been so much loss in twenty-four hours: Chloe, Father Michael, and Vinny.


    “So, how did you kill your brother?” I asked. “I saw on the news that they don’t suspect any foul play.”


    “I didn’t kill him.”


    “But I heard your message that you were going to kill him.”


    “I probably would have, but Taylor did it.”


    “What?” I asked, turning to face him.


    “I drove over to his house around 6:45 to ask Vinny what he did to you. I walked into the house and Taylor and Vinny were having an argument in Italian. I didn’t even know that she could speak Italian, although, I did suspect that she may understand a little bit after the night of her birthday party. I stood in the living room at the bottom of the stairs listening to their conversation. Taylor was going on and on saying that she knew that Vinny had killed her stepmother, and that she knew that he had killed Father Michael. She said she knew everything. She knew about his organ transplant business, and how he planned to kill you too. She said she was going to call the police, and that she hated him. I heard Vinny slap her, and he threatened to kill her. I heard a struggle, and the next thing I knew Vinny was at the foot of the stairs. It was instantaneous. He was dead just like that. I didn’t see Taylor push him, but I assumed that she did. I didn’t ask. I just kept telling her it was an accident, and that he fell because he was drinking. We called the ambulance right away, but he was already gone. Then the police came and took statements from both of us. Taylor told the police that she heard a thud from her bedroom and found her father on the floor. I told the police that I had just walked in the front door just as Vinny fell to the floor from the top of the stairs. Taylor doesn’t know that I heard her arguing with Vinny. She doesn’t know that I heard him hit her and say he was going to kill her. Her face was red from being smacked, but she quickly covered it up with makeup, and I never said anything. She cried, and she held her father until the ambulance came. I called her mother, and she came to get her.”


    “Oh my God. That poor girl. She tried to tell me everything that night she slept over. She told me about her sister and everything that happened. She told me you were good, but that her father was evil. She was just about to tell me about all of the bad things her father did when you came home, and then we never talked about it again,” I said.


    As we drove home from The Super 10 Motel, I thought about everything. The event that made me the saddest was Father Michael’s death. If I hadn’t given him the tape then he never would have died. I wondered if Vinny ever did find the tape.


    When I walked into the condo I realized that Gio hadn’t picked it up from the day before. The condo was still in disarray. I walked up the stairs to the bedroom. Chloe was gone. Gio followed me upstairs and stood next to me. I wanted to ask where the dog was, but I didn’t.


    “I can’t stay here,” I said.


    “Me neither,” Gio said.


    We both packed a suitcase and headed to the Hilton in downtown Worchesta. As we drove to the hotel, I continued to fill Gio in on the last eighteen hours. We decided to drive over to the apartment complex where I left my SUV. We knew it wouldn’t be there, but we thought we should look just in case.


    To our amazement, there sat my SUV with the keys still in the ignition. I stepped out of Gio’s car and walked over to it. My Louis Vuitton purse and my phone were still there too. I was more than astonished. “How in the worst neighborhood in Worchesta is my car not stolen?” I asked.


    “Amazing,” Gio said, as he stepped out of his car. “I will drive your SUV to the Hilton, and you drive my car because it’s warm.”


    “Thanks,” I said.


    Gio kissed me on the cheek, and I hopped back into his warm car. I drove forward and looked back at him getting into my SUV. As he turned the ignition the whole thing exploded.


    “No!” I screamed. “No! No! No!” I jumped out of his car and tried to run to my burning SUV, but there was too much smoke. I fell to my knees screaming.


    As the smoke cleared a bit, the door to my SUV opened and Gio fell out onto the ground. His right leg was badly damaged and all askew. He was covered in shrapnel from head to toe.


    I ran over and grabbed him by his shirt, dragging him away from the smoke and fire. “You’re going to be okay,” I said as I took off my shirt and used it as a makeshift tourniquet on his leg to stop the excessive bleeding.


    People ran out of the brick apartment buildings to see what was going on. The fire department came along with the police and an ambulance. I hovered over him crying hysterically. What if Gio didn’t make it? And how can I ever explain this to the police?


    The police took me to the station, and I have to say it was a lot to go through - especially because Gio was at the hospital and I had no idea about his condition. An officer told me that the bomb squad had to be called in because the bomb in my car only partially detonated. I was told that the only reason Gio survived was because of this and the fact that the bomb was placed in the back of the car instead of the front. It could have been much, much worse.


    The police really didn’t have much compassion for me even though I was telling part of the truth. Not only had I just seen the man that I love almost blow up right in front of me, but I had spent the previous night running for my life, and I was pregnant.


    I cried a lot as I told most of the story, leaving out the parts that incriminated Gio. I also left out the part about Father Michael being involved and the spy pen. I knew if the police found the pen, then Gio would be guilty of a lot of things like helping his brother and planning to marry me for money. I stuck to my story and said Vinny was after Gio and me because he knew that we knew about his kidney transfer business. The police kept asking a lot of redundant questions but I kept telling them I didn’t know any more. I should have called for a lawyer, but I knew I wasn’t guilty, so I didn’t. The police finally gave up with all their questions around 9 p.m. and told me I was lucky to be alive, because I was involved with a very dangerous man. You have no idea, I wanted to say, but I kept my mouth shut.


     I immediately left the police station and went up to see Gio, who was in surgery to repair a laceration to an artery in his right leg from the bomb. This was one of three surgeries that Gio would have in the next month to repair his leg. The second and third surgeries were to repair his severely broken leg, where devices were implanted into the broken bone to maintain proper alignment during healing.


    I attended Father Michael’s wake and funeral while Gio was in the hospital. I felt sick with guilt knowing he was dead because of me. This memory and guilt will hang over me like a dark cloud for the rest of life.


    Staying at the Hilton for several months proved to be therapeutic while Gio was recuperating in the hospital. It gave me a chance to clear my mind and try to forget about the horrific events that took place.


    I found another obstetrician that was more trustworthy. I couldn’t go back to Dr. Hines because I knew that he had told Vinny that I was pregnant with twins. My new obstetrician said the twins were fine, but he still couldn’t tell if they were boys, girls or one of each.


    Gio’s shattered leg caused him a long road of recovery. After the surgeries and months of rehabilitation, he finally could walk again with a slight limp. We were both so lucky.


    We finally decided to get married on August 29, 2012 on a hot Friday evening alone in St. Joeseph’s church. Gio wrote our vows when he was recuperating in the hospital and we gratefully said them to each other that night as we looked lovingly into each other’s eyes.


    


    I promise to be your lover and your friend,


    Your partner in parenthood,


    Your ally in conflict,


    Your greatest fan,


    Your partner in crime,


    Your student and your teacher.


    I will respect you, encourage you and cherish you,


    In health and sickness,


    Through sorrow and success.


    Lastly, I promise to you perfect love and perfect trust,


    For one lifetime with you could never be enough.


    


    A feeling of love washed over me and I felt complete for the first time in my life as the priest pronounced us husband and wife.


    On September 29, 2012, I delivered our beautiful babies.


    “You have a boy and a girl,” the doctor announced as he placed them in my arms.


    We named the boy Gio Michael and the girl Marguerite Emily. It was the happiest day of our lives.


    After living in the hotel for several months, we took our month-old babies and started cross country for a fresh start on the West Coast. It had been my dream since I was a little girl to live in California and Gio wanted to indulge me.


    We rented a place in Malibu upon arriving. In November I filed a Petition for Alien Relative for Gio and the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services approved the petition shortly after. Then we paid the fees and filed the rest of the forms for his green card.


    It took several months but finally his green card came in April of 2013. Gio finally started working legally again as a doctor at Ronald Reagan UCLA Medical Center in Los Angeles.


    Taylor and her mother came to visit us during Christmas vacation. I was surprised to see how much Taylor had matured in a few short months. She seemed happy and well adjusted. We can’t wait to see her again.


    As for me, I stay home with our babies but someday I hope to teach again. I’m so grateful for my life and everything God has blessed me with. Gratitude has unlocked the door to happiness and life has given me more than I could’ve ever imagined.
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