
        
            
                
            
        

    


Killing Kate


By Lila Veen











Text Copyright © 2013 Lila Veen


COVER ART © 2013 MARIKIT CASTEÑEDA


 






All Rights Reserved








To Charlie.  You know why.
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Chapter
1


Cages aren’t for everyone.  Some
people enjoy their freedom, and my cage is only a 4x4x6 enclosed area.  Some
people don’t like to be put on display, but the metal bars around me are wide
enough to get a glimpse of everything the silver bikini I’m wearing doesn’t
cover up, which is almost everything.  I wear only that without shoes or
jewelry.  My hair is long and brown and cascades down my back in a sheer
curtain.  My makeup is dark so you don’t know it’s me.  In my cage I am safe
and ironically free.  Hands touch the sides and sometimes fingers make their
way in, but it’s not intended to be invasive.  I am merely a prop off to the
side of a concrete dance floor.  There are six others like me, two suspended
from the ceiling and four of us around the floor.  I am close to the DJ booth
where I feel the bass vibrating the metal in the cage.  At the end of the
night, the sound will still vibrate in my ears and pulse through my head even
though the music is long over.


I’m actually getting paid while I
do this, and while $400 a week isn’t anything that will buy me a race horse or
summer home anytime soon, it’s really all I aspire to do for now.  I’m not
hungry or homeless, so I can’t complain.  Obviously this isn’t something I can
do when I’m sixty years old, but long term plans really aren’t my way of living. 
That’s how I feel about things for now, despite people who are more responsible
than I am warning me of severe consequences, like my brother Devin.  I’m twenty
four years old, I smoke a pack of cigarettes a day, and often a bottle of hard
alcohol fits into that equation.  Clearly I’m not thinking too deeply into my
future.


The Appleseed, the club where I
dance, has no clocks anywhere since they don’t want you to realize what time it
is or how many drinks you’ve managed to purchase in the span of one hour.  Since
I have no idea what time it is, it’s always best to just lose myself in the
music and dance.  I can use my cage to veer my movements, as I hang, suspend,
climb, cling and feel the bars around me.  A pole in the center of the cage
helps me gravitate myself off the floor, around the pole, and slide down.  My
arm muscles have improved drastically in the four months since I’ve started
working here.  The floor manager, Alicia, says I’m good at what I do,
completely uninhibited.  That’s because no one is here in this cage but me, and
I let it show.  Other girls who do this are conscious of what’s going on around
them, from the sleazy guy who’s watching you with his dick bulging in his pants
as he verifies that you managed to wax your bikini line to Alicia’s husband, Carlos,
who works the bar and tries to fuck anyone except his own wife.  It can be
intimidating when you pay attention to that stuff, but I don’t think about or
notice my surroundings.  Then before I know it, its 4:00 am and I can get out
and go home.


I change in the back dressing room
into worn out skinny grey jeans and a black Saigon top with a loose black
summer sweater on top with holes in it.  When I found the sweater at Goodwill,
it had holes in it as the designer intended, but as I’ve made it mine, the
holes have gotten larger and more numerous.  I slip black flip flops on my feet
since I hate wearing constrictive shoes.  It was warm outside when I came in to
the club but the temperature drops in May in Chicago when the sun goes down.  I
want to go to the beach this morning.  I head for the red line stop at Clark
and Division and light a cigarette on the El platform, even though the signs
posted everywhere tell me not to.  I cup it in my hand and relax as I inhale
it.  The first smoke in six hours is always a relief.


On the train I stand, leaning on a
vertical bar that is intended to be held onto.  There are seats available on
the El, of course, at 4:16 am, but standing means I am not sitting in a puddle
of urine or semen.  The red line is disgusting, and every time I ride it, I vow
to move someplace closer to the brown line, but East Riverview is what I can
afford on a cage dancer’s salary, and its prime real estate that’s close to the
beach.  Never mind the countless crack houses and gang activity that
encapsulates the area.  There are a few other people on the train car.  One is
a woman wearing about fourteen layers of clothing who looks like she rides back
and forth professionally, having no other place to go.  She has one of those
mini shopping carts people who live in the city use for groceries and it’s full
of all sorts of junk, from a Bart Simpson doll to a painted portrait of David
Bowie, I think.  There are four very loud younger men wearing identical striped
collared shirts with jeans and loafers and a sickening wave of bad cologne that
get off at Fullerton, likely college kids coming home from a night out.  For
all I know they could have been at Appleseed, but I am unrecognizable and
usually don’t pay attention to the crowd.  They talk loudly during their short
ride and even make a few rude remarks in my direction, but I have headphones in
my ears and ignore them, despite the fact that I’m not listening to any actual music. 
I can’t deal with music after I dance for so long.  The silence and discernible
voices are a welcome change.


At Morris I get off the El, walk
down the stairs and head east toward Sheridan.  The beach is just a block away. 
May isn’t exactly swimming weather in Lake Michigan since the water is still
about thirty degree.  I’m not here to swim.  The sand is cold and grainy on my
bare feet as I kick off my shoes onto the sidewalk and leave them there to run
along the shore.  I don’t care about shoes or whether anyone takes them - my
apartment is three blocks south.  I run and run and run until I can’t breathe
and collapse on the cold sand.  It smells like dead fish and morning.  I can
smell coffee brewing at some café that’s close.  I lie still until my breathing
is normal again and get up and trot back as far as I came, taking my time at a
slow jog instead of a sprint.  After a night in a cage it’s good to be able to
move.  I let the lake wet the bottom of my jeans, knowing I will just peel them
off the minute I walk in the door.


As dawn starts to glow I
miraculously find my shoes exactly where I left them and head home to my cheap
one bedroom apartment on Sheridan road.  As soon as the door is closed behind
me I kick off my flip flops and strip out of my jeans and sweater so I’m left
wearing the black Saigon top and a pair of black bikini panties.  My apartment
is bare bones in décor and furnishings but the rent is decent for the space.  I
have a two person loveseat facing a television that’s never on and I’m actually
not sure it’s hooked up or plugged in, but it’s something to look at.  I have
an end table I occasionally use as a dinner table, and a plate, some cups,
three forks, a really good chef’s knife, one large ladle, a spatula and a
frying pan.  I wrap myself in a fleece blanket and sit on my mattress.  No
fancy bedframe for me.  I have a mirror in every room hanging on the wall
because I have a thing for mirrors, but there isn’t a single clock anywhere
except the one that’s already on my phone.  That’s literally everything I own. 
I guess you could say I’m a minimalist.  Oh, I have one other thing that’s
propped up against my bedroom wall, which is an oil painting by my brother
Devin of seagulls feeding during a Lake Michigan sunrise.  Its seven feet tall
and six feet across and it’s the only thing in the entire apartment with any
sort of color in it, which makes up for my institution white walls.  Devin
works for the railroad as a conductor, but paints during what little spare time
he has and has always been good at painting and drawing.  I’m good at nothing
except being crazy.


I’m not tired yet, even though it’s
likely that the rest of the early rising normal world is waking up for church or
some other such nonsense at this hour.  I contemplate breakfast and decide on a
bottle of whiskey and roll a joint with a tiny bit of pot I find at the bottom
of my dugout.  It’s just enough for eight good puffs, I estimate.


I get a glimpse of myself in the full-length
mirror.  I’m not sure why I need a mirror in every room.  Perhaps it makes it
easier for me to be alone.  I look small and shrunken on my bed.  Under my eyes
are dark circles, partially from the makeup that’s rubbed off and around my
eyes, mostly because the ones under my skin never go away.  My hair could use a
good brushing, but what’s the point if I’m ready to crash?  I’m too skinny,
probably because I never eat.  I’m too pale because I sleep all day like a
vampire.  Who knows if I’ll live to see thirty at the rate I’m going?  And
really, who cares?  Besides Devin, I have no family and no real friends to
speak of, and with my schedule and anti-social personality, it probably won’t
change anytime soon.


I finish my joint and half the
bottle and eventually pass out.  I have been asleep for an hour and I hear my
phone.  I’m pretty annoyed, since someone is called during normal waking hours
and everyone I know who has my number realizes that I wouldn’t be awake at 7:42
am.


“Jenna,” I hear a husky voice say. 
It is Devin, my brother.  I can hear the loud engine noises in the background. 
He’s going to be deaf in a year, most likely, with all of the noise he has to
put up with at his job on the railroad.  Even with earplugs it’s too loud, he
tells me.


“Hi,” I reply.


He is silent, but I know we’re
still connected from the background.  We’re both horrible on the telephone,
preferring in person conversations or sometimes text messages.  “Jack is dead.”


I press my lips together in a hard
line.  I’m sure I am as pale as the institution white walls of my apartment. 
“Okay,” is my reply.  The emotion in my voice sums up my feelings for the
news.  Nothing.


“He drank himself to death, of
course.  Basically cut off all of the oxygen in his bloodstream.”  He is
silent, waiting for me to react.  I don’t.  “The funeral is tomorrow at 2:00.
It’s at Darnell Funeral Home in Oakdale.  It starts at 2:00 pm.”  There is yet
more silence.  Devin almost sounds out of breath.  “Will you go?”


“No,” I say.  “I can’t believe you
even asked me that.  Goodbye Devin.”  I hit the End Call button on the screen
of my iPhone, the one luxury I allow myself in place of furniture, a nice place
to live, a car and human contact.  He won’t call back.  I stay sitting up in
bed.  I feel like I’m slowly being strangled, and kick away the blanket.


When was the last time I talked to
Jack?  I wonder this, trying to think of the moment when I last saw my dad.  He
was always Jack to Devin and me.  I reach for my pack of cigarettes, never very
far, and take a long drink of warm whiskey.  It’s hot in my apartment.  I can’t
breathe.  Maybe I should trade my iPhone in for an air conditioner, I think,
but then I remind myself that summer in Chicago isn’t really very long.  I
stand up and start to pace slowly, and then my steps become faster and faster. 
I am smoking furiously, if it can even be done that way.  I tug on my hair and
my Saigon top which all seems to be sticking to me everywhere as the sweat
pours off of my skin.


I hear a knock on my front door and
know exactly who it will be.  I stop what I’m doing and feel a warm relief
shroud me.


It’s a few short steps from my
bedroom to the door, and I stare out through the peephole and see her.  She is
distorted, rounded out by the glass hole between her and me.  I open my door
and she comes in with a rush of cold, welcome air through the hallway.


Kate is composed with a mischievous
grin on her face.  She is simply dressed in a short white sundress that
flutters as she walks in immediately.  I notice her feet are bare, and her skin
is already tanned from the short amount of time it’s been warm outside.  I
wonder if she’s been out of town, it’s been so long since I’ve seen her, but
here she is when I need her most.  “I hear the bastard died,” she tells me.  I
don’t say anything.  I stand in complete awe of her.  She is here, and I needed
her.  “Aren’t you going to say anything?”


“You’re here,” I practically
whisper.


“Yeah, I’m here.  Joy of joys. 
Give me one of those,” she says, indicating my cigarette.  “You have booze?”  I
nod and walk to my bedroom and present her with the mostly finished bottle and
my pack.  “We’ll need more booze,” she declares, throwing herself down on my
sofa.  “I swear you bring out the worst in me.”


“I have more,” I tell her.  “How
long will you stay this time?”


“As long as I can,” she says.  “Maybe
this time you won’t kick me out with the help of Dr. Collins and Devin?”  I
nod.  It’s such a relief to see her here that I can’t imagine wanting her to
leave or letting anyone make her go.


“I won’t let them chase you away, I
need you.” I tell her.  “It’s been hell.”


“I know.”  I wonder if it’s as hard
for her to not be with me as it is for me not to see her.  I don’t want to
know, in case the answer isn’t what I want to hear.  We sit and drink and smoke
and I take her in.  Kate is beautiful where I am ugly.  She is proud where I am
ashamed.  She speaks for me when I don’t have words.  Her hair got long like
mine, I think, and she’s got freckles across her nose.  I want to reach out and
touch her, but I wait and don’t want to seem too eager.  “We’re going to Jack’s
funeral,” she tells me.


“I don’t want to,” I say, eyes
widening and shaking my head.  I feel myself shrinking back into the sofa where
I am sitting next to her, attempting to be absorbed by sticky pleather.  It
hits me and I realize how exhausted I am.  Yet I stay awake because I can’t
believe she is here with me and I am afraid that if I close my eyes, she’ll be
gone.


“You have to,” she says.  “Closure
and shit.  Dr. Collins would say something stupid like that.  Have you seen her
lately?”


“No,” I tell her.  “Not for a
while.”  Not since you left, I think.


Kate nods.  “You’re better off. 
You’re an adult - you get to decide your own fate.”  She looks over at me.  “Go
back to bed.  I’ll be here when you wake up, I promise.”  She knows exactly how
I feel, I think.  “Then let’s get some food.  I’m fucking starving.”


Like a zombie I shuffle off to my
bedroom, trusting and praying she will be here when I wake up.  I look back at
her sitting on my couch, in disbelief that she is actually here.  She beams me
a smile that is uncharacteristically Kate in every way and I wonder if she’s
changed.  “Go,” she says.  “I promise I’ll be here.”
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It’s my day off, and so I sleep for
a long time.  When I wake up its dark outside and I don’t know what time it
is.  I can’t remember where I put my phone after I hung up with Devin.  Likely
in a pile of clothes that surround me.  I get up and see Kate is still here
with me, and I feel safe.  She is resting on the couch but her eyes are open.


“Do you ever sleep?” I ask.  She
sits up and rolls her eyes.  My phone is sitting next to her on the sofa and I
pick it up and see that it’s already 7:09 pm.  I contemplate eating but I’m not
hungry.  Instead, I sit down next to Kate.  I look to the wall where the mirror
in my front room is and note that I look terrible.  I slept in my makeup and it
has smeared around my eyes making me appear as though I fought with someone who
clearly won.  My hair is dirty and uncombed and tousled around my shoulders. 
Next to me, Kate is perfection, with her auburn hair combed and braided and
pulled to one side, which is different from how she showed up at my door. 
She’s also wearing jeans and a red halter top, and her lips are a dark blood
red and look wet.  Her large brown eyes are perfectly made up, and she appears
to be ready to go someplace.


“Get dressed,” she says, reading my
mind.  “Tonight we are going to go out and eat and get drunk, and then tomorrow
we will go to Jake’s funeral and see Devin.”


“I have to work tomorrow night,” I
tell her.  She shrugs.


“You can do both.”


“Getting drunk outside of my apartment
costs money,” I point out.


She scowls.  “You have no air
conditioning.”  I doubt that actually bothers her.


“Suffer,” I tell her.


“You need to mentally prepare
yourself for Jack’s funeral with alcohol and some potential casual sex,” she
says.  “Devin needs you there.”  I nod.  I didn’t feel bad when I hung up the
phone but I suddenly feel horrible now.  I accept that I am a bad daughter and
have no tears for a man who didn’t deserve to be a part of my life but Devin
has never hurt me.


Kate found her way into my world
when I was a kid living with Devin in Jack’s house.  She would hold me at night
while I cried myself to sleep.  She would continue to come to my rescue all the
way up until Jack went to jail for possession of narcotics and I had to go live
with my mother and my stepfather, Frank.  As far as stepfathers went, Frank was
actually okay, despite the shit show he married into.  When he met my mom, she
was “unattached”, so to speak, which is a nice way of saying that she walked
out on her husband and two young kids that she didn’t want in the first place. 
Kate was gone for a few years while things were good and Frank was alive, but
when Frank died from a heart attack and it was just my mom, Kate eventually
came back to me.  Jack was a shitty dad, but our mom wasn’t much better.  She
would pretend to care but checked out after Frank died.  He really was the love
of her life and held her together.  Some people can’t survive without another
person in this world and Frank was that person to my mom, just as Kate seems to
be with me.  Like everyone else in our family, my mom took to drinking away her
life while collecting her welfare check from the state.  Devin checked out at
that point too, shooting up heroin and not spending much time helping me get through
school.  He found a girlfriend and spent most of his time between her, his
junkie friends and his artwork.  Instead of being alone, I had Kate to keep me
company.  Devin and I are close now.  We weren’t always.  As kids we were
forced to be close, mostly for survival.  Devin hit a point where he couldn’t
spend all of his time devoted to taking care of me, and as much as that hurt
me, I think it hurt him more.  Along came Kate to the rescue.  Kate and I
shared everything, from a room to our clothes to friends and even a boy or
two.  She took my tests for me in the subjects I didn’t like and she went on
dates for me with boys that I wasn’t interested in.  Where I was shy and would
rather be someplace else, Kate was in the backseat of a car in the mall parking
lot at three am, letting some horny kid put their fingers in her panties.  She
tended to take the douchebags and assholes and I saved one or two nice boys for
myself.  Every now and then we’d share, though never at the same time.  When I
moved out of my mom’s house, she came with for a while, and then after I got my
act together and got a job, an apartment, some clothes, some furniture, and
started getting groceries somewhat regularly for me, she eventually left.  I
never ask where she’s been.  I don’t want to know.


“Call Devin,” she tells me,
breaking my trance.  “Ask him to meet us.  Then we’ll get you showered and
dressed.”  Before I can object, she shoots me a look.  “He does need you, you
know.”   I do know, but I’m afraid to see how Devin is right now, particularly
with the news.


My hands are shaking a little, and
the pit of my stomach feels empty and fluttery, but I call.  “Hey,” he answers.


“Meet us for dinner?” I ask him.


“Us?”


“Me and Kate,” I say.  He is
silent.


He sighs.  “I should have guessed
she’d be back,” he replies.  “Where?”


“How about some Pho?” I ask him.  
I indicate the station closest to where I can get a bowl of Vietnamese hot beef
noodle soup.


“Okay, in an hour?”  I tell him
I’ll leave after I shower and hang up.  I spend about ten minutes in the shower
washing my hair and body because I smell like sweaty cage dancer and I’m still
grimy from last night’s run at the beach.  After I step out I wrap a towel
around me and wrestle with a comb to get the snarls out of my hair.  It never
does what I want it to do, but it acts like a curtain and falls midway down my
back in a shiny brown sheet.  As long as I can detangle it sufficiently, I
don’t need to really do anything else besides let it air dry.  In the winter,
that would be insane, since it freezes in stiff strips but it’s a warm night. 
I should buy an air conditioner soon, I have a feeling it’s going to be a hot
summer.  For now I let the open windows air out the staleness that’s pervaded
my environment all winter long.  I look around at the clutter of shampoo and
lotions and makeup products in my bathroom and realize it extends throughout
the entire place and mentally note to spring clean as soon as I’m up for it. 
But tonight I’m going to see Devin and tomorrow I will be at my father’s
funeral.  At least it will be the last time I have to see Jack.


*


I’m dressed in faded skinny jeans
and a cap sleeved sheer white top with some light blue embroidery that I’d deem
a “hippie top”.   I got it from a little shop that sells dashikis, incense and nitrous
oxide if you know how to ask nicely.  I slip on some white flip flops and grab
my purse and phone and a fresh pack of smokes before I lock up and head over to
the El.  Kate follows me.  I smoke on the way to the Morris station, walking
past college kids who are out drinking too late on a Sunday evening, young
couples who haven’t yet figured out that they should really leave East Riverview
and move to the suburbs before they begin to breed, and the occasional drunk
and/or crack head.  I got mugged once walking down Morris and was out a cell
phone, so I’m glad it’s early, still somewhat light out and a short walk from
my apartment.  The station is empty and I ascend to the platform and light up
again.  As a general rule, the train comes faster if I am just starting a
cigarette, and lo and behold, it’s crawling up from the previous stop just as I
do.  I pitch the half smoked cigarette off the platform onto the street and
Kate and I get on the train.


Devin is parked by the El and
leaning against his motorcycle.  I wave, walk over and give him a tentative
hug.  Kate hangs back.  “I wish you’d wear a helmet,” I say to him.


“I wish you’d quit smoking,” is his
retort as I pull out my pack and begin to light another one.  He takes one for
himself.  Devin never buys cigarettes, but he’ll smoke them if they’re
available to him.  We walk together to Saigon Noodle, which is this weird
Vietnamese place that appears to simultaneously embrace and ignore the Vietnam
War by having their wait staff wear camouflage shirts and serving large bowls
of Pho from menus decorated with tanks and machine guns to white people and
Vietnamese people alike.  We sit and Devin and I order food.  Kate disappears
to give Devin and me some time alone.  “Jenna, I thought you had ended things
with Kate.”


“She comes when I need her,” I tell
him, unable to meet his eyes.


“You should get back on meds,” he
replies.


“Devin,” I plead.  “I don’t want to
fight tonight.”  He leans back in his chair and scrunches
up his face in the weird way he does when he disagrees with me.  Devin isn’t
what most people would call handsome or good looking.  He’s got a face that’s
almost feminine and looks a lot like me in some ways, but it doesn’t
necessarily work on a boy…or man, I guess I can call him nowadays.  He’s older
than I am by fourteen months.  His hair right now is short in back and long in
the front, which I kind of like on him, but he resembles a skinny punk rock
lesbian.  It’s the same color as mine naturally, though he has it dyed black
right now.  The last time I saw him it was blue.  People always thought we were
twins because we were so close in age.  “Irish twins!” was something we heard a
lot growing up in a south side Irish neighborhood.


“Kate will be there to help you
through whenever things get tough,” he says.  “Jenna, you need to be on meds. 
I don’t like this.”


“Devin, let me handle it.”


He shakes his head.  He looks like
he might cry, which will make me leave and he knows it.  “Devin,” I say again. 
“I don’t even have a health insurance policy that will cover them.  I get bare
minimum coverage through Appleseed.  Those pills aren’t covered.  I can barely
make rent.  Just let me get through tomorrow and we can talk.”


“She’s not real, Jenna,” he says. 
“Kate is not a real fucking person.  She’s just you, Jenna.”
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I am reeling from this conversation
with Devin.  Everything he says I know, but I don’t appreciate hearing about it
right now.  Yes, I’m bat shit insane.  Yes, Kate comes into my life when I need
her.  I need her now.  Devin is making me feel pain, and he isn’t letting me
see Kate right now.  I am about to cry but am interrupted by a camouflaged man
putting a bowl of steaming hot noodly soup in front of me and Devin.  “You
enjoy now,” he barks with a thick Vietnamese accent and walks away.        Instead
of crying, I eat.  I realize it’s been over two days since I’d had any food and
I down the entire bowl ferociously while Devin just stares at me and sips. 
“Jesus, Jenna,” he says.  “You’re not taking care of yourself.”




“Don’t
lecture me, Devin,” I say.  “Besides, do you want me to go back on my meds or
do you want me to eat?  Because we both know I can’t do both.”  There’s
actually a longer list of things I can’t do while medicated other than eating. 
Pooping, having sex, leaving the apartment, opening my mouth without looking
like a St Bernard and waking up are just a few of the gems I can name off the
top of my head.  Either way, medicated or crazy, I’m a hot mess.


Devin
scrunches up his face which is his ridiculous way of indicating that he’s in
deep thought.  It really looks more like he’s constipated.  “You’re moving in
with me,” he finally says.


I
shake my head furiously.  “No, not that.  I need my space.”  It sounds lame, I
know.  Devin sees right through it.  “I’m just…it makes me think about…”


He
nods and gives me a look that cuts me off, knowing what I can’t say to him. 
Living with Devin would remind me of darker days, when we lived with our dad,
and then with our mom and Frank.  The second part was fine, but the beginning
of the story wasn’t a time I have ever decided to remember fondly.  When I do,
Kate comes around.  She is the block between what happened in my past and me
remembering.  She prevents all of it from coming to the surface and drowns my
past inside of the deep well I’ve managed to stuff it inside.  I like it there,
because I have a feeling I’d be even more screwed up if I ever brought it up to
surface.


“Hey,”
Devin says reaching for my hand, interrupting my broodings.  “It’ll be okay. 
We’ll get through the funeral together.  Then we’ll find you a new doctor and
some medication that won’t make it impossible for you to function.  Okay?”  I
shrug, feeling numb and just wanting to placate him for now.  I know I should
be touched by Devin’s devotion to me, but the reality is that I’m so fucked up
that I shouldn’t even be in public.  The truth is I’d have killed myself years
ago if it wouldn’t ruin Devin’s life.  And Devin has something to offer the
world while I only dance in a cage and make rich people complain about paying
for my healthcare.


When
we were kids living with our mother and Frank, Devin got arrested a lot for
tagging.  I remember one time Frank drove Devin over to a wall under a bridge
that he had gotten caught tagging one night by the cops.  I was in the car,
because our mom was probably home in bed after a long night of falling asleep
at the bar she worked at where she spent more money than she made.  Devin was
there for community service, and when Frank pulled the car up to the wall, he
was in shock.


“You
did that, Devin?” Frank asked.  Devin looked down at his hands and nodded. 
Frank had pretty much chewed him out to the point where Devin almost cried. 
And Devin never cried.  Frank stared at the wall and then at Devin for a long
time.  Finally, Devin got out of the car and went to go paint over the wall in
an orange vest so that the world would know he had done something to piss off
the law.


I
remember it vividly.  It was a huge green and black dragon, wings spread, fire
bursting all around, that made me ache, and I don’t know why it made me feel
that way.  He used orange, red, purple and blue and the dragon looked as though
it were bursting through the wall, breaking free.  It was beautiful and
amazing, just like everything Devin has ever created with a brush and a surface.


Frank
and I didn’t go home after we dropped Devin off.  Instead, we went to an art
supply store and Frank asked one of the employees there to help us find paints,
brushes and canvas.   When Devin came home that night, he found his new art
materials waiting for him and could hardly believe it.


“I
figured if we bought you art supplies you wouldn’t have to go around stealing
spray paint and defacing public property,” Frank said to Devin.  Devin looked
grateful, and though we aren’t outwardly affectionate very often in our family,
Devin looked like he could have hugged Frank, but Frank made sure to walk out
of the room before that could happen.  He was a stoic ex-Marine who didn’t
really enjoy things like smiling, hugging or talking about feelings.  My mother
once told me when I was fourteen and probably not at an appropriate age to hear
it that Frank pretty much just liked to “fuck and fish, and ain’t no water bed
so I guess all he can do is fuck with me”.  She was charming.  The most
affection we ever got out of Frank was a pat on the head or a display of
understanding and respect like the one he gave Devin that day.  Ironically,
years of spray painting at night left Devin with an inability to paint or draw
in full light, so he either worked outside on our back porch at night, often
not sleeping before school the next day, or in the cold winter months he worked
by candlelight inside.  Electric light indoors, Devin said, didn’t supply the
right type of ambiance.    I am interrupted in my memories and I see Kate
standing at the window, watching Devin and I finish our meal.  She looks
annoyed, as though I’ve made her wait all this time.  I don’t really know how
she feels about Devin because she doesn’t interact with him very much, or hasn’t
in a long time.


“Devin,”
I say, ignoring Kate for a little bit longer.  “I can’t move in with you. 
First of all, you have a life, and what the hell is some girl going to say when
you bring her home to your little one bedroom apartment and your psychotic
sister is sitting on your couch?”


Devin
smiles.  “I never bring girls home.  With my job I don’t really have time for
socializing.”  Devin works on the railroad as a conductor and is on call
constantly.


“You’re
socializing with me now,” I point out.


“I’m
on bereavement,” he explains.  “I get three days off.”


“Are
you gay?”  I ask.  I’m slightly sincere as he’s hit on a major point.  Devin
never brings girls home.  He had a girlfriend in high school that he was pretty
crazy about, and I mean nuts.  Like they used to shoot up and cut each other
and drink their blood or something far out like that.  He gives me a LOOK. 
“It’s a valid question, Devin.”


“No,
I’m not gay, Jenna,” he tells me.  “I do meet women, but I’m more concerned
about your well-being right now than I am about getting laid.  Living with you
wouldn’t really cramp my love life since I don’t have time for one anyway.”


“Oh,”
is all I can come up with.  “Devin, I’m fine.  It’s just…Jack.”


Devin
nods.  We sit silently for a bit until the waiter comes back with the check. 
Devin pays the bill and we walk outside.  Kate is standing against the building
with her arms crossed, looking coolly at Devin and me.  I light a cigarette and
give it to Devin and light one for myself.  It’s still warm and muggy out, but
it was beginning to feel stuffy inside the restaurant.  We walk slowly to where
Devin’s bike is parked.  “Want a ride?” he asks me.  I’m about to say no
because of Kate, but the way Devin is looking at me - he can tell I’m
struggling with Kate.  He knows she’s here, and he’s testing me.  I need to let
him know I’m okay.


“Sure,”
I say.  He gives me his helmet and gets on first.  I adjust the helmet and I am
glad I wore jeans to sit on the bike with.  He turns on the engine and I feel
the vibration of the Harley reverberate all through my body, and the leather
seat has soaked up the warmth of the outside.  Devin gets on and I shift closer
to him and put my arms around his waist.  He walks the bike out of the space
and takes off.  In his side mirror I see Kate standing behind us, glaring with
a look that makes me realize that I am going to feel her wrath.  Later.


For
now, I just want to ride.


*


“How
the fuck could you just leave me there to fend for myself?”


“Go
away, Kate,” I say, closing my eyes.  I want to win this, I really do.  Being
with Devin makes me want to be better, just to make him happy with me.  I don’t
want him to worry.  I don’t want to go back to the hospital.  I just want to be
free.


“Fuck
you,” she says, getting in my face.  We are sitting face to face on my
mattress.  I know she will hurt me tonight.  Let her hurt me, I think.  Feeling
pain is at least feeling something.  “I’m always here when you need me, Jenna. 
You need me.  Otherwise, I wouldn’t even exist.  So how can you fucking leave
me?  You love Devin more than me?  Where was he when everything happened?  Did
he step in when things were bad?”


“I…can’t
think,” I say.  “I want to leave you, but you always find me.”


“And
why do you suppose that is?” she asks me.  “Why do you think you can’t get rid
of me, even though you seem to want to so fucking badly?”


“I
don’t know!” I say.  “I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know.”


“Do
you even love me?” she asks me.


“Yes,
Kate, I love you,” I sigh.


“Show
me,” she demands.  She is wild and beautiful right now, her hair a rage of
strands in her lovely flushed face and her eyes glowing like hot coals with
hatred toward me.  I feel her pain now, and I know how much she loves me and
wants to be in my life.  I take her hand and press her fingers in between my
legs and I hear my own lips make a moaning sound.  “We haven’t done this in a
long time,” she whispers.





“I don’t like it without you,” I
tell her.  Pleasuring myself is a ritual, but one where the pleasure is forced
without Kate.  The tips of her fingers feel good and warm against me.  She
begins to move them around without me guiding her, tracing the edge of my
panties, gently touching me through them, pressing slightly, and then skimming
the sensitive spot that joins my thighs to my sex.  I can tell I’m already wet,
and I need Kate to make me come the way I haven’t in far too long.  I feel like
I might explode.


“Tell me you still need me,” she
pleads.  I look at her hovering over me.  She looks fierce and fiery.  Then I
cry out as her fingers tear away my panties and plunge inside of me.  “Tell
me!”


“I need you Kate,” I say, sobbing. 
“I need you.  I can’t feel without you.”  She smiles softly and licks her lips
and looks down at me.  I am writhing.  I want to be fucked by her.  It’s so hot
in the room, and I think all of the heat is coming from where Kate’s hand is. 
I feel two fingers push up onto that spot that only she seems to be able to
locate.  Her thumb is on my clit and rubbing gently.  She is pushing out from
inside of me and in from outside of me and I feel the heat building down
there.  Within seconds, I come, feeling my blocked energy and build up gushing
out of me.  I am sticky and warm everywhere and I don’t care.  She is good for
me.  She is my life, and I’m so happy to have her back.  I pull her toward me
until she is within me and kissing me everywhere, from my face to my thighs and
down to my toes.  I feel like I am glowing from the inside with her energy, and
I feel complete.  She makes me taste myself off of her fingers.  “I love you,”
I tell her before I drift off to sleep.
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I am ready.  It is the morning of
my father’s funeral and I am well rested for the first time in a long time.  I
dress accordingly in a conservative black wrap dress that goes just above the
knee and isn’t too low cut or anything.  I am slightly tan from the sun and
choose not to wear any makeup, but I pull my hair away from my face into a high
ballerina bun because it’s scorching outside.  Luckily I am handy with a pair
of scissors and turn elbow length sleeves into sleeveless.  Jack isn’t worth
the extra step, though, and I don’t bother trying to hem or anything.  I
probably won’t be able to find sewing materials in my apartment anyway, though
I’m sure there’s a stolen sewing kit somewhere around from Appleseed.  Alicia
keeps them around for wardrobe malfunctions, which you wouldn’t think would
happen with nothing but a silver bikini inside of a cage but customers can get
creative and rough.  I wouldn’t put it past some horny drunk guy to try
something with a wire hanger.


I need to take the El downtown,
walk to Union Station and then catch a Metra train to Oakdale.  I refuse
Devin’s offer to catch a ride with him on his motorcycle because I need to be
alone in my thoughts with Kate for as long as I can before I show up to the
funeral and also because Devin’s seat isn’t padded well enough to be
comfortable enough for a long ride.  I only tell him my second reason because I
know he wouldn’t really understand the first.


Oakdale is near where I grew up and
it’s a quaint little Irish neighborhood on the south side of Chicago.  The
train station at Oakdale is quaintly decorated for Memorial Day with red white
and blue bows and lights and it’s a short four block walk down 95th
Street to the funeral home.  I pass by my reflection in the windows of bridal
shops, flower stores and ice cream parlors and notice that my ballerina bun
hasn’t held up very well in the heat.  Loose tendrils are sticking to my neck,
which is already wet with my own perspiration.  The digital clock at the bank
tells me it’s 86 degrees.


Devin is outside waiting for me,
looking very handsome in a suit and tie.  I know he wants to smoke and so I
open my purse and hand him my pack and we are outside silently smoking and
sitting on a bench while we watch people file inside.  We don’t know them, but we
gather from the sign outside that our father’s funeral is not the only funeral
going on.  I brought a flask, and offer it to Devin.  He gives me a look but
takes it without comment, cringing from the harsh taste of whiskey.  “How can
you drink this shit?” he asks me.  I shrug and take the flask from him and take
a long chug.  Kate is looking on at us, amused that we are getting drunk outside
of our father’s funeral and being very “classy” about it.  I can hear her
disdain in my head but she is quiet near Devin.  Devin finally puts out his
cigarette and looks at his phone.  “It’s 2:00,” he tells me.  “I guess we
should go in.”  We walk inside and suddenly I am freezing from the blast of air
conditioning.  I swear I smell embalming fluid but I’m not really sure what
that smells like.


“Hello,” says a man who is as tall
as Lurch from the Addams Family and has a soft honey voice, wearing a dark suit. 
I assume he is the funeral director.  “Who are you here to see?”


“Jack Parker,” Devin tells him. 
The man nods and leads us down a hallway to a room.  Oh, wonderful, it’s open
casket.  There are less than ten people inside the room, strewn about and
drinking coffee.  It makes me wish I’d brought some Bailey’s Irish Cream, but
in Oakdale, someone is bound to have a flask with some.


I don’t recognize anyone until a
man who is close to Devin’s and my age walks toward us.  “Hi Devin, hi Jenna,”
he says.  He looks vaguely familiar.


“Justin!” Devin exclaims and they
do the masculine thing and shake hands and simultaneously pat each other on the
back in a way that would probably make me start coughing.  Devin turns to me. 
“Jenna, do you remember Justin at all?”  He gives me a look that indicates that
I probably should remember.  “Justin Fiero?”


The name rings a bell, and suddenly
I am reminded of a moment in history.  I am probably nine or ten years old, and
we are playing street hockey, and everyone’s mom calls their children inside to
come for dinner, except ours, of course.  My memory is full of empty holes but
little triggers sometimes help.   Kate holds all of the missing pieces of the
puzzle, but she knows what is safe for me to know and what isn’t.  “Of course I
do,” I say, smiling and accepting his handshake.  He is a couple of inches
taller than Devin with about twenty more pounds of muscle.  His hair is dark
brown and spiked in front and he has an earring with a green stone in it.  The
stone matches his eyes.  I’m trying to remember what he used to look like.  “It’s
been a really long time.”


“I guess it’s been, what, fifteen
years?” Justin asks me.  “I’ve seen Devin since then but not you.  What have
you been up to, Jenna?”


“Um, not very much,” I confess. 
“In what context have you seen Devin?”  It sounds like a strange question and I
don’t really know another way to phrase it.   Thankfully, Justin laughs at my
question.


“Justin is an artist,” Devin
explains.  “He and I showed at the same gallery a year ago.”


“Oh,” I say, suddenly getting it. 
“You both probably used to deface property together with spray paint.”  They
both look sheepish which means I’m right.  We all chuckle and then somber up,
remembering where we are and how strange it seems to be laughing at a funeral. 
No one is looking our way, though, which is a good sign.  I wonder who these
people are, and decide I don’t care.  A more relevant question is why Justin is
here, but I assume he came for Devin and not Jack and I relax a bit in his
presence.  We take a seat in one of the chairs, all three of us in a row.  I
pull out my flask and offer it up to Devin and Justin but they refuse and so I
finish the contents in one long gulp, even though it’s more than half full.  I
wish I could feel drunk but I’m just numb.  I look at my dad who looks
strangely orange and waxy.  His hair is grayer than when I last saw him, which
was just over five years ago.  He had asked Devin and me if we could visit him in
prison, and I didn’t say a word to him.  Devin sat and talked to him at a table
while I just stood and looked at my shoes.  I recall Kate was there with me,
just holding on to me tightly and it felt good to have her protecting me.  “So,
what do we do?  Just sit here?”


“This is the viewing,” Justin tells
me.  “Then we drive over to Oak Hill cemetery for the actual burial.”  I look
at him quizzically and he shrugs.  “It’s on the program.”  I suddenly realize
that there’s a funeral with a process and schedule going on around me.  I must
be drunk, I think.  My head is spinning a bit.  I look back at Jack and wonder
if it could be possible that it wasn’t actually him and he was still alive
somewhere.  Probably in a bar, sitting at the end getting drunk, just like I
wanted to do.  I could walk into that same bar and sit on the other end and we
probably could just go on drinking and not even see each other but be in the
same place at the same time.  The thought gives me a chill.


“I need to go outside,” I say,
standing up.  “Excuse me.”  Both Devin and Justin stand and look concerned. 
I’m tired of people feeling sorry for me.  “Just leave me alone,” I say to
Devin.


Kate is waiting on the same bench
Devin and I were sitting on before.  No one is around, and I feel everything
begin to bubble up inside of me and lean over and vomit everything that’s in my
stomach into the bushes.  I feel better, though strangely empty, and walk away
a few steps.  I sit down next to Kate and fish inside my purse for my
cigarettes and a pack of matches and light one with shaky hands.  “Justin lived
on the same block as you,” she told me.  “His mom used to cook Italian food by
the bucket and you and Devin would go there for dinner.  She was short and fat with
white hair and red cheeks and always wore green shoes.”


“Okay,” I say, remembering her from
Kate’s description.  We sit in silence and I smile.  “He used to walk me to my
classes in high school sometimes.”


“Yeah,” Kate agrees.  “He was
nice.  Kind of shy, but so were you.”


Justin walks out and sits next to
me.  “Are you okay?” he asks.  I nod, inhaling the smoke deeply.  “I decided to
come out and make sure.  Devin seemed to need some time to himself with your
dad.”  Although I have no idea why Devin would care, I nod.  “You shouldn’t
smoke.”


“I shouldn’t do a lot of things,” I
say.  I look at him and see he is likely teasing me with a slight smile on his
face.  “I definitely shouldn’t come to funerals of people who treated me like
shit.”  Justin nods and doesn’t say anything.  “I mean, he was a fucking
asshole to Devin, too.”  I don’t want to focus on myself right now; I’m feeling
too much.  “So what about you?” I ask.  “What have you been up to?”


“I’m a wedding photographer by day
and a starving artist by night,” Justin says.  “The photography pays my bills. 
The art is what keeps me getting up in the morning.”  He turns on the bench a
bit, shifting away from me but facing his body toward me.  It’s more
conversational than sitting side by side and staring straight ahead.  “What
about you?”


“I’m a cage dancer at the
Appleseed,” I blurt out.  “It’s a club over by Rush and Division, you know,
where all of the Trixies and Douchebags hang out.  I have no talent or skill to
speak of so it pays the bills and gives me someplace to be so I don’t just stay
home drunk in my shitty apartment.”


Justin gives a half smile that could
pass for a smirk.  “I’d be lying if I said I wouldn’t like to see that. 
Clothing optional?”


“You can wear what you want,” I
tell him.  “I’m mostly unclothed.”


“I don’t even know how to respond
to that.”


“Most people don’t,” I say.  “You
could add it to your list of things to lecture me about.  Smoking and cage
dancing.  I’m also a heavy drinker.”


“Most south side Irish are,” Justin
says.  Devin walks outside, as well as some other people.  It seems the viewing
is over.  A man walks up to us in a crisp, dark grey pinstriped suit that looks
incredibly expensive and well-tailored.


“Jenna Parker?  My name is Drake
Carroll.  I’m so sorry about your father.”  He takes my hand and holds it
between his.  They are dry and rough and strangely cold in the heat.  His shirt
is dark crimson and he wears no tie, which makes me wonder if he’s a member of
the mafia or something.


“Er, thank you,” I stutter.  He is
probably in his mid-thirties and extremely handsome in a smooth and masculine
sense of the word.  I’ve heard Devin described as “pretty” by other girls
before, and I would say Justin could probably take holding on the word “cute”,
but I feel handsome is really reserved for men of Drake Carroll’s stature.  In
fact, the more I take him in, the more I would associate the word “gorgeous” or
“perfect”.  He has dark blonde hair and light brown eyes with heavy lashes that
remind me of the word “drapes”.  They are strangely much darker than his blonde
hair and I wonder if mascara is involved.  He has the most chiseled face I’ve
ever seen and is staring at me as though he can read my thoughts.  His chin is
strong and his jawline is square and perfectly shaved.  I wonder if he is one
of those people that go to the barber shop for a straight razor shave.  He
looks manicured from head to toe.


Drake Carroll glances at Devin. 
“My condolences for your loss,” he says to us.  “And a pleasure meeting you.” 
He puts a stress on the word “pleasure” that sounds out of place.  He puts some
dark Ray Ban sunglasses on and walks toward a black Mercedes Benz and gets in
and drives away.


“What the fuck just happened?” asks
Devin.


“It’s always helpful when people
actually say how they know people,” Justin says.  “But he chose to omit that
important piece of information.”


I shrug.  “Perhaps he was making
sure Jack is really dead.  I’m guessing Jack owed him some money.  Do loan
sharks actually exist?”  No one laughs at my pathetic attempt at humor.  Maybe
because they don’t think I’m joking.  The guy was seriously unreal, like a
character from some police drama show.  “Are we really going to this burial?” I
ask.  “I have to work tonight.”


“I don’t care,” Devin says.  “I’ve
said my goodbyes.  I’m done.”  I realize that his eyes are puffy.  He was
actually crying over our piece of shit father.  I’m disgusted and uncomfortable
by this but don’t say anything.


“Why don’t we go get some food?”
Justin suggests.  “I haven’t seen you two in so long.  It’d be nice to catch
up.”  I realize that I’m suddenly ravenous and likely drowning my internal organs
in alcohol.  Then I remember that my vomit is just behind the bushes, and my
stomach gurgles at the thought.  We all agree to go get pizza at Pisano’s,
which is a south side institution that serves amazing cracker thin crust pizza
with amazing Italian sausage, or “eye-talian” if you’re from the neighborhood. 
I eat far too much bread before our pizza arrives and pick at a small square
while Justin and Devin catch up on what they’ve been up to lately.  The
conversation revolves mostly around art and photography and local gallery
exhibits and I’m slightly bored but intrigued as to what kind of art Justin
does.  He sees that I am not involved in the conversation and graciously
changes the subject.  He mentions how his mother is still living in the same
house he grew up in around Elm Forest.


“Does she still cook pounds of food
all at once?” I ask him.  Justin looks impressed.


“She does,” he told me.  “You have
a good memory.”


“You can’t forget your mom’s
cooking,” Devin agrees.  “I miss those huge meals where I felt like I had to
roll home.”


“You two should come by for dinner
sometime,” Justin tells us.  “Mom would love to see you both.  I’ve got to go
after this and help her out with some things around the house but I’ll ask her
about a date that would work.  She can make her famous Bolognese sauce.”


“Okay,” I tell him.  We get the
bill and Justin doesn’t let us pay.  I get the impression he is far more
financially stable than we are, which is likely why Devin and I don’t do much
protesting.  When he leaves I tell Devin “I should probably get back too.  I
have to work.”


“That was nice to see Justin,” he
says.  I agree with him.  “I know how much you hate to be reminded of the past,
Jenna,” Devin begins to say.  My heart thumps and I can feel it in my temples. 
“When I think about what I remember from that time I get freaked out.  I was
there, Jenna, same as you, and even though I didn’t go through what you did, I
saw enough.”


“Devin, don’t,” I plead.  I don’t
want to cry.  He stops me.


“No, hear me out, Jenna.  I’ve
never told you this but I still see a therapist, and it’s helped me with all of
this shit.  Maybe you could see her too?”


I’ve had enough.  I feel the words
brimming to the surface and I can no longer swallow them and sit quietly.  “Fuck
you Devin,” I say.  “I can’t fucking believe you are comparing what you saw to
what I went through.  This isn’t just some shit in my head I can talk through
and move on from.  Dad fucked me up beyond repair.  He let men fuck me, Devin,
before I even knew what fucking meant.  That isn’t just some shit I can talk
through with a therapist, its part of me.  You hate Kate?  Guess what?  She was
there for me through all of it.  She is the only one in the world who
experienced what I experienced.  You think that listening to your sister
screaming through a paper thin wall is the same thing as getting fucked at
eight years old?  Do you think watching it happen is just like having it happen
to you?  Fuck you.”  I stand up and snatch my purse off the back of my chair. I
walk away, leaving Devin sitting alone at the table with the most hurt
expression on his face.


I feel terrible about how I just
bitched out Devin when he seemed already pretty upset and ultimately I just
feel terrible about how fucked up my life is.  I’m walking down 95th
Street and fumbling in my purse for a cigarette and sobbing.  It’s hot and
awful outside, and I pass people on the street but I don’t really give a shit
how I look.  It feels like the worst day of my life but I know I’ve had it way
worse than today actually is.


The train ride is blurry, but
somehow I find myself back at my apartment and getting ready to go dance.  I
shower and dress and put on makeup like a robot in a trance.  Work is the only
thing I’ve looked forward to all day long and I end up showing up forty minutes
early and sit at the bar and let Carlos pour me drinks and talk to Alicia for a
bit.


“So there was a sexy mafia guy at
your dad’s funeral?” she says.  “What was that all about?  How old was your
dad?”


“Fifty two,” I tell her, “And as
for the mafia dude, I have no idea,” I reply.  I’m drinking straight vodka
tonight.  I decide after a day of being drunk on Jameson I should switch to
clear.  I can’t really put a finger on my logic, but it seems crisper and less
dirty than the whiskey.  “He was just there, he gave his condolences, and then
he left.”


“What was his name?” she asks me. 
“What did he look like?  Was he single?”


“Dirk?” I say.  “Dave Carroll? 
Christ, Alicia, I don’t know.”


“Drake Carroll,” Carlos pipes in
from behind the bar, refreshing my glass.  “He’s involved in Chicago politics
or something.  His brother is running for something political down in
Washington, I think.  His father was a state senator back in the day.”


“How do you know all of this?” I
ask him.  “I barely know who the vice president is.”


Carlos smirks.  “Well, I do more
besides run this bar.  Sometimes I read the newspaper.  You should try it
sometime.”


Alicia rolls her eyes.  “I swear,
Carlos hasn’t even heard of the Internet.  Who reads a newspaper?”


Carlos ignores her and goes back to
wiping down glasses.  It’s that weird time before the club opens where it’s
empty but DJ Long is spinning haphazardly so chunks of music flip around and we
rotate between speaking normally and shouting.  It looks dirty in the
pre-evening light, but today is so marred that I can’t imagine anything looks
particularly good right now from my perspective.  At least I’m somewhere I feel
safe.


Alicia and I finish a bottle
between us.  I’d like to think we split it but I know I drank more than my
half, and she doesn’t say anything.  She knows enough of my problems to piece
together that alcoholism just comes with the territory. Or maybe she feels
guilty that we don’t really have health insurance but we do get paid under the
table.  I pick my battles and so does she.  I get sufficiently drunk enough to
feel like I’ve fast forwarded to being in my cage.  The music is an eerie
jungle beat that makes the bars vibrate in my hands.  The automatic lights are
swirling pink, green, gold, red and they make my head spin.  My hair is down
and falling around my back, which is cold and wet.  I can’t tell if there’s
been a drink poured on me from above or if I’m sweating in air conditioning.


People become a blur in Appleseed
and every now and then I notice something stand out in the crowd.  Red shirt. 
Blue hair.  400 pounds.  Once I saw a gun tucked into some guy’s belt and
flagged down Carlos to point him out.  I got a nice bonus that day.  No one
wants weapons in the club or you might get the wrong publicity.  Normally
people ignore the atmosphere after they take it in for the first few minutes of
being on the dance floor after they’ve had a few drinks in them.  Tonight I
feel like someone is watching me and I’m distracted, but I can’t stop.  The
only way I can stop and have a look is to grab onto one of the top bars and
hang upside down and glance around, but I’m drunk and attempting it makes me
dizzy, so I continue to sway and dance.


I start at 11:00 pm and dance until
2:00 am with a break around 1:00 am.  It’s a long time, and sometimes I’m
clever and put an audio book on my iPhone and listen to it by duct taping the
iPhone to the back of my bra and wiring the headphones through my hair.  I
didn’t do that tonight and of course I regret it after an hour, as my mind is
wandering and thinking about Jack and Devin and attempting to remember
something happy about Justin.


Kate sits at the bar, watching me. 
She is wearing the gold counterpart to my silver bikini which complements her
amber hair.  “There was this one time when you were riding your bike home from
school in the second grade and fell and skinned your knee pretty hard.  Devin
was ahead of you riding with friends of his and didn’t want to stay behind and
wait for his little sister.  You sat on the sidewalk and cried for an hour and
Justin was the one friend of Devin’s who rode back because he didn’t know where
you were and carried you home.”


“Before you were here,” I say.  It’s
a sweet memory.  “What else?”


“Not all memories are good,” Kate
tells me.  “I can’t tell you everything without talking about anything bad.”


“I don’t give a shit tonight,” I
reply.  “Today was all bad and I’m alive.  Maybe I can live with knowing it
all.”


“Not all of it,” she says.  “Even I
don’t remember all of it.”


“Who were they?” I ask her.  “How
many?”


“I don’t know who they were,” she
says.  “Maybe six or seven…maybe ten or fifteen.  They were just older men who
wanted a taste of something young and sweet, and Jack sold it to them for a
price.  You probably paid the biggest price.”


“What did I do?” I ask her.  Kate
rolls her eyes.


“You’ve talked about it before,”
she says.  “Remember years of therapy?  Talking about it then did nothing for
you.  Why relive it?”


“Because I think I’m ready to
remember and get over it.”  She shakes her head.


“Bullshit,” she says.  “It will
make you crazy.  I mean crazier.”


“I think you’re wrong,” I tell
her.  “I think it will help.  And that scares the shit out of you.  If I’m
better then you’ll be gone.”


She smiles at me sadly.  “I’m
already gone.”


I don’t understand, but that’s
okay, maybe I don’t want to.  Suddenly things are slowing down, which they do
later in the evening.  People are tired and the music gets slower and lower to
match their pace.  I’m done for the night and Kate isn’t there.  I want out of
this cage, and I want to shower and sleep until the next time I absolutely have
to leave the house.  In the locker room I say goodnight to another girl named
Sarah and slip on a white shift dress over a pair of blue lace panties and no
bra.  It’s too hot for a bra.  I think about how four bottles of whiskey would
be a great way to spend tonight and tomorrow, and I can just go home and lay in
bed naked and not move.


I’m walking out onto Rush Street and
I hear him.  “Hello Jenna,” he says.  His voice is warm, dark honey.  I whirl
around and he’s standing against the wall.  He looks more casual.  He’s lost
the suit and exchanged it for tight black jeans and a black shirt that shows
off his very defined chest.


“You’re that guy from this
morning,” I say.  “Drake?”  He nods and stands watching me while I light my
cigarette.  “What are you doing here?”


“I came to see you,” he says.  He
makes me self-conscious and I wish I’d worn a bra because I can feel my nipples
getting hard, even though it feels like Dante’s eighteenth level of hell
outside.  “This is your place of…business, right?  I came to pay you a less
than social call.”


I shake my head, trying to clear
the vodka fog.  “Are you fucking stalking me or something?”


He smiles and takes my cigarette
out of my mouth and steps on it to put it out.  “Somewhat,” he replies, making
my heart beat fast.  “I have some business to discuss with you regarding your
father.”
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We are at a bar.  It’s one of those
5:00 am dive bars where the lights are dark and considering the crowd and the
level of hygiene, it’s for the best.  Drake is drinking a beer and I have a
Scotch, neat.  He asks me if I’m hungry but I’m really not.  I had hoped that
all of the Jack business was over and I could move on with the rest of my life
but my lack of intuition never ceases to amaze me.


“Jack hired me a few months before
he died to manage his estate and draw up a will,” Drake is saying.  “I think he
knew he was going to die.”  He shrugs.  “Some people just do.”


“He drank himself to death,” I say,
taking a long, ironic sip of Scotch.  “It was bound to happen.  Some of us wish
it had happened a long time ago.”  Perhaps before I was ever born, I think and
shudder slightly.


“I think it was intentional,” Drake
says.  “But regardless, Jack did have $50,000 and his house, which he’s divided
equally between you and Devin.”


My heart stops cold in my chest and
I feel my throat closing up.  My fingertips go up to my temples in an attempt
to not pass out from Drake’s words.  Where the fuck did Jack even obtain that
kind of money?  I think about this and realize Jack had probably been involved
in more horrible things than I ever could have imagined.  As much as I could
use a permanent home and a chunk of change, it doesn’t feel good to me.  “I
don’t want Jack’s drug money,” I say.  “Won’t some loan shark or the police
just come around seize it from Devin or me if we claim it?”


Drake shakes his head.  His sensual
mouth tightens into a small smile that I fix my gaze on.  I resist the urge to
touch his lips with my fingers, wondering if they are indeed as soft as they
appear.  “This is Jack’s actual money, completely legitimate funds.  The house
is fully paid off.  There’s also a car.  I hope you’re not uncomfortable by
what I’m about to say, Jenna, but I’ve taken the time to do a little research
on you, “ he waits and looks at me to see if I look shocked.  I try and
restrain myself from reacting physically.  “I think you could use this money. 
You can quit your job in that stupid cage, start over, and do something
different.  Maybe try going to school or starting some sort of business.” I
scowl at the mention of school.  I always hated school with a purple passion. 
“It’s entirely up to you, of course.”


“The house is also half Devin’s,” I
say quietly, but the words falling out of my mouth sound hollow.  I already
know I’m taking this money and moving into Jack’s house.  My life is shit. 
Drake is right.  I work and live in a cage and this money and Jack’s house is
my only way out of it.  I want to abandon everything I have going for me  or
not going for me  and take whatever I’m being handed.  “I have to talk to
Devin,” I finally say.  “I can let you know what we decide.”


Drake nods.  “Of course,” he tells
me.  “Contact me during normal business hours, preferably.”  He yawns
dramatically.  “You’re a tough girl to chase down, Jenna Parker.”


“Not really,” I reply.  “I pretty
much sit around my apartment drunk or sleeping unless I’m at work.”  Ugh, way
too much candor, I think.  Now I sound like a loser, which I pretty much am
compared to the man I’m sitting next to, in expensive clothes looking perfectly
coiffed and prepped for business at whatever hour of the day.  I’m wearing
Goodwill clothing and could probably use a hairbrush and a shower.


“I’m not here to judge you.  I’m
here to help you,” is his reply, and I look at him quizzically.


“Help me?” I say, looking straight
at him.  His brown eyes and thick lashes look sleepily at me and I shrink back. 
“You’re my scummy father’s lawyer, not my genie released from the lamp.”


He grins.  “Money and property? 
I’d say I’m exactly what you imply.  Your genie from a magic lamp.  Your wish
is my command.”


I shrug.  Erase the past, I think. 
“Maybe.  I’m not sure that you have the answer to all of my problems, but money
and property doesn’t hurt.”


Drake finishes his beer and leans
closer to me.  “And what, pray tell, are ‘all of your problems’?”


I can’t hold back much longer at
this point.  I swivel my stool toward Drake and lean as close as possible.  My
hands rest on his knees and pull them apart and I stand up and place my hips in
between his parted knees.  My face is inches from his own and I can feel the
sharp intake of breath from him.  He wasn’t expecting me to be forward.  Men
never expect me to be anything other than a waif.  Every now and then it comes
out, and it’s all me. “You don’t get to fucking ask about my problems,” I
whisper.  “My problems are my business.”  I am pleased to see him looking
flustered and a little bit red.  I push my drink to him.  He finishes mine and
stands up.  “Leaving so soon?”


He actually grins at me, reaches
into the back pocket of his tight jeans and fishes out a card, which he pushes
over to me across the bar.  I touch it with my hand and our fingers graze. 
“Call me when you’re sober tomorrow.”  He reaches in his pocket and throws a
few twenties on the bar.


“Who says I’ll be sober tomorrow?”
I say after him as he walks out.  I sit still for one hundred seconds, counting
slowly to myself, my lips moving with each count.  I stand up on shaky legs.  I
need to get home.


Kate stands next to me on the El
platform.  Shady characters stand around waiting for the train.  A man is
vomiting over the platform onto the tracks on the other side.  I can hear each
retch from him over the occasional sound of a car whistling by on the street
below.  “You need me now, don’t you?” she asks and I just nod.  She smiles
mischievously.  I feel myself anxiously awaiting the comfort of a seat on the
train in a quiet car to ourselves.  The train finally pulls up and I sit down
in a seat and Kate sits down next to me.


I cover my lap with my bag and her
hand slides under it between my legs.  She pulls up my dress and her hand slides
inside my panties.  Her touch makes me moan slightly, but I am unfortunately
not alone on the car.  There is a young couple chatting quietly to themselves
and a haggard woman who looks like she is riding to work early.  Two young
girls wearing club clothing are standing behind me near the door and chattering
away.  No one sits directly across from me, so I let Kate continue.  Her
fingers plunge inside of me and my breath comes faster through my slightly parted
lips.  Her thumb pushes on my clit and my face scrunches up in concentration. 
In my mind I see Drake at the bar, sitting on his stool as I move closer to him. 
In my head he kisses me, lips grazing down my neck and over my shoulder,
pushing the strap of my shift down and his hands cupping my breasts.  I imagine
him pressing himself close to me and feeling how hard I am making him.  I want
to make him hard.  In my mind he wants me, and doesn’t turn around and go home,
but pushes me onto the bar and lifts up my dress and fucks me, while everyone inside
of the bar watches me.  The bartender unzips his pants and grabs his cock while
he watches, and two other men hold my arms at my sides, even though I want
everything that’s happening to me, but it feels good to be grounded.   I feel
the waves inside of me building.  My left hand slips inside of my purse and
pushes down on Kate’s hand through it, bringing her fingers deeper inside of
me.  I’m afraid to open my eyes, but I imagine where I am right now and picture
the couple on the train watching me.  I am aware of my surroundings, and the
prospect of someone knowing what I am doing frightens and excites me.  Kate
leans over to me and kisses my earlobe gently and moves her fingers faster.  A
surge of wetness and I explode, but all I can do is wriggle a bit in my seat
and press my thighs together to stop her hand from moving anymore and making me
scream.


“Next stop, Morris,” I hear through
the train PA system.  Getting off at Morris in more ways than one, I think to
myself.


When I get home, I barely have a chance
to stub out my cigarette before I completely pass out on my mattress.


*


“I think it’s a good idea,” Devin
is saying.  He means that if we live together, he can keep an eye on me, and I
find this just a teensy bit on the offensive side.


“I don’t need babysitting,” I tell
him.  We are sitting outside of Ennui, the coffee shop across the street from
where I live on a Sunday afternoon.  The breeze from the lake feels nice but
I’m feeling completely numb.  I know what this is going to mean for me.  It will
mean less late nights, less drinking, more scrutiny from Devin.  I’m feeling a
bit sick at the idea, but I am more on board than I let on.  I can quit my job,
I can start over, and I can leave my shithole apartment that felt so good to
get out of today.


“You don’t want to go to therapy
anymore, so you get me instead,” Devin says.  He is wearing white painter pants
covered in red paint and I think strangely of blood.  His shirt is white, too,
and I think ironically of how I chose black shorts and a tank top to wear to
see him and how it was reflective of how we are – him the eternal optimist, and
me the dark and brooding one.  “My lease is up and my rent is ridiculous for
what I get.  Your apartment could easily be abandoned and your lease broken and
you could save the money you spend on it to do something else.  Maybe you could
buy a real bed or something.  You could quit your job and go back to school…if
that’s what you want to do,” he adds, realizing that he is listing off his
ideal sister, not what I feel I’m actually capable of doing.  But everything
he’s saying isn’t out of left field; I’ve already considered all of these
possibilities, including an actual bed.  “And selfishly, I’m tired of being
alone and could use the company.”


Oh, he’s getting to me.  I know how
Devin is.  He gets weird about being alone for too long.  He works too hard, he
comes home, he paints, he doesn’t talk to people for days at a time.  He’s let
people he knows come live with him in an attempt to be more social and it’s
done nothing for him except allow him to be endlessly fucked over by assholes
and moochers who take advantage of the fact that he makes decent money and is
never home to know what’s going on in his own apartment.  “If we move, we’ll be
in the suburbs,” I say.  “I can’t get to work easily from the suburbs, and you
know I can’t drive.”


“I don’t want you working at that
place anymore,” Devin says quietly.  I can feel something from him.  It’s like
he wants to explode just thinking about it.  “I hate that people watch you do
that.  I hate that you’re trapped in that cage for hours.  I think about how
people look at you in there, Jenna.  It pisses me off.  You’re better than
that.”


I say nothing as I sip my
espresso.  The hair on the back of my neck feels damp and I consider cutting it
all off this summer, but it’s a passing thought that’s distracting me from
making an actual decision.  Devin looks flustered.  He wants this to work, I
can tell, and I suddenly don’t want to disappoint him.  “Okay, okay,” I say. 
“I’ll do it.  I’ll quit my fucking job and live in the suburbs and slowly die
inside just to make you happy.”


“Stop it,” he says, looking like he
wants to grin and I feel a strong urge to slap the stifled smile off his face. 
“Let’s do this.  Jack’s house is big enough for the two of us to live without
getting in each other’s way.  I can make the third bedroom a studio.  The one
with the closet so I can stash supplies in there.”  I nod, wondering what’s in
it for me.  Devin is getting excitedly animated.  “Do you think maybe you’d
like to enroll at Morgan College for some classes?”


I shrug, not knowing what to
think.  “How will I get there, Devin?”


“Get your license, Jenna,” Devin
says.  “Jack’s car can be yours.  I have my bike.  I could use the car if I
need to transport something to a gallery.”


“Sure,” I say.  “Whatever you want,
Devin.”


Devin reaches for my hand but I
snatch mine away.  He looks less excited and sad and I feel guilty, even though
I did it on purpose.  It’s like I enjoy manipulating how he feels.  “It’s going
to be good, Jenna,” he says quietly.  “You’ll see.”


But I don’t see.  All I can think
about is how we’re going to be in Jack’s house.  It’s not the same house we
grew up in but it still feels like Jack.  We went and looked around earlier in
the week.  Everything about it had a freaky familiar feeling.  The thing that
bothers me the most is that Jack lives the same way I do.  No bed, just a
mattress.  Not much furniture other than the necessities.  Ashtrays still
overflowing with cigarette butts.  The idea that his spit was still lingering
on them made me sick.  “We’ll have the place cleaned out before we move in,”
Devin had said, already assuming that I would agree.  He was definitely living
there with or without me.  Also, living with my brother at my age?   Am I dooming
both of us into never meeting anyone who would be a permanent part of our
lives?  What girl would want to date a man who lives with his sister?  Didn’t
Devin want to get married one day and have a family?  I’m the reason he can’t seem
to be a normal guy with a girlfriend or wife.  The guilt is overwhelming
sometimes.  He never blames me outright, but I feel like if Devin had a normal
sister he wouldn’t have to be permanently looking out for me.  He tells me all
of the time that it’s not a bother and that he doesn’t care.  And I know it’s
not my fucking fault.  Normal people come from normal childhoods.  But still.


“I guess I can talk to Drake to see
what has to be done,” I say.  “I’m sure there’s some legal shit like transfer
of property.”


Devin’s face darkens.  “Let me call
him,” he says.


“No, its fine,” I say.  I want to
call Drake and talk to him again.  The way he left me the other night, well, it
left me feeling…something.  Devin can tell.  Why can’t I fucking hide anything
from him?  “You want me to grow up, so let me handle this for once.  You just
sit and look pretty or something.”


“Okay,” Devin agrees, but he isn’t
happy.  “I’ll let you handle things.  Just be careful, Jenna.”


“And why would you say that?” I ask
coyly.


“Because,” Devin says.  “Men like
him have had real relationships with women who aren’t anything like you,
Jenna.”  He shakes his head.  “Whatever I say is going to sound shitty, but you
know what I mean.  He probably hooks up with women all of the time.  I saw him
taking you in at Jack’s funeral.  You’re beautiful, Jenna, and men will look at
you, but let him know he can’t touch.  You’re an emotional person who isn’t meant
to be used and thrown away.”


“Now you just sound like an
overprotective big brother,” I say.  “I’m fine.  And how do you know that I
haven’t hooked up with men like him before?”


“You haven’t,” Devin says, and of
course he’s right, but sometimes I wish he didn’t know everything about me. 
“Is Kate still around?” he asks.


“Sometimes,” I say.  “She comes and
goes as she pleases.  Sometimes I don’t even know she’s there.  I open the
fridge and find all of the food gone and don’t remember eating it, or I wake up
and I’m out of cigarettes after I just bought a pack.”


Devin cringes.  “I’d be lying if I
said I didn’t want to move to Jack’s house with you because I wasn’t worried.”


“I know,” I say.  “And I do love
you for it, but you have to let me be a little bit annoyed about it, too.”


Now he grins.  “Fair enough.”


We pay the bill and he walks me to
my apartment where his bike is parked out front.  “Let me know what happens
after you talk to Drake,” he says.  “And seriously, if you need me to call for
you, I will.”


“I know you will,” I say.  “But let
me handle this.”  Devin nods.  We hug and I watch him get on his bike.  As a
final act of stubbornness he waits for me to get inside instead of letting me
watch him drive away.  I watch him take off from my front room window.  When
he’s gone, I take Drake’s card out of my purse and dial him on the phone.  He
answers on the second ring.


“Jenna,” he purrs.  “So nice to
hear from you.”


“Devin and I want to move into
Jack’s house,” I say.  “Can we meet to discuss the details about property
transfer of ownership or whatever.”


“Sure,” he says.  My heart flips
around in my chest and practically climbs up my throat.  Who knew his voice
could turn me on?  “I’ll pick you up tonight at 8:00.  Wear a dress. 
Preferably a nicer one than you wore the other night.”  He hangs up
immediately.  I am completely taken aback but flattered and excited.  He
doesn’t ask for my address or anything, but I suppose since he’s a lawyer
handling my father’s estate he would have that information and don’t think much
of it.
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I’m wearing a dress as ordered. 
It’s yellow, short, strapless, and transparent to the point where I have to
change my underwear four times in order to get it to where you can’t see my
panty lines because of the way the material clings to my skin.  On my left
thigh is a spray of pink embroidered flowers and that is pretty much the entire
design of the dress.  It’s definitely one of my more expensive pieces of
clothing.  I blew nearly an entire paycheck on it at a little boutique in one
of the nicer Chicago neighborhoods where there’s a Starbucks on every corner
where blonde girls triple park their VW Jettas to run in but they always take
their dog that fits perfectly inside of their purse.  That’s the kind of girl I
imagine Drake Carroll taking out to dinner, not me, so at least I can look the
part for tonight, minus the blonde hair.  It’s nearly 90 degrees outside and
the sun is down.  I won’t freeze despite my lack of material to cover me up. 
My shoes are an afterthought, which are gold strappy four inch heels that I can
barely walk in.  I intend to carry them most of the evening if I have to, but
they match and I find a gold purse that I happened to buy the exact same day in
case of emergency.  I’d deem tonight an emergency.


Kate is taking a nap.  I think
she’s hung over.  I am extra quiet so I don’t wake her, because I want to be on
my own tonight.  I apply makeup precariously.  Green and gold eye shadow, thick
black eyeliner and mascara and my eyes are unrecognizable as my own.  A touch
of peach colored lipstick completes the look.  I don’t need any foundation or blush,
since the little time I spend outside has already given me a natural flush. 
Besides, upon inspection in the mirror, I can see that I’m glowing.  It’s
because I want this date to happen.  I’ve been anticipating it all day long.  I
called off work for the night, telling Alicia I have a headache and couldn’t
make it in.  She knows that means hangover, but I rarely call off so she
assumes I’m not lying and doesn’t give me any shit, though she should in this
instance.


Drake calls me when he arrives and
I hobble outside to meet him, wishing I’d practiced in the heels a bit longer. 
He smells like cinnamon, I notice upon entering his car.  It’s the same black
Mercedes he drove away in when I met him at Jack’s funeral.  Everything inside
of the car is black as well and the dash is intimidatingly lit up with red and
blue lights.  Music with loud bass is turned down low.  I note he drives a
stick shift and watch in fascination the way he handles it as we coast down
Lake Shore Drive toward the city lights, Lake Michigan on our left.


“I thought we could discuss
creating a declaration of property tax transfer over dinner at Crimson,” Drake
says.  “I’ll keep it very non-technical for you and just explain what you’re
signing before you sign it, and then we can enjoy our meal and some drinks.”


“I appreciate that,” I say.  I
sincerely hope this is one of those dates where the man pays, because I
definitely can’t afford Crimson.  It’s one of those fusion places with two
different types of cuisine that really have no business being together, but for
some reason it works and everyone loves it.  I think it’s Thai and Italian or
something.  It’s a place for people who actually care about what they’re eating
and survive on more than ramen noodles and cheap whiskey.  Lucky for me, my
diet keeps me thin, and I think to myself about how people who can afford to
eat well probably have to spend their spare time working it off while I get to
lie around drunk.  What a treat.  It takes about fifteen minutes to drive
downtown tonight and Drake tells me a bit about himself while I listen and
stare at pretty the dash in hypnotic awe.  He and his brother grew up not too
far from where I did in Elmwood and didn’t have much money, but their mother
said she’d scrub toilets to make sure they had a good education.  His father
died when he was ten.  His first apartment was on the south east side, which
even I won’t live in, even though the rent is cheaper than where I live now. 
He went to University of Chicago in Hyde Park and worked as a mechanic through
college and law school.  I learn more about Drake than I have ever shared with
myself with any guy in a fifteen minute drive.  He pulls his car up to the
entrance and a valet attendant immediately runs up and opens my door for me.  I
precariously attempt to not give him a crotch shot and gracefully step out of
the car while balancing on my heels.  It’s not as easy as I make it look and I
feel relieved, as though if I pass that small test the rest of the evening will
be a piece of cake.


Everything inside Crimson looks
like a palace and is, of course, entirely done in red.  I heard something once
a few years ago when it opened that the owner had paid four million dollars
just for the décor and had entire walls flown over from Tunisia or Morocco or
some other exotic country I’ll never make it to.  Crimson is as close as I’ll
get, so I decide to really enjoy it and pretend I’ve been whisked off to some
faraway land.  We are led by a gorgeous hostess to cushy chairs that are low to
the ground where you lounge while you eat.  It probably isn’t conducive to
digestion, but it gives you the impression that you’re being pampered and
relaxed.  Our table is privately shielded with gauzy gold curtains that are
draped from the ceiling to surround us in a personal cove.  I feel like I’m in
an opium den, but it’s cozy.  I tuck my legs beneath me and open the gold
leather menu and bite my lip to prevent myself from gasping at the prices. 
Everything sounds rich and expensive, from the coconut cumin lobster ravioli to
the braised truffle chili duck confit.  I’m way out of my league, but Kate
would be too, and I am holding her within me so hard I’m trembling.  We order
some $14 cocktails that are stronger than they taste and thankfully I relax a
bit.  Mine is a dark violent orange color and tastes like how I would imagine
Hawaii does.  I find myself nibbling on parmesan edamame and peanut-coconut
olives.  It’s all strange and wonderful.  The flavors and alcohol are intoxicating
me like nothing I’ve ever had before.  I think to myself about how if I eat
this way more often I probably wouldn’t be as drunk and oversexed as I am.  A
life of cheap food and liquor will leave you feeling empty, I suppose.  I am on
my second fancy martini when our meal comes, and I forget what I even ordered. 
There’s a hunk of meat in front of me that looks like something Fred Flintstone
would eat.  I am suddenly starving and can’t really remember the last time I
actually ate a meal.  A can of soup before bed doesn’t count.  It was very
likely after Jack’s funeral.  The effect of actual food is mildly sobering and
it’s a new feeling for me, and suddenly I realize I’m getting a strange and
curious stare from my dinner companion.  I completely forgot he was there. 
“What?”  Having to pause between bites is killing me.


“You’re eating with your hands,” he
says.  I look down.  So I am.  There’s also a trail of grease running down my
arm.  Oh yes, I ordered the lamb shank.  I femininely lick the grease off my
arm from elbow to wrist with a mild attempt to be seductive yet humorous and
note the way Drake is looking at me.  I realize the effect was intended to
intoxicate him with my charms but I feel myself getting slightly aroused.  Dammit,
what was his crazy effect on me?  I can’t remember the last time a guy made me
feel this way, and I’m terrified and thrilled.  I rest a bit on the cushion so
I am closer to Drake under the low table and lean back against the pillows
behind me.  I decide I’m full and likely to explode if I consume more of the
dead flesh that was my meal.


“Shall we talk business?” I ask
him.  Drake raises one eyebrow, shrugs, and reaches into his briefcase.  He
pulls out the stack of paperwork and slides it over toward me across the table. 
I reach for it and jump as I feel his hand clench around my ankle.  His hold
loosens gradually and I feel his hand slide up and around my leg, stroking my
calf.


“This is a declaration of property
tax transfer,” Drake says.  His left hand is to my knee now and I see he is
calmly sipping his martini with his right hand.  “Basically it indicates that
all taxes paid on 10133 S. Menard Avenue will be in your name and in Devin’s
name.  He will need to sign as well.”


“What about mortgage?” I ask.  I feel
his hand graze over my knee and onto my thigh.  The hem of my dress is hiked up
pretty far.  Any farther and it becomes a shirt, though some might argue that
it already was before Drake did anything to it.


Drake pulls my leg so that I am
practically lying down at the table.  Lucky for us there are curtains.  I
wonder how much can be seen as the curtains aren’t exactly opaque, and the
thought intrigues and excites me.  I feel his hand slide against the edge of my
panties which are officially soaked.  He takes his hand and pushes his fingers
onto my clit.  My lips part and I gasp and am about to moan, but he puts his
drink down and puts his finger on his lips and says “Shhh.”  I comply and smile
slightly.


“The house is paid off already. 
The taxes are about six thousand per year, give or take.  We can appeal those
since they just raised them.  But other than maintenance and property tax, you
don’t owe anything.”


His thumb slides inside of me and the
knuckle of his middle finger presses on my clit.  I grip the pillow on either
side of me as though I might float away.  I realize I’m holding my breath and
it enhances what I’m feeling below my waist.  The waves of pleasure mount
within me and I close my eyes and imagine how I want Drake to be mounting me
later on when we get out of this place.  I am close.  Suddenly my orgasm comes in
an electric surge and I hear a demure voice say, “Would you care for another
drink?” I shoot to a sitting position, bang both of my knees under the table
and tip my drink directly into my lap.  Chaos ensues.  Drake obviously has to
disengage his hand which is soaked, and thankfully everything is masked with
the smell of my orange blossom martini.  Napkins are shoved in my direction. 
Apologies are barked at me.  All I can do is sit and allow myself to be blotted
and consoled because I am completely and utterly numb.  Drake is laughing
somewhat maniacally, and even the dirty look I shoot his way doesn’t suppress
his ability to find the situation ridiculous.


Our waitress discounts our drinks
because she feels guilty about how I spilled everything all over myself.  I
actually consider it my fault, but keep my mouth shut.  It’s as though I
contributed to the bill in some way – drinks on me!  Literally.  My dress is
still somewhat damp from the drink and my legs are somewhat damp from what
Drake did to me over dinner.  We stand and wait for the valet to bring Drake’s Mercedes. 
Drake looks at me and chews on the tip of his thumb and grins while I smoke.  I
flush from cheeks to chest and decide that if I wanted him before, I wanted him
ten times more right now.  Kate isn’t here to do the dirty work for me, and for
once I’m truly grateful.


In his car Drake drives fast and is
silent, unlike the ride to Crimson.  I don’t know where we are going and don’t
really care.  “Take your dress off,” he tells me, watching me twisting the damp
hem in an attempt to dry it off.  “We can find you something dry at my place.” 
I comply, pulling the once-soft yellow fabric over my head and toss the ruined
thing on the floor.  I didn’t wear a bra.  It’s odd that I’m not self-conscious
in front of a man I barely know, but he did just finger me in a restaurant and
I dance in a cage for a living, so I guess it makes a little bit of sense.


Drake pulls into a parking garage
and parks between a Mini Cooper and a Porsche.  He shrugs out of his light
jacket and hands it to me.   “Wear this in case anyone else might be in the
elevator.”  I nod and slip on the jacket.  It smells like the restaurant we
just left, and a bit like a spicy musk that gives me a flash of familiarity,
but it’s quickly gone.  He leads me over to the elevator and presses the button
to go up, and then inside he presses another button to go to the eighteenth
floor.  No one else is in there, but Drake doesn’t touch me, and we don’t say
anything to each other, and I wonder if he is upset about something or what he
might be thinking.  The doors open on eighteen.  I step out and let him pass
me, and then follow him down a long hallway to a door that says 1806 in brass
numbers.  He lets me in to his place.


The view is beautiful.  I can see
the Chicago River through one set of floor to ceiling glass windows and Navy
Pier through the other set.  Drake turns the lights on and the city lights
become less prominent, but I can see that his color scheme of his apartment is
the complete opposite of his car.  Everything is completely white and
immaculate.  While my walls are white, my constant chain smoking has probably
tinged them a dingy yellow over time.  His are glowing, and the word “pristine”
comes to mind.  Various pieces of abstract artwork covered his walls which tied
in the red shag rug and plush red sofas.  His kitchen was an open area with
shiny white cabinets and light granite countertops, all gleaming from lack of
use, no doubt.  Christ, what the hell was I doing with this guy?  I spot a
glass sliding door and I step onto a balcony and light up before I
hyperventilate.  Drake follows me outside.  I am still wearing his jacket but
it’s so warm outside, I start to shrug it off.  Drake looks amused.


“Do you realize that people have
telescopes and binoculars around here and are probably enjoying the show you’re
giving them?” he asks me, looking pointedly at my bare chest.  I shrug.  My
level of caring went on permanent hiatus years ago.


“So cover me,” I tell him and pull
him over and put his hands over my breasts.  I finish smoking and pitch the
cigarette butt over the balcony.  I lazily drape my arms over his shoulders and
link my fingers behind his neck and push myself against him and find his lips
with my own.  He tastes of bourbon and I notice he’s poured himself a drink.  I
realize that he’s a non-smoker kissing a smoker.  I’ve heard that kissing a
smoker is like kissing an ashtray, which is a disgusting thought.  I decide to
help the cause and take a swig of his bourbon.  I note that it’s definitely
good quality stuff.  I could get used to this lifestyle.


“Follow me,” Drake says.  He leads
me off the balcony and slides the door closed behind me.  I follow him down a
short hallway to a large bedroom.  Again, I am comparing my shoddy mattress and
sheets on the floor to his lavish masculine black wood sleigh bed.  His room is
simple in décor (like mine!) with a bed, two nightstands and a bureau in the
corner where I assume a television is concealed.  The curtains are closed
otherwise Drake would have a view of Navy Pier, I judge based on the layout I
recall of his living room.  It occurred to me that Drake is classy enough to
have a “living room”, while the rest of Chicago has “front rooms” or
“fronchrooms” as we tend to say.  “Sit in the middle of the bed and strip,” he
tells me flatly.  Now I see there is a chair off to the side and he sits on it,
fully clothed and calm with his drink, sipping casually.


I go along and sit down on his soft
duvet, feeling myself sink in.  I now notice it’s not completely white like
everything else but rather a very light silvery grey.  Since stripping doesn’t
really involve much at this point, it doesn’t take much effort to hook my
thumbs inside of the bikini straps across my hips and pull my panties down and
toss them off toward Drake.  They land on his lap.  His hand picks them up and
holds them in a ball, clenched in his left fist.  “Play with yourself,” he
instructs me.  His tone doesn’t change at all.


“Why don’t you join me?” I ask
him.  Drake shrugs and gives me a slight smile.


“I like to watch,” he tells me.


Oh, interesting, I think to myself. 
The disappointment must be obvious across my face because he reassures me, “I
will join you…soon.”  I smile and settle back against the pillows that feel
like silk on my bare skin and decide to do as I’m told, not because he told me
to, but because I want to do it for him.  I put my finger in my mouth to get it
wet, which is cliché but I watch a lot of dirty movies and think that men like
to see girls actually do the things that only tend to happen in porn.  To
confirm this I trace my wet fingertip around my nipple until it turns into a
stiff, hard peak while watching Drake’s face. He is annoyingly difficult to
read, though the slightly faster movements of his chest indicate I’m performing
well.  I press my nipple down gently and watch as it springs back up instantly.


With my other hand I reach down to
stroke my thigh, which has a lingering stickiness to it from the drink and my
own bodily fluids from earlier at dinner.  I watch Drake the whole time.  He is
calm and still but I can see the clenching muscles on the arm he is holding my
panties in.  I know my actions have some effect on him.  I part myself with my
hand and give him a good view by lying on my back with my feet pointed toward
him and my knees in the air.  Sliding two fingers inside of myself, I feel how
wet I am again.  I wonder if it’s possible to make myself come without Kate
tonight.  It certainly feels like I might, but I want to wait for Drake.  I ache
for him to join me, but for now I am alone with myself.  I close my eyes and
let my mind wander.  Bad idea.  Suddenly I am in a place I haven’t been in a
very long time….


“She’s in here,” I hear my daddy
say.  I am in my room from when I was a child.  I recognize the yellow
bedspread and the stain in the corner by the white wooden door.  My stuffed
tiger named “Bunny” is propped up against the windowsill, and I suddenly feel
the urge to run over to him and squeeze him and cry.  I sit on my bed afraid for
the man who will inevitably come inside and lay on top of me.  They always come
and do things I don’t like and laugh and leave.  Daddy gets money and buys me a
new toy, but I don’t care about the toys, I just want to be left alone.  “I
told you she’s beautiful.”


It’s not one man, but two.  I can’t
see their faces, but they are wearing dark clothes and look rich and mean, even
though they’re smiling.  One sets up a tripod and puts a camera on top of it. 
He leaves his clothes on.  The other is about to take his clothes off but my
daddy stops him.  “Money first,” he says.  “And you stop when I say stop.  I
told you what you can and can’t do and don’t think I won’t kick the shit out of
you if you break my rules in my house.”  The man nods, ready to agree to anything. 
He throws his suit jacket over Bunny and pulls his tie off quickly.  He is
eager and something in his eyes tells me that he isn’t a good person.  No one
who comes over to visit me is a good person.  Now he is in his underwear, and my
daddy stands by my head and tells me to lie down and be still, stroking my hair
away from my face.  He always stays there the whole time, whispering to me,
telling me he loves me, but I don’t believe him anymore.  I told him if he
loved me he’d stop and he doesn’t ever let it stop.  It just happens again and
again, week after week, sometimes a lot.  The other man stands near the camera
and I see a red light on.  The man in his underwear lies next to me and begins
to touch me and rub himself against me, and I am sinking inside the hole in my
bed….


Drake is on top of me and I can
feel his bare skin on mine.  He is so warm, and I am suddenly cold and pull him
closer to me so I can feel his warm body next to mine.  He slips inside of me
and fills me up and inside so deeply.  A few thrusts and I come almost
instantly, and he follows a few seconds later.  “You are beautiful,” he mumbles
in my ear.  “From the moment I first saw you, I wanted you.”


I note that my cheeks are wet and
hope he doesn’t notice.  Stupid Jenna, I think.  Grow the fuck up and get over
it.  He is about to pull himself off of me but I pull him back toward me. 
“Don’t go yet,” I say.  I wrap my legs around his waist and roll so I am on top
of him.  He is still hard inside of me, and I sit up and begin to grind against
him with my hips, making him moan.  I pull his hands up to my breasts and he
squeezes to the point where the tears on my face increase and have a reason to
be there.  We take a bit longer this time around, maybe ten minutes of me riding
him, but I am back to myself before I slipped away to never-never-again-land. 
My ass feels completely sore and numb by the time I come but this time it’s
much more intense.  I feel like my spine fell asleep, numb with pins and
needles inside.  Drake pulls himself out of me and gives himself a firm stroke
and hot white liquid shoots all the way up to my breasts and slides down to my
stomach.  He pulls me down so I am pressed firmly against him and then rolls me
off of him.


“Clean me off,” he says to me.  I look
around in search of a towel, about to get up and find one.  He grabs my wrist
to stop me and shakes his head.  “Clean me off,” he repeats.  “With your
mouth.”  I smile and nod in understanding and crouch over his sticky stomach,
starting close to his chest and tasting him with long strokes using my tongue. 
I start again, licking him from chest to crotch with a long stroke and see it
doesn’t take much to get Drake hard again.  He’s fucking insatiable, I think, and
I place my tongue against the tip of his cock and lick off the dab of liquid
that’s building there and pull my tongue slowly away, building a line
connecting my mouth to him.  It breaks and I go back for more, placing the head
gently in my mouth and letting my saliva drip down the shaft, making him wet. 
My hand wraps around the base and I push my mouth down and my hand up and make Drake
moan.  His hand travels to the back of my head and pushes it gently down so my
mouth fills with his cock, sliding all the way to the back of my throat and
making me gag slightly.  I’m not sure why the sound of a girl gagging always
gets a guy going, but Drake is no exception.


As my hand slides wetly around the
base of his cock my mouth and tongue play with the tip and shaft.  Suddenly he
pushes my head away and I feel him spurt all over my cheeks, mouth and chin.  Now
I definitely want a towel, because I somehow doubt Drake is willing to lick his
own cum off of my face.


Drake has a bathroom inside of his
bedroom, down a small hallway and across from a huge walk in closet.  I step in
and begin to splash water on my face and observe that my reflection isn’t
exactly as enticing as it was when I left my apartment at the beginning of the
evening.  I have sex hair, and my skin is flushed and red.  There’s a hickey on
my right shoulder, and when I turn around and look at my back in the mirror,
there are definitely some faint claw marks just above my ass.  I look at Drake’s
shower longingly and notice that it’s the biggest shower I’ve ever seen, with a
bench and jets coming out of the sides.  I vow that once I get my inheritance
I’m going to buy a shower just like it.  Fuck it, I think, and step inside.  I
pull the knob over all the way to the hottest setting and let the water pour
all over me, washing the juices off of my thighs and more thoroughly off of my
face.  When I open my eyes, I gasp, surprised to see Drake watching me with a
silly smirk on his face.


“Sorry,” I call out from inside,
feeling the echo bounce off the marble walls.  “Do you mind?”


He responds by opening the glass
door and letting himself inside, along with a burst of cold air conditioning. 
“Jesus fuck, it’s hot,” he says.  He turns the knob a bit more toward the
middle and presses something that turns the side jets on, making me gasp
again.  “Since you serviced me so well,” Drake says, “why don’t you let me take
care of you?”


I shrug and see that he means to
wash me down.  He takes some liquid soap and puts it on a loofa and gently rubs
it over my breasts and shoulders.  He motions for me to turn around and does my
back and reaches around and cleans my belly and slips his hand inside of me to
wash out where I feel the dirtiest at the moment.  The soap slides down my
thighs and legs and pools around my feet.  The way Drake is handling and
pampering me I feel like a little girl.  In fact, I feel exactly like I did
when I was a little girl and too numb to move and Devin sometimes had to help
me to take a bath and clean off the filth and corruption that was coated on me
from whomever Jack’s last patron was.  It’s not something I’d like to think
about now, and turn to kiss Drake hard and fill my head with his tongue instead
of diseased thoughts that deserve to die.  “That’s the first time we’ve
kissed,” I remark.  “A bit backwards, I’d say.”


Drake smiles and pushes a wet
strand of hair off my cheek.  “I’m not very traditional,” he tells me and then
kisses me again.  I feel him grow hard again.  Again?  He disconnects the
shower head and holds it between my legs and turns another knob I didn’t know
about and I feel the water pressure increase.  I feel my knees buckle and Drake
catches me in his arms as I come and practically black out.  Luckily there’s
the bench, and I sit down and part my knees and hold my head in my hands as I
catch my bearings.  I hear Drake groan and look up and see he’s used the shower
head on himself.  How many times did that make, I wonder?  I stand up, feeling
less dizzy and give myself a final rinse and step out.  There are fluffy grey
towels hanging on the wall and I grab one and bury myself in it.  In the mirror
I look beat.  My makeup has washed off and there are remaining smudges of black
under my eyes.  I am still flushed from my last orgasm but overall I look
tired.


“Do you have clothes I could
possibly wear home?” I look behind me and see Drake wrapping another towel
around his waist.  I need a cigarette.  The air around me is almost too
sterile.  I couldn’t possibly spend the night with this perfect man, who I am
not sure wants me to anyway, so I feel it’s best to broach the subject and make
it my idea.


He doesn’t really question it
either.  “Might be hard to find you a pair of pants or shorts that will fit,”
he says.  “Let me see what I can find.”


“I’ll be on the balcony,” I tell
him.  I walk over to his living room and find my purse and my cigarettes.  I
note the clock on his oven says its 2:37 am.  Holding the towel around me, I
stand outside and smoke and practically choke on the humid air.  When I come
inside, Drake is sitting on his sofa next to a pair of faded jeans and a white
t-shirt.


“Thanks,” I mumble and slip the
t-shirt on.  It’s an undershirt and very obvious I’m not wearing a bra but it’s
better than going home topless.  The jeans fit better than I expected and I
realize that although Drake is well built on top, he’s very narrow from the
waist down.  I give them a roll at the waist and they stay up.  I don’t ask for
my underwear back and Drake doesn’t offer them.  I would rather not put dirty
underwear on anyway.


Drake drives me home.  We are
silent the whole way back and I am nodding off to sleep, completely spent from
the evening’s activities.  Drake plays music through the stereo and I realize
we are listening to The Velvet Underground, which was one of Jack’s favorite
bands, I remember.  Weird and not at all something I’m pleased about, although
I still like the band.  The song playing is “Heroin”, and it’s somewhat of a
perfect depiction of how I feel, which is strung out.


When we get to my building, I thank
Drake and let him squeeze my leg, but we don’t kiss.  Only the one kiss in the
shower for the whole night, I think.  At this point I can barely see straight,
and stumble up the stairs to my apartment, cigarette in my mouth the moment I
step out of the Audi and lit the moment I walk in the door.  I fall asleep with
it burned out between the fingers of my right hand hanging off the mattress,
still wearing Drake’s clothes.
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Drake’s worn out jeans and t-shirt
are perfect for moving day, but I add underwear this time.  Devin has recruited
Justin to help me load boxes onto the moving truck, which is already loaded
with Devin’s things, showing me up as the huge procrastinator that I am.  I
haven’t seen him since Jack’s funeral, and find that seeing him outside of the
previous context is a lot more pleasant.  Kate hasn’t helped me with packing at
all this week, which is my lame excuse to myself.  All she’s done is sit around
smoking my cigarettes and ask me if I’ve taken my birth control pills, which is
a good reminder to maybe get a new prescription for some.  It’s her way of
being sarcastic and simultaneously reminding me that sex gets you pregnant. 
Luckily I’ve never found that out the hard way, but the last thing I needed in
my fucked up life was a baby.  I can’t even take care of myself, obviously,
which was why I was moving in with my big brother.  I haven’t spoken to Drake
much since our “date” night at Crimson which ended up in the throes of passion
at his apartment except to drop the finalized paperwork for the property tax
transfer on Jack’s house.  I had Devin sign it and then it took a week to
finalize everything on Drake’s end.  He called to tell me that we could move in
anytime, so I took three days to pack up.  I probably could have done it in
three hours but I’m slow and I tend to forget what I’m supposed to be doing and
end up sleeping or wandering to the liquor store to refresh my supply, since
Kate has been binge drinking lately and I always seem to be out.  Surprisingly,
I’ve cut back on my alcohol intake since my date with Drake.  I guess I just
needed to get laid.


Kate disagrees.  She has been
pissed at me ever since the morning after that night.  She won’t say why, but I
assume it’s because she feels like I don’t need her right now and I summoned
her back, yet she still lingers.  I’m handling things rather well lately.  I go
to work, I come home.  I had a few lunches with Devin that went well and came
over to help him pack up his things.  Devin’s apartment is much more grown up
and lived in than mine is, so it takes longer to pack.  First of all, he can
actually cook and seems to have every kitchen gadget and appliance known to
man.  The kitchen took the longest to pack, and then I helped him box up his
impressive collection of vinyl records, canvases and art supplies.


“Devin, some of this is amazing,” I
tell him.  “I mean really good.  If you’re not going to put it in a gallery we
should get this framed and decorate the house with it.”  I’ve stopped calling
it “Jack’s house” and have progressed to saying “the house”.  Maybe one day
it’ll be “our house” but I’m not there yet.


Devin is modest.  “Some of that
stuff is old, and some of it I painted when I was strung out on heroin.  I try
not to make that stuff my signature.”  I just give him a “you’re crazy” look
because his artwork really is amazing.  “It’s hard to explain,” he finishes.


I kind of get it.  I guess I
wouldn’t want to be known for anything I do when I’m Kate.  Not that she paints
or anything, but she’s been known to be a bit…promiscuous when she’s out and
about.  The things I did with Drake were nothing compared to what she’s done
when she takes me over.  I’ve had men come up to me in the past and address me
as Kate and it creeps me out.  I’ve found myself in sex dungeons, orgies, on camera
and in alleys behind clubs without knowing how I got there, sometimes in the
act.  It’s hard to get out of those situations gracefully.  Sometimes I have to
finish up and go home, sometimes I run.  Once I got a knife pulled on me for
trying to run and had to stay and let the guy finish.  What the fuck was I
supposed to do?  Sometimes it sucks being me.  No, I take that back, sometimes
it sucks turning back into me, particularly when your alter ego is a
nymphomaniac slut with no taste in men.


Justin and Devin do all of the
heavy lifting, and I am grateful that I live on the first floor and not the
fourth, since my apartment is a walkup and there isn’t an elevator.  Even
though there isn’t much, it takes a few hours to get everything loaded up. 
Looking around where I’ve lived for four years without anything in it gives me
the creeps, and so I don’t linger.  Devin drives the U-Haul truck we rented. 
He drove his motorcycle over to the house this morning and Justin picked him
up.  Justin gives me a ride to the house in his Honda Civic.  I note how it’s
no Mercedes, but of course don’t say a word.  Why am I comparing?


“I’m glad you and Devin are going
to live closer,” Justin says as we merge from Lake Shore Drive onto 55.  “If
you guys are up for it, my mom says to come by tonight for dinner.  I mean, if
you’re not too tired.”


“That’s sweet of her,” I say
sincerely.  “I feel like we should bring something, though, and we really
aren’t going to be able to find anything for at least a week.  Can we stop and
at least grab a bottle of wine to bring over?”  And a bottle of Jack Daniels
for when we’re done moving, I think to myself.


“She knows you’re moving, Jenna,
she just wants to fill your bellies and then subsequently fill your fridge,”
Justin says, smiling.  “She’ll probably send you home with a microwave to go
with the leftovers she’s planning to unload on you if you tell her you haven’t
unpacked yours yet.”


“I’m pretty sure Jack’s microwave
is still intact,” I say, “Though it’s probably from 1968 and full of radiation
or something toxic.”  He laughs and I look out the window at the old sights.  I
haven’t been down 55 in forever.  Maybe since I was a teenager.  We get off at
Cicero and as usual, the homeless guys are out panhandling and some are selling
roses that are wilting in the ridiculous heat.  “You know what I never
understand?” I say, “Why the hell do these guys sell cotton candy when it’s
freezing out and socks when it’s 100 degrees?”


Justin shrugs.  “No idea.  About a
month ago I pulled up here at this light and this lady knocks on my window and
asks to use my cell phone.  She pointed to that same car right over there,” he
points to a car parked under the overpass with the hazard lights on, “and tells
me that her car broke down and she needs to call Triple A.  I said no, of
course.”


“Of course,” I agree.  I wouldn’t
have rolled down my window either.  Which might sound rude to someone who
doesn’t live in the city, but you never know.


“Anyway,” Justin continues, “Last
week here I am again, same spot.  Same lady knocks on my window and points to
the same car and says the same shit.”


“Of course!” I laugh.  “I guess she
expected you to believe that she’s been waiting all week for someone to help
her.”


“Right,” Justin agrees.  “At least
they tore those projects down.  I’m thinking eventually it might get a little
better over here.”  We pass by the gaping area where the projects once were and
I see what he means.  There used to be people all over the place, but now just
a random bum or prostitute.  Some of the gas stations I used to pull into to
pick up a quick pack of smokes are abandoned.  The same “four hour nap” motels
are still in business, I note, along with fast food places and small quick
marts and a barbershop that specializes in “fades and perms”.  After Midway
Airport, things start to get a little bit better as we head to Oakdale.  I see
Judy’s restaurant and Marlin’s Pub and feel like I’m back home, although it’s
not exactly a heartwarming feeling, but it’s not filled with dread either just
yet.  We wind down a few streets and get to Central and turn down 99th
and then left to Menard.  Justin and I pull up to the house and Devin isn’t
there yet.


“I’ll give him a call,” I say and
pull out my phone and dial Devin.  He tells me that he stopped for some fast
food and will be at the house with something for us to eat in about five
minutes.  I relay the information to Justin and I get out of the car and look
at what is now my new home.  The house is a bungalow, built in the 30’s, with
one and a half stories and a full basement.  The outside is red brick and well
landscaped with bushes that Devin or I will need to learn to maintain.  Trees
line the street.  I notice that there are a few more new constructions in the
neighborhood than the last time I was here, which somewhat comforts me.  Things
aren’t the same as they were.


I was only here once after I
finalized the transfer of property tax forms and received the key from Drake’s
office, not even from Drake, but from Debbie, his secretary.  Upon closer
inspection, the house looks worn out, despite the freshly mowed lawn and
trimmed bushes.  It’s fitting, and kind of how Jack looked at the funeral
inside of his casket.  Even though I quit my job at Appleseed last week, much
to Alicia’s dismay, there was still $50,000 at Devin’s and my disposal which
would go toward some renovations in the house.  I plan to find a part time job
and go to school with the rest of the money. Or at least that’s what Devin is
under the impression I’m going to do.  I’m not sold on the idea of school just
yet, and I’m afraid I might freak out or jump out a window or something in the
middle of a lecture.  Devin was trying to help me find a job by telling me
about local daycares and malls that were looking for help, but I was more
inclined to apply at Polekatz, the local strip club.  We’d already had an
argument over it.


“Fuck, Jenna, why do you insist on
doing such degrading things to yourself?”


“Because I’m unskilled and will
make more money that way,” I told him.


Devin arrives with burgers and
fries and we scarf them down like lions after a kill.  Then we get to work and
spend another three hours unloading the truck, even though after my meal I just
want to nap.  I take frequent smoke breaks and Devin joins me a few times. 
“The worst part about moving in with you is that I’m going to start chain
smoking again,” Devin says and I punch him on the arm.  “But it’s totally worth
it to hang out with my cheerful and sweet sister,” he adds sarcastically for
Justin’s hearing benefit.  Justin grins at us and I find myself glancing at his
arms as he lifts a heavy box.  Damn, he’s strong, I think.


Since we have the truck for another
day and we’re losing daylight we decide to call it a night, having spent the
bulk of our day loading and unloading a truck. I’m exhausted and just want to
crawl into bed and die, but I know I am expected to follow through with the
dinner plan.  Justin drives us over to his mother’s house, another bungalow
that is much better maintained than the house and about ten minutes from us. 
The minute the three of us walk in the door we are bombarded with Louisa Fiero,
who is five feet nothing, with white hair piled on her head in a huge bun.  She
smells like bread and garlic, which I inhale as she hugs and kisses me on both
cheeks.  I adore her immediately.  She graciously accepts the bottle of mediocre
red wine we purchased last minute and ushers us into her kitchen to goad us
into feasting upon fresh baked rolls and butter.  I swear she churned it
herself; it’s like no butter I’ve ever purchased before at the grocery store,
which has probably happened twice in my life, but still.


Justin looks odd and out of place in
his own childhood home.  His parents are both short and stocky while he is tall
and extremely fit.  He’s not skinny and bony like Devin and me and looks like
he actually bothers to work out and take care of himself.  The home is modest
and lived in while he is clean cut and fresh.  But the family resemblance is
obvious.  He has his mother’s bright green eyes and his father’s strong jaw and
straight, kind of long nose.  His father, Joe Fiero, is retired from working
for forty two years as a Chicago Police detective and says very little but
smiles a lot.  Louisa does all of the talking for him and even though I can’t
cook, she immediately accepts me into her kitchen and has me chopping zucchini
and tomatoes and garlic for a quick bruschetta.


“So are you glad to be back in the
neighborhood?” Louisa asks Devin and me over copious amounts of pasta and yet
more bread and a huge green salad.  I can barely breathe I’m so stuffed full of
food, but for some reason I keep eating because everything tastes so good. 
“It’s been so long since you’ve been back.”


“Ma, they just moved today,” Justin
says.  “They haven’t had much time to decide if they’re glad to be back in the
neighborhood, I’m sure.”


“Hush, Justin.  How was the move? 
Did everything go well?  Do you need more bread, Jenna?” she asks me.  I get
the idea that Louisa loves to ask questions but doesn’t really need to hear the
answers.  Before I can say no, another huge roll is on my plate.  “How’s the
house?  Did your father leave it in good condition?”


Devin manages to answer this one
because my mouth is stuffed full of tastiness.  “It’s in good condition, but it
needs a bit of work,” he replies.  “Jenna wants to gut the bathroom and put in
a fancy shower and I’d like to get new appliances in the kitchen.”


“You kids and your fancy gadgets,”
Louisa says.  “I was just telling Joe about how for fifty years we haven’t
needed a microwave and everyone has a microwave.  Does your kitchen have a
microwave?”


I grin and Devin responds, “Yes, I
believe it does have a microwave.”


“So it’s very up to date!” Louisa
says, clapping her hands.  She sighs and peers over at me, making me slightly
uncomfortable.  “Jenna,” she starts, “you are so beautiful.  I always knew
you’d be gorgeous.”


“Um, thank you,” I say.  I look at
Devin who shrugs and looks down at his plate.  Justin is smiling at me queerly. 
I turn as red as the sauce.


“You take after your mother, I mean
before she…” Louisa trails off and my color fades completely until I’m as white
as the tablecloth.


“Ma!” Justin looks alarmed and I
decide it’d be a good time to pipe up.


“It’s alright, Justin,” I say. 
“Thank you Mrs. Fiero.”


“Louisa, please, dear.”


“Louisa.”  I know what Louisa is
hinting at.  I’d seen enough pictures to know that my mother looked just like
me before she let herself go.  And by letting herself go I mean pretty much the
same path I’m headed down now, where nothing matters except where your next
drink comes from.  Christ, is this dinner going to become a wakeup call?  Am I
in an intervention?  I look at everyone at the table, who seems to be engaging
in their meal and decide I’m being paranoid.


“How is your mother?” she asks. 
“Still with that man?  What was his name?  Fred?”


“Frank,” Devin and I say
simultaneously.  Devin clears his throat and says politely.  “She’s deceased, Mrs.…Louisa.”


Louisa says.  “Oh my, I had no idea. 
How did she…?”


“Food poisoning,” I tell her.  It
had been exactly that, though it probably wouldn’t have killed her so fast had
she not been dehydrated to begin with.  Alcoholism…the Parker family’s leading
killer.


“Oh, how terrible,” Louisa says, though
Devin and I think our parents’ passing is really anything but terrible.  I
personally can’t imagine two more deserving people.  “You two come by my house anytime,
do you understand?  I want you two over every week unless you’re dying on the
side of the road.”


“Yes ma’am,” I say, casting a smile
and glancing at Justin, who looks completely flabbergasted and not half as
amused as I happen to be by his mother’s antics.  I think he’s embarrassed, yet
Louisa is the kind of mother I would be proud to call my own.  People don’t
seem to realize that while everyone finds their parents embarrassing, it’s much
better than finding them revolting or glad they’re dead.


*


I stand on the porch smoking and
Justin is sitting outside keeping me company.  Devin is inside talking to
Louisa about how she makes her tomato sauce and I realize he has found a second
home even before we are completely moved in to ours.  “What are you thinking
about?” I hear Justin say.


“Me?” I ask, which is silly since
no one else is here.  “I’m debating whether if I completely vomited out that
meal if it’d be worth it to start eating that much all over again.”


He laughs.  “Ma can really overdo
it,” he says.  “I’m sorry she asked about…your mom.”


I shrug.  “No reason to be sorry. 
Both of my parents drank themselves to death and I can’t say I’m too upset
about it.”  When she checked into the hospital, they found her blood alcohol
level to be on par with someone who had been seeped into formaldehyde.


“What about Frank?” Justin asks. 
“Your stepfather?”


I think about Frank.  Poor Frank. 
“Heart attack two years ago,” I tell Justin.  “He was a good guy.”  I look at
him and see he’s staring.  “I don’t really like to talk about family, so let’s
not, okay?”


Justin nods, satiated for now. 
“I’m…glad you’re back in town, Jenna.  I missed having friends around here.”


I smile and I’m charmed by his confession. 
“It’s good to know we have a friend…and family.  Your home is wonderful.  Your
parents are wonderful.  You’re lucky, Justin,” I say.  I feel a bit sad for
saying it, though, and he can tell.


“I hope you come to realize that
it’s your family,” he tells me.  “Seriously, if there’s anything you need,
anything at all, you just come by or call or whatever.”


I nod.  “Sounds good.”  We are
interrupted by Devin coming outside.  He takes my cigarette out of my hand and
takes a drag and tosses it far away into the street.  “I wasn’t finished,” I
say.


“Time to cut back,” he says.  “Say
your goodbyes,” he tells me.  “I’m exhausted and Louisa wants to say goodnight
to you.”


“Okay…” I say, reluctant to leave
the cool night air and go back inside to where I’m reminded of more food.  But
Devin is right, and I’m exhausted as well.  “I’ll be right back.”


I walk into the kitchen and Louisa
is packing up leftovers into Tupperware containers.  She smiles when she sees
me come in.  “I’m packing this for you so you have something to eat until you
settle in.  I hear you don’t drive so if you want I can take you grocery
shopping if Devin is at work and you need food.”


“That’d be nice,” I say.  She is so
nice to me, and I feel a lump in my throat just looking at someone who is
actually a mother.  Not someone who gave birth and had to tolerate children who
are merely related to her, but someone who took the time to nurture and love her
child and make sure they were equipped to survive.


Louisa sighs.  “I’m glad you’re
back, Jenna.  You were just a child when you left to live with your mother, and
while I didn’t know your mother long, I knew enough to know she wasn’t your
salvation from whatever was going on in that house with your father.”  My eyes
are getting wide.  Where is she going with this?  And what the fuck does she
know?  I hold on to the counter, grateful that there is something between
Louisa and me to not conceal that my knees are shaking.  She looks concerned
and pats my hand.  “You can come over anytime, Jenna.” She pushes the bag of
leftovers to me and all I can do is take the bag and wander out of the kitchen,
stunned.


“Let’s go,” I mutter to Devin and
we walk to Justin’s car.  Devin and Justin have been talking on the porch but
they are quiet on the ride home and seem curiously wary of me.  I just want to
get back to the house, and I want to crawl into my bed with Kate and let her
hold me while I cry, but for now I am a stone statue, and don’t let anything
show, because I don’t want anyone to know that I’m broken.






[bookmark: _Chapter_8]Chapter 8


I wake up when the shadow casts
over my face.  Devin is standing there, and he looks pissed.  “What the fuck,
Devin?”


“What the fuck, Jenna?” he retorts
back to me.  I sit up slowly and shake my head and realize what he’s talking
about.  Shit, I think, I guess Kate went out last night.  I can smell the
alcohol fumes emanating from my pores.  I’m dressed in only an oversized
t-shirt, and it’s not mine.  In the mirror tilted against the wall across from
my bed I can see black eye makeup running down to my cheekbones.  Not a pretty
sight.  I bite my red stained lip to keep from sobbing.  Leaving the house as
Kate and being completely unaware of it terrifies me.  Kate doesn’t normally
leave, she just does crazy shit at home.  I wonder if my new living situation
is what brought on her idea to leave the house.  I look at my phone and don’t
see any outgoing calls.  Either she deleted everything or she just went out.


I stand up and make my way for the
bathroom, and Devin grabs my shoulder to stop me.  “Jenna, what can you tell me
about last night?  This is bad.”


“I know it’s bad!” I practically
scream at him, visibly startling him.  “Do you think I fucking like my body
being taken over for whatever purpose she has for the moment?”  He shrinks back
and for a second I feel happy that he feels bad.  He’s making me feel
terrible.  Moving in together was his awful idea, and I decide to make him
realize it.  “Did I fucking ask Jack to use me for his personal kiddie porn sex
slave so I could spend the rest of my adult years trying to figure out how the
fuck to grow up?”


Devin grabs my arms and gives me a
shake.  “Calm down, Jenna.  Let’s talk this out.”  He turns his head away from
me.  Oh god, is he crying?  No, no, no.


“I need a shower,” I say and shrug
his hands off of my arms.  “I stink.”  He backs away and nods.  Just like I’m a
child, he leads me into the bathroom, and I don’t say anything.  For us, this
is slightly routine, though we’re out of practice.  He sits me down on the
toilet and turns on the shower.  Just like old times.  Except now he leaves the
room.  We’re not kids anymore.


“Shower,” he tells me.  “And brush
your teeth.  Then come to the front room and talk to me.  I’ll make you an omelet,
okay?”  He sounds much calmer now, but I know he’s coddling me.  I don’t really
care, I just want to get clean and assess the damage without Devin breathing
down my neck.  He closes the door behind him and I pull my shirt off and step
in to the shower.  I turn the water all the way on hot.


There are bite marks on my thighs, which
I also note are sticky with semen, much to my dismay.  My breasts are raw and
scratched, and there is a thumb print bruise on the side of my hip.  Wonderful,
I think.  Guess I’ll have to hold off on that interview at Polekatz.  I’m only
partially being sarcastic.  I’m also familiarly sore in certain places that I
know Devin shouldn’t know about, so I’m grateful he stepped out so he doesn’t
hear my sharp intake of breath when I put soap somewhere that stings.


Once I am scrubbed and clean and
donned in a fluffy grey bathrobe I paddle off in fuzzy purple slippers to the
kitchen and sit at the counter.  Immediately a fluffy golden omelet shows up in
front of me and I add salt and pick up my fork and begin to devour it.  Devin
stands on the other side of the counter, waiting for me to finish so he can
lecture me.  I watch as he stares straight ahead toward me but not looking at
me.  I know Kate bothers him, but I think it bothers him more that he can’t
blame or shout at anyone presently in the room.  It’s not his immature sister
being stupid, it’s his psychotic sister possessed by her promiscuous self. 
Part of me has always secretly felt like Devin truly believes Kate is my fault,
but he has never said so, and I’m afraid to ask.


“How bad?” is the first thing he
asks me.  I know he wants to hear everything I just discovered in the bathroom,
but I can’t risk him taking me to a doctor or emergency room and getting
admitted when they hear about how I’m crazy and off my meds and a potential
harm to myself.  I know he wants to hold me and stop me from letting Kate do
anything else to me.  I know he wants to lock me up in the psychiatric ward of
Cook County hospital.  But of course, all I can do is lie and say is “Not too
bad.”


“What happened last night?” he
wants to know.  I go over the details in my mind first and Devin says, “Stop,
Jenna.  Say it out loud before you plan out a different story that won’t piss
me off.”


“Stop yelling.”


He sighs.  “I’m not yelling.  I’m
talking to you in a normal tone.”


“You’re mad at me!” I blurt out.


Devin’s jaw begins to clench.  “No,
Jenna, I’m not mad at you.  I’m mad, yes.  I’m fucking pissed as hell, okay? 
You have to let me be that.  You know I’m pissed, but it’s not at you.”


“Right now I’m the reason you’re
pissed and it makes me feel like shit,” I tell him.  “I feel like shit because
I have no control.  Even when I’m myself I have no control.  People say things
and do things, Devin, and I can’t stop them.”


“You were different last night when
you came out of Justin’s house after talking to his mom,” Devin says.  “What
happened?”


“Nothing,” I tell him.  He looks
like he doesn’t believe me.  “I don’t know.  I talked to Louisa,” I say finally. 
“She mentioned Jack.”


“So?” he says, his eyebrows
touching together in confusion.  “She mentioned Jack during dinner and you were
fine.”


“I mean she mentioned something
about…what Jack was like.”


Devin sighs.  “Okay,” he says. 
“But how did that trigger Kate?  You were fine until we got home.  You were
fine when we went to bed.”


“I wasn’t fine, Devin,” I tell
him.  “I was holding back.  When I fell asleep I guess I lost control.”  I can
see is the look on Louisa’s face when she said to me “whatever was going on in
that house with your father”.  She knew more than she was saying, and I was
truly uncomfortable with that.  If people knew what was happening, why didn’t
they stop it?


The day they took Jack away, Devin
and I sat on the sofa and watched as the cops tore through our old house, our
first house.  Stuffing was pulled out of pillows and mattresses, drawers opened
and clothing strewn everywhere.  I don’t know what they were looking for, but
they never found it.  What they did find was a brick of cocaine and got Jack
for possession and intent to distribute.  At his trial apparently they got
enough people to say that he sold them drugs to put him away for fifteen years,
and he got out in eight.  Jack had a finger in every pie, but he probably never
thought cocaine would be the final straw.  They never got to bust him for
anything that they really wanted to.  I got to talk to a social worker as did
Devin.  They knew I was getting raped but they didn’t have proof, and proof is
what they needed to put him away for a very long time.


After that we lived with Frank and
Mom.  What our mom lacked in parenting skills we got through Frank, and besides
getting knocked around a bit by our mom when she had too much to drink, those
were the happiest moments of my entire childhood.


I look up at Devin and push my
plate away.  I know he hurts right now, maybe more than I do.  He is waiting
for me to tell him it’s okay.  “Come here,” I say and hold my arms out.  Within
seconds his arms are around me and I am letting him cry into my wet hair.  “It’s
okay, it’s okay,” I whisper and we sway a bit.  I think it comforts both of
us.  I would never tell anyone about these things that we have to do, holding
on to each other for dear life or else we might be lost.  We stay like that for
a few minutes and don’t say anything.  I ponder whether this is our life now, a
brother and a sister living together like an old married couple in separate
bedrooms, sharing our past and all of our secrets.


“What parts do you remember?” Devin
asks me finally.  “Anything?  Nothing?”  I know he’s moved past last night. 
He’s asking about way back when.


I sigh and sit back down.  He sits
next to me.  “I remember chunks but nothing to make a full picture,” I explain. 
“It’s like every now and then I am in a moment that I’m pretty sure happened.  What
I don’t remember are faces.  Oh, and Jack.  I always remember where Jack was
when something happened.  He’s the brightest spot in the picture.  Usually he’s
next to me, talking to me or telling me what to do.”  I look over at him. 
“What do you remember?”


“Sounds,” he murmurs.  “Fear.”


I tend to forget that everything I
went through was Devin’s life too.  “Is this what you talked about in therapy?”
I ask him.


“After rehab, yes,” Devin tells
me.  “And on and off I’ve seen therapists.  They can’t prescribe me enough to
really get me through it.  I can’t go through that again.”  I remember it all. 
That part of my life is crystal clear.  Devin on pills, heroin, crack, speed,
meth, coke, anything he could get his hands on.  I won’t let him slip again,
and I nod in agreement.


It’s almost noon.  We have a lot of
unpacking to do, and get some light clothing on since it’s another hot day.  We
need to empty the truck, and I feel like shit, but I ignore the feeling and we
get started.


We decide to set up the stereo
first and Devin attaches his phone to it so we can listen to his music as we
work.  Within an hour I hear a combination of Talking Heads, David Bowie,
Pixies, Butthole Surfers, Morphine, and even Velvet Underground.


“This reminds me of Dad…Jack,” I
say, faltering.


“Me too,” Devin admits, “but it’s
still a favorite,” and I have to agree.  The song is “Pale Blue Eyes” and
reminds me of something.  Not an event “something”, but a feeling.  Like when
things were good.  I know Devin is feeling the same way, but we just give each
other a smile and go back to lifting, sorting and emptying boxes.


At around 5:00 we have to stop. 
The truck has been emptied into the garage and we are exhausted.  Devin has to
return the truck.  Since I can’t drive, he calls Justin to follow him in his
car and drive him back to the house.  When they leave, I set to unpacking some
more boxes.  The boys are planning to return with some dinner, mostly because
when I checked the fridge, all that’s left of Louisa’s leftovers are two
meatballs and a roll, which means Kate must have been hungry last night when
she came home.  Devin only bought breakfast stuff from the market that’s within
walking distance so we definitely need to do some serious grocery shopping
soon.  I need graham crackers or cookies or something to snack on when I’m
sitting around.


As I open boxes in an attempt to
organize them by room, I come across canvases of Devin’s that have been painted
and stuffed into a box.  This strikes me as strange since Devin so carefully
packed all of the projects he was currently working on and covered them so as
not to damage them.  I can tell these works are older.  His technique had been
honed over the years and these paintings are rough and almost primal.  As Devin
matures and calms down, so does his painting, but as a teenager, his artwork is
angry and uncontrolled.  They are brilliant, though there is a definite
difference.  His colors are darker in these paintings I am pulling out of the
box.  The subjects are much more obscene than I’ve ever seen from Devin.  A
woman with her legs spreading and flies pouring out from between her legs.  A man
eating the face off of another man under a bridge.  A boy crouched in the
corner of a room looking dirty and shamed, eating his own hand.  Everything
makes me sick, yet I can’t look away.  I feel horribly strong emotions with
each painting I see.  Shame.  Guilt.  Anger.  Rage.  Nothing I see leaves me
feeling warm and fuzzy.  Then I see something I know I should not.


It’s me, I know it.  I recognize
the pitiful look in the girl’s hollow eyes.  The small scrawny body still
belongs to me, only it’s softened up a bit, though not very much.  The girl in
the painting is nude, draped on her back across a bed, in a position so awkward
and uncomfortable that it tells me the girl is broken.  There is a shadow cast
across the girl’s body.  I can tell it’s a man, with horns on his head.  Maybe
the devil, but I know it’s Jack.


“Quite a vision you were back
then,” I hear Kate whisper in my ear.  “Like a rag doll.  Torn up and
discarded.  Used when needed and tossed away.”


Tears spring to my eyes.  I see “To
Store” written on the side of the box I have open.  The secret contents splayed
out in front of me make me wish I’d seen what was written on the side before I
decided to check what was inside.  “Fuck you!” I whisper, whirling around to
hit her.  She ducks my hand and laughs.  “Get away from me, Kate.  What the
fuck did you do last night?”


She smiles and sits down next to me
and traces the portrait girl’s face and then spits on it.  “Why not call Drake
and find out?”  With horror, I scream and leap at her, but she runs out of the
room and away and I know she will be gone for now.  She is starting to show up
less and less with me and more as me, and it’s scaring the shit out of me.


I stand up and walk to my room and
find my phone.  With shaky fingers I dial Drake and hear it ring once.  “Hello
Jenna,” he says.  “Or should I say Kate?”


I am shaking all over, but I keep
my voice calm.  “Excuse me?”


Drake pauses on the other end. 
“That was quite a surprise you gave me last night,” he tells me.  “I will say black
lingerie isn’t really my thing, but you seemed to make it work.”


I take a breath and decide to play
along.  Better he think I was roleplaying than bat shit crazy, right?  “Well
you’ll have to let me know what your thing is and maybe I’ll deliver.”


“I’ll have to think about that,” he
says.  “Come by tonight.  Leave the lingerie at home, though.  I much preferred
that little yellow thing you left in the back of my car with no bra.”


“Perhaps I can,” I say.  I want to
know more about what happened last night but I don’t want to blow it.  “It will
be much later, though.  I’m having dinner with my brother and a friend.”


“As long as it’s not a good
friend,” Drake replies, stressing the word “friend”.  “Take a cab if you want. 
I know you don’t drive.  I’ll pay for it if you call me when you get here.”


“Okay,” I say, not really sure how I
got roped into seeing him, but I have to see him.  My fingers trail down
between my legs and feel that his voice is making me wet already.  I want to
see him tonight.  I realize I will have to sneak out.  Devin is going to be
watching me closely after what he witnessed this morning.


“Goodbye Jenna,” he says, and we
hang up.  My hand reaches down inside the waistband of my shorts, and my
fingers send a volt of electricity through my body, and then I hear the door
open.


“Jenna!” Devin calls out.  My hand
snaps up and then I realize that the paintings are all sitting out on the floor
around me.  Fuck!  I scramble and begin to put them away.  “Jenna, where are
you?”  Devin walks in to the front room where I am standing over the forbidden
box.  “What the hell are you doing?”  His face turns red and he storms over and
snatches the canvas out of my hand.  It’s the one of me.  It rips as he pulls
it away.  We both stand and look between us at the destroyed painting.  “Why
did you open this?” he shouts.


I see Justin in the doorway,
watching this scene.  He doesn’t say anything and looks awkward, knowing he
walked in on something he shouldn’t see.  “I’m sorry,” I say.  “I just started
opening it.  I didn’t know it wasn’t meant for me to see.”  The last words come
out sounding a bit threatening.  Devin thinks I can’t have secrets from him but
he’s been keeping these from me for a reason.  It’s obvious he didn’t want me
to know this side of him.


“Just let me put them away,” he
says calmly.  If Justin weren’t in the room, I know this would be a screaming
match.  I stand aside and watch Devin put the ripped canvas and all of the
others I took out back in the box.  He walks them over to his bedroom and puts
the box inside and comes back out, closing the door behind him.


“Hi Jenna,” Justin says.  “We
brought ribs, chicken and beer.”  I follow him to the kitchen and we begin to
unpack the bags.  I find some paper plates and napkins and knives and begin to
set the table in silence.  Devin comes in and he and Justin and I sit at the
round table and eat silently for a bit.  Justin breaks the ice by asking “Did
you guys eat all of those leftovers already?  I swear Ma cooks enough for
twenty people even when I tell her it’s just us.”


Devin smirks after a long swig of
beer.  “Jenna got the munchies late last night and demolished them.”


I glare at him.  “I had a little
help,” I say.


Justin grins.  “Boy, you two are
going to be awesome roommates, I can tell already.”


I sort of hate him for lightening
up that particular topic, but we can’t continue to argue while we have company. 
I wolf down an entire rack of ribs and a wing and thigh of Greek chicken, which
Devin knows is one of my favorites.  I forget how hungry I am.  Justin stares
in shock as we inhale everything on the table and sit back contentedly.  “I
think now would be an excellent time to engage Justin’s help in setting up the
TV,” I tell Devin.


He shrugs.  “I’ve been putting it
off because I feel like once it’s hooked up we’re going to end up like mindless
drones and not make any progress on the unpacking.”


I stick out my lower lip like a
small child and play the drama queen.  “De-vin!  I haven’t had a TV in years. 
How could you possibly deny me this?”


Justin steps in, as usual.  “How
about you guys have some rule about not having the TV on between the hours of
9-5?”


“Yeah,” I pipe in.  “Devin, you
know you want to sit on the couch tonight and veg out with a beer in one hand
and a bowl of popcorn on your lap and perhaps a viewing of Fiddler on the Roof
or something.”


Devin’s eyes light up.  “You still
have all of your musicals?”  I nod, slyly.  I have an ulterior motive.  I
happen to know that three of Devin’s weaknesses happen to be musical theater,
my stove popped popcorn and passing out in front of the TV.


After we clean up dinner, Devin and
Justin get to hooking everything up for our entertainment and I get to finding
my popcorn pan.  It’s the one kitchen tool I took with me from my apartment. 
In my room I find two boxes labeled “movies” and figure out which box is packed
with my appropriate movies.  I stash the other one away in my closet.  I also
take the time to find the lingerie that Kate was apparently able to locate for
her little outing last night.  Sure enough, in a box on the floor of my closet
is the black lingerie Kate must have ditched before putting on a t-shirt and
passing out.  The box is full of everything I would rather Devin not find and
know about his little sister, along with my second box of DVDs with less
appropriate movies.  I’ve never shared that box with anyone except Kate.  I’d
probably die if someone else knew what was in there.


I recall what Drake said on the
phone and rifle through the box and find a pair of red lacy panties and a
matching bra.  The only reason I happen to keep this pair in my box of shame is
because the panties are crotchless.  I figure they are a nice middle ground
between Jenna and Kate.  Kate wears black bondage gear, Jenna wears no bra…red
crotchless panties might just serve as a happy medium.  I undress and put them
on and put the same clothes back on over them.  Devin and Justin will be none
the wiser of my intention to get laid and actually remember it.


Justin runs to the store to get me
popcorn and oil and when he gets back I show him how I make it.  “You heat the
oil up and put one kernel in.  Set it around medium high heat.  When the kernel
pops you pour the rest in, turn the heat down, cover the pan and start shaking
it around until the popping is done.”


“How do you know how much to pour
in?” Justin asks me.


I shrug.  “I just eyeball it. 
Enough to cover the bottom of the pan just barely is good for three people.”


He grins.  “You’re a homemade
popcorn genius.”


I laugh.  “Just wait until you
taste it.”


Once we have a huge bowl of fresh
popcorn and more beer I bring out my musical DVD collection.  We go through the
process of pulling each one out and giving opinions on them.


“Sound of Music?”


“Too cheesy.”


“Brigadoon?”


“Fuck no.  We’re not that drunk.”


“Annie?”


“Keep going.”


“How to Succeed in Business without
Really Trying?”


“That’s just dumb.”


“Into the Woods?”


“I thought you had Fiddler on the
Roof?” Justin interrupts.  He doesn’t realize that Devin and I are basically
playing a game.


“Oh, here it is!” I dramatically
produce my copy of Fiddler and hold it up for the boys to see.  I dim the
lights and we settle in.  Devin takes the armchair and Justin and I on the
sofa.  As planned, Devin passes out within thirty minutes, which is perfect. 
Justin, however, is still conscious and I weigh my options and consider
drugging him.  I’m also highly amused because he’s never seen the movie, and I
have a great time watching him react to everything.  He seems to really enjoy
it.  “You’re going to tell me you’re my long lost brother, right?” I say.  “You
seem to fit in with the Parkers really well.”


Justin laughs.  “This is great,” he
says.  “Popcorn, a movie, good company.”  He takes a long swig of his beer. 
“Jenna, I’m glad you and Devin are back in the neighborhood.  I know I keep
saying it, but I like being with you guys.”


“Thanks,” I say.  “We, er, like you
too.”


Justin rests his head against the
back of the sofa and looks at me.  His eyelashes are so long, I think.  Then he
leans in to kiss me.  My eyes pop open for a second but his lips relax me and I
fall into the kiss.  It lasts a few seconds and Justin pulls away.  “I’m
sorry,” he said.  “I’ve kind of wanted to do that since the funeral.”  He looks
sheepish for a second.  “I didn’t think it was a good time.”


“It’s okay,” I say.  “Justin, I…I
have to go.”  I stand up and grab a few bottles to recycle, needing busy
hands.  I need a cigarette.


“Go where?” he asks me.  “Did I
just freak you out?  Look, I’m really sorry.”


“No, you didn’t,” I say honestly. 
“I kissed you back, didn’t I?  If I didn’t want it, you’d know by now.  Right
now I’m going through some shit and I need to figure out what’s going on.”


He stands up and grabs the rest of
the beer bottles, including the one Devin’s hand is still clutching.  “Can I
help you with any of it?  Where are you going off to?”


I sigh and push my hand through my
hair.  “I know you’ve been playing chauffeur for Devin and I a lot so I hate to
ask, but I will anyway.  Do you feel like driving me someplace and hearing a
long story?”


*


We are in Justin’s car heading
downtown, back down Cicero.  I have the windows open and my hair is blowing
around me.  It’s cooler out tonight now that the sun went down.  “So I’m not
sure how I can say all of this without freaking you out,” I begin.  “So can you
listen and not say anything for a bit and then you can decide if you want to be
a part of this craziness?”


Justin nods, looking at the road. 
“I can do that for you,” he replies.


I take a deep breath.  “First I
have to ask you something.  How much do you know about what happened when Devin
and I lived with Jack?”  I swallow, hard.  “Your mom indicated that she knows
something about it.”


“It was hard not to know something
was wrong when we were kids,” Justin tells me.  “I know what I’ve observed and
a few things Devin has told me.”  A quick glance at me tells Justin I’m
uncomfortable, which I am.  “I’m sorry,” he says.  “Devin hasn’t told me much,
but I know enough to know that you weren’t in the best living situation.”


I nod and decide to fill in the
gaps.  There’s no gentle way to put it, so I just blurt it out.  “Jack used to
take money from men who wanted to have sex with me,” I say, hearing the words
coming out of my mouth but not really feeling them.  “I was probably six or
seven the first time.  Some of it’s a blur.  Jack did what he could for money,
but I was probably his biggest source of income.”  I feel like Kate is trying
to push her way out of me as I say this, but I am holding her back.  I don’t
want her around at all tonight.  I need to do some things on my own.  “You can
say something if you need to.”


“I’m sorry,” is all he can say. 
There’s really nothing else he can say.  “I really am.  If I had known I would
have helped you.  It makes me mad as hell to hear it, and if your dad were
alive, I’d probably turn this car around and kill him.”


“You couldn’t have helped,” I say. 
“And we’re all glad Jack is dead, believe me.  I know Devin blames himself, but
he couldn’t have helped either.”  I take another deep breath and lean my head
against the window of the car and look at the lights flashing by.  “What I’m
about to tell you is actually harder for me to say than what I just told you.”


“Jesus,” Justin says.  “What could
be worse?”


“Have you ever heard of
dissociative identity disorder?  Or D.I.D?” I ask.


Justin nods.  “The one where you
have alternate personalities in order to cope with painful things that happened
in your past?”


“You must read a lot,” I say. 
“You’re dead on.”


“Or watch a lot of TV,” Justin
admits.  “It’s not unheard of.”


“True,” I agree.  “So when bad
things would happen to me when I was a kid, ‘Kate’ would take over and endure
them.”


“Kate?” Justin says.  He glances at
me.  “You don’t look like a Kate.”


“Ha ha,” I say.  “My first doll was
named Kate.  She was one of those fancy dolls that looked like a little girl
dressed like the Queen of England, complete with a fake fur muff and plaid coat
and red pleather purse.  It was one of the few things my mother actually bought
me as a kid, and she got it because it sort of reminded her of me.  I used to
tell her all of the bad things that Jack did.  It took years of therapy to
remember that doll, actually, because Child Services didn’t let me take her
with when Jack went to jail. One day she appeared in the way that I know her
now.  We grew up together.  Sometimes she’s there when I’m not.  Sometimes
she’s with me at the same time and I can see her and hear her and talk to her. 
I’ve had long periods of time where I haven’t seen her, and there have been
entire weeks where I was her.”


“And she’s still in your life?” he
asks me.


“Yeah,” I say.  “I can’t seem to
get rid of her.  She comes and goes depending on when I need her and don’t. 
Sometimes she shows up when I don’t want her to, like after something happens
that I don’t like to think about.  Hence why you are driving me downtown.  She
was out last night and I need to find out what she was doing.”


“How do you know she was out last
night?” Justin asks me.  He stares ahead at the road.  His face is smooth and
is no indication of what he’s thinking, which I’d really like to know.  Does he
think I’m crazy?  He wouldn’t be wrong if he does, of course, but his opinion
matters a little bit.  I realize I like him enough to care and wonder if I
hadn’t gotten up so quickly where that kiss might have taken us.  I’d be home
right now, and maybe filled with less dread about what might happen at Drake’s.


Why the sudden turn of events?  I
was really enjoying myself with Drake the other night, but there’s something
about him that makes me know he’s not good for me.  He almost felt dangerous. 
Sex is a problem for me.  I enjoy it, a lot, but I can’t just let myself go
like I did the other night.  I’m like a heroin addict when it comes to sex.  If
heroin addicts could just do a little bit of heroin and walk away from it for a
week, they wouldn’t be heroin addicts.  I’m the same way with sex.  I need to
have it a lot or else I go crazy when I haven’t had it in a while.  Drake doing
all of the things he did to me was like satisfying a long craving I’d had. 
What he did to me in the restaurant still makes me flutter below the waist when
I think about it.


I look at Justin and think “this
guy is good for me”.  He’s calm and seems to be understanding of my craziness,
so far.  He’s trying to help Devin and me and he’s been really good to us.  Am
I attracted to him?  He’s definitely attractive, I think, but can he give me
what I need and crave?


“Kate was with someone last night,”
I explain.  “Someone that I….”  I wonder how much he’ll like me if I tell him
everything, I think, but I hate lying.  I never lie.  “I can’t really say I’ve
been seeing him, because we were together once.”  I don’t have to say what I
mean by “together”, Justin clearly gets the idea.  He doesn’t say or do
anything but I watch his face.  His jaw clenches up a couple of times the way
Devin’s does when he’s angry and is trying not to say something.  I probably
just ruined everything.   “I’m going there tonight because Kate was there with
him last night, and I need to find out what happened.”  He is silent for a
minute and it’s getting awkward.  “I’m not going to fuck him,” I decide to say,
and feel myself turn beet red.  Shit, I can’t believe I actually said that. 
But I also think Justin wants to hear it.


“Why do you care?” Justin finally
asks.  “Why not just stay away?”


I sigh.  It’s the fifty thousand
dollar question.  “Because everything Kate does affects me,” I tell him.  “My
entire life is lived with her in mind.  I’ve woken up to find that I’ve been
with guys I’ve never met, in their bed.  Do you know how awkward it is to wake
up next to someone whose name you don’t know?  Wearing clothes you don’t
remember you own?  I’ve woken up to groceries in my fridge I don’t even eat,
like carrots.  I hate carrots.  Those leftovers your mom sent us home with? 
She ate everything except one sandwich worth of food.  That probably pissed me
off more than the wild rampage she was on last night.”  Justin doesn’t smile at
my attempt at humor.  “Okay, maybe not.”


“I hope you know what you’re
doing,” he tells me, sounding angry as he talks with his jaw clenched tight. 
He sighs and finally glances at me.  “In all seriousness, I’m glad you told me
all of this, Jenna, I really am.”  A huge rush of relief fills me up at those
words.


“I understand if it puts you off,”
I say.  “I wouldn’t want to be involved with someone who is bat shit insane
like I am.  There’s too much drama.”


“Jenna,” Justin begins.  He pushes
a hand through his hair which is falling forward a bit, and I notice how long
his fingers are.  Artist’s hands.  “I will always be your friend.”  He reaches
over with those long fingers to take my hand and holds it.  I can’t resist
giving his a squeeze.  “I still want to be more.”


My heart is beating hard in my
chest and I can’t say anything.  I can’t tell if I’m going to cry or burst with
joy.  Thankfully I stay controlled and intact.


“Go clean up your mess tonight,” he
tells me.  “You can talk to me when you don’t have any loose ends to tie up
about how you feel about me,” he visibly blushes, and it’s cute.  “I mean, I’m
not assuming you feel anything about me or want to be with me.”  He stops
talking and shakes his head.  “I’ll shut up now.”


I smile slightly and put my hand on
the nape of his neck and put my fingers in his hair.  Soft, I think.  “I’m glad
you kissed me and I’m glad you told me that,” I say.  “But let me do this
tonight.”


“Let me take you to lunch this
week,” he says quickly.  “Maybe when Devin goes back to work.”


“Oh, so we’re sneaking around?” I
ask, smiling.


Justin shrugs.  “I’m not the one
who drugged my brother to go out on a booty call.”


“I didn’t drug him!” I gasp,
pretending to be appalled at his suggestion.  I totally drugged him in the
nicest way I know how.  “And it’s not a booty call.”  Well, it was turning out
not to be after this strange turn of events with Justin.  Before he’d kissed
me, it might have been just that.  Why do things happen in such a way to change
my intentions so quickly?  “I just happen to know that a large dinner plus
Fiddler on the Roof plus beer equals sleepy Devin.”




“You’re
amazing,” Justin says, chortling softly and shaking his head.  “Jenna, I want
to hear more about Kate when I take you out.  I’ll take you to where you need
to go tonight, but I hope I’ve made some influence upon what you decide to do
with your evening.”





He definitely has.






[bookmark: _Chapter_9]Chapter 9


“Well I guess you’re not ‘Kate’
tonight,” Drake tells me as I walk through his door.  He uses air quotes when
he says “Kate” and eyes me from head to toe.


“No, just Jenna,” I tell him.  “Is
that a disappointment?”  I put my purse down on a table by the door that looks
like a good place to put it and walk inside to his living room.


Drake follows me in and leans
against the wall and I sit down in one of his expensive looking chairs facing
the view of Navy Pier.  He is dressed in a striped button down collared shirt
and jeans, barefoot and disheveled hair.  His shirt is untucked.  He looks really
sexy, and I hope I can hold my ground.  “Of course not, I’ll take you as you
are.  But you have to admit last night was a lot of fun.  I’ve never role
played before.”


Fun for you, I think.  I wasn’t
there.  “What was your, um, favorite part?”


“My favorite part?” Drake looks
amused.  “Well I could tell you about it, or I could show you.”


“I’m not sure I’m up for that right
now,” I say, shamefully remembering that under my scummy clothes, I’m certainly
dressed for it.  But the kiss and the ride with Justin that has only happened
within the past hour has changed everything.  My head is starting to spin.


“Oh, you don’t actually know what
I’m specifically proposing,” he says in a playful tone.  He walks over to me
and takes my hands and pulls me up.  “Why don’t you follow me?  I have
something I’d like to show you.”


“Drake, I’m not going into your
bedroom.”  Good girl, I think, stand your ground.


“Hush, Jenna, and follow me.  We’re
not going to the bedroom.”  I dumbly follow him down the hall and he is true to
his word.  Instead of the bedroom, he leads me into what looks like a media
room, complete with a control center panel, which he sits down in front of. 
“Pull up a chair,” he says, indicating a desk chair across the room that is
identical to the one he sits on.  It’s on rollers and I push it over and sit
compliantly.  I am curious as to what this is all about.


“Are you a DJ or something?” I
ask.  He doesn’t answer me.  Instead, he pushes a few buttons and the screen in
front of him comes to life.  Oh dear god, I think.  “What the hell is this?”


It’s me on the screen.  Or rather,
not me, but Kate.  She is on her hands and knees and her hand is between her
legs, exploring, and by the look on her face she is enjoying herself.  It’s
surreal to watch.  She has my face, my hair and my body, but on the other hand,
everything about her is not me.  The expression on her face is confident and
aloof.  Her back is curved in such a seductive way that makes her look like a
professional porn star.  She is good at what she does, the ultimate
seductress.  She is in complete control.  I feel myself getting turned on, even
though it’s only me.  “Come here, Drake,” I hear her say.  Her voice is so
different from mine, I think.  No wonder Drake was so enchanted last night. 
It’s like I’m the best actress ever.


Drake steps onto the screen.  He is
completely naked and fully erect, and Kate comes to him and puts him in her
mouth and I see her take him all the way in.  Drake’s face is a look of
ecstasy.  His hands move to the back of her head and pull her in.  She takes
him in her mouth and pulls him out, and then takes him back in again.  She
doesn’t even gag, that bitch, I think ironically.  He comes within a minute and
she swallows everything, moves back and smiles.  His semen drips down her chin
and she wipes it away with the back of her hand, and then licks it off.  She
looks elated, as though it’s her favorite form of nourishment.  I sit forward in
my chair and I am strangely aroused and disgusted at the same time.  Is this
me?  “Sit on my lap,” says the real Drake who I remember is sitting next to
me.  I look down and see my hands are on my thighs, rubbing back and forth
subconsciously.  I look up again.  The on screen Drake is busy now, kneeling
behind Kate and…oh my god, I would never do that, I think.  But apparently I
do, as Kate.  I am aware of places on me that are sore that are now explained
from watching this.  You wanted to know, I think, and now you know.


On the side of the screen I am on, Drake
pulls me over to him.  I feel how hard he is through his jeans.  I am facing
him and instinctively push my crotch against his.  His lips move against my
neck as he uses his hands to push my hair aside.  “Drake, stop,” I murmur
without any conviction in my voice whatsoever.  One of his hands moves to push
my shirt up and covers my breast.  I’m afraid I’m at the point of no return and
won’t be able to stop him…or myself.  I think about Justin and feel Drake
touching me.  It’s making my brain explode.


“Red today,” he says, getting a
glimpse of my bra.  “I like red.”


“I’m sure you do,” I say.  “Drake,
I-oh god, Drake, stop, please.”  I push him back.  “Why did you tape this?”


He sits back, putting his hands
behind his head and smiles.  He looks proud of himself, and a sick feeling
washes over me.  “I told you the first night you came home with me.  I like to
watch.”  I turn to the screen and see Drake pumping away slowly behind Kate,
who appears to be thoroughly enjoying herself.  “Having this,” he indicates the
control panel and screens with a sweep of his arm, “allows me to watch as often
as I want to.”


“I can see that,” I say.  “You
shouldn’t have done that.”  He pulls my shirt up over my head and tosses it
aside and I feel his lips move against my shoulders.  His hands push the cups
of my bra over my breasts and he moves his mouth to the flesh above my nipples
and bites savagely.  I cry out and put my hands in his hair and try and pull
his head back.  “Stop it,” I tell him.  “Drake, get off me!”


Instead of listening to me he
pushes me back against the control panel and pulls my shorts down roughly until
they are past my knees.  He is so close to me I can feel his hand fumbling with
his belt.  He plunges himself into me and I scream.  He quickly positions one
hand over my mouth and the other is squeezing my ass so tight through those
damned red crotchless panties that it brings tears to my eyes.  I can feel
little switches and knobs digging into my back against the panel.  I try and
bite his hand but he’s holding it too tightly over my mouth and I feel like I
can’t breathe since his hand is covering my nostrils.  He comes quickly, to my
relief, and his grip on my mouth falls slack.   I am able to push him away from
me and grab my shorts and pull them up quickly.  I am running away from that
awful room down the hall and out his front door as I am pushing my top down in
place.  Luckily, no one sees me, and it’s quiet in the hallway.  I don’t even
bother to wait for the elevator, I bolt for the stairs.  Eighteen flights down,
and I’m winded, but the adrenaline rush propels me.  But then I see him there,
waiting for me.


“Leaving so soon?” Drake says.  We
are in the lobby, and clearly I can’t run as fast as he can casually slide into
an elevator and let it take him downstairs.  He is holding my purse and
grinning like a sick fuck.  I snatch it out of his hand as he holds it out to
me and glare at him.  I look around the lobby, wishing someone were there.  Where
the fuck is the doorman?  He blocks me from getting anywhere to freedom by
putting himself between me and the front door and grabs my wrist.


“Let.  Me.  Go.”


Drake casts me a beautiful smile
which chills me to the bone.  “I’ll let you go,” he says.  “But now that I have
you on camera, you’re mine.  I just want to make that clear.”  He doesn’t offer
anything else but eases his grip on my wrist.  “Do you need me to call you a
cab?”


“Fuck you,” I say and push him
aside and walk quickly out the door.  I walk a few blocks as I sob hysterically
and try and calm down.  Finally I am breathing normally and wander over to the
Chicago River and find a bench to sit.  I pull my phone out of my purse and see
I have multiple text messages from Devin.


“Where R U?” it says.  Then another
one.  “Call me now.”  And another.  “Not funny Jenna.”


I sigh and dial Justin instead. 
Devin can be dealt with later.  “Hey,” he says when he answers.  He sounds wide
awake but I realize it’s almost 2:00 am.


“Did I wake you?” I ask him.


“No, you didn’t,” he says.  “What’s
wrong?  Do you need a ride?”


“Yes,” I blurt out and burst into
tears.  “Come soon.”  I tell him where I am and hang up.  He doesn’t ask why I
need a ride or why I’m crying and I appreciate that.  I fumble in my purse for
my cigarettes and see I have three left.  No stores in Drake’s fancy
neighborhood are open.  I light one and text Devin back.  “I’m fine,” I reply,
not offering any additional information.


He immediately texts back.  “Get
home now.”


“On my way,” I reply back.


It takes Justin less than thirty
minutes which indicates that he’s been driving like a bat out of hell to get to
me.  I get in his car and put my head against the window.  “I’m sorry,” I say. 
“You should be home and sleeping right now.”


Justin shakes his head and is
silent for a minute.  He always seems to be considering what to say with me. 
“So can I ask what happened?”


I shake my head.  “I can’t.”  I
look at him but he stares straight ahead at the road.  “Are you angry?”


He shrugs.  “I want to give you the
benefit of the doubt but right now I’m thinking a lot of things that aren’t
good.”


“Tell me,” I say, turning in my
seat to look at him.  He’s doing the jaw clenching thing again.


“You won’t want to hear it,” he
replies.


“I do want to hear it.”


“I’m thinking that the reason you
can’t tell me anything right now is because you actually slept with this guy
and feel guilty about it.”  He looks at me.  “Am I close?”


“No!”


“So you didn’t sleep with him?”


“Can we please not talk about this
right now?” I am yelling.  It’s not flattering.  I take a deep breath. 
“Justin, everything we talked about tonight meant a lot to me,” I tell him.  “I
don’t lie.  Ask Devin.  It’s not in me to lie, though I’m not ready to tell
you.  I really do like you, but something just happened to me that I don’t want
to relive through a conversation with you just yet.  I’d like to forget this
whole evening didn’t happen after I left you.  But at the same time, I’m glad
it did.”  At least I know now that Drake is everything I thought he was;
dangerous and not good for me.  There goes my inner conflict, though what I had
to go through to resolve it wasn’t exactly what I’d hoped it would be.


“You’re glad what happened?” Justin
demands to know.  “Jenna, this isn’t going to sound any better the more you
say.”


“I’m going to keep my mouth shut,”
I say.  “Everything I say isn’t sounding right or even remotely able to convey
how I feel.”  I start to cry.  “Justin, I need to get home to Devin.  I need to
be with my brother.  I can’t make you understand what happened.”  I can’t tell
you yet, I want to say.  I want to talk about it, but Devin needs to hear about
it.  I can’t understand what’s going through my head right now.  Where was
Kate, I wonder?  I couldn’t feel her anywhere.  I just feel numb.


The rest of the ride is silent. 
Justin pulls up in front of the house, but makes no indication that he is
coming inside.  “Can I call you tomorrow?” I ask him.


“You can,” he replies.  He is cold to
me and I feel like bursting into tears all over again.  He watches me walk to
the door and let myself in and drives away.  When I walk inside Devin is
waiting for me in his chair.  He looks exhausted and mad.


“Jenna, what the hell?” he shouts. 
He stands up and storms over but stops.  “Holy shit, Jenna, what happened?  Why
were you crying?”


And then I burst into tears all
over again.


*


“What I can’t understand is why
didn’t Kate come to your rescue?” Devin asks.  I have told him everything. 
Well, everything except for one small detail, which is who I was with.  If
Devin knew about Drake he would go and kill him.  I decide it’s more important
to keep Devin out of jail than to take revenge on Drake, although he deserves
to die, as far as I’m concerned.  The easiest solution is to just avoid him
entirely.


“I have no idea,” I say.  “It’s
like before she would always come to my rescue whenever something unpleasant
happened.  This time she generously let me experience it all for myself.”


“But in a way it’s kind of a good
thing,” Devin says.  I give him a dirty look.  “I mean, it’s not good that you
went through that, but it’s a breakthrough of sorts.”


Is it?  I wonder.  We are sitting
on the couch together.  Its 5:42 am and neither one of us has had much sleep,
though I’m wide awake and I think Devin is too.  He’s used to operating on
almost no sleep as a railroader.  I am freshly showered under Devin’s care for
the second night in a row.  Yet I feel okay, like I’m going to get through
this.  Devin is with me.  Of course I will get through this.  Not to mention,
Devin’s right.  Kate isn’t here and it feels like a breakthrough.  My head is resting
on his shoulder and his arms are around me.  As much as I wish he wouldn’t pry
into my business, I need Devin in my life.  He’s the only one who knows what
I’ve been through and how things are with Kate.


“I just feel shitty about how I
left things with Justin,” I say to Devin.  “I couldn’t tell him, you know?”


“About Kate?” Devin asks me.  I’m
sure I look sheepish.


“No, I, um, told him about Kate,” I
say.  “We sort of had a chat as he drove me over.”  To get raped is how I’d
like to sarcastically complete that sentence, but I know it will make me sound
crass.


Devin cringes for a second, but
then his face relaxes.  “You realize there are a couple of very unconventional
things that occurred this evening,” Devin says.  “You not only opened up about
a very secret part of yourself to someone new, but your alter ego failed to
show up after a traumatic experience.  And you’re not on medication?”  I shake
my head.  “Well something is working.  Why did you decide to tell Justin?”


“I’m not sure,” I reply.  “I just
feel…comfortable with him.  And I had a feeling he knew some things already.”


“Probably,” Devin admits, offering
up nothing further.  “Are you sure you don’t want to report this to the
police?”


I shake my head.  I just want to
move past this.  Devin shrugs.  “Okay, it’s your call.  If you change your mind
we’ll go together, okay?”  I nod.  He stretches and yawns and I sit up.  “I’m
starving.  Breakfast?”


“Sure,” I say.


“Great, I’ll whip something up.” 
He stands up and ducks into the kitchen and then decides to add, “You know,
before Justin gets here to help out with the gutting of the downstairs
bathroom.”


“Devin!” I shout.  “Can’t you put
it off a bit longer until I can talk to him?”


“Nope,” he tells me.  “Justin has
the day off work and we planned it already.”


“Fine,” I say.  “I’ve been meaning
to register for school and find a job.”


“Well fuck,” Devin says as I walk
into the kitchen while he scrambles eggs.  “Had I known that having a guy over
for a potentially awkward moment would motivate you to get off your ass and out
of the house to become a competent member of society I’d have done this ages
ago.”


“Very funny,” I say.  “Make me my
damn breakfast.”


After I am fed I feel ridiculously
sleepy as does Devin.  Justin won’t be over until noon and so it gives both of
us time to catch a quick nap.  When I open the door to my bedroom, she’s there.


“Oh fuck,” I breathe.  “Where have
you been?”


“Oh, around,” she says casually.  I
note with disgust that she’s wearing the red bra and panties I wore last night
that I’d tossed on the floor before I showered myself off.  “Did you miss me?”


“No,” I say, turning my back to her
and shedding my robe and opening a drawer to get a t-shirt.  “In fact I did
not.  Considering what you let me endure last night, I’d say you’re not welcome
right now.”


“Oh no?” she purrs.  She lounges
languidly on my bed and reaches around the side.  She comes up with a DVD.  It’s
from my “collection”.  “Care to watch a dirty movie with me?  Or have you seen
enough?”


“Very funny.”


She smiles slightly and stands up
and walks over to me.  I feel her touching me yet she’s distant this time, as
though she might walk through me.  I see her in the mirror across my room.  Her
hands reach up from her sides to cup my breasts, but I don’t feel anything. 
Normally she would make me tremble, make me want her.  All I want is for her to
leave.  “When he touched you last night, you didn’t want me.  When I touch you
today, you don’t want me.  Maybe you’re finally dead inside.”


“No!” I shriek.  “Go away!  I’m not
dead.  You’re dead to me!”


“Jenna!” Devin slams my door open
and bursts in.  Kate disappears and I am crouched down, sobbing.  I’m sure I
look pathetic.  Devin scoops me up like a baby and the DVD Kate has presented
me with falls to the ground.  Devin casts a glance at it.  I wish he wouldn’t
see it.  “Jenna, was she here?”  I nod.  “Jesus Christ,” is all he can say. 
“Come on, come to my room.  I’ll watch you and make sure you sleep.”  I nod and
allow him to rescue me, as usual.
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It’s 8:00 am the following day when
I wake up in Devin’s bed.  I feel like I’ve been drugged.  To make things
worse, I can’t stop crying and it’s making my head feel like it’s full of
rocks.  I feel like the reality of what actually happened the previous night hadn’t
hit me yet, but now the impact of the events come crashing down and I feel like
they might suffocate me.  My hands twist within Devin’s sheets and I writhe as
though in pain.  I’m sure I look like Linda Blair from The Exorcist right now. 
I am naked underneath.  Sometime during my long sleep I ripped my clothes off
and tossed them on the floor next to the bed.  The soft cotton sheets against
my skin make me uncomfortable.  It’s warm in the room, and stuffy.  I throw off
the light blanket Devin has placed over me with one swift kick and I pull the
pillow from my head to between my legs.  As I rub myself against the pillow, my
head begins to feel lighter, the tears stop, and the drugged feeling leaves
me.  I come, crying out, feeling renewed and calm.


Jesus, what the fuck am I doing?  I
sit up and quietly freak out.  I rest my head against my fingertips and feel
incredibly guilty and disgusted with myself.  What kind of morally depraved
individual have I become?   “Jenna?” I hear Devin knocking on the door, making
me catch my breath.  “Are you awake?  What’s going on?  I hear noise.”


“I-I’m fine,” I say.  “Just feeling
a bit out of it.”


“Come out when you’re ready,” Devin
tells me on the other side of the door.  I hear him shuffle away and let out my
breath.


I stand up and stretch and begin to
put on the boxers and t-shirt that lay on the floor next to me.  I take a few
deep breaths and look at the sheets and realize that I’m sweaty as hell and
should probably offer to wash them for Devin.  When I am ready, I walk out of
Devin’s room and toward the kitchen.  I can’t help walking there.  It smells
like bacon and I’m ravenous.  I’m beginning to think the only thing I will ever
eat again is breakfast.  Turns out there’s more than just bacon waiting for me
in the kitchen.  Justin is sitting at the table.


I sit down across from him at our
four person breakfast table and don’t say anything.  I can’t really look up at
him either and realize I look like shit and haven’t showered in a day.  I’m not
wearing a bra and I’m wearing a shirt that says “Budweiser Beach Babe” that I
got for free at a wet t-shirt contest at Appleseed a year ago.  Devin puts a
plate down in front of me.  I pick up my fork and begin to dig in, scooping
food in my mouth faster than a fat kid with a piece of cake.  He made waffles
and I don’t really mess around when I see waffles.  They’re my favorite,
particularly with bacon.  Devin knows my penchant for caramel sauce with
waffles and he has it on the table already for me.  I squeeze the bottle and a generous
portion oozes out onto my plate.  I dip forkfuls of waffles and bacon into the
sauce and begin stuff myself silly.


“Justin and I were talking,” Devin
says, sitting down next to me.  “And he said something I agree with.  I think
it’s time for you to go back to therapy.”


“No,” I manage to say with a
mouthful of food.  I’m going to get fat living with Devin.  I chew slowly and
swallow.  “Absolutely not.  Besides, it’s not like Justin came up with this out
of the blue and you decided it was a good idea.  More like you planted the idea
in his head and said to come over and back you up.”


Devin sighs and rubs his head.  I
wonder if he’s slept much during my comatose rest.  “Jenna,” he says.  “I know
you hate being medicated.  But maybe it would just be good to talk to someone
about things.  Maybe you don’t have to take medication.  Maybe-“


“NO.” I put my fork down.  “Devin,
you know as well as I do that they don’t just ‘talk’ to people like me. 
They’ll medicate me.  They’ll throw me into the hospital.  They’ll give me
shock therapy.  You know all of it.  We’ve been through it.  No, wait, I’ve
been through it.  You just sat back and self-medicated.”


“Jenna,” Justin interrupts.  “Devin
just wants to help-“


“Why the fuck are you talking?” I
ask him, “Last time I saw you, you weren’t exactly happy with me, and now
you’re teaming up with my well-meaning brother to lock me away.”


“You don’t talk to him like that!”
Devin shouts at me and I stand up and cover my ears.  He pulls my hands away
and I grab the plate of unfinished breakfast I am now finished devouring and
hurl it at Devin.  He grabs me and holds my arms down at my sides.  I scream
and bring my legs up to kick out to Justin, who is coming toward us.  He ducks
and misses my legs.  I writhe away from Devin and break free, and then I’m
gone.


*


Sometimes when I come out from
being Kate, it’s not really unpleasant.  You’ll hear people say that it’s like fainting
and waking up from that.  Not always for me.  Sometimes there’s no
disorientation and no “where am I?” feeling.  Sometimes, but not always.  Instead,
I’m doing something really mundane like eating ice cream or brushing my teeth. 
This time I’m sitting on the couch watching a baseball game.  I hate baseball,
but Kate loves it.  She’s a Sox fan.  I’ve considered becoming a Cubs fan just
to mess with her but I can’t possibly generate enough energy to actually give a
shit about baseball.  It’s just so fucking boring.


Devin and Justin are sitting in the
room with me.   They look relatively unalarmed and so I figure minimal damage
was done this time and I haven’t gone and gotten arrested or pregnant or
adopted a pet or anything dangerous or permanent.  They are both sitting and
drinking beers and watching the television screen.  I can see from the array of
bottles on the table they’ve been at it for a while, though I’m sure Kate made
her contribution.  “Did Kate lose any money on this game?” I ask them to let
them know I’m here.    Justin looks at me, appearing a bit alarmed.  Devin
looks completely unaffected.  He’s used to this.


“Not yet,” Devin replies.  “But
it’s early.”


“Okay, this is nuts,” Justin says,
looking at us back and forth.  “But it seems like you two are used to it.”


Devin shrugs.  “It’s been awhile
since I’ve experienced Kate, but it’s like seeing an old friend.  And old
friend you don’t particularly like, but at least I know what to expect.”


“Great,” I say.  “And what exactly
went down while I was…gone?”


“Well let’s see,” Justin says. 
“Kate challenged us to strip poker, danced on a table, did fourteen tequila
shots, went to the bar and rode a mechanical bull, then came back home and
hemmed all of Devin’s jeans.”


“Really?”


“No.”  Justin smiles.  “Actually it
was more like six hours of chain smoking and trash talking.  Devin and Kate had
a long chat about you while I was out of earshot.”


“I see.”  I cast Devin a harsh look
but he doesn’t catch my eye.  I see we will be having that conversation later. 
“I’m sorry.”


“Don’t be,” Justin says quickly. 
We both look at Devin and he continues to watch the game and drink a beer.  He’s
ignoring me now, I guess.  I sigh dramatically.


“I’m going to have a cigarette,” I
say, standing up, glancing at Devin who doesn’t say a word.  Justin follows me
onto the porch.  I light up.  “I’m really sorry you had to see that.”


“I’m not,” he says, sitting down
and watching me.  “Watching you…as Kate, it was definitely a learning
experience.”  He watches me smoke some more.  “I’m sorry for what we did, or
said.  I guess that set you off.”


“I’m embarrassed you had to see
that side of me,” I admit.  “I know you’re close to Devin and you’re an old
friend, but it was hard enough to tell you about her.  Knowing about Kate is
one thing.  To experience her firsthand…I worry about everything she does and
what she might do to potentially ruin my life.  I worry about her making you
hate me.  Especially when it’s not me, so to speak.”


“Jenna, I don’t think any less of
you because you have a bizarre version of yourself that is the polar opposite
of you,” Justin tells me.  “It gave me a better understanding of what you have
to deal with.  And I’m sure you don’t want to hear this, but seeing Kate does
give me a lot of insight into you.  Surprising to hear, but I don’t hate you
for it.”


“I’m glad, I suppose,” I say.  I
don’t really know what to say.


“On that note, I think you do need
to consider what Devin wants,” Justin says.  “This whole experience is taking a
toll on him.  He’s hurting from it.”


“I know,” I reply.  I take a long
drag and stash my butt in the ashtray that we stole from the outside of
TGIFriday’s.  It’s one of those tall ones that drops into a metal container
with a slight “clunk” sound.  It will take a while to fill completely.  “But he
knew what he was getting into when he moved in with me.”


“He did,” Justin agrees.  “But
maybe talking to someone else wouldn’t be the end of the world.”


I’m on the verge of another
meltdown.  Justin is really good at making me feel like Devin’s right and I’m a
shitty person who can get help.  I take a deep breath and choke back what would
be a sob.  As a result, I get hiccups.  “Shi-it,” I say.  “I need a glass of
wa-ater.”


Justin stands up and turns toward
the door, whirls around and grabs me by the waist.  He pulls me in and kisses
me, hard, taking my breath away.  I pull him toward me.  His lips are soft and
warm and his shoulders and arms envelop me.  I bring my arms around his
shoulders and he breaks the kiss, but I don’t let go of him.  “Stay with me
tonight,” I whisper, looking up into his green eyes.  They’re darker than usual
in the eerie porch light.


He pulls my head down and holds it
against his chest.  “Hiccups gone?”  I nod.  His hands wrap themselves in my
hair and pull gently.  My face tips up toward his and he looks directly into my
eyes.  “You’re beautiful,” he tells me, “when you’re yourself.”


“And when I’m not?”


“You’re still beautiful,” he
replies.  Then he smiles.  “But you scare me.”


“I scare myself,” I agree.  “So can
you stay?”


He shakes his head.  “Not tonight,”
he tells me.  “I need to work in the morning and I think Devin needs to talk to
you.”  I clearly appear to be disappointed.  “I’m not jumping into bed with you
when you’re vulnerable,” he tells me.  “Besides,” he continues, “I’d like to
plan a night out with you.”


“Oh?”


“Oh.”


Devin steps out on the porch and I
pull away from Justin.  Devin doesn’t say anything about what he obviously just
saw.  I can see he’s having a horrible night.  “Let me have one of those,” he
says to me, pointing at my pack.  I hand him one and watch him light up.  He
sits in a chair and puffs quietly, looking down the street.


“I’m taking off,” Justin says. 
“Good game, Dev.  I’ll talk to you both later,” he finishes, putting a stress
on “both”.  I try not to beam and stare as he walks away.


I sit in the chair next to Devin
and we watch Justin get in his Civic and drive off.  “I’m sorry,” I say.


“That’s the problem, Jenna,” he
begins, and I know I’m in for it.  “You’re sorry and you don’t need to be. 
Kate isn’t sorry and has the most to apologize for.”


“I know it,” I say.  “I’ll go back
to therapy.”  I expect a huge reaction and get nothing.  “Devin?”


“I don’t want you to apologize to
me anymore,” Devin finally says.  “Everything you are isn’t because of your
actions.”


“I know,” I say.  “You have made it
abundantly clear that you feel that way.”


“But what you don’t realize is that
I’m partially to blame.”


“Devin, no, you’re not,” I say. 
I’ve heard this many times before.  “You were a kid when everything happened. 
You couldn’t do anything.”


“I want to see a therapist too,” he
says.  “I’ve been thinking about it and it’s been a long time since I’ve talked
to someone.  So we are both going back.  Maybe sessions together.”


“Like couples therapy?” I joke, but
see he doesn’t find this the least bit funny.  “Okay,” I relent.  “I probably
am the last person you want to hear this from, but you’re really fucked up, Devin.” 
We give each other a long look and burst out laughing.  I am laughing so hard I
can’t breathe, and it feels amazing.  I wipe the tears away and fall into
Devin’s lap.  “I’m glad I’ve got you in my life.”


“Me too,” he says.  “Even if your
crazy bitch side comes out and ruins my game.”


“Oh shut up,” I tell him.  “If you
were a Sox fan you’d feel differently.”
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Ixtapas is a dump on the outside. 
Inside its cozy and dark, with hidden tables and beautiful murals of beaches
and streets of Mexico, though they aren’t done in the Mayan style that I
usually associate with Mexican art.  The owner is friendly with Justin and
immediately serves us with a heaping bowl of warm, oily chips, four different
kinds of salsa, including a mango one I can’t stop eating, guacamole and a
silver tray of pickled carrots, onions and peppers swimming in oil and
vinegar.  I can’t imagine I’ll be hungry by the time I get to the entrée, but I
order the carne asada anyway after Justin assures me it’s amazing.


I’m wearing a sage green linen
dress and I’m glad I’m dressed lightly, because although there is probably air
conditioning and moving air with the help of two ceiling fans, Ixtapas is small
enough that the heat from the kitchen permeates my hair, making it damp and
slightly wavy.  I’m wearing it loose around my shoulders, and I resist the urge
to pull it back into a ponytail to get it off of my neck.  Justin looks cool
and comfortable in a white muscle tank top and khaki shorts and flip flops. 
He’s tanned and it makes his green eyes stand out more than usual.  I’ve never
seen his upper arms before, and find myself staring at how well built he is. 
He has a tattoo circling his left upper bicep of a dragon and it’s sexy as
hell.


“So how do you know about this
place?” I ask him.  “It’s awesome, but I swear I never would have known it was
here from the outside.  It looks condemned.  And do you bring a lot of girls
here?”


Justin pours me a second glass of
wine from a bottle he brought in based on Ixtapa’s BYOB policy.  It’s a sweet
but dry red and although I don’t know much about wine, it tastes deep and rich
and I feel giddy from a glass.  “To answer your first question,” he begins, “I
painted the murals for Jose, the owner.”


“Wow, really?” I look around me at
the huge sunset over the ocean, the tropical birds, the beautiful women lying
on the sand, the fruit vendors selling papayas.  It’s all beautiful and
colorful and lifelike, and even though I am not an artist, I know enough about
art.  I find myself comparing Justin’s work to Devin’s, as I do whenever I see
artwork.  The first thing I really notice is that Justin paints about life. 
Devin has always painted darker.  Not usually as dark as the paintings I found
that he had stashed away when we were moving.  I don’t know what became of
those paintings, and I don’t ask.  Devin and I both have personal things we
don’t share, but we still share so much.  Maybe one day he’ll share his stashed
away paintings with me but I can’t ask him to do that.  There is too much that
I keep to myself and I respect his privacy.  “They’re beautiful,” is all I can
say.  “Seriously, I love them.”


“Thank you,” he says, smiling. 
It’s such an unusual reaction to me.  Devin would probably tell me I don’t know
anything about art and say self-deprecating things about himself.  I was used
to that.  “It was an exchange of goods and services.  I paint the walls, Jose
gives me free food for life.”


“Aha,” I exclaim.  “Good to know
I’m a cheap date.”


“Not that cheap,” Justin says,
refilling my glass.  I sucked down the second glass a bit too quickly and
realize that I’m actually nervous around Justin.  “Have more wine.  I did pay
for that.”


“So what about my second question?”
I ask him, raising one eyebrow as best as I can.  I’m trying to give him a hard
time, though I’d really like to know the answer.  I’m finding myself in a
precarious position of someone who knows a lot about me when I know almost
nothing about them.  “Since you get free meals, I’d assume you’ve brought lots
of girls here?”


“Well, I did bring one girl here
before,” Justin says with a smirk.  “You may have met her.  She’s short, fat, and
loud and I call her ‘Mom’.”


I smirk back.  “Very funny.”  I
pause and take a long sip of wine.  “How is your mom?”


“Good,” Justin nods.  “She’s asked
about you.”


“Shit,” I whisper involuntarily. 
I’m sure there are millions of things Justin could tell her.


“I didn’t say anything bad, Jenna,”
he replies, looking at me sincerely.  “I just told her I was taking you out
tonight.”


“Oh?”


He nods.


“Well what did she say to that?” I
have to ask.


He is eating a chip loaded with
guacamole, purposely stuffing his mouth, I think, to avoid the topic.  “Well,”
he says, finishing his bite.  “She said to make sure I open the door for you
and treat you like a lady.”


“She did not!”


He nods.  “She definitely did.”


Now I’m smiling.  “She’s cute.” 
Justin smirks yet again.  I prefer it to his jaw clenching.  At least I know
I’m not making him angry.  “So no other girls in your life?  Either at the
moment or before you happened to run into me at Jack’s funeral?”


“Are you not so subtly asking about
my past?”  I nod slowly.  It feels good to get out tonight, and it’s fun to
take the focus off of myself and hear about someone else.  “Okay,” he says,
“ask me anything.”


“Um,” I think, pausing and
realizing he just managed to put me on the spot, even though I’m trying to
grill him.  Every girl dreams of asking a guy anything about his past but once
awarded with the privilege, it’s slightly intimidating.  “Tell me about your
ex-girlfriends,” I say.  There.  Incredibly generic and leaves me open to
follow up questions.


“Wow, um, okay,” Justin says,
unable to avoid smiling.  “There aren’t many to speak of.  After you and Devin
were out of the neighborhood, I had one girlfriend in high school named
Shelley.  Do you remember the McClellan’s?  No?  Well there was one in every
grade level.  I think you had Sean in your year.”  I shake my head, no, though
I imagine it was one of the forty Irish kids with red hair and freckles.  “She
cheated on me with this guy Patrick Martin our senior year.  I thought I was
going to marry her ever since we were fifteen, but that’s how high school
relationships go.  You think you’re with the love of your life and nothing
interesting will happen to you after high school.”


“What a bitch,” I say, and he
shrugs.


“Whatever.  She was sixteen and
cute, and I was seventeen and brooding.  It sounds like one of your musicals.” 
I nod and smile.  “She probably got depressed from the idea of being around me. 
At the time I thought the pain and heartbreak would kill me.  Now I know she
was meant to get pregnant before she graduated and have seven kids before she
was thirty.”


“Seven!”  I gasp.  I can barely
take care of myself.  I can’t imagine having to take care of one kid at my age,
let alone seven in a few years.


“I think there was a set of twins
or triplets in there,” Justin explains.  “You know the Irish.”  I sure did.  He
smiles and finishes his glass of wine and looks at me.  “What about you?  Any
high school boyfriends I should be aware of?”


“Not so much,” I say.  I don’t
offer up anything further for a minute.  In high school I was a complete slut,
but I certainly wasn’t able to refer to any of the sexual encounters I’d had as
a boyfriend.  I don’t want to be dishonest, though.  “I wasn’t celibate in high
school,” I explain, “but I didn’t really date.  I acted pretty stupid in the
backseat of a lot of cars but I can’t say I was ever in love with anyone or
thought I’d get married like you did.”


Justin nods.  “Fair enough.  Want
me to keep going?  Or are you getting jealous?”


“No,” I say.  “Keep going.  I feel
like I don’t really know much about you.  I mean after we were kids.”


“Devin told me you don’t really
remember much from when you were a kid.”


“True,” I agree, relieved to be
called out and to not have to keep that to myself.  “Devin fills in some gaps. 
Kate fills in others.  I remember bits and pieces every now and then.  More
about when I lived with Mom and Frank.”


“Gotcha,” Justin says.  “I went to
college for a couple of years after high school and dated a few girls but
nothing serious.  One girl named Kristine and I were serious for a bit but less
than a year.  We never even lived together.”


“Have you ever lived with anyone?”
I ask.  “I mean, not your parents.”


“No,” Justin shakes his head.  “I
usually like to spread out my painting stuff and work wherever in my house. 
Empty pizza boxes and dirty dishes tend to scare away most girls.”


“You sound like you live the way I
do,” I say.  I tell him about my sparsely furnished apartment with overflowing
ashtrays and no bed frame.  He laughs.  “I think Devin and I are only keeping
the house neat because we think we’ll piss each other off if we don’t.”


“Good, hopefully you guys keep it
that way,” Justin agrees.


“How many women have you slept
with?” I ask him point blank.


“Four.”


“That’s it?” I blurt out.  Justin
turns red and I glance down at my hands resting on the table.  Now I feel like
a huge whore.  I am briefly interrupted when Jose brings our food to the
table.  The smell of grilled steak makes my mouth water, even though I’m not
actually hungry after all of the grazing I’ve done.  I think my new living
situation has caused me to put on a few pounds, which really just means my ribs
are slightly less visible than they were when I moved in.  I cut into my steak
and have a bite.  I pretty much die it’s so good.  I make sure Justin knows it
and he looks really happy to have made me happy.  “Do you want to know how many
men I’ve slept with?” I ask him quietly.


“I’m not really sure,” Justin says,
his brows crossing in concern.  He puts down his utensils and looks at me.  “Is
it going to set you off if you tell me?”


“I’m offering up the information of
my own free will,” I say.  “Kate tends to show more when something happens
against my wishes, if that’s what you mean by setting me off.”


“Only if you want to tell me,”
Justin says.


“I have been with six men
voluntarily,” I tell him.  “And likely close to one hundred involuntarily.” 
Including one this week, I think, who could be counted on both sides.  Justin
is quietly looking at me.  I feel like I’m being judged, but I want to be honest,
and he’s listening.  “I’ve had syphilis, gonorrhea and chlamydia before I was
ten.  I’ve seen four different psychiatrists.  I spent my last year of high
school getting my GED in a mental institution.  Have I scared you off yet?” 
Justin shakes his head, no, but his green eyes are wide and concerned.  “I’ve
been diagnosed with D.I.D., which I’ve already told you about.  I’ve also been
diagnosed as depressed with a tendency toward extreme compulsive behavior.  I
had one psychiatrist call me a nymphomaniac when they found out I have a
tendency toward compulsive masturbation and exhibitionism.”  Justin has barely
touched his food.  He is looking directly at me.  I can’t even tell if he’s
breathing, and I’m feeling nauseous about how he will react.  “Say something” I
say.  “Are you scared of me?”


“I’m scared for you,” he says. 
“Just because I can tell you’re unhappy.  If you’re depressed, I think you
should get help.  But I know how you feel and I can’t make you do anything
unless you’re dangerous.  Either to me or Devin or yourself or whomever.  But
as for being scared of you, no, not at all.”  He reaches under the table and I
feel his hand on my knee.  “I understand why Devin wants to help you so badly. 
It’s hard not to care about you, Jenna.”


I am so confused.  Why isn’t he
running out the door?  Why is he looking at me with something that’s not pity
or disgust but rather with concern and thoughtfulness?  Did he just say he cares
about me?  It’s too soon for that, I think.  I feel like my chest is going to
explode, and I don’t understand whether it’s a feeling of grief or relief.  “I
think I’m full,” I hear myself saying.  “Can I take this home?”


“Of course,” Justin says, and
motions to Jose.  I gush to Jose about how amazing the food was and swear I’ll be
back, if just for that mango salsa.  He apparently really wants me to come back
because he sends us home with a vat of it.  I feel bad for not eating more of
the steak, but I’m ready to burst.


“Next time you come,” Jose tells
me, “You try the fried ice cream.”  I swear I will but the thought of more food
makes me want to explode in tiny pieces all over the restaurant.  Jose kisses
my cheeks like an old friend and we say goodnight and leave.  The minute we are
outside Justin backs me up against the wall and kisses me.  Everything below my
waist becomes slippery and I almost lose my grip on the leftovers.


A group of gangbanger kids across
the street whistle at us and say something that’s likely obnoxious.  Thankfully
I don’t speak enough Spanish to know if we’re being insulted or complimented. 
“Can we go to your house?” I ask Justin.  He nods and opens my door for me to
let me into his car, just like his mother told him to.


“Just so we’re clear,” Justin says
as he drives toward his house.  “I don’t intend to fuck you tonight.”


“What?” I say, startled by the
comment.  “Well, I didn’t assume you would.”  Except that I did assume exactly
that.


He shakes his head.  “To further
clarify things,” he continues.  “I don’t intend to fuck you ever.”


I whirl my head to look at him. 
“So what, you tell me that you care about me, kiss me hard enough to melt me
into a pile of jelly, and then tell me you don’t want me?”


He looks at me pointedly.  “I think
something you are missing and have missed out on your whole life, Jenna, is the
difference between being fucked and being loved.”


“Oh,” I say, feeling like a
complete schmuck.  “I see.”


“You don’t see because you don’t
know,” he tells me.  “I’ve known you a long time, even though there’s a lot I
don’t know about you.  I’ve known Devin forever, and the one thing I know about
him is that he is the one person in your life that has loved you, but he’s your
brother.  Everyone else in your life has used you, or ‘fucked’ you, so to
speak.  I want to show you how you can be loved and also touched, because I
think your entire life you’ve associated men touching you with being used, or
fucked.”  He looks at me and I sheepishly look down and realize my hands are
pressing hard against my inner thighs, which are pushing themselves together. 
I want him to do everything to me that’s going through my head and I can barely
wait.  He takes my left wrist and pulls it away.  “Save that for when we get to
my place.”


“I can’t really wait,” I breathe.


“Smoke,” he tells me.  I do as he
asks me to, cracking the window and lighting up.  He takes my left hand and
clasps it in his right hand and squeezes.  I feel comforted and comfortable.


*


“I cleaned up for you,” Justin
tells me once we’re inside of his house.  “It was a sty this morning.”


“It’s fine,” I say.  Justin lives
in an old brick bungalow in Margate Park on a tree lined street.  It appears
quiet, though I know it’s not the greatest of neighborhoods.  We are standing
in his front room, or “fronchroom” as Chicago people like to say.  I follow him
back to his kitchen where he stashes our leftovers in the refrigerator.  I
notice all of the appliances are very up to date, even though his kitchen is
small.  “Don’t let me forget that salsa,” I tell him.


“I might,” he teases.  He grabs two
beers from the fridge and closes it behind him.  “Beer?”


“Yes please,” I say as I watch him
open them up.  His arms tense up with working the bottle opener and I like
watching them.  In addition to his dragon tattoo, he has a small tattoo on his
left wrist of a dinosaur.  “I like your ink,” I tell him.  “What’s the
significance?”


He smiles.  “It’s a Brontosaurus,”
he explains.


“Those didn’t actually exist, you
know?” I ask him.


“I know,” he replies.  “I like them
though, because they’re proof that people aren’t always right about
everything.”


“That’s for sure,” I agree.  “Is
that and the dragon your only tattoos?”


“For now,” he says.  He hands me my
beer and watches me drink about half of it in one gulp.  I’m suddenly really
thirsty.  “What about you?  Do you have any tattoos?”


I shake my head.  “Maybe one day. 
I asked Devin a bunch of times to draw me something that’s for me but he never
does.”


“What would you get?” he asks me.


I shrug.  “I’m not sure.  I never
think of anything clever like your Brontosaurus tattoo.  I guess a bird,
maybe.”


He looks confused.  “Why a bird?”


I’m slightly embarrassed.  “Because
there are different ways a bird can live, and it’s not up to the bird, but
rather how people treat the bird.  Like you can own a bird as a pet and it will
live and die in a cage.  Or a bird can be born in the wild and will be free to
go where it wants.  And in some rare instances, a bird born in a cage can
become free, or a bird born in the wild can become caged.”


“Birds born in a cage and released
would probably die if they were released in the wild,” Justin says.


“Probably,” I agree, suddenly
feeling sad.  “But who would know or care?”  We both consider that for a bit. 
“So give me the tour,” I say, breaking the silence.  “Or is the rest of your
house too messy to show me?  Did you stash stuff under beds and in closets for
company?”


Justin grins.  “I can show you
around most of the rooms.  Do you need to use the bathroom or anything?  It’s
right there.”  He walks me out of the kitchen and into the hallway where the
bathroom is.  “This door is my bedroom,” he says, opening the door and showing
me a very basic bedroom with blue walls and grey bedding and curtains.  The boy
has curtains, I think, though I’m not sure why it shocks me.  Part of me is
wishing the tour would end in the bedroom, but Justin leads me away to another
door.  He opens it to reveal stairs leading to a basement.  “Down there is my
studio,” he says.


“Can I see it?” I ask.  He nods and
leads me down the stairs.  The basement is partially finished with tiled floors
and white walls on one side.  Behind a wall with a door on the other side is
for storage of Justin’s artwork and supplies, he shows me.  He has several
works in progress including a huge six foot painting of a smiling geisha, a
series of small paintings of different parts of a tree that he tells me will
look really cool when they are hung up in pieces on a large wall, and a
portrait of an old man sitting on the El looking sleepy.  “You paint a lot of
different types of stuff,” I say.  “But you’re really talented.”


“Thanks,” Justin says.  “I’m hoping
to get the tree into an exhibit coming up this fall, and I have plans to do an
underwater scene similar to that.  Maybe I do a bunch of birds instead.”


“Funny,” I say, feeling his eyes
bore into me as he watches for my reaction.


“Or,” he continues, “I could give
you a tattoo right now.  How would you like that?”  He walks to me and I let
him kiss me again, feeling lightheaded.  His hands pull me toward him by my
waist and I let my hands come up to his hair.  It’s thick and a bit long in
back, I notice.  I push his mouth down to my neck and moan softly as his lips
move against it and down to my shoulders.  He moves the strap of my linen sundress
away to uncover the rest of my shoulder, and then stands back to look at me.  I
meet his smoldering gaze and feel my heart pounding.  “Can I take this off?” he
asks me, hooking a finger into the strap of my dress.  I nod and let him pull
it over my head, and I am standing in my bra and panties in the middle of his
basement.  He looks me up and down, but not in a creepy way, but more in the
way that artists tend to view things, assessing and studying.  “I think you’re
beautiful,” he finally says.


In response, I take off my bra and
toss it aside.  Justin’s eyes widen but he doesn’t move.  “Stop,” he says
before I can remove my panties.  “I’m going to paint you.”


“Now?” I say.  “Are you kidding?” 
I watch as he sorts through his materials and tubes of paint.  I didn’t really
come by to model for him, I think, but what the hell.


He finds a blanket and spreads it
out over the floor.  “Sit down,” he tells me, gently pressing down on my
shoulders.  I do as I’m told.  He kneels down and kisses me again.  Then he pulls
away and silently appears to consider something.  “Do you trust me?” he asks
me.  “I promise you with my life I would never hurt you, Jenna.”  I nod,
feeling the conviction in his voice.  I do trust him, completely, though
perhaps I shouldn’t.  At this point in my life, I couldn’t possibly experience
much else I haven’t experienced in terms of pain and disappointment.  I watch as
he produces a black scarf.


“Are you going to tie me up?” I ask
hesitantly.


“No,” he says, and I feel somewhat
relieved.  “I am going to blindfold you, though, if you’ll let me.”


That was actually a new one.  I
didn’t expect him to say anything like that.  “Okay,” I agree.  “As long as you
promise not to walk away from me and leave me down here half naked for a week
with no food or water.”


“Maybe only a few days,” he says,
grinning.  Then he looks serious again.  “I promise I’ll put your clothes back
on before I leave you down here blindfolded.”  My heart starts to pound a
little bit harder in my chest.  When I don’t say anything, he continues.  “I’m
joking.  I’m not tying you up, remember?  You can push the blindfold off it
it’s too much for you, okay?  I’m not going to leave you by yourself.  I’ll be
touching you the whole time.  And if I’m not, I’ll talk so you know where I
am.”


That sounds good.  “Thank you,” I
whisper, sort of feeling like I’m going to cry.  He’s so nice, I think.  I
can’t remember a man being so nice to me when I was almost naked before.


Justin sits behind me and covers my
eyes with the scarf.  It’s silk, I think, and feels soft and cool on my eyes
and temples.  “Lie down,” he tells me, and helps me settle back.  He plants a
soft kiss on my lips.  “Can you lie very still for me, Jenna?  This might feel
a little cold and I don’t want you to jump or anything.”


“I’ll try,” I say.


“And keep your hands at your
sides,” Justin says to me.  I realize that they’ve traveled down between my
thighs again.


“Sorry,” I say.  “Sometimes I don’t
even know I’m doing it until I…” I trail off as I feel the soft tip of Justin’s
paintbrush running down my neck.  “Oh.”


“Good ‘oh’ or bad ‘oh’?”


“Good.  Very, very good.”  I feel
the silky tip trail down my collarbone and it gives me goose bumps.  He takes
it off me and I feel it again on my nipple, wet with paint.  It circles my
right nipple and trails across my chest and over to my right one, and around
that one.


“I think I’ll change to a number
six,” I hear him mumble.  “And use some cadmium red medium for this part.”  I
giggle and feel a thicker brush trace below my breasts.  My nipples feel stiff
and the paint drying on them makes them feel stiffer.  “When your front dries
I’d love to flip you over and paint your back.”


“I’m in your hands,” I tell him. 
“You have free reign of my body to do as you please.”


In response, I feel his hands trail
over my belly and I breathe in sharply.  Since I don’t know what to anticipate,
every touch is unexpected.  He takes the sides of my panties in his fingers and
slowly peels them off.  I lift myself up slightly to let him pull them off me. 
The air feels cool and dry below my waist where I’m already very wet.  “The
brush I’m about to use is dry,” he tells me.  “I’m using it to soak up
everything here before you spill.  May I?”  I nod and bite my lip.  The touch
of the brush between my legs is soft and slow, and he draws it against me back
to front and twists the tip against my swollen clit.  I moan and my hands grab
his wrists and push my hips forward against the brush.  He responds by burying
his face between my legs.


He tastes me slowly and takes his
time, yet I am coming in less than a minute.  I feel the resulting wetness all
over my thighs.  I’m not sure whether it is paint or my own juices or Justin’s
saliva, and I don’t care.


“I guess it was pointless to wipe
you up,” Justin tells me.  “But I still have more of you to paint.  Just lie
back and relax.”  I am still twitching, but Justin brings his hands over me to
settle me down.  In a minute I am lying back and still.  “Are you comfortable?”
he asks me.


“Very,” I say.  In response I feel
the brush begin tracing around my stomach.  I lie back and concentrate on the
strokes, the smoothness of the wet brush, the smell of the paint, and Justin’s
steady breathing.  He works down my stomach and down around my left thigh.  He
lifts my leg and holds it on his shoulder as he twists the paintbrush around
it.  “I can’t wait to see what you’ve done,” I tell him.


“Flip over on your stomach,” is all
he says.  He sounds focused, and I comply and shiver a little.  The paint seems
colder against my back which has warmed up against the blanket I’ve been lying
on.  “Are you cold?” Justin asks.


“I’m fine,” I tell him.  “Keep
touching me and I get warmer.”


“Easy for me,” Justin says,
laughing.  “It’s hard to keep my hands off of you.”


“So touch me,” I whisper, sighing
deeply.  He is using a thicker brush, and it’s like a massage.  “I mean with
your hands, though I like the brush, too.”


“I’m almost finished,” he replies. 
“I just want to add some detail.”


“Next time you should use edible
paints or chocolate or something,” I suggest.  “Then you can lick it off me.”


“After that meal?” Justin laughs. 
“I’d prefer my dessert to be one that burns calories, not one that adds more.”


I laugh.  “Hurry up.  I want to see
your work.”


“It’s nothing amazing,” he tells
me.  “The canvas definitely exceeds the beauty of the painting.”


My cheeks feel warm, like I’m
blushing.  Then I feel Justin’s hands against the sides of my face.  He kisses
me again slowly and deeply and I accept his tongue with my own.  Then he is untying
the blindfold in the back of my head.  “All finished?” I ask.  I can see his
face next to mine.  In response he pushes my hair back and kisses me again, but
harder this time.


He helps me stand up and brings me
to a mirror he has hanging up on the wall.  “For models,” he explains.


“So apparently I’m not the only
naked woman who’s been in your basement.”


“You’re the only one I’ve ever been
able to touch this way,” he explains.


My body has been transformed into a
peacock of blues, dark red and greens, covering my torso and trailing down and
around my leg.  It’s like a second skin and I feel as though I’ve been made
over.  I can’t help but smile at the reflection and barely recognize the girl
in the mirror.  “Do you have a camera?” I turn to him and ask.  “This is
amazing, you should really capture it.”


“I’ll never forget it,” he tells
me.  He walks away and gets a camera that has a lens that looks like it weighs
400 pounds.  He leads me over to a black backdrop and drapes a velvety black
covering over an old chaise lounge.  He positions me with my right arm over my
breasts and my right leg positioned “so it’s not an obscene photograph,” Justin
explains.  He moves some lights around me so I feel like a fashion model and he
starts to snap photos.


“I had no idea you were into
photography,” I say.


“Really?” he said.  “That’s how I
make the majority of my money.  Weddings, public events, advertising, textbooks,
whatever people will hire me for.”


“You know, I never even bothered to
find out what you do for a living,” I say.  “I just assumed you had some
service job like Devin does to pay his bills.”


“You should become a model,” Justin
tells me.  “You have the body for it, and you definitely have the face for it. 
Plus you’re tall.  And you could probably make more money than working in a
strip club.”


“I have yet to actually work in a
strip club,” I reply.  “I was a cage dancer at a legitimate dance club.”


“Oh, of course,” he says, smiling. 
“Seriously, I have a fashion shoot coming up, and if you want I could talk to
the designer and show him these as a portfolio shot.  These are going to look
amazing.”


“Maybe with the help of Photoshop,”
I say, smirking.  Justin keeps snapping photos and I hold my pose.  “When
you’re done, you should come over here and get in the picture with me.”


“Who’s going to take the picture?”
he asks.  But he puts the camera down on a table and walks over to me.  I can
see through his shorts he is aroused.  I sit up and help him with his zipper
and his hands stop me.


“What’s wrong?” I ask him.


“I don’t want you to do anything
you don’t want to do,” he tells me.  I look up into his dark green eyes and he
looks so serious.  I smile.


“Of course I want you,” I say.  “I
want to make you feel the same way you’ve just made me feel.”  He drops his
hands and lets me unbutton his shorts and he helps me by pulling them off.  He
is swollen and ready.  I sit up and pull off his shirt for him and pull him
down to the chaise with me.  My lips start at his collarbone and I push him
back gently and leave a trail of kisses down to his waist.  He utters a low
groan and his hands bury themselves in my hair.  He pushes my head gently back.


“No,” he says, and he pushes me
back.  “Let me do everything for you.  I don’t want you to do anything for
me.”  Without a word I let him move over me and he positions his body against
mine.  My legs move apart and I feel how hard he is as he slides inside of me. 
We move together, but every time I move my hips he stops me.  “Slow down,” he
whispers in my ear.  “I want to make this last with you.”


I kiss him on the mouth, and as his
tongue moves inside my mouth, I feel him throbbing inside of me.  My arms wrap
around his back and I am holding onto his shoulders.  With every slow thrust he
rubs against my clit and the intensity is building inside of me.  Within
minutes, we are simultaneously exploding and kissing with such intensity and
need.  Then I ruin everything and burst into tears.


“What’s wrong?” he asks me, pulling
away, but I seize up and pull him back toward me.  I cry for a minute, holding
him hard against me and stroking his hair as he strokes mine.


“You’re right,” I finally whisper
when I can breathe again.  “It’s different to be loved than to be fucked.”
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Devin got called to work and won’t
be home until early tomorrow.  Justin takes me home, even though I want to stay
and spend the night with him, and all of tomorrow and the next day and the day
after that.  It seems like a horrible idea to leave him right now.  “Devin
knows we were out together,” he explains to me while I am showering off the beautiful
paint.  Justin is sitting in the bathroom keeping me company.  I am sadly
watching the beautiful blue and green swirl down the drain.  “I don’t want him
to think badly of me for keeping you all night.”  After a lot of protestation
on my part, some towel drying and a lot of kissing, I relent and let Justin
take me home.


The entire ride home I feel
euphoric, as though I’m floating on air.  Everything around me seems different,
like nothing is actually happening.  One of the many reasons I hate being
medicated is because I don’t get to experience moments like these where
everything is beautiful and wonderful in the world.  Instead, everything is
just the same, and I just carry out actions to survive.  It’s no way to live. 
This is living.  I look at the man next to me and smile, feeling content.  I
don’t know if he’s my boyfriend now and I don’t care, but I’m happy.  Devin and
I will work things out, Justin will be around, maybe I’ll get my shit together
and go to school.  Life is good.  Not to mention, I don’t have to go to the
Laundromat to do my laundry anymore.  Seriously, how could life get any better?
  That feeling ends as soon as I get out of the car with Justin and approach
the house.  I can tell something has happened.  The front door is wide open. 
Devin’s bike isn’t parked in front, and I know he’s not supposed to be home. 
The front porch light is out.  “Justin,” I say.  “Someone’s broken in to the
house.”  I just know it.


“Get back in the car and lock the
door,” he tells me.  He hands me the keys and I walk quickly back to the car
and close and lock the doors, thankful for Louisa’s lecture to Justin on how to
treat a lady.  My heart is pounding in my chest as I watch Justin assess the
broken porch light and see from what he’s inspecting that the window is broken
as well.  He walks through the open front door.  Lights turn on and I wait a
few minutes, breathing hard.  I turn the car on and decide it won’t kill me to
roll down the window and smoke while I wait.  At least it won’t kill me
instantly.  I’m so tense, I shake as I put my cigarette in my mouth with one
hand and attempt to flick my lighter several times with my other hand.


Justin comes out of the front door
and motions to me to come inside.  I step out of his car, put my cigarette out
and lock the doors.  “I checked the house,” he says to me as I walk up the
front path and hand him his car keys.  “Whoever got in is gone.  I don’t know
what’s been taken but it’s a mess.”


“Shit, really?” I say, nervous to
see inside the house.  I’m not worried about anything valuable being gone. 
Devin and I don’t actually have anything that’s worth much.  At least to my
knowledge we don’t.  Devin could be keeping something else from me, but neither
one of us could really afford anything of major value.


“Take a look,” Justin says, letting
me go inside first.  “I’ll be right behind you.”  I can see what he means by a
mess.  Drawers are open.  A bookcase is knocked over.  Cabinets have been
ransacked in the kitchen.  The couch cushions are strewn around the floor in
the front room.  I peek into Devin’s room and see that the box of canvases he
stashed away is out and pictures are all over.  A few are ripped, which makes
my heart pound even faster.  I’m sure Devin will shed a few tears over them. 
Then I go to my room and see that it’s definitely the worst.


“Holy hell,” I say.  “I might have
mentioned I’m a bad housekeeper, but this is unusual even for me.”


“Jenna, I’m so sorry,” Justin
says.  “Do you want me to call the police?”


I nod reluctantly.  I hate the
police and getting them involved in any way just makes my heart sink, but it
seems necessary.  “That’s probably a good idea.”  Why didn’t I just beg Justin
to let me stay the night as his place?  Then I wouldn’t be dealing with this
nightmare until tomorrow morning.   “Stay in here with me,” I say to Justin. 
It’s meant to be a question but it comes out as a demand.   Justin nods and leans
against the wall and pulls out his phone from his pocket.  I begin to look
around my room and I drop to my knees on the floor, rummaging through
everything.  Oh fuck, I think, as I pick something up.  A DVD case.  A movie
that I’d rather Justin not know I have.  And another one.  And a bunch of my
“toys”.  My entire box of shame is all over the place, I realize.  I look over
at Justin and see he is watching me, but he doesn’t say anything as he waits on
the phone to speak to the police.  All of the DVD cases are opened and empty.  I
feel a bit sick to think someone else knows what’s been stashed in the privacy
of my room.  So apparently the only thing I can tell that was stolen was my
porn.  Why the hell would someone take my porn?  “This is weird,” I hear myself
saying.  I’m embarrassed and confused.  I hear Justin report the break in and
give out our address.  When he hangs up the phone he looks at me silently for a
minute.


“So, what are you noticing?” he
asks me.  “Were those movies here before?”


“Um, they’re mine, if that’s what
you wanted to know,” I reply.  “Or were.  The cases are here but the DVDs
aren’t.  Not like a few dirty movies are a big deal.  I mean, I don’t need them
back.”


“Interesting,” Justin says.  I
blush and I don’t really know what he’s referring to.  I don’t ask.  He comes
to sit down on the ground next to me.  “Forced Entry 18,” he reads off.  “So,
um, what kind of porn is that?”


“Rape,” I say quietly.  I look down
at the case and find myself incredibly uncomfortable.  The DVD in my hands
looks disgusting to me now.


“I see,” he replies.  “Kind of
ironic considering what happened here.  Maybe your intruder is making a statement.” 
He looks at me and I am about to cry.  He takes the DVD cover out of my hands
and holds me.  I feel a sob shake my entire body.  “Hey, it’s okay.  I’ll stay
with you tonight and help you clean up.  When does Devin get back?”


“I’m not sure,” I say, wiping my
eyes with the back of my hand, leaving a black streak of makeup behind.  “Tomorrow
morning.  Or rather, this morning.”  I realize it’s well past midnight.  “Let’s
get out of this room.”


“Okay,” Justin says.  We go back to
the front room and put the cushions back on the sofa and sit down.  He holds me
and I cry for a bit.  The lights outside and the knock on the door indicate the
police have arrived.  Two men come to the door.  Justin lets them in and
proceeds to tells them how we came home and found the house in disarray.  They
ask us a few questions and I am able to answer with yes and no and the time we
got home.  They take a look around and one guy makes a few notes.


“I should call Devin,” I say to
Justin.  “He’s going to flip out.”


The police rummage around some more
and one approaches Justin and me on the sofa.  He introduces himself as Officer
Hardy, and he is short, stocky and most definitely Irish.  “So what exactly was
taken?” he asks in that thick South side accent I usually associate with city
workers, cops and firemen.


I look at Justin for help.  He
stands up and says, “Here, I’ll show you,” to the officer.  He glances back at
me as he leads Officer Hardy in the direction of my room and I watch as he
walks away.  Then I hear laughing from the officer and I’m mortified.  They
have the decency to be quiet and straight faced when they come back in the
room.  I am not a religious person but begin to pray that the couch will turn
into some sort of sand worm and swallow me alive.


“Did you look inside of these DVD
cases as well?” the police officer asks us when they are back, indicating the
pile of spilled DVDs that were previously stored nicely on the bookshelf.  I’d
unpacked them only days before.  These were our assortment of movies and TV
shows that were okay to display to the public eye, like Devin’s Marx Brothers
movies and my Monty Python movies.  We were both always suckers for ridiculous
comedy.  My musicals had made it on the shelves as well and I could see them
all over the floor.  Officer Hardy bends down and opens a case and shows it to
us.  Nothing inside.  Then he opens several more and discovers the same thing. 
I feel chilly and shiver.  Justin puts his arm around me.  “Do either one of
you have any idea why someone might take all of your DVDs?”


I shake my head and shrug
simultaneously.  “To sell?”


Officer Hardy shakes his head.  “I
doubt it.  They’d take the cases too.”  He walks to the front door and looks at
it, and then inspects the broken window.  “Despite the broken glass, I don’t
think this was an outside job.  See how the glass is broken in the middle of
the window?”  I look to where he’s pointing and nod.  “I tested how far to
reach the lock on the inside from the break in the glass.  I can barely touch
the lock.  Someone broke the glass and used a key on your front door.”  I
shiver.  Who else would have a key to the house, besides Devin?  “And based on
what was taken,” Officer Hardy was saying, “this looks targeted to me.  You say
you don’t know anything about the DVDs?”  I shake my head.  “Where did you say
your brother was?  Is he the only other person living here?”


“He’s at work,” I say.  “He’s a
train engineer.  He started a twelve hour shift around four in the afternoon,
which means he’ll be home early morning unless he gets stuck in a cornfield
somewhere.”


“Okay,” Officer Hardy says.  “Have
him call me so I can verify that.”


I look up at him sharply.  “You
don’t think my brother did this?”


He looks directly at me.  “I don’t
know what to think.  But I do think this was an inside job and whoever did this
was looking for something specific.”


Justin stands up.  “Thank you
Officer.  Do you need anything else tonight?  Jenna is pretty tired and I’d
like to help her clean up before she gets to bed.”


Officer Hardy shakes his head. 
“That’s all for tonight.  I would also get the locks changed first thing
tomorrow.  I’ll have someone posted nearby to keep an eye out.”  He looks at
Justin and then at me and says, “You won’t be alone in the house tonight, will
you?”


Justin steps forward.  “I’ll stay
with her tonight.”  I look at him.  “Until her brother gets home.”


Officer Hardy nods.  “Good.  Here’s
my card.  Call me if anything happens.”


“Thank you,” I say, and walk him to
the door.  Justin and I watch him go back to his car and drive away.


“Where do you keep the trash bags?”
Justin turns to me and asks.  I lead him over to the kitchen and show him under
the sink where I keep all of the cleaning supplies.  I grab a few bags and we
go into the front room and get to work.


“I guess I’ll just dump all of the
DVD cases in an empty box since they’re useless,” I say as we’re cleaning.  Together
we manage to pick the bookshelf back up and lean it against the wall where
Devin and I had originally put it.  “On the plus side, I have a whole lot of new
shelf space.”


Justin pauses in his cleaning up
the broken glass from the window and looks at me.  “Jenna, you really don’t
know what the person was looking for?”  He sounds skeptical, and I’m taken
aback.  “Or who?”


“My only thought is maybe someone Jack
owed money to,” I say, but there’s doubt in my voice and in my mind.  “Maybe
they didn’t get the memo that he’s dead.”


“Oh, that’s actually not a bad
thought,” Justin says, looking relieved.  “But why didn’t you mention that to
Officer Hardy?”


I shrug and stoop to start picking
up the large pieces of a broken lamp and put them in the trash bag I’m holding. 
I wonder if we have a dustpan anywhere.  “I actually just came up with it.”


“Well maybe call him in the morning
and tell him about that,” Justin tells me.  “But for now, let’s clean up and
get some sleep.  You must be exhausted.”


“You probably are too,” I say to
him, pausing and reaching my hand out to touch his face.  It’s slightly
scratchy from his five o’clock in the morning shadow.  Actually, it’s just past
3:00 am.  Justin smiles at me and puts his hand over mine and leans in to kiss
me.  My heart flutters a little bit and when we pull away, I suddenly remember
something.  “I never called Devin.”


“I called him and got his
voicemail,” Justin says.  “I told him to stay for his shift and come home in
the morning.  We have it under control, right?”


“We do,” I agree.  I survey the
room and see we’ve made a ton of progress.  “Did you get a good look in Devin’s
room to assess the damage?”


“Actually,” Justin says.  “I
checked and besides the ruined paintings, it’s not that bad.”  We both give
each other a glance but don’t say anything, but something is weighing heavily
on our minds.  My mind in particular.  No one does damage like this in my life
except Kate, except when could she have gotten away.  And where was Devin
during all of this?
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We had planned to have a
housewarming party but need to postpone it another two weeks so that we can
take care of cleaning up and replacing damaged items.  We change the locks
right away.  Devin is horrified about the entire ordeal, which draws my
suspicions away from him and back to someone who has been in the back of my
mind for a few weeks.  Drake.


Justin and I are what normal people
call “dating”.  I have no idea what to do with myself.  I’ve never had a man
who wanted to take me out and spend time with me outside of the bedroom.  In
two weeks we’ve gone to see an Improv show, horseback riding, kayaking along
the Chicago River, roller skating over by the place we used to go as kids and
to two movies.  I’m gaining weight from all of the places Justin takes me,
which he says is a good thing because apparently I could use a few extra
pounds, though I believe he’s plotting with Devin to make sure I can’t set foot
in a strip club and be hired.  We frequent “Sally’s” diner, which is a greasy
Chicago fast food place that’s walking distance from the house where they serve
greasy French fries coated in sugar in giant taco shell bowls.  I become
addicted to the “Confused Chicken”, which is a chicken Philly cheese “steak”
and chicken chili cheese fries.  It sounds disgusting and it tastes like
heaven.  Even though Justin is busy photographing summer weddings he makes sure
all of his free time is spent with me.  I have nothing but free time since I
have put off getting a job or enrolling in school.  Devin is becoming inpatient
with me but I claim that I am traumatized about the break in and want to spend
time watching the house.  The truth is that being at home alone scares the shit
out of me now.  But my limited time by myself is uneventful and I mostly spend
it sleeping since Justin and I don’t do much of it when we’re together.  Every
waking moment that we’re not in public is spent talking or making love.  I
can’t even begin to describe how amazing it feels to be with him, but it’s not
how I thought things would be with anyone before in my life.  We talk about
anything and everything and then he’ll kiss me in the middle of a sentence and
things always get carried away.  We spend some more time in his painting studio
together coming up with “projects”.  One involved rubbing paint on each other
with our hands and then making love on a giant canvas that he’d stretched out
on the floor.  It looked wild and insane when we were finished, which is pretty
much how he’s making me feel all of the time.


Since Devin is the cook, I leave
most of the food planning to him for the party.  I do manage to throw together
the ingredients for pulled pork in a slow cooker and buy Hawaiian rolls and
cole slaw as my contribution.  At the store I purchase some hot dogs and ground
beef for burgers and grab a few packs of buns.  We aren’t expecting too many
people so I try and keep it simple, but I’ve never had a party before so I go
all out, not knowing what people will expect when they show up.  Devin and
Justin make a very large beer run and have purchased charcoal for the grill. 
We are stocked with plastic silverware and paper plates and napkins.  It’s that
kind of crowd, and I don’t intend to wash any dishes.  We only have seven
plates and maybe three and a half place settings of silverware anyway, most of
which I’d stolen from Appleseed when I worked there and hit up the kitchen for
supplies.


I’ve invited a few old friends from
Appleseed, including Alicia and Carlos, George the bouncer, DJ Long, who is
actually a very tall and skinny Korean boy named Alex.  I also asked two other cage
girls named Sarah and Yaara to come by.  I had an ulterior motive when inviting
Yaara, who is a shy Israeli girl working her way through college any way she
can.  Appleseed is one of three jobs she has.  She also works at the bookstore
at University of Chicago where she attends school and tutors other students in
math.  I asked Sarah to bring her along, since I don’t know Yaara all that
well.  Sarah and I were always pretty good friends, and I don’t make friends
easily.  I think Yaara and Devin might hit it off.  If Sarah didn’t have an on
again off again relationship going with the same guy for four years, I’d try
and fix her up with Devin, but it seems like her boyfriend is back in the
picture based on the last time I spoke with her.  Sarah is one of those people
who likes to be single, and then realizes that dating is a horrible process and
reconnects with Brandon, her boyfriend.  She has no trouble getting dates,
since she’s practically a Barbie doll and nearly six feet tall.  I’m pretty
sure most of the issues come from when she mentions her job to the guys she’s
dating, since she usually goes for geeky types with regular jobs.  If they are
from some place where corn grows, all the better.  Brandon is from Nebraska,
and she’s introduced me to guys from Idaho, Indiana and Wyoming.  I have no
idea how she finds these guys in Chicago, but we joke about how she has
“Farm-dar”, which is radar for farmers.  She secretly wants to be a farmer’s
wife and wear red gingham and pigtails.


Devin invited a few railroaders who
have a day off.  They’re a different breed altogether.  Most of them work
constantly and have no social skills at all.  I imagine there will be a lot of
train talk, some of which I follow from knowing Devin but most of which is
gibberish to me.  They’ll likely stay with each other, eat a lot, drink a lot
and take off to get some precious sleep before they’re called in to work.  I
also asked Justin to tell his mom and dad to stop by, and Louisa walks in a
half hour before the official start time carrying a huge tray of sausage and
peppers.  Joe Fiero trails behind her carrying a salad, a cake and meatballs. 
Louisa embraces and kisses me like family and immediately busies herself in our
kitchen, arranging, tasting, seasoning and cleaning.  I help her out for a bit,
though I am more nervous around her since the last time I saw her for dinner at
her house the night we moved in.  I’ve never officially been around the mother
of a man I’m sleeping with and wonder if there’s a pop quiz or anything I
should have prepared for.  Louisa is as warm and friendly as ever, though, and
doesn’t say anything that makes me uncomfortable.  She asks me about how
settled I am and I gratefully tell her about how Justin and Devin have redone
the downstairs bathroom and how we’ve painted the front room and kitchen.  The
kitchen is now a bright golden yellow and the front room is a soft sage color. 
I’m thinking about purple for my bedroom.  Devin will probably paint his black
to help him sleep during the day when he’s waiting to be called to work.


The doorbell starts ringing and I
leave the front door open with the storm door closed (another home improvement
feature) so people can just let themselves in as they arrive.  Alicia and
Carlos come first with sangria, which is Alicia’s specialty.  It comes in a big
cooler like they have sitting out on football fields full of Gatorade, but I
prefer the sangria.  It’s light and syrupy and sweet and Alicia even brings cut
up apples and grapes to float around in the cups.  Sarah, Alex and Yaara arrive
together, bringing hummus and pita and olives, which Yaara picked up before
they met up to come over.  I know Sarah can’t even make macaroni and cheese out
of the box, and Alex doesn’t seem like the domestic type, so I’m grateful that
Yaara took charge of the food.  Devin’s railroad friends come by, including a
skinny black guy named Steve who I’ve met several times and always enjoyed
because he tells really silly jokes that are a lot funnier with four cups of
sangria in me.  Most of the railroaders are older guys who are big and burly
and park themselves on the sofa after a generous helping of Louisa’s food.  George
the bouncer arrives an hour after most people are here, telling me that he has
been stuck in traffic the whole time.  Then there is another unexpected guest
who arrives when the housewarming party is in full swing.  Out of the corner of
my eye while I’m chatting with Justin, Sarah, Yaara and George I see Devin
light up and go to the front door.  I whirl around to find out who he is so
happy to see.  “Holy shit,” I say.  “It’s Holly.”


“Wow,” Justin says, coming to my
side and looking in the same direction I am.  “She’s the last person I expected
to see around here.  It’s been a long time.”


“I’m sorry, who?” Sarah asks us,
popping her head between the two of us.  Her chin digs into my shoulder.  She
has a way of being nosey that’s adorable and obnoxious all at once.


I turn back toward the group I’m
talking to and lower my voice.  “Holly is Devin’s ex,” I explain as everyone
leans in to hear.  “Back when we lived in the neighborhood, they were together. 
I mean I’m talking high school sweethearts.”


“They were like Syd and Nancy,”
Justin explains.  “They bonded by shooting each other up with heroin.”  We all
can’t help but simultaneously look over again.  I’m sure we’re being really
obvious, but Devin and Holly are too absorbed to notice.  “She actually looks
good.”


“Rehab?” George asks.  “That’s not
the body or face of a junkie.  I get too many at the club and I know what they
look like.”


Admittedly George appears to be
right.  Holly looks healthy.  When we were younger and she was with Devin she
probably weighed no more than 90 pounds, with stringy unwashed dirty blonde
hair that she wore in a boy’s haircut with a Mohawk.  Her eyes used to look too
large to fit on her small face.   Her clothes were usually ripped and dirty.  She
resembled a pixie junkie.  Since I’d last seen her almost ten years ago she has
probably gained twenty pounds in all of the right places.  Her hair is nicely
cut and styled in a blonde angled bob, setting off her tiny ski slope nose and
dimples.  She is wearing a cute black tank wrap dress and red wedge heels.  Her
makeup is tastefully simple and her nails are long and manicured.  Considering
she was the junkie, she certainly looks like she has her act together more than
I do.


“Jenna!” she exclaims after she
greets Devin with a warm hug.  “Wow, it’s so good to see you!  You look
great.”  She comes up to me and takes my hands in hers and smiles warmly.  Is
she for real?


“Hi Holly.  You look…fantastic,” I
say, really meaning it.  I can see from Devin’s gaze in her direction that he
thinks so too.  “But how did you two…?”


“I, ah, ran into Holly when I went
to get a haircut,” Devin tells me.  “She works over at Star Cuts on 95th
and 52nd.”


“No kidding,” I say.  “So you still
live in the area?”


“With my mom,” she admits, looking
a bit guilty.  “She took me in when I was in rehab and then it ends up she
likes having me around.  At least now that I’m sober.”  She laughs casually and
I give Justin a “what the fuck” look but try and smile back at her.  “She’s
getting older and doesn’t like being alone.”


I look at Devin and smile.  “Wow,”
I finally say.  “Devin, I guess you’ve been keeping secrets from me.”


He looks sheepish.  “I thought it
might be a nice surprise.”


“It’s definitely a surprise,”
Justin says, stressing “surprise”.  “Hello Holly.”


“Justin, oh my god!” Holly
exclaims, reaching over to hug him.  “I heard you were still around.  Didn’t
you photograph Michelle Hodge’s wedding?  I did her hair and makeup.”


“I did,” Justin replies.  They
settle into familiar chatter and I take the opportunity to walk over to Devin
and pull him back a few steps out of earshot.  He shrinks back a little in
anticipation of what I’m going to say.


“Well done,” I whisper.  “I guess I
didn’t need to bring a potential setup for you after all.”


“Which one?” Devin says through his
teeth which are fixed in a smile.  “The blonde head or the brunette?”


“The brunette,” I said.  “Cute,
right?”


“I guess.”  His eyes are fixed
where I know they will be the rest of the night, on Holly.  I shrug and
surrender myself to the situation.  You can’t mess with soul mates, and despite
their checkered past, I can’t think of anyone else that Devin has ever cared
for like Holly, besides me, but that’s very different.  Maybe Syd and Nancy
could grow into Ozzie and Harriet.  I see Sarah has swooped in to make herself
acquainted with Devin’s railroad buddy Steve and Yaara is chatting with
George.  Louisa is walking around making sure everyone is fed and telling
Alicia and Carlos to try some cake.  I smile, enjoying the scene.  I can relax
in good company.


“What’s going on?” Justin says,
coming up behind me.


I smile and reach for his hand. 
“I’m having a great time.  This is wonderful, everyone seems to be getting
along.”


He brings his arms around me and
kisses my forehead.  “Why wouldn’t they?”


I smile and shrug and reach up to
kiss him back. I hear the front storm door swing open and turn around and just
about lose my shit.  Someone is about to rain on my parade in the worst way.  “Holy
fuck,” I gasp under my breath.  It’s Drake.


He looks handsome and out of place
in a light grey suit and expensive Ray Ban sunglasses on.  I breathe in
deeply.  Hold her in, hold her in, I think, feeling my head twitch slightly
like I have Turrets.  Drake takes his glasses off and puts them in his suit
front pocket and looks around.  Then he finds me and grins.  My face has
collapsed into a look of despair.  Justin feels me stiffen and pulls away from
me, misunderstanding my reaction and not realizing who I’m reacting to.  I bite
my lip and fight the urge to scream, or worse, let Kate out.


“Hello Jenna,” Drake says softly
and dangerously when he walks up to me.  He looks at Justin with a gaze that indicates
he should back away, which is exactly what Justin does.


“Need anything, Jenna?” Justin asks
me, “I’m going to get something else to eat.”


I shake my head but I’m silently
screaming, “You!  I need you here!”  My feet are melded to the floor and I can’t
move.  Drake’s gaze makes me look down and away.  I desperately look in Devin’s
direction but can’t seem to catch his eye.  He is focused on Holly, and
suddenly I am angry at her for being here.  I’m angry at Justin for walking
away, and I’m angry at Devin for ignoring me.  I’m left alone to fend for
myself.


“What the fuck are you doing here?”
I whisper.  “You shouldn’t be here!”


“Nice to see you as well, Jenna,”
he replies casually.  He reaches into his suit pocket and pulls out a brown
paper wrapped package.  “I came to drop off your housewarming gift.  It’s
specifically for you,” he tells me, with all of his emphasis on “you”.  He
hands me the package and I clutch it against my chest.   It’s very light.  Then
he winks at me a split second before Devin walks up to us.


“Mr. Carroll, right?” Devin says,
shaking his hand.  I feel a bit nauseous.  “Devin Parker.  It’s nice to finally
meet you.  Thanks for all of your help with the property tax transfer.”


“Oh, it was my pleasure,” Drake
says, stressing the word “pleasure”.  What is with him and the last word of
every sentence?  It’s gross.  I can’t believe I found it alluring at any point
in my life.  “Call me Drake.  I can’t stay for very long.  I just wanted to
drop by and make sure everything is going smoothly with the tax statements.”


“They seem to be coming through
just fine,” Devin says.  “I mean, we got the first monthly bill so I assume
everything is fine.  Are you sure you can’t stay?  There’s plenty of food.”


“Oh no, I can’t,” Drake says.  “I
need to go to another house closing up on the north side.  Anyway, call me if
you need anything else.  Jenna has my number.”


“Will do,” Devin says and walks Drake
to the door.  They shake hands again and Drake casts me once last glance that
makes me shake all over.  Then he turns and goes.  When Drake walks out I
breathe a sigh of relief.  Devin is oblivious, but Justin comes back to me with
a beer and asks if we can talk alone for a minute.


“Meet me on the porch,” I say,
realizing I am still holding the package Drake gave me.  I need to put it away
someplace safe.  “Let me go to my room and get my smokes.”


I walk to my room and put the
package down on the dresser and my hands are still shaking.  I look across the
room at myself in the mirror and see Kate standing behind me.  “Go away!” I say
out loud to her, and then clap my hand over my mouth.  I’m sure someone heard
me shout.  She smiles and blows me a kiss and vanishes.  I breathe another deep
breath and sigh loudly.  My pack of cigarettes is on the floor next to my bed. 
I take one out and walk out of the room, past everyone in the kitchen and onto
the porch.  I need air, even though it’s stifling hot outside and the cool air
conditioning made me forget it.  Justin is already out there waiting for me.  I
light up my cigarette and stay standing and pace the length of the porch,
trying hold myself together.


Justin sips at his beer and watches
me.  “Jenna, who was that?” he asks me softly.  I’m sure I look like a maniac
and he doesn’t know quite how to handle me right now.  “Jenna, what did he say
to you?  Why were you so affected by him?”


I don’t want today ruined and I
don’t want any trouble.  I feel like Justin knows what’s up but wants me to say
it.  He’s watching me with a suspicious look on his face.  I make myself stop
pacing and look straight at him.  “It was our real estate lawyer who handled
the property tax transfer on the house,” I say, telling the truth but offering
nothing beyond what I want Justin to hear.  “He stopped by to make sure
everything was okay.”


Justin nods.  “He looks familiar,”
he says.  “Oh, wait, wasn’t he at Jack’s funeral?”  I nod and take a drag. 
“Jenna, what’s wrong?  Something feels off.  A few minutes ago you were saying
everything was going so well, and now you look like you’re ready to-“


“Release Kate?” I interrupt him.


He shakes his head.  “I was going
to say, ready to fall apart.”


I put out my cigarette.  “I’m
okay.  Let’s go inside and mingle some more.  I’m suddenly really tired.”


Justin shrugs and follows me in.  The
first thing I do is exchange my glass of sangria for Jameson, straight up.  I
proceed to return to some old habits and get dangerously drunk in the next
hour.  As the party winds down, I slowly feel relieved, just wanting the day to
be over, and to be alone with whatever Drake came over to bring me.  Everyone
from Appleseed has to work that evening and so they leave early evening.  Louisa
and Joe take off just after the food is nearly gone, as Louisa has to make sure
everyone is well fed.  No one goes home hungry.  Eventually it’s just Devin,
Holly, Justin and me left.  There isn’t much to clean up other than some trash
and Devin and Holly and Justintake care of most of it.  I contribute by draining
all of the cups with alcohol left inside.  Justin tries to get me to eat the
small amount of food that’s still around to attempt to have me sober up.  The
truth is, I’m pretending to be much more drunk than I really am because I want
to be by myself.  I don’t want to break the news to Justin and tell him to go
and he’s not getting the hint.  I have a feeling I’m not going to get what I
want.


Justin brings me to my room to go
lie down.  “I brought you something,” he tells me and I refrain from rolling my
eyes.  How many “presents” can a girl take in one day?  He changes my attitude
almost immediately when he pulls photographs of me from the first night we were
together out of a yellow envelope.  The ones where I am painted like a peacock
and displayed nude on the covered chaise.


I breathe in and take a photo out
of his hands.  “Oh, wow,” is all I can say.  I feel him sit behind me while I
look at them and his lips are on my neck.  I let him cup my face in his hand
and run his other hand down my side and over my thigh, sending a shiver through
me.  I help him undo the button on my shorts and feel him slide his hand over
me, his fingers slipping inside of me.  He moves two fingers in and out of me
gently and pushes me back so I am lying down on my bed with him beside me.  As
he hovers over me, he brings his hand up to his mouth and tastes me on his
fingers.  “Any good?” I ask him.  In response, he brings my hand to the front
of his jeans and I feel how hard it’s made him.


“What do you think?” he asks me. 
In response, I put my arms around his neck and bring him closer to kiss me.  I
can taste myself faintly on his lips and it arouses me even more.  He moves my
shirt up and over my breasts and pushes my bra out of the way and brings his
face down to my nipples.  He hasn’t shaved in a day or two and it scratches my skin
when he is gentle, so I pull him toward me and he takes my nipple in his mouth
and sucks hard.  I gasp and fumble with his button and zipper on his jeans and
push them down over his hips and he pushes himself inside of me instantly.  We
rock together and in a minute I’m coming and crying out and he is quick to
follow, but quieter than I am, and I realize we aren’t the only ones home and I
turn red with embarrassment.


“Oops,” I say.  “I guess Devin is
going to give both of us shit.”


Justin shrugs and rolls over to lie
down next to me.  “I have a feeling that he’s probably in his room with Holly
doing the same thing.”  I groan because that’s my brother, and it’s gross.
Justin laughs.  We lie still for a bit and then turn and kiss each other
gently.  He kisses my eyelids and I kiss his neck.  He brings my hand down to
feel how hard he is getting again.  “See what you do to me?”


“I can feel it but right now all I
see is you,” I tell him.  I put my arms around him and lay on his chest and
feel him breathe hard as I play with him.  He is wet with my juices and my hand
slides back and forth over him and soon I feel him come in my hand.  “You’re a
mess,” I say, and crouch over him and take him in my mouth to clean him up.  He
shudders as I take him all the way in my mouth, and then I lick my hand as
seductively as it is possible to lick a hand.


“You’re a minx,” he tells me. 
“Where’d you learn to be such a dirty girl?”


“Movies,” I tell him.  “The
Internet.  Life.”  Confessing my secrets doesn’t embarrass me as it should.  I
feel like I can say these things to Justin.  He knows my dark side.


“I guess I already knew that,”
Justin says quietly.  “Maybe you’ll let me watch one with you sometime?”


“Maybe,” I say, not quite ready to
make that commitment.  “I don’t really share that with other people.  Well, I
never have before, but I’ve never really had a boyfriend before either.”


He grins.  “So I’m your boyfriend,
now?” he teases me.  I groan and cover my face with a pillow and toss it toward
him.  He grins even more and throws it aside.  It hurls its way over to my
dresser and knocks into the forgotten package from Drake.  “What is that?” he
asks me.  I look toward where his eyes are pointed and my heart skips a beat. 
He’s looking directly at the package.


He sits up and pulls up his jeans
and walks over to the brown package.  I watch in horror as he picks it up and
turns it around in his hands.  “What is this and where did it come from?” he
asks.


“Um, I don’t know,” I said,
sounding immediately like I’m lying, which is half the case.  I sigh.  “Drake
brought it.”


“Drake?” Justin asks.  “You mean,
the lawyer?”  I nod and cringe.  Justin’s face look like he’s working things
out.  “Jenna, that night I picked you up, was it from his place?”


“Yes,” I whisper.  Justin takes my
affirmation as a cue to rip open the paper.  It’s an unmarked DVD case.  My
heart feels like it might leap out of my throat as he walks over to the small
television I have in my bedroom and opens the DVD player.  He turns the screen
on and it’s Drake fucking me the first night we were together, the night he got
my yellow dress all wet.  The night I so willingly fucked him.  “Turn it off!”
I cry out but Justin doesn’t move.  He just watches the screen.  He keeps
watching and watching and I am watching him watch and feel my face grow hot
with tears.  He looks wistful, sad, and confused.  Then I see his facial expression
change to one of horror as the scene changes.  It’s the same setting, but it is
obvious that Kate has taken over me on the screen.  I can’t watch the screen, I
can only watch Justin as he takes in what Drake sent to me on that damned DVD,
and then I hear myself scream and finally turn and look, and it’s Drake,
fucking me over the control panel of his “screening” room, and that’s the last
thing I see.
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“Hello Justin,” she purrs.


“Kate?” he blinks and stares. 
Slowly he realizes the difference.  Her tone, her mannerisms, her look she is
giving him – they all aren’t like Jenna.  They are Kate, and he recalls the
night he first encountered her.  She seems much more mellow tonight, though. 
The last time she visited when he was here she was manic.


“That’s right.  Good to see you
again.”


He crosses his brows together.  “I
think the only time we ever met we watched a baseball game and there isn’t one
on.  So perhaps you should let Jenna come back out.”


She smiles bewitchingly.  “Actually
I watched you sleeping a couple of nights ago and went through your drawers. 
I’m sad to say I didn’t find much there.”


“No, you wouldn’t,” he says.  “I
have nothing to hide from you.  Or Jenna.”


“I don’t have anything to hide from
you either,” Kate echoes.  “Actually, Jenna is the one with all of the
secrets.  She’s told you some things and left out a lot of bits and pieces. 
When you saw how much she liked what happened on that tape, she hid from you.”


“What do you mean?” Justin asks.


“I mean she likes it rough,” Kate
says huskily.  She pushes Justin back against the mattress and hovers over
him.  Her hair dusts against his face lightly.


“You mean you like it rough,”
Justin says.  “Jenna lets me make love to her.  You let men degrade you and
enjoy it.”


“She’ll get bored,” Kate says, “Don’t
you want to degrade me?” she suddenly asks Justin, as though the idea just
popped into her head.  “Wouldn’t you like to smack me around and fuck me hard? 
Maybe you can fuck me in the ass.  I’ll let you.”


“No,” Justin replies calmly.  “I’d
rather be with Jenna than do those things to you.  I don’t know you very well.”


“I know you,” Kate says.  “I know
you like to feel like you’re helping everyone and feeling useful.  What kind of
charity case did you have before Jenna and Devin came along?  Do you only date
girls with problems so you can feel like a knight in shining armor?”


He actually looks hurt.  “That’s
not fair.”


She smiles.  “But it’s true.”


Justin looks conflicted.  “It’s
true I like to help.  But Jenna is special to me and if it were anyone else, I
might not be so willing.”


Kate rolls her eyes.  “Whatever. 
It’s charity.”


He sighs.  “I guess I’ll go home.” 
He begins to gather his clothes off the floor and Kate grabs his arm.


“Why not stay with me?” she asks
him.  “I won’t tell Jenna.  We don’t even have to do anything.  And I can show
you something you might want to see.”


“Show me what?” Justin asks,
standing up and buttoning his jeans.  He looks around and picks up his t-shirt
off the floor.  “I think I’ve seen all I want to see for tonight.”


“Oh, that,” Kate says, flipping her
hand at the television.  The DVD has stopped playing and the screen casts a
blue glare through the room.  “I can show you all sorts of movies like that. 
And I don’t mean the ones that were taken from the house, either.”


“What do you mean, movies?” Justin
asks, looking at Kate.  She smiles and pulls Justin toward her and begins to
whisper in his ear and stops.  Her expression glazes over and her lips stop
moving….


*


“Kate?  Jenna?  Hello?” I feel
Justin shaking me and I can’t figure out what’s happened.  We’re in my bedroom
and its dark except for the blue glow of the television.  Justin is sitting
beside me, looking perplexed.


“Was she here?” I ask him.  He
nods.  “Shit, what happened?”  Then I remember what I’d just seen and what
Justin had just seen with me when I feel the glow of the television.  My head
sinks into my hands.  “Fuck.”


“Jenna,” Justin says, pulling me
toward him.  “You need to talk to me.  Do you think you can stay around long
enough as yourself to help me understand a few things?”


I bite my lip and nod but I am not
sure.  I suddenly feel drunk.  I might not have the best control over what I do
right now.  “I’ll try my best,” I say.  “But if you start to get angry, please
try not to show it.  I’ll understand that you are, but you need to stay calm if
you want me to stay myself.  And try not to lead the conversation anywhere differently. 
I want to tell you everything but it’s hard to when I get pushed.”


“Okay,” he says, nodding.  “I’m not
angry but I’m confused and I’m hoping you can help me get the big picture.”


“The thing is,” I say, “I don’t
really know the big picture.”


“But Kate does,” Justin says, “She
just said something to me that I think might be important.  I think if we try
hard enough we can merge the two perspectives.”


“That sounds like some therapy
shit,” I tell him.  “Are you going to be my therapist?”


Justin shrugs.  “Maybe it’ll work. 
I’ve been doing some research about D.I.D.”


I roll my eyes.  “Anyone can Google
some shit about D.I.D.  It doesn’t make them a therapist.”


“But you are comfortable with me, I
hope?” he asks.  “I mean, I know you are more comfortable with Devin, and if
that’s the case and you want me to fuck off, just say so.”


I sigh.  “I’m willing to try
anything.  I just don’t have much faith that anything will work.”


“Is there a way I can address
difficult subjects with you without you changing into Kate?” Justin asks.


I shrug.  “Without medication it's
hard to control.  I haven’t really mastered it.  And with medication, Kate is
just gone.”  I suddenly get an idea.  “You can try talking to Kate, though. 
There are ways to get information out of her.”


Justin considers this for a moment
and nods.  “Okay,” he agrees.  “Any advice for talking to her?”


I think about that.  “She's harsh. 
I think the best way to do it is argumentatively.  Confront her.  Don't hold
back.”  I look at him and force myself to smile.  “I guess you can take the
same approach with me.”


“I wouldn't,” he says.  “You just
told me to do the opposite.”


I take his hand and pull him to
me.  “It needs to be done.  Something happened that night that I asked you to
pick me up and I think I might be in trouble.”


I go on to explain about how I
originally became involved with Drake.  I was attracted to his charm and
probably his money, but when Justin made his feelings clear to me, I wanted to
end things with Drake because I realized that Drake was good for Kate, but not
for me, and I needed to do what was best for me.  At the time it wasn't
blatantly obvious but I realize that now.  That night I went to Drake's to
break things off and he showed me the video he had taken of us, the same video
that he dropped off earlier at the housewarming party, in my DVD player right
now, I felt violated.  Then he took everything too far and raped me.  I watch
Justin's face as I tell him everything, but he is unreadable, and I'm not sure
if I'm comfortable with that or terrified.  “What are you thinking?” I ask him
finally when there is no more to say.


“I'm thinking that there is
something else that neither one of us knows about in the story,” Justin says. 
“The break in the other night has something to do with this.  The DVDs from
your house were stolen and Drake drops off a DVD that's a sex video of you. 
What do you think that's about?”


“Drake broke in?” I say, and it
makes sense.  “But why?  If he had the video at his house, what would he be
looking for here?”


Justin looks at me and takes a lock
of my hair and tucks it behind my ear.  “I love you, Jenna,” he tells me, “but
I think I need to talk to Kate now.”


“You mean-?”


He nods.  “Can you just let her
come out and talk?”


I nod and feel her consume me.


*


“Kate?” she hears him say.  “Can we
talk?”


She smiles and rakes her fingers
through her hair.  “What I want to do involves more than talking.”  She leans
over and starts to push Justin down onto the mattress but he stops her.


“No, I can't do that with you,” he
says.  “I love Jenna, Kate, but I don't love you.”


Kate scowls at Justin.  “Jenna is a
part of me,” she explains.  “If you love Jenna, you love me too.”


Justin shrugs.  “Perhaps I do, but
I think it would be a violation of Jenna's trust to touch you...like that.”


“Well then,” she purrs.  “I guess
we're not going to talk.”  She gets up and begins to open drawers, pulling out
clothes.


“What are you doing?”


“I'm going out,” Kate explains. 
“Since all you want to do is talk, and I find that boring, and I'm horny.”


“Charming,” Justin says.  “What can
I do for you to get you to talk to me?”  He stands up and takes a hot pink lacy
bra out of her hand and puts his arms around her waist.  “Anything?”


She grins and laughs.  “Oh, Justin,
you're terrible at manipulation.  But fine, since you're asking.  I'll give you
what you want, but you have to do what I want.”


“I can't do that to Jenna,” Justin
explains.  “If you're asking for what I think you're asking for.”


“You won't know until after I tell
you.  Then you have to do exactly what I want.  And it will not involve leaving
your clothes on.  Or mine.  In fact, let's play it tit for tat.”  She pulls her
shirt up.  “I'll start with some tit.”


Justin looks at Kate.  “It's scary
how much you look like Jenna, but you aren't.”  He sighs.  “Fine.  Tit for
tat.  You get to start.  What do you think Drake was looking for when he broke
in and took the DVDs?”


“That's a loaded question,” Kate
says.  “First you're assuming that it was Drake.”


“Who else could it have been?”


“Perhaps any of the men who were
videotaped with Jenna back when Jack used to record her and get paid to do
it.”  Kate smiles slightly.  “Don't look so shocked.  Jack did whatever he
could for money.  The video was just another method for profit.”


“So you think those videos are
somewhere in this house?” Justin asks.


Kate shakes her head and puts her
finger against his lips.  “Not just yet,” she says.  Now it's my turn.”


“Okay,” Justin agrees.  “Fair
enough.  Tell me what I should do.”


“First,” Kate says.  “Get naked.  I
want to see how hard you get.”


Justin reluctantly begins to take
his shirt and pants off and stands naked in the middle of the room.  Kate grins
and opens the closet door and Justin hears her rummage around.  When she comes
out of the closet, she is holding a huge red dildo in her hands.  “Now,” she
says, “I want you to fuck me with this until I come.”


Justin sighs.  “Okay,” he agrees. 
He takes it out of her hands and inspects it.  Besides it being about nine
inches long it's about two and a half inches around in girth.


“Get it nice and wet in me,” Kate
says.  “The wetter it is the less painful it will be when it's inside of you.”


Justin's eyes practically pop out
of his skull.  “Um, no.  You can't expect me to-”


“You will if you want to hear
everything,” Kate snaps, laying herself down on the bed.  She positions herself
as though she might be going through a gynecological exam, and Justin notices
she's so wet, she's literally dripping on the sheets.  “Get it inside of me,
and if you feel any resistance, force it in.  Push hard.”  Justin slowly walks
toward her and presses the tip of the dildo against her.  He pushes it up from
the bottom of her slit to the top to collect all of her wetness.  “Ohhhh,” Kate
moans.  “You seem like you've done this before.”


“No,” Justin says through his
teeth.  He feels ashamed for betraying Jenna, and most of all, ashamed for how
hard he is getting.  She is Jenna, he tells himself.  Everything I do to Kate,
I'm doing to Jenna.  With that thought in mind, he pushes the tip so it slowly
sinks inside of her, making Kate gasp and arch her back.  “Don't resist,”
Justin says sternly.  “The harder you resist the more I will push and tear you
apart if I have to.”  His hand moves to his cock and he begins to rub the
glistening tip with the palm of his unoccupied hand while he moves the shaft of
the dildo deeper inside of her, pushing it in slowly and out.  He can feel her
loosen up.


“Harder,” she whispers.  It's about
halfway inside of her and Justin presses slowly and firmly against the base of
the dildo, getting another inch inside.  He moves his hand against his own
member down his shaft, feeling it pulse and throb in his wet palm. His
breathing quickens as Kate's does, and he manages to get another inch deeper
inside of her before he explodes and spurts into his own hand.  Kate looks up
at him and grins.  “I guess you do feel something for me.”


“Shut up,” he groans and shoves the
remainder of the dildo inside of her, making her shriek and cry out.  She is
coming hard and the dildo moves out of her as she clenches up and pushes it out. 
“Shut up!” he repeats, but it's too late.  There's a knock on the door.


“Jenna!” Devin shouts from the
other side.  “What's going on?”


“We're fine!” Kate squeaks about an
octave higher than her usual voice and Justin notes the difference in how Kate
speaks versus Jenna for the first time.


“Okay,” Devin says.  “Keep it down
in there, you two.  Some of us are trying to actually get some sleep.”  He
laughs and Justin hears his footsteps as he walks away.  His heart is beating
fast.


“Let me clean you up,” Kate says
huskily, throwing the dildo aside and bending down and taking Justin's cock
inside of her mouth.  His erection was fading but comes back almost instantly
as she sucks his own juices off of him.  She looks up and smiles.  “So what
else should we talk about?”


Justin lies back, still shuddering
from his orgasm.  “You're unbelievable.”


Kate lays herself alongside of
him.  “We could talk about that if you like.  I'm my own favorite topic.”


“Where are the videos?” Justin
asks.  “Do you know if Jack still had them before he died?”


“I know a lot about Jack that Devin
and Jenna don't,” Kate says.  “I used to visit him, you know, without Devin and
Jenna's knowledge.  Sometimes I'd come to see him in prison.  We talked a bit
about the past.”


“Where are they, Kate?” Justin
repeats.


“They're in the house,” Kate said. 
“There's a whole crawl space full of them that has yet to be discovered.  It
was overlooked when we all moved in because it's been sealed up for years and
isn't very large.”


“Thank you,” Justin says.  “I have
one more thing to ask you and I'm done.”


“I'll allow it now,” Kate agrees. 
“But you know what you have to do for me next.”


“I'll do it,” Justin says
reluctantly, but he needs the information, and she is Jenna, he tells himself.


“I believe you will,” Kate says. 
“That’s why I’ll tell you first.  I think you like me and can’t refuse me.  I
think you want me to have my way with you.”  Justin doesn’t say anything.  “Ask
me.”


“Tell me if you think it was Drake,
and how he's connected to the past.”


“You don’t waste much time,” Kate
teases.  “You also don't follow politics much.  At least I'd assume you don't. 
Or else you'd realize that Drake Carroll's older brother Mike was a state
senator about sixteen years ago.”


“I didn't realize that,” Justin
said.  “I’m not very politically savvy at all.  So tell me more.”


“Mike Carroll is in Washington,”
Kate explains.  “He's running for Congress or something.  Any incriminating
evidence, particularly where he's fucking a ten year old girl, is probably
enough to destroy his career in politics and make him go to prison.”


“Holy shit.”


“Exactly.”


“Wait,” Justin says.  “Are you
kidding me, Kate?”


“Why would I joke about that?” she
asks him.  “Can I have a cigarette?”


Justin passes her Jenna’s pack. 
She takes one out and holds it between her lips while Justin lights it for
her.  “I guess I knew that Jenna was molested when she was younger, but hearing
it so blatantly put…it’s chilling.”


Kate shrugs.  “You’re going to have
to get over that.  Jack used Jenna all the time.  Jenna got fucked younger than
ten.  It’s a fucked up world, sweetheart, and you’re knee deep in it with this
crowd.”


“I'll say,” Justin sighs.  “So Drake
thinks that video is in this house?”


Kate shrugs.  “It's a matter of
finding it.  I'd say that it's probably here amongst the other hundreds of
videos.  Jack kept everything and sealed it off years before he went away.  It
was his hobby.  He used to use VHS and even had fancy equipment to convert it
all to DVD.  The shit was like a gold mine, kiddie porn.  I mean, as long as
you don’t get caught.  If anyone ever found out what was down there, he would
have been put away for life.”


“I wish someone had found it and
killed him,” Justin says.  “I would have killed him if he were still alive
today.”


Kate rolls her eyes.  “Not that it
matters now.  But it matters to people starring on those videos, or at least
the ones who are trying to run for office.  My guess is that Mike Carroll is
having his little brother do the dirty work for him.  He used to come and
watch, you know.”


“Who?” Justin asks.


Kate smiles.  “Drake, of course.”


“No!” Justin exclaims.  “He
couldn't have been more than a little kid.”


“He was a teenager,” Kate said.  “I
remembered him the first time Jenna saw him, at the funeral.”


“Why the fuck didn't you say
something?” Justin says.  “Aren't you supposed to protect her?”


Kate rolls her eyes.  “I'm supposed
to be strong for her.  I can't always protect her, I just have to endure what
she can't.”  She sits up and puts her hand on the dildo.  “And now it's your
turn to endure something for me.  I've told you what I know.”


Justin shakes his head.  “I don't
even know what to do about this.”


Kate looks almost sad.  “Give Drake
what he wants.  He'll never leave Jenna alone until he gets it.”


“But that's not fair,” Justin
says.  “These people did a horrible thing to Jenna and you expect me to let
them get away with it?”


Kate shrugs.  “They already got
away with it.  Hundreds of men got away with it, Justin.  The deed is done. 
Now all Jenna and I need to do is to figure out a way to escape our past.”  She
takes Justin by the hips and flips him over with a surprising burst of strength. 
“My turn.”


Kate pushes the handle end of the
dildo inside of herself with a soft moan and works it in and out, slowly.  Then
she reaches into the top drawer of the nightstand and pulls out a tube of
lubricant and squirts a line of it up the shaft of the dildo and rubs it around
with her hand.  Holding the dildo inside of herself and also pressing the base
of the shaft so it stays inside of her, she pushes the tip against Justin.  He
winces, even though she hasn’t done anything yet.


“This will hurt,” Kate says.  “But
I won't make you take it all like I did.  But if you want to understand Jenna,
as you claim to, you need to know what indescribable pain feels like.”


Justin doesn't answer.  His teeth
are too clenched in anticipation of the pain to respond.  When he feels it
enter him, he blacks out.






[bookmark: _Chapter_15]Chapter 15


Justin has a sledgehammer and we
are in the basement.  We are both looking at the telltale brick wall that lines
the entire east side wall.  He has told me what Kate told him the night before
but only that much.  I'm not sure how I feel about finally hearing the truth.  It
doesn’t surprise me that much, but knowing what’s been hidden in the house the
entire time I’ve lived here makes me feel sick.  I think about how Jack’s
bounty could have gotten Devin and I arrested and we knew nothing about
anything.  Even a few months dead, I’m still pissed off at him for what he’s
doing to Devin and me from the grave.


I also feel sore all over, but
Justin doesn’t tell me that story.  I can piece together what happened between
Kate and Justin last night based on the soreness between my legs and the funny
way he’s walking.  Part of me wants to laugh, because Justin isn’t that type of
guy, but I know it wasn’t pleasant for him.  Oh well, that’s what he gets for wanting
to have Kate come out and play.  Still, I realize he “took a bullet” for me, so
to speak.  Though I’m sure most guys would rather take an actual bullet and be
dead than to go through what Justin went through last night.  It ironically
lets me know he cares.


Without a word, Justin slams the
head of the sledgehammer into the wall.  I watch him as he swings, slams,
swings, slams, swings, slams.  His face is red but I don't stop him.  He moves
in a jaunty way that shows me he is already in some pain.  The air is stuffy
down here already, and he breaks a sweat easily and I watch his arms tense and
glow in the sleeveless shirt he has donned for the task.  I watch him as I sit
in a recliner, unreclined.  I’m tense all over, and I sit with my back
completely straight.  I feel like a cat ready to pounce.  Devin isn't home.  He's
working, and it's a good thing because I don't know how to tell him that we're
breaking down a brick wall in the basement in an attempt to find Jack's hidden
stash of child pornography with me as the star.  That’s not exactly a
conversation I feel like starting.


Bricks begin to loosen and dust is
rampant.  Time seems to stop but I know Justin’s been hacking away at the wall
for maybe an hour.  The sound bangs away in my ears and fills my brain.  I wish
I'd had the foresight to put some sort of breathing mask on, the air is so
thick with brick dust in addition to the dust already settled down here.  Devin
and I didn't do much with the basement after we'd moved in, other than throw a
few collapsed empty boxes down here.  It seemed set up as Jack's hideaway, with
an easy chair I’m sitting on that faces a television and even some empty beer
bottles on a table next to the chair.  Posters of old classic cars cover the
concrete walls, mostly with women in bikinis leaning against them.  They look
like old beer ads from the 80’s.  Actually, there are some of those too, I
notice.  Paint cans are stacked up against one wall and tools are scattered
everywhere.  It's a man cave, and we are about to completely tear it apart. 
“Holy shit,” Justin says, interrupting my thoughts.  He hacks away a bit more
at the bricks and starts to pull them away.  They aren't cemented in
completely, or even at all in some places, I can tell from the way they start
to tumble, bringing up even more dust.  I watch Justin pull more bricks away
and we soon discover that the entire wall is covered in DVDs behind the bricks.


When he stands back I walk over and
pick up one of the DVD cases and inspect it.  “P. Barnes - 8/16/1996” is typed
up on the cover.  I pull a few more out and see the same format; a name and a
date.  They seem to range from 1992 to 1998, from when I was six to twelve
years old.  There are hundreds, and I rack my brain wondering why I never
realized that everything Jack made me do was recorded.  There are video tapes
as well, and when I look over at the television in the basement, I realize that
the setup is to copy tape to DVD.  I wonder how long after I was out of Jack's
life he managed to profit off of whoring out his daughter.  “I feel sick,” I
tell Justin.


“I do too,” he agrees.  “I think we
should destroy them.”


I shake my head.  I take one of the
DVDs and walk over to the television.  I figure out how to turn it on and I put
the DVD in the player.  “Jenna, what the hell are you doing?” I hear Justin ask
me.


I silently wave him away.  My focus
is on nothing in the room but the television.  I see myself appear on the
screen.  I'm back in my old bedroom, a naked little girl on a twin bed with a pink
flowered Laura Ashley hand me down bedspread, probably acquired from a thrift
shop.  A man stands to the side of me pleasuring himself.  I watch in horror as
he makes a face and his semen spills over my stomach and nonexistent breasts
and realize the volume is turned all the way down.  The man climbs over the
little girl me and pushes himself inside of me and all I can stare at is my
face on the video.  It's blank and motionless.  I am vacant and absent from the
scene, even though my body is there.  “What the hell is going on here?” I hear
and Justin and I both whirl around.  Devin is standing at the foot of the
basement stairs with a disgusted expression on his face.


“Devin!” I cry out.  “Wh-what are
you doing home?”


“Mrs. Strahl called me saying she
heard a lot of noise coming from our house.  She thought there might be another
break in.  I came home.”  He walks toward the television, not taking his eyes
off of it.  “What the fuck is that?”


“Devin, don't get mad,” I say.


“What the fuck is all of this?” he
asks, taking in the wall that we broke down, Justin and I and the television.


Justin steps forward.  “We found
out something about Jack,” he explains.  “And realized that what he had been
hiding was connected to the break in the other night.”


Devin looks confused.  He sits down
on the ground.  “Turn that off.  I can't think with that on.  It's disgusting.”


Justin nods and takes the
controller out of my shaking hands.  He pulls me toward him and cradles my head
against his shoulder.  I'm not crying or even shaking, I’m just numb. 
Everything I just saw, everything I've tried to forget, it's all directly in
front of me and there's no repressing or denying anything.  I'm feeling
something foreign to me, and I can't put my finger on what it is, but then I
realize, it's everything Kate has felt for me.  I'm feeling it.  It’s all me
right now, and it sucks.  Instead of the hollowness I’ve always felt inside,
something new fills me, and I think it’s called rage.  I feel my fists clench
up, push away from Justin and walk over to part of the brick wall that hasn’t
been torn down.  I pick up my arm, put my hand in a fist and punch the bricks. 
They are loose and collapse down on the ground.  One smashes my toes, and it
feels amazing.  I keep going.  I punch the bricks and they continue to crash
around my feet.  Devin and Justin begin shouting at me but I don’t hear them. 
All I can focus on is the physical pain I’m causing myself and it helps.  Devin
and Justin each grab one of my arms and I wrestle away from them and focus on
the wall.  They are stronger than I am, though, and their second attempt
restrains me.  “Let me go!” I scream.  “Don’t fucking touch me!”


“Jenna, stop, please,” Devin
pleads.  I whirl around and look at him and burst into tears.  Justin grabs me
again and pulls me away from the wall and sits me down on the floor.  I’m
choking on the dust and trying to take deep breaths.  My knuckles have blood on
them, and my fingernails are torn up.


“Let’s get her upstairs,” I hear
Justin say to Devin, and he stands over me and sweeps me up like a rag doll and
tosses me over his shoulder.  He walks me upstairs and sits me down at the
kitchen table.  Devin has followed us upstairs and gets me a glass of water and
places it in front of me.  I gulp it down quickly, wishing it was whisky. 
Devin and Justin sit down at the table with me and Justin rubs my back while I
calm down.  I feel like an idiot, wishing I didn’t have to be taken care of all
of the time.  Devin grabs a first aid kit and pulls out some gauze and tape and
antiseptic and begins to doctor my hands.


I sit and watch Devin bandage my
hands as Justin tells Devin about Drake Carroll and Mike Carroll.  I can't look
at Devin right now.  I know he hurts just as much as I do to hear about it. 
It's his past too, though he wasn't exactly the same type of player, he was
still a pawn in Jack's game.  He is finished with my hand when I finally get
the courage to glance at him.  His own fists are clenched and his lips are set
in a firm white line.  The color has drained entirely out of his face.  Justin
ignores all of this and tells Devin everything else, including the DVD Drake
dropped off the other night at the housewarming.  When he is finished telling
Devin the whole story, we all sit in silence for a minute.  I watch Devin’s
face some more, but he doesn’t indicate anything he is thinking, and it’s the
worst part.  Finally he stands up, walks over to me and kisses me on the
forehead.  “I love you,” he tells me and walks out of the kitchen.  When we
hear the front door open and slam shut, I push my chair back from the table
quickly and out the front door after him.  He is getting on his motorcycle.


“Devin!” I scream over the engine. 
“Where are you going?”


“To kill Drake Carroll,” he tells
me.  “And when I'm finished with that, I'll drive to Washington to kill his
shithead brother Mike, too.”


“No!” I scream, and try and grab
his sleeve but he takes off before I can hold him back or pull him off of his
bike.  I fall down to my knees and sob into my injured hands.  I feel Justin's
arms come around me but I shrug him off.  “No!” I say.  “Get away from me!”


“I'm going after him,” he tells me,
stepping back.  He looks hurt, but he just walks over to his car and gets in
and drives, leaving me alone on the lawn.  I'm sure neighbors are watching but
I don't care.  Instead, I pick myself up and walk back into the house to wait. 
For what I am waiting for, I have no idea.


“It's a hot mess,” I hear Kate say
when I get in the house.  She is sitting on the couch, looking smug.  I sink
down next to her and put my face in my hands.  “You knew Devin would react that
way, though.”


“Why did you tell Justin?” I ask
her.  “Things wouldn't be like this right now if you hadn't told him.”


She looks at me and looks sad.  “Do
you think things were really so good before everyone knew the truth?” she asks
me.  “You know that's bullshit.  A person can't go through life being two
people.”


“I'm still two people,” I point
out.  “You're here now.”


She smiles.  “You won’t be two
people for much longer.  I'm saying goodbye.”


I am shocked.  “Why?”


She shrugs.  “Maybe there will be a
time again that you need me, but I think you've confronted your past and you
know what you need to do about it.  Maybe Devin will kill Drake Carroll and
Mike Carroll and go to jail, but it's all for you.  The point is, you know
what's happened to you and you have to deal with it.  You're allowed to feel
angry or sad or shitty or whatever you want to feel, but it's you feeling it
now, and not me.”


I nod and realize she's right. 
There was a reason I put that DVD in the player.  “Will you help me with one
more thing?” I ask her.  She nods and knows what I will ask.  “Find the DVD
with Mike Carroll.”






[bookmark: _Chapter_16]Chapter 16


My phone rings, waking me out of a
deep sleep.  I wake up and feel under my pillow.  There's a gun and a DVD
there.  It took Kate about fifteen minutes to find them for me.  Jack had them
stashed away in the house the whole time.  I’m sure the gun wasn’t legally
registered at any point, and I don’t really give a shit.  “Hello?” I say in a
groggy voice.


“Jenna,” I hear Justin say.  He
sounds worse than I do.  Exhausted.  “There's been an accident.  You need to
get down to the hospital.  I've told my mom to come pick you up and drive you. 
She knows what's going on and will be there in five minutes.  I’ll see you
here.”  He hangs up before I can say anything.  I waste no time getting up and
finding a purse large enough to fit the gun and the DVD.  I can't leave them
here.  Too much is at stake.


Louisa is waiting outside for me as
I open the front door.  I don't bother to lock it, since whatever Drake wants
is with me and not in the house.  “Oh, honey,” Louisa says when I open the door
and sit down next to her.  “I'm so sorry.”  She has been crying, I can tell,
and now I panic.


“What happened, Louisa?” I say. 
“Justin told me there was an accident but that's all he said.  What happened? 
Is Devin okay?”  She answers me by bursting into tears and my heart sinks. 
“Louisa, answer me!” I scream.  She is driving already, and I feel terrible for
screaming at her but I need to know what's going on.  “Tell me what is going
on!”


“He's bad, honey,” Louisa says. 
“He hit a truck on 55 and flipped into the median.  He's on life support, but
that's all that's keeping him alive.”  I don't hear her if she's said anything
else.  I just stare out the window at the road and think about Kate.  I need
you, Kate, please, please, please don't leave me.  Devin, don't leave me.  Why
is everyone leaving me?


Justin meets us outside of the ER
and takes my hand.  He doesn't say anything as we walk down the hallway and we
go directly to a room where I see someone who is no longer Devin.  Everything
that is Devin has left this empty shell where he used to reside, and now it's
just a body.  “Even though he was wearing a helmet,” Justin says, “there's no
way he could have survived it.  I saw it happen.  I was six cars back.  He was
weaving in and out of lanes.  It's a wonder there's anything left of him.”


“Oh Devin,” I whisper, and walk up
to the scraped and battered body lying in the hospital bed.  Machines beep and
there is a tube stuck down his throat.  “What did the doctors say?” I ask.


As though he was waiting outside of
the door, a young doctor steps into the room.  “You're the sister?” he asks
me.  I nod.  “Has everything been explained to you?”


“I-I'm not sure,” I say.


He nods and puts a hand on my
shoulder.  I'm sure he took a bedside manner class in medical school that told
him to do just that.  “Your brother's head injuries are extensive to the point
where his skull is putting pressure on his brain, causing massive internal
hemorrhaging.  Even though he's on life support, it's a matter of minutes or hours
until the pressure causes a burst and he'll be gone.  Your friend indicated to
keep him on support so you could come here to say goodbye, but I'm sorry that
there is nothing more we can do.”  I nod.  I'd argue with him but it's obvious
that Devin is in horrible shape, and I feel choking sobs rack through me. 
“We'll leave you be,” the doctor continues.  “Come out when you're ready.”


Justin comes over to me and kisses
my head.  “I'll leave you alone,” he says.


“No,” I say.  “I want you to be
here,” I tell him.  “You're in my life now, I want you to hear this.”  Justin
nods and walks to the other side of Devin's bed and sits down in one of the
chairs.  He looks relieved to sit.  I’m guessing he’s been pacing the entire
time he’s been with Devin.  I sit on the other side of Devin and take his hand
and a deep breath.  “Devin,” I say.  “It's Jenna.  I want you to know that
after everything, I forgive you.”  I breathe in again and let it out with shaky
sobs.  “I forgive you for everything.  I know you wanted to protect me and I
love you so much for that.  I love you for making me feel loved.  I know you’ve
always loved me more than anyone else in my life and I will never forget that. 
I know things were never perfect for us and I hate that your life was too short
and you never got to have everything you deserve.”  I stop and take another breath. 
“I forgive you, Devin, for not being able to protect me when we were younger. 
I never blamed you for anything.  I know you couldn't stop it from happening.” 
I look at Justin, who is looking at me.  “I forgive you for what Jack made you
do to me,” I say, squeezing my eyes shut and feeling the tears spill out from
the corners.  A drop falls onto Devin's hand holding mine.  “I forgive you for not
stopping I asked you not to, and I forgive you for enjoying it, because I know
you loved me, and I loved you too, and it's okay.”  I sob harder and put my
forehead to his hand.  I don't want to let go.  I feel Justin has gotten up and
put his hands on my shoulders.  I turn around and see he isn't mad, or
disgusted, and he puts his hand on my face and I turn toward his caress.  I
stand up and kiss Devin's face all over.  His cheeks, his closed eyes, his
forehead.  Then I whisper something in his ear so Justin can't hear what I have
to say.  “I will kill him for you,” I say.  “I will do it.  Don't worry, I'll
do it.  I love you more than I'll ever love anyone, Devin.”  I turn to Justin
and pull myself against his chest and bawl.  “I have to go,” I say to him when
I’m calmer.  “It's over.”


Justin nods and follows me out of
the room, away from the light of my life, which has been put out.  I can't stop
crying.  Justin hands me off to Louisa who is waiting in the hallway and she
leads me to sit down in a chair next to her and I lean over and sob into her
lap like a little kid, while she soothes me and strokes my hair.  Justin tells
the doctor that he can turn off the life support, and walks back over to us. 
“It's over,” he says, echoing what I told him.  “Let me take you home, Jenna.”


“Stay with her, Justin,” Louisa
tells him, looking devastated.  “I will take care of things here.”  She gives
me another hug.  “Just go home,” she tells me, “and rest.”


I let Justin lead me away from
Devin, who I will never touch again.


*


Justin brings me home and I sleep
for a long time.  He tells me fifteen hours, and when I wake up, there is a ton
of food from Louisa and I eat some of it even though I'm not at all hungry.  I
smoke a few cigarettes on the back porch and come inside and tell Justin that I
want to be alone.  He looks hurt.


“Jenna, I'm not sure that's a good
idea,” he says.  He looks uncomfortable.  “Is this about what you said to Devin
at the hospital?”


I shake my head.  “No, it's not,” I
say.  Or at least the part Justin heard.  “I promise we will talk about that. 
I know you want to talk.”


“Only if you want to,” he says.


I nod.  “I will, I promise.  Right
now there's no point.  I really just want to sit down and be alone.  I won't be
much fun.”


“I'm okay with that,” Justin says. 
“You don't have to be fun.  I just want to stay with you.”


I am frustrated.  “Justin, please,”
I plead.  “Just go home tonight.  I'll call you in the morning, but right now I
can't be with you, or anyone.”


“Fine,” he sighs.  “Don't push me
away, though.”  I stand up and kiss him gently.  Looking at his face closely, I
can see he's been crying as well.  Typical man, I think, who won't cry in front
of me.


After I see Justin drive away I
jump into the shower and hose off two days of sleep and tears.  I shampoo my
hair and shave everything below my eyebrows and step out smelling like the
exotically spiced body soap I purchased for special occasions.  I rub myself
down with body oil until I am glistening and put on enough makeup to hide the
puffiness.  As my hair air dries, I dress myself in a matching black lacy bra
and panties and pick up my phone.  My hands aren't shaking as I would expect
them to.  I have a new confidence that I'm convinced comes from Kate.  She is
still with me, I know, but I am in control.


“Hello Jenna,” I hear Drake say. 
My heart starts to pound.  So much for confidence, I think, but I take a deep
breath.


“Hello,” I purr.  “I need some
company.”


“I read about your brother this
morning in the paper,” he says.  I wasn't counting on that.  “I'm very sorry
for your loss.”


“Thank you,” I say through my
teeth.  “Care to come over and comfort me?”


“Oh, I think you don't need that
from me,” he said.  “You can't get that from the young strapping man you're
with now?”


“Alright,” I say.  “How about
this?  I have something you want and I'd like to give it to you.”  There is
silence on the other end of the phone.  “No strings attached,” I add.


“There are always strings
attached,” he says.  “I'll be over in one hour.”


I hang up and go to my purse. 
Luckily, Justin never bothered to check inside while I was sleeping and the gun
and DVD are still in there.  I spend some time pacing around and finally the
doorbell rings.  Drake is there wearing a suit with no tie and looking
completely perfect and composed.  His hair is slicked back and while he is
still handsome as hell, he’s downright ugly to me right now.  I let him inside
and shut the door.  “Hello Jenna,” he says.  “Do you have something for me?”


“I do,” I say, and walk over to my
purse.  I touch the gun and pull out the DVD and show it to him.  “Why don't
you watch it with me?” I ask him.


His eyes widen and he grins.  “Oh? 
I would have never guessed you would be up for that.  Maybe you’re more like me
than I initially thought.  I'd love to watch it with you.”


“You have no idea how much I'm like
you,” I say.  “We can't watch it up here,” I tell him.  “The DVD player doesn’t
work.  Let's go down to the basement.  I found exactly what you were looking
for.  My father's private library.  I thought you might be interested to see it
all.”


“I have no interest in the rest of
what your perverted father stashed away in this house,” Drake replies.  “And as
much as I’d like to relive your childhood with you, I don’t really have time to
sit and have movie night with you.  Of course I’d love to watch it with you,
but I don’t trust you to give this to me in the end.  I'll just take this and
go.  I'm sure my brother will be quite interested to have this in his
possession.”


“You're not leaving with this,” I
say, and pull the gun out of my purse and point it at him.  “Start walking.”


Drake smirks and turns around.  “Where
would you like me to walk?  And what do you intend to do with that gun?” he
asks me.  “Shoot me?”


“Walk down that hallway and open
the second door to your right.  I'm going to kill you,” I say.  “My brother
died riding his motorcycle on his way to kill you.  I'm doing what he should
have succeeded in doing.”  Drake begins to walk to the basement door and opens
it.  “Downstairs,” I command him and he starts down the stairs, arms over his
head in defensive mode.  He and I are down there with the rubble of broken
brick wall and the wall of DVDs.  “Turn to me and sit down in that chair,” I
say, motioning toward the recliner with the gun still pointed at him.


Drake whirls around and whips his
leg out and kicks the gun out of my hand.  I scream in surprise and we both
scramble for the gun.  He gets to it first and points it at me.  “I'm a Tae
Kwon Do black belt,” he tells me.  “I think you underestimated me.  And what the
fuck are you?  You're a child prostitute turned lunatic who thinks she can kill
someone for revenge?  I think you've been watching too many soap operas.”


I stare at him, unable to move.  I
am still clutching the DVD.  “Drop that,” he says, “and slide it over to me.”


“No,” I whisper.  “I’d rather you
kill me first.”  I shake my head and Drake points the gun at my head, making me
shriek unexpectedly.  I thought I could be strong, but feeling a gun pressed
against my temple makes me shake uncontrollably.


“Give it to me!” he shouts.  “Give
me the fucking DVD or I'll just kill you and take it.”


Sobbing, I slide it over to him and
he opens the case.  “I guess I will have to watch it to know whether you're
bullshitting me or not,” he says.  “This could be one of many DVDs, I can see,”
he says nodding toward Jack’s collection.  “I'm not leaving this house until I
know for sure I have the right one.”


I see Drake squat down in front of
the TV and put the DVD in the player.  He turns it on and I see a man who is
definitely related to Drake kneeling and receiving oral sex from an eight year
old me.  I’d have some horrified reaction if I wasn’t so scared.  Mike Carroll,
I presume.  Drake sits down in the chair and stares at the screen and I wonder
why he can't just go, now that he knows that it's the right DVD.  I look at him
and notice his eyes are glazed over, and with disgust I see him unzip his pants
and reach inside.  He begins to masturbate and watch, the other hand with the
gun in it slack next to him.


I look next to me and see a loose
brick.  It's a longshot, but Drake seems...out of it.  I’ve never been so
grateful for pornography.  My hand wraps around the brick and with a rush of
adrenaline, I lunge over to him and smash the brick into his head and grab the
gun.  His face goes from shocked to slack.


*


Drake moans when he comes to, and
twitches slightly.  Something doesn’t feel right.  His head, mostly.  It’s
pounding.  The concrete floor beneath him feels cold under his cheek.  His body
is stretched out in an unusual way and when he tries to move, he realizes he
can’t.  That bitch tied him down!


That bitch is actually sitting on
his back right now.  Out of the corner of his eye he sees a black stockinged
leg with a stiletto heel stretched out.  His hands are tied to the TV stand,
and his legs are tied to the recliner.  He moves his head a bit to the side and
feels the barrel of the gun against the base of his skull.  “Don’t fucking
move.”


“Jenna, don’t do this,” he pleads. 
“You don’t want to do this.  You’ll go to jail.”


“I’m not Jenna,” Kate says. 
“You’ve met me before.  Only this time, I’m going to be in complete control.”


The realization of what’s happening
dawns on Drake.  “Holy shit, you’re fucking insane.”


Kate frowns.  “You expect someone
who went through that to be sane?” she asks, indicating the television which is
still playing the video.


“Shit, you really are fucked up,”
Drake says.  “It’s not just a game you were playing with me that night.  You
honestly think you’re another person.  Your voice, the way you are, everything
is like another person.”


“We aren’t the same person,” Kate
says.  “Jenna is weak where I’m strong.  She wouldn’t be able to confront you
and do to you what I’m planning to do to you now.”


Drake cringes.  “What the hell are
you planning to do to me?”


Kate smiles.  “See that little girl
in that video?” she asks him, physically turning his head toward the screen. 
Drake watches as the girl on the television is forced to bend down and sees his
brother Mike kneel behind her.  “See the things your brother made her do while
you watched?  Did you ever think of how it felt to be forced to do something
you don’t want to do and have no choice?”


Drake doesn’t answer for a second,
and feels the gun push harder against his neck.  One shot and he’s dead or
paralyzed.  “No,” he replies.  “I’ve never thought of it.”


“I just wish I had the equipment to
record it,” Kate replies.  “I’m sure that watching what I’m about to do to you
would turn me on as much as watching what your brother did to me years ago
turns you on.”


“Fuck you,” Drake spits at her. 
“You’re a fucking crazy whore.”


“I love being a crazy whore,” Kate
replies.  She stands up, holding the gun pointed at Drake while she moves
around so he can see her.  She’s only wearing thigh high stockings and a
garter, black lacy panties and a black bra.  She masterfully unhooks her
garters from her stockings and pulls her panties down.  “I’m so wet right now,”
she whispers.  “You can’t imagine how wet this whole thing makes me when I
think about hurting you.  I’m going to make you taste me.”  She kneels down and
forces her panties inside of Drake’s mouth.  He can taste her and ironically
feels himself getting hard.  Maybe this isn’t so bad, he thinks.  It’s kind of
hot.  He watches Kate play with herself with his mouth stuffed full of her
soaking panties and feels his own cock pressing against the cold concrete
floor.  She moans but doesn’t take her eyes off of Drake and never lets her
guard down with the gun, which is still pointed at him.  When she comes, her
knees buckle and she drops down to the floor, breathing heavily.  She catches
her breath and looks at him languidly.  “Are you ready?”


For what?  Drake wonders.  He can’t
say anything with the panties stuffed in his mouth.  His throat feels dry and
his eyes are tearing up.  Kate responds by walking away and up the stairs. 
Drake immediately begins pulling on the ropes that have him bound up to the TV
stand and the chair.  He considers trying to heave the TV stand away but it’s
pretty heavy, he discovers when he tenses his arms.  He tries to move the chair
with his legs and succeeds a bit, making a loud scraping sound against the
concrete.  Kate comes bounding back down the stairs, pointing the gun at him.


“Don’t fucking move!” she shrieks. 
She walks directly up to him and he feels the cold metal against his cheek. 
With horror he sees she has put on a strap-on dildo.  Kate sees Drake eye it
and smiles and begins to stroke it.  “I’m going to take my panties out of your
mouth now,” she says.  “You’re not going to say a fucking word.  You’re going
to suck this.  I’m going to make you choke on it, just like your brother made
me choke on his cock years ago.  Do you understand.  He nods, and she brings
her hand toward his mouth and hesitates for a moment.  “Don’t bite me,” she
says.  “I’ll shoot you.”


He’s not sure whether to believe
her or not but decides she’s crazy enough that she probably would.  Besides,
what would biting her accomplish.  She slowly takes hold of the panties between
her thumb and forefinger and pulls them out of his mouth.  As soon as he gasps
for breath, she twists his neck violently to the side and pushes the silicone
cock inside his mouth, making him gag.  “Throw up on me and I’ll shoot you,”
she says.  “My daddy used to smack me for doing anything like that, and I’ll
take it one step further with you.”


Drake’s eyes well up with tears as
he feels her push the cock inside of his mouth even further.  Yet the smell of
Jenna or Kate or whoever she is makes his cock press even harder against the
floor.


“Get it good and wet,” Kate says. 
“The wetter you get it, the less it will hurt when I fuck you with it.”  Drake
tries to pull back in horror but Kate clutches his head closer to her with one
hand and aims the gun with the other.  “Don’t even think about it,” she says. 
She gags him with the dildo one last time and gets up and walks around behind
him.  Drake can’t see her but feels the gun suddenly on the back of his neck
again, and the hard silicone pressed into his back.  Kate reaches around to
unfasten his belt and fumbles a bit one-handed, but eventually gets it off,
along with his button and zipper.  Drake feels the cold air on his bare ass and
shudders when he thinks about what’s in store.


Kate whips the belt high in the air
and brings it down hard against Drake’s bare thighs, making him practically
scream like a girl.  “Fuck you!” she shouts.  She kneels down behind Drake and
puts the gun to her side.  She needs both hands.  Drake can feel the strap-on
against his back.  Kate takes the belt and brings it around to his mouth. 
“Bite down,” she says.  He complies and she brings the belt straps around to
the back of his head and fastens it tightly behind him.  Drake is having a hard
time breathing, but can’t talk with the leather strap in his mouth.  When he
feels the hard shaft plunging inside of him, he makes the most horrible
agitated noise he can possibly make while biting down on the leather strap as
hard as he can.


Kate pulls out slowly and pushes
inside of him hard.  She was gentler with Justin.  She shows Drake no mercy. 
Ironically, when she reaches around to feel if he is hard, she gets angry to
find that he is.  She notes there is fluid on the black dildo that is probably
blood, and so she pumps away faster.  There is blood on her thighs from the
marks she gave Drake from whipping him with the belt, too.  The sight of his
blood and knowing he is suffering is making her wet, and while she pushes the
dildo inside of Drake’s ass, the other end inside of her pushes against her in
the most enticing way.  She is definitely enjoying this.  She forgets for a
minute what she’s supposed to be doing and moves her hand just above the dildo
and places her middle fingertip against her clit and begins to rub as she
thrusts.


Drake hears Kate moan and feels her
tense up behind him as she comes.  His own dick is pulsing against the concrete
even though his vision blacks out around the edges every time he feels the
dildo push deeper inside of him.  When Kate slowly pulls it out, however, the
feeling is amazing, and he hates how she’s actually making him enjoy something
so brutal and painful.  He feels both of her hands on his waist as she
continues to plunge into him and realizes she isn’t holding the gun anymore. 
He can move his head a little bit, and she has let go of the belt, and so Drake
cranes his neck a bit and sees the beautiful glimmer of metal.  The gun!  He
looks at how his hands are tied with the rope to the television stand.  I can
do this, he thinks.  One surge of strength and I can take her down.  The
television stand is heavy, but if he can tip it over, his hands will be free.


Kate doesn’t realize it’s coming,
but suddenly she is thrown off of Drake’s back and smacks her head against the
concrete floor.  She doesn’t lose consciousness, and tries to sit up, but
suddenly feels a biting sharp pain in her leg, accompanied by a loud gunshot. 
She screams and kicks with her other leg, connecting with Drake’s hand.  They
both scramble to get the gun, but she is there first, despite the horrible pain
in her leg.  Drake’s legs are still tied to the recliner and his range of
motion is limited.  Her hands are shaking, but she aims it at Drake’s head.


“Don’t kill me,” he pleads, taking
the belt out of his mouth.  “Please.  Look, you’re bleeding.  You could die. 
Get yourself to a hospital and I’ll leave and won’t say a word.  Please.”


“I would be too easy to kill you
and let you die so quickly,” she says.  She stands up and puts her weight on
the leg that wasn’t shot.  She tentatively places some weight on the other leg
and winces, but stays silent.  She aims the gun and shoots Drake in the
stomach, then readjusts her aim and shoots him in the crotch area.  He is
screaming.  “In case I don’t succeed, at least you’ll never be able to fuck
anyone again like you fucked me.”


*


I limp up the stairs to the garage
and find the red can of gasoline that Devin had filled for the lawnmower.  My
hands are a bloody mix of Drake’s and my own but they are steady and sure.  Then
I wander around the house, still limping and begin to pour gasoline everywhere,
throwing a generous amount down the basement stairs.  Drake’s screams have died
down, and perhaps he’s passed out from the pain.  Or maybe he’s already dead. 
I bring the gasoline container back up and finish the last of it near the front
door, and take a pack of matches out of my purse.  I light one and throw it
down and watch the flames explode into a trail behind me.


I sit down on my front lawn.  The
smoke is starting to pour out the door.  I reach into my purse and pull out my
phone and call Justin.  “I’ve been shot,” I say, “And the house is on fire.”






[bookmark: _Epilogue]Epilogue


My new apartment overlooks Lake
Michigan and Lake Shore Drive, which is nice.  It’s not really a nice area at
night but during the day I’m able to go for walks.  Supervised, of course. 
It’s not too far from the place I went to dinner with Devin where we ate Pho,
but I can’t walk that far.  Rehabilitation is difficult.  The surgery left me
with a rod in my leg from knee to ankle, which will eventually be removed, but
I will need to go to extensive physical therapy to be able to regain full use
of my leg.  Most of my day is spent sitting in a chair and looking out the
window at the cars driving north and south.  There’s nothing else to do.  I
have a television provided for my entertainment, but I can’t seem to watch
television anymore.  Everything I see is replaced in my mind with images of a
child doing something she doesn’t want to do.  Turning on the news is torture. 
Everywhere in Chicago and the rest of the world there are kids who are going
through shit that no kid should ever have to go through and it’s depressing. 
Kids like me.  Instead of watching and wanting to do something about it, I turn
and pretend it’s not there.  Someone else can change the fucking world, not me.


The police listened to my story,
backed by Justin, my old therapist, and a neighbor or two.  The police
indicated that some of the DVDs survived the fire and were used as evidence.  I
have been court ordered to rekindle my relationship with my therapist.  I’ve
been assured by Dr. Collins that I will never see those videos again, but she’s
wrong.  Every time I close my eyes I see my child self being violated by a
grown man who should know better.  The memories have all come back, and it
sucks.  She comes to see me once a day, which is ironic because I’m no longer
two people.  I parted with that side of myself when I watched the house burn
down and decided to let everything go.  I won.


Devin's funeral was small and quiet
and on a Tuesday, and the turnout was slightly better than Jack's but not
much.  Besides his friends from the railroad, and people from the neighborhood,
including Joe and Louisa, it's a small and quiet affair, and nothing worth
noting.  Holly was there, and devastated.  I just felt numb.  I haven’t even
cried since that day I left him behind in the hospital.  I can’t cry for Devin,
there’s nothing left.


“I wish I'd had longer with him,”
Holly said to me.  “I mean, we had years together, but really it didn't count
since most of those were spent not really being ourselves.”


I know what she means.  So many
years wasted locked inside of my body without my true self completely
absorbed.  Now I’m a whole person, Devin isn't even around to experience it.  He
would be happy I’m in therapy again, but like everything with Devin, it would
be a struggle to convince him that everything is okay.  He always cared too
much.  I blame Jack for that along with everything else.  It’s Jack’s fault I’m
unable to come and go as I please from this place.  It’s his fault I don’t have
my brother with me anymore.  It’s his fault that I lost half of myself.


Every so often I experience her. 
It's like a feeling of deja vu, a shudder of her like she wants to come outside
and play, but I can swallow her back and repress it.


I am learning to be mobile on
crutches.  Things could be so much worse.  I could have lost my leg, or even
worse, my life, but I didn't.  I guess I should be pleased with how things
turned out.  But really, how is this any better?  I’m alone as alone can be.  I
don’t even have her to keep me company.


Justin is here to visit today.  He
looks good and I wonder if things could actually work out between us one day. 
I’ll have to convince him that I’m healthy, which will take time.  Dr. Collins
says it’s a process and I tell her to “process this” and show her my middle
finger.  I really hate therapy.  It’s such bullshit.


“I thought I’d show you today’s
newspaper,” he tells me, sitting down in a chair next to me and sliding the
paper across the table to me.  I unfold it and spread it on the table.  It's
the New York Times.  The headline reads “Washington Congress Elect Charged with
Statutory Rape”.  My breath goes in sharply and I feel that shudder again, but
I close my eyes and take a deep breath.  My therapist told me to close my eyes
and count to ten and think about something that is distinctively me.  I hand
him back the paper.  “Don't you want to read the article?”


“Not really,” I say.  “The headline
is enough.”


“Do you think maybe you’re making
any progress?” he asks me.  Ugh, there’s that fucking word again.  I glare at
him but check myself.  He wants me to be nice, like Jenna.  But I am not Jenna
and it’s hard to be nice.


“Do you think it would be
inappropriate if we made out in here?” I ask him.  He looks uncomfortable.


“Yes, I do,” he finally says. 
“You’re not the person I fell in love with.”


“Oh, Justin,” I say dramatically. 
“I am the very same person you fell in love with.  Same body, same heart, same
dirty mind.  It’s all there.  We even share the same memories.  Do you remember
when you painted me like a peacock?”


“I painted Jenna,” he says flatly.


“But I was there,” I point out.  “I
was aware of what you were doing the entire time.  You don’t seem to understand
that no matter if I’m Jenna or Kate, it’s the same thing.”


He shakes his head.  “Not to me.” 
I pout.  “Everything is different about you.  Voice, mannerisms, the things you
say.  They are different.”


I shrug.  “Dr. Collins says it’s
not about Kate taking over.  It’s about merging myself and becoming one person
with both sides of my personality in that person.  I think I’ve nearly achieved
that.”


Justin listens.  “Maybe,” he says. 
“But to me it’s like starting over.”


“So let’s start over,” I suggest. 
“Besides,” I say, batting my eyelashes melodramatically in his direction.  “We
did have fun once.”


He laughs.  “Fainting isn’t fun.” 
He is still smiling, though.  “So are you suggesting that I ‘court’ you?” He
uses air quotes.  “Pretend we just met?”


“Maybe,” I say.  “We can play it
however you want.”


Justin stands up.  “I’ll think
about it.”  He indicates the paper that’s been left on the table.  “You want to
keep that and read it?”


“Sure,” I say, though I know I will
throw it out.  If I were a dog I’d use it to pee on.  Maybe I’ll find something
to do with it during craft time.  “Will I see you again soon?”


“The day after tomorrow,” Justin
says.  “Same as always.”  Then he does what he does every time he leaves.  He
leans over and whispers in my ear.  “I love you Jenna,” he tells me.  “I hope
you’re still in there.”


“I love you too,” I say to him and
he smirks.  He turns and walks out the door.


I sigh and unfold the paper and
begin to read.  It’s nothing I don’t already know.  Luckily HIPAA prevents the
article from talking about me very much or about my strange medical condition
I’m determined to have.  I skim through and toss it aside and realize I’m very
tired.


Even though I’m locked away in this
building, even though my brother is dead and my boyfriend wants nothing to do
with me, even though I am considered unfit to live in society, despite all of
those things, I feel good.  I finally feel like an entire person.  I feel like
I’m finally out of my cage.
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