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“Don’t be so fuckin’ smart. Things could’ve gone the other way, my little nephew.”

—Uncle Junior to Tony, The Sopranos, “Do Not Resuscitate”
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The Reader Is the Protagonist

Once upon a time I disappeared. I was one person one day and the next someone else, both the same woman I’d always been and also utterly, eerily, unfamiliar. There was a story in this, I felt, one built around a universal question: How do you know who you are? Answers would be grounded in the body and bound to memory. But for many years I could not write it. I couldn’t figure out where to begin and I had no ending. Moreover, trauma had scrambled my understanding, the need to make meaning stymied by an inability to see. I was unable to sink beneath the surface of events, down to the truth of who had done what and why.

I did talk about the experience, however, details doled out in bits and pieces, if only to certain people under certain circumstances. I usually made of it an adventure; how in 1989, shortly after I married for the second time, my new husband and I buckled my two daughters, then seven and three, into the rear seat of a used car purchased for cash. We’d sold most of our belongings and walked away from the rest, packing up what remained: clothing and toys, pillows and blankets, four place settings, one pot, one pan; and we had a shoebox full of photographs, and my strongbox stuffed with important papers, and cash in a sack, every penny we owned. We told no one where we were going. We meant to vanish. Driving east out of California, we decided on our new names. It might have been exciting, starting over, starting fresh, in a place where we were unknown, but this was do-it-yourself witness protection. Hidden under the driver’s seat was a guidebook on how to create new identities, but it couldn’t tell us who we’d be.

We stopped in Boulder, Colorado. Vinnie—my new husband—had once spent a day in the town, and he remembered it as a friendly place. We drove around for a while. The brick downtown seemed quaint, the neighborhoods leafy and safe. A park with a fast-running creek appealed to the girls. I liked the idea of living near a university, with a tranquil campus, the prospect of lectures and music, young people everywhere.

From a phone booth outside a Safeway, we called a number for a real estate office that we’d found in a local property magazine. Vinnie spoke to the agent on duty and negotiated a trade: a month’s rent for painting a condo listed for sale. The arrangement provided immediate relief; we were worried about making our savings last. The agent met us at the property and opened up the garage, empty but for a few rollers and pans and five-gallon buckets of paint. The condo had two bedrooms, two baths, a concrete patio on the other side of sliding-glass doors. The high-ceilinged living room echoed. Such a melancholy sound. The agent handed over the key.

For a week it rained every day. Storms kept us inside, but also, we were shell-shocked, afraid to go out, afraid to be seen. Vinnie and I rolled white paint onto the condo’s walls, while the girls colored or watched television on a black-and-white set picked up at Goodwill.

At some point my three-year-old tugged at my legs, her blanket wrapped around her shoulders and a book in her arms: She wanted a story. For more than a year, the demands of everyday life had required all my attention. I’d trusted only what I could touch, what I could see or hear or feel. I had two daughters to protect, and things I’d once seen as essential had fallen away. Books were among the abandoned. One day, halfway through a beloved novel, I set it facedown, and that was the end of that. I couldn’t read nonfiction, either, or newspapers, or magazines; that is, nothing meant for adults.

My little daughter leaned against my legs. I set the paint roller in the pan. My older girl joined us, her anticipation charging the air. Reading to my children—this much I could manage.

When I was a child, my mother read to me a lot. Our family life was often fraught, my father uncommunicative, physically absent and emotionally cool, Mom either at his throat or steeped in hostile despair. Reading was her lifelong escape. One effect this had on me was that I believed books were alive, not just the tales within them but the objects themselves. Seated in my mother’s lap with a story, the stiffness of the cover told me what it was to have a spine. The words in their regular rows were like heartbeats; the pages, turning, fluttered like wings.

The story my daughters wanted to hear had been their favorite all through the past year: Jon Stone’s The Monster at the End of This Book.

Grover, one of the characters from Sesame Street, is the narrator. Frightened by the monster he imagines awaits him on the last page, he speaks directly to the reader: “Listen, I have an idea. If you do not turn any pages, we will never get to the end of this book.”

My daughters looked at me, and I nodded. Together, they turned the page.

Grover ties the next one down with a rope.

Turn.

“You do not know what you are doing to me!” he cries.

Turn.

He nails a page into place. He builds a brick wall.

Turn, turn.

By the end the girls were giggling, breathless from the tension. It didn’t matter that they’d heard this story so many times. Fall. Winter. Spring.

“Please do not turn the page,” Grover pleads. “Please please please.”

Turn.

On the last page Grover exclaims: “Well, look at that! The only one here is… ME. I, lovable, furry old Grover, am the Monster at the end of this book.”

The reader is the protagonist here. The subject is existential dread. Who is the monster? What does it want, and how will it end? Jon Stone’s ingenious construction ensnares the reader. It is also the means of escape. And as is true of every story, the only way out is through.

Vinnie had stopped painting to join us in the condo’s living room. The four of us sat cross-legged on the floor, watching rain fall onto the patio. After a while, though, the clouds blew away and we ventured out for a walk to Longs Drugs. The sun dropped into the Rockies, bats flew through the tops of cottonwood trees. The wet grass looked electrified.

The drugstore, hunkered at the corner of Iris and Twenty-eighth, was a beacon, cheerful, full of color and light. You could live out of that store, if you had to; it sold anything you might want in one place. We wandered the aisles. The girls played with makeup samples and inspected a display of discounted summer gear: boogie boards, sand pails and shovels, aluminum beach chairs.

For what beach? I wondered. The ocean was 1,200 miles away.

So was my ex-husband Gil. My daughters’ father.

Gil was the reason we’d run—when I left him for an old friend, he’d gone off the rails. He stalked me, and the feeling of being watched and followed, of never knowing where and when he’d appear was a constant torment. He found joy in this and fed off my fear. The prospect of violence excited him. He threatened to shoot Vinnie. He threatened to shoot me. He told me he’d cut off my head and stick it in the refrigerator for the girls to find. And then, months into our separation, he kidnapped our younger child. Nine days he kept her. It felt like nine years. I didn’t know where my baby was, or how she was, or even if she was alive.

In 1989 California was still a year away from passing the nation’s first anti-stalking law, written after a series of high-profile murders, including those of four women in Orange County who’d been killed by former lovers or former husbands or aspiring suitors.

But when I was divorcing, the authorities could do nothing to help. Even if they had, Gil was unafraid of cops or courts, and I am as certain now as I was then that the threat of jail time would not have deterred him but rather would have inflamed his desire for revenge. I’d gotten my daughter back only by promising to give up someone else I loved, the man for whom I’d left him. That promise was a lie.

At Longs, Vinnie parked himself by the magazines, a newspaper rolled under one arm. He leaned in my direction. We did not touch, but there was heat.

I stared down the rows of paperbacks. Science fiction, horror, westerns, romance. A rack of New York Times bestsellers.

Oh, I thought, books.

The novel I’d stopped reading months ago—I couldn’t recall the plot, or even the title. Once, stories had seen me through everything. They’d been my teachers and companions, my saviors, my family. But standing there, though I felt the shape of their absence, I was unmoved.

by the end of our first week in Colorado, I’d secured an interview for a position as a proofreader. The company was an “independent publisher,” unnamed in the classified ad. I didn’t recognize what a rarity this listing was. The state was just coming out of a recession, and the jobs section of the Boulder paper was thin, with most ads being for food service and minimum-wage retail. In my former life I’d worked as a typesetter, or a secretary, and I felt qualified to proofread, but I worried about being asked for references. On the phone, however, once I said “English major,” the interviewer cut things short and requested that I come in.

The publisher’s office was in a nondescript two-story building a few blocks north of Boulder’s downtown mall. There was no signage out front, only a street number. It was late afternoon and the front door was locked. I rang the bell but no one came. I knocked but there was no answer. I loitered on the sidewalk as rain came down fitfully, moisture disappearing in patches, like footprints erasing themselves.

I rang the bell again. This time a shiny-haired young woman in jeans and a button-down shirt answered. “Hello, Karen,” she said decisively. My mind went blank. She was the first person ever to address me by that name.

She led me up a flight of stairs, into a room furnished with a conference table and chairs. We chatted about the weather. “It’s late in the summer for the monsoon,” she said. I associated monsoons with the tropics, with flooding and disaster; surely that didn’t happen here. The young woman said, “But everything changes after Labor Day.” Her manner wasn’t unfriendly, exactly, but it wasn’t friendly, either.

“What do you publish?” I asked.

She lifted a typescript from a stack on the table and passed it over to me, along with a sharp red pencil. “We can get into that later,” she said. “For now, I’d like you to go through this and mark it up for errors. It shouldn’t take long.”

After she left I skimmed the text, relieved to see nothing technical. But when I returned to the opening sentence, the letters blurred. I couldn’t make them cohere. And I panicked, thinking, I really can’t read.

Calm yourself—I may have said it aloud. Look at the spelling. I ran a hand over the paper; it felt dry, lightly furred. I reread the sentence, concentrating, decided it was fine, and moved on to the next. I saw a mistake and marked the correction. And in this way I worked through the pages. Finished, I set them aside. A preternatural quiet had descended, no sounds of conversation, no hum of office machinery. My mind emptied again, the words from the pages gone. Finally, the young woman returned. She collected the test and whisked it away.

She came back in smiling. She led me along a narrow hallway, into a second, smaller room. Bookcases lined the walls, their shelves packed with softcovers, many workbook-sized and brightly colored, like study guides.

We sat in facing armchairs and chatted, the vibe now affable and benign. Yes, we’re new to Boulder, I said. No, I don’t ski. Two kids—mostly, I’ve been home with them.

She looked over my résumé. I expected her to press me about the lack of work history, my inability to provide good references, my nonexistent degree, everything I’d left back in California with my old name. But the young woman shrugged.

“You passed the test. That’s all we care about.” She herself was a PhD candidate in Classics. “We hire a lot of grad students,” she said. “It’s a nice group. If you have time today, I’d like you to meet Peder. He’s the publisher.”

Was it really going to be this easy? I couldn’t believe my luck.

She handed me a pamphlet. Its cover read Paladin Press.

“Have you heard of us?” she asked.

I had not.

“Okay. So, I’ll leave you here on your own for a while. You can browse through the catalogue and have a look at the shelves. You’ll get a sense of what we do here.” Standing, she said, “If you’re okay with it, we’ll take the next step.”

Alone once more, I opened the pamphlet. I don’t know what I expected, some dull corner of academia, or pornography, maybe; it would explain the building’s security and air of secrecy. In fact, most of Paladin’s books were instructional. Some of the subjects seemed quirky, even fanciful: smuggling, soldiering, locksmithing, espionage. Others were devoted to life off the grid: how to hunt your own food, how to survive in the cold. How to disappear.

That last one forced me from my seat. We’d been in Boulder for a week now, and our guide to creating new identities still sat in the car. Vinnie had purchased it before we left California, from a survivalists’ store in LA. But we hadn’t read it, at first because we were consumed with fear, and with getting away, and then because we were paralyzed by the enormity of what we’d done. That Paladin had published such a book was only a bizarre coincidence, but it felt like a message to me.

I walked along the shelves, titles jumping out from the books’ spines. Get Even: The Complete Book of Dirty Tricks. 21 Techniques of Silent Killing. Black Medicine, the Dark Art of Death. Deadly Brew: Advanced Improvised Explosives. How to Kill Someone with Your Bare Hands. My legs shook, a muscle in my cheek throbbed. Hit Man, I read: A Technical Manual for Independent Contractors. I pulled the volume free.

when we were dating, Gil used to say to me, “Baby, my life is an open book.” He’d offer up candid stories about his difficult childhood in New York, his time in the army, and his various jobs, some of which weren’t entirely legal. My father was busy in the world but silent when he came home each night, and I grew up hungry for a man’s words. Gil was much older than I was. He spoke warmly and with confidence, and I’d trusted he spoke the truth. He felt like the answer to a question: How do I escape my unhappy home?

Over fourteen years, though, things changed between us. This happened slowly at first, and then all at once. After we married, he bristled at any challenge to his authority. If I complained about his anger or his drinking, his resentments or what I eventually realized were lies, he’d say, “Never judge a book by its cover.” This shift in aphorisms was, I think, meant to undermine my reaction to his behavior, and to hint at unacknowledged depths. And then one night he told me, “I once killed a man.”

He related the story of the murder at the tail end of a hellishly surreal fight between us that began with a dropped plate but soon enough was about everything. I started the fight, or he did. I don’t remember anymore. What I do remember is my desperate need to get away from what he was telling me, running from kitchen to living room to bedroom. We were still living together then, but I’d begun the affair that would end us.

The man he claimed to have killed was someone he’d known back in New York who’d raped a neighborhood girl. The rape was, he said, common knowledge. The man had gotten away with it. This was also common knowledge, a story related in bars.

Gil had been twenty-six at the time, only a few weeks out of the army, unemployed and at loose ends, when he’d run into the alleged rapist at a downtown drinking hole. The man had been in the army, too, some years earlier, and was also unemployed. They had things to talk about, and together shut the place down. Afterward, out on the sidewalk at 2 a.m., Gil suggested a walk. They wound up at the East River. Staring into the water, feeling avuncular, perhaps, the rapist bragged about having “dated” the neighborhood girl. Ugly women, he explained, they need love, too. Gil nodded, steering the man to the river’s edge. Then he’d shot him and pushed the body in.

“It was easy,” he told me. “Like tossing a piece of trash. No one saw. No one knew. No one ever missed him.”

He had me trapped in a corner of the bedroom.

“I don’t believe you,” I said defiantly.

He pincered my bicep until it burned. “What you’ve done to me.”

“You’re a monster,” I said.

The look on his face was pure astonishment, the change instantaneous, remarkable.

The whole point, he explained, ignoring my terrified moans, was that he’d killed the guy for the girl. He was a hero. Why couldn’t I see it?

“That fuck,” he said, “got what he deserved.”

In the light of the following day—making the girls their breakfast; overseeing tooth-brushing, and dressing; belongings collected, everybody into the car so I could drive them to school; a numbing drop down into our family routine—Gil’s story struck me as impossible in every detail, even laughable. Except for one thing: I knew he sometimes carried a gun. Was the murder true? In the years since, I’ve never been able to verify it. Maybe it happened by some other means, at some other time. Or maybe the story was invented in every detail. Either way, it meant something to Gil.

A killer, that’s how he saw himself. It’s how he wanted me to see him, as someone to be mortally feared. He was teaching me, in the clearest possible way, what he was capable of.

In that book-lined room at Paladin Press, I clutched Hit Man to my chest.

Well, I held some book close. It’s possible it was another title. I don’t think it matters. My apprehension of the work Paladin was sending into the world, the ugliness of it, and how close to home, made me drop the book to the floor: The pages might have burst into flames. I ran out of the room, a matter of self-preservation, and rushed along the deserted hallway, down the stairs, out the front door, and onto the street.

my daughters’ delight in The Monster at the End of This Book lasted for years, long past when it should have grown stale. There is such pleasure in fear, the thrill of being alive. In Jon Stone’s story, the reader becomes the means by which poor Grover moves ever nearer his fate, the monster at the end of the book. Repeating the journey makes for a different kind of pleasure, the ending always the same and therefore harmlessly known.

After my interview at Paladin Press, I picked up a pizza and returned to the condo.

“How’d it go?” Vinnie asked.

“I didn’t get it,” I said.

He took the white box from me and set it on the kitchen counter and folded me up in his arms. The girls, drawn by the sound of my voice, buzzed around us. In that moment I felt so safe. My loved ones were right there. Later, after the girls went to bed, Vinnie and I would talk about Paladin. I’d tell him how suited I might have been for a job I could never do, because of a room where instruction on how to perpetrate violence kept company with guides on how to escape.

But now it was time to eat.

I cut up the pizza, Vinnie and I got out the dinner plates, the four of us sat on the living-room floor. Through the sliding glass doors we watched rain fall onto the concrete patio. When the clouds blew away, we walked the by-now-familiar blocks to Longs. In the periodicals aisle, Vinnie flipped through a magazine. The girls were curled up at his feet, absorbed in comics. He smiled at me over their heads.

Ten days earlier, we’d married at the top of a hill on Santa Catalina Island; our witness was a city gardener. We’d had only the one afternoon, and I’d been seasick on the ferry over, and standing under a tree, reciting my vows, I’d felt dizzy and hungry and deeply in love. All around us, leaves had shimmered vertiginously.

I stared down that same display of paperback books. Science fiction, horror, westerns, romance. A countdown of New York Times bestsellers. They wanted only for someone to open them, that the stories might live.

We disappeared, I thought. And I felt hollowed out, as if I might fill that empty space with anything.

I don’t know what I pulled from the rack. Maybe Cat’s Eye—I remember reading the novel that year. Or maybe it was Love in the Time of Cholera, or Riding the Iron Rooster. Maybe it was one of those six-hundred-page family sagas I’d devoured as a teen, the cover fussy with cutouts and gold-embossed lettering.

I opened the book and started to read.

It was, I knew, a beginning.

When it was full dark, it was time to leave. We stood in line at the register, paid cash for ice-cream bars and an Atlantic Monthly and my paperback. Out on the street we all held hands. At the corner we stopped for a light. Cars came and went all around us, headlights and taillights shining white, shining red. We were out in the open, fully exposed, and I shivered though it was summertime still. I dug in the bag for my paperback, wedged it under one arm. The light changed and we crossed.
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She’s Under Here

It was not the first time I ran.

Picture this: me, standing at the corner of Griffith Park Boulevard and St. George, tucked up against the nine-foot-high retaining wall of John Marshall High School’s athletic field. A brisk spring day in Los Angeles, wind tossing the tops of palm trees. Arms crossed against the chill, I had one knee bent, the wooden sole of my Baretraps sandal set flat against the wall in an attempt to look alluringly casual. On the sidewalk beside me sat a small round suitcase. Inside it I’d packed a silky blue halter dress, a toothbrush, and a clean pair of cotton bikini underpants.

I glanced at my watch. Quarter past noon. Gil was late.

When the lunch bell rang, students swarmed from every building. Some gathered in cliques on the quad, others continued onto the field. Still others left campus to eat out or toke up. Most would return after lunch, though the chronic ditchers were done for the day. The odd senior might have enough credits to legitimately take off early. As a recent transfer from an all-girls Catholic high, I was one of these; by this time I was usually on a bus and halfway to my job. But not today. This was just fine, because Gil was my boss. He owned an office-supply company staffed with actors who sold copy paper over the phone. I was the seventeen-year-old part-time secretary. Gil was thirty-six, a father of three, divorcing but not yet divorced.

A station wagon with fake wood paneling rolled to a stop. I ignored it—Gil drove a taxicab-yellow VW bug. The driver hit the horn. I bent to look, and there was Gil. His head bobbed, the heels of his hands beat the steering wheel. The lock on the passenger door popped and the window lowered. Blast of electric guitar. Gil angled himself across the bench seat. He called my name—“Kerry!”—and it was like I’d never heard it before. He gave me his evil curly-lipped grin. I thought he was a dead ringer for Jack Nicholson in Easy Rider, well, except for the beige slacks and black zip-up Florsheim boots.

“Want a ride, little girl?”

I stepped to the curb. “Where’d you get this?” I asked, meaning the station wagon.

“It’s Rita’s,” he said.

Rita was Gil’s soon-to-be-ex wife. She lived in a house in Studio City with their young children, while he rented a ratty studio apartment a few blocks from the office.

“Why do you have Rita’s car?”

Gil waggled a Nicholson brow. “It’s a long drive to Vegas, baby.”

I reached for the handle. The lock thunked shut. “Say please,” Gil teased. “Pretty please.”

I was already going back for my bag.

Wild howls sounded from the field atop the retaining wall—Fuck you! Get the fuck off!—followed by girly screaming. Up there, where I couldn’t see them, were chicks I didn’t know and boys I didn’t want to. My stomach lurched, and for a moment I felt so alone. I lifted my suitcase. It weighed almost nothing.

Gil watched me walk back to him. “Jesus, your legs.”

I had on a short gray skirt, black tights, and a houndstooth vest from a little boy’s suit layered over a long-sleeved black leotard. I’d bought this costume at a thrift store, thinking it was arty—I fancied myself that kind of girl.

“You look like a fawn,” Gil said, pushing open the passenger door.

Heat climbed my chest, my neck, my face. It wasn’t that I’d never heard such things before (Hey fox, let’s get that bra off), but I was pretty sure no one else ever meant it.

I’d known Gil for exactly three weeks.

A phone room, I’d discovered, was a fun place to work. Gil took care of his fledgling salesmen, and they adored him. Why wouldn’t they? He roamed from cubicle to cubicle giving pep talks, listening to pitches, dispensing pointers and fatherly advice. He paid better than most and always bought lunch, and he accommodated their crazy audition schedules. A few he’d even bailed out of life-derailing jams. At my desk typing up invoices, I heard it all.

And when the workday was done and everyone else had gone home, he and I would sit at a conference table and talk.

Or, rather, Gil talked. I didn’t mind.

My parents were transplanted New Yorkers, and Gil’s accent sounded like theirs. His sense of humor—quick and dry, with a hint of sadism—was also familiar, except that, unlike my parents, Gil brought me in on the joke, even when I didn’t get it, maybe especially when I didn’t get it, and if I recognized cruelty I ignored it, because he made me feel safe. I’d study his thick-lashed hazel eyes and wavy collar-length hair, only half paying attention while he bragged about the business. The nitty-gritty of office-supply sales bored me, but I admired his ambition, his bald glee at having money in his pocket. I loved how an old woman in a coffee shop had once told him he had the looks and bearing of Buffalo Bill, whom she’d met in a Wild West show when she was a child.

His stories about having grown up poor in Manhattan mesmerized me: seven people crammed into a railroad flat in Yorkville, with a john in a closet and a hulking bathtub two steps from the stove. The tub’s plywood cover doubled as a kitchen counter; if you wanted to bathe, you had to take everything off it, and everyone had to get out of the room. Gil and his brothers slept on itchy horsehair mattresses in the front parlor, Gil eyeballing the action on York Avenue from their third-story window. Everyone listened to the family’s Philco radio: Jack Benny, Fibber McGee & Molly, Amos ’n’ Andy. When Gil was older, he’d take his little sister to an ice cream parlor up on Eighty-sixth Street, and they’d order Chocolate Pecan Tulip Sundaes and eat them in a sugar frenzy, laughing so hard—he couldn’t remember why—she always got sick.

His mother still lived in that rent-controlled apartment. She kept everything immaculate; Gil wanted me to know how much he valued that. Mutti spoke little English but had worked for forty years as a housemaid on Park Avenue. His father, a former German merchant marine who’d jumped ship in New York Harbor, had died of a heart attack at age eighty-two, roofing a brownstone in Boerum Hill. I don’t miss him, Gil said, not one bit. Vati had been a drunk and a bully. He’d beaten Mutti, chasing his boys around the apartment when they defended their mother. Gil hated him, while acknowledging he’d turned out more like the old man than any of his siblings.

Leaning back in his fancy boss’s chair, he confessed to shoplifting as a kid, to rolling drunks for pocket change and peeping on neighbors. At seventeen, while visiting an aunt in Connecticut, the cops arrested him for breaking and entering several houses in town. He spent six months in the Danbury jail. Gil made a sweeping gesture, dismissal or absolution of his wayward young self, and waited to see if I’d bite. I was a quiet, bookish girl, so obviously middle-class, with my glasses and temperamental skin and love of playing the piano, that I might have been mistaken for someone easily shocked; but the truth was I’d never gone for the cute boys or the mommy-pleasers, the A students or the jocks. I’d been drawn only to bad boys, slinky-hipped delinquents who could teach me something.

Our conference-room conversations ran long, and then longer, and I was often late getting over to California Hospital to relieve my mother, who stayed with my father all day every day, reading and praying and harassing the nurses. I spent evenings with Daddy, who was recovering from the surgical removal of his cancerous voice box. No longer able to speak, he communicated by scribbling on notepads, fuming when no one could read his handwriting. Once a newspaperman, later press secretary to the mayor of Los Angeles, he was currently on medical leave from his job as a City Council deputy. In the first month of his illness, a parade of visitors had passed through his room; the man could talk to anyone, it seemed, except me. I thought it was his fault, he thought it was mine. I’d help him with dinner, then slouch in the vinyl chair next to his hospital bed, eyes down, concentrating on schoolwork while he watched TV. I laid low in plain sight, while also wanting credit for being a dutiful daughter. Every now and then, Daddy would point at the water pitcher, or his pillows, or he’d write something down. Can you look for the lotion? The later it got, the more my presence seemed to annoy him, but when I stood to leave, his face paled and his eyes went wild. I resented this and couldn’t wait to escape. Being around my parents, especially Daddy, was unbearable. I didn’t understand that he was scared to be alone.

Tonight, I’d told Mom I was skipping the hospital to sleep over at my girlfriend Pam’s. Pam was the one person I still talked to from my old Catholic high school. Mom trusted her. More crucially, these days she trusted me; pregnancy, the worst thing that could happen to any girl, had already happened to me. I’d been taught since childhood that having sex was playing with fire, but I’d failed to fully imagine the consequences. And I’d survived a home for unwed mothers, but not without scars. It was why I’d had to change schools, why I felt alienated from other teens. Giving away my baby had crushed my heart. It also made me reckless. And that left me open to someone older, someone experienced, someone exciting.

Gil patted the station wagon’s seat. “C’mon, get in.”

We’d not yet had sex. We’d barely kissed. An overnight escape to Las Vegas would be our first date. “This,” he announced, “is going to be great.”

A lick of heat in my belly. I tossed my suitcase into the back, slid in, and pulled shut the heavy door.

This.

gil said that the Stardust was his favorite hotel. Whenever he came to Vegas, this was where he stayed. He loved the casino’s sparkly façade, the spacious rooms, the swimming pools, the inexpensive buffet. He’d always had good luck at the tables.

The line at check-in stretched around the lobby. We advanced holding hands, but when we were nearly at the counter, Gil told me to go wait by the elevators. In the office the age difference between us dissolved, but renting a room, even in Las Vegas, might get touchy. I was underage and looked it, five foot three and one hundred pounds. I might have been his daughter.

After a quick exchange with the clerk, Gil strode over to me. “There’s a convention in town,” he announced. “No room at the inn.” He took my elbow and steered me toward the casino entrance.

But what about … privacy? I’d assumed that sex was why we were here.

“No one sleeps in Vegas,” he scoffed.

I told him I needed to change.

“You can use the ladies’.”

In the restroom toilets flushed and taps ran. Women gathered at the sinks, fussing with clothing and combing their hair. They leaned toward mirrors, voices tight, mouths tensed as they reapplied their lipstick. I shut myself up in a stall, bent to unbuckle my Baretraps, kicked them free, and peeled down my tights. Off came the skirt, then the leotard. I stood barefoot on the tile wearing only panties.

My breasts were fuller than before the baby, the areolas still dark, and a pale brown line ran up my skin from pubis to ribcage. There was a subtle slackening to my belly. Objectively, I supposed, my body was nice enough, as long as you didn’t know what to look for, but I was self-conscious. When I was fifteen, I’d let a high-school senior, an antisocial friend of a friend, take Penthouse-style photos of me. Up in the boy’s attic bedroom, drunk on his dad’s hundred-proof Maker’s Mark, I’d climbed gamely onto a waterbed and sloshed around with peacock feathers and scarves and dangly Bob Guccione pearls, dizzied by the flashing camera and the knots in the pine walls that spun like cartoon galaxies. Already, at seventeen, I wished I had those photographs, proof I’d once looked like other girls.

I unzipped my suitcase, pulled out the blue halter dress, and shoved my school clothes inside. Silk dropped over my head; it skimmed my torso and hips. I tied the dress at the neck, stepped out of my panties, and stuffed them in the bag. I left the bag in the stall. When I emerged from the ladies’, my cheeks were burning, whether from pleasure or embarrassment I couldn’t have said.

Gil was waiting, smoking a cigarette, a shoulder pressed to a wall.

He looked me up and down and whistled. Two cocktail waitresses carrying trays of drinks passed between us. “I’m gonna teach you blackjack, baby,” he said. “It’s the only game where the player’s odds are as good as the house.” And one of the waitresses laughed.

we made a beeline for the tables, Gil choosing one according to a mysterious formula he did not explain. He climbed onto an end stool and took out five one-hundred-dollar bills. A pretty blonde dealer used a plastic grip to push his money through a slot in the felt, then slid a stack of chips over to Gil. A cocktail waitress magically appeared at his side. “JB rocks,” he said. “Bring two. And keep ’em comin’, honey.”

Chips and cards. Expansion, contraction. The mirrored ceiling darkly reflected arms as they reached across the table, the players’ exposed wrists, and the vulnerable tops of heads. There are watchers up there, Gil said, an eye-in-the-sky that looked for card-counters and crooked dealer-player alliances.

I observed several rounds, hoping to absorb the rules. But then I grew restless, so I wandered away. I passed a lounge where a flame-haired pianist played Debussy’s “Clair de lune,” a piece I’d performed in my first real recital; the music reminded me of home, of hours spent practicing, Mom in the next room calling out clunkers. I passed the Lido de Paris showroom, rows of crap tables and clacking roulette wheels. I stopped to watch a high-stakes poker
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“Like a tandem skydive, just as terrifying and just as exhilarating.”

—LACY CRAWFORD, author of Notes on a Silencing

Sle's Unoler Here

‘/7 Love Story, A /Lforjr‘or‘ Story,
. A Rec oning 4
8

/v





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
SHE’S UNDER HERE

a love story,
a horror story,

a reckoning

KAREN PALMER

ALGONQUIN BOOKS
OF CHAPEL HILL
LITTLE, BROWN AND COMPANY





