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To my husband, one of the good guys,  and an ally.
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CHAPTER ONE


Emily

In daycare, calm comes in weird ways. You don’t get to make it happen. I try so hard being super organized, having the right food and activities, saying the right things to the kids. But truth is, a lot of the time calm settles on kids all on its own, like the wind pushing a cloud from the sun and warming your back when you were just shivering.

Calm for the kids never includes me. When they’re calm, I’m waiting for a toy to be snatched, a fight to break out, juice to be spilled, or someone to fall off the couch and whack his head on the coffee table, swallow poison, or stick a fork in a socket. Under all of that, I’m waiting for Lee to violate his restraining order, find my unlisted house, and break down the door. Sometimes, I wish it would happen so I could finally have it over. It’s so tiring to sit tense all day like a rabbit with a coyote bearing down. Sometimes I think it’d be peaceful to let go and slip away. And then I think about Jenna in the world without me.

I’ve been away from other people’s children and Jenna just long enough for someone’s hair to catch fire, but when I round the corner to the living room, it turns out they’re still working hard with the play dough I made yesterday in their favorite colors, pink, purple, and light green. I smile. I did that. I made something out of nothing—as Mom used to say in a tone that made it sound stupid.

I settle onto a yellow, plastic chair and pinch myself off some of the purple dough. Jenna’s concentrating so hard on her pink snowman, she’s got her tongue stuck in her cheek. It looks so sweet that I reach out and stroke that hard little bump.

She looks up and smiles, but a second later she’s looking over my shoulder and her face is crumbling. “Bunny!” She points through the sliding glass door at a flash of pink. Jenna’s Bunny is something powerful. It lets her get off to sleep even when Lee’s slamming around, cussing and throwing things. I follow where she’s pointing to see Bunny lying alone out there on the parched ground.

Things start happening faster than I can manage. Jenna’s gone out the door. Eli and Dylan are on her heels. Jenna’s got hold of Bunny and is on her way back when a hornet dive bombs and lands right on her arm. Another’s flying over her head. I charge out and smack the bug off her, but it’s too late. A red welt is rising on her pudgy upper arm. I look twenty yards to my right and see the nest hanging from the eaves at the corner of the building, where it’s been growing for the last couple of days. I was hoping it would be okay, that the bugs would leave us alone.

A string of hornets flies right at us.

I pick Jenna up. “Inside, now,” I tell the boys, bumping them forward with my knees. Soon as we’re in, I slam the door. I lock it, too, like the hornets could open it otherwise.

Jenna cries that sharp pain howl. I race to the freezer and grab ice. “Look, Jenna, a Boo Boo Bunny just for you.” I tie the ice up in a washcloth I keep on top of the fridge for emergencies like this, making the corners form ears around the face I drew in red marker last week when Dylan tripped on a root outside. I waggle the ears and settle next to her to press it to her arm. The cold shocks her into silence. I pull her into my lap.

“Bugs are bad.” Eli stands next to us.

I nod. “That one sure was.”

I lean back against the hot glass. The heat feels like something evil. The kids shouldn’t be here with a hornet’s nest, but the living room is too small to play in all day, and sending them home means calling the Moms and making them leave work to come get them. They’d be royally pissed off, and they’d blast me with their blame like it’s my fault the nest is here in the first place. I’d lose the daycare money, which I need to feed us.

I have to get an exterminator to get it down. But how am I supposed to pay for it?

Eli and Dylan have gone back to making rolled-up snakes with green and blue play dough. Jenna’s stopped crying. She sniffs while she makes pink snowmen. I rest my butt on the empty, yellow plastic chair at the white table I’ve scrubbed so often the plastic’s worn through.

“Why’re you making bowls, Mommy?” Jenna asks, looking at my hands. I didn’t even realize I was doing it, forming bowls with the purple dough.

I have to think. “Because they’re easy and I like the shapes. They could hold food or luck or love.”

“Or chocolate, or hot Cheetos!” Eli says.

Jenna chimes in, “Or puppies, cupcakes, and cookies!”

“Super Mario Brothers!” Dylan says, raising his arms in victory.

Their list of favorite things maxed out, they go quiet and get back to the play dough.

“I like to make snowmen because they’re easy.” Jenna gives me this sweet smile, like she wants me to be happy. Like she’s taking care of me. “It’s silly, ’cos snowmen aren’t pink!” She moves her eyes up like she’s about to roll them. This will piss me off in a year, I figure. But right now, on a three-year-old, it looks smart, older, kinda cute. I laugh.

“What are you making, Eli?” Eli’s shy and needs me to draw him in.

“My cat … Dad’s cat, Blanca.”

“Why is she your dad’s cat? How come she’s not yours?” Dylan is circling his snakes into mounds like upside-down beehives.

Eli looks away. “Because Dad lives with my grandmother, and the cat stays with them.” He pushes his glasses up. When he lowers his head, they slide back.

I jump up and tighten the elastic band that holds them in place.

“Not too tight,” he says.

I loosen it. “How’s that?”

He barely nods. He’s so serious about putting a tail on his cat, it makes me want to cry. I wonder if their moms get to have these moments. Moms lose either way—if they stay home, they have trouble making rent and food; if they go to work, they miss being with their kids, talking, eating, and just living. And Dads? They’re so far out of the picture, it’s impossible to pull ’em in. It’s the day-to-day stuff that brings me close to these kids. We’re our own family, separate from theirs, but just as good. Maybe better.

I figure I’ve got three minutes to slip away with my phone. I will not have the daycare kids here with that hornet’s nest.

Stepping five feet away to the kitchen counter covered with unpaid bills, Jenna’s hair ties and brush, and everybody’s Capri Suns and yogurt cups, I Google “Exterminators near me.” I press the call button for the first one listed, AAA Exterminators, and a dispatcher hands me off to a guy who sounds so confident that honestly I’d follow him right off a cliff. When he says he’s in the area and can be there in two shakes of a dead lamb’s tail, I don’t ask about cost.

“Please come,” I say. I might get that nest down without the Moms even knowing.

The doorbell rings sooner than I expect, just a few more play dough bowls and a small snack later, and I jump. I look at the door like it’s danger itself. Eli heads toward it, and Jenna and Dylan follow.

Hoping to God that it’s the exterminator and not someone’s mom coming early, I try to get ahead of Eli. How long will it take to get rid of the nest? I step around Dylan. How can I tell his mom there’s been a hornet’s nest in the eaves while he’s been here? She already thinks I’m a lowlife.

The Moms, the only two left after the mess with Lee, are Deirdre and Marnie. They arrive before dawn and, with barely a word to me, drop off their bawling kids and leave in a clatter of high heels and importance. Sometimes I swing the door to fan away the cloud of hair spray and perfume they leave behind. Once their scent is gone, the kids and me can be our own pack.

Marnie, Eli’s mom, is the worst. One morning, I didn’t get up in time to clean, or she came early. I don’t remember which. As she turned her head slowly to take in the empty beer cans and unwashed dishes, I’m sure she meant to look shocked. But she did it too slow, like to exaggerate, and I could see that smile underneath.

“Party last night?” she asked, high and mighty.

“Sort of,” I said. I kicked myself for not being on top of it. So now Marnie knows shit. And ever since, my stomach clenches when I think about what she might do with it—who she might tell.

She thinks she’s cleaner and better than me, but she brings Eli here when he’s sick with fever and covers it up with Tylenol. And if she really thinks I shouldn’t be running a daycare, she could go somewhere else. But she hasn’t because she knows I can’t afford to boot her, the way she’s been from other places for not following rules. Just shows up and judges.

I balance Jenna on my hip and rush past Eli to unlock the deadbolt, the chain, and the doorknob with one shaky hand. “I’m coming. Don’t leave,” I yell and yank the door open.

The exterminator’s aftershave hits me first. Polo, maybe? It’s been a while since I’ve been to a department store. He looks like a robot version of a cowboy trying to be classy—blown dry hair and cologne. It could be my imagination, but even the kids stop crying for a minute and stare at him.

He sweeps off his velvety brown cowboy hat and bows to me. Yes, bows. He isn’t tall, and I can’t tell if there are muscles under his blue-and-white shirt with its mother-of-pearl buttons, but he couldn’t be more of a superhero if he were wearing a cape. The shirt is neatly pressed, and his jeans have arrow-sharp creases pointing down to his two-toned cowboy boots. I can tell they’re Stetsons with their hand-tooled leather. He’s wearing a huge belt buckle with JAKE stenciled on it. He looks young but dresses old. I’m checking him out and it’s obvious. My eyes catch his, and his smile makes my face go hot. Geez, why don’t I just drool?

“I’m Jake from Triple-A Exterminators.” He holds out his card.

“I somehow figured that out,” I say.

He looks confused.

“I mean … your buckle … ” I look at the ceiling like I might have left something there. “I didn’t mean to stare. It’s just … well, I guess you meant for it to be read, right?” Oh my God, now he thinks I’m a perv.

He clears his throat and deepens his voice. “You have a problem with a hornet’s nest, Miss, Mrs. Emily Miller?”

“Yes.” Who dresses like that to kill rats and bugs? His sandy hair looks like he must’ve used hair spray on it because it doesn’t move when he takes off his hat. Is this guy for real?

I look over his shoulder and see a bright yellow truck with a giant metal rat in a trap on the roof. AAA is written in red on the side. Yeah, weird as he is, he’s the exterminator. Hiring him beats pissing off the Moms, and doing nothing puts the kids at risk. I might be desperate, but I’m not irresponsible.

I step back, and he comes right on into my kitchen. “The nest’s in back.” I dodge Dylan and scoot between the others. The kids have settled into activities that make the room feel like we’re inside a Super Mario race. Dylan’s banging on the xylophone. Eli shakes Legos out of a plastic fishbowl, and after they’ve clattered onto the hardwood floor, he shouts into the empty bowl, smiling as his voice bounces back to him.

“I have a daycare. You may have figured that out. I need that nest gone soon as possible. I mean, it’s not safe for the kids.” I’m proud of how I sound. Like an adult. Which I am. But like an adult-adult.

He doesn’t say anything back, so I turn to see if he heard me. He’s hugging his hat and metal clipboard against his chest. His head is ducked into his hunched shoulders, and as he chooses his steps between the boys, he looks at the peach yogurt puddling the coffee table, and the apple juice stains on the sofa.

“The house is clean,” I say, though he maybe isn’t listening. “You can’t get rid of stains.” I want to get him out of the room so fast, I slide the door open hard, banging it against the end of the track.

He raises his head and steps through. His shoulders drop as soon as he is outside.

I nudge Eli’s hands away from the slider with my foot and shut the door. Kids inside, nest outside. Good. Their mouths cave when they see they’re trapped. “It’s to the right,” I say, and point.

“Holy shit!” The exterminator takes a few steps toward it and then spins around with his hand over his mouth. “Sorry, Ma’am, but that’s the biggest hornet’s nest I’ve ever seen! I can tell you right now that I can’t take care of it until sundown when they’re asleep.”

Panic drops like a rock in my chest. “I really need to get it down before another kid gets stung.” I wince because I know it’s obvious that I want to get rid of it before any of the Moms find out it was here. Some safe house this is.

I lower my head and raise my eyes to him in that way that works on cops to get out of tickets, and on the weird, bald guy at the 7-Eleven when it turns out I don’t have enough money for the beer I’ve put on the counter.

The exterminator is already shaking his head. “I can guarantee you the nest will be neutralized and you’ll be back in business by sunrise tomorrow.” He smiles. His two chipped front teeth form a semicircle.

“Think I need to send the kids home?” I ask. I so need him to say no. I want him to tell me I’m a good, responsible caregiver and I don’t have to shut down the daycare.

“If you keep them inside, they’ll be fine.” His eyes fall on my left finger, where only a dent remains.

I could pull the curtains closed over the glass doors, tell the Moms I did it to try to keep the sun out, the room cool. I bounce a little on my toes. “You’ve got a deal, Mister,” I say, sticking out my hand to shake his.

He holds out the clipboard with the contract. “I have to ask this: are you over the age of eighteen?”

“Just made legal drinking age.” A smile presses into my cheeks without me having to fake it.

He hands me a pen, and I scan to the bottom of the contract. Seven hundred dollars! I picture my last ATM receipt. I’ve got two hundred and thirty-seven dollars and some cents in the bank.

“That much? I mean, is there, like, a way to just remove it? With maybe, like, the hornets in it?” I try the thing again.

He looks beyond me, like he’s trying to find a way so he can please me but there isn’t one. “No, Ma’am, I’m sorry.”

I sign it.

When I straighten up, I nearly bang heads with him. For a moment, our faces are so close together I could kiss him. Neither of us backs away.

His face reddens, and he heads for the door. “I’ll leave through the gate. See you this evening,” he says over his shoulder.

I run my hands over my arms and find they’re warm, which makes me wonder what my face looks like. A quick mirror check lets me know. My face is red, round, and roly-poly—a cute way to say fat.

The kids rev up to a cry, so I grab the goldfish crackers and pour them into their hands. As I squeeze between them there on the floor, I don’t know why, but I shudder. My mother says when you shiver for no reason, an angel has walked over your grave. I never understood how that could happen when you’re living. I shiver again and fill my mouth with crackers.

I lean back against the couch and sniff. His cologne’s still in the air.

Careful, my mother’s voice lectures, he’s a stranger. But my heart still rises like a helium balloon. I’m making something out of nothing again. He’s nothing more than a man with a job to do.

“I’ve been scared and lonely for so long, don’t I deserve some company?” I say aloud. “That guy even smells good,” I say to the crunching, munching kids. Jenna’s eyes meet mine, and I lose my smile. I can’t pay him.

“Providence will provide,” I say. My mom’s said that all my life, so I should get to say it too. But the words coming out of my mouth feel a lot like trying to make something out of nothing. I know she wouldn’t like me signing that contract when I don’t have the money. I search for my phone on the kitchen counter, moving Diet Coke cans and three half-empty coffee cups turned caramel by mounds of Sweet’N Low. I finally find it on the coffee table where I was just sitting. Providence is gonna take a call I don’t want to make.

Most people have MOM in their phone contacts. I have my mother’s first and last name, HANNAH MORTENSEN, with the same photo she uses on the signs sprouting from the lawns of soon-to-be-sold zillion-dollar houses all over Silicon Valley. The signs don’t show her whole self, though. Like that she really wanted a Gucci blazer instead of the Anne Klein one she’s wearing in them. “My God, Emily,” she told me, “to pay the price of a car for a jacket, is, I’m pretty sure, a sin.”

She wanted me to see that as self-discipline. But then in the picture there’s also her hair, perfectly highlighted with strands of red, mahogany, and blond that go from a tight wedge in back to a wave around her face. It takes four-hour appointments every five weeks at about four hundred dollars a pop to keep it up. I buy food at the Second Chance Market and get glue sticks and paper for the kids at the Dollar Store. What bugs me the most about the photo, though, are her eyes. They lie. They’re green-as-grass green, with tiny smile lines like Moon Cookies that make her seem warm, friendly, and understanding. She looks like a friend’s mother who gives you a snack with chocolate milk and actually listens when you talk about your day. The woman in the picture isn’t the woman I know. The woman who raised me used to cross the room to straighten my belt before saying hi.

The kids are playing happily, so I slip away to the bathroom. I leave the door open a little so I can hear if anything goes wrong out there. “Don’t pick up, please don’t pick up,” I whisper as the phone rings.

“Hello. Working. What is it, Emily?” Her voice is a low hiss. I picture her extending one perfectly manicured finger to interrupt a conversation with her buyer. “I have to take this,” she probably said a second ago, rolling her eyes.

I squeeze my eyes closed and push the words out. “There’s a hornet’s nest in the backyard. I need money to pay the exterminator to take it down.” I brace myself.

“You have a hornet’s nest in the house with the daycare children? My God, Emily, what are you thinking? My friends’ children and my granddaughter are in there.”

“It’s in the yard, Mom, not the house. The exterminator said the kids were okay inside.”

“When did you first see it?”

A double dose of guilt drains in my gut. “Too late.”

“That’s a theme with you.”

“It’s not … What was I supposed to do? Tell the two parents I have left, ‘I can’t take your howling kids’ when they showed up at the door?” I’m saying it like I just saw the nest this morning, which isn’t exactly the same as lying. “Not that I wouldn’t have wanted a break. Do you know what it’s like to be cooped up all day with cranky littles?” I don’t really mind as much as it’s sounding, but I just wish she’d understand that what I’m doing is work.

“You’re not answering my question, Emily.” Her words echo, and I know she’s closed herself in the bathroom of the empty house to keep her client from hearing. She’s hiding me.

“What difference does it make, Mom? The nest has to come down, and I can’t pay for it. Are you going to help me or not? If you’re so worried about your granddaughter getting stung, seems like you’d want to have the nest gone.”

She goes quiet. I wait for the attack.

“Maybe I should shut down your daycare rather than hemorrhaging money into it.” Her voice is blade cold. “I settled you in that duplex because it’s safe from Lee. Restraining orders only work for men who choose to follow them. But he can’t hurt you if he can’t find—”

“I didn’t ask for—”

“You have clients because of me,” she shouts. “You’re putting kids at risk. If you can’t keep them safe, you shouldn’t have them—or your own.” She pauses. “Did you drink today?”

There it is, her favorite topic. “Coffee and juice.”

I hear her snort.

“Never mind. I’ll find the money. Sorry I asked.” I shove my phone into my back pocket and press back tears with the heels of my hands. I shouldn’t have called her.

Jenna pushes the bathroom door open, flooding it with sunlight from my bedroom window. I pull her to me like a kid with a teddy bear.

“What am I going to do now, Baby?” I whisper into her shoulder as we walk back to the living room. I bump into the corner of the coffee table because the living room, like every part of the duplex, is smaller than small. I know I’m lucky to live here rent-free because Mom manages the property, but it’s hard to think of it as mine—and not only because it’s tiny, like a place for a pixie-type girl.

I drop like a dead weight onto the couch, and Jenna rubs my legs the way I do her back when I’m helping her sleep. I watch the kids playing, mostly because they are the only thing moving.

“The battle is against yourself in your mind,” I say aloud, something Coach used to tell me before wrestling matches.

He’d say to circle my opponent and not let them push me around. Staying in one spot allows you to be taken down or pushed out and disqualified. By keeping moving, you can figure out your opponents’ weaknesses to use to your advantage and get a different perspective.

Wrestling was the only thing I liked about high school, but it embarrassed Mom. She never once came to a match. And the first time I pinned a guy—yes, a guy—and I came home all excited, she just walked away shaking her head.
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CHAPTER TWO


Emily

I let my mind circle the problem until a new advantage finally comes to me. Nothing smells better than chicken and mashed potatoes with real gravy. I could make dinner for the exterminator, and maybe afterward he’ll forget all about me paying that bill. With just that tiny hint of a plan, I feel good enough to pick up toys and toss them into the three laundry baskets: Legos in one, stuffed animals in the next, and the rest of the toys in the third. The floor is clear. Looking at organized toys gives me back some power.

“As soon as your moms come,” I say to Dylan and Eli, “I’m going to the store to buy a chicken, so Jenna and me can have a chicken dinner with the conqueror of the hornet’s nest.” Man, no one moves as fast as I do when I put my mind to something. I follow the last family right down the driveway in the minivan my mom helped me and Lee buy. We got it used, and it’s a little older than I am, but it does what it’s supposed to do. Like me. Mostly. In the grocery store, Jenna wants everything she sees and is reaching for the pink-and-white shiny package of glazed pretzels while I’m reaching for a pie since I don’t have time to make one.

I picture the meltdown if I say no. My mom says things about Jenna’s weight and that it’s from too much junk food. I scan the back of the pretzel package, and it doesn’t sound much different from breakfast cereal, so I let her have them. Her face lights up, and I feel that squishy, warm feeling in my gut that’s my reward for making her happy.

She digs into the package and sucks the glaze off the pretzels before putting them back in the bag all slimy and goobery. While she eats in the front seat of the cart, I race around the store, putting chicken, potatoes, and beans into it.

I don’t pause until I get to the beer cooler. Its cool, soothing fingers trace the hairs on my arms, but I make myself keep going. I have to pass it again when I double back to get the onions that go with my grandmother’s bean recipe, and one more time when I realize I forgot the bacon for the beans.

The colors of the boxes in the cooler call out their names without words, silver Coors, gold Miller, and electric-blue Bud Light. When I unload the groceries onto the check-out belt, a six-pack of Bud Light I thought I put back on the last pass is somehow next to the chicken. I picture a guy in a bar telling me it’s not real beer anyway.

I carry Jenna out of the car seat when we get home, wrapping one arm around her to keep her on my hip and carrying the groceries with the other hand, all crammed into one bag to save the ten cents for a second one. The handles start to tear just as I get to the doorstep, but I put it down just in time.

With Jenna still on my hip, I pluck branches of rosemary and leaves of sage from the plants growing in terra cotta pots on either side of my door. They were just cuttings from Mom’s garden when I first moved in, but the daycare kids and I watched them form roots in glasses of water until they were ready to be planted, and now they’re bigger than I thought they could be, thriving. I made them.

Still breathing hard from the struggle to get in, I rub the fresh herbs, salt, and pepper on the chicken, place it in the roasting pan, and pop it into the oven, keeping my eyes on the microwave clock. I sip the beer as I stir gravy from the package, slice beans, and chop onions. They make my eyes water, and when I wipe away the tears, there’s a smudge of mascara on my pointer finger.

I place Jenna in front of the video she started, take time for a shower, and relax there with a beer. After I put on that little flowered dress that I love because of the way it moves around my legs, I reach for another beer and realize that three are missing. I have to stop, or I’ll be a sloppy drunk. Lee and me in the big back seat of the school bus with a jug of E&J flashes into my mind. He said it was okay because he was quitting driving anyway. Okay for him? It was a shitty way to start a whole new life. Jenna didn’t ask for any of this.

I won’t drink any at dinner. Well, maybe one if he needs company. That’ll leave me one for afterward. I’ll have earned it. I peek into the oven. The chicken with rosemary on its naked skin seems sad and makes another beer necessary. It’s shitty, what I’m trying to do, trade a chicken dinner for taking down the hornet’s nest. Is it a crime to agree to having him do work I can’t pay for? I have to keep the kids safe, keep my only source of income, feed and keep Jenna safe. So no, it’s not shitty. It’s what my mother calls being “a conscientious caregiver.”

Counting back from sunset, I figure the smell of the roasting chicken will be best when Jake’ll be done taking down the nest. Jenna’s hungry now, so I add hot dogs to her mac and cheese, nuke it, and give it to her. She’s happy and gobbles it up. She’ll be asleep by the time the chicken is done.

I can’t let myself think about using my kid as a prop to keep from this looking exactly like what it is: I can’t pay for the work, so here’s dinner. But like water running out of my hand, my mind carries on. I picture him coming in, loving my food, taking me in his arms, kissing me. We sway together like I do when I’m holding Jenna in the grocery store line.

The potatoes boil over with an angry hiss. The picture in my head pops like a soap bubble. I snatch the pot from the burner and set it in the sink before it burns my hand. My mother’s sneering voice blasts in my mind: You’re making something out of nothing again. That man’s not interested in you. He’s done a job, and his company needs to be paid.
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CHAPTER THREE


Jake

“Got a hot date?” Larry asks from the orange plastic chair he’s staked out for himself in the back of the break room. He likes to brag that being farthest from the door means he’s always the last technician sent on a call. Instead of actually working, he spends his time commenting on whatever other people are doing.

It pisses me off that I’ve put myself in his crosshairs by checking my watch. It is not a date. It is a work call, pure and simple. Even if I can’t get Emily out of my mind.

I pretend to stare at a bag of hot Cheetos in the snack machine and study his reflection. Laughter makes the folds of his neck jiggle, and his mouth is so wide open, I can see his fatty tongue hanging out. I have to look away.

He should be grateful to have a job at all, much less to be able to work for a guy like Ed, who wants the best for all of us. Who else but Ed would give him a job? Likewise, no one but Ed and Aileen would have let a guy like me live with them and train me to work here. Nobody’s like Ed. He’s the kindest, most generous employer imaginable. Anyone else would have fired lazy Larry, the break room gnome.

“I’m neutralizing a hornet’s nest at dusk, and I want to get it right,” I say.

My fingers twitch, and my legs are jumpy. Can’t figure out if I’m more nervous about handling the nest or seeing Emily. I’ve spent less than twenty minutes with her, but she’s already like a birthday and Christmas gift rolled into one.

“Neutralizing, eh?” Larry says, smirking.

“That is what it’s called,” I say. “If you ever read the manual,” I add under my breath as I escape the room. The other techs make fun of me because I use the actual words from the Best Practices in Pestilence Abatement manual, but the terms let me know I’m doing it right. Besides, I stopped caring about them forever ago. Ed respects my hard work, and he’s the one that signs my paychecks.

I escape Larry’s laugh and head to my truck with the huge plastic rat on the roof. Three years into this job, I still hate seeing it lying there, on its back in a trap. Ed loves it, says it makes us stand out and promotes our brand. Kids point at it sometimes when I pass on the freeway. I don’t like being pointed at. I don’t like standing out at all.






[image: ]

CHAPTER FOUR


Jake

I pull up to the curb and gather my hazmat suit, gloves, and the tank of Venom. In my wanting to escape Larry, I’ve gotten here a little before sunset. I wonder if I should wait. The hornets need to be asleep. If they swarm, even in a hazmat I could be killed.

“Damn Larry,” I whisper, staring at my phone. I try listening to the news to pass the time, but it only riles me worse. Finally, it’s 8:32, exactly the time Google says the sun will be done setting.

My breath passes through the respirator in my helmet, and I shift the heavy can of Venom to my left hand so I can open the side gate and enter the backyard. The gate is warped and wedged shut, and I have to force it open by shoving it with my knee. I walk to the corner of the building to stand below the nest and look for activity. I breathe deeply to slow my heart, which steadies my hands. The sun’s set, but it doesn’t get dark for another ninety minutes, so starting the neutralization is a gamble. It only takes one hornet to alert the whole nest.

Shadows are stretching across the dim yard. Not a single hornet is visible.

“Here goes,” I mutter inside the helmet. I slowly, steadily, affix the infuser from the Venom tank to the opening of the nest and release the foam. I pump it two more times, filling the nest with toxic fumes, and then wait. Silence. All is dead there. I can feel it.

I try to make sure the gate is completely closed so kids can’t get through, Emily having a daycare and all, but it’s so warped that I can’t close the latch. I finally jam it closed with my knee. The hornets will never wake up. No little kid can get through that gate. Life is safer for Emily and her baby girl. Pride puffs my chest. I smile.

I pull off the face shield and unzip my suit. Tilting my face up to enjoy the cool breeze, I hold my arms out in victory. Just as quickly, though, I drop them. Emily might be watching from the house. I fold my suit, tuck it away in the truck, and sprint to the door. Before I even reach it to knock, a delicious smell wafts through the air and makes my stomach growl. Is she having dinner with a boyfriend? I knock softly and step back, head ducked. I’ve let myself get excited for nothing. What a dope.

I can’t just leave, though. AAA Exterminators needs its money. I breathe deep and knock on her door with authority.





[image: ]

CHAPTER FIVE


Emily

Heavy knocks vibrate the door, and I startle hard. I flinch and watch my knuckles go white gripping the large wooden-handled fork. In my head, Lee is pounding on the bedroom door. I make myself small.

“Triple-A Exterminators,” Jake’s voice announces from the other side of the door.

Cracking the golden-brown skin of the chicken with the fork sends juices running into the roasting pan. The smell of it with Mama’s rosemary and sage tries to chase away the memory of Lee.

I scan the room to prove to myself there is no Lee standing over me, or in the room at all, just Jenna, slumping on the table. The stovetop is chock full of mashed potatoes, green beans with bacon, and gravy, all squatting on their various burners, bubbling and filling the room with smells of home. If those big pharmacies made relief a drug, it would sell, big time. I exhale so hard, I hear it. I am good. Good enough. I open the door.

I can’t tell if the exterminator’s gaga look is for the smell of the chicken or how I look.

“This must be what heaven smells like,” he says. He looks at me with eyes so intense, I look away. I work it though, sliding one bare foot up my other leg to draw his eye close to the hem of that sweet A-line dress. I tilt my head just slightly to the side, knowing the movement will make my hair, now free of its rubber band, fall forward over my shoulder just so.

I lose my balance just a little from doing the leg thing, and it’s like a magician has snapped his fingers to make my peace disappear. I picture the three beers I’ve sucked down and put both feet fully on the ground.

“Hi,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest as if to rein myself in. His eyes move like magnets to my boobs puffing out of the neckline of my dress. My fists fall like dead weights to my sides. My fingers twitch against my palms.

Jake clears his throat and shuffles his feet. “The nest is neutralized, Ma’am.”

He sounds so official. It’s a weird contrast to him checking me out.

I give him a salute and say, “Yes, Sir.” I can tell he likes it.

He holds out the clipboard, and there is the bill again.

“Um, I wonder. I mean if you want. If you don’t have anywhere to go,” I say. I groan and roll my eyes. “What I’m trying to say is, would you like to have dinner with us?” I step back and gesture at Jenna, who’s asleep face down on the table. “Well, I guess it’s just me.” I laugh and feel the dress against my legs.

Jake’s brow creases. He’s going to say no.

“Sure, I think that would be okay. I mean, yes, absolutely, yes. I’d love to join you for dinner.” He lowers the clipboard.

I step back as he crosses the threshold, taking his hat off at the same time. He places the clipboard on the counter, where I pray he’ll forget it. But when he settles his hat on top of it and gives it a pat, I know he won’t.

I lock the door, including the deadbolt and chain lock. When I turn back, I see him staring at the three locks. He looks at me and talks real fast. “A home-cooked dinner will make my week, or year, or something,” he mutters barely loud enough for me to hear. He scans the room, and I wonder if he’s looking to see if someone else is home. I already said it was just me. He stares at the food on the stove like a starving dog.

“Have a seat,” I say, gesturing at the worn wicker chair, already angled out as if someone had just gotten up from it.

“This looks well loved,” he says, stroking the wicker threads that have broken free.

I know what he’s referring to without looking. But he’s wrong about what he’s seeing. I blink hard to turn off the image of Lee’s keys dangling from a clip on his belt. The keys cut the wicker threads a little bit every time he dropped his body into the rickety, old chair. The chair was my grandmother’s, and I grew up with it at the table. Lee pretty much wrecked it over three years of marriage.

“Guess it’d kill you to put the keys in the dish where they belong,” I said once, and he rose out of that chair, fists flying. I came to on the floor, alone.

“What was that?” Jake says.

I freeze. I said something out loud. But what? Shit, Lee can ruin things without even being in the room. I blink harder and shake my head to lose the memory.

“Nothing,” I say.

“What’s your little girl’s name?” Jake asks.

I turn to answer and catch him staring full on at my big butt.

He shifts away, making the wicker groan.

I turn back to the potatoes I’m mashing with the ricer. I can’t stop myself from smiling into the rising steam. “Jenna.” I almost say “Jenna Lee,” but I stopped using her middle name months ago. I want her to have as little connection to her father as possible. None would be perfect.

“How old is she?”

I lean my head back trying to remember something I know that I know. “Almost four.”

I arrange the sliced chicken on a plate with beans and mashed potatoes and carry it toward the table.

He picks up a fork before I even set his plate down. I drizzle gravy from my mom’s silver gravy boat on the potatoes as the steam from everything rises in front of him.

He scoops mashed potatoes and gravy onto his fork and tastes it with concentration, like a chef on one of those TV cooking shows.

He picks up the ladle from the boat and pours gravy on everything, even the green beans with bacon.

“You want some beer? I’ve got some in the fridge.” My voice has a fake cheeriness to it that I want to get rid of but can’t. I want him to love the food so much that he can’t wait for me to join him, but I also want him to wait for me.

He shakes his head. “I’ll take a soda if you have one.”

I didn’t think of this. “I only have diet.”

“Diet’s good.”

I stare at the three remaining beers in the fridge as I get the soda. I pour it over ice and serve myself a glass of water I know I won’t touch.

Clunking the glass in front of him, I say, “A man who doesn’t drink alcohol. Didn’t know that existed.”

Jake takes the glass and sucks down half of it.

I dig into my plate. It’s really good. I don’t eat like this except at my mom’s, and that hasn’t been fun for a long time.

I hear Jake gobbling and look up. He’s circled his plate with both arms and is holding his fork like a shovel, scooping huge slices of chicken into his mouth. It’s kind of noisy and awful to watch, but it also feels so good to cook for someone who wolfs it down so fast. He looks at the stove the way Jenna stares at cookies.

“Want some more?” I ask.

He nods. “I’ll get it. If that’s okay?”

“Sure,” I say. I want to eat.

He moves all eager, like a kid, and spoons another complete dinner onto his plate.

“Your husband, your little girl’s father”—he nods at Jenna— “isn’t here.” It comes out as a question.

I swallow and shrug. “We’re going through a rough patch.” My voice breaks, gives me away. I load my mouth with chicken and chew hard.

Jake sits carefully in my grandmother’s chair and looks at me with big, round eyes. “I understand,” he says.

I believe he does. Being understood is better even than being loved. Way better. “Truth is, I don’t want Lee back. He’s gotten mean and scary.” I nod my head at Jenna. “And I have her to protect. I never thought he’d turn on his own kid.” I stop because the memory unreels like a video, me reaching into the cold dark for Jenna, Lee standing over me with the pan of boiling hot dogs, me in the hospital with an army of social workers saying I had to get a restraining order or they’d take Jenna.

I was fine with a restraining order. I felt like they were blaming me for his whacking me and putting Jenna outside. I snag a framed picture of her looking happy and hand it to him. It was taken the day before the hot dog incident. I look at this picture a lot because it almost convinces me she’s untouched by the junk between me and Lee. I know I’m trying to convince this guy I just met of the same thing.

“He loved you enough to marry you and bring this beautiful girl into the world and then … ” He trails off, shrugging like he’s as disappointed as I am.

“Yeah.” The tenderness of his voice makes my eyes fill. If I stop talking, I’ll cry, so I swallow hard and push out the story like a text message. “It was good at first. He worked at the 7- Eleven and took business classes at San Jose City College. He was good with her, good to both of us, when he didn’t drink. When he didn’t drink, he was a good person. But he did drink, got fired because of it, and then he became a monster.” I feel my butt hit the seat of the chair but don’t remember choosing to sit.

Jake’s hand brushes mine. I look up. He holds my gaze, and heat rises in my face. He sits back and clears his throat.

I jump from my seat. “I have apple pie. I’d have made one from scratch—I make great pies. I ran out of time.” Reaching above the beers, I grab the pie and cut two pieces, one smaller than the other. I set the big piece in front of him.

“What made you want to be an exterminator? I mean, you look nice.” My cheeks prickle, and I hurry to explain. “Like, you seem to care about your appearance.” I point to his hair.

He runs his fingers through it and smiles at the table but not at me.

“I mean, isn’t it kind of awful to go to work every day and kill rats and bugs?”

He gives me a confused look and straightens in his chair.

I shut my mouth tight. I’m making his job sound bad. “I mean, I’m grateful to you for taking out the nest and all, but to do that kind of work all day, every day would be hard.” I try to wind down. “Still grateful.” I wish I’d just stop talking.

I pull Jenna up out of the chair and heave her onto my shoulder. She’s fully asleep. I bury my mouth in her neck.

“Me, I’m a salesman.” He rests his hands on each side of the plate, his knife in his left, and points at himself with the fork. “I do kill rats and bugs, but not until someone hires me. Folks can call any extermination company—there’s a lot of them out there. It’s me they’re hiring. I know how to set them at ease and make them trust me.” He has a faraway look on his face.

I smile at him being all prideful, but there is truth in it. “You made me trust you,” I say, rocking back and forth with Jenna’s face snuggled into my neck. “I didn’t know what I was going to do about that hornet’s nest. I need the daycare money and couldn’t have the kids near it.” I angle away from him because my throat is tightening. “You took care of it and made me feel safe.” I force a smile, and my stomach twinges. Being vulnerable with Lee always backfired. He’d use my words against me.

“Bedtime for this one,” I say, holding my breath as I scurry down the hall, hoping she won’t wake up. I wipe the food away and get her into jammies. When I finally do exhale, it satisfies me as much as dinner has.
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CHAPTER SIX


Emily

Jake’s sitting in his chair staring at his empty pie plate with his fingers laced over his belly when I get back to the kitchen.

“Food coma?” I ask. He doesn’t seem to hear me.

“I love my job,” Jake says and pushes his chin out in a way that makes me feel like we were fighting about it. “I’m protecting families from invaders that carry disease and bite and sting. These creatures aren’t at our borders. They’re in our houses and sometimes in the beds where we sleep.” His face has gone a little spooky. “I once helped a guy who was keeping score of how many rats he killed.”

I chuckle. “Did the rats keep score, too?”

“That’s the thing. Technically, they were winning. He called me because the rats were eating the cheese and leaving his traps unsprung. I’m surprised they didn’t leave a note: ‘Thanks for the cheese, so long, Sucker!’”

A real laugh bursts from my mouth, and the sound of it seems to light him up. My body relaxes, and that gaping black hole of loneliness closes. I feel seen in a good way. I can tell by his face that he’s proud his story tickles me. Just as quick, he looks down at the table. The moment’s slipping.

Something like an electrical pulse goes through my elbow, and I touch the back of his hand.

Jake startles at the touch and looks at me.

“Sorry,” I whisper to myself as much as to him and snatch my hand back to my lap. I wish I hadn’t had those three beers. Whether I’ve done anything wrong or not, drinking makes me think that I have. He’s an exterminator on a call, and I can’t pay him. That’s all this is. He’s not even a friend. I’m staring holes in my hands when I feel his hand on my shoulder.

“It’s okay, I understand. People hurt us and leave us lonelier than before we met them,” he whispers in my ear. He leans close, moving his hand across my shoulders. I turn my face to his. We’re so close that my lips brush his cheek, and then he guides them to his mouth. I kiss him the same way he ate my cooking, like I’m starving for it. Fear evaporates.

I don’t want this to end. Taking hold of his shirt, I lead him around the corner to the couch in the living room. I rest against the arm of the couch. In the middle of another kiss, I drop back onto the couch and feel his weight anchoring me. I let him rest between my legs. Lee had been broad and made my hips ache, but Jake fits my body like a missing puzzle piece. He is hard against my thigh, and I slip my hands under his belt into the back of his jeans. His skin is smooth and warm against my hands, and his muscles move in sync with mine. He kisses me deeply and pushes my bra above my breasts. The air is cold on my skin.

I remember I am Jenna’s mommy and still married to Lee.

“Sorry,” I whisper into his ear right next to my lips and push his shoulders.

He struggles to get his weight off me without touching my body.

I pull my bra into place and my dress over the rest of me while staring at the ceiling.

He kneels next to the couch. “Sorry, too fast.” He starts to say something else but doesn’t.

“It’s okay.” Shame closes my throat. How could he have known to hold back? I was all over him.
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Jake

She’s putting herself back together, and I’m searching for a place to look. God, what a tease. Still, what if she complains? I picture Ed’s face and drop my head.

There’s a bang on the door and then a sound like something’s slamming on it over and over. Emily stiffens and pushes me down to the floor. She crawls to the corner of the couch, crouching with her head level with the cushions and peeking around the wall to the front door. I don’t need to hear a voice to let me know the sounds are coming from a man and that he’s dangerous with rage. All that stands between us and him is a cheap pine door. What am I doing here?

“Emily, you dumb bitch,” he shouts, “I know you’re in there. Open the fucking door.”

She covers her face with her hands and starts crying. “No, this house was supposed to be secret,” she says, more to herself than me. “The judge said he couldn’t be within three hundred yards. He wasn’t supposed to be able to find me. We were supposed to be safe. Dammit, I did everything right. Everything they said. Every. Fucking Thing.” She slams her fists into the couch seat with each word.

More bangs hit the door, and both of us shoot away from the sound. Does he know I’m here?

Something clicks in my head. I am nine, and Mom’s boyfriend has Angie. He’s yelling whore, slut, dumb. She and Alexis are six and seven years old.

Emily lowers her knees, grabs her face, and rubs away tears and snot. “You gotta go.” Her eyes match her pleading voice.

But what’s going on in my head is as real as what’s happening at the door. My sisters’ crying wakes me up. I bolt from my bed in my Star Wars underwear and throw the door open to see him lifting Ashley and throwing her. I jump on him and tear at his face with my teeth and nails like a wolf.

“Please, it’ll make it worse if he sees you,” Emily says.

I shake my head. “I’m not going to leave you and your girl.” My mind begins to form an escape plan just as naturally as my body knows how to take its next breath.

The pounding’s stopped, but scratching is now coming from down the hall. I freeze and listen.

“He’s trying the bathroom window,” she whispers. Her voice shakes, and she grips the back of her head like she’s bracing for an earthquake.

“Are any of the windows open?” I ask the back of her head.

“My bedroom. Next room past where he is.”

The screech of bending metal comes from down the hall. I can hear him grunting as he bends the screen back and forth. He’s close to peeling it from the window.

“Where’s Jenna’s room?”

“Right across the hall from where he is,” she says. Her voice breaks.

“Stay here.”

I’m a step from the door of the bedroom where he’s prying away the screen when the screech switches from scratchy to rhythmic. It’s giving way.

The pink glow of a night light comes from the first door on the left. I crawl there to stay out of his sight. We’re safest if he thinks Emily is alone. When I get to the child’s room, I stand just long enough to scoop her up on my shoulder. She’s limp with sleep and heavier than I expected, so I hold my breath and move carefully. I don’t want her to wake and cry. She nestles into my shoulder. I can feel her breath against my neck, and it reminds me of my sisters.

I hold her in one forearm and crawl with the other, the going slow. I brace my jaw, round the corner, and stand just as I hear the screen give way. When Emily reaches for Jenna, I angle away from her and say, “Go!”

When we get to the slider in the living room and she shoves it open, I gasp. The whole time, it was unlocked. He could have been in with us. He could have come in while …

I follow Emily into the yard, and we turn right and around the corner where the hornet’s nest is. The gate
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