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CHAPTER ONE:
EMERGENCY


Hans' fantasy about massaging a pedicured,
size six foot smothered in country gravy is broken when the pink
note slides under the door. The cursive handwriting spells out
"Emergency Phone Call." Bodywork sessions are sacred, so the note
leaves Hans' heart thundering in his massive chest.

He stands quickly from where he's working on
his client. Bits of black sock grit are stuck under his client's
toenails. He makes good money and even better tips working at the
ritzy spa in Napa, so he stays, even if these aren't the kind of
feet he fantasizes about.

"Fox?" Hans says, wiping his large, smooth
hands on a towel hanging from his belt loop.

His client groans. "Huh?"

"I'm sorry. I have to stop for a second. I'll
be right back."

"What?"

Fox raises his head from the Egyptian cotton
linen. His face is covered with creases and his eyes are bleary.
Hans can tell he's having trouble focusing in the dim candle
light.

"I have to go. I'll be back in a second,
okay?"

"Wait, no. Hans, you can't."

"It's really important. I'm sorry."

Hans moves toward the door, careful to tread
lightly. Despite his six-foot-four frame, Hans has learned to move
quietly. He turns the knob of the treatment room door and looks
back at Fox to see that his client has already fallen
asleep.

Outside the treatment room he sighs and wipes
sweat off his brow. Ever since he discovered his fetish at fourteen
years old, he's been afraid to tell anyone. Women he dates always
leave when they find out. It's an inevitability. His manager at the
spa was no exception. When she found out a month into their
relationship, she threw him out like a bag of trash.

He hurries past the lockers, steam rooms and
Jacuzzi with the intense jets of warm water that pulsate against
his muscles and unlock any tension hiding there. His heart still
thunders as he considers what this phone call could be about. After
two years of working here, this is the first time anything like
this has happened.

The red-headed receptionist sits behind the
mahogany desk with a vapid look on her face. She holds the phone
out to him and stares, unblinking, with large doe eyes. She's the
one with the cursive handwriting. Hans wonders now, if the phone
call was so urgent, why she would choose such languid
lettering.

"Hello?"

He runs a hand through his wavy, blond hair,
feeling the anxiety now rising into his throat when he finds his
sister on the other end of the call.

"Hans, she's in the nut house."

"What?"

"Mom. She went bat shit. It's all fucking
fucked."

Hans stares at the receptionist who still
looks as if her head is empty of thoughts.

"Hans? Are you there?"

"Yeah, I just... When? What
happened?"

"She just, like, completely freaked the fuck
out. I mean, seriously, Hans. I don't know what the hell to do. Dad
did nothing, the freak."

"What do you mean?"

"He did nothing! He just fucking mowed the
lawn like he was a freak zombie. Like he couldn't hear her
screaming her head off in the living room two feet away. I mean, he
was right there for fuck's sake."

"So what did you do?"

"I drove her to the hospital. What else could
I do? Chandler wouldn't answer his phone, the
good-for-nothing."

"Wow. I'm sorry you had to go through that,
Gretchen. Just hold on. Are you okay, at least?"

"Yeah, I'll be fine. I'm just, like, super
freaked out right now. I mean, god, what an idiot dad is. I can't
believe it. Jeez."

Hans stares at the receptionist again,
wondering if she ever has problems like this in her
life.

"Okay, where are you? I'll be there as soon as
I can. I just have to get out of this session first."

"I'm at that restaurant we love. I just
couldn't stand to be at home with dad."

"How about I meet you there?"

"Good, you can buy me a freaking drink. This
shit is crazy bad."

"Okay. I'll be there. Just wait for me,
okay?"

"Fine with me. I'll probably be trashed when
you get here."

"Then I'll drive you home. I love you,
Gretchen."

"You too, Hans. Just get here."

"I will."

Hans hands the phone back to the receptionist
and sighs. It isn't going to be easy telling his client the session
is over, but it will be worse telling his manager he needs to
leave. She doesn't exactly see eye to eye with him now that they
aren't together.

As he moves toward the manager's office, he
takes several deep breaths. It's actually very creepy that his
mother is being housed in the same hospital that his high school
sweetheart went to when she had her breakdown. The coincidence of
them both having suicidal tendencies is just too much for him, so
he pushes the thoughts out of his mind.

The manager, Kimberly, wears a satin pink top
to match her pink lips. But her lips aren't beautiful, they are
twisted into disgust when Hans enters the office. He stands instead
of sitting, and folds his hands over his white therapist uniform.
He can't see her feet behind the desk, but it is better that way.
He knows them by heart.

"What?" she says, her upper lip curling as if
she smells something unpleasant.

"I have to leave."

"Why?"

She is coy with him. He can tell she enjoys
lording her power over him. She narrows her eyes at him and fingers
a wisp of her bleach blond hair as if she could care less about
what he's going to say.

"It's a family emergency. I have to
go."

He resists saying what the emergency is about.
He knows it will give her more power over him. But he also knows
she'll get it out of him anyway.

"I don't know, Hans. You can't just take off
whenever you want."

"My mom's in the hospital, Kim."

She sneers again. "That's not my problem. You
have to finish your session."

Hans clenches his hands at his sides,
resisting the urge to use what he knows to hurt her
deeply.

"I'm going. Now. If you have a problem, I
suggest you talk to Dante. In fact, I welcome it. How about I call
him on my way home to let him know what happened?"

Kimberly flares her nostrils at him.
"Dick."

Hans knows the last thing she wants is for
Dante, her manager, to be involved. She can get away with most
things here at Lustre as long as Dante doesn't know. Hans doesn't
generally care enough to call him, but this time he's very
willing.

"Fine then, I'll see you tomorrow. Or I might
call in. I'll let you know when I find out what the situation
is."

Kimberly turns away from him now, her
perfectly coiffed hair not moving a millimeter as she thrusts her
chin up in anger. He doesn't care if she's pissed. She already
takes her raw emotions out on him daily.

After he breaks the bad news to his client
Fox, Hans goes out to the parking lot with worry clouding his
thoughts. He always knew his mom was fragile, but this is a new
twist for her. He kick-starts the engine of his red Suzuki a little
harder than usual and speeds off through the streets of Napa,
crossing his fingers that everything will turn out
alright.

 


* * *

 


After another insane day of shopping for
zebra-striped everything, Wendy is tuckered out. She enters the
front door of her abode in the writer's colony by the ocean with
her heart leaping. Technically, it's not her place, it's her
boyfriend Rick's, but she calls it home anyway. He's some genius
writer while she gets to be his flashy arm bling. She doesn't mind
not having the spotlight as long as she gets to feel
amazing.

She gets her kicks from collecting her
zebra-striped clothes and receiving relaxing massages, but somehow,
still, her heart feels strangely empty. The possessions that pile
up can't seem to fill the hole, and neither can her boyfriend, even
if he does let her have a credit card with no limit. She drops one
of her many designer purses onto the long hallway table as sounds
of hunt-and-peck typing fill her ears.

She pushes her black bangs out of her eyes and
flicks a croissant crumb off her immaculately-pressed designer
blouse. She knows Rick is only attracted to her because of her body
and her half-Asian heritage, but she mostly doesn't mind. As long
as she stays looking beautiful she assumes he will be
interested.

"Wend? That you?" Rick says.

After kicking off her six-inch heels, Wendy
poses in the doorway to his writer's study trying to look
provocative.

"Who else would it be?"

Smoke curls around Rick's head from the
miniature cigar he's smoking. He has them imported and will only
smoke his special brand. He nods at her, but doesn't turn, the
afternoon light illuminating his strawberry blond ponytail from
behind before glancing off the cast surrounding his left arm. He's
no alpha, but he's hers. He finally turns and grimaces at her,
raising the cast.

"Kind of hard to type when I got a cast on my
arm. I can't wait for this dumb thing to come off."

Wendy sighs. Despite being a critically
acclaimed writer, Rick is constantly complaining about one thing or
another. He looks at her hopefully.

"Did you buy some sexy lingerie I can rip off
later?"

Wendy raises her eyebrows at him. "Ugh, no
way. I told you, if you do that I'll have to buy more and I don't
like always having to go get more. You ripped up my favorite zebra
underwear and I couldn't find another pair."

Rick whines like a small boy wanting a treat.
"Oh, come on, Wend. I have so much work and I just need a break. I
don't have to get this revision done until tomorrow." He gives her
a sly grin. "I'll let you ride me."

Wendy shakes her head. "No, Rick. You told me
that I shouldn't let you until you're done, no exceptions. You told
me Sally's going to serve your head up on a platter if you're late
again. You said we would lose the cottage."

"Are you fucking your 'massage therapist'
Wendy?" Rick asks, using air quotes. His face is furious like a
gathering thunder storm. "Is that why you don't want to fuck
me?"

Wendy's mouth hangs open in surprise. "What?
Rick, don't be an asshole. And, for your information, my 'massage
therapist' is a woman."

She doesn't bother to mention how her favorite
therapist Charla is going to be gone for three weeks and she had to
re-book her next massage with a man she's never had before. She
twists her mouth into a grimace.

"Why do you always have to do that, Rick? Why
do you always have to be so mean?"

Rick curls his upper lip in disgust as he
turns back to his papers. "You know you're addicted, Wendy, just
admit it."

"So?" Wendy says, raising her fingers to her
eyelashes as if she has a loose one so Rick won't see the tears of
hurt welling up. "I got to have something to keep me
going."

"What do you mean? You have me," Rick says,
not looking back at her.

"No, Rick, you have your writing. You're
famous. I'm nothing."

Although she waits, Rick says nothing to
counter this. So Wendy's heart wells up with grief and she has to
turn away from him. She fights the tears, but a few drop out onto
her cheeks.

"I just want to go out to dinner, Rick. Have a
nice time for once instead of always just fucking. I'm not a
whore."

Rick shrugs, but again says nothing. He puffs
on his cigar and Wendy smells the smoke as it wafts into the
hallway, coating the paint forever. His office is saturated with
the odor.

Wendy pulls the ring she was hoping he would
give her out of her pocket. She looks at it, thinking about how
she's fantasized about the day he would ask her for so long she
can't believe it isn't real yet. Her lips press together as the
anger rises inside of her to wash away her sadness.

She wanders down the hallway, back to her
purse and pulls out a pack of cigarettes. She pulls out one long
pleasure stick and lights it, feeling the weight of the world on
her shoulders. She has everything and nothing all at
once.

"Wendy," Rick says, his face appearing in the
doorway with a scowl. "You know the policy on smoking in the
house."

They have had the same argument a million
times and Wendy is tired of fighting. She's tired of being the
underdog and always losing. She's tired of his tyrannical
rule.

"You smoke in your writing room," she says
like she always does.

"And I told you I need it to think. I don't
want the rest of the place smelling like your nasty cheap
cigarettes."

"Just because you get yours imported doesn't
mean they smell any better," Wendy says, not putting out her
cigarette and, in fact, dangling it from her fingers right in front
of Rick's eyes, taunting him.

"They're called 'butts' for a
reason."

"You're the only one who calls them that,
Rick."

His head retreats back into the room and the
typing continues. She hates the sound. But she hates the silence
more. Maybe if she asked him to marry her, maybe things would
change. Then he wouldn't see her as such an object.

She puts the cigarette out in the dirt
surrounding the potted plant and throws her butt in the trash
before taking the ring out of her pocket again. She looks at the
doorway to Rick's office and then back down at the ring. Slowly she
walks toward it, her stocking feet almost dragging. She wants it so
badly she can taste his 'yes'.

If they were married she everything would be
different. She would have a say in things for once. She would be
his equal.

"Rick?" she says, appearing in the
doorway.

He doesn't bother looking up from his
typing.

"Rick, it's important."

"Wend, I told you--"

"Rick, please. I need your full
attention."

Rick rolls his eyes at her as he turns,
grumbling. "What, Wend? What's so important that you have to
disturb me again?"

Wendy awkwardly gets down on one knee, the
slit in her gray wool skirt riding up over her knee. Rick's
eyebrows arch together in consternation as he watches her. She
pulls the ring out and displays it on the palm of her hand. The
gold catches the light.

"Rick? I've wanted to ask you this for a long
time."

Rick holds his hand up as if to stop her.
"Hold on, Wend," he says. "If you're about to propose, don't waste
your breath."

Wendy frowns as Rick turns back to his
writing.

"You're just going to waste your
time."

Wendy can't hide her shocked face. "What?
Why?"

Rick turns to look at her with what looks like
pained patience. "I already told you, I'm the one who has to ask
you. You can't ask me. We already discussed this. Put it away,
Wendy."

"But, Rick, you haven't asked me and I'm
afraid you won't ever."

Rick looks annoyed now. "Wendy, it's only been
two years. Hold your horses."

"I don't want to wait, anymore,
Rick."

Rick laughs and gives her a condescending,
pitying look. "Then go ahead, Wendy. Leave. Find someone else who
will ask you, but you're only nineteen, and I doubt you're going to
find anyone who wants you as much as I do, or someone with the same
resources."

She knows he's talking about the no-limit
credit card. She winces and looks down at the ring. She feels like
a slave instead of an equal. She also knows he mostly only wants
her body and doesn't care about the rest. Her spirit.

"We could elope in Vegas. This weekend, after
you're done with your revisions," she says hopefully.

Rick turns back to his work and his piles of
papers towering on the desk that threaten to fall. "We have all the
time in the world, Wendy. Just take it back and go buy yourself
something nice."

Wendy watches him become immersed back in his
work, his slow monotony of attention to detail. As she watches him
the tears well up and spill over. She doesn't bother to hide them
now. Only, he doesn't notice because he doesn't care.

"Maybe I'll go eat some Chimichangas on the
couch and watch Law and Order," she says, wondering if she
gained weight, if he would still love her. She is afraid to find
out.

Rick just mumbles, so Wendy turns and stalks
off, kicking the white Berber carpet. The anger inside her boils.
She wonders what will happen when it boils over, what she'll
finally have the guts to do then.

 


* * *

 


Frederico's Italian restaurant isn't crowded
when Hans meets Gretchen there at three in the afternoon. They
order drinks and stare at each other across the red and white
checkered table cloth, barely knowing how to console one another.
Gretchen finishes two whiskey sours before she finally cracks a
smile.

"Why can't you at least order something good,
Hans?" She gestures to his tonic water with the lime. "I mean, come
on, you don't have to get wasted, but at least join me, will ya?"
She kicks him under the table.

"Hey," Hans says, laughing as he reaches down
to grab his ankle.

His sister's frivolity seems like a strange
juxtaposition compared to her all-black attire and dyed black
hair.

"You know I don't drink, Gretchen."

"Don't usually drink," she says, lifting her
glass and pointing at him with her pinky. "But I know you. You're a
freak, Hansel. Deep down."

He hides his blush by raising the tonic water
to hers and clinking glasses. "Here's to being a freak without
being in the nut house."

He immediately regrets saying it as his
sister's face darkens. She lifts her lip in disgust before downing
her drink and wiping her lips with her sleeve.

"I just can't believe it. This whole thing is
total bullshit. The whole thing."

"Don't worry, Gretel. She'll be okay. She has
professionals helping her, right?"

Gretchen rolls her eyes. "Yeah, whatever. More
like she's so doped up she can't be sad anymore." She looks down at
her empty glass, then up at Hans. "How'd she get like this without
us noticing? I mean, should I have stayed home instead of going off
to school?"

Hans shakes his head. "No. I live two seconds
away and I didn't see it either. It's nothing either of us
did."

Gretchen raises her eyebrows but doesn't look
at him as if she is unconvinced. "Yeah, well, maybe I didn't visit
enough."

"Gretchen, stop. It's not your
fault."

She turns and looks for the waiter, raises her
empty glass to him. He nods and wipes his hands on his white apron.
Hans watches him walk away and wonders if he is thinking about how
Gretchen's had two strong drinks in the last twenty
minutes.

"Well, we should have done
something."

"Like what?" Hans says, slowly sipping his
tonic water. "We don't even know why she did it in the first
place."

"Correction, why she wanted to do it. She
didn't actually do it."

"Okay, fine. Why did she want to do it? I
don't know. I don't think we will know until she can tell us. Until
then we can only speculate."

The waiter brings Gretchen's third drink and
takes her empty glass away. Whatever he may think about Gretchen
drinking, he doesn't voice. Hans watches him go, wondering if he
should offer her a ride home on his bike when they're
done.

"Hans," Gretchen says after gulping down half
of the glass. "Can I ask you a favor?"

"Sure."

"Can I come stay with you?"

"What?" Hans says frowning. "What, you mean
like at Christmas?"

"No, I mean like now."

"What, like while you're here
visiting?"

"No, I mean, like, to move in. I'm going to
quit school."

Hans stares at his sister who up until this
point has talked about nothing but wanting to finish school so she
could start her career in graphic design. He's never seen her quit
anything before. Not even the piano lessons she hated when she was
eleven.

"What? You're going to quit school? Since
when?"

"Since mom went into the hospital, you dope.
It was lucky I came home to visit, I mean, Christ, what would have
happened if I hadn't been there to stop her?"

Hans shakes his head.

"Exactly my point. We don't know. So I've
decided not to go back."

"Gretchen, no, you can't quit."

"Someone has to keep an eye on her, Hans. Dad
can't be trusted to take care of her, and she's going to need a lot
of help. I don't expect you to quit your job to look after her. I'm
the only one who can do it."

Hans looks at his sister with the pain of
knowing what she says is both so true and so sad. He wishes he
could quit his job, but he wouldn't be able to make his rent. His
father has been pretty spacey as of late, Hans has noticed it more
and more. Pruning his Zen garden has become more of an escape from
his law practice then the family first imagined, Hans now realizes.
He wonders just how far removed his father really is.

"You know it's a one-bedroom, right?" Hans
says, eyeing the now empty glass in his sister's hand.

She nods looking unconcerned and shrugs.
"Yeah. I got a sleeping bag."

"And what about if I want to bring over a
date?"

Gretchen winces at him. "Oh, Hans. Please. I
know you're not there yet."

Hans attempts to look as shocked as he can,
but he knows he can't fool his sister. His life has been empty
since he left Kimberly. Even if it was a move for the better and he
can't seem to feel open to meet someone new, he's still been
lonely.

"Come on, Hans. I can't stand to watch dad
clip the same damn hedge with those tiny scissors for the hundredth
time. I really can't. And I'm going to have to live somewhere. You
can't stop me from leaving school."

"What about Chandler? Doesn't he have a room
you can stay in or something?"

"Hans, have you been around Chandler lately?
He stinks like B.O. and his wife won't stop prattling on about some
stupid reality show she loves to watch forever and ever. Plus he'll
try to have, like, a conversation with me while he's sitting on the
toilet taking one of those big shits he's so proud of. He's
disgusting, Hans."

Hans raises his eyebrows at his sister. He
hates to admit she might have a point about how disgusting their
older brother is, but he covets his alone time. If she found out
just how much of a freak he really was, she would be more disgusted
by him than she was about Chandler, he knows that for a
fact.

"Come on, Hansel. It would only be temporary
until I can get a job and find a real place of my own I can
afford."

"But you love Ex'pression. I mean, it's your
career."

Gretchen shakes her head. "I've made up my
mind, Hans. Are you going to help me or leave me on my
own?"

As Hans gazes at his sister's face and the big
doe eyes she likes to make when she's asking for something she
really wants him to give her, he thinks about how much his
generosity would impact their family for the better. He would be
completely selfish to deny her help. He watches as she tips her
glass to get the last drop of alcohol and considers his decision
carefully.

 


* * *

 


Wendy sits on the splintery wood porch outside
the cramped writer's cottage with a yellow legal-sized notepad in
her lap. She chews on the cap of the ball-point pen stuck between
her fingers. Her fingernails are done up with pink nail polish. As
she stares into the distance, Miechelline, her neighbor, comes out
from behind her own cottage carrying bundles of bare-root roses.
Wendy admires how long the brown braid trailing down her back is,
and how she seems to be comfortable wearing her gray house-slippers
outside in the dirt. Wendy pulls a cigarette out of her sweatshirt
pocket and waves to Miechelline.

"Hey, neighbor!" Wendy says.

"Hi, Wendy. Doing some writing? I wish
Jonathan was. I think he's busy taking a nap."

Wendy laughs as Miechelline carries the roses
around to the front of their yard where holes are already dug in
the tough soil. She bends down and begins to spread bone meal and
nitrogen in the bottom of the holes before centering her roses
inside. Wendy watches as she smokes, wondering how she could use
her neighbor as an inspiration for her own piece.

She is startled from her reverie when the
screen door to the neighbor's house opens and Jonathan shuffles
out. His brown, shaggy hair falls in his eyes and his rumpled,
stained clothes are full of holes. He straightens his glasses as he
looks up at her and squints.

"Oh, hey, Wendy. How's it going?"

He shuffles over to sit beside Wendy on the
edge of the porch. Miechelline raises her eyes to look at him with
disapproval, most likely because he's not fulfilling his own
writing quota. She shakes her head and goes back to her
planting.

"It's going okay. How's your
writing?"

"Eh," he says, shrugging. "Could be
better."

"Yeah," Wendy says flashing her page full of
blue doodles at him. "I know what you mean."

"It's hard out there for a pimp," Jonathan
says, smiling.

"Tell me about it," Wendy says,
laughing.

"Miech wants me to knock it out, you know,
like how Rick does. She wants a best-seller so we can retire in
Fiji. I don't know if I'm cut out for it. My work is more--" he
pauses, struggling for the word.

"Artsy-fartsy?" Wendy says.

"Yeah," Jonathan smiles. "That's it. I don't
think it's big-time material like she wants. I just can't write
that way. That's not my style. I'm more esoteric."

Wendy nods. "I hear you. But at least the
committee recognizes your talent."

Jonathan smiles at her sadly. He knows her
heartbreak over never being recognized as anything more than eye
candy. He looks away and kicks the dirt, probably knowing there's
nothing he can say to make her feel better.

"J, are you and Miech happy?"

Jonathan seems caught off-guard by her
question. The look in his eyes says he's carefully considering his
answer. Wendy turns to look at Miechelline who goes around the side
of the house.

"Don't we look happy?" he finally
says.

"You know what I mean. After five years, do
you still look at her the same?"

Jonathan stares at his wife as she re-enters
the front yard carrying more roses, carefully so the thorns don't
prick her skin. Her cheek is smudged with dirt, but she looks up
when she sees him staring and smiles. She bends over the roses with
the nitrogen.

"Yeah, I do," he says.

He watches her continue on with her planting
before he turns back to Wendy.

"Can I bum one of those?" he gestures to the
cigarette.

Wendy looks at him surprised, but hands one
over, wordless. He lights it as he stares at his wife. She frowns
when she sees what he is doing, then looks away as if disgusted.
Jonathan looks at Wendy with his dimples showing.

"Ah, she doesn't like it when I smoke, but
whatever. She still loves me." He takes a long drag and seems to be
savoring his exhale. "Sweet Jesus, I've missed you,
Nicotine."

Wendy laughs at him and holds up her cigarette
as if in a toast. "Cheers to that."

"You know, Wendy," Jonathan says, putting his
hand on Wendy's knee, "I'm here for you."

Wendy presses her lips together. She pulls
another cigarette out
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