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“Are you sure you want to sit through the meeting? It might be... boring.”

Britney looked past Mrs. Dolmski, who stood at the door to welcome attendees, to the room beyond. Britney’s dad sat in the third row, drinking from a Coke bottle and leaning sideways.

Her neighbor might honestly think a city council meeting would bore a sixteen-year-old girl, but they both knew the real reason Britney may not want to be there – the knowledge it wasn’t just Coke in the bottle Britney’s dad drank from.

“I’ll be fine,” she pulled down her sleeves, tugged at her fingerless gloves. “I’ll sit in the back.”

“Okay, dear. Are you coming over after? I have a crockpot going.” Mrs. Dolmski handed her an agenda.

Britney snuck another look at her dad. He didn’t appear too drunk. “Maybe.”

She took a seat in the far-left corner, pushing it closer to the off-white wall to put space between her and the next chair. She didn’t bother reading the agenda. Britney knew the important topic. The one her dad ranted about. The one spawning rumors at school. The one she needed answers to.

Townsfolk continued to fill the room. Britney figured by the glances the council members slid each other this month’s meeting was better attended than usual. Britney didn’t gain a neighbor, but she felt boxed in all the same as the seats to the right and front of her filled.

She zipped up her coat. Slipped her phone into a pocket. If she had to leave, sneaking away using the gap she created would require a lot of concentration – best to reduce the worry about trailing sleeves or making sure she didn’t drop something.

A mic tap drew eyes to the front of the room and conversations died down. Britney slumped low in her chair and rubbed a thumb over her knuckles, the fabric of her gloves smooth against her thumbprint but rough against the scabs underneath.

The council members introduced themselves, the TV camera in the aisle panning left to right across the front table. None of their names stuck in Britney’s mind. She was too busy noticing the familiar people in the room: her father taking a drink of what was probably a rum and Coke, the greasy-haired woman beside him with a Starbucks cup most likely spiked with Irish cream, and Mrs. Dolmski in the back next to her husband.

Britney’s gaze caught on a black-haired man in the front row whose thick jowls sparked something in Britney’s memory. She tried to concentrate on his profile and remember, but blinked two minutes later to find herself staring at the clock and unable to recall when she turned her head.

“Since there’s nothing to add to the agenda, let’s move on to our first order of business-”

“No, let’s skip ahead.” The familiar-looking man stood up. Britney got an image of his face at the top of a set of grungy stairs. She shook it away.

A movie, she told herself. A play. A TV show.

“What is the city doing about this bar vandal?”

“Yeah!” Britney’s dad added. He lurched to his feet, lips attached to the bottle. “Bad for business if I show up and there’s nothing to drink.”

A few people coughed awkwardly, and the city council members frowned at him for the interruption. No one called out the bottle. The entire town knew Stephen Gunther, knew his drinking habits. Britney wished for a hood to hide under.

“Mr. Gunther, Mr. Milan,” a woman on the council said, “Both of you, please sit. We’ll get to that later tonight.”

“No,” the man, Mr. Milan, said again.

Britney remembered the credit card bills on the kitchen table – Milan’s Bar and Grill. Remembered the caller ID announcing her father’s upcoming arrival, half-passed out in a taxi, and how she had to put him to bed. At ten, she was lucky to get him onto the couch. Now at sixteen, she had the strength to drag him up the stairs to his room.

Remembered fisting black napkins with “Milan’s Bar & Grill” in white text in the corner and tossing them on the floor. Fists and fists and fists.

She opened and closed her hands, scabs catching on the fabric, and shook her head. Dreams, a movie, a show.

“My bar,” Mr. Milan continued, “got vandalized again last night. That’s the third time in six months. The city needs to stop this.”

A murmuring of assent sounded from the audience; bar and restaurant owners grumbling over lost inventory and diners reminiscing about being told there was no wine to go with their dinner.

Britney had read all the police reports. Someone, or someones, breaking in and destroying all the alcohol bottles. Wine, beer, rum, tequila. Restaurants had been left intact. Bar owners, however, found glasses smashed, vinyl cushions bleeding stuffing, and cash registers in pieces.

Six months of businesses taking losses, installing locks, and sometimes closing. Six months of Britney shutting her eyes and imagining the sound of glass under her shoes, punching through windows, flipping a knife over and between her fingers.

She’d never do it. Didn’t have the courage, couldn’t make a fist. Didn’t mean she hadn’t laid in her bed and wondered. If her dad didn’t drink, if the bars couldn’t serve him, would she have purple handprints on her wrists? Would she tiptoe through the house? Eat dry Cheerios for lunch? Would she have ended up in the hospital eight months ago, hearing her dad explain to the doctors she’d been beaten up at school but having no memory of it, no memory of anything, and knowing it would be much more likely for him to give her the concussion and broken rib?

In her head, the glass under her shoes was uneven, her feet unbalanced as she ran out. Her fingernails ripped as she pried at the seams of cash register drawers. 

“This is a sign we should be a dry town,” someone called out.

Yes, Britney thought, running a fingertip over smoothly filed nails, yes yes even as she watched the people around her shake their heads.

“It should not!!” shrieked the woman sitting next to Britney’s dad. Not a bar drinker, but one who bought bottles every week at the grocery store that Britney packed with shaking hands.

Conversation boiled up in the room, pockets of words popping and filling Britney’s ears for a few seconds before the next one caught her attention.

A mic screech stopped the noise. “I encourage you to start a petition and go through the formal process of making Hayward a dry town if you wish, but that’s not the point of today’s meeting,” the treasurer said. “As for this bar vandal, as Mr. Milan called him, it is a matter for the police to find the culprit. But we’re prepared to discuss the installation of more lights on business streets, the establishment of a neighborhood watch, and hiring more officers.”

“Do you think that will work?” Mr. Milan said, still standing with his arms crossed.

Britney watched her father say “It better,” knowing the shape of those words even across the room. He said it a lot, about her promise to have dinner ready at a certain time, to improve her grades, to do the laundry.

“Yes, of course,” someone else on the council answered. “This is unprecedented in our town and we all want it to stop, not just you, Mr. Milan. It’s a priority for the city. Whoever is responsible for this will be caught and punished. We urge anyone with any information about these incidents to tell the police. Detective Dolmski is handling the case.”

Terry Dolmski stood up from his seat next to his wife and waved to the crowd. The Dolmskis, the neighbors across the street who fed her dinner when cash was low and the fridge empty. Who let her hide in their living room. Who together kept her, and the town, safe.

Again, Britney imagined Mr. Milan’s face at the top of the stairs, rudely woken from sleep and twelve feet above her. Heard him whisper, “You’re a woman.” Felt her hands against a door’s crash bar, and two seconds later the bite of night air.

She sat on her hands, pressing her palms into the hard plastic. Tried to remember how exactly she bloodied them often enough to have scars.

What would her dad do, what would Mr. Dolmski do, if she walked up to them and whispered, I think it’s me.

She blinked, suddenly outside the room and halfway down the block. Britney pulled off her gloves with her teeth. The scabs on her right knuckles were cracked, bright red beads of blood like grenadine on an oak bar top.

She heard footsteps. Britney turned to see Mrs. Dolmski walking toward her.

“Are you okay, Britney?”

Britney wanted to tell her, Mr. Milan will tell Mr. Dolmski it’s a woman. I think it’s me. It must be me.

She blinked and Mrs. Dolmski stood not feet away, but only an arm's length, concern in her eyes. “Britney?”

“You were right,” she said, “It was a boring meeting.”
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When I wake up, my circuits feel malleable and after a few blinks to reset my HUD I see multiple body warning signs. If this heat keeps up, within two days my wiring will fry, my body will stop functioning, and without the generator in my chest to keep my cybernetic brain on, my neurons will stop firing and bring my death.

48 hours to live.

I do what any city girl would do. I blow off work, call my girlfriends, and we make our way to the End of the Century club. 

We figure it's ironic. And hey, knowing I had only two days left I don't mind dipping in my savings for the cover fee. Or getting buzzed.  I'm obviously not taking that trip to the Mariana Trench.

I meet Cindi, Xenon, and Nickle at the door to the club. There's a line to get in, but it moves fast through the chrome double doors and no one plugs their finger into the cash register.

“No cover, can you believe it?” Nickle asks.

Well, not like our money would matter in two days.

I wonder how all these people are going to fit in the club. It's a small, intimate place for celebrities based on the JPEGs I've seen. The answer becomes pretty clear once we walk in.

The club sits in the middle of a block and the walls into the adjacent shops have been torn down to triple the dance floor. Anyone's guess who did the wrecking
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