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 The following is a critical preface and portion of a novel-in-progress 

produced during my master's program in creative writing at the University of 

North Texas. The preface analyzes the way time and point of view work together 

to create or determine structure in fiction, as well as provide added meaning. In 

order to explore these topics I focus on two novels, Joan Didion’s Play It as It 

Lays and Jennifer Egan’s A Visit from the Goon Squad, and speak to how these 

elements have influenced my own writing style in The Hostess.   

 The Hostess is a story about a group of twenty-something’s working 

together in a restaurant located in a Mid-West, college town, told from multiple 

character perspectives, as they struggle to choose between pursuing their 

passions and creating stability in their lives.  

 
 

 

 



 

 ii 

Copyright 2012 

by 

Jessica Tomberlin



 

 iii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 

PART I: HOW TIME AND POINT OF VIEW CREATE STRUCTURE AND 
PROVIDE MEANING IN THE NOVEL .................................................................. 1 

The Hostess Plot Treatment .................................................................... 19 
Works Cited ............................................................................................. 35 

PART II: THE HOSTESS .................................................................................... 36 
The Announcement ................................................................................. 37 
Chapter 1: Welcome to the Trat ............................................................... 65 
Chapter 2: The Painting ........................................................................... 78 
Chapter 3: Split Personality ..................................................................... 93 
Chapter 4: The Musician ........................................................................ 102 
Chapter 5: The Piano Lesson ................................................................ 111 
Chapter 6: Unexpected Visitors ............................................................. 129 
Chapter 7: Kate’s Art Show .................................................................... 143 
Chapter 8: The Audition ......................................................................... 153 
 



 

 1 

PART I 

HOW TIME AND POINT OF VIEW CREATE STRUCTURE AND PROVIDE 

MEANING IN THE NOVEL
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 In fiction, both time and point of view play a role in showing the many 

layers of a character by providing perspective on the characters and the 

relationships within the story. The choices the author makes regarding the use of 

these devices within a novel also contributes to the outcome of the overall 

structure of the story. Using examples from Jennifer Egan’s A Visit from the 

Goon Squad and Joan Didion’s Play It as It Lays, I explore this relationship 

between point of view, time, and structure in the novel, and how these devices 

shape the way the reader views and understands the characters. In addition to 

this I examine the way the use of these common elements create similar themes 

within these novels, as well as discuss the use of them in my own writing in 

comparison to the way Egan and Didion use them.  

 In The Art of Time in Fiction, Joan Silber refers to a device she calls 

“switchback” time, something she defines as a “zigzag movement back and forth 

among time frames” where “then and now and further back are all partners with 

an investment in the outcome” (Silber 45). She argues, “everything looks different 

when it is seen from a different angle of telling, a different point of time and 

knowledge” (Silber 47). All of the novels I discuss deal with this idea about time 

and the knowledge that is gained through different uses of this “switchback” time 

that Silber refers to.  

 In an interview with Jo Reed from Art Works, Jennifer Egan discusses her 

latest novel, A Visit from the Goon Squad, describing it as, “a book about time 
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and relationships and perspective, how our ideas about people, who we think 

they are, and also ourselves, changes over time.” In this same interview, Egan 

later explains she wanted to present elements of the future into the present story 

in order to have the present, “infused with knowledge of what will happen later,” 

so that the reader is much more informed of what is going on than the 

characters.  

 My novel, The Hostess, provides a similar kind of knowledge to the 

reader, but the structure, or how the information is delivered, is much different in 

Egan’s story compared to how it is handled in my own. Egan takes a more 

convoluted approach in the way she uses point of view in the story, being that 

each chapter is told from a new character perspective, and shifts from first, to 

second, to third person throughout, and no character serves as the narrator more 

than once. This is in contract to my novel, which is split into three parts: present, 

past and future, where the point of view shifts alternate between the four main 

characters in the story.  

 The beginning of The Hostess introduces the characters to the reader in 

the character’s present day setting, ending with a scene in which an 

announcement is made that their restaurant will be closing down, something that 

will affect all of the characters on different levels, as the closing forces them to 

ask themselves some hard questions about their relationships as well as their 

own futures. It changes their perspective on the world and their own lives. This 

helped to create a reference of time within the novel from the very beginning. 



	  

 
 

4 

 The story then goes back to the past in the larger middle section of the 

novel, as I look at where the characters have been, and how they got to this point 

by exploring their pasts, thereby accomplishing this same idea that Egan 

addresses about letting the reader know more than the characters. By opening 

with this announcement scene in the first section, and then delving into the 

characters past in the next section, the reader becomes privy to information that 

the characters in this part of the story are not aware of at this point. For example, 

in the first chapter of the novel, Lainey makes a statement about the job at the 

Trat being only a temporary venture. At this point in the story Section I has 

already revealed to the reader that Lainey has been working at the restaurant for 

almost three years, so they are aware that Lainey’s plan for something temporary 

has fallen through, and that she has become fully integrated into the world of the 

Trat with the other characters.  

 This structure is used for the first, three chapters of this second section, 

then when we reach the final chapter in Section II, told from Leo’s point of view, 

the order is reversed, so by the end the reader is not only back at the opening 

scene but also gets to see what happens after the announcement has been 

made. I used this technique as a way to continue to push the story forward. This 

way the novel is not constrained to only the time before the announcement (the 

past) and the current scene (the present), but also continues to explore the future 

of these characters, after they have received this news. This creates a different 

perspective than a story that is told in a completely linear way, because the 
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insight the reader has been given provides a new way of looking at the world of 

the novel. 

 In Goon Squad, Egan provides this insight to the reader by overtly 

inserting events that will happen in a character’s future into the narration of the 

current events being told. For example, in her chapter titled “Safari,” the narrator 

tells the reader that in four years one of the characters, a girl named Charlie, will 

join a cult and almost die of a drug overdose, while her younger brother, Rolph, 

will commit suicide at age twenty-eight. The reader has been given a glimpse into 

the future of these children’s lives, which in turn changes the way they view them 

in the current scene; a family vacation on an African safari with their father and 

his girlfriend.  

 There are also hints given that the children do not really know their father, 

and based on content in the previous other chapters the reader is aware that his 

behavior is often less than admirable, but at this point there is still hope that the 

children’s lives will turn out all right. Given this additional information though, the 

reader is no longer guessing if the children will be able to overcome the effects 

their father’s vices have had on their lives. By incorporating this point of view in 

the scene, Egan has created perspective for the reader while simultaneously 

defying the linear structure of story telling. In discussing how she came to write 

her novel in this way, Egan says: 

I had the thought of going backwards, because initially as I 

was writing these chapters, I was moving backwards…I think 
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I was most interested in the moments of surprise, when we 

realize that time has past…So, I was interested in getting at 

these surprises, and it seemed like the best way to do that 

was to move in and out of time rather than solidly forward or 

backward. (Reed)  

 This speaks to Silber’s theory about “switchback” time; it provides more 

than just looking backward, as “then now and further back are all partners with an 

investment in the outcome. Their separate roles are essential to the point the 

story is making” (Silber, 45). Using time in this way creates a sort of time puzzle, 

where past, present and future come together to complete the story of these 

character’s lives.  

 In Play It as It Lays, there is also no clear linear progression of time, only 

events, signs and symbols that gradually fall into place as the reader follows 

Maria’s attempt to make sense of the world around her. The narration begins with 

an uncontrolled rant told in first person from Maria’s perspective that reads 

almost like a schizophrenic stream of consciousness, then changes to a close-

third point of view, but more distant than in first person, and finally returns to first 

person at the end. The return to Maria’s point of view at the close of the novel 

can be seen as mirroring the state of Maria’s own internal struggle, as the reader 

hopes that she has gained a stronger sense of her identity at this point, despite 

the less than happy conclusion about life she leaves us to contemplate.  
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 By structuring her novel in this way, Didion achieves the same effect of 

giving the reader a peek into the future, as Egan and my novel also attempt to 

do. Again, the novel is told mostly from a looking back perspective, yet the parts 

that are told from the present are just as important for understanding the story.  

 In my own novel, I set up a similar structure to Didion’s, where hints about 

the characters are given in the opening sequence, told as if in the present, and 

then expanded on by looking into their pasts in the following chapters. The 

difference is that Didion changes perspective by using a different point of view in 

each section, switching from first to third. My novel stays in third-person 

throughout, but changes perspective by switching back and forth between 

characters, which allows the narrator to change.  

 While differences exist in how each author uses this switchback technique 

of time, it allows for the stories to achieve something similar, a new way of 

looking at things, at life, all of which happen through time. This essentially 

provides the reader with insight into the lives of the characters, as if the authors 

are letting the reader in on a secret. Through these examples, we see how the 

way time is portrayed in the novel helps to create the overall structure through 

the different uses of point of view.  

The use of time as an agent in fiction is also a characteristic present in all 

the novels discussed. In this sense, time speaks to the theme of a fear of aging 

and of growing up, how we face this fear, and the role the past plays in our 

futures is addressed in each of these novels.   
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 In a review of Egan’s Goon Squad in The Guardian, Sarah Churchwell 

argues, “everyone in the book is pushed around by time, circumstance, and 

occasionally the ones they love.” Egan incorporates this idea into a scene where 

one of the characters, Ted, is talking to his young son, Alfred, on the phone 

about a recently played sports game in which Alfred’s team lost. When Ted 

responds to Alfred’s disappointment in losing another game by saying, “Well. 

There’s time,” Alfred responds in opposition arguing that, “there’s no time…time 

is running out,” (Egan 211). In Egan’s novel, even the children seem to be 

haunted by the idea that time is slipping away. Through these examples, Egan 

suggests how much power time has over us, and the way it controls our lives.  

 Another example comes in the last chapter when Alex, a character who is 

initially described as a “purist,” has agreed to participate in illegally drawing 

people to a concert by paying them to spread the word about it through what is 

called “parroting” via a social media tool, similar to Twitter, that exists in the 

futuristic world Egan presents in this chapter. Alex is conflicted about 

participating, but when he goes to visit his old friend Bennie in hopes of getting a 

job in music, his real passion, this is all Bennie can offer him. Desperate to get 

out of the house, where he spends the days taking care of his young daughters 

while their mother works, he finally agrees, but with a heavy heart.  

 Later questioning how he could have agreed to such thing, he eventually 

concludes, “He didn’t need to know [why]. What he needed was to find fifty more 

people like him, who had stopped being themselves without realizing it,” (Egan 
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317). This signifies the way time has changed Alex, and how the cruel realities of 

the world have made him succumb to doing something he would have never 

agreed to during his younger years, participating in a get rich quick scheme.  

 Later, after the deed has been done, the chapter ends with an exchange 

between Bennie and Alex where he continues to question the person he has 

become. 

Alex felt an ache in he eyes and throat. I don’t know what 

happened to me, he said shaking his head. I honestly don’t. 

Bennie glanced at him, a middle aged man with chaotic 

silver hair and thoughtful eyes, you grew up, Alex, he said. 

Just like the rest of us. (Egan 340) 

 The closing chapter, and this scene in particular, leaves the reader to 

contemplate the way age changes us, and the how the responsibilities of 

adulthood can result in a loss of the childhood desire to follow our dreams.  

 In Play it as it Lays, Didion addresses similar ideas about time through a 

fear of aging, which is mentioned several times throughout the novel. For 

example, when comparing the aging bodies of BZ and Helene as they enjoy a 

massage, Maria concludes,  

Helene was not quite so immune to time, there was a certain 

texture to Helene’s thighs, a certain lack of resilience where 

fabric cut into Helene’s flesh. It occurred to Maria that 
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whatever arrangements were made, they worked less well 

for women. (Didion, 46) 

 Didion’s novel argues that time is much harsher on women than on men. 

This is interesting given that the setting of most of her novel is Hollywood, a 

place known for it’s superficial tendencies toward peoples appearances, and 

women’s obsession with looking younger through plastic surgery or other means. 

Here Didion portrays time as the enemy.  

 In another scene depicting a fight between Maria and Carter, Carter tells 

Maria, “I’ve had it with the circles under your eyes and the veins showing on your 

arms and the lines starting on your face and your fucking menopausal 

depression –.” Maria responds, cutting him off, “don’t say that word to me,” to 

which Carter harshly replies, “Menopause. Old. You’re getting old,” (Didion, 196). 

Carter’s ability to hurt Maria by commenting on her age speaks to the cruel 

nature of time. Again, time causes aging, and is therefore seen as a villain.  

 The characters in The Hostess, though much younger than the characters 

in Didion’s novel, also portray a fear of growing old, or in this case a fear of 

growing up. At the end of the novel, the reader discovers that Wes, one of the 

former servers at the restaurant, is forced to give up his dream of playing music 

and get a job that will support him and his newly pregnant girlfriend, Mariah. Wes 

gives Lainey (who has been receiving lessons from him) his keyboard, as he and 

Mariah prepare to move to St. Louis, bringing only what they can fit into their car. 

Lainey is deeply saddened by this, as Wes explains he’s had his fair share of fun 
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but now it is time for him to grow up. This confession from Wes encourages 

Lainey to finally start living life for herself while she is still young.  

 Another example of this fear of time is shown in an earlier chapter, where 

the reader discovers that Lainey had a grandmother who suffered from 

Alzheimer’s disease, what Lainey calls the “thief of memories.”  

She did not like to think about her grandmother in this way. It 

was not the way she remembered her, despite the fact that 

she was this way for most of Lainey’s life. There were letters 

and pictures, boxes and boxes of keepsakes. Her 

grandmother never threw away anything. It was through 

these things that Lainey came to know her. The real her, not 

the person swallowed up over time by this cruel, thief of 

memories. (Ch. V)  

 This scene speaks to how old age often leads to diseases that steal our 

youth, memories, and eventually our lives. Like in Didion’s novel, in this scene 

time is depicted as the enemy.  

 These varying character observations about time inform the reader as 

much about the character’s making the observations as they do about those 

being observed. In order to create multiple perspectives, and therefore to see the 

characters through more than one lens, each novel discussed incorporates 

multiple character points of view, and together these characters individual 

narrations work to tell the larger story.  
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 Egan’s novel addresses its ideas about time through a number of 

characters that are introduced to the reader at different, significant points of time 

in their lives. In order to show the way they have evolved, rather than just telling 

the characters stories all in third-person, Egan changes the point of view in each 

chapter. Time is then indicated through the change in these characters 

perspectives through their age, place (in terms of setting), and the other 

characters surrounding them in each corresponding chapter.  

 For example, in the first chapter, she introduces the reader to Sasha, one 

of the main protagonists in the story, as a woman in her thirties. This chapter is 

told from the perspective of Sasha in third person. The proceeding chapters are 

all told from a new perspective by different characters, none of which are 

repeated more than once. Therefore, in order to show Sasha (one of the main 

characters) later in life Egan uses Sasha’s young daughter, Alison, to portray 

through her own eyes who Sasha is and how her character has changed at this 

later point in her life. From this the reader has watched Sasha go from a lost 

young woman in her thirties with an addiction to stealing, to a sophisticated, hard 

working, wife and mother, without having the entire story told directly from 

Sasha’s point of view. Incorporating multiple character perspectives in this way 

speaks to the way stories are told in real life, as the sum of our life story is told 

from several different points of view. 

 Joan Didion also uses point of view in conjunction with time in her novel. 

David Thompson writes in the introduction of the book, “There is disgust in Play It 
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as It Lays, despite every assertion that nothing applies…and that is where the 

book becomes problematic, but also endlessly absorbing.” Didion’s choice in 

point of view is what creates a sense of tension between the “problematic” and 

the “absorbing.” This tension is what wills the reader to keep going, despite the 

often, bleak outlook on life Maria portrays.  

 The short beginning section of the novel includes three first-person 

monologues by the stories protagonist, Maria, her friend Helene, and ex-husband 

Carter, who are all addressing the reader from a time that is clearly after the rest 

of the events in the story have already occurred. The times the reader does get 

Maria’s first person account, it seems to be in order to reiterate the fact that 

“nothing applies,” as she states in the opening chapter and returns to at the close 

of the novel.  

 “Carter and Helen still ask questions,” says Maria, and she goes on to 

conclude, “I used to ask questions, and I got the answer: nothing,” (Didion 210). 

Here at the end Didion returns to Maria’s first person point of view to reiterate her 

conclusions about life.  

 Didion seems to use the close-third point of view throughout the majority 

of the novel as a way of keeping the reader at a distance from Maria’s internal 

sufferings. The close-third perspective allows the reader to feel involved in 

Maria’s trials, but not as absorbed as they would be given the first person 

perspective. Perhaps this is Didion’s way of protecting the reader from the 
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nothingness Maria feels, of course one could also argue that she is protecting 

herself as the author by distancing the character in this way.  

 In a scene where Maria and Carter discuss their marriage separation, the 

reader sees Maria’s inability to grasp the situation, and the alienation she feels 

as she looks at her life and tries to make sense of her world.  

 “There was a silence. Something real was happening: this was, as it were, 

her life. If she could keep that in mind she would be able to play it through, do the 

right thing, whatever that meant” (Didion, 41).  

 Didion’s use of the word “real,” and Maria’s acknowledgement that 

“something real was happening,” signifies just how lost Maria is at this point in 

her life. It’s this moment where the separation from her husband stops being an 

idea that she can avoid, and becomes something that she realizes she has to 

face, but instead of feeling remorse or a desire to fix things she remains 

complacent about this aspect of her life. Maria is simply unable to connect with 

other human beings, and therefore life itself proves meaningless in her eyes.  

 This theme, the idea of searching or trying to connect with people in some 

way to find meaning in life, is also apparent in both A Visit from the Goon Squad 

and The Hostess.  

 In her review of A Visit from the Goon Squad in The Guardian, Churchwell 

likens Egan’s novel to, “a kind of butterfly effect, in which reoccurrence becomes 

the measure of the chaos of our lives…the novel reimagines it as a series of 

chain reactions. The people we bump up against and bang into become the story 
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of our lives.” This idea mirrors the way the novel is structured, seemingly chaotic 

at first, jumping across time through the perspective of multiple characters, yet by 

the end everything and everyone is connected in some way. Even the reader 

becomes entangled in the various lives of the characters and the similar 

problems and fears they all share as they try to understand their purpose in life, 

allowing the reader to being to understand the commonalities we share as 

human beings.  

 This is perhaps the point of redemption in Egan’s novel. While one goal of 

the story seems to be a desire to warn against the effects of technology on 

society, and the inability to avoid them through time, allowing the reader to see 

these effects through multiple characters shows that we’re all in it together. 

Egan’s desire is to point out the power of human connection and that perhaps it 

is what could save us, a return to that connection and away from technology.  

 This is a point I address in The Hostess as well; the idea that the world we 

live in echoes with a profound plurality of voices, and the way we are all 

connected through them. I examine this notion through the eyes and voices of 

several twenty-something’s as they try to make sense of their lives in the years 

after college, when they are faced with the responsibilities that come along with 

entering into the real world. I look at how these characters cope with this idea 

and the way each handles it in comparison to one another. I chose to look at this 

particular period of time in the character’s lives because it’s a familiar time of 

struggle that most of us have been through, or will go through at some point. I 
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was interested in this struggle and how the way we chose to handle it, the 

decisions we make during that time, affects our futures.  

 Similar to Didion and Egan’s novels, mine also looks at these ideas using 

a non-linear structure, by beginning with the present time and then delving back 

into the past, so that the reader cares about the future of the characters. The 

main difference is that my story is broken into chapters and also three sections 

representing past, present and future, where the events within each given section 

do appear linearly, possibly making it easier to piece together than the elliptical, 

non-linear style of the other novels. 

 The process of creating this kind of elliptical structure actually appears to 

have come about organically for Didion, who in an interview about the novel 

comments on the difficulty she had assigning point of view to her characters, and 

admits that she originally wanted the entire story to be in first-person. After 

having trouble getting the story out that way, she simply began placing the story 

through what she defines as a “close-third” instead, in order to get the story out. 

Didion describes this “close-third” not as an omniscient third, but “a third very 

close to the mind of the character” (Thomson XV). In the end she was left with 

some of the story written in first and some in third-person, and in order to make 

the story work, she decided she would have to use both. From this realization, 

the structure of the novel was formed.  

 In order to make both points of view work together within the story, Didion 

created an opening section that represented a future time frame from the rest of 
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the story. The first-person point of view worked for this because the reader is 

able to view it as a hindsight perspective, where the characters have come to 

their conclusions about the events that have taken place, and they are sharing 

this with the reader after the fact, as opposed to providing these conclusions at 

the end of the novel when the reader would also likely begin to formulate their 

own conclusions. This structure allows the characters the ability to plant their 

own ideas about what is happening in the story into the reader’s head from the 

very beginning.  

 By doing this, Didion is framing the way the reader will view and 

understand the rest of the novel. Letting the reader know upfront that Maria has 

ended up in a mental institution of some kind helps us to understand the elliptical 

structure that follows, where some chapters are only a few sentences, and entire 

pages are sometimes left blank. It is as if we can see Maria coming undone on 

the page. Suddenly the disjointed structure makes perfect sense when viewing it 

this way.  

 As mentioned above, the structure of Egan’s novel is also done in this 

elliptical, non-linear style. She has said that the organizing principle of A Visit 

from the Goon Squad “is discontinuity…people collide, scatter and recombine in 

patters that are less chaotic than they appear” (Reed). The book pieces together 

the larger story through the different character points of view and presents the 

reader with non-consecutive events from different time periods and locations, yet 

circles back around to the same core characters.  



	  

 
 

18 

 After carefully examining these specific works, it is clear how time and 

point of view work as agents for creating the way the novel becomes structured. 

The use of point of view creates the footing for how the story will be told, and in 

using multiple points of view the author creates a structure based on these 

varying character perspectives. Then time becomes important for the structure in 

terms of what these characters know and are able to share about their worlds, 

which in turn helps to develop the plot, all of which is demonstrated within the 

multiple examples and analysis above.   
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The Hostess Plot Treatment 

The opening section of the novel, titled “The Announcement,” begins in 

May 2007, present day for the characters in the story. This section is one long 

sequence and told mostly from the point of view of the main protagonist, Lainey 

(the hostess) with short intervals from the other main character’s perspectives: 

Kate and Leo (servers at the restaurant) and Christian (Lainey’s boyfriend), so 

that the reader gets to see inside their heads, and how they see this world that 

Lainey is describing. This also allows hints to the reader that they will be 

important to the rest of the story, and it helps to begin developing information 

about the relationships between the characters. Christian’s section introduces the 

conflict between Lainey and himself, and begins to build this element into the 

story. Leo’s portion shows the relationship that has developed between Kate and 

him, which will be further explained in the coming chapters, and Kate’s 

perspective introduces to the reader a third conflict that involves herself, Lainey 

and Christian in a love triangle.  

 Lainey, as the narrator, introduces the reader to the town of Clinton and 

the restaurant, the Trat, where most of the action in the story takes place. The 

main characters in The Hostess either work or have a significant connection to 

the restaurant. The end of “The Announcement” section also introduces the 

reader to the initial conflict of the story, the closing of Trat. The owner’s are 
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bankrupt and there is no one left to bail them out. There are two announcements 

made within this section. First, the false (or fake out) announcement that the 

owner’s have decided to bring back bottomless mimosas at brunch that day, 

something the characters despise, but the more significant announcement comes 

at the end, when Jack (the restaurant manager) announces the closing of the 

restaurant. This is the conflict that will truly affect all the characters in the story in 

different ways, as the reader discovers how influential this place has been in their 

lives through the coming chapters.   

The next section of the novel makes up the first twelve chapters and is 

told from a looking back, or looking into the past, approach. These chapters 

alternate narrators, so that each narrator tells a part of the whole story, allowing 

the reader to see the way things are portrayed by one character versus how they 

may be seen by another. In these chapters, the reader is given insight into the 

events that have led up to what is happening in “The Announcement” section. 

These twelve chapters take the information about the characters that “The 

Announcement” touches on, and fills in the blanks for the reader.  

 Chapter 1 begins with Lainey’s first day at the Trat, which takes place 

almost exactly three years before the announcement scene. This is the furthest 

back the novel goes, aside from some brief flashbacks included in subsequent 

chapters. In this chapter, the reader learns about how Lainey came to be working 

at the restaurant, which also corresponds directly with the beginning of her 

relationship with her boyfriend Christian, and see that the relationship in these 
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earlier years is quite different from the one introduced to the reader in “The 

Announcement.” Essentially, the reader gets to see the relationship from the 

beginning, and watch it dissolve over the course of the story. The beginning and 

end of Lainey’s life at the restaurant mirrors the beginning and end of her 

relationship with Christian. We also see that Lainey initially views the job as 

something that will be as temporary as a few months; something reader knows 

from the previous section has actually turned out quite different, as she is still 

employed at the restaurant. 

  At the end of this chapter, Wes saves Lainey from chocking. This scene 

introduces the kind of relationship the two will continue to have throughout the 

remainder of the novel, as he becomes an influential mentor figure to Lainey, and 

essentially can be seen as “saving” Lainey in the end of the story through his 

advice and influence that changes the way she views the world.  

 The next chapter re-introduces the reader to Kate, and allows them to get 

to know her better, as they learn that her mother died when she was a young girl, 

something that continues to have an effect on her. This chapter also introduces 

us to her love of art, specifically painting, and her complicated feelings toward 

her life in Clinton. All of these circumstances can be seen as motivations behind 

the sub-conflict detailed in this chapter, the beginning of her affair with Christian 

who is still dating Lainey at this time in the story. This second chapter jumps 

ahead in time, closer to the present day of the characters, and the closing of the 

restaurant. This is when the affair begins, and it also sets in place the time frame 
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for which the rest of the story in this section is told. The setting of this chapter is 

in the fall before Lainey and Christian’s senior year of college, and the rest of the 

chapters move forward in time from there, until the story ends up back where 

“The Announcement” left off in chapter 12, bringing the story back to the present 

(May, 2007), just before the summer and graduation.  

 Chapter 3 builds on the affair subplot through Christian’s narration, and 

also gives more insight into his relationship with Lainey, from the honeymoon 

stage to when they first started fighting. The reason for why they begin fighting is 

not overtly given. Instead the reader is able to begin to see the rise and fall of 

their relationship through Christian’s thoughts, as he tries to find an answer. Of 

course, the affair plays a factor, but the reader there were also problems the 

existed before the affair, as this chapter begins to reveal. Christian loves Lainey, 

but is infatuated by Kate because it is something new and different that allows for 

an escape from his everyday life, a common struggle within monogamous 

relationships. The chapter helps to reveal Christian’s own insecurities and 

motivations behind his affair with Kate, and introduces us to the way love might 

be seen through the eyes of someone plagued with bi-polar disease. Although it 

is not yet revealed and confirmed in this chapter that he is struggling with this 

disease, it hints at the disorder through the title and Christian’s own internal 

musings within the chapter.  

 Chapter 4 introduces another subplot to the story. Told from Leo’s 

perspective, the reader learns more about his character and background. Leo 
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has fled New York after his father and grandmother have both passed away 

within two years of one another. On her deathbed, his grandmother tells him 

about his real mother, and where to find her. She also leaves him responsible for 

her inheritance, half of which is supposed to go to his alcoholic uncle, promised 

only by the word of Leo, as his grandmother does not want to risk losing the 

money to the government if his uncle is too drunk to claim it.  In this chapter, it is 

revealed that Leo has come to Clinton with the purpose of finding Kate, although 

it is not said for certain yet why he is looking for her. In this chapter he is 

frustrated with the struggle he is having in making the initial contact with her. 

Christian pays a visit to Leo in this chapter, and the reader finds out that he is 

Christian’s pot dealer, and also that Leo is beginning to have suspicions about 

Christian’s relationship with Kate. This chapter helps to reveal what is most 

important to Leo, family, and it helps to push the story forward by adding this 

additional plot line.  

 At the end of the chapter, we learn through a dream that Leo has a sister. 

The reader also discovers that while Leo has lost the chance to know his mother, 

finding that she has been dead many years by the time he finds out that she 

exists, perhaps he will get a second chance with this newly found sister. The 

chapter ends with him receiving a phone call from Mariah, one of the waitresses 

at the Trat who has invited Leo to audition for her and Wes’s band.  

 Chapter 5 takes us back to Lainey’s point of view, and to a piano lesson 

with Wes, one of the other servers at the Trat, who Lainey has become close 
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friends with over the years. The story is still moving ahead in terms of time and at 

this point, getting closer to the closing of the restaurant. In this chapter, the 

reader discovers that Lainey is studying journalism and plans to go into 

advertising at her uncle’s firm after graduation. However, the reader discovers 

that she has doubts, as she begins to reveal to Wes through her actions, and to 

the reader through her internal thoughts. It’s also revealed that Christian has 

developed a drug problem that has gone beyond occasionally smoking pot, and 

confirms that he suffers from bi-polar disorder, as the reader learns he has 

recently overdosed on Ambien, something that only Lainey and her parents know 

about, and that Lainey is forced to keep secret. We learn that Lainey is staying 

with Christian at this point out of feelings of obligation rather than real feelings of 

love. Despite his sometimes, cruel treatment of her, something that is also 

discovered in this chapter, she knows he needs her and feels that he would 

become even more self-destructive without her in his life. Not only does she 

doubt her relationship with Christian, but also her career choices and other 

decisions that will affect her future. Much of this is also brought on by a 

discussion of her deceased grandmother, someone Lainey has always looked up 

to for her independence and also someone she physically resembles, which 

makes her feel closer to her. She is her grandmother’s legacy. We learn that her 

grandmother was also plagued by disease during her life, one that attacks the 

memory, Alzheimer’s. This has affected Lainey’s outlook on life, as she fears this 

“thief of memories,” and her fear of the future. We see now why she can 
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sometimes be complacent, as she struggles to deal with these fears, preferring to 

push them out of her mind. She moth admires and envies Wes for pursuing what 

he wants in life, something she struggles to do herself. Wes urges her to make 

her own decisions, based on what makes her happy, and this scene depicts a 

shift her in mind regarding her life plans, as she contemplates the future. Wes’s 

words stay with Lainey the rest of the novel, eventually leading her to look at her 

life in a totally new way.  

 The chapter ends with another scene of the crew inside the restaurant, as 

they go about their jobs. Lainey finds out that Kate has an art show coming up, 

and decides to make Christian go with her, unaware of what an awkward 

situation this could potentially be for all of them. This later portion of the novel 

also shows how the other characters around her, Kate, Wes and Mariah, are all 

pursuing their passions, their arts, despite not making a living doing these things, 

which will become important to Lainey’s development as the novel progresses.  

 The next chapter goes back to Kate’s perspective again, following the 

same pattern order as the previous chapters. At the beginning of the chapter, we 

see Kate look at a letter on her coffee table that remains unopened until later in 

the chapter. Kate receives a surprise visit from Christian. It’s clear by this point 

that she is no longer interested in their affair, and he seems only to be using her 

as an escape from his life. He confesses that his dad has found out about his 

drug problem, although Kate knows nothing about the overdose, or the fact that 

Christian is using any drugs aside from pot. Kate is therefore less than 
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sympathetic to his problems, seeing him as a spoiled, rich boy.  While he is 

there, Leo spots them on the balcony takes this as an opportunity to force an 

introduction between him and Kate. While this comes off as odd and a little 

creepy to Kate, the reader has some perspective on how long he’s been waiting 

for Kate to notice him, and the point of desperation he may have reached by 

now. Christian hides in the bedroom until Leo is gone, and Kate does not 

disclose any information about who he is to Leo.  After Christian leaves, Leo 

comes back and decides to tell Kate the truth about who he is and why he is 

interested in meeting her. The chapter ends here without Leo’s confession which 

will come later, but at this point the reader has been given hints that Kate is the 

sister Leo has been searching for and his reason for being in Clinton. Before his 

return however, Kate opens the letter and we she that she has been accepted 

into a program in Paris with the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, although it is not yet 

confirmed to the reader. However, the news that Leo gives her at the end of this 

chapter, told later through a chapter from Leo’s perspective, will serve to 

complicate her decision as she struggles with the choice to stay with Leo in 

Clinton or pursue her dream in Paris.  

 Chapter 7 takes place at Kate’s art show and is told entirely from 

Christian’s perspective. He is seen as more stable in this chapter, and neither 

him nor Lainey discuss the events that landed him in the mental ward of the 

hospital only weeks earlier. He clings to Lainey, but also still wants Kate for the 

feeling of escape she provides. He feels that he needs the love of both women to 
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feel fulfilled. At the art show, he starts to understand why he fell for Kate, and 

sees how Kate and Lainey are similar in the way they look at life, but that Lainey 

does what’s expected of her while Kate follows her heart. He begins to wonder if 

it was him who was holding Lainey back from pursuing her own dreams. 

Christian and Lainey both admire Kate’s art, and realize for the first time what a 

talented painter she is.  

In this chapter, Christian also overhears a conversation between Kate and 

Leo that he mistakenly takes as a sign they are romantically involved. Following 

this is an awkward run-in with Leo, who Lainey has not met yet at this point. 

Christian is surprised to find out that Leo and Kate know each other at all, and is 

caught completely off guard with this encounter. He wonders how much Leo 

knows about his own life at this point, and begins to panic telling Lainey he is not 

feeling well, so she takes him home, but before they reach the car he has a panic 

attack in the parking lot, leading to an emotional encounter between himself and 

Lainey, but even as they hold each other he feels her slipping away from him.  

 In Chapter 8 Leo joins the Trat. This chapter continues to take us even 

further forward to the present lives of these characters. It begins with him 

auditioning with “The Band,” Wes and Mariah’s band, so the reader sees how he 

is accepted into this world. As they are practicing in the room above the 

restaurant, Rocky comes in to ask if Wes can bartend so Jack can work two 

sections, as Brad has called in sick at the last minute. While they are discussing 

coverage, Leo mentions that he worked at a pizza place in New York and offers 
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to cover the shift. Rocky makes him a deal that if he does well he can stay on 

full-time. The chapter continues into his first night working at the Trat, and there 

are flashbacks to the night when he revealed his true identity to Kate. The reader 

sees the relationship between Kate and Leo further develop as they discuss their 

newfound relationship.  

 Chapter 9 brings us once again to Lainey. It is now the beginning of the 

summer and closer to graduation and the closing of the restaurant. Here the 

reader is given more scenes with in the restaurant world, but Lainey’s personality 

has changed from the first chapter. An important discussion between her and 

Leo takes place in this chapter, where he hints to her about the affair between 

Christian and Kate. The reader learns more about the hidden attraction Lainey 

has for Leo that is hinted at in the first section of the novel. Christian and his 

family come into the restaurant again, and this time the reader sees how Lainey 

has come to feel about them through a scene in which Christian’s father belittles 

his mother in front of a large group of people, and his mother just smiles politely 

in response. Lainey is infuriated, while Christian doesn’t seem to notice, too 

preoccupied with his own troubles. It’s awkward between them. Lainey has a 

moment of clarity and thinks to herself, “she could not, she would not, she 

refused to be a woman who was forced to grin and bear it.” At this point she has 

determined in her mind that she will end things with Christian, it’s only a matter of 

when. Furious at Christian, and suspicious of Kate based on Leo’s insinuating, 

Lainey blows up at Kate when she asks Lainey not to seat her anymore that night 
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because she is trying to leave for another art event. Lainey tells her off for not 

pulling her weight in the restaurant and expecting everyone to pick up her slack 

so that she can follow her dreams. Lainey breaks down when she tells Kate she’s 

not the only one with dreams, and that everyone in the restaurant has something 

else they’d rather be pursuing. She’s jealous of Kate’s success and her 

confidence to pursue what she loves and angry that Kate is likely sleeping with 

her boyfriend, though she is mostly mad at herself for not seeing it earlier. 

Instead of yelling at Kate for this though, she blows up over something small and 

the fight accelerates until Leo breaks it up, feeling bad that he perpetuated it as 

he does not want to hurt either girl, but is desperate to expose Christian to 

Lainey. Leo offers to take over the rest of Kate’s tables for the night. Lainey 

agrees to this compromise, but is still clearly upset at the close of this chapter.  

 Told from Kate’s perspective, Chapter 10 further develops the relationship 

between Kate and Leo. Kate finally tells Leo about being accepted to art school 

in Paris, and in turn Leo offers to help pay for the travel costs with his inheritance 

money. He also confesses to her that he still has his uncle’s portion of his 

grandmother’s inheritance, and has learned from his friends back in New York 

have that his uncle is looking for him. Despite her eagerness to escape Clinton 

Kate is still hesitant because she does not want to leave Leo now that they have 

finally found each other, though she does not tell Leo this because she knows he 

will only try to convince her not to choose him over her dreams. Instead she tells 
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him she isn’t ready to move away from everything she knows and is used to, 

something the reader knows couldn’t be further from the truth. 

 Chapter 11 shows Christian at his lowest point. We learn that the night 

Lainey blows up at Kate in the restaurant, she and Christian also get into a huge 

fight where she confronts him about Kate, his drug use, and everything else he 

has lied to her about up to this point as she feels she can no longer stay silent. At 

this point in the chapter, they have not spoken since that night. Lainey will not 

return any of his calls, demonstrating how she is trying to escape the 

relationship. He goes to Leo’s but discovers he is gone, and assumes he must be 

with Kate. He goes to the apartment, but she won’t let him inside, when he tries 

to push past her, Leo slams the door in his face. He then waits in the street until 

he sees Leo come out, and confronts him on the sidewalk. He is drunk during the 

confrontation, and he drops something that looks like a folded up note. Leo picks 

it up, but does not yet reveal what it is to the reader. Leo leaves Christian passed 

out on the sidewalk and he is gone when he returns minutes later with some ice 

cream for him and Kate. 

 The last chapter in this section represents a shift in time. It begins to bring 

the reader back to the present scene and into the future. Starting with the day of 

the announcement, the reader is taken back to what happens before Leo and 

Kate arrive at the restaurant, and why they are running late that day. The next 

scene is Kate and Leo further discussing Paris with Leo and urging Kate to 

accept his offer. Kate has suggested to postpone the trip so that she can save 
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some more money for herself. They start to get into an argument, but then they 

realize they are running late for work and decide to talk about it more later before 

either one gets too heated by the conversation. This then takes the reader back 

to “The Annoucnement.”  

The chapter jumps forward in time to the last day at the Trat, a week after 

the announcement has been made. The reader learns that “The Band” (Wes, 

Mariah and Leo) is performing together at the Dugout for the last time, as Wes 

and Mariah will be moving to St. Louis. In the concert scene, Leo gives the piece 

of paper that he found at the beginning of the chapter to Kate and tells her to 

read it right before he goes on stage to perform. Kate opens the letter to reveal a 

short story written by Lainey, inspired by the paintings Kate presented at her first 

art show. It is clear that the story is about a dying relationship, presumably 

Lainey and Christian’s. The realization that her painting inspired Lainey to pursue 

her own art finally allows Leo to convince Kate to go to Paris and to use her 

talent to continue to inspire others. In the concert scene all is revealed to Lainey 

by Leo about the affair and the chapter ends with them kissing, something that 

has been building between them in the previous chapters.  

The last section of the novel, currently not included in this thesis, takes the 

reader into the future of the characters, and asks the question, where will they go 

from here? Now that the restaurant has closed, they are all forced to move on. 

This portion of the novel is told entirely from Lainey’s point of view, and details 

what happens after the concert. She and Leo leave together, and she spends the 
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night with him. He tells her about Kate being his sister, and more is revealed 

about the current situation with Leo’s uncle.  Leo tells Lainey that he must return 

to New York and confront his uncle, who he learns is now in rehab, and reveals 

to her that he does not want to have resentment toward his uncle any longer. He 

wants to try to forgive him for his past failures and be there for him as he tries to 

get and stay clean. He knows this is what his father and grandmother would have 

wanted.  Leo also tells Lainey about Kate’s plan to go to Paris, but does not yet 

reveal that he knows about Lainey’s short story and how it influenced Kate’s 

decision to go. This encounter with Leo opens up Lainey’s ideas about love and 

what is considered right or wrong. While the experience with Leo makes her 

happy, she also realizes that Leo is not the answer to her doubts about her 

future, only a temporary distraction. This allows her to understand that this is also 

likely how Christian felt about Kate. Despite all he has done to her, she also 

struggles with the idea of cheating on Christian even though she knows the 

relationship is over. She realizes she must face him and also try to forgive as Leo 

tries to do.   

 Lainey leaves Leo and goes to see Mariah and Wes, who are having a 

yard sale, and getting rid of all their stuff before they move to St Louis, as they 

will only have enough room to bring whatever can fit in their car. Wes confesses 

to Lainey that he and Mariah are moving to St. Louis because she is pregnant 

and the two are going to live with her parents for now, who have offered Wes a 

job at their company, which manufactures paper. Wes gives Lainey his keyboard, 
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having no room for it among the necessities. Lainey is distressed by Wes’s 

decision to give up his dreams of writing and music, being that he has been 

largely responsible for influencing her to follow her own passions.  Wes asks 

Lainey about her plans for the future, and she reveals that she has turned down 

the job from her uncle, despite her parent’s wishes, and has a hard time 

understanding Wes’s decisions now. Wes promises not to give up his passions, 

but tells her he has had his fair share of fun and success with them, but that he 

loves Mariah and wishes to provide her with security now that they are going to 

start a family. He tells her not to worry about him and that he is happy and 

content with his choice. While she is there, Mariah also tells her about Kate 

leaving for Paris the next day, and that she wrote her a long goodbye letter. 

Mariah then reveals that Kate left a PO Box number in the letter, and a key that 

she asked Mariah to give it to Lainey.  

 Lainey goes to the PO Box address and discovers that Kate has given her 

back the story she wrote and has also left Lainey the paintings that had inspired 

the story. Lainey sees this as a truce between them and she realizes they are not 

so different from one another. She then goes to face Christian one last time and 

finally breaks it off with him for good. She feels relieved and a sense of freedom, 

but she is no longer angry with Christian either. She is just resolved to move on 

with her life. Christian apologizes to Lainey for all of his indiscretions and tells her 

he will never stop loving her. He confesses that he truly believes he would have 
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died without her help. She accepts that perhaps this is the higher purpose of their 

relationship; despite the difficulties and pain it has caused her at times.  

 Where Lainey goes from here is uncertain, but we end with her looking 

forward to graduation and the possibilities in front of her as she walks around 

campus to the quad. The story ends as she sits down under a tree and begins to 

write a story.  
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The Announcement 

 
 Stepping onto Ninth Street was like stepping off the college campus and 

into a different world, away from the identically shaped brick buildings, the quad, 

ionic columns and perfectly manicured grass. Little mom-and-pop shops lined the 

street that was otherwise filled with bars and restaurants where locals and 

students blended together. It was the kind of day that begged to be enjoyed, and 

Lainey walked careful and slow along the sidewalk in order to take in a few more 

seconds of it before reaching the restaurant. She waved to the students she 

knew and smiled at the locals who looked at her with knowing glances, most of 

them not quite able to put together how they recognized her face, as they were 

used to seeing her within the setting of the crowded restaurant.  

 Occasionally there was a student that was also a local, but this was rare. 

The locals were mostly upper-middle class families; the mom’s wore too much 

lipstick and the dad’s were always dressed in designer jeans that made them 

look as if they were wearing their teenage son’s pants. Their children were 

attending the University, or they were graduates, living out their lives away from 

this college town. The locals preferred tables in the back while the students, also 

easy to spot; the boys in their button down Polo’s and boot cut jeans, the girls in 

t-shirts with sorority letters on them and jean skirts that were always a little too 

tight, liked to sit inside by the windows.  
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 Most of those who worked at the Trat were students first, but over the 

years many had become what everyone called “common law locals,” as if they 

were married to the city. The ones who graduated but never left. These were the 

people Lainey found herself surrounded by on a daily basis. These common law 

locals basically ran the city. They were a community of bartenders, baristas, 

waiters and even some professors, and most of their time was spent on Ninth 

Street. They were free thinkers, feminists, activists and artists, and their 

presence added a heightened level of culture to the city.   

 There was never any parking downtown. The closest garage to Ninth 

Street was two miles away and the summers left clothes damp with sweat and 

winters caused bones to ache from cold, so those who worked downtown were 

experts at parallel parking, or they lived a short walk away from the restaurant. 

Some rode bikes and left them on the sidewalk chained to the back of a parking 

meter. Stores were closed on Sundays, restaurants too. Most were thankful for 

the day off. Their weekend days were Sunday and Monday. Only some had 

Monday’s off, but they were slow days and the shift usually ended early, making 

it was easy to convince those with Monday shifts to got out despite having to 

work the next day. Some worked at more than one restaurant, some worked at 

bars, but most considered “The Trat”, this is what they called the place, their 

main source of income. The restaurant’s full name was Trattoria Strada Nova: 

The Little Kitchen on Ninth Street.   
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 When Lainey finally reached the door leading into the restaurant, she 

paused and looked back at where she’d started. Johnson Hall was visible in the 

distance, but from Ninth Street it became more than the place where students 

collected their return checks or filed for graduation; the view from the street made 

it appear as if it were a piece of masterfully structured architecture. The sky in the 

distance above the building’s white dome, earlier filled with the yellow glare of the 

sun that had accompanied Lainey on her walk down Ninth Street, was now a 

pale grey-blue. It looked like rain was headed their way.  

*** 

 Christian lay in his apartment staring at his cell phone, hoping Lainey 

would call before walking into work. He knew that if she didn’t they wouldn’t see 

each other for the rest of the day, and even though he also knew this meant 

Lainey’s anger would subside naturally as the day went on, so that their arguing 

would not continue when they finally did see each other, the anger would stay 

with them. They’d carry it around for the rest of the day, week, month, like they 

had done so many times before. They would decide their fight was silly, and even 

forget what it was they were fighting about, but the anger would stick to their 

insides like plaque to arteries. Lainey acted as if she was OK with this routine 

that had developed between them, but he would have given anything to rewind to 

the times he could stay in bed with her all day, convincing her not to go to class. 

They would lie there for hours after making love, laughing and talking, but mostly 

just enjoying each other’s presence in the silence. That is what he loved most 
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about her, the way he could just be silent in her presence. When he was with her 

he didn’t feel like he had to be constantly performing the way he did with 

everyone else in his life, as if he were always on display.  

 His father had chosen a career that made him known in Clinton, first as an 

attorney, and for as long as Christian could remember, a judge, and his mother 

seemed to be the envy of every woman in Clinton, not only for her beauty but 

also for having snagged his father. Christian liked the attention his family name 

inspired among people, and the social life it had provided him, but he couldn’t 

help but notice the way these people preyed upon each others failures, as if they 

were just waiting for someone to mess up so they had something to talk about. 

They were always looking for an excuse to forget about their own problems by 

focusing on everyone else’s.  

 When he took Lainey to his parents annual Christmas party at the Clinton 

Country Club, it was the first time he’d ever felt calm at the event. All his parent’s 

friends had adored her, and it took the attention away from his imperfections. 

She made him better. He tried to remember when things had changed between 

them, to pinpoint the moment they had gone from watching the world melt away 

when they were together, to watching the world they’d created fall apart. He often 

wished they were strangers again.  

*** 

 Lainey felt the buzz from inside her jacket pocket as she clocked in at the 

back bar and took her position at the hostess stand, pulling out her phone she 
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stared at the words “I’m sorry,” in the middle of the screen. She put the phone 

back in her pocket without answering and tried to avoid contact with Rocky 

because she knew he would never shut up once he got started, and she wasn’t 

in the mood for one of his drunken, slurred stories. Everyone knew Rocky’s 

excessive drinking meant the restaurant was in some kind of trouble. This was 

always the first sign. Lately she’d been cashing her checks straight from Rocky’s 

account rather than trying to deposit them at her bank. She’d had one too many 

checks from them bounce, and she was too embarrassed for Rocky and Cheryl 

to ask them to pay the fee her bank charged her whenever this happened. 

Sometimes Rocky’s bank would only give the servers half their paycheck 

because that was all that was left in the account. The last time he went bankrupt, 

the Lowrey’s had bailed him out with a loan, and the restaurant had only shut 

down for two weeks.  

 Lainey rolled her eyes at Rocky and returned to the hostess stand. Rocky 

was not a smart man, but despite his personal shortcomings, the Trat was still 

one of the best restaurants in town. The selection and quality of food was far 

superior to anything else that existed, especially right downtown on Ninth Street. 

It was as if he had a monopoly on fine dining, so the financial problems were 

always temporary.  

 It was Saturday morning, the only day of the week the Trat was open 

before 5 p.m. Today was brunch day. Everyone at the restaurant hated brunch 

day, but everyone in the town lived for it. The cooks arrived at six in the morning 
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to begin preparing and the servers were all expected in by nine. Doors opened at 

ten on the dot, and food was served until promptly two, just in time for the cooks 

to turn around and begin preparing for dinner at five. Most of the servers worked 

double shifts on Saturdays, and everyone had to work at least one shift three 

Saturdays out of the month. This was a ‘Jack’ rule that for once everyone agreed 

upon. Lainey worked every Saturday, leaving at two and returning at five after a 

quick afternoon nap. She didn’t mind the schedule. It reminded her of when she’d 

gone to Spain with her family and everything closed down in the middle of the 

afternoon for siesta. It made her feel very European.  

 There were only two places downtown that served brunch on Saturdays, 

and the Trat was one of them. Saturday nights were busy, but brunch brought on 

a whole new level of the sense of entitlement the regulars carried. After the first 

few months of offering brunch, someone had come up with the genius idea of 

offering ten-dollar bottomless mimosas. People can go through a lot of mimosas 

in four hours. The first few weeks after they added this luxury to the menu, the 

kitchen ran out of champagne, orange juice and clean glasses. Lainey still had 

nightmarish flashbacks of herself running up and down the aisles of the small, 

local organic grocery shop downtown, cleaning out their entire supply of not only 

orange juice, but pineapple, mango, fruit punch, anything she could find. Any 

juice was better than no juice at all, and usually by the time the orange juice ran 

out, the tables had already had so much to drink, they didn’t care what kind of 
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juice was accompanying their champagne. One Saturday, Lainey even found 

herself cleaning glasses in the back with the dishwashers, assembly line style.  

 Finally, after about three months of this mimosa induced chaos, Rocky 

made an executive decision to take the bottomless option off the menu. The 

patrons complained at first, but then the drinks were still only two dollars, so they 

could enjoy five whole mimosas before going over the original ten-dollar price. 

Lainey quickly found that explaining this to those that complained usually shut 

them up, either because they realized it was still a good deal or because they 

didn’t want to come off looking like the alcoholic of the bunch.  

 Opening the hostess closet, Lainey checked the list for who would be 

working the morning shift and wrote the names down on the seating chart with an 

orange dry erase marker, the only one she could find that would still write.  

 “Who are we missing?” Jack said looking over her shoulder.  

 “What?” Lainey looked at him confused. 

 “Only Wes and Mariah are here so far,” he said reading the names Lainey 

had written down.  

 “Can you give Kate or Leo a call?” He asked her. “Maybe they’re 

together.” 

 She reluctantly agreed, and decided to try Leo first, hoping Jack was 

wrong about them being together, though she knew he was probably right. She 

was with Christian the first time she met Leo, but that hadn’t stopped her from 

blushing when he shook her hand and introduced himself. His hair - falling 
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forward in front of his eyes when he reached his arm out toward hers - was long, 

and uncombed, literally dirty blonde if she had to guess, and also the color. He 

pushed it back away from his face, staring so intently at her as their hands met. 

His eyes were the color of oak trees in the rain, when the bark turns almost 

black, and his pupils were so dilated they felt like black holes threatening to suck 

her in if she stared at them too long. There was an instant attraction she’d never 

felt before, not even with Christian, and though Christian was the only guy she’d 

ever slept with, and only after six months of dating and the exchanging of ‘I love 

you’s’ she began to understand the power of lust when her hand touched Leo’s 

that day.  

*** 

 What started as a light drizzle suddenly turned into large, heavy drops of 

rain. Leo held his coat over Kate’s head as she got into his car.  

 “I can’t believe we’re driving there,” Kate said as he slid into the drivers 

seat next to her. “I’ve been working at the Trat for five years and I don’t think I’ve 

ever driven to work, not even when we had eight inches of snow. We’re a block 

away.” 

 “Well, it’s raining and we’re late,” Leo said. 

 “We’re never going to find a parking spot.”   

 “I’ll park illegally and move it later when the rain stops.” 

 “If it stops.” 

 “I’m sorry for making us late,” he said looking at her.  
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 She stared straight out the front window through the windshield wipers, 

and he wondered what she was thinking. She wore a beanie that covered her 

whole head so that only a few strands of her white hair could be seen at the 

bottom. The passenger seat of his truck was pulled all the way back from earlier 

when he had needed to make room for his guitar, and her legs just barely 

reached past it to the floorboard. Her slender hands with boney fingers - those 

magic fingers that created paintings good enough to grant her acceptance into 

one of the best art schools in Paris - were clasped together around and her 

across her stomach. Sitting there in that way, she looked nothing like the strong, 

stubborn woman he’d come to know over the last few months.  She was so 

small, almost like a child, and he would have hugged her then if he could have 

taken his hands from the wheel.  

 “Look, Leo, I get where you’re coming from,” she said. “I really do.”  

 “But,” he said. 

 “But, it’s just not that simple.”  

 Leo let the subject drop then, best not to force anything on her. He did 

think it was that simple, but he tried to see it from her point of view. He’d only 

been in Clinton five months, it wasn’t his home, but Kate had spent years making 

it hers, and he couldn’t force her to leave even if he knew it was the best thing for 

her; even if he knew it was what she really wanted.  

 “Paris will always be there,” she said. 
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 He nodded in agreement; so will Clinton is what he wanted to say.  His 

phone rang.  

*** 

 “Leo, It’s Lainey,” she said and felt her face warm and flush at the sound 

of her voice saying his name. 

 “Hey Lainey, sorry we’re late,” he said. “Can you tell Jack we’re on our 

way? I’m with Kate.” 

 She tried to mask her disappointment. “Sure,” she said. “We were just 

checking on you. See you soon.” 

 She delivered the news to Jack and braced herself for the morning rush, 

which consisted mostly of the elderly population of locals, a few families brave 

enough to bring their children out to eat that early in the day, and professors from 

the university that rose before ten in the morning on a Saturday. Why anyone 

would willingly choose to do such a thing was beyond her.  

Just before the doors opened at ten, Jack gathered everyone around the 

hostess stand for a quick pep talk. This was not uncommon, but Lainey sensed 

something different in his demeanor today. He actually looked like he had been 

crying, but then again maybe he was just hung over like the rest of the staff.  

 “OK everyone, listen up,” Jack said. “I know Saturdays are rough on all of 

us, but let’s try to make the best of it today. Try to enjoy yourselves a little, have 

fun.”  
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 They all nodded in agreement, half listening as usual. Jack was that kind 

of manager. He didn’t seem to notice if people were actually listening, as long as 

they appeared to be paying attention to him, giving him the floor, that was all he 

seemed to want. Lainey stared at his tiny, black, beady eyes and thought about 

sleeping. 

 Leo stood diagonal from her, behind Jack; she saw him staring at her out 

of the corner of her eye and pretended not to notice, though she could feel his 

dark eyes exploring her face. Even without looking she could almost hear his 

long, dark lashes brush against each other when he blinked. She twitched her 

pen back and forth against her thumb and forefinger to calm herself, to focus her 

attention on something else, but she felt her cheeks flush and the skin on her 

neck grow warm, giving her away.  

 She realized then that everyone had started talking over Jack and she had 

missed something.  

 “Don’t worry, don’t worry guys,” she heard Jack say. “I made sure we have 

extras of everything; we even bought plastic cups if we run out of champagne 

glasses this time.” 

 “Whose idea was this?” asked Wes, taking on his usual role as the voice 

of the whole group.  

 “Rocky thought it would be fun to see who could sell the most,” said Jack. 

“Winner gets a free bottle of whatever wine they want.” 

 “I don’t even drink wine,” said Wes.  
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 “What’s going on?” Lainey said, turning to Kate who had moved behind 

the hostess stand to fix her apron.  

 Kate looked up at her with the look she often gave Lainey - closed mouth, 

raised eyebrows, a slow stare directly into her eyes – and then looked down 

again before responding. 

 “Were you not just standing there?” Kate asked, still looking down to tie 

the strings of her apron around the front of her waist, flipping the long napkin 

tucked into it over the tied knot, and pressing the length of it flat with both hands.  

 Lainey could see her smirking and wished she had just pretended to know 

what they were all talking about. 

 “I don’t know,” Lainey answered. Then lowering her voice, “It’s Jack, I can 

only pay attention for so long.”  

 Kate laughed and nodded in agreement, “We’re bringing back bottomless 

mimosas,” she said. 

 “Wait. What?” Lainey felt the wave of anxiety associated with this phrase 

return to her.  

 “Only for today,” Kate said laughing and grabbed Lainey’s wrist, shaking 

her arm playfully. “Get a hold of yourself.”  

 Lainey sighed in relief that the torture would only be temporary.  

 “But why tonight?” 

 Kate shrugged and her collarbones stuck out from her pale skin, making 

her resemble a porcelain doll.  
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 “Door,” Lainey heard Jack say from behind her, and she turned around to 

find Mr. and Mrs. Rohan inching their way toward the hostess stand, Mrs. Rohan 

moving just a little faster than her husband. 

 “Hello Mrs. Rohan, how are you this morning?” Lainey asked, smiling 

while trying not to look nauseous, but she could feel her hangover coming on. Of 

course it would sneak up on her now, when there was nothing she could do but 

wait it out.  

 “Hi dear,” she said. “Could you get slow poke and I a table up front? He’ll 

never make it to the back.” 

 Lainey smiled and laughed the fake laugh she did every time Mrs. Rohan 

made fun of her husband.  

 She signaled them toward the table where Mr. Rohan was already 

standing still, having given up on making his way to the hostess stand, and went 

to get two glasses of water.  She then walked to the back where Leo, Kate, Wes 

and Mariah were congregated behind the wall, whispering amongst themselves.  

 They looked at her in anticipation as she approached, and she knew they 

were trying to guess who were the first brunch arrivals of the day. It was a game 

they often played to kill time before the rush began. She paused for affect when 

she reached them and let out a long sigh.  

 “Mr. and Mrs. Rohan,” she said.  

 “Damnit,” Leo said, punching Wes in the arm.  

 “You guys are such children,” said Kate. 
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 “I told you,” said Wes. “I am the master.”  

 “Oh stop gloating,” Mariah said smiling.  

 “Who’d you think it would be?” asked Lainey, turning to Leo. 

 “Professor Fritz.” 

 “Good guess.” 

 “Yeah, but you’re still wrong,” Wes said handing Leo one of the black 

credit card books from behind the bar. “Have fun.” 

 “They’re at the front, obviously,” Lainey said. “I got their waters.” 

 Leo reluctantly followed Lainey to the front of the restaurant.  

 “So what do you thinks going on?” He asked. 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “I don’t know the whole mimosa contest doesn’t seem a little weird to 

you?” 

 “Well yeah, but” Lainey paused, “It’s probably just some dumb competitive 

team building game Josh made up.” 

 “Maybe,” Leo said nodding. “Or maybe it’s a test.”  

 “You’re so paranoid.” 

 “Better than being naïve,” he said as they approached the stand.  

He continued to the Rohan’s table, leaving her to contemplate if his comment 

was a generalization or something directed specifically to her. She presumed it 

was the latter.  
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 As the morning continued, people poured into the restaurant, and the rain 

poured in with them creating a small puddle at the entrance, but the weather had 

not deterred the crowd one bit. There was no real waiting area at the front of the 

restaurant. The aisle leading to the hostess stand was too narrow to include any 

extra benches or chairs for seating, and even if there had been room, this was an 

upscale Italian restaurant, not IHOP. So people waited wherever they could find 

space, against the glass display case showcasing a variety of cream filled 

pastries, scones, and cinnamon roles that were a crowd favorite, oozing with 

frosting that dripped down the sides like white silk. Lainey could eat an entire roll 

by herself, though she always regretted it afterward.  

 The problem with waiting against the display case was that it only allowed 

enough room for a single line of people. If anyone tried to stand next to each 

other, they completely blocked the walkway, which wouldn’t have mattered all 

that much if the servers didn’t have to get through to make waters at the sink or 

retrieve coffee for their tables. The coffee station was directly to the left of the 

front door, and it was always blocked by some unawares patron who thought 

they’d found the perfect place to wait. This created a real dilemma because 

coffee and brunch go hand in hand, and diners were patient about some things, 

but coffee was not one of them. Kate made her way back from the coffee station, 

pushing through the crowd and casting evil looks at anyone who touched her.  

 “Can you do something about this?” Kate asked Lainey in a voice that 

made it sound more like a demand than a question.  
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 Lainey often felt more like a kindergarten teacher than a hostess as she 

shuffled down the aisle, asking the grownups to please form a single file line 

while they waited to be seated. Sometimes the more oblivious of the prospective 

diners would stand in the area in front of the cooking station, until a sweaty 

server would come running up shouting orders at the line chef, and they realized 

that perhaps they were in the way.  

 Wes came along the aisle shouting, “coming through, clear the aisle,” as 

he made his way back from the coffee station, somehow managing to carry three 

full coffee cups in one hand, and three small plates to put them on in the other. 

Lainey winced as he maneuvered his way through the crowd, sure he would slip 

on the wet floor and spill hot coffee on someone. She gave him a worried glance 

as he passed by her. 

 “Don’t worry, I got this,” he said. “Your boyfriend’s back there by the way.” 

 “He is?” she asked, surprised he would show up when they were fighting.  

 She looked past the crowd to see Christian and his parents standing in the 

open doorway, his mother attempting to avoid getting her designer pumps wet in 

the growing puddle at the front of the restaurant. Lainey wondered if it was 

Christian’s idea to come, or if his parent’s had suggested it and he’d agreed in 

order to avoid having to explain to them why he and Lainey were fighting. She 

knew she had started the fight, but she didn’t even really know why. There 

relationship had been a roller coaster of emotions over the last year, and she felt 

exhausted just thinking about it. She wondered how long a relationship could 
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sustain on something that it used to be. They had been in love once, she was 

sure of it, and yet when she looked at him now it scared her how little she felt. 

Numbness. That was what she felt now when she looked at him.  

 Trying to make eye contact with them through the crowd of people was 

impossible, and they were not supposed to allow special treatment on brunch 

days. It was simply first come first serve. Except of course for the Lowrey’s, who 

had already snuck through the back door and placed themselves at the corner 

table closest to the bar. Mr. Lowrey liked to sit there so all he had to do when he 

needed a new drink was yell at whoever was bartending and hold up his empty 

glass, then seconds later a full one would appear like magic. Lainey thought this 

was a pretty douche bag move, but she also knew she would likely be out of a 

job if it wasn’t for the Lowrey’s, so she kept this opinion to herself.  

 The Lowrey’s owned all the local Wal-Marts within thirty miles of Clinton, a 

place most of the staff at the Trat despised and where they refused to shop. Not 

just because Mr. Lowrey owned the stores, but because of the terrible way they 

treated their employees. That and the fact that ninety-nine percent of the items in 

the super centers were likely made by overworked, underpaid children in foreign 

countries, and then shipped to the United States so that soccer moms could save 

five dollars on 18-packs of Capri Sun. 

 Before the Trat, Lainey had bought all of her groceries there, though she 

would never have admitted it to any of her co-workers. The first time Mr. Lowrey 

came in to the restaurant, Mariah had spent twenty minutes explaining to Lainey 
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all the evils of Wal-Mart. How she refused to ever wait on the Lowrey’s table, 

even though they left the best tips, because she didn’t want money from “a 

corporation that represents everything that’s wrong with globalization and our 

societies capitalist agenda.” Lainey had wanted to laugh when she said it, but 

then she saw how serious Mariah was, she had never heard anyone talk that 

way before; she doubted if any of her friends even knew the word globalization, 

let alone how to use it in a sentence.  

 This was the first and last time Lainey ever heard Mariah say a negative 

comment about another person, so she took it to heart, and never stepped inside 

another Wal-Mart again.  

 “Kate,” Lainey said grabbing her by the arm as she rushed by the hostess 

stand to put an order into the kiosk. “Think you could sneak Christian and his 

parents in at one of your tables in the back?” 

 There was a small section in the back by the bar, the place where the 

Lowrey’s table was, that was the only area not visible from the front of the house. 

The rest of the tables were lined side-by-side, beginning against the left wall, but 

the bar section was behind the wall shared by the dish room. If they were sly 

about it, the servers could sneak people to the tables in that section without 

anyone noticing.  

 Kate looked hesitant, “I don’t know, Lainey, don’t his parents like Mariah to 

wait on them?” 
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 “She can’t without taking one of your tables,” said Lainey pointing to the 

seating chart. “And then she’d be running back and forth from her section up 

here to the back of the restaurant.” 

 “What about Wes?” Kate asked. “He’s got tables behind the wall too.” 

 “Just forget it,” said Lainey. “I’ll figure it out.” 

 Lainey looked down at the seating chart as if she were studying it and 

waited for Kate to walk away. Her hesitation made Lainey question a notion Leo 

had planted in her head that she had decided was too bizarre to actually believe. 

Could Kate really have slept with Christian? She could hardly even fathom them 

having a conversation. What would they talk about? Kate was definitely not 

Christian’s type, and she was pretty sure he was not Kate’s type either.   

 “Fine,” said Kate. “I’ll do it, OK, calm down.” 

 Lainey wanted to scream after her that she was calm, and that she didn’t 

want her waiting on them if she was going to be such a bitch about it, but the 

crowd stopped her from an outburst.  

 Christian came up to the stand.  

 “Kate said to come see you,” he said.  

 “Yeah,” Lainey said not looking at him. “She’s going to fit you into her 

section; so you don’t have to wait.”  

 “That’s OK, Lainey,” he said. “Really, we can wait. Don’t feel like you have 

to give us special treatment.” 
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 Lainey shot him a look that she hoped signified he should keep his mouth 

shut and just do what she said.  

 “I just had to practically beg Kate to do this favor for me,” she said. “You’re 

taking the damn table.” 

 “You did?” he asked. 

 “Yeah, I mean god forbid she willingly go along with anything I ask.” 

 “I’m sure that’s not it.” 

 “Why are you defending her?” Lainey felt her ears getting hot. What was 

happening; could she really be so naïve?  

 “I’m not defending anyone.”  

 “Excuse me, Ma’am,” a girl with large, grey eyes, red hair, and a green 

rain coat said, interrupting their almost fight. 

 Lainey looked at her without speaking. 

 “Umm,” the girl said looking awkwardly from Lainey to Christian and back 

at Lainey again, “Sorry, but we were just wondering how much longer?” 

 “Name?” 

 “Amber,” the girl said.  

 “Yeah,” Lainey said. “There’s eight of you, the forty-five minute wait time 

hasn’t changed since you first put your name down thirty minutes ago; so it’s 

going to be at least fifteen more minutes.”  

 Lainey smiled and waited for the girl to walk away. 

 “That was a little bitchy, L,” Christian said as the girl left. 
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 Lainey didn’t say anything to him. Instead she took a pencil and erased 

the name “Amber” from her list, and replaced it with “Robert,” the large party who 

had been two groups further down on the list. Then she wrote in the name 

“Amber” where “Robert” had been, so that the girls group was now two places 

further on the waiting list than they had been before. This was something she 

sometimes did when groups really annoyed her.  

 “Ms. Impatient Amber over there can have your table if you’d prefer,” 

Lainey finally said looking up at him. 

 “All right, Lainey,” he said. “You win, tell me where you want us to go.” 

 “Just act like you’re going to the bar to wait, and Kate will come get you as 

soon as her table is clean.” She was glad he would be sitting in the back where 

she didn’t have to see him.  

 “Thanks,” he said and went back to the front to collect his parents.  

*** 

 Kate tried not to make eye contact with Christian as she set three glasses 

of water on the table for him and his parents. She knew this moment would 

happen eventually, but because Christian’s parents liked Mariah so much she’d 

managed to avoid waiting on them until now, despite their frequent visits to the 

Trat. She spoke directly to his mother the entire time, even when it was his turn 

to order. She felt his eyes on her as she wrote their order down in her black 

book.  
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 “OK,” she said, looking up at Christian’s mother and smiling her best 

waitress smile, one that showed her teeth and caused lines to form on her 

forehead. “Anything else?”  

 His mother responded by looking from Christian to his father and back to 

Kate, shaking her head. Retreating from the table, Kate walked back toward the 

kitchen. Mariah was standing at one of her tables, waiting for them to order, and 

Kate grabbed her wrist as she walked by and whispered into her ear.  

 “I need you,” she said. 

 Mariah met her in the dishwashing area where Kate chugged an ice water.  

 “You don’t look so good,” said Mariah. “Are you sick?”  

 “Yes,” Kate said, and she did feel sick, but not in the way that she knew 

Mariah meant.  “I need you to help me with Christian’s table.”  

 “OK,” Mariah said looking confused. “What’s going on?”  

 “I’m just feeling overwhelmed” she said hoping Mariah would believe her. 

“And they love you, so maybe they won’t notice my inefficiency if you talk to 

them. Is that OK?” Kate knew she sounded desperate, and she could see 

suspicion in Mariah’s dark eyes, but if she had to go back and make small talk 

with Christian and his family she was going to throw up. What was happening? 

She wondered if this was the guilt finally catching up to her.  

 Mariah took the empty glass from Kate’s hand and refilled it with ice water 

the handed it back to her.  
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 “You seriously need to chill,” she said. “What’s the big deal? They don’t 

expect special treatment. Are you afraid Mr. Cochren is going to do a background 

check on you or something?”  

 Kate tried to laugh. 

 “Maybe,” she said and chugged the glass of water. “I’m Ok, I just don’t 

want to disappoint them I guess. How bad would it look if the one time I wait on 

them, they never come back again?” She was lying straight to Mariah’s face. Her 

best friend. She felt bad about it, but she didn’t know how else to explain her 

behavior without divulging the entire story, and there was no time for that now.  

 “Oh, don’t be stupid,” said Mariah. “And I know you a little better than that, 

Kate, you don’t give a shit about people like them.” 

 Kate nodded her head and wiped the water from the condensation on her 

apron.  

 “I’m better,” she said.  

 “Good,” said Mariah. “I’ll make a point to stop by their table, OK?” 

 Kate nodded, and went to put their order into the computer.  

*** 

 Christian and his parents stayed until closing. They offered Lainey a ride 

home, but she made up an excuse about helping with closing duties. In reality, 

she just wanted to walk home, to be alone. She wanted to take a nap without 

Christian trying to have sex with her.  
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 She jumped over the water that still hung in the doorway. The rain had 

transformed Ninth Street from a lively scene into something resembling a ghost 

town. The people had long ago retreated indoors, and the fog left over from the 

storm made Johnson Hall barely visible, so that the street appeared as if it led to 

nowhere. The air was crisp, Lainey shivered a little from the chill, and melancholy 

threatened to take over. This was a state she did no allow herself to stay in, 

knowing too well she had no right to feel sad, and she refused to feel sorry for 

herself. Everyone was always telling her how perfect her life was, after all. Jayna 

liked to point out that Lainey’s family was the kind she used to watch on 

television when she was a child and wish she had. Instead of a father Jayna had 

a trust fund and her mother acted more like a sister, and she seemed to have 

more boyfriends than Jayna. Lainey knew she was lucky. She never had to worry 

about money, but her parents also never tried to buy her, and her sister was her 

best friend. She was dating Christian, which everyone always assumed must be 

just fabulous, and she had a 4.0 with a job lined up with her uncle’s advertising 

agency when she graduated in May. These were only slight misconceptions, and 

no one would have indulged her sadness, so she pretended it away.  

 She thought about what Christian would say, how he would try to make 

the gloom of the day somehow romantic, the way he always did. She’d found his 

tendency toward suffering charming at first. It felt like a breath of fresh air after 

being surrounded by people whose emotional competency resembled that of a 

robot. Now though, she found the poor little rich boy act was played out, cliché, 
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and when she looked at him she struggled to find the boy she had fallen in love 

with only three years earlier.  

 She walked into her room and threw herself down on her bed, exhausted 

from running around the restaurant and from the thoughts running around in her 

head, she fell immediately into sleep.   

 Two hours later, she walked back to the restaurant for the dinner shift. 

When she clocked in at the front, Jack was waiting for her at the hostess stand 

with a solemn expression on his face. What now, she thought.  

 “Can you come to the back real quick?” he said.  

 “Sure.”  

 Lainey walked back to the bar where the rest of the servers and 

bartenders were now gathered around. She looked around for wine glasses and 

bottles, thinking they must be having a tasting before the restaurant opened, but 

there were none.  

 “Okay guys,” Jack began to speak, pulling up a chair and standing on it so 

he could be seen and heard by everyone. Lainey found this amusing. “Rocky 

asked that I talk to you. Sorry to have to do this before we start the night off, but I 

wanted to tell you all at the same time, so here goes. As I’m sure most of you are 

aware, the restaurant has undergone some financial instability over the last 

couple of years.” 

 That’s the understatement of the year, Lainey thought, and wondered 

where Jack was going with his little speech. If they even tried to bring back 
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bottomless mimosas full-time again as a way to bring more business in she was 

going to flip out. 

 “So as of next week the Trat is shutting it’s doors indefinitely. Of course 

Rocky and Cheryl will do everything they can to get back on their feet and maybe 

even open another restaurant at some point, but I just want you guys to 

understand this isn’t like the other times. It’s not looking good.” 

 Lainey stopped listening and looked over at Wes who was staring at Jack 

as if in pain; he was holding Mariah’s hand. Probably squeezing it. Lainey was 

coming up on her third year at the Trat, almost to the day. She remembered it 

was May when she started, because it was right before the first big party of the 

summer and she’d ended up working that night, too scared to ask for a day off so 

soon. Christian had helped plan it and was furious when she had failed to attend. 

As if there wouldn’t be a million more parties just like it. That was the first fight 

she remembered them having.  

 Mariah and Wes had been with the Trat the longest, going on six years, 

and it was their main source of income. Mariah had her other hand in a fist, her 

fingers resting over her mouth, eyes wide. Kate and Leo were sitting next to each 

other at the bar; both of them looked like they were somewhere else.  

 “And next Saturday will be our last night,” Lainey heard Jack say. His eyes 

were shining from the tears he was holding back, this made her feel guilty for all 

the unkind things she had said about him in the past. The Trat really was Jack’s 

life. It was his baby. He did not have another job like most of the others. Lainey 
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realized this was probably the only place where Jack got to be the expert, the 

one with the answers. He got to feel in charge of something. She wondered what 

he would do now. What would any of them do?  

 Everyone’s voices began to blend together after he said this, creating 

white noise through whispers with angry undertones, and sighs of frustration with 

a touch of sadness.  

 “One week notice, really?” Wes yelled.  

 “Hey, man, I just found about this too,” said Jack. 

 “So Rocky and Cheryl sent you to tell us we’re now all out of a job; they 

don’t even have the guts to face us themselves?” Kate asked leaning forward in 

the high bar chair talking with her hands. “That’s such shit.” She said folding her 

arms against her chest and pushing herself hard against the back of the chair.  

 Leo put his hand on Kate’s right shoulder and held it there for a second, 

as if to say it was going to be OK. Lainey felt a ping of jealousy at this gesture. 

Leo had only been working at the Trat for five months, and during that time he 

and Kate had been inseparable. This shouldn’t have bothered her, but it did. She 

felt a curiosity inside her that seemed only to be growing, and she was pretty 

sure Leo felt it too.  

 Lainey grabbed her phone from the closet and text Christian the news. 

Their first date had been at the Trat, only a few weeks before she started working 

there, and his parents had been going to the Trat almost weekly for the last ten 
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years. They would be devastated, and she figured they should hear the news 

from her.  

What about her? She hadn’t gotten that far yet. She was graduating in 

May, with a guaranteed job with her family’s company in Dallas, but she had 

originally planned to stay around Clinton until December when Christian 

graduated so they could move there together. Despite her doubts about their 

relationship, she’d kept this idea in her head until now. She’d said it was a fall 

back plan, but now she realized it was the one thing keeping her with Christian. 

He was her excuse for delaying the inevitable. But with no job in Clinton, her 

parents would expect her to come home, and coming home meant starting over 

as much as it meant going back. She suddenly felt ill prepared for the future.  

 The group dispersed just before the doors opened at five, and everyone 

put on their best performance faces. They were like a bunch of actors in a play, 

running around the restaurant like everything was business as usual. No one 

talked about the announcement until after the last guest had left for the night and 

they all sat at the back bar drinking scotch on the rocks. Wes reminded Lainey of 

how they’d met on her first day, and Lainey laughed at the memory. They 

probably all thought she wouldn’t last a week after that day, but somehow she 

was still there. It was hard to believe it had been three years. She was going to 

miss this place.  
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Chapter 1 

Welcome to the Trat 

 They were five minutes late to Lainey’s first day as a hostess at The Trat. 

Jayna would have made it ten if Lainey hadn’t forced her from the bathroom 

mirror and out of their duplex. It was May 2004; the beginning of one the hottest 

summers on record in Clinton, and Jayna had started wearing her hair curly 

because of the humidity. She claimed this made it faster for her to get ready, but 

her hair was so naturally inclined to curls that the weather made them completely 

frizz out, and she refused to leave the house until she had transformed each one 

into a perfect ringlet.  

 Jack didn’t seem to notice their tardiness as he rushed over to them upon 

their entrance through the large glass door that looked out onto Ninth Street. He 

placed one hand on each of their backs and began shuffling them around the 

restaurant, giving them a tour of the place. Lainey did not like to be touched by 

strangers, and she kept trying to slowly inch away from his hand, but he was 

persistent. She felt instantly annoyed by his know-it-all demeanor and his 

constant need to touch them, but she pretended to like him because, technically, 

this was her new boss. He was shorter than Jayna by four inches, barely reached 

over Lainey’s 5’2 stature, and was probably thinner than both girls, despite being 

ten years older.   
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 As they walked from the front to the back, she noticed the lights were 

darker in the back by the bar, and she looked at the ceiling to see that the 

dimming effect did in fact go light to dark from the front of the restaurant to the 

back. The walls were varying, overlapping shades of brown faux wood and grey 

stone, and they looked as though they had been distressed over time, but Lainey 

recognized the interior design trick from when her mother redid their kitchen after 

Lainey left for college, and she started needing projects to entertain her in the 

empty house all day. Every table had dark wooden chairs and white linen clothes 

with matching white linen napkins, and one single, small, beige colored candle in 

the center. The ceilings had to be fifteen feet tall and were stark white in contrast 

to the dark walls, so that it gave the feeling that they were in motion, slowly 

crawling toward the white space. The feeling seemed to change as they walked 

closer to the back, along with fading lights from bright to dark; it felt more open in 

the front with the kitchen on the right side so that when diners were sitting 

opposite it, they had a clear show of the chef and his assistants cooking their 

meals. Next to it was a glass case filled with fruit and vegetables used in the 

salads and antipasti’s. The front door was all glass except for the outside edges 

that were wooden, encased by two large glass windows that made up most of the 

front wall and let in light from the sun, or from the street lamps at night. It seemed 

so fragile to Lainey, as if the front wall could just collapse down at any moment, 

so easily breakable.  
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 The Trat was one of the few nice restaurants in the city so it attracted the 

more wealthy families, but most the residents were new money and this was 

Clinton, not New York. Although if you asked most of those who fell into the 

category of “regulars” at the Trat they’d probably say differently. The biggest 

difference in Lainey’s opinion, and the most obnoxious was that, unlike in New 

York, in Clinton no matter where you went you were guaranteed to see someone 

you knew. On the upside, the small population, and even smaller number of 

wealthy residents, made it easy to remember the group of locals who were also 

the Trat’s beloved regulars. On the downside, it meant everyone knew everything 

about everyone. It was a town full of secrets that no one kept.  

 Jayna was accompanying Lainey on her first day mostly for moral support 

and to break the ice between her and Jack. He’d originally offered the hostess 

job to Jayna one night while drinking at the Dugout, but with her shifts there, she 

didn’t really need a second job.  

 “So the most important thing you need to know up front as the hostess,” 

Jack began, leading the girls over to the hostess stand at the front of the 

restaurant, “is the seating chart. This is your bible, okay?” 

 They nodded in agreement. 

 “Now, Jayna I know your just helping out tonight, but you may want to 

learn this in case you decide to pick up some extra shifts every now and then.”   

 Lainey could hear the hopefulness in his voice, and she hoped she was 

not too big of a disappointment, though she was certain this was inevitable when 
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being compared to Jayna, who was the kind of girl everyone turned to look at 

when she entered a room. This wouldn’t have bothered Lainey as much if Jayna 

was humble about it, but she wasn’t. She knew when she owned a room, which 

was always, and she was not discreet. She adored being adored, and she 

happily fed off of the attention any chance she could get, leaving Lainey to 

entertain her leftovers. Most of Lainey’s male friends were guys who had been 

rejected by Jayna, who came to Lainey in a desperate attempt to make sense of 

what went wrong. These were smart, good-looking, decent guys turned into 

obsessive, love-crazed lunatics by the selfish mind games Jayna played on 

them. 

 Jack explained the server sections to them and the terminology. The chart 

went front the back and had a relatively even number of tables, except for “the 

closers” section, which was back by the bar and had two extra tables to 

accommodate for the fact it was usually larger parties who stayed the longest. 

Lainey thought the closer sounded like something from Law and Order: Criminal 

Intent, and tried not to laugh at the seriousness of Jack’s tone. 

 “The closers are our best servers,” said Jack. “When you’re a closer you 

work the latest but you also make the most money. We try to make it worth your 

while.” He said winking at Lainey. This guy is such a goof, she thought, trying to 

fake her best smile.   

 They found out the names of the regulars and Jack gave them little clues 

on how to spot them. Mrs. Lowrey was three inches taller than her husband and 
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would almost definitely be wearing some kind of ridiculously large stoned 

necklace. She rarely came without her husband, but when Mr. Lowry came in 

with just the guys, which he often did, they would usually just walk right passed 

the stand to the bar, in which case, Jack explained he would just seat them and 

let Lainey know afterwards. She was beginning to feel overwhelmed. Were there 

really this many technicalities to being a hostess? She wondered if everyone 

abided by all of these regulations Jack was spewing at them, or if they were 

mostly made up in his head. He seemed a bit like a police officer on a power trip, 

the kind who got made fun of as a child and pursued a position of authority in 

order to make up for the wounds of adolescence.  

 She looked at Jayna who was clearly not paying attention, but Lainey 

didn’t blame her. She was hardly paying attention herself.  

 “Got it?” Jack said staring at the girls.  

 Oh no, had she missed something important? She nodded and decided 

she would just have to learn about the regulars as she went and focus on the 

seating chart for now.  

 “So try to seat everyone at least once before going back up to the top of 

the names on the list,” Jack said.  

 “Sounds great,” said Lainey trying to look enthusiastic to compensate for 

her lack of listening skills.  

 After Jack schooled them on the seating chart they walked to the back bar 

where Rocky was drinking a Jack and Coke. His cheeks red from alcohol, he 



	  

 
 

70 

wore a grin that resembled Dr. Seuss’s Grinch, the lines of his mouth extending 

unusually wide across both cheeks. Jack introduced him as the owner. To Lainey 

he looked more like one of the town drunks who hung out all day at the local 

bars, than a restaurant owner, but then again maybe there wasn’t much 

difference between the two in Clinton.   

 A younger, dark haired man popped up from behind the bar, placed a 

glass full of ice on the marble bar top and started filling it with water from a red 

gun dispenser.  

 “And this good man,” Said Jack, “is Drew.” He stood next to the man with 

the 6’4 frame and slapped him on the back like they were old buddies, but he 

looked more like his adopted kid brother.  

 “Hi.” Jayna and Lainey said in unison. Drew looked passed Lainey shaking 

Jayna’s hand first. “You work at the Dugout, right?” he asked her. She nodded 

smiling so that all her teeth were showing, top and bottom, something she did on 

purpose to accent their perfection. Lainey always thought this made her look like 

a cartoon character, but then guys were always complementing Jayna’s smile, so 

what did she know.  

 “Nights. Thursday through Sunday,” Jayna said. 

 “Yeah, I usually work days there, but I start working Saturday nights next 

month so hopefully we’ll get to work together.” 

 “Saturdays are the best,” she said through her teeth.  
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 Drew smiled, and then suddenly remembering her existence, in a gesture 

Lainey thought seemed more out of politeness than anything else, finally shook 

Lainey’s hand. 

 “Welcome to the team,” he said, and went back to his business of 

preparing the bar for the night while keeping Rocky’s glass perpetually full.  

 Lainey was annoyed but only for a minute as she was used to this 

behavior from men by now, used to being invisible in Jayna’s presence. She 

actually preferred it that way; she did not wish to be the center of attention.  

Besides that, she had Christian. She had decided to let everyone know of her 

boyfriend status from the get go to avoid the incest that she knew existed in this 

business, and had witnessed first-hand via Jayna’s secret affair with one of the 

bartenders at the Dugout that was actually not-so-secret after all and ended as 

quickly as it began. She wasn’t interested in dealing with any of that nonsense. 

Especially when she had someone who loved her and whom she loved.  

 She sometimes even felt sorry for Jayna, always chasing after something 

new, never settling down, never content. Lainey felt lucky to have what she and 

Christian had found. It had only been three months, but she was sure their love 

was the real kind; the kind you don’t get too many chances at in life. She knew 

Christian was worried the job would take away from their time together, but it was 

just going to be a temporary. She just needed a job that would allow her to make 

enough money in a year to qualify for in-state tuition and then she would quit to 

focus on graduating with her 4.0. That was the plan anyway.  
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 She secretly hated the idea of waiting on people. The regulars gave her 

mixed emotions of anxiety and contempt. It would be like waiting on her parent’s 

friends as they talked about the interesting tidbit of news they’d picked up from 

their blackberry’s NPR email alerts while sipping martinis, up. It was kind of hard 

to fathom, but she knew her dad was losing money in the stock market, despite 

what her mother said, and while they were far from struggling, she sensed 

concern in his voice when they spoke about money and school.  

 “So that’s the bathroom,” Jack said pointing toward the back door, which 

was an alternate entrance that led into the alley and was mostly used by 

employees to take their cigarette breaks. “There’s another one upstairs but we try 

to keep people down here and away from the office, unless it’s an emergency. 

You see a mom with a kid crying cause they have to go, point them upstairs.”  

 There were two waitresses standing in the corner by a small wooden block 

that held the silverware and two pitchers, sweating from the cold water encased 

within their tin walls.   

 “The blonde there is Kate,” Jack nodded his head in the girl’s direction. 

“She’s a little feisty,” he said lowering his voice. “And the Italian beauty is Mariah” 

 “Girls,” he said louder now to get their attention. “This is Lainey and Jayna. 

They’re with us out tonight, hosting, and if it works out Lainey will be here 

Tuesday through Saturday.” 
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 Kate waved, took a cigarette from her apron and headed passed them 

through the back door. Mariah, who Lainey agreed was very beautiful, walked 

over to shake their hands.  

 “Welcome,” she said, her voice soothing and also confident, and then 

went to join Kate in the back. When she opened the door Lainey saw two more 

guys smoking and laughing with Kate.  

 “That’s Brad and Wes,” Jack said following Lainey’s gaze. I’ll introduce 

you to them before we get started tonight, but let’s finish up the tour first.”  

 Lainey wondered what they were laughing about and whether or not she 

would soon be comfortable with them the way they all seemed with one other. 

She did not relish the idea of being the new girl. Getting to know people had 

never been a strong point of hers, and it made her happy that Jayna would be 

working with her all night to help break the ice.  

 “And this is the soup station,” said Jack interrupting her thoughts. “You 

may have a server ask you to get the soups for them when the floor gets really 

busy.” 

 The floor was apparently in reference to the restaurant and the tables as a 

whole. 

 “Bowls. Plates. Spoons. Soup,” he said and placed the bowl and spoon on 

the plate and opened one of the soup containers to show them the tomato basil 

brewing.  

 “Careful though, it’s hot,” he said in case they couldn’t feel the steam. 
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 Next they walked over to the steel cooking station that separated the 

cooks from diners and Jack shoved a plate of scallops in their faces. Lainey tried 

to disguise her look of disgust. They were introduced to Charlie, the head chef, 

who was French. Lainey found it odd there would be a French chef in an Italian 

restaurant but again, this was Clinton so she figured they couldn’t be too picky. 

Jack later described the menu to a group of diners as “Northern Mediterranean,” 

in which case Lainey thought the name on the front door was kind of misleading, 

being that it was clearly in Italian, and therefore couldn’t really stand for all of the 

Northern Mediterranean countries, but since most of the residents of Clinton had 

no clue what this meant they would usually just smile and nod at the description 

in order not to give themselves away. Then they would repeat it to their friends 

the next time they came in the restaurant, as if they were experts on the culture 

as well as the food.  

 “Take one,” Charlie said looking at Lainey. She realized she was wide-

eyed, staring at the slimy circles as they bounced around the grease soaked pan, 

sliding back and forth on top of the boiling yellow bubbles underneath them that 

had created a thin, filmy layer above the metal surface. She looked over to see 

Jayna chomping away and Jack patting her on the back for encouragement. 

Despite being raised on fine dining, Lainey had never quite acquired the taste for 

it. She still preferred mac n’ cheese to risotto and fried chicken to lobster.  

 “Oh, yes. Of course,” she managed to get out and started to grab one with 

her bare fingers before remembering her manners.  
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 “A fork maybe?” She said looking to Jack.  

 Jack darted over to the small, wooden table that stood on the right wall in 

the middle of the restaurant, and was back by her side with it in a matter of 

seconds, offering the utensil as if it is a piece of fine jewelry. She picked up the 

scallop and placed it on the small white appetizer plate in front of her; the liquid 

immediately stained it the same mixed color of yellow and brown, dirtying the 

white plate. She cut the scallop in half, put one section in her mouth and began 

to chew slowly, and tried to appear as though she was enjoying the experience. 

Jayna watched her, and Lainey could tell she was trying not to laugh at how 

whatever horrible expression she must have been making. She somehow 

managed to swallow by allowing the slimy substance to fall gently down her 

throat and for a second she was fine. And then, as she was raising her hand to 

extend a thumbs up to the chef, her pathetic attempt at redeeming herself, she 

felt her eyes widen and for a minute she couldn’t breathe. She’d tried to swallow 

too much at once and she began waving her hands violently and opened her 

mouth to try and gasp but nothing came out.  

 “Oh god. She’s choking,” said Jayna and quickly stole the show by 

frantically yelling for anyone who knew the Heimlich.  

 Lainey wanted to slap her, or simply grab her face and hold her hand over 

her mouth. She wanted to yell at her tot stop making a scene. Instead, she tried 

to concentrate on the piece of scallop in her airway, to push it back by making 

small swallowing movements in her throat, but to no avail. She detected the 
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slightest smirk on the chef’s face, but before she could further ponder the 

expression she felt someone pick her up and push her hard in the abdomen as 

though someone was punching her in the stomach. Nothing. The scallop 

remained perfectly lodged, and she began to think about the fact that she was 

going to die here in this faux Italian restaurant with the French cook, who would 

probably laugh at the story when he told his snobby culinary friends later of the 

death by scallop.  

 She felt the punch again, and this time with her mouth slightly opened, her 

head flew backward, at which point looking back and up at the ceiling she must 

have blacked out, because the next thing she remembered was looking up at a 

twentysomething male with bright blue eyes and a dark beard of just the right 

length that tickled her face a little from his vantage point.  

 “Hi,” he said. “I’m Wes.”   

 “Huhhh,” she gasped for the first time since she’d started choking and 

realized she could now breathe. “I’m so sorry, she said as she sat up and almost 

stepped on the piece of scallop that was now at her feet. She placed her hand 

over her mouth and looked at Jack, then the cook who she could have sworn 

seemed disappointed, and then suddenly remembered the boy with the beard.  

 “Thank you. Thank you so much,” she said lightly caressing his arm and 

holding back the urge to hug him, kiss his face and thank him for saving her life. 

This is what Jayna would have done, no question, but Lainey preferred to keep 

things discrete. Life, on the other hand seemed to have different plans for her. 
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How had she pissed of the gods to the extent that they were determined to 

constantly embarrass her beyond her already self-induced awkwardness and 

self-loathing?  

 “Oh.My.Gosh.” Jayna grabbed her and hugged her so tight she thought 

she would stop breathing again and then rushed her away from her chest so they 

were standing face to face.  

 “Are you okay?” She said still holding tightly onto Lainey’s forearms, and 

before Lainey could answer pulled her back against her once more in the death 

grip.  

 “I’m fine,” said Lainey. “Except you’re actually kind of hurting me.” 

 “No worries, little lady,” chimed in Jack and grabbed her from Jayna’s grip.  

He placed his arm around Lainey and pushed her fallen swooping bangs away 

from her face. 

 “We’ll get it cleaned up before we open the doors at five. You want to try 

again tomorrow?” he asked. 

 “No, no. Really. I’m fine,” she managed.  

 “I will watch her,” Jayna said and shook her head up and down 

reassuringly, as things went quickly back to normal as if nothing had happened. 

Lainey, on the other hand, felt mortified.   

 “Welcome to the Trat,” Wes said with a smile, and walked away to 

continue sweeping the floors in his section.  
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Chapter 2 

 The Painting 

The man smiled as if he had a secret, and walked out the front door. Kate 

ran back to the table and picked up the dark, leather checkbook from it in order to 

begin bussing and cleaning the tabletop for the next couple to be seated. As she 

lifted the book toward her, something fell out. At first she thought it was her copy 

of the check, but then she saw the tint of green.   

Examining it closer, she felt the color go out of her face, so that her white 

hair in this moment must have made her appear almost albino. She threw the 

book back on the table and walked toward the door with a force that made her 

feel ghost-like, as if she were floating along at a rapid pace across the concrete 

floors toward the sidewalk. She held the door open with one arm so that the 

couple sitting next to the entrance, in the space waiters called the “lover’s nook” 

their stares, judging her for what must have looked like insane behavior.  

 The man, still on the street and walking steadily toward the maroon-

colored Lincoln parked at the end of the block, turned with a slight jump at the 

sound of Kate’s high-pitched, yet scratchy, smoker’s voice.  

 “Excuse me. Is there a problem?” She yelled after him.  

 He stood there speechless for a moment before responding by shaking his 

head side to side as if to indicate that, no there was no problem, and then, not 

being able to help himself, felt the sides of his mouth turn up slightly so that he 
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was now silently standing there smirking at this ghostly figure standing in the 

door way.  

 “A dollar?” she said with no reflection, so that it sounded more a statement 

than a question, and the man stood again in silence until Kate grew tired of their 

staring contest and realized he had not, as she’d hoped in the back of her mind, 

accidentally forgotten a bill or placed a dollar down, confusing it for a twenty, or 

even a ten, but had purposefully left her only the dollar tip on his ninety-dollar 

tab.  

 Kate slammed the door and walked back to the table where the dollar lay 

on the floor beside the chair, still pushed out from where the man had been 

sitting. She picked it up and headed for the back bar where Rocky sat drinking 

Jack and Cokes, oblivious to the scene that had just occurred at the front of 

house.  

 “This. Is bullshit,” she said slamming the dollar on the bar top. Drew gave 

her a look as if to say watch it, but she had no plans to make any further 

argument and promptly turned around in time to see the bussers refilling the 

water pitchers. She suddenly felt the urge to go and pick up each of the heavy 

stainless steel pitchers and pour – no throw, the water from them all across the 

food stained floors. She imagined the liquid sloshing about before hitting the 

concrete and splashing up onto her apron and the white skirts of the nearby 

tables. Instead she walked over to the hostess stand eerily calm, picked up one 
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pitcher with both hands, and began filling the half empty glasses at her 

surrounding tables.  

 “Can I take that plate out of your way?” Kate asked smiling at the young 

woman sitting across from where she was standing, while reaching for her 

husband’s plate. The woman smiled back, the man nodded. 

 “Thanks,” he said.  

 Kate looked quickly around them at her other tables. No one seemed to 

have noticed her outburst, and why would they have, she thought. She was 

practically invisible to these people.  

 “No problem,” Kate said making eye contact with the main again, still 

grinning ear to ear as if she were the happiest little waitress that ever lived. “No 

problem at all.” 

 

 Kate sat alone on a barstool at The Dugout feeling sorry for herself as she 

relived the events of the night to the always willing to listen bartender.  

 “I’m twenty-eight,” she said to the bartender as if this were some huge 

revelation. “How old are you; I bet you just turned twenty-one.” 

 The bartender laughed and confirmed that she was correct about his age.  

 “What the hell am I still doing in this town?” she asked to no one in 

particular, taking a shot of tequila and lighting a cigarette. She got one drag in 

before the bartender noticed and reminded her of the new law that forbid 

smoking inside all public places, yet another reason she needed to get as far 
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away from this town as possible. She put the cigarette back in her mouth and 

started to stand up from the bar stool to enjoy the rest of it outside, then proceed 

to take herself home, but when she spun around she realized that Christian was 

now standing between her and the doorway to the alley.  

 “Hi,” he said sitting down next to her and ordering two more shots of 

tequila from the bartender. “I’m Christian,” he said, reaching his hand out to her.  

 “I know who you are,” she left her hand where it was, taking one more 

long drag from her cigarette before reluctantly putting it out in the ashtray the 

bartender had placed in front of her. “You’re Lainey’s boyfriend. I’ve seen you 

and your family at the Trat.” Only about fifty times, is what she wanted to say. In 

fact Christian ate at the Trat almost weekly, and never once had he said a word 

to her, especially not in the last three years since Lainey had started working 

there. She wondered why he was talking to her now, but it was better than sitting 

alone, so she let him stay.  

 The bartender brought the shots over and placed them both in front of 

Christian. He slid one to Kate and she immediately shot it back. 

 “I work there, you know, at the Trat,” she said. “I’ve worked there since 

before Lainey even started.”   

 “Yeah, I know,” Christian, said. “I just wanted to properly introduce 

myself.” 

 “I’m sure you did,” she said smirking and ordered another round of tequila. 

Was he flirting with her? 
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 “Are you a baby too like this guy?” she said pointing to the bartender. 

 “I’m 22,” he said.  

 “Of course you are,” she said feeling the urge to get off the barstool and 

go home to drink alone, where she wouldn’t be reminded of how she was living in 

a college town where she never actually went to college.  

 “Well,” he said, “I happen to like older women.”  

 Kate smiled, and thought she could use some flattery, so she decided to 

appease him. They talked about the superficial things people talk about when 

getting to know one another, music and their favorite films. He told her he liked 

sad songs and dark comedies, which made her laugh, and she wondered how 

many times he had rehearsed that line and if it had actually worked for him in 

past conversations like this one. Had it worked with Lainey? She asked him 

about Lainey then. They were fighting, was all he said. She felt kind of sorry for 

him, really, for both of them.   

When Lainey first started at the Trat, Kate had been kind of jealous of her 

relationship with Christian, jealous in the way one never admits, but instead hides 

behind ridicule and passed judgments. Christian was always stopping by, 

bringing Lainey little presents to work, or coming in to see her with his parents. 

They probably thought they were going to fall in love at nineteen and never look 

back. She wanted to tell him that wasn’t how life worked, that he would fall in love 

a million more times, that every time would feel more real than the time before, 

and that if he was really lucky, one of those times would last, but not to count on 
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that either. Then again, who was she to give advice? Here she was sitting at the 

bar, being flirted with by a 22-year-old boy with a girlfriend. Her love life was not 

exactly one to take notes from. If she was being honest, it all made her kind of 

sad, having been right about them. She would have liked to been proven wrong 

about this whole love thing.  

 At first she’d been hesitant to follow him back to his apartment, but she 

was curious. Everyone knew Christian’s parents practically owned Clinton, and 

she wondered what it would be like, something much better than her closet-

sized, one bedroom loft filled with hand-me-down furniture.  

There was a lanky, fiery-haired, doorman waiting for them when they 

reached the front of the apartment. Christian called him by name and gave him a 

cigarette then pulled out a flask from inside his pocket.  

 “Hey, Peter,” Christian said sliding the flask into the large hands of the 

doorman, “You like scotch?”  

 “You know it,” Peter said and grinned at Kate, stepping toward them so 

that the small, overhead light was shining directly on his face. Kate tried not to 

stare at the tobacco stains on his teeth and focused on the wrinkles in his 

forehead instead, hoping it would appear as if she were looking him in the eye, 

the left of which was lazy, fell slightly to the side of his face and reminded her of 

something in a Salvador Dali painting.  

 “It’s Praban,” said Christian looking proud of his self in a way that annoyed 

her. “Poor that in a glass and you’ll see it’s the real shit.”  
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 Kate also liked scotch, so she happened to know that Praban was one of 

the only unfiltered brands you could get outside of Scotland, and it wasn’t cheap.   

 In that moment, it all seemed like too much. Christian, and the doorman, 

and the scotch. She almost turned around, almost hailed a cab; she almost went 

home, but then she then didn’t.  

 Instead she walked into his loft with twelve-foot high ceilings, as he 

headed to the kitchen leaving her standing in the hallway for a moment alone, 

somewhat in awe of the place. She was surprised at how clean it was and said 

as much.  

 “The maid came today,” he said emerging from behind the island to hand 

her a glass of what she presumed was more scotch, on ice, and she hoped it 

was not the unfiltered kind he had bestowed upon Peter, as it had almost twice 

the alcohol content and she was drunk enough.  

 After taking the first sip, she could tell it was Macallan, her favorite. 

Something she usually only enjoyed at her employee discounted rate at the 

restaurant on slow nights, when she’d get off work early and want to avoid going 

home to her empty apartment.  

 “Come look at this,” he said and grabbed her hand as if the gesture were 

perfectly normal, as if they held hands all the time.  

 He walked across the dark hardwood floors to the glass sliding doors that 

stood opposite the kitchen. He opened the door and the fall wind blew Kate’s hair 

back and lifted her long-sleeved cotton dress, making her a little self-conscious. 
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Instead of holding it down, as was her instinct, she took another sip of scotch 

from the large, square glass that made her hands look almost child-like. Her pale 

complexion and white hair stood out in the dark so that she imagined herself as 

the subject of an oil painting, almost three dimensional against the night sky. She 

was cold. The fall was preparing them for the winter and the streets were 

crowded with people enjoying the days before the snow and hibernation they 

knew were coming. She let herself get lost in this image, the busy city below her, 

and the quiet night sky behind her. She imagined she was at a fancy chateau in 

Paris with Pissarro, as he created through this painting the beginning of what 

would become the first great modern art movement, and she his muse, as he 

rapidly worked to portray this fleeting moment of pleasure between them.  

 Kate downed her entire drink without realizing it until she felt a cube of ice 

touch her lips. She opened them, letting the ice slid onto her tongue, moving it 

along the roof of her mouth, until it slowly melted. She closed her eyes, breathing 

in the night air and savoring the last drops of liquor she was able to extract as the 

cube turned to liquid inside her hot mouth.  

 Christian’s apartment had a view of the entire city, and when she opened 

her eyes again the lights from the street lamps, cars and bar signs below, along 

with the noise of horns honking, horny, drunk college kids and sweaty, meathead 

bouncers overwhelmed her senses, bringing her back to Clinton, back to 

Christian’s balcony. She could see the Trat from where they were standing. Next 

to it was the small local theater that played only foreign films. Kate liked to go 
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there and sit alone in the back where she couldn’t quite make out the subtitles, 

listening to the words she didn’t understand, making up lives for the people on 

the screen.  

 I shouldn’t be here, she almost said out loud. But when she turned to 

Christian he was filling a pipe with weed from a small plastic zip lock bag that he 

laid on the table top in front of them.  

 “Want a hit?” he asked looking at her as he held out the pipe. He seemed 

especially young to her then, with his large eyes and eager grin.  

 What the hell, she thought and took it from him. He lit the end and she let 

the smoke fill her lungs, as if she were inhaling a cigarette, immediately 

regretting the decision as she began to cough uncontrollably.   

 “Easy,” Christian laughed and took a hit before moving over to Kate so 

that he was close enough to touch her. He exhaled with his head facing upwards 

so as not to blow the smoke in her face, then put his hand on her cheek just 

behind her ear and moved his fingers through the underneath layers of her short 

hair. She moved her head toward his hand, pressing against it. There was a 

feeling of quick resistance between them, his hand and her head, and then 

surrender, as they both pushed together like a magnet. 

 “You okay?” he asked.  

 She smiled and laughed at herself for coming across as such an amateur. 

 “Yes fine,” she said shaking her head. “I think I just got a little greedy.” 
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 Christian laughed and moved his face toward hers. She closed her eyes 

and let their lips touch. Lainey entered her mind for a moment, but she quickly 

pushed the image from her head. It felt good, if only for that moment, and she 

didn’t want to stop.  

 The wind grew heavier lifting her dress, higher this time, and Christian 

moved his hands underneath it, pulling Kate tighter against him. He kissed her 

hard on the mouth, then lifting her up held her with one arm, swinging the door 

open with the other, carried her into the apartment, and gently put her down on 

his pristine white sheets that felt like silk against her skin.  

 They passed out with the patio door open and Kate woke up shivering and 

covered in mosquito bites. She started to roll quietly out of bed, expecting that 

Christian would want to get rid of her as soon as possible that morning, but when 

she tried to get up, he grabbed her toward him and pulled the sheets back over 

their still naked bodies.  

 “Where you goin?” he asked smiling and kissing her on the forehead, 

giving her a feeling of anxiousness that ran through her entire body.  

 “I gotta get going soon. I have a bunch of errands to run before work.” It 

was the first lie she could think of, and even sounded lame to her once she had 

said it out loud. 

 “You don’t want to stay for breakfast?” 

 She was starving, but her head was pounding and something that felt like 

a moral hangover was beginning to set in. She’d slept with people’s boyfriends 
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before, not that she’d made a habit of it, but she’d never actually known any of 

the girlfriends. Before there was only the knowledge that one existed out there in 

the universe somewhere with a face and a name that she’d rather not know. But 

she knew Lainey, she even kind of liked Lainey. Well, she didn’t hate her 

anyway. 

 “Not hungry,” she said, pulling herself from his grip she fled from the bed 

and got dressed with a haste that came from the feeling of panic that was leaping 

through her.  

 “Think you could take me home?” she asked.  

 She would have preferred taking a cab, but she’d spent all her cash at the 

bar, and she was not going to ask him for money.  This reminded her of the old 

man in the Lincoln and the dollar tip from the night before. This would have never 

happened if it hadn’t been for that fucking dollar tip, she thought, and she felt 

angry all over again.  

 “Sure,” Christian said rising from the bed to get dressed. She couldn’t help 

but stare; there was something beautiful about him, and even though he 

pretended not to notice her looking, she got the feeling he wanted her to notice 

him.  

Despite being clean cut, the dark strands of curly hair falling over his face 

as he slid on his dirty jeans, coupled with his deadly, light eyes that seemed to 

carry a profound sadness behind them, made him resemble the young rocker’s of 

the 1970’s whose music Kate’s mother had introduced her to even before birth, 
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holding the radio up to her pregnant stomach. Kate felt her own stomach fall and 

had the urge to cry or throw up, maybe both. Feelings of both guilt and physical 

pain from hunger competed inside her.  

 Christian walked into the living room and she followed. In the kitchen, he 

grabbed an English muffin from the pantry and stuck it in the toaster oven and 

turned the knob, until she could hear the noise of the tiny, red heaters being 

activated, and the sizzling of the bread. She imagined them turning black at the 

tips.  

 “At least half it with me?” he asked as the toaster dinged, indicating that 

the bread was ready. He looked at her and she shook her head no, though the 

nausea was beginning to take over.  

 “You have to eat something. You look like you’re going to break in half,” 

he said smiling, intending to tease her.  

 She shrugged, too tired to argue further and sat down on the couch, 

feeling dizzy. Across from her was a painting she hadn’t noticed before in the blur 

of the night. The background was made from splashes of color coming together: 

bright orange, yellow, purple and blue, overlapping one another unevenly, the 

white mixing into the blue to create texture, another layer, a face made with a 

hundred tiny brown dots, and a sketch of a young girl in the front, blending into 

the surroundings, devouring her, as the paint dribbled and ran off the canvas. 

She’d never seen this piece before, but she immediately recognized the artist.  
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 Kate thought of her mother again. Before she died, when the two of them 

were still living together in Brooklyn, she’d taken her to the museum to see his 

exhibit after Kate’s first grade teacher had given her a set of watercolor paints 

and she’d covered almost every inch of their tiny, boarded up apartment with 

remnants of paint, a million different shades of color. She was never one for 

staying in the lines. At twelve, she was accepted into a special arts program after 

being recommended by her teacher, and she attended a private school free of 

charge, where her love for painting pictures grew from a childish hobby into a 

real passion.  

 The trip to the museum was their last together. It was her fourteenth 

birthday. Her mom was working three jobs then, and there weren’t a lot of 

opportunities for such pleasurable adventures due to the constraints of time and 

money, but they’d found ways of entertaining themselves. Kate’s mother, once a 

talented, young dancer at Julliard, before she’d been diagnosed with Parkinson’s 

Disease, would sit Kate down in the middle of the apartment with her eyes 

closed.  

“Tighter,” she’d yell from behind the bathroom door, “no peaking.” Kate 

would laugh and squeeze her eyelids together as hard as she could, and cover 

her face with her hands while her mother danced around her in circle’s until Kate 

yelled “stop.” Then she’d open her eyes and begin to sketch whatever position 

her mother hand landed in; she was the perfect model, rarely even flinching until 
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Kate told her she was finished, at which point she’d begin to paint on top of the 

drawing with the watercolors. 

 That winter, when her mother got too sick to walk, Kate spent all of her 

time in bed with her, enjoying their togetherness and having her in the apartment. 

A week later she was gone, but Kate held her for what felt like a whole day 

before believing it enough to go next door and tell the neighbor they needed an 

ambulance. This was what her mother had instructed.  

The day she died Kate didn’t eat a thing, and then she didn’t eat the next 

day either, or the day after.  

 Once the funeral was over, she was immediately shipped off to Iowa to 

live with her mom’s sister and husband whom she’d never met. She sat on the 

crisp, titled, bathroom floor that night shivering, hugging her knees and wishing 

she could hide in there forever. Pressing the side of her face against the cold, 

smooth center of one of the large tiles, she fell into a fetal position on the ground. 

Her insides began to feel as if they were caving in, and she wanted to collapse 

inside herself where no one could touch her. But what she really wanted was her 

mom back.   

 When Christian came over to the couch that morning with a plate full of 

strawberries and half an English muffin she realized she was crying. He looked at 

her, saying nothing. His fierce blue eyes full of the fear a boy gets when he thinks 

he has made a girl cry without knowing the reason.  
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 “The painting,” she said shaking her head as if to convey the million, 

untold thoughts inside of her with this one, small gesture, “It’s just the painting.” 

 



	  

 
 

93 

Chapter 3 

Split Personality 

 The morning following their first night together, Christian dropped Kate off 

at her house after holding her on his couch for nearly an hour. He’d wanted to 

ask her so many questions, but he was silent instead. He could tell she was 

embarrassed for crying. He’d never seen anyone besides his mother cry like that 

over a painting, but she always seemed to find an excuse to go looking at 

paintings when she was actually sad about something else, and he wondered 

what had made Kate sad. He wanted to ask this more than anything else, but felt 

somewhat un-entitled to ask questions, and of course he was right in thinking 

this. He thought maybe he had fallen in love with her then, but he knew they 

would never share the kind of love that lasted. It was love shared in the moment, 

when your mind is free from every inhibition, brought on by outside factors that 

alter the brain and make people believe what they feel in these inebriated 

moments must be true. It was strictly chemical, but that didn’t help to get her out 

of his head. It was lust disguised as love but it felt just as powerful, just as real. 

He felt it in his heart, quite literally, his heart was unhealthy but not in the sense it 

wasn’t working. Perhaps one could argue that it was working too well. No, he had 

a feeling it was his brain that seemed to be quite off.  

 He offered to walk Kate to the door, but she refused. She was probably 

afraid of people seeing them together. He decided then that he was not, and this 

is what he let himself believe. Had Lainey happened along the street at this time, 
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he may have felt differently, but that morning he was overcome by a feeling he’d 

not felt in a long time.  The kind of euphoria that is often associated with those 

things in life that provide temporary moments of pleasure; lust, drugs, alcohol, 

pick your poison.  

 He adjusted his rearview mirror, seeing his reflection. He paused and 

stared at the face looking back at him. He had created such a façade for himself, 

worn so many masks, that he felt as if he were staring into the eyes of a stranger. 

A wave of panic swept over him, Lainey’s face entered his mind and a wave of 

emotion came over him so that he almost yelled her name out loud.  

 He thought about the first time she came to one of his parties at his old 

apartment. He’d noticed her right away, but she’d made a point to turn her back 

to him and talk to someone else, always in his eyesight, but never directly to him. 

She had a boyfriend, she told him when he asked her if she wanted to go on the 

patio with him and smoke from his one hitter.  

 “And,” she had added. “I don’t smoke.” 

 She spoke with condescension toward him, which seldom people did, and 

it made him laugh because he could tell right away she was only pretending to be 

tough. He had been right in assuming then that she was also still a virgin. 

 He liked watching how she interacted with other people. It was not 

effortless, the way it was for him. She appeared not quite comfortable in social 

situations, and he tried to increase her anxiety by playing at this insecurity and 
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putting her on the spot in front of their friends. Someone started talking about the 

Presidential Campaign and if Bush would be reelected.  

 “I bet Lainey’s voting for him,” he said, infiltrating into the conversation.  

 He was surprised when she instantly shot back a response.  

 “Oh right, because I’m from Texas my entire family and I must be die hard, 

right winged, bible beating, Republicans?” 

 Everyone laughed then, and she shot him a dirty look as she took a sip 

from her drink.  

 Finally, months after they’d been first acquainted, he threw another party 

at his apartment and she’d stayed there talking with him as it grew smaller and 

smaller, until it was just the two of them.  

 “Stay the night here with me,” he said, knowing she had been around 

enough to know most of the girls who stayed the night in that apartment were 

cast aside the next day, or worse.  

 She walked over to the living room and sat on the couch against the wall. 

He tried to sit next to her. 

 “Nope,” she said. “Over there,” she pointed to the couch opposite her, the 

arms of which met at the corner to create an L shape.  

 He sat down. She laid her head on the arm of her couch and closed her 

eyes. Christian went to his room and grabbed the one pillow he had and his 

comforter and brought them out to her. It was in that moment that he decided it 

was time to move out of the party house and into a real apartment.  
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 “What about you?” she asked.  

 “I’ll be ok.”  

 She put the comforter over her and he tucked it in around her body, then 

sat down on the couch against the curve of her stomach, leaned down and 

kissed her lightly on the mouth, and then the forehead.  

 “Goodnight,” she whispered.  

 He lay down on the opposite couch so that their heads met at the corner 

of the L and waited for her to wake up.  The next day they ate breakfast at the 

diner across the street, and he thought about how he didn’t want to spend 

another day without seeing those blue eyes of hers, as they sat there in their 

clothes from the night before eating stacks of pancakes.  

 That was three years ago now, and he wondered where the time had gone 

and if there were still any remnants of the people they were then, teenagers, 

blindly in love. He thought of Kate then and the feeling of anxiety he felt in his 

stomach over the night before, and the ever-present feelings that he could not 

separate between the two women, the curiosity of Kate, and the comfort of 

Lainey. How had everything become so complicated? 

 He found himself driving in the direction of Lainey’s apartment, and looked 

at his phone again. She hadn’t even tried calling him that night. This gave him 

another sinking feeling, what if she was also unfaithful? Maybe that was the 

reason for her change of behavior over the past few months. In three years, he’d 

never felt so far from her and he wondered if she’d finally given up on him.  
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 Lainey’s car was outside the duplex she shared with three roommates, 

and Christian felt a sigh of relief at seeing it there. He tried calling her phone but 

it was dead. He found the girl’s spare key where they always kept it, under the 

small flowerpot behind the porch swing and he quietly entered the house. It was 

only eight in the morning at this point and the house was still completely dark. He 

walked upstairs almost holding his breath for fear of waking anyone and of what 

he might find as he reached the top of the stairs. He opened Lainey’s door only a 

crack at first, his chest tightened as he stared into the room to find her sleeping 

soundly and alone, like an angel with her curls propped up on the pillow, no 

makeup on her face, how he liked her best. He forgot about Kate then, and had a 

strong urge to hold Lainey, to protect her, but he knew that what he really wanted 

was for her to protect him. He slid underneath the cool sheets and without saying 

anything, she placed her head on his shoulder as if he’d been there all along, 

and putting his arm around her, he fell asleep.  

 When he woke up hours later, she was out of the bed and getting ready. 

He closed his eyes and waited to see if she would wake him before running off to 

wherever she was going, when he heard her door shut he almost shouted after 

her, but he held back this urge and silently sat there hoping she would return. 

Then he heard the front door open and close, only once. Knowing she was gone, 

he opened his eyes and rolled over to her side of the bed where he could still 

smell her scent on the pillow; a mixture of sweet perfume and restaurant food 
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that he always told her smelled like French fries, despite the fact that they were 

definitely on the Trat’s menu.  There was a note on the nightstand.   

Christian, 

I left my jacket at work last night, running to get it then meeting Veronica and 

Jayna for lunch. Didn’t want to wake you. Think you came in pretty late last night. 

Sorry for picking a fight. Let’s talk later. 

Love, love 

Lainey 

 He checked her phone again, still dead. She probably hadn’t even realized 

it yet. He tried to fall back asleep but couldn’t and lay there staring at the ceiling 

for at least an hour before getting up and heading downstairs. Jayna was there 

sitting on the couch with a bowl of cereal. 

 “Hey,” she said looking at him surprised. “I didn’t know you were here.” 

 “Came in late,” he said rubbing his eyes that burned from lack of sleep. 

 “Must have been pretty late,” she said looking at him suspiciously. “I didn’t 

get in until three and I didn’t see your car.” 

 “Yeah, it was really late.” He said not making eye contact. 

 “Well, you look like shit.” She said with a mouth full of cheerios. 

 “Thanks Jayna,” he opened the door to leave, “always a pleasure.” 

 Christian pulled out of the driveway of the girl’s duplex, hitting the bumper 

of his BMW on the sidewalk as he sped away through the neighborhood and onto 

the winding side street. The trees created a canopy whose shadow filled the 
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otherwise empty road. He flew down the street following the curves of the black 

asphalt from right to left, and the multi-colored leaves above his head blended 

together, creating a collage of brown, red, orange and yellow, a smooth transition 

of colors, so that it resembled the landscape paintings of Manta.  

 He ran through a red light not daring to stop, desperation filled him. It 

swallowed him so that he felt as if he could not breath until he saw Lainey, held 

her, told her he loved her. It was still early for a Sunday; and Ninth Street was not 

yet over crowded. There were only a few cars on the street, left over from the 

night before, from those who had shared a car to a different location, or had been 

too drunk to drive home. He pulled into a spot directly in front of the Trat; half 

running to the entrance, he swung open the large glass door.  

 “Kate.” He said as she appeared in front of him, and she almost dropped 

the broom she was holding.  

 “What are you doing here?” she asked looking at him wide-eyed as if to 

convey through them the message of Lainey’s presence.  

 “Christian?” Lainey said coming up behind the two of them and standing 

next to Kate who did not flinch, but continued to sweep the floors in the front, 

directly by where he and Lainey were now standing. She swept with the grace of 

a ballet dancer, and her body moved like one, her arms swaying back and forth 

in slow delicate motion.  

 “Hello,” Lainey said staring at Christian.  
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 He moved her to the opposite corner, so that she was standing against a 

table on the far wall away from Kate.  

 “What’s she doing here?” Christian asked imagining for a second that he’d 

been figured out, or that the two were conspiring against him in some elaborate 

scheme, that Lainey was testing him and he had failed.  

 “Kate?” Lainey said laughing the nervous laugh she sometimes did in 

public settings when she was confused or didn’t know what to say. This laugh 

calmed him for a moment.  

 “Yeah,” he said. “I mean, I thought only you were here. She scared me.”  

 “Maybe you should sit down,” said Lainey taking his hand.  

 “We wash floors the first Sunday of each month.” 

 Christian said nothing, thoughts of the night before taking over his brain.  

 “That’s today,” said Lainey. 

 “Okay,” was all he managed to say. He felt stupid for showing up there 

and wanted to escape from Lainey’s arms, to be far away from her and from 

Kate, where he could try to forget what he had done. The guilt was making him 

crazy, and he felt a drop of sweat dripping down the side of his face  

 Cleaning the floor was no one’s favorite job, so the employees rotated 

shifts so that everyone only had to do it once or twice a month. Lainey had come 

to get her coat and offered to help since she was already up there, knowing she 

would get a pass the next time her rotation was up. As she continued to explain 

all of this to Christian, he nodded his head every so often to appear to be 
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listening. Kate was tucked safely behind the back wall sweeping the area around 

the bar. He thought about her back there, blonde hair in her eyes, her soft hands 

and small frame; she was built like a model, 5’7, skinny but muscular arms, a 

long torso and square hips, not like Lainey who was small at 5’2, with an hour 

glass figure, perfectly proportioned chest to hip ratio, with hazelnut hair showing 

through the roots where the lighter shade of blonde had begun to fade from her 

false highlights.  

 “Anyway, I’m really sorry about last night,” Lainey said placing her arms 

around his neck and scooting in close to him so that their faces were almost 

touching.  

 “Me too,” he said, and he felt so sorry he thought he might confess to her 

right then, but the thought of losing her stopped him.   

 “Well, you look sorry,” she said smiling. “You must not have slept at all last 

night.” 

 “No,” he said shaking his head.  

 “You’re sweating,” Lainey said putting her hand across his forehead, a 

look of concern on her face that only intensified his feelings of remorse. “Do you 

have a fever?”  

 “I’m fine, just tired.”  

 He agreed to meet her back and his apartment later that afternoon, when 

she was finished cleaning at the Trat, and then he left as quickly as he’d come. 
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Chapter 4 

The Musician 

 Leo woke up with a start. Dreams of his mother were always keeping him 

awake when he should have been sleeping. When he found out that she was 

alive and living in New York, he had promised himself he would go to her, he 

would find her, but he hadn’t found her. When he got to the apartment where she 

was supposed to live, she was gone; the whole neighborhood was gone, 

demolished. He was nine years too late. His mother was dead, the lady in the 

records office informed him.  

 “I’m very sorry for your loss,” she said in a slow monotone voice so that 

she sounded like a recording. He hated that voice. The voice he’d heard so many 

times before when his father had passed away, when he was sixteen and sent to 

live with his grandmother who was the one that finally, two years later on her own 

deathbed, told him about his mother’s existence. At eighteen, he was alone in the 

world. The only family he had left was an alcoholic uncle who would probably kill 

him if he ever found out that Leo had stolen his half of the inheritance money his 

grandmother had made him promise to share, even though she hadn’t put his 

name on the will for fear that if Leo couldn’t find him, or he was too drunk to claim 

it, the government would try to take it away somehow. She was always worried 

about such things. Originally from London, she had moved to the United States 

with her parents when she was only ten years old, but she’d never trusted the 
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American government. It was the one thing she and Leo’s father had argued 

about.  

 She’d delivered that news about the inheritance at the same time she told 

him that his mother was in New York, and his father hadn’t seen her since she’d 

run off with a drug dealer there, leaving him and Leo behind. She told Leo he 

alone was the executer of the Will, and when his Uncle never showed up to deal 

with the legal proceedings, the funeral planning, or the funeral itself, Leo decided 

to keep the money.  

 He stayed in New York, worked odd jobs to get by, and tried to forget 

about the mother he would never know. It wasn’t until eight years later when he 

was working a construction job in Brooklyn right next to one of the hospitals, that 

he got the idea to go to the hospitals in search of information about his mother. 

There were only two hospitals she could have been taken to, so it didn’t take long 

to find the right one.  

 He had followed a distraught looking father and teenage daughter to the 

ICU department. They turned to face him as he entered the elevator, their eyes 

barely visible through the pink, swelling skin surrounding them, as they stared 

blankly ahead, not seeming to notice his existence. He recognized this stare, and 

he saw in them his grandmother’s face on the day of his father’s death. When the 

doors opened he let them exit first, the daughter leading her father down the long 

corridor, as if he were a small child learning how to walk again.  
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 There was a tap on his balcony window, waking him from this memory. He 

slid the door open and tiny droplets of white snow fell out, turning to liquid as they 

sprinkled the carpet.  

 “Christian, Jesus, what are you doing?” Leo said still groggy from sleep.  

 “Sorry,” I tried the front and it’s still locked.” 

 “Is it snowing?” Leo asked stretching his hand out first and then his head 

full of shaggy blonde hair.  

 “No, it was earlier,” Christian, said opening the sliding door the rest of the 

way and walking past Leo into the living room.  

 “Must have been coming down pretty hard, the whole balcony is soaked.  

 “Yeah, it was that sideways kind. I got caught in it. Think I could borrow a 

towel?” 

 “Sure. Let me see what I can find.” 

 Leo got up, still shirtless and in his boxers. He searched his bathroom for 

the least dirty towel and the jeans he’d thrown on the floor the night before. He 

came back into the living room to find Christian on the couch in his wet clothes, 

filling Leo’s pipe with weed from the bag he’d left sitting out from the night before.   

 “Really, dude?” Leo said throwing the towel at him, glad now he had 

chosen the one he’d found on the floor behind the toilet. It smelled like mildew 

and wine, but Christian wrapped it around his body not seeming to notice the 

stench.  
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 The thought of the water-stained mildewing couch made Leo miss the 

days with his dad and grandmother, when there was always someone following 

him around, cleaning up his messes.  

 “So,” Leo said staring at Christian as he took another hit from the pipe. 

 “So, do you have any more of that stuff you gave me last week?” Christian 

asked still inhaling so that the words sounded as if they were being forced out 

against their will.  

 “What do you think that is you’re smoking right now?” 

 Leo made his way to his room and opened the closet doors. He carefully 

took down a pile of blankets and extra pillows that concealed several shoeboxes 

filled with small, medium and large zip lock bags and one box full of weed he’d 

gotten from his dealer back in New York. This was much better quality than 

anything he’d seen in Clinton, and he’d been able to save most of his inheritance 

money by paying his rent with the money he’d gotten from selling it to rich kids 

like Christian, whose parents supplied them with unending funds. He was almost 

out of it now, so he’d been mixing it with some local weed for the past few weeks 

and no one seemed to notice yet, but it was probably time for a get a real job, 

just in case. He watched the door while he mixed the two collections of weed into 

one large bag and then put all the boxes back up when he was finished, 

concealing the box with blankets and pillows before returning to the living room 

with the bag for Christian. 

 “A half-ounce,” Leo asked tossing the bag on the coffee table.  



	  

 
 

106 

 Christian nodded unzipping the top and smelling the product.  

 “50?”  

 “Same as always.” 

 Christian pulled out a fifty dollar bill and handed it to Leo then put the bag 

in the inside pocket of his jacket.  

 “Thanks, man,” Leo said taking the money.  

 “Yeah,” Christian said nodding and getting up to head for the door.  

 “Thanks for the towel,” He said turning to hand it back to Leo before 

exiting.  

 “Keep it,” Leo said remembering the stench the strong smell of weed had 

temporarily concealed. 

 He followed Christian to the door.  

 “Thanks,” said Christian. “Hey listen, you don’t happen to know any where 

I can get some good coke do you?”  

 “Nah, man, I don’t do uppers.” 

 “Yeah, yeah, me either. It’s just for this party. No worries.” 

 Christian didn’t look him in the eye when he spoke, and Leo could tell he 

was lying by the change in his voice. He sounded nervous.   

 “Well, let me know when you need to refill.” 

 “Yeah for sure,” said Christian. 

 “But hey, try to keep drop-ins at night or at least past noon on the 

weekends.” Leo said checking the clock behind the door on the microwave. 
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 “Hey, I’m sorry, man,” Christian, said smiling. “It was in emergency.”  

 Leo nodded as Christian walked away. I’m sure it was, he thought closing 

the door.   

 Walking back to the couch, he sat down then immediately shot back up as 

the wetness from Christian’s clothes touched his sweatpants.  

 “Damnit, Christian,” he said out loud to himself.  

 Leo positioned himself cross-legged on the coffee table and filled his pipe 

with the little weed Christian had left in the bag. He took a blanket, wrapped it 

around him, and sat there thinking about Christian and Kate. Christian was 

always talking about some college girl named Lainey, but Leo was almost 

positive he had seen him inside Kate’s apartment that week.  

 It was too early for him to be awake, but he couldn’t sleep now, and the 

high wasn’t helping. He was supposed to practice with a new band in a week, 

and he figured it couldn’t hurt to do some of his own prepping before then. He 

hadn’t intended on playing with anyone, but then he’d met Mariah at an open 

mike, and she had one of the best voices he’d heard in a long time. He 

pretended not to be too impressed with her at first because he wasn’t really 

looking to make any lasting relationships in Clinton. He just wanted to find Kate.  

 That was the easy part; actually talking to her was another story. He 

wasn’t sure where he would even begin, so he’d spent the past two months 

hoping for a chance encounter, but he was beginning to think he would have to 

force a meeting.  
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 As he looked across the street he saw that Kate’s window was open and 

he could see her walking around the living room smoking a cigarette. He 

wondered if Christian had paid her a surprise visit that morning too, he was like 

an unwanted alarm clock that wouldn’t stop going off no matter how many times 

you pressed snooze. He felt the urge to shout to Kate, but he just sat there 

instead, lightly strumming his fingers against the cords of his guitar, hoping that 

she would hear him.   

 Instead she closed the window without looking in Leo’s direction and he 

found himself even more curious as to whether or not Christian was there inside 

her apartment. If decided if he thought he saw Christian there again, he wouldn’t 

be able to resist going over to know find out for sure.  

 He went inside and tried to focus his mind on something else, but all he 

could think about was what might be happening inside Kate’s apartment behind 

the closed blinds, and the faceless girl, Lainey, that Christian called his girlfriend. 

He finally forced himself to write some music so he’d have new material to show 

Mariah and Wes if they decided to let him in the band.  

 After writing all morning, he fell asleep with his pencil in his hand and his 

sheet music stuck to the side of his face.  

 Dreams of his mother returned to him, and images of the nurse at the 

hospital who said all she could tell him was that his mother had died there.  
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 “With no record of your relation to her, and a different last name, I can’t 

disclose any additional information from her file,” she said shaking her head. “If 

there’s another family member that could vouch for you –“  

 Leo cut her off. “There’s no other family,” he almost screamed.  

 He wrote his phone number down on a sticky note and looked from to the 

silent nurse standing behind her, who seemed even more helpless than her 

colleague. Their faces said, we’re sorry, but their mouths stayed closed.  

 “If anyone comes asking about her, please give this to them,” he said.  

 Next he dreamed of being on a stage and of people cheering. The lights 

were so bright in his eyes he couldn’t see anyone in the crowd at first, then as it 

continued to get louder, he saw the noise was coming from a machine. There 

was no audience, the lights went off and he stood in a dark lifeless room. He 

looked to each side of him for sound crew, backup singers, a pianist, anyone, but 

he was alone on the stage. He jumped down and ran along the aisle in between 

the rows of empty folding chairs, trying to find the exit, a way out of this dark 

room, but the aisle kept going and going into the darkness.  

 The phone rang and he picked it up. It was the silent nurse from the 

hospital who’d stared at him sympathetically but hadn’t said a word.  

 “I’m not supposed to contact you,” she said. “So you didn’t hear this from 

me.” She paused and waited for him to promise her he wouldn’t ever tell anyone 

where he’d gotten his information, and she then continued. “You have a sister,” 

she said before hanging up.  
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 He woke up in a cold sweat; the phone was still ringing next to him on the 

dresser. It was Mariah.  

 “So,” she said. “What did you decide?” 

 “What?” It took him a second to come out of the fog of his dream 

and realize what she was talking about. 

 “The audition?”   

 “I’ll do it.” 

 “Great, we’ll see at three o’clock next week at the Trat,” she said 

and hung up before he could change his mind.  
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Chapter 5 

 The Piano Lesson 

 When Lainey found out Wes had been playing the piano since the 

age of three, she insisted he give her lessons. Usually she would have been 

hesitant about asking someone else’s boyfriend for private lessons, but then 

Mariah didn’t really seem like the jealous type, plus Wes was almost ten years 

older than her and that felt like a million years to Lainey. Wes and Mariah’s 

relationship felt more real to her than other relationships. They had that special 

kind of love that only some people are lucky enough to find and smart enough to 

recognize it when they do. She asked Wes once what their secret was, “only the 

gods know”, he answered. He said other women had tried to control him, to feed 

on his guilt or insecurities, and those relationships had failed as quickly as they’d 

begun. Mariah was probably too nice, Lainey thought. Wes was moody, 

emotional, and unpredictable; Mariah was calm and consistent, qualities no one 

would ever claim Lainey to have, restless and irrational was more her style. 

 She liked to tease Wes about how Mariah made him soft, but she actually 

found it refreshing. Mariah called during one of their first piano lessons, and 

Lainey watched as Wes’s entire demeanor change. He was no longer the 

sarcastic, smart ass she enjoyed such great banter with, she realized then that 

Mariah got to see a side of Wes the rest of them didn’t, and she wondered if 

there was someone out there capable of effecting her in that way.  

 “Turns out you're human after all,” she’d said after they hung up.  
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 “Don’t tell anyone.” 

 She could remember when she had a similar effect on Christian. It had 

everyone talking, his change in behavior. It felt good, like she had broken some 

spell that no one else had before her. Something about her was special, 

everyone had told her then. His friends were at a loss for how to react to this 

human imposter. This person who’d replaced their spoiled, reckless, over the top 

friend.  Suddenly the guy who’d never put another person ahead of himself his 

entire life was now following a girl around like she was his lifeline.  

 “We’ve never seen him like this,” his mother told her the first time they 

met. This idea had been enough for a while, the fact that he chose her.  

 Thus began her relationship with a bipolar would be drug addict. She 

wondered if this was something always inside of him, or if the drugs and stress 

induced the disease waiting in the darkest corners of his mind for the right 

moment to reveal itself.  

 Before she had discovered all this though, before two weeks earlier when 

she’d found him passed out on his bed with an empty bottle of Ambien next to 

him, and ran frantically to his roommate who helped get him into her car and then 

to the hospital so no one would know that the country judge’s son had 

overdosed. Before the longest three days of her life when he was held in the 

mental ward of the local hospital, and she was forced to lie and tell everyone he 

was away visiting his grandparents in Bali. Before she spent so many days in 

bed with him, talking and laughing in between making love and listening to sad 
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songs with poetic lyrics; the ones she liked the best.  Before this, he had learned 

how to make her feel like she was the only thing he cared about, as if she were 

more precious than any other living thing on this planet.  

 Before all this, he also learned to make her feel like she wasn’t pretty 

enough, skinny enough, smart enough, outgoing enough. Her shyness was 

always a point of conflict. He’d leave her alone at parties where she didn’t know 

anyone and then yell at her when she didn’t look to be having fun. He had a way 

of making her feel as if her insecurities were tattooed all over my body. Then 

when she cried because of this, he’d tell her all the reasons she had to be 

confident, how beautiful, smart and funny she was and how nothing else 

mattered but being with her. He’d lie and say he didn’t care what people thought, 

the words I love you flowing back and forth, so that she believed the words 

despite the actions.  

 Was the diagnosis really that big of a surprise? There’s was the kind of 

love that could only be sustained through madness, through the ability to allow 

oneself to make the same mistake over and over again, like a merry-go-round 

that won’t stop, but instead gets faster and faster until everything around it is 

blurred and people’s voices become indecipherable noise, until no frame of 

reference exists.  

 You saved his life, his mother told Lainey, and she remembered the urge 

that came over her, the feeling of wanting to run as far and as fast away from the 
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hospital room, from her, from Christian. She wondered if she’d given all the good 

in her away to him, as if he were slowly sucking the life out of her.   

 Lainey looked up from her desk that faced the upstairs back window and 

saw Wes walking down the long sidewalk, through the dead grass and splotches 

of white left over from the snow they’d gotten earlier that week, until he reached 

the back of her duplex. She hurried down the stairs and was waiting for him at 

the front door when he reached the other side of the house and, she opened it 

before his hand could reach the doorbell.  

 “You’re late,” she said smiling.  

 “I know. Forgive me?” 

 “This time, I suppose, but don’t let it happen again,” she said moving with 

the door to make room from him to enter. “We’ll have to cut it to thirty minutes 

today because I have to get ready for work.” 

 “It’s 2:30. I was going to leave at 3:30 and still have time to go home and 

make it to work by 4.”  

 “Yes, and unlike you, I can’t just throw on some jeans from the night 

before with my dirty tennis shoes and a button down. I don’t have a pristine white 

apron to cover up my lack of hygiene.” 

 “Fine, you win. Thirty minutes. We better get started then.”  

 Lainey had slender fingers but small hands, so they always had to start 

the lessons by spending a lot of time on hand exercises before he could even go 

into sight-reading and chords, but she was practicing. She kept a picture of her 
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grandmother propped up next to the sheet music above her keyboard which Wes 

told her he thought was sweet. She’d been a famous pianist in Oklahoma City. 

Her celebrity never grew past the local scale, but it had always been more of a 

hobby for her, a creative outlet, than a profession. She was a high school English 

teacher and that was her first love. Lainey always felt like she had acquired her 

grandmother’s skill for language more than her skill for music, but she was willing 

to try it out anyway. It made her feel closer to her, as if she were playing for her.  

 The picture was of her in 1957, graduating from Northwestern with a 

master’s in teaching. She’d gone to Chicago after graduating from a local college 

in some small town in Wisconsin, of which Lainey had sense forgotten the name. 

She was proud to have a grandmother who was educated and independent 

during a time where this was not the norm for middle class women.  

 Lainey looked just like the girl in the photo, who was wearing a polka dot 

dress with cuffed sleeves and a fitted waste that flared out at the bottom and 

ended just above her knees, a style that was becoming popular again as the 

cycle of fashion continued to reproduce itself. Had it not been in black and white, 

and the landscape of Chicago in the background wasn’t missing some of its 

signature skyscrapers, she knew she could have passed it off as a photo of 

herself.  They were identical, everyone always said so, and this fact gave Lainey 

the feeling that her grandmother was somehow still alive within her, like she was 

carrying around some part of her that she’d passed down.  
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 “Why didn’t you ever get her to teach you to play?” Wes asked. The 

picture always seemed to distract him.  

 “Early on-set Alzheimer’s.” She did not like to think about her grandmother 

in this way. It was not the way she remembered her, despite the fact that she 

was this way for most of Lainey’s life. There were letters and pictures, boxes and 

boxes of keepsakes. Her grandmother never threw away anything. It was through 

these things that Lainey came to know her. The real her, not the person 

swallowed up over time by this cruel, thief of memories.  

 “So she forgot how to play?”  

 “You know, it’s weird, she never stopped playing, but she couldn’t read the 

notes anymore. She never knew what the names were of the songs, only how to 

play them,” Lainey thought of her grandmother sitting in her parent’s living room 

at the baby grand piano in her white pajamas, her wild gray hair flowing out away 

from her head, so that she almost looked like she might disappear into the white 

wall behind her.  

 “My parents finally had to put her in a home,” she said looking at Wes, 

whose eyes were full of sadness at her admission. “When we’d go to visit her, 

we’d always find her at the piano. I doubt she ever left it except when the nurses 

forced her to eat or sleep.”  

 “Time can be such a cruel bastard sometimes,” Wes said shaking his 

head. “I’m sorry.”  
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 “I was young,” was her response. “Anyway, she was a musical genius, but 

she made for a pretty lousy teacher at that point,” she said and smiled, placing 

her hands on the keys and practicing the notes in front of her in an attempt to put 

their focus back on the piano lesson. She did not want to dwell on this subject, to 

think about old age and the way time was slowly stealing their youth as they sat 

there on the small piano bench.  

 “Lainey,” Wes said staring at the photo. 

 “Oh shit, did I do it wrong?” She asked taking her fingers off the keyboard.  

 “No, it’s not that,” Wes said. “I was wondering if I could use your 

grandmother as a character in one of my stories.” 

 “Oh.” She said putting her hands in her lap. “You weren’t even listening to 

me play were you?” She smiled. 

 “I’m sorry, I just got this idea looking at her photo.”  

 “Well sure, I mean it’s a fictional story right? You don’t really need my 

permission.” 

 “Yeah I know, but I just don’t want to hijack your relative’s life and turn into 

a fiction without at least telling you first. Plus, I was going to see if you had any 

recordings of her work I could borrow to help develop her character.” 

 Lainey wanted to say no at first. She always thought she would write her 

grandmother’s story, one of the many things she thought about doing, but never 

actually did. Wes was a better writer than she was, and he had actually been 

published before, unlike her.   
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 “I think it’s great,” she said. “She’s inspiring people even from the grave. 

She would like that,” she paused and looked at him. “Just don’t make her a crazy 

alcoholic or something.” 

 Wes laughed.  

 “No, I was actually saving that identity for her the granddaughter’s 

character.” 

 She laughed and punched him playfully in the arm then put her hands 

back on the keyboard again to continue the lesson.    

 “Hey Wes,” Lainey said lifting her fingers toward her then placing them in 

her lap. She positioned herself on the bench so she was facing him.  

 “What do you think of Christian?” She could tell she had caught him off 

guard with the question. Lainey tried to keep her relationship with Christian 

separate from her life at the restaurant, but this was easier said than done. It 

often seemed like her co-workers knew her better than anyone in her life, after all 

she did spend more time at the Trat than anywhere else. After a long night of 

fighting and crying with Christian, she’d try to hide her swollen eyes with make-up 

before, but she knew she wasn’t really fooling anyone, and the number of these 

nights had increased over the few months.    

 Wes was silent for a minute, and Lainey felt a little embarrassed for even 

bringing it up.  

 “Lainey,” he said. “What’s on your mind?”  

 “Nothing. Never mind. Really, it’s stupid.” 
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 “Oh, come on,” Wes said. “Talk to me.”  

 “No, really, we already have a short lesson today,” she said. “I don’t want 

to waste it talking about Christian, let’s play.” 

 “You’re the boss.” 

 Lainey put her hands back on the keyboard, and her phone started 

buzzing on the table next to them.  

 “Do you need to get that?” 

 “It’s my dad,” she said, staring at the phone without reaching for it. “He 

wants to talk about this job at my uncle’s advertising firm.” 

 “So, that’s good right?” 

 She shrugged. “Is it?”  

 The phone stopped buzzing.  

 “By the way, you didn’t answer me about Christian,” she said not looking 

at him, fingers still on the keyboard but not playing, waiting to see what the 

silence would reveal.  

 “OK, Lainey,” he said. “You obviously want to talk about this.” 

 She didn’t say anything, not sure what she wanted at that moment. She 

absentmindedly moved her middle and index finger back and forth on the keys 

under them until Wes put his hand on top of hers.  

 “Lainey.”  

 Her eyes began to fill with water, and she looked away from him out the 

window, shutting them tight to hold the tears inside.  
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 “You’re so lucky,” she said, taking a deep breath.  

 Wes put his arm around her and hugged her.  

 “Why’s that?” 

 “You know exactly what you want and you have the talent to pursue it,” 

she said.  

 “I think you know what you want too,” he said. “The only thing stopping 

you from getting it is yourself.”  

 She smiled and rested her head on his shoulder, and sighed heavily as if 

to release all the things inside of her weighing her down.  

 “Just don’t worry so much about what you think everyone else wants for 

you,” he said. “What do you want?”  

 She lay there on his shoulder searching for the answer to that question.  
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*** 

 The restaurant was almost completely full by six o’clock that night, and 

Lainey hadn’t stopped moving back and forth from the hostess stand since. She 

felt a little strange about getting so emotional in front of Wes, but he acted like 

nothing was different, which eased her anxiety.  

 It was nine now and finally slowing down, but she knew there would be the 

younger couples on dates who would role in around nine forty-five, just in time to 

make the last dinner call before ten. She knew she was guilty of this herself, but 

it still annoyed her every time.  

 She took the dead time as an opportunity to grab a Dr. Pepper from the 

bar. Something about soda out of the gun always tasted better than soda from 

the fountain or out of a can. Wes was sitting behind the bar feverishly writing in a 

small notebook. 

 “Wes, I’m lonely come talk to me up front,” she said and gave him the best 

pout face she could muster. 

  “That’s not even fair,” he said closing his notebook and heading back to 

the hostess stand with her.  

 “Where’d you learn to make that face?” he said. 

 Lainey laughed. 

 “I came out of the womb making that face.” And she did. Her parents had 

the baby picture taken at the hospital to prove it. Her mom always joked with her 

that she was pissed about being forced out of such a nice and warm place and 
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into this cold, loud world. I think you’ll always be a little pissed about that, but you 

adjusted OK. Her mother used to say.  

 “So what are you working so aggressively on back there”? 

 “Oh just a new story I’ve been putting together.” 

 “Is my grandmother in it?” she asked.  

 “No, a different one.” 

  “You’re just full of ideas, aren’t you?” she said feeling a little envious in 

spite of herself.   

 Kate walked up to the hostess stand interrupting their conversation. 

 “Hey, Wes, can you cover for me next Saturday?” He looked annoyed.  

 Kate had been getting a lot of shifts covered lately, and everyone was 

starting to wonder how she was able to afford to live at this point. 

 “I wouldn’t ask except some of my art got chosen for this exhibit in town, at 

the Kilby Gallery,” she looked as if she hadn’t wanted to share this information 

but knew that it was the only way Wes would agree to cover for her. 

 “Sure,” Wes said, and then as she walked away “Congratulations, by the 

way.” 

 “Thanks.” 

 “So, that’s interesting,” said Lainey looking up from the chart for the first 

time. 

 “Be nice Lainey,” Wes said smiling at her. 
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 “No, I’m sure it’s great work,” Lainey said. “But don’t you think it’s odd she 

doesn’t ever invite anyone from work to come see it; what’s that about?” 

 “It’s not like you would go if she did invite you.” 

 “I would.” 

 Wes laughed 

 “Actually, I don’t work this Saturday, maybe I’ll stop by and report back.” 

 “You do that,” Wes said as he was waved away by a woman whose child 

had just spilt a full glass of water all over the table behind the hostess stand.  

 She was thankful when it was finally time to lock the doors. The Trat 

always locked up at exactly 10 p.m., so even though Lainey knew it didn’t mean 

she got to go home, at least she wouldn’t have to deal with any new tables for 

the rest of the night.  

 Mariah danced up to the hostess stand, a large, red and yellow, Hawaiian 

orchid, flopping above her left ear, in her tousled dark tresses. She smiled, 

looking at the servers chart to find a blank spot where her name had been.   

 In the three years Lainey had worked with Mariah, she’d rarely seen her 

without a smile. She was a free spirit, the twenty-first centuries version of a 

hippie. She was small with wide, dark eyes and long, silky hair that was always in 

a braid on the left side of her large, olive forehead.  She also possessed a set of 

lungs that could put even the best singer to shame, and Lainey wondered what 

she was still doing hanging around Clinton doing gigs at local bars, when she 

could have had a successful career in a bigger city. 
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 “You’re free to go.” 

 “Coming to watch me sing tonight?” Mariah asked backing up to look 

Lainey in the eye and tilting her head slightly to the left.  

 “If I ever get out of here, I’ll be there,” Lainey said.  

 She started helping the bussers as the night came closer to an end. It was 

nearly midnight, and she decided she needed a beer. She grabbed a bottle from 

behind the bar and carried it around with her while she picked up the extra dishes 

that were forgotten during the rush of the night.  

 The dish room was possibly the most disgusting part of a restaurant. The 

dish boys were usually on the verge of homeless, which didn’t help the stench. 

Lainey often wondered if they bathed between shifts, or if they even had 

somewhere to go to clean themselves. Once after leaving a late night dinner with 

Christian she saw one of the dishwashers sleeping on a bench downtown. She 

put her leftovers underneath him so he would have something to eat when he 

woke up, hoping at the same time that he wouldn’t wake up and see her leaving 

them there.  

 Wes dropped his dirty plate into the newly emptied bucket for cleaning.   

 “Lobster bisque and grilled cheese?” she asked. 

 “Actually threw some chicken on there tonight for a little extra protein,” 

Wes said.  

 “Yes, very healthy,” she smiled.  

 “Oh yeah, miss bread and olive oil. Your diet’s a real picture of health. 
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 “Portion control,” Lainey shrugged, happy they were back to their usual, 

light banter.  

 He shook his head and handed her an unopened beer from the bar.  

 “Sorry, can’t do it. One’s the limit tonight” 

 “Oh come on Lainey, party with us.” 

 “I’m exhausted.” 

 “Fine, always too cool for me.” 

 “Oh whatever,” she said pushing the beer back to him.  

 “Clean up your mess, the dishwasher’s already left and that bread will 

never come off if it sits all night.” 

 “Yes ma’am. After that should I go ahead and Clorox the counters and 

mop the floors for them too? I think they missed a spot or two because this floor 

is dirty as shit.” 

 Lainey stopped listening to him, distracted by her own thoughts of 

Christian that had been plaguing her all day, and headed toward the back of the 

restaurant to make her exit. She found Rocky and Cheryl drinking at the Lowry 

table along with the Lowrey’s and their other usual guests, the Crawford’s and 

the Kronk's.  

 12:30. The Lowry table was still occupied. Technically the restaurant had 

closed for over two hours, but they seemed to have no sense of time. She 

observed them from her position behind the bar, and waited for Wes to return in 

case he needed any help with their table before she left him alone. Lainey 
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thought Mrs. Crawford was the most beautiful woman over fifty she had ever 

seen. Kate used to say it was because she’d never worked a day in her life, 

which meant she was never stressed, and therefore would never get wrinkles like 

the rest of us. Lainey would have attributed it to plastic surgery like the other 

wives but you could tell she hadn’t had a bit of work done.   

 Wes walked back to the bar and started to wipe it down one last time.  

 “I hope I look that good when I’m her age,” Lainey said, half talking to 

herself and unconsciously gawking at their table.   

 He laughed and shook his head in the big brother way he always did with 

her.  

 “When did Rocky and Cheryl get here?” she asked. 

 “They came in about ten minutes after the Lowery’s arrived and haven’t 

left their table since. I think Jack called Rocky when they got here,” he said. 

 “Why would he do that?” 

 “Look at Rocky,” he said. 

 “What?” she asked. He looked the same to her, rosy-cheeked and 

plastered per usual.  

 “He’s selling them for sure,” Wes said.  

 “What do you mean?”  

 “They’ve given them the royal treatment tonight, even had the chef’s cook 

them a special four-course meal not on the menu.”  



	  

 
 

127 

 Lainey looked at him, still confused. She knew the Lowery’s had invested 

in the Trat several times to help Rocky out during down times, like the summers 

when business was slow, but summer was over and they were busier than they’d 

ever been.  

 “Trust me,” Wes said. “Something strange is going on, and it’s not good. 

Mr. Lowrey’s raised his voice a couple of times during their meal.” 

 Their table was starting to disperse. Lainey wanted to stay and talk to 

Wes, but she looked at Rocky again and realized Wes was right. Even Cheryl 

looked distressed, and Lainey didn’t want to get sucked into whatever was 

happening. If there were problems, she didn’t want to think about it then. There 

was too much on her mind already.  

 “Well, I’m gonna go.” 

 “Meeting up with Christian?” He asked.  

 She shook her head yes.  

 “Okay kid, well try to have fun, see you tomorrow night.” 

 “Bye, don’t stay too late,” Lainey shouted loudly without turning around, 

hoping the Lowreys would get the hint.   

 She let the warm air hit her face and took her hair out from the ponytail 

that was beginning to give her a headache, letting the wind blow through it, and 

running her hands across the long, straw like strands. As she took another step 

forward into the alley, she nearly tripped over two huge bags full of linens that 

were lying in front of the doorway. Brad, she thought, irritated that he had once 
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again dragged the bags outside, but neglected to actually place them in the 

dumpster.  

 Lainey decided to walk home; she was lying about hanging out with 

Christian. She’d made up the excuse that she was tired from working late, and 

just wanted to sleep, so he wouldn’t try to come over. Instead she had a bottle of 

Malbec and a half read Virginia Woolf novel waiting for her, and that was all the 

company she wanted at the moment.  
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Chapter 6 

 Unexpected Visitors 

 Kate got home close to one in the morning after another long night at the 

restaurant. She went into the bathroom and stared at the mirror, frowning at her 

reflection, wishing she were prettier, smarter, more witty. Was she aging? She 

looked, to her, beat down. Rough is what her aunt would have called it if she 

were there to criticize, as was so often her way. She turned away from the mirror 

in disgust. She felt out of control in the worst way, a thought was picking at her, 

that notion of feeling trapped inside a world you want no part of; she would get 

out of the Midwest, she thought, out of this small college town engulfing her like a 

giant wave, constantly, silently, slowing closing in on her, waiting to crash down 

on top of her, taking her under. Facing the toilet she lifted the cover and then the 

seat.  

 “No,” she said out loud, and stopped herself from this compulsion that 

daily weighed down on her.  

 She walked out of the cramped bathroom through her tiny apartment, filled 

with only a kitchenette in one corner, a small, midnight blue love seat and an 

antique bookshelf she’d bought at a garage sale, filled with books containing 

prints of other peoples art, and a small coffee table with numerous water stains 

on the dark oak top, something she’d inherited from her aunt and uncle when 

she’d gone to college. Sitting on top of it was the letter from the Paris Ecole 
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Beaux-Arts that she was still too nervous to open. She stared at is as she walked 

by, heading toward the balcony. 

 She turned on the light to her patio where the half-finished painting of 

downtown stared back at her, begging to be finished. The reflection from the TV 

inside the apartment across the street painted changing colors across the 

window: red, yellow, blue, all in short flashes so that it reminded her of the 

cinematography tricks used in old horror movies, or the strobe lights inside a 

haunted house. The waterfalls took turns springing to life and then dying down 

again. She loved the way each tiny sprout of water collided with the still water of 

the fountain standing in the center of the median separating Ninth Street from 

Main. There was music playing softly in the background of this landscape but she 

wasn’t sure where it was coming from. Then she saw the boy on the balcony with 

his guitar. He started to sing, thinking no one was listening.   

 Something about the beauty in his voice made her sad and a little – what? 

She thought. Was she envious of his ability to block out the world, or was it that 

his music felt more beautiful and authentic to her than anything she’d ever 

painted? She suddenly hated the artwork in front of her, she wanted to take the 

canvas and shred it into a million pieces onto the balcony floor. She picked up 

her brush and dipped it into the fire engine red paint, and smeared a large heavy 

stroke across the entire canvas. She’d start over tomorrow.  

 Someone knocked on the door and she hesitated there for just a moment 

longer, turning toward the door, and then back to the boy across the street, to 
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find him now gone. When she opened the door Christian was smiling at her and 

holding a strawberry milkshake in his hand.  

 “I got your favorite,” he said.  

 Staring back at his eager grin, she contemplated shutting the door in his 

face, but she was hungry. “I’m painting,” she said, as if this would stop him from 

entering. He pushed the door open with the arm that was leaning against it, and 

held out the shake with the other, sliding by Kate through the now wide open 

door and walked to the back porch where Kate’s graffiti’ d painting sat. Kate shut 

the door, grabbed a spoon from the kitchen, took the lid from the shake and 

began eating it in small spoonfuls the way her mother had taught her to consume 

such things, as slowly as possible, so that you don’t get full before you realize it, 

she heard her mother’s voice saying in her head, always one for savoring each 

bite of food as if eating were a privilege as opposed to a means of survival.  

 On second thought, she decided to use the straw, something about the 

pink color showing through the transparent plastic, and the way it shot into her 

mouth, touching every inch of it, made it taste somehow sweeter.  

 “Is this some new and contemporary thing you’re trying out?” Christian 

asked, now on the patio facing the painting like a confused puppy, head cocked 

innocently to one side.  

 “Very funny,” she said.  

 “Well, you’re the artist, he said staring at the crimson color consuming the 

foreground of the canvas.   
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 “Why are you here, Christian?” she asked, changing the subject to one 

she knew he was trying to avoid. “Where’s Lainey?”  

 “I’m not Lainey’s keeper,” he said in the whiny tone of a child who had just 

been told something they did not like. 

 “No, but you are her boyfriend,” she said. Although, keeper was probably 

a better word, or maybe Lainey was his? She thought at first their dating was 

only to please Christian’s parents. Lainey seemed to Kate, every parent’s dream. 

She was getting her degree in Journalism, and working at The Trat on the side 

for extra money. Her parents were wealthy enough to pay for her entire 

education, but didn’t have to because she was mostly there on scholarships, or 

so this is how Kate understood things to be.  

 Aside from that, Lainey was pretty, in a conventional way—kind of plain 

looking in Kate’s opinion—but she dressed well, always wearing some vintage-

looking outfit, often something involving polka dots and matching accessories in 

her sorority girl highlighted hair, headbands or sparkling barrettes. She 

remembered the barrettes from Lainey’s first day at the Trat.  She’d dressed 

more like a cocktail waitress than a hostess, in a short black dress and the 

matching dark feathered barrette that held back her perfectly highlighted and 

spiral curled hair, parted to the one side so that it fell over her right ear, leaving 

the left side neatly tucked behind the other one. Kate had referred to her as eye 

candy behind her back for the first few months she worked at The Trat. Lainey 

had turned out okay though; despite Kate’s initial perception. She hadn’t been 
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quite the ditzy spoiled university girl she’d expected, but she did choose to 

associate herself with them, something Kate could not understand. In an odd 

sense this seemed to be the same way she felt about Christian, which allowed 

her not to take either one of them too seriously. Lainey and Christian were one of 

those annoying couples that looked like they could be brother and sister, if she 

would embrace her natural, darker hair color. They shared the same light gray-

blue eyes, and orange skin tone adorned with a modest, yet noticeable collection 

of freckles just across their slender small noses, accompanied by their wide eyes 

with long lashes, and full red lips.  

 “No guys have been coming in to see Lainey or anything?” Christian 

asked without looking at Kate. 

 She stared hard at him for a minute, attempting to make eye contact, but 

he pretended to be staring at something in the apartment across the alley. 

 “No Christian,” She paused. “Is that why you’re here?” 

 “Of course not. It’s just—” 

 “I really don’t want to hear it.” She cut him off.  

 “Bad night?” Christian asked.  

 He took a pack of Parliaments from his pocket and slid one from the box 

for himself, then held another out to her.  

 “I quit,” she said.  
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 “No you didn’t, you just like to tell people you quit. I saw you smoking 

behind the restaurant the other night,” he said, grabbing a lighter from the glass 

top of the small circular table that sat next to Kate’s easel.  

 “I quit,” she said again, slower this time, staring into his light eyes that felt 

to her like staring into a piece of ice, translucent with a tint of blue, like they could 

melt away at any moment, as if they were not really there at all.  

 “Okay, tough girl,” he said smiling.   

 “What were you doing behind the restaurant anyway?” she asked. 

 “It’s not like I was hanging out there on purpose or anything. I just walked 

by, saw you outside.” 

 “Well thanks for saying hi.” She said, immediately realizing how childish 

she sounded. She wouldn’t have wanted him to talk to her anyway; this was 

truth.  

 He didn’t say anything for a long time then, and she closed her eyes, 

breathing the second-hand smoke deep into her lungs, enjoying the silence 

between them, as if it were that first night again, or the morning after when he’d 

held her in silence for what had felt like hours.  

 When she opened her eyes, she was facing him. He drew her into him so 

that their bodies were touching and kissed her, not on the lips as she’d expected 

him to do, but softly, on the forehead. She let herself be still inside his arms, until 

she felt someone watching and looked up to see that the boy with the guitar was 
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now sitting on his porch with a beer, Christian’s back was to him, and he seemed 

to be staring directly at Kate’s balcony. 

 He waved.  

 Kate pushed Christian away and smiled awkwardly up at the boy, her fear 

of getting caught with Christian prevented her from being too creeped out by the 

fact that he would wave to her, as if he wanted her to know he was watching.   

 “Anything else I can do for you, Christian,” she asked and walked back 

inside.  

 He followed, closing the door with ease when it always stuck for her.  

 “No, just wanted to see you I guess. I miss you.” 

 “You know, Christian. I really don’t want to hear this right –“  

 “My dad cut me off,” he said, cutting her off mid sentence. 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “He found out about the drugs, so he cut me off.” 

 Kate tried not to laugh. 

 “He cut you off for smoking pot?” She asked raising her eyebrows in 

disbelief.  

 “It wasn’t just pot, Kate,” he said and she wondered if he was just trying to 

make himself sound worse off to her than he actually was. She couldn’t see 

Christian doing actual drugs. “And I know it seems ridiculous to you, but my dad’s 

the fucking county judge. There are a lot of people who would love the chance to 
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ruin his reputation, and would have no problem using me to do it. I feel like I’m 

constantly living under a microscope.” 

 “I get it,” she said rolling her eyes. “So what do you want me to tell you; 

get a job? I think the Trat is looking for another dishwasher.” 

 “Not helping.”  

 “If you’re looking for sympathy here, I think you picked the wrong girl.” 

 “I haven’t told Lainey about him cutting me off,” he said.  

 “Well you probably need to do that, Christian.” 

 “I know,” he trailed off.  

 Kate began to question how she had allowed herself to get into this 

situation. How had casual sex led to Christian coming to her for advice? The first 

couple of times he’d opened up to her, she’d listened because she was kind of 

intrigued in a way, at the problems that plagued the rich, and in the beginning 

she’d felt like she had owed him something for that first morning when she’d lost 

control of her emotions. She never cried, especially not in front of people, and 

she’d been pretty humiliated by the whole thing. And Christian had been pretty 

great about it. In that moment he’d provided a comfort she hadn’t known since 

her mother’s death. But how long could a relationship live off of one shared 

moment, and was she supposed to listen to all his problems in return for his one 

act of kindness? She had enough problems of her own. Real problems. Not 

problems like, my trust fund just got taken away. Problems like, how am I going 
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to afford rent when assholes only leave me a dollar tip, and what am I going to do 

if Lainey finds out that I’ve been having an affair with her boyfriend?  

 “Drew mentioned that the Dugout is hiring,” she said, now out a pure 

meanness.  

 “Fuck Drew,” he said.  

 Silence. 

 “Did you just hear that; did someone just knock on the door?” she asked. 

 “I didn’t hear anything.” 

 “Go into my room.” 

 He walked toward the living room from where he’d been standing by the 

kitchen counter and made his way across the generic beige, wine stained carpet 

into Kate’s bedroom, and closed the door behind him.  

 Kate opened the front door to find a smiling stranger facing her.  

 “Can I help you?” she asked. 

 “Hello. I’m Leo,” the boy said with an accent that felt familiar but she 

couldn’t quite place.  

 “Hi.” Kate said and let the silence hang between them. For a minute she 

was glad Christian was there, in case this guy was some kind of psycho stalker 

serial killer, but she doubted it. There was something nice about him, he looked 

harmless enough anyway, but she kept the door mostly closed with her back foot 

hard against it, just in case.   

 “I live across the street there,” he said pointing at the balcony. 
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 She recognized him now. The bone structure was the same, broad 

shoulders and thick arms, but he was taller than he’d looked sitting down. His 

skin - lightly tanned and shiny, was also the same. She thought he was very 

good looking then, and now up close, even more so. His sandy blonde hair fell 

slightly past his eyes that were, in contrast, a hazelnut color, light brown in the 

center, growing slightly darker as they expanded out into the white part of his 

eye.  

 “Right,” he said. “I thought I may have given you a start earlier.”  

 Kate said nothing and waited for him to continue.  

 “I didn’t want you to think I was some peeping Tom or something.”  

 Again Kate said nothing, silently taking him in, still trying to figure out his 

accent.  

 “So, I thought I’d come over and properly introduce myself.” 

 “And you didn’t think creepily showing up at my front door wouldn’t make 

you seem a little crazy?” She couldn’t help but smile when she said it. “What did 

you do?” She asked, “Count the windows to find my floor?” Kate had to admit the 

idea was a bit unnerving, but she figured if he’d come there to kill her he would 

have made his move by now.  

  “Well, it wasn’t that hard to find,” he said. “You are right across the street; 

although I did knock on your neighbor’s door first by accident.”  

 “Oh yeah, right or left?” 

 “That one,” he said pointing to his right, her left. 
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 “Ah, you were lucky then; Mr. Golden’s a public prosecutor downtown, so 

he’s never home. Just don’t mess up next time, and knock on that one.” She 

lowered her voice and pointed to the opposite door. “That’s Mrs. Browder and 

she’s a mean old thing.” 

 “Thanks for the tip,” he said smiling. “So I guess that means it’s alright if 

there is a next time?”  

 Kate smiled awkwardly, not knowing what to say or what to make of this 

strange boy at her front door.  

 “So where’s your boyfriend I saw out there earlier?” 

 She’d forgotten about Christian.  

 “He’s not my boyfriend,” she said avoiding the question. 

 “Oh,” he said, “well your friend then. I’m just trying to meet some people, 

ya know. I’ve seen you out on the balcony a couple times; saw that you’re a 

painter. That’s cool.” He seemed to be waiting for a response, but Kate was still 

too caught off guard by his appearance at her door to elaborate on her painting 

skills.  

 “Anyway, just thought I’d say hi.” He seemed overly nervous to her, but 

not in a way that felt threatening at all. She could tell it had taken him a lot of 

effort to come over and introduce himself, which she actually thought was kind of 

sweet.  

 “Well, you don’t want to meet him,” she finally said referring back to 

Christian. “Trust me.” 
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 “Okay,” he said laughing. “I’ll take your word for it.” 

 Silence.  

 “Well, hey, it was great meeting you,” he finally said. “Hopefully I’ll see you 

around.” 

 “Yeah, for sure,” she smiled, having no intention of seeing him ever again, 

at least not on purpose.  

 “Don’t tempt me unless you’re serious.” 

 She laughed, letting the question linger in the air between them as she 

closed the door.   

 Christian came out of her room the second the front door closed.  

 “Time to go,” she said and led him to the door.  

 “How about you let me buy you dinner?” he asked, turning around in the 

doorway.   

 “I’ve already eaten,” she lied and shut the door in his face before he could 

say anything more. 

 After Christian was gone, Kate went into the bathroom and stared again at 

her reflection, took in a deep breath and drank from the faucet the little water she 

could scoop into her hand. She pushed her thin white hair away from her 

forehead; in the mirror now, she looked almost transparent. She stood there and 

stared at her reflection, searching for signs of her mother in it, but could no 

longer visualize her mother’s face from memory. Instead she saw that her skin 

was purple, as if you could see underneath it, the muscles pushing toward the 
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surface. The mixing of peach skin and dark red muscles created the illusion of 

this new color.  

 Maybe she was just cold, she thought. She looked at her fingertips: blue. 

Her veins were protruding, almost bursting out from the back of her hands. 

Looking at this made her feel tired, and then, the familiar push through her 

esophagus was there, the slow rising movement in her throat. She forced herself 

from the bathroom and sat on the coffee table next to the still unopened letter. 

She picked it up, examining the bent corners and half torn edges from all the 

times she had circled it around in her hands the past week, never daring to 

actually open it. She began to tear the paper at the top of the envelope slowly 

and pulled the crisp paper inside of it out, unfolding it carefully, her hands 

shaking. Without actually reading it, she scanned the first sentence for the word 

congratulations. 

 She jumped at the sound of the knock on the door. She walked over and 

flung it open, ready to yell at Christian to leave her the hell alone, and almost fell 

backwards when she saw Leo standing in front of her instead.  

 “I’m sorry to bother you again,” he said.  

 She felt a little nervous now that Christian was gone and wondered if Leo 

had been watching, waiting for him to leave.  

 “Look, dude,” she said. “I’ve had a really bad night and I don’t mean to be 

rude, but you’re kind of freaking me out a little now, so why don’t you just back off 
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and go home.” She tried to shut the door but he put his foot in front of it so that it 

was open just enough for her to still see his face.  

 “I know, I know,” he said. “I promise I’m not a creep. That’s why I came 

back; I wanted to explain. Please?” 

 She kept one hand firmly on the doorknob and placed her back foot 

against the door again, as she tried to think of what was in her apartment she 

could use as a weapon if he tried to push the door open any further.  

 “I won’t move from this spot.” 

 “What do you want?” She tried to sound tough, but she felt scared.  

 “I just want you to hear me out,” he said putting both hands above his 

head and backing away from his position against the door, so that she could 

have shut it if she wanted to, making her feel somewhat safe again.  

 “I’m listening,” she said.  
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Chapter 7 

Kate’s Art Show 

 The gallery was more like a small garage with three grey walls and one 

long door that stood open, allowing the breeze to enter. Christian could not 

believe he’d let Lainey convince him to go with her to Kate’s art show, but he was 

too afraid that if he tried to get out of it she would become suspicious, and he 

didn’t think he could bear another fight.  

 They hadn’t been out together in over a week, since Lainey had requested 

that he give her some space, and he wanted them to go back to normal, as if the 

overdose and the hospital were just a bad dream, a temporary lapse in judgment. 

If he could just make things right with Lainey, maybe he would have a chance at 

turning out okay in the end. He squeezed her hand as if her goodness would 

somehow pass through her body into his.  

 It was a perfect night outside, and Christian could tell Lainey was excited 

about being in this small, enclosed area surrounded by paintings and artists. 

Artists with long hair, dread locks and pierced noses. Artists with leather jackets 

and spiked, purple streaked hair. Artists that looked like professors in blacked 

rimmed glasses and tweed overcoats. And artists like Kate, in a long, dark green 

flowing dress and grey zip-up hoody, pale blue arms that looked so breakable. 

They reminded Christian of the blue willow plates his mom collected and the time 

they’d been to the Victoria and Albert museum in London, how excited his mother 

had gotten at the discovery that within the museum was housed the first ever 
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known original blue willow plate, all the way from Asia. It had lasted hundred of 

years, and survived the trip from Asia to Europe. It had belonged to the royal 

family, they had probably even eaten on it as if it we were a paper plate. It was 

one of the few memories he had of the trip. He was ten years old at the time and 

most of the memories were a blur of castles, churches and large paintings on the 

white walls of other museums he couldn’t remember the names of, but his 

mother had made such a big deal over the plate. It was one of those things that 

continued to stand out in his mind, as he listened to the tour guide describe the 

life of this porcelain piece, a thing he knew could be easily damaged, having 

been responsible for several of the small chips in his mother’s own collection of 

reproductions, he wondered how this one plate had survived. Fragile yet 

indestructible.  

 Kate’s dress moved with the wind as she walked back and forth examining 

her work with the other interested patrons, smiling and answering questions. She 

looked happier than he’d ever seen her, and he couldn’t help but wonder if it was 

because he had been out of her life the past few weeks. He wanted to be faithful 

to Lainey, to be the person he knew she deserved, but seeing Kate made him 

long again for the feeling of escape she provided. He couldn’t help but feel like 

Lainey was with him out of obligation, or the fact that she had almost watched 

him die, and he wanted to fuck someone who didn’t look at him like he needed to 

be saved.  
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 Kate hadn’t noticed his presence yet, but Lainey was beginning to notice 

his absence.  

 “Can you at least pretend not to be bored?” Lainey asked. “You’re totally 

zoning out. Why don’t you make yourself useful and go get us two glasses of 

wine.” 

 Christian headed to the table where paper cups of cheap wine were being 

distributed and asked for two glasses of red, as he took the cups and started to 

walk away he heard a voice behind him that seemed to be getting closer.  

 “Christian?”  

 It was Kate. 

 “Hey –“ he started and turned around to find Lainey walking up to the 

table.  

 “Thanks,” Lainey said grabbing one of the cups from his hand and turning 

to find Kate standing directly in front of them.” 

 “Oh, Kate, great to see you. So this is the art show,” Lainey said, pointing 

out the obvious.  

 She took a sip of her wine and looked to be waiting for Kate to speak.  

 “Yeah, I kind of planned the whole thing. My exhibit is over there.” Kate 

said looking from Christian’s helpless expression to Lainey’s grin and back again, 

then pointed over her shoulder to the booth directly behind her without taking her 

eyes off of Christian. Lainey seemed not to notice any of this.   



	  

 
 

146 

 “Oh, we’d love to see it,” Lainey said eagerly pushing past Kate and 

walking toward the large canvases covered in multi layered oil paint that hung on 

the otherwise empty walls.  

 “These are beautiful,” Lainey, said, still seemingly oblivious to the 

awkwardness of the situation, as Christian began to feel the sweat forming on the 

back of his neck.   

 Lainey stood in front of them, mesmerized by the two paintings joined 

together by large black curves above and below them, creating the allusion of a 

closed in circle. Christian stared at Kate until she looked over at him and he 

quickly mouthed I’m sorry, but she pretended not to notice.   

 “What is it?” Lainey asked turning around. 

 “What?” Kate said quickly drawing her attention away from Christian. 

 “The painting.” Lainey said lifting her eyebrows in the condescending way 

she often did when trying to explain something to Christian.  

 “Right,” Kate said moving past her and over to the left canvas to 

demonstrate the for Lainey, the way Christian had seen her do for others, what 

the cycle represented.  

 “This side represents the winter turning into spring,” she said describing 

what looked like slashes of over lapping colors of dark black fading into green, 

then blue, then purple, with several small pink thicker blots of paint sprinkling the 

top of the black lines that weaved in and out of the colors to the top of the white 



	  

 
 

147 

background. The bottom of the painting held areas of white that looked as if they 

contained tiny faces made from the black dots between the longer strokes.  

 “Then I cut out a strip from another canvas and placed it on carved out 

wood and painted the entire thing black, that’s what’s demonstrating the 

movement from the first painting to the next in that curve above them both,” she 

said. Christian’s eyes moved to the other painting sitting parallel to the first on the 

wall.  

 “This represents the movement of spring into summer and, eventually, the 

fall.” This painting was similar in structure to the previous one, the black lines 

peaking out of the color were still there, but they were more brown than black, 

and the top of the canvas was covered in pink dots like the few that spotted the 

previous painting, and then those pink dots became slashes, that became green, 

that became yellow, that became orange that became red, and then finally, 

darker red so that it was almost brown at the bottom, and the lines faded into the 

background as they did in the other painting.  

 “Then this bottom black strip, again, was made the same way except 

turned upside down to create that circle effect.” Kate said ending the explanation 

of her work.  

 “So, it represents change as a constant,” Christian found himself saying, 

“mirroring the consistency of change in human life to the consistency of change 

in nature.”  

 Lainey looked at Christian like he’d just solved a rubix cube.  
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 Kate smiled, “It represents whatever you want it to represent,” she said.  

 “Since when did you know anything about art?” Lainey said still staring in 

awe at Christian’s response.  

 “I don’t,” Christian lied. “You forget that my mother has dragged me to 

every art museum in the Western hemisphere.” 

 “True,” Lainey said laughing. “Well, I guess you absorbed more than you 

thought. She’ll be thrilled when I tell her the news.”  

 Christian cringed when she mentioned his mother, who had called him 

almost every hour on the hour since the overdose, and he knew she’d been 

checking in on him through Lainey, yet they all acted as if nothing had happened 

when they were together.   

 “Wow,” Lainey said, “ I didn’t even think you were listening to any of that. 

Come on, let’s get more wine, I’m out, and I want to see the mixed media booth 

over there. I heard someone talking about how one of the artists is using quotes 

and images from articles in women’s magazines and books matted on top of 

paintings of distorted female bodies. It’s supposed to speak to the unrealistic 

portrayal of the female image in the media.”  

 “Sounds scary,” Christian said waiving to Kate who smirked as she turned 

to give her spiel to another group of curious students.  

 They headed over to a booth full of artwork reminiscent of Picasso’s 

abstract people, with arms and legs in all the wrong places, or Willem de 

Kooning’s popular, yet grotesque, depiction of the female in Woman, I.  
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 “That was nice of you,” Lainey said. 

 “What?”  

 “You made sure to say bye to Kate, that was so polite,” Lainey said. “So 

unlike you.” she said pushing his hair back to indicate to him that she was trying 

to be playful. 

 He tried to smile, but felt queasy looking at the distorted bodies; the 

women in the paintings all seemed to have angry eyes.   

 “Oh, we forgot the wine,” said Lainey, suddenly remembering her empty 

cup.  

 “You know, I don’t think I want anymore wine, you go ahead,” Christian 

said. “I’m just gonna step outside for some fresh air real quick if that’s OK.” 

 “Of course. Are you alright?” 

 “Yeah, I’m fine, just kind of tired”  

 Lainey headed for the wine table as Christian made his escape to the 

outdoors. As he was about to round the corner he heard voices and stopped 

short so as to avoid interrupting whatever was going on in the dark alley next to 

the garage. He became lost in his thoughts. He was contemplating telling Lainey 

the truth about everything, when he heard that familiar voice again coming from 

the shadows in the alley.  

 “I don’t know what you want from me,” Kate said. 

 “I just want you to have the option.”  
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 Christian knew he recognized the other voice, but he couldn’t make out 

where he had heard it before.   

 “I’m not trying to force you to do anything you don’t want to do. It was just 

an idea.”  

 “I can’t just run away, Leo.” 

 Christian’s heart dropped at the sound of Kate saying Leo’s name. A 

million questions flooded his brain.  

 He wanted to confront them, to ask them his questions, but he was frozen 

there against the garage door, unable to move, to think, he had to remind himself 

to breathe.  

 “There you are,” Lainey’s voice made him jump. “Are you sure you’re 

alright? You look awful.” 

 Christian heard the voices in the alley go silent. He led Lainey back into 

the garage before answering, so Kate and Leo wouldn’t know he had been 

standing there.  

 “Yeah, I’m feeling pretty sick,” he said as they rounded the corner and 

there was now a wall safely dividing them from Leo and Kate.  

 “We should get you home.” 

 “Yeah.” Christian said putting his arm around Lainey’s shoulder, leaning 

on her for support. He pulled her away from the side of the door where he’d 

heard Kate and Leo.  

 “Christian, what are you doing?” Lainey said. “The car's that way.”  
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 As she pointed in the direction of the alley Leo appeared in front of them.  

 “Christian?” Leo said looking surprised to see him there.  

 Kate walked behind them back toward her exhibit and Christian refrained 

from yelling out to her.  

 “I’m Leo,” Christian heard him say and looked back as he shook Lainey’s 

hand.  

 “Lainey,” she said smiling, and Christian thought he saw her blush a little, 

but he was too stunned to say anything, barely managing a half smile in their 

direction. 

  “Christian’s not feeling well,” Lainey said to Leo, and gave Christian a 

sympathetic rub on the shoulder.  

 “Is that right?” Leo said, staring at Christian until he looked at him. “Well, 

you better get him home then,” he said not taking his eyes away from Christian’s.  

 “We were just leaving actually,” Lainey said guiding him away, toward the 

door.  

 “What a sweet girl he’s got,” Leo said smiling at Lainey, and shot Christian 

a glance that caused his heart to beat in rapid intervals.  

 When they got to the parking lot, Christian sat down on the curb, pulling 

Lainey down with him.  

 “I’m worried,” she said, looking at him like she thought he might drop dead 

right there, and he was starting to feel like he might.  

 “Should I call your mom?”  
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 He heard himself yell the word no in a voice he did not recognize, as he 

started to cough uncontrollably, and stuck his head between his legs, letting it 

hang there until he could feel himself taking normal breaths again, slowly, in and 

out, in and out.  

 When he finally looked up Lainey was staring at him with the same 

frightened expression, her eyes bulging, mouth open slightly, tears rolling down 

her face.  

 “I’m sorry,” he pushed the words out, managing a whisper, and then 

reached for her arms pulling her into him, where she lay perfectly still. “I’m so 

sorry, I’m so, so sorry,” he said, strengthening his grip on her as he regained his 

strength. He repeated the words over and over again, tears in his eyes, as if 

together they would wash away his every transgression. 
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Chapter 8 

 The Audition 

“You’re late,” Mariah said smiling when Leo walked through the door. 

 “Ten minutes,” Leo shrugged. He wanted to tell Mariah why he was late, 

but what could he say? How could he explain he was late because last night was 

the first time he’d really slept in the last week, since he broke the news of his 

existence to his long lost sister? He’d almost not shown up at all. Before he’d 

wanted a distraction, but now that Kate knew the truth, all he wanted to was to 

spend every spare second he had with her.  

 “Oh, you know I don’t care,” said Mariah. “Wes is pissed.” 

 “I heard that asshole,” Wes came walking up the steps of the room above 

the Trat where Rocky let the band practice. 

 “Hey dude, I’m sorry, it was a rough morning. I appreciate you letting me 

come out and play with you guys.” 

 “We need a bass,” Wes said. “Alright, let’s get started.” 

 Mariah shot a smile at Leo as if to say I’m sorry and I told you so all in one 

glance.  

 He thought about the night he met her at the open mike, where he’d 

initially shot down her proposal to join the band.  

 “Okay,” Mariah had said shrugging and ordering them two shots of 

Jameson. “Look, I work at the restaurant up the street on Ninth. Trattoria, the one 

with the window front, white table clothes, come see me if you change your 
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mind,” She said taking the shot down and grabbing her coat to leave. “It’s just my 

boyfriend and me, and we could really use someone like you that knows what 

they’re doing on the bass.”  

 Leo held the shot up to cheers her as she left the bar.  

 Two days later, he’d taken a walk and found himself in front of the 

restaurant. He stood outside the window smoking a cigarette and contemplated 

going in to see if Maria was there, and if her offer was still stood. Before he could 

decide, she stuck her head out the door.  

 “Hey there stranger,” she said.  

 Leo threw his cigarette on the sidewalk and stepped on the flame, a dark 

streak of black ash stained the cement.  

 “So tell me more about this band.” 

 He knew then he would eventually give into her invitation, but now that he 

was actually there, about the play with a band again for the first time since his 

grandmother had passed away, he felt a little intimidated.  

 Wes started playing the keyboard and Leo looked over to watch, as his 

furrowed brow disappeared. He looked calm and content in that moment, playing 

those notes. Mariah closed her eyes and strummed her guitar, softly humming to 

herself to prepare for the set. Leo thought the two of them were an odd pair. She 

was patient, checking each cord slowly to be sure that everything was tuned 

correctly, while Wes vigorously played the keyboard as if he were being timed. 

His fingers moved so fast they were no longer visible as separate objects, but 
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one unit blending together in perfect unison floating over the keys and creating 

music as if by magic.  

 “Wow,” Leo said.  

 Wes looked up to see Leo watching him.  

 “Let’s see what you’ve got,” he said.  

 Leo picked up his guitar by the strap and wrapped it around him. He was 

nervous, and looked to Mariah for encouragement. She smiled and shook her 

head with a little too much enthusiasm, but he needed all he could get.  

 He played a few chords then looked back up at Mariah.  

 “Should I play something I wrote or something you would know?”  

 “Just play whatever you want dude.” Wes answered for her.  

  The first thing that came to Leo was Geddy Lee’s Fly by Night. He 

immediately regretted choosing such a hard song to play, and he wasn’t even 

sure he could remember all the words it had been so long since he’d tried to sing 

it while playing.   

 Leo stopped and lifted his head when he was finished, staring from Mariah 

to Wes and back again searching their faces. They looked at each. Mariah was 

smiling. Wes shrugged.  

 “It was ok,” he said.  

 “OK?” Leo asked.  

 Mariah started laughing and Wes followed.  
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 “No, I’m just kidding, man,” Wes, said. “That was pretty impressive, I have 

to admit” he reached out bumped fists with Leo frat boy style.  

 “So,” Leo said, “You guys have a name?” 

 Mariah and Wes looked at each other and laughed.  

 “We kind of just call ourselves The Band,” Mariah said. 

 Leo smiled. “Hey, sounds good to me, at least that’s easy for people to 

remember.”  

 “We thought it spoke to our minimalist nature,” Wes said smiling. 

 “Hey, it worked for The Hawks,” Leo said.  

 “You mean the Canadian Squires?” Wes asked.  

 “Exactly,” said Leo. They all laughed.  

 “See this just saves us the confusion from the beginning,” Mariah said.   

 Rocky walked upstairs as they were about to play a set together.  

 “Anyone talk to Drew today?” Rocky asked. 

 “He’s working at the Dugout tonight, probably already there setting up,” 

said Wes. 

 “Well shit, Brad just called in sick,” Rocky said running his pudgy fingers 

back and forth through his short brown hair.  

 “Yeah, I heard he got into some kind of fight last night,” said Wes. 

“Probably another black eye.” 

 “I guess Josh will have to cover two sections tonight, think you can 

bartend?” Rocky said looking to Wes.  
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 “I can work if you need me to,” Leo heard himself saying, surprised by his 

own suggestion.  

 Rocky grinned, “and who are you?” 

 “This is Leo,” said Mariah standing up behind him as if to show she 

supported his decision to volunteer. 

 “You ever waited tables before?” Rocky asked.  

 “Sure,” said Leo, “I worked at a little bistro back in New York.” 

 Rocky squinted and wrinkled his forehead as if contemplating the idea.  

 “Why don’t I work the bar, and he can work backup for Jack,” said Wes.  

 The three of them stared back and forth at one other waiting for Rocky’s 

decision, as if they were kids asking the grown ups if they could have an ice 

cream cone.  

 “Well, hell,” he finally said, “Not like we’d be any worse off with you than 

we would be without you. Sure, why not.” 

 Mariah smiled and patted Leo on the back, and he felt really at home for 

the first time since he’d left New York.  

 “Thank you, sir,” Leo said reaching for Rocky’s hand. “I won’t let you 

down.” 

 “You fight?” Rocky asked.  

 “No sir,” said Leo, “I’m more of a lover.”  
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 “Tell you what, if tonight goes well, we’ll see about keeping you on full 

time. Brad’s just gettin’ to be too unreliable. I feel for him, but we can’t be 

covering for him like this all the time.” 

 Leo shook his head in agreement and let go of Rocky’s hand, unable to 

mask his excitement.  

 “Be back here in half an hour with jeans and a button up on, Jack will 

show you the ropes,” Rocky said and headed back down stairs. 

 “Whew whooo,” Leo grabbed Mariah and twirled her around a few times 

before handing her off to Wes.   

 “Dude, it’s not that exciting, I promise,” said Wes laughing.  

  Leo continued to dance around by himself; he couldn’t believe the luck he 

was having. Not only did Kate know that he existed, but now he was being 

offered a job at the restaurant where she worked. He began to feel like 

everything was falling into place.  

 “Jack’s closing tonight, but I’ll be here all night at the bar, so let me know if 

you need anything,” Wes said, “Oh, and don’t listen to anything Jack says, he’s 

an idiot.” 

 “Good to know,” Leo said laughing, “What’s a closer?” 

 “Oh Jesus, is this your first time waiting tables?” 

 “Well, not exactly.” he lied.  

 He’d worked at a small pizza place back in New York, but mostly behind 

the counter, collecting orders and setting up the plates for delivery to the tables. 



	  

 
 

159 

He’d sort of embellished a little. He’d gone from working the line at a fast food 

hole in the wall to “server at little Italian bistro in New York.” 

 “Ha, don’t worry,” Mariah, said. “We’ll tell Lainey to go easy on you.” 

 “Lainey?” He wondered if they were talking about Christian’s Lainey, the 

one he’d met the week before at Kate’s art show.  

 “She’s the hostess,” said Wes. 
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*** 

 Leo had just enough time to run home and change before heading back to 

the Trat by four-thirty to cover the basics before his first shift. When he walked in, 

Kate was standing at the front behind the coffee station, and he watched as she 

almost dropped her cup of green tea when she saw him.  

 “Surprise,” Leo said hoping she wouldn’t freak out.  He hadn’t had time to 

tell her about Rocky offering him the job.  

 “What are you doing here?” she said sounding confused, but not exactly 

angry which he felt good about.  

 “I was practicing with Mariah and Wes, and someone called in sick, so 

Rocky asked if I could cover,” he said. “I guess they were desperate.”  

 She didn’t say anything for a second, but looked at him square in the 

eyes, like she was thinking about something.  

 “I’m sorry for not believing you, you know at first.” 

 Since he’d broken the news to Kate earlier that week, that he was the 

brother she didn’t know she had, they hadn’t really discussed the events of the 

night, despite having spent a lot of time together, so he was surprised she was 

choosing now to bring it up.  

 “Hey, I don’t blame you,” he said, and then lowered his voice and tilted his 

head toward her. “Crazy neighbor comes by claiming to be your brother, not 

really something that happens every day.” He laughed, trying to lighten her 

mood.  
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 “I know, you’re right,” she said. “But still, I should have believed you.”  She 

looked like she might cry if the conversation continued.  

 The truth was she’d reacted better than he had anticipated, but he had 

prepared himself for the worst. After about thirty minutes of standing with the 

door cracked open an inch and him running through the short version of how he’d 

found her, she told him to wait there and shut the door in his face. He honestly 

thought she wasn’t going to come back, but he sat in the hallway outside of her 

door for what seemed like hours, until finally, she did come back. When the door 

opened she had the phone in her hand, a tear-stained t-shirt and black rolling 

down her face from where her mascara had run.  

 “I talked to my aunt,” she said as he stood there on the other side of the 

door, holding his breath. “She said my mom dated your dad before she moved to 

Brooklyn. No one knew she had a son. We didn’t know. She didn’t tell me. I 

never knew,” she said. Her voice became a whisper, and then she appeared 

speechless, as she stood there shaking her head until she let the drops of tears 

turn into a waterfall of emotion, and she sat down with her head in her hands, the 

door wide open now.   

 He slowly moved closer to her until they were almost touching, and he 

reached out pressing his hand lightly on the side of her arm. She pulled it away 

at first, but he tried again and her sobs became heavier, so that her whole body 

was shaking as it collapsed into his. She put both hands on his arms without 

looking up at him and let herself sink into him. He felt his cheeks warm with his 



	  

 
 

162 

own soft tears. They sat like that, in the middle of the doorway, and cried until 

there were no more tears.  

 Mariah walked up behind Leo and put her hand on his shoulder.  

 “So what do you think of our boy?” Mariah asked, looking at Kate. “I 

discovered him lurking around alone at an open mike night a couple of weeks 

ago. He’s pretty good on the bass.” 

 “I know,” said Kate looking at Leo. “We’ve met actually.”  

 Mariah looked from Kate to Leo and back to Kate.  

 “We’re neighbors,” said Leo, hoping this brief explanation would suffice for 

now.” Kate didn’t say anything. 

 “Sweet,” said Mariah, and before she could ask any more questions, Jack 

walked up to them.   

 “All right, Leo,” he said. “You ready for me to show you the ropes?” 

 “Yep,” Leo answered still looking at Kate who was smirking now behind 

her teacup. 

 “I see you’ve met Kate.” 

 “We’ve met before,” Kate said again, sounding annoyed this time. Leo 

could tell she did not care for Jack as much as she did Mariah from the shifting 

tone in her voice and demeanor.  

 “Well, small world,” said Jack and led Leo away, his hand on his upper 

back.  
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 Leo turned around as they walked away and smiled again at Kate before 

Jack stopped him at the hostess stand to introduce him to Lainey. Leo 

recognized her from the art show, and was glad it was in fact Christian’s Lainey.   

 She looked more surprised to see him than Kate had been, and he 

watched the color of her freckled cheeks turn slightly pink, which he thought 

made her look both sweet and sexy at the same time. He wondered how 

Christian had tricked this girl into dating him.  

 “We’ve actually met too,” said Leo 

 “Well, you just know everyone,” said Jack, “You’re quite the popular guy.” 

 Lainey rolled her eyes, still looking at Leo, then smiled at them both before 

Jack noticed.  

 “So you’re working here now?”  

 “Guess so,” Leo said. “Well, depends on how tonight goes.” 

 Jack laughed and slapped Leo on the back, “Oh, I’m sure Rocky will keep 

you around. The ladies will love you,” he said winking at Lainey. “They’ll probably 

be requesting you as their server before the night is through.”  

 Lainey shook her head at Jack’s corny commentary, and seemed almost 

embarrassed for him.  

 “Well, good luck,” she said, as Jack pulled him away to see the rest of the 

restaurant. 

 Just before eight o’clock he was standing at a table behind the hostess 

stand, listening to Jack mispronounce the word Shiraz, as he lectured the table 
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on the region in France where that particular grape grows best. He sounded like 

he was repeating lines he’d heard in a movie, but the table was totally eating it up 

as if he’d just graduated from professional wine school.  

 Leo glanced toward Lainey at the hostess stand and did a double take 

when he saw that Christian was standing next to her. He was with his father, who 

Leo recognized from the posters of him at the bank and the post office. Only in a 

place like Clinton could you become a celebrity for being a local judge. Leo 

realized he was now standing alone in front of the table, staring at Christian, and 

he walked quickly passed the stand to catch up with Jack. He almost ran into a 

well-dressed woman in a green satin dress. She smiled at him politely and 

stepped out of his way so that he barely brazed her arm.  

 “Sorry,” he said, and turned to see the back of the woman, who did not 

turn around, unscathed by the near run in with the waiter.  

 Her strapy, beige heels accentuated her slender tan legs and perfectly 

shaped calf muscles, and her long, blonde, razor straight hair made her appear 

much younger from the back. Not that she had looked old in the face, but she 

must have been near forty, and from this view Leo thought she could have 

passed for much younger. The woman walked up to Lainey and gave her an 

elaborate hug, brushing her fingers through her hair, then kissed Christian on the 

forehead.  

 “Kate,” he heard Lainey yell, and then “Are you all right?”  
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 “Sorry, I’m really out of it tonight,” Kate answered, and confirmed by her 

body language that it was definitely Christian Leo had seen all those times at 

Kate’s apartment. He could feel the tension from across the room, and he 

wondered if Lainey had any idea what was going on between them.  

 He watched the scene unfold in front of him as Jack filled water glasses in 

at the sink. 

 “Do you think you could wait on Christian’s table? I would have Mariah do 

it, but she’s swamped and there’s no one else,” Lainey said. “Would you mind?” 

 “I don’t know Lainey,” said Kate.  “I’d really like to get out of here early 

tonight. I’m sort of not feeling well.” 

 “That’s perfect, they’re trying to catch a show at the Majestic, so they’re 

actually kind of in a hurry. I’m sure they’ll be in and out in no time.” Lainey smiled 

and showed Christian’s family to an empty table in Kate’s section.  

 Kate looked like she might throw up.  

 “Hey Jack,” Leo said. “Think I could try a table on my own now?” 

 “I don’t know, man, think you’re ready?’ 

 “I’m pretty sure I can handle it,” he said. How about Lainey’s boyfriend’s 

table? They’ll be forgiving if I mess up, right?” 

 “You do know who is father is.” 

 “Sure, but –“  

 Jack cut him off, “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” 
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 “I’m actually friends with Christian,” said Leo, so it’s cool. He patted Jack 

on the shoulder and grabbed the water’s from his hand before he could say no 

again.”  

 Leo walked up to Lainey as she headed toward the hostess stand to let 

her know he would take Christian’s table as Kate passed him to fill up waters. 

When she turned around to take them to the table, he cut her off.  

 “Mind if I take this one?”  

 “Oh sure,” Kate said trying to sound nonchalant, but he could see the look 

of relief wash over her. “I mean, you probably need the practice, right?” 

 “Right,” he said smiling and turned to take the waters in his hand to the 

table. 

 “I’ll get the bread for you,” she offered and headed for the cutting block 

and was back before he had finished placing the waters on their table.   

 “Here you go,” she said. “Let me know if you need anything at all. No 

question’s too small,” she said and smiled with a look of desperation.  

 He wanted to laugh as he took the basket of hot homemade bread from 

her eager hands. She started to walk away.  

 “Hey Kate,”  

 “Yes,” she spun around looking as if she’d just escaped a set trap.  

 “You’re welcome,” he said in a low voice, and winked at her.  

 Her eyes seemed to fill with a fearful shame, and he knew that she could 

tell he’d figured out her secret.   
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 Leo finished his side work and found Kate sitting at the bar enjoying a 

Macallan on ice.  

 “Hey,” he said, sitting beside her and ordering the same from Wes.  

 “So what do you think?” she asked smiling.  

 “I could get used to this.” 

 Wes handed him the class and headed to the front to check on Lainey and 

see if there were any lingering tables in Mariah’s section. 

 “I’m glad you’re here,” Kate said, looking down at her drink.  

 He could tell compliments did not come easy to her, and hearing her say 

that made him feel happier than he’d felt in a long time. 

 “I wasn’t sure how you’d react,” he said.  

 “What about, this or that bomb shell you dropped on me early this week?” 

 “Well, both I guess,” he said. “I don’t want to crowd you.” 

 “You did catch me off guard,” she said and spun the tiny red straw around 

the ice in her glass. 

 “Yeah, sorry about that,” his palms were sweating. He couldn’t believe he 

was actually sitting next to Kate, having a drink with her, his sister. Together. 

Before this week, he was beginning to think they would never meet, and now 

here they were working in the same restaurant. He couldn’t help but think their 

mom was somewhere out there in the universe watching over them, bringing 

them together.  
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 “So,” she said, chugging the last of her drink. “I have a brother.” She 

looked up at him and he saw that her eyes were shiny with tears, and he had to 

swallow hard to keep his own tears from escaping.  

 “It’s pretty cool, huh?” he asked. 

 “It’s amazing,” she said, and stood up from the bar. “I think I’m gonna like 

this whole sibling thing. I haven’t even known you a whole week yet and you 

already saved my ass once.” She collected her things from the bar top.  

 Leo watched her begin to leave, but waited for her to invite him to follow 

before standing up. He’d already invaded her life enough for one day, and he 

didn’t want to over step his boundaries and scare her away now that he’d finally 

found her.  

  “Walk me home. There’s something I want to show you,” she said. “It’s 

time I introduce you to our mom.”  

 




