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      Laila Levin enjoys a successful marriage and a thriving career as an I.T. executive in Austin, Texas, but she can’t quite shake her lifelong sense of not truly belonging anywhere. When her company announces a major layoff, Laila finds herself caught between an unscrupulous CEO and her promiscuous boss.

Then news of her college roommate’s suicide stirs up a dark secret involving three devious friends from her past. One has betrayed a vow, another wants to rekindle their romance, and the third is out for revenge. Suddenly for Laila, it’s 1969 again. She’s only 17, and she’s left her sheltered home in Long Island for college in Connecticut.

Amid protests of the Vietnam War, she’s tempted by the sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll that rule her generation. Laila gets swept up in a deceptive love triangle with two older locals and initiated into their unethical hippie family. Too late she realizes her search to belong has led to tragedy. Laila must now juggle the demands of her perplexed husband and her baby boomer past forcing her to make choices that endanger her survival and challenge her conscience. She learns that the lines between right and wrong are often blurred, and sometimes you have to risk everything to be true to yourself.


    


  





“In Reznik’s debut novel, a woman confronts long-buried secrets when an old college friend commits suicide… . While effective as a page turner, the novel also tells a timeless, universal tale of a woman’s journey toward self-acceptance. An exciting tale of past crimes and dangerous friendships.”
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 “Reznik has an instinct for complex characters in threatening situations with twists and uncertainties to catch the reader by surprise. I couldn’t stop reading until I found out how the executive would face the rock ‘n’ roll music of her past misdeeds as a naïve seventeen-year old who only wanted to belong somewhere.”
Cynthia J. Stone, Author, Mason’s Daughter

 “A doozy of a tale. The masterful dialogue and structure race to the end.”
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CHAPTER ONE
Lost in Texas

Austin, Texas, 2012
A couple dozen stars and the eye of a yellow moon pierce light through a sky filled with smoke. I look out the broken window to the ground below. Crumpled in the weeds is a lifeless body with red-flecked eyes, a bushy mustache, and sweet smile.
Vapor seeps into the room. I can barely breathe. Ben wraps his arms around me as I weep. Denise lies in a catatonic state perched on the bed. Why is she only wearing her bra and panties?
Chris stumbles inside the room. His eyes glow like diamonds. He cranes his head out the window. “We gotta do something, man.”
“I’ll call for an ambulance,” I say.
Ben gulps, “That’s not a good idea.”
“We have to,” I insist. “For Godsakes.”
“He’s dead, Laila,” Chris says.
Tears sting my eyes.

WITH A JOLT, I awake whimpering. The nightmare has infested my dreams for years. It may be time to see a shrink.
The anxiety subsides when my husband Eduardo arrives with a cappuccino and the morning paper. “Are you okay? It sounded like you were crying.”
I clear my throat. “No, no, I’m fine. Just a dream, I guess.” I’ve never discussed these recurring nightmares with him. Eduardo’s got his own problems. He was recently laid off in a corporate downsize and refuses to talk about it. There’s lots of tension in our home right now. Maybe we should both see a shrink.
From our king-size Tempur-Pedic bed, I sip the coffee and stare at a cloudless sky and the sapphire water of Lake Travis. The serenity of the moment is interrupted by the sound of NPR news blaring from my alarm clock. Time to go to work. I shower and dress for a managers’ conference forty miles away.
 
AN HOUR LATER, I enter a pavilion filled with mounted animal heads and good old boys, and wonder how this counter-culture Long Island girl ended up in Texas. Yes, it’s Austin, home of tree huggers and music lovers, but I’m mystified by the path my life has taken.
The Hobbs brothers, proud owners of the Burnet County Landfill and Exotic Park where LBJ Electric holds its annual manager retreat, greet me with toothy Texas grins and matching Stetson hats. “How y’all doing today, darlin’? Welcome to our home.”
I flash a smile but it pains me to know these men are the proud hunters of the dead animals in the hall. It gives me pleasure imagining their heads mounted next to the trophies.
As I head to a long pine table and retrieve my white-sticky badge with the letters LAILA LEVIN printed in magic marker, Darlene McIntire, dressed business-gorgeous in a navy suit and cleavage-leaking blouse, approaches me and waves. Darlene is an upper-level manager who advocates for women in the company and played a key role in my promotion from Database Analyst to I.T. Solutions Manager two years ago. “Meet me in the little girls room at break, hon,” she whispers. “There’s something I want to share with you.”
During the morning, two hundred LBJ managers and I feign interest in long-winded corporate presentations. One of the executives reminds us that DIVERSITY is one of our company’s “Foundation Values.” Right. As one of only twelve women in the room, I try to look at the bright side: short lines to the ladies room.
A bald guy grabs the microphone and informs everyone it’s time for a break. Conversations revolve around Longhorns and Aggies, and of course, the beloved Cowboys. Go Tony Romo!
With nothing of substance to add to these discussions, I dash to the ladies room where I find Darlene at the mirror applying a fresh coat of mascara. She smiles at me. “Nice outfit.”
“Thanks.” My reflection reveals a contrast of wild curly hair with the Ralph Lauren suit and high-heeled boots I bought at Dillard’s yesterday. Like most in I.T., my preference is jeans and sneakers.
Three coats later, Darlene pops the mascara back in her purse and turns to face me. “Can you keep a secret?”
“Of course.”
“John is going to announce his retirement.”
John Bell is the LBJ Chief Executive Officer. Rumors of his impending retirement have been rampant for weeks. “I’ve heard talk.”
“That’s not the secret. Bob E. is the heir apparent. Not to be announced today, but it’s pretty much a done deal. And he’s promised me V.P. of Corporate Services.”
I look away hoping she didn’t see my eyebrows jump to my hairline. “Congratulations.” Darlene is important, but not that important. This promotion is a big leap from Human Resources Manager. Certainly not done often in a company like LBJ. “Wow. Didn’t realize you had the seniority.” 
Darlene blushes. “Succeeding in the boardroom is not the only way to get ahead.”
Oh my God. She’s sleeping with Bob Englewood, a.k.a. Bob E., the biggest flirt alive. Darlene has a great-looking husband and two kids. Makes no sense to me. But then I’m not that ambitious.
I’m trying to think of a good response when the buzzer goes off over the building’s loud speakers indicating the end of the break. I produce a weak smile and head back to the conference area with images of Darlene and Bob E. spinning in my head. Why did she share this with me?
I take a seat at my assigned table. John Bell, a short, stocky man sporting a bolo tie and a fine pair of ostrich boots, stands onstage tapping the microphone. “Good morning, LBJ managers. It’s good to be here at our annual meeting. I have some important announcements to make today. Before I do, I want to point out the emergency exits, and ask y’all to make sure to turn your cell phones off.” John delivers his big retirement announcement then drones on about the accomplishments of the company under his watch.
I doodle with colored pens trying to digest Darlene’s news, wishing I was anywhere but here.
John pauses, takes a sip from his bottled water, and clears his throat. “While I can’t promise there won’t be another layoff…”
The news jolts me to attention. I look around at my compadres who clearly are thinking the same thing. Brace yourself, it’s going to be a big one, and it could be
ME this time.
Everyone sits in stunned silence as the sound of a cell phone chimes the Beatles’ song “Yesterday.”
Damn, it’s mine!
My neighbors smirk at me as I rummage through my purse. This cannot be happening. I could swear I turned it off.
Finally, I locate my iPhone, press a couple of buttons, but the melody plays on. Oy vey, my troubles don’t seem so far away. I just switched to the phone from my tried-and-true Blackberry last week. Vainly, I attempt to locate my reading glasses but after endless seconds, I bolt from the room. My face feels red and puffed like a ripe tomato.
On the patio, damage done, I finally locate my glasses and glance at the display, which reads “PRIVATE NUMBER.” Could it be Human Resources calling already?
The voice on the other end says, “Hey Laila, it’s Katie.”
It takes a moment to recognize the New York intonation behind the affected English accent. “Katie, how are you? Gosh, we haven’t spoken in ages. You sound so British.”
“I lived in London for a couple years, but I’m back in L.A. now. You better sit down.” Katie B., always the drama queen.
I sit in an antique rocker and stare at the pale blue Texas sky.
Katie clears her throat. “Denise committed suicide yesterday.”
I try to speak but my mouth feels like it’s full of marbles. Finally, I gasp, “My God.”
“She was never right after—”
“Don’t say it. Remember the pact,” I whisper.
“I remember it.”
I suck in my breath. “It’s kept us safe.”
“We’re gonna have to talk about it. Denise left a suicide note,” she whispers.
Fear fills the membranes of my eyeballs. “Oh, Jesus.”
“I just got off the phone with Chris. A private detective showed up at his house in Tucson.”
“I can’t believe that son of a bitch lives in Tucson. My sister has lived there for years.” It’s been four decades since I’ve seen or heard of Chris, yet his name causes goose bumps to parade up my arms.
“I’m surprised you’ve never run into him,” Katie says.
“Tucson’s a big place.” Would I even recognize him now?
“He googled me and found my phone number. He and Ben think we should go to the funeral.”
“Ben. You spoke to him, too?”
She laughs. “Yes, Jesus still lives.”
I blush at the sound of his name. “What is he like?”
“I don’t know. Same old Ben, I guess.”
“Did they find…?”
She swallows. “No one knows what they’ve found or what she wrote in her note.”
To think just five minutes ago I was worried about my job, trophy animals, and Darlene and Bobby E. doing the deed.
Katie takes a deep breath. “We could all go to fucking prison.”







CHAPTER TWO
Joey, the Hash King

Bridgeport, Connecticut, 1969
Sailboats floating on the blue water of the Long Island Sound filled the cover of the University of Bridgeport brochure. False advertising and a full academic scholarship offer had lured me to the mediocre Connecticut school against the advice of Mr. Cosco, my guidance counselor. He’d argued I should go to Wellesley or Johns Hopkins, two excellent academic colleges where I’d been accepted. But the schools hadn’t offered me near the amount of grant money as Bridgeport. Mr. Cosco was used to working with all the rich kids who attended West Meadow High and seemed clueless that the daughter of a NYC fireman could not afford private school tuition.
A pre-college visit to Bridgeport would have told the real story: trashed beaches, a dismal gray sky, and the stench of factory smokestacks. But I didn’t really care. Playboy Magazine rated Bridgeport as one of the top ten party schools. My folks hadn’t let me go to Woodstock last summer. Now was my chance to have fun.
Accompanied by my parents, I arrived at Bodine Hall, a red brick building on the corner of University Boulevard and Main Street. The dormitory bordered a tough Puerto Rican neighborhood where a gang of bikers loitered in front of a diner. My mother, a tall woman with bouffant hair, pointed at them and clutched her hand to her chest. “What type of school is this?”
Pop ran his fingers through his wavy salt-and-pepper hair and then shifted his eyes. “This is nothing like I expected.”
Inside the Bodine lobby, girls dressed in Levis and U.B. sweatshirts smiled at me as they lugged suitcases down the hall. Right then I knew the pleated skirts and loafers in my bags would never see the light of day. Thank goodness I’d brought along a pair of old Wranglers.
We rode the elevator up to the fourth floor and ambled down the hall with my overstuffed suitcase and duffle bag. LAILA LEVIN and DENISE MANELO were posted in bold lettering on the door of room 423.
My mother pursed her lips as she read my roommate’s name out loud. “Good lord, sounds like she’s Italian.”
I looked up and down the hall, thankful that no one was within earshot. “Who cares, Ma?”
My mother spent the next hour unpacking the suitcases. She insisted on organizing all my clothes. “Underwear and socks in the first drawer, hang up your sweaters—”
“Ma,” I began, and then gave it the kibosh. They were leaving soon enough. I decided to set up my new Panasonic all-in-one stereo instead.
Pop checked his watch. “We better get going, Ethel. We don’t want to get caught in rush hour on the L.I.E.”
My mother dabbed her eyes with a crumpled Kleenex. “You’ve always been a good girl, Laila. Remember, we trust you.”
I hugged her. They hadn’t let my older sister Rachel go away to college because of what Ma called her “wild ways” in high school.
Pop drew me into a bear hug. Then he pushed me away like he recognized the new phase beginning in my life. A tear slid down his cheek, which he quickly wiped off with his thumb. “Now, don’t forget your old dad.”
I’d never seen Pop teary-eyed before. “Of course, not.” I felt so mixed up. While I loved them a lot, it was time to leave the nest. I walked them to their Chevy Impala, hugged each parent again, and waved when they drove off.
Pop tooted the horn as he pulled out of the parking lot into the street traffic. For some reason that honking made me cry. Our final goodbye. I took a couple of deep breaths, wiped away the tears, and squinted at the sun peeking through the smog and clouds.
The new Laila Levin marched down the street in search of student orientation. I spent the next two hours listening to b-o-r-i-n-g speeches given by the college administrators, professors, and a couple of alumni.
Exhausted, I headed back to Bodine where I skipped the crowd at the elevator and marched up the four flights of stairs. When I reached my room, the door was open and it smelled like cinnamon incense. A small girl with granny glasses and this totally cool auburn hair that flowed to her waist stood thumbing through my record albums.
I lingered in the doorway unnoticed as she read the artists’ names out loud. “Laura Nyro, Joni Mitchell, Bob Dylan, James Taylor, Joan Baez, Traffic, The Band, Van Morrison.” She pulled out my new Grateful Dead album and placed it on the turntable. Who was this girl rummaging through my stuff? Ef-in nervy of her.
I cleared my throat.
My new roommate peered at me over thick glasses. “You’re okay, Laila.”
“Huh?”
“Your taste in music is right on. I’m Denise, by the way.”
I decided against my first inclination to tell her to stay away from my things. “Thanks.”
“Music is fucking everything. I saw the Dead at the Fillmore last year.”
“I almost saw the Beatles at the Paramount, but they ran out of tickets and we ended up seeing the Dave Clark Five instead,” I said.
Denise sat down on the bed and tucked one leg under her other. “Who the hell are they?”
“Sort of Beatle copycats but more clean-cut. They, like, disappeared.”
“You’re from Long Island, aren’t you, Laila?”
“What of it?” I didn’t want to be stereotyped as a girl who came from there.
“Nothing. Seems like there’s a lot of you rich girls around.”
I laughed. “I may be from the island but I’m not part of that crowd. My father’s a fireman.”
“No shit. Mine was a cop.”
“Bummer. I was hoping my roommate would have expensive clothes I could borrow,” I said.
She grinned. “Hell, I was hoping for the same thing.”
We both laughed.
“You said your father was a cop. What does he do now?”
She gazed out the window. “He’s dead.”
“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”
“It’s okay. I mean it’s not okay, but it was a few years ago. He was killed at a crime scene. The NYPD has been good to our family. They gave me a full ride to Bridgeport. And helped my brother Danny, who’s been in and out of facilities.”
“Facilities?”
“Jail, loony bins, drug rehab, you name it.” She slapped her hands together. “How ’bout we take a walk down by Seaside Beach? I’ve heard we can cop a lid there. You do get high?”
My one experience at Camp Alamar probably didn’t count for much, but at least I’d tried it. “Who doesn’t?”

IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON as we strolled along the beach littered with Pabst Blue Ribbon beer cans (apparently a local favorite), Coca Cola bottles, toilet paper (yick), A&P grocery bags, a peanut butter jar, and other trash.
Denise pointed at something that looked like a synthetic jellyfish. “Ugh, look at that.”
“What is it?”
She raised her eyebrows. “You’ve never seen a condom before?”
I looked away. “Guess not.”
“My boyfriend Marco carried one in his pocket all the time. He used to say, ‘Just in case I get lucky.’”
I murmured, “Did he get lucky?”
She rolled her eyes. “Of course.”
The wind blew sand in our faces. The smell of salt water mingled with smog and miscellaneous trash until another pungent aroma attracted our attention.
Denise pointed at several sand dunes about ten yards away. “Look over there.”
Three longhaired guys and a hip girl in a halter-top and maxi skirt sat huddled on a wool blanket passing a metal pipe around. The guys appeared enamored with the wavy-haired brunette. One lit the pipe for her, while another held her hand on his lap. The third just looked desirously in her direction.
The scene reminded me of Scarlett O’Hara surrounded by all the southern gentlemen in Gone With The Wind.
Denise gave me the high-five. Then she stopped to pat her hair and yank her V-neck sweater down to reveal more cleavage. When we reached the sand dunes, she produced a big smile. “Mind if we join you?”
They all looked up at us with bloodshot eyes. “Shit yeah!” said one, a burly guy with wild kinky hair. He pointed at Denise. “You, sit next ta me.”
“I’m Katie,” said the girl. “Which dorm do you chicks live in?”
It turned out that Katie not only had a room in Bodine, but she lived just down the hall. She told us she’d grown up in Westchester.
Denise sat next to the husky guy and he passed her the pipe packed with black rock. “I’m Joey, by the way. Joey Costello. Everyone knows me as the Hash King.”
Denise took a hit and passed Katie the pipe. “Good shit.”
Joey put his arm around Denise’s shoulders. “What’s your name, gorgeous?”
“Denise Manelo.”
One of the guys doubled up with laughter. “Manelo and Costello, you two are meant to be.”
Joey watched Denise’s every move and handed her a chunk of hash to take back to the dorm. I pulled out a ten-dollar bill but he waved his hands. “Don’t insult me, honey. Just give me her phone numba.”
We spent the rest of the afternoon gossiping, giggling, and gagging on the hash pipe with Katie and the guys. They all lived at North Hall, the boys’ dorm across the street from Bodine. Two of them, Jack and Hal, were freshmen, while Joey was a sophomore.
At one point we saw a couple of guys in leather jackets walking in the distance along the shoreline. Their hair was long and slicked back in ponytails, and they looked somewhat tougher than the guys I knew. More like hoods than hippies.
Joey stood and formed his hands into a foghorn. “Hey, Ben, Chris. Over here.”
“You know those townies?” Hal said.
“Where ya think I score my dope?”
The townie dudes apparently hadn’t heard Joey as they continued to walk along the beach.
Katie stood and said she needed to head back to get ready for a dinner date with a senior she’d met at orientation.
Hal’s face looked glum.
She bent down and kissed him passionately on the lips. “Call me later, okay?”
Hal looked puzzled. “Ah, sure.”
Jack poked Hal in the side as Katie sprinted away. “Nice way to get dumped.”
“She said to call her. That’s not getting dumped,” Hal insisted.
“He’s a senior. You’re just a dumb freshman, idiot.”
Joey grabbed Denise’s hand and led her away from us.
I remained on the beach with the two freshmen. They finally quit arguing and relit the hash pipe. “I’m done,” I said, when the pipe came to me. This was only my second time. I was already quite buzzed.
The three of us sat talking about how orientation sucked and what classes we each were registered for. The conversation turned to the war in Vietnam and the guys said how relieved they were they’d scored high numbers in the draft lottery. Denise and Joey returned an hour later holding hands. Joey had a hickey the size of a half-dollar on his neck.
We all stared at the inky water and the star-filled sky. I felt a sense of euphoria as the sun set over the Long Island Sound. The night sky sizzled with purple and red color. Shades of pink-orange and bits of yellow reflected in the water. I was part of something big, the group, the beach, the sky. Of course, I was totally shit-faced.
Then suddenly the euphoria ended. A police siren wailed and someone yelled, “RUN!”







CHAPTER THREE
The Feast

Bridgeport, Connecticut, 1969
We scattered down the beach and hid behind the sand dunes as two cops rushed out with a bullhorn yelling, “Stay where you are.”
I was panting like a Saint Bernard as I huddled with Denise, Jack, and Hal. But Joey, the Hash King, was nowhere in sight.
Then the cops shouted, “You. Stop right there!”
The four of us crouched together out of sight as they read Joey his Miranda rights. Tears streamed down Denise’s face. Jack started to get up, but Hal pulled him down and whispered, “It won’t do him any good.”
We didn’t see Joey again for weeks. Cute boys flirted with Denise all the time, but she remained faithful to Joey. He had gained a sort of cult status around campus as the cool “Hash King” dude who’d been busted the first night of school.
Denise didn’t care much about her grades and dropped two of her classes. I, on the other hand, didn’t have the luxury to screw up. In order to keep my scholarship I needed a 3.5 cumulative average. That meant all A’s and B’s or back to Long Island. The thought of going home to my parents kept me hightailing it to the library.
Everyone talked about the war in Vietnam. Peaceful anti-war protests became a weekly event on campus. Radical groups like Students for a Democratic Society gained popularity. In November, a half-million people participated in an anti-war demonstration in Washington, DC.
Our dorm room became a major hangout. We’d get stoned and talk about how we felt the world was out of control. A girl on the next floor got pregnant. We all helped raise money to send her to Puerto Rico for an abortion. Most of the girls went to the U.B. clinic and got on the pill.
Denise became friends with Katie Birnbaum, the rich girl from Westchester we’d met the first night of school. Katie drove a fancy new Saab, wore the grooviest outfits, and had the largest record collection at Bodine. She received more phone calls from boys than the rest of us put together.

ONE NIGHT I LEFT DENISE with a group of girls in our room to go get a six-pack of Cokes we’d bought from the refrigerator in the hall. I was headed back to the room with the sodas in my hand when someone grabbed my shoulder.
At first I didn’t recognize the dude standing behind me in an oversized tie-dyed T-shirt, jeans, and shades with purple-mirrored lenses.
“Do you remember me?”
He’d lost a lot of weight. “Joey?”
“I’m back in action, baby. Is your foxy roommate still available? Tell me she doesn’t have a boyfriend.”
I took Joey back to our dorm room. Denise screamed and raced into his outstretched arms. They’d only known each other that one night, but something special had taken place.
The next night Joey invited Denise to his dorm. She insisted I tag along, but I told her I needed to study for a biology test.
She grabbed my peacoat and handed it to me. “Can’t you fucking study later?”
I threw my coat on the bed. “What’s your problem? You know how much pressure I have to keep up my grades.”
“Okay, I admit it. I’m afraid to be alone with him.”
“Really. Why is that?”
She adjusted her granny glasses. “Have you actually… you know, done the deed?”
Should I lie? I so wanted to shed that prude reputation from high school. But could I bullshit my best friend? “No, well, almost, with Tommy Abrams at Camp Alamar. But I got scared at the last minute, bolted from the counselor cabin, and ran down the hill.”
She chuckled. “He must have been pissed.”
“Hell, yeah. Didn’t take but a day before he found some fast little number. It broke my heart.”
“This may shock the socks off of you, but, well, I haven’t done it either.”
I was confused. “But what about Marco? You said he used the condom, remember?”
“Yeah, after he dumped me, he used it all right. The bastard.”
Holy shit. Denise shared my virgin status. “I never would have guessed.”
She smiled. “Have you ever thought of the irony that our mothers had to keep it a secret if, God forbid, they got deflowered.”
“Or no one would marry them is what my mother always said. She told my sister Rachel that when she discovered her in bed with her high school boyfriend,” I said.
“And here we are, the first generation in women’s history, embarrassed by our virgin state.”
I felt more connected to Denise now that she had shared her secret. We hung out together in the lounge listening to the Bodine girls brag about their sexual escapades and winked at each other. Rarely did we join in the conversations other than to nod. I mean, what could we add? How do you follow stuff like, “Oh, my boyfriend gives the best, you know, shit with his tongue?” Or, “Jimmy’s got the biggest cojones I’ve ever seen.”
A few days before Christmas break, Denise went to visit Joey alone. She didn’t come back all night. The next morning, I knew what had happened the second she walked through the door. “You did it!”
She cocked her head to the side. “I think the whole sex thing is overrated.”
“Really?” 
“Shit, yeah, no big deal. He kisses you a while and his hands wander down your bra. Then he rubs your boob with one hand, slips the other in your pants. Next thing you know, he’s got his thing inside you and he’s jerking up and down. Bada-bing, he’s done, and lights a cigarette.”
“Did it hurt when you got your… you know, hymenijiggie broken?”
“A little.”
“Do you love Joey?”
“I-I don’t know. Just glad to have gotten the damn thing over with.”
I thought Denise’s reaction was really strange. It shattered the childhood fantasy I had from watching romantic movies like West Side Story or Gone With the Wind. Denise made it sound about as exciting as getting your teeth cleaned.

WHEN I RETURNED HOME to Long Island for winter break, I felt alienated from everyone there. My parents were on my case for staying up late, talking long-distance on the phone to Denise, and refusing to go to synagogue with them on Friday night.
One night, my mother barged in my room and caught a glimpse of me in my bra and panties. She clucked her tongue and said, “Looks like you’ve gained a few, honey.”
“Well, maybe I have,” I said. Cafeteria food choices were limited. I’d been eating more than I should have of comfort foods like macaroni and cheese and pizza. Ma had kept my sisters and me on portion-controlled diets all our lives.
“It’s important to watch our figures, honey.” She reminded me that I’d never find a husband if I got too fat. Especially a Jewish doctor or lawyer. “They can afford to be choosy.”
I was five-foot-seven and weighed about one hundred twenty-five pounds. “I’m not Twiggy,” I said, but she made me feel self-conscious even though everyone else said I looked slender. Besides, I wasn’t so sure I was interested in a ‘nice Jewish doctor.’ But I didn’t dare share that information with my mother.
My sister Rachel had married a pompous lawyer who bragged about all the money he made. She was only three years older than I but living in a world of china patterns, bridal chests, and maternity clothes. My old high school friends had changed, too. One of them asked me if hippies ever took baths. Had I ever really fit in with these girls? Maybe it was I who had changed.
While I was home, we received news that a neighborhood boy, Billy Klafter, had been killed in an offensive on Saigon. He was a gangly kid with red hair and freckles and a discolored front tooth. As children, we had played tag and chased fireflies on balmy summer nights. In high school, Billy and I hung out together at the bus stop playing dumb games like Twenty Questions. It pained me to think I’d never see his freckled-face again.
In deference to Billy, I peeled off the American flag sticker my father proudly displayed on his Buick. At dinner that night Pop brought up what had happened to his sticker. “Who would do such a thing?” he wanted to know. “So disrespectful to our country.”
He clearly didn’t suspect Amby or me as possible culprits while he lectured us about all the crazy anti-war protestors in the news.
Ma added that she’d read in Life magazine about these kids smoking LSD and losing their minds.
Finally, I couldn’t stand the hypocrisy of it all and confessed that it had been I who tore the damn sticker off from his car.
Pop raised his hand and, for a second, I thought he was going to slap me across the face, something he’d never done in my whole life. But he put his hand down and locked eyes with me. “I fought for this country for four years, and I won’t tolerate a daughter of mine defacing a flag. Is this what they’re teaching you at school?”
“We don’t belong in Vietnam.” I shrieked. “It’s not like World War II. And now Billy’s dead.”
“If you don’t like the war, speak your voice in the voting booth,” he said. “You’re turning eighteen in April. That’s how we do things in a civilized society.”
“You just don’t understand,” I said and raced up the stairs to my bedroom. I grabbed my knapsack and began throwing my clothes inside, feeling desperate to leave Long Island before I suffocated. But where could I go?
Just then the phone rang. My mother yelled from the kitchen that Denise was on the line. I picked up the phone grateful to talk to someone who would understand how I felt about the things going on with my folks.
“Hell, I can’t wait to get outta my house, either,” she said. “I’ll get Joey to pick you up tomorrow. You can accompany me to dinner at his parents’ house in Far Rockaway.”
“Joey’s not gonna want me to tag along when he introduces you to his folks.”
“Don’t be silly,” she said. “He’ll be thrilled for you to join us. Joey’s always saying what a good influence you are on me.”
“Really.” I’d never have guessed that. “Okay, I’ll go.”
I heard her inhale and wondered if it was a cigarette. “And then we’ll all drive back to Bridgeport in time for the demonstration Saturday night.”

JOEY AND DENISE ARRIVED Friday afternoon in Joey’s Ford Falcon station wagon. Denise was dressed in torn Levis and a green Army-Navy jacket. She peered at my mother through her John Lennon glasses perched low on her nose.
As I made introductions, my mother narrowed her eyes like she was inspecting a rotten apple. Pop shook Joey’s hand, then asked him if people mistook him for a girl with his long curly hair.
“All the time,” Joey said with an impish smile. “Sometimes they think I’m a homo.”
My father’s eye twitched a few times. Then he excused himself from the room.
I was freaked out by my parents’ behavior and couldn’t leave fast enough.
On our way to Joey’s house, we made a pit stop to pick up Denise’s mother in Flushing. A short bosomy woman with classic Italian features, she couldn’t have looked more different from the willowy copper-haired Denise. We sat together in the back of Joey’s station wagon. She patted my hand and told me she was thrilled to finally get to meet Denise’s roommate.
We were greeted at the door of the Costello’s red brick duplex with big hugs. When Joey introduced his mother to Denise, she squeezed her cheeks then turned to Mrs. Manelo. “I prayed for Joey to meet a nice Italian girl. Jesus has listened to me and brought Denise to us.”
I smiled, thinking how Ma might say something like that, (omitting the part about Jesus), if I ever brought home a nice Jewish boy. Chances of that were slim.
Denise’s mother helped Mrs. Costello deliver endless platters of food from the kitchen. First they brought out olives and cheese, green salad, and fresh Italian bread. Then came the lasagna, veal cutlets, and rigatoni. Last, but not least, were an array of desserts, including chocolate cream puffs, biscotti, and cannoli stuffed with ricotta cheese.
I took a small portion of rigatoni and salad.
Mrs. Costello piled on a big slice of lasagna and three huge meatballs on my plate. “Eat, eat, honey,” she said. “You could use a few pounds.”
“No, I need to go on a diet.”
“What? You a beautiful girl. If I had another son, I’d fix you up with him.”
I grinned. “But Mrs. Costello, I’m not Italian.”
“Okay, if I had another son and you was Italian, I’d fix you up.”
Everyone laughed and I stuffed my face with the delicious food, unconcerned about the calorie count. It was by far the most memorable meal of my lifetime.
As we prepared to leave, Mrs. Costello gave each of us a bag of leftovers wrapped in tinfoil. She hugged Joey, then clung to him like he was headed off to war.
He tried to pull away but she held him fast. “Mama, what’s the matta?”
Tears filled her eyes. “I love-a you so much.”
Joey’s ears reddened in embarrassment as he tried to extricate himself. “I’ll be home for spring break, I promise.”
She reluctantly loosened her grip. “You’re my favorite boy.”
Joey smiled. “I’m your only boy, Mama. Your only child.”
She kissed him on each cheek. “That’s why you’re my favorite.”
She hugged Denise and turned to me. “Italian or no Italian, you’re a nice girl.”
The Costellos made me feel right at home. What a contrast they were to Ma and Pop who had offered nothing but awkward stares and snide remarks to my new friends.
On the drive to drop Mrs. Manelo back home, she clutched my arm. “Too bad my son Danny’s not around,” she said. “He’d love to meet you.”
Denise turned to face us from the front passenger seat. “Yeah, right. Big brother doesn’t get released from the pokey until tomorrow.”
Mrs. Manelo gritted her teeth. “He’s not in the pokey.”
“Okay, rehab. I can’t keep his schooling straight,” Denise said.
“Why you bring up our dirty laundry?”
“Why do you pretend that my brother is normal?”







CHAPTER FOUR
Eduardo

Austin, Texas, 2012
I snuggle in a lounge chair on my deck sipping my third glass of sauvignon blanc as a red-orange sun descends over Lake Travis. Unfortunately, my attempt to anesthetize myself has failed to block out Katie Birnbaum’s phone call. My stomach is in knots. Could we really go to prison for something that happened decades ago? I toss a rubber ball to my Jack Russell terrier, Willow, as I ponder the situation. She returns it ten or twelve times before I tire of the game.
Having agreed to meet Katie in New York for Denise’s funeral, my immediate dilemma is what to tell my husband. In all the years we’ve been married, I’ve never told him about my roommate Denise. In fact, I’ve never mentioned I spent my freshman year in Bridgeport, Connecticut, either. With good reason. I graduated cum laude from the University of New Mexico, and Eduardo assumes I did all four years of my undergraduate degree there.
Would Ed understand and forgive me for stupid things I did as a seventeen year old? He was serving in the military while I was getting high and protesting the war in Vietnam.
What’s wrong with me? Denise is freaking dead. How bad had her life been that she’d choose to end it? Why did we never talk to each other again after?
“Dinner will be ready in five,” Ed shouts from the kitchen.
I head to the computer and check my e-mail. There’s an appointment for tomorrow morning in my LBJ Outlook from Darlene. I decline the meeting and explain I have to go to New York for a funeral. My Gmail account has five spams and an e-mail from my sister Amby. Her daughter just got engaged and she’s attached pictures. After checking out the photos, I pull up Facebook. One new friend request from Katie Birnbaum Gold.
Message: Still love you like a sister. xxxooo Katie.
I accept her as a friend and respond on her wall. “Love you too. Laila.”
Katie is doing okay. Soccer mom, successful kid. Hello, a post from Julia Louis-Dreyfus. Oh, and twelve hundred sixty-two friends. I have thirty-three.
Ed’s voice booms from the intercom. “Dinner’s on the table.”
I put my iMac to sleep and stroll to the kitchen. Should I tell him the truth?
Ed squeezes lemon into a dish on the counter. His skin is bronze from gardening. At sixty, my husband remains good-looking, muscular, curly hair gone silver. He places a plate of grilled salmon with dill sauce in front of me. “How was your day?”
“You know how I hate those damn manager meetings. Hours and hours of the same b.s. How was yours?”
“Not bad. Finally got the rent from Marcus. Fixed a broken window at the vacant Frontier Trail house.” Ed spends most of his time puttering around some rental properties we own while he’s studying for his real estate license.
Why don’t I just tell him? We’ve had a solid marriage for over twenty-five years. Our two boys are grown, compassionate human beings thriving in their chosen careers. Not that all is perfect. Besides my husband losing his job, I suffer from occasional migraines and a herniated disk. Eduardo’s nephew just got busted for drugs after we paid for his rehab.
“Honey, I’ve, ah, got to go to New York for a couple of days.”
He meets my eyes. “Something wrong with the folks?”
“No, no, an old college friend died, and I want to attend her funeral.”
“I’m sorry. Who died?”
“Denise Manelo. You don’t know her. Katie Birnbaum called today to tell me about it. She’s flying in from L.A.”
“Did she live with you and Katie in college?”
“No, well, sort of.” I’m such a lousy liar. I should just come clean with it.
He reaches across the table, pushes a loose strand of hair back from my forehead. “How come you’ve never mentioned this Denise to me?”
“She dropped out after freshman year. We kind of lost track.”
He studies my face. “She must be someone pretty significant for you to fly all the way to New York.”
Once again, my iPhone interrupts. A 520 area code pops up and I assume it’s my sister. I haven’t had time to program my contacts in yet. “Hi, Amby.”
“Not Amby, sweetheart, it’s Chris. I’m calling from Tucson.”







CHAPTER FIVE
You Can Take The Girl Outta Long Island

Long Island and Queens, New York, 2012
As my plane makes its final descent into JFK, I think about Chris’s phone call. Since Ed was standing right next to me, I’d told Chris I’d call him back. But when I tried reaching him later in the evening, he didn’t answer. Since then, I’ve called him numerous times leaving two voicemails, but still no call back from him. What did he tell that detective? How much trouble are we really in? I try to imagine what Chris is like now. Does he have a legitimate career? Is he married with a family?
After an uneventful landing, I take the shuttle to the car rental terminal. Before long I’m headed to my parents’ house in West Meadow. No way can I come to New York and not visit them. Katie will arrive tomorrow from L.A. and we’ll drive together to the funeral.
As I inch along the Long Island Expressway absorbed in an audiobook of Amy Tan’s, Joy Luck Club, a red Suburban full of teenagers bangs into my bumper, then speeds off into the horizon like nothing happened.
“Jesus Christ!” Welcome back to New York. This is par for the course on the Long Island Expressway, one of the thousand reasons I live out west. Thank God I followed Ed’s advice and purchased the extra rental insurance. I take a couple of breaths, continue onto Southern State, and exit at West Meadow.
The landscape of my hometown is littered with endless tract homes and strip malls filling every nano-inch of space. I turn onto Lindy Drive feeling like I’ve just stepped into an episode of the Twilight Zone. The place is treeless and gloomy. It’s been this way for years, yet I still imagine the evergreen and red maples of my childhood. Even worse, as I pull into the driveway of our house, I discover my parents recently covered the old wood shingles with ugly aluminum siding.
I skip up the three steps of the porch the way I did as a kid, press the doorbell, and then peer through the storm door. My ninety-year-old father shuffles down the hall, his legs weak from bad circulation. He unlatches the door and greets me with a giant hug and kiss. “Your mother’s asleep. She didn’t expect you for another hour. Should I wake her?”
“Don’t bother, I’ll see her later. When did you get all that siding?”
“Mother got this deal. Looks nice, huh?”
“Terrific. Can I make you lunch, Pop?”
He looks relieved. Their caretaker Maria has the day off and he’s clueless in the kitchen. I whip up a tuna salad and prepare him a sandwich. He sits at the Formica table in a torn vinyl chair, working on the New York Times crossword puzzle. I’m always amazed he does it in pen. I place the sandwich and drink on the table in front of him.
“Hey, Laila, that looks great.”
“So what’s new besides the siding?”
He shakes his head. “Your mother hasn’t been feeling too well lately. She sleeps all the time.”
“What’s all the time?” I ask. “One nap, two naps a day?”
He throws up his hands. “She barely gets out of bed at all. Maria brings her food on a tray.”
It’s clear I need to visit more often than every two months. But it’s hard coming back here for me. Not just because of the pressure at LBJ. Speaking of work, I check my iPhone. There’s a text from Darlene McIntire telling me that Bob E. is now officially the new CEO.
Pop looks on in wonder. “Where did you learn to do all that?” Technology has passed my father by. I bought him a computer but it sits idle in the den.
After cleaning the dishes, I tiptoe through the house, noting how dowdy everything looks. The wallpaper is peeling and the white Italian tile floors are chipped. Plastic still covers the sectional couch. I smile. Yessiree, forty-five years old, and the sofa still could pass for brand new.
I enter Mother’s bedroom. A 1947 sepia-toned wedding portrait sits prominently on the dresser. Pop’s eyes are hand-painted turquoise; Mother’s full lips are ruby-red. They seem so young and vibrant. Movie-star good looks, both of them.
My mother hasn’t opened her eyes. “Ma, wake up, it’s Laila.”
Her eyes pop open. She appears so small and helpless in the king-size bed.
“Laila, my tatala, what time is it? I didn’t expect you so soon.”
I give her a hug and kiss. She feels scrawny and fragile. “The flight landed early.”
“What a nice surprise that you came for a visit.”
“I told you about Denise.”
“I barely remember her, your college roommate. Wasn’t she Italian?”
“Yes, Ma. They’re having a rosary for her tonight. Her funeral is tomorrow.”
She sits up on propped pillows. “You were such a disappointment to us in those days.”
“I’ve told you I’m sorry many times. It’s ancient history, for chrissakes.” 
“Of all the girls, I thought we could trust you to go away to college. And then you disappear out west with Katie and that boy, what was his name?”
“Chris.”
She shakes her head. “I never liked that boy or that friend of his.”
“You preferred those cheerleaders from high school.”
My mother arches an eyebrow. “What was wrong with them? Jackie Lippman and Andrea Goldstein. Nice girls from good Jewish families. I still see Jackie wheeling her mother around Waldbaums.”
“They made my life miserable.”
“Really, I had no idea. Can you get me my housecoat?”
“Of course.” I open the door to her small walk-in closet and pull the string attached to the bare light bulb above. All her matching polyester pants suits and dresses are perfectly lined up. I locate her favorite flowered muumuu and slip it off the hanger. As I reach to turn off the light, I notice a bright orange dress with a white ruffled collar by itself in the back.
I can’t believe that dress still exists after all these years and it’s in pristine condition. I’d only worn it once. I close my eyes and recall the day I stood in a toilet stall in the girls-room at Woodland Junior High School.

I WAS ABOUT TO OPEN THE DOOR when, through the crack in the stall, I saw my two new friends Jackie and Andrea at the sink mirrors applying makeup. We’d recently moved to West Meadow from the Bronx. They’d welcomed me into their little clique of girlfriends and it meant everything to me.
Jackie began coating her mouth with candy-pink lipstick. “Can you believe that ugly schmata Laila wore on Friday night?”
Andrea shellacked her hair with hairspray. “Vomit-orange with white ruffles around her neck? She looked like Little Bo Peep.”
Jackie stuck her finger down her mouth and fake-gagged. “I think she buys all her clothes at John’s Bargain Store.”
I wanted to scream but used all my fourteen-year-old willpower to remain silent. They knew my secret. My wardrobe came from discount stores like Kleins and Alexanders, while theirs came from Lord & Taylors and Bloomingdales. How stupid was I to believe my mother that no one could tell the difference? Pop was a fireman. Their fathers owned buildings, supermarkets, and medical practices.
“Have you ever seen her sister Amby?” Jackie asked as she added a last coat of spray.
Andrea smacked her arm. “You mean Bucky. Guess they can’t afford to get the poor little thing braces.”
At that moment, I unlatched the stall door.
Jackie yelled, “Who’s in there?” and pushed the door in.
I shoved the door back out and it slammed into her nose which gushed blood.
“Laila? You’re an animal!” The blood dripped into her mouth and down to her white blouse. She wiped her nose, smearing blood all over her hand.
“It was an accident,” I said, but couldn’t help smiling.
“You’ll pay for this,” Jackie said.
And I did. They went to the principal’s office and claimed I’d punched Jackie in the face. The receptionist called our mothers to school. Mine was less than pleased since she’d just taken a job at Woolworths and had to leave early on her first day of work. I insisted it was the bathroom door, not my fist, that caused Jackie’s nosebleed, but everyone believed the two of them…

I RETURN TO MY MOTHER’S BED, hand her the muumuu, and hold up the hanger with the orange dress. “I’m surprised you still have this.”
“It’s such a beautiful dress. Would you like to take it back to Texas?”
“I don’t think so. Nothing but a bad memory,” I say.
“Why is that?”
“It doesn’t matter anymore.”
Her shoulders sag. “Sometimes I think you don’t appreciate all the sacrifices Daddy and I made for you.”
“You moved us from the Bronx to Long Island so we could have a better life.”
“That Bronx neighborhood was going down the tubes.”
I smirk. “You mean blacks and Puerto Ricans had moved in.”
“Whatever.”
“That’s racist, Mother.”
She fingers the collar of her nightgown. “Hmmm. We may not be as liberal as you, but we’re not racist, dear. We like Eddie.”
“Ed or Eduardo,” I say. “He doesn’t like to be called Eddie.”
“We like Ed,” she rolls her tongue, “dddwardo, and he’s Spanish.”
“Hispanic.” My sisters have warned me to avoid this type of discussion. Why do I let her draw me in? “Want a tuna sandwich?”
“I did my best to raise you girls but you always seem so… disdainful toward me.”
Her tongue can still slice my heart. “You’ll never understand me, Ma.”
“If you listened to us, married a Jewish doctor, you’d still be here on the island.” 
“But I hate Long Island.”
“You’d rather live far away from Daddy and me? First New Mexico, then Texas. Don’t get me wrong, Eddie is nice enough, but what good are you to me now that I’m old?” 
Don’t let her guilt trip you. Remember, you visit every few months, split the cost for Maria’s salary with Amby and Rachel. “Do you remember that time when I got in trouble in seventh grade and they called you to the principal’s office?” 
She raises a shoulder. “No.”
I look her in the eye. “I only got in trouble once. We were in the principal’s office with Jackie, Andrea, and their mothers. They accused me of punching Jackie in the nose. Do you recall what you said?”
“You want me to remember something I said forty years ago. I can barely recall what I had for breakfast.”
My voice cracks. “You said, ‘I can’t believe a daughter of mine would do something so disgraceful.’”
“Punching someone is very unladylike, Laila.”
“The whole point, Ma, is I didn’t punch her. They lied, and you believed them over me. That hurt more than anything else.”
She scratches her head. “And that’s why you don’t like Long Island?”
Tears sting my eyelids. “Yeah, Ma. That’s it.” I reach for her arm and she stiffens.
“Go make me that sandwich, dear.”

THE NEXT MORNING my misty-eyed parents wave from their porch as I back out of the driveway. I feel like an escaped convict of my childhood. The banged up rental car makes a clanking noise. I roll down the window. “Love you guys. See you in March.”
My father yells, “Make sure Avis gives you a new car. And be careful driving. It’s crazy out there.”
I want to shout, “I’m a big girl now, Pop,” but instead I shoot him a thumbs-up.
Charcoal clouds infuse the sky as I drive past the continuum of Long Island tract houses and strip malls to Southern State. Hope things aren’t too bumpy up in the air for Katie. I switch on the XM radio and fiddle with the controls until I hit the 70s Grateful Dead station:
Black Peter, Workingman’s Dead. Denise’s favorite song. Did I ever notice that the lyrics are about someone not wanting to be alone when they die?
Thunder claps outside. I believe that Denise has just spoken to me through the music. Or perhaps someone slipped a tab of LSD in my coffee. Ha ha ha. I haven’t done drugs in years.
A flood of emotion pours out as I realize how instrumental Denise was in my life. While I only knew her that one year, she was my first friend outside the Long Island bubble of my childhood. For good or for bad, when I left for school, I was determined to change my life and Denise was a catalyst on my path of rebellion.
My vision blurs with tears. If only I’d stayed in touch with you, Denise. Maybe I could have talked you through your pain. But I’m here for you now.







CHAPTER SIX
Danny the Pig

Bridgeport, Connecticut, 1970
On the drive back to Bridgeport, Joey and I sang Grateful Dead songs and chatted about concerts we’d attended. I tried to engage Denise in the conversation, but she wanted no part of it. I’d seen this sulky side of her before.
It was after midnight when we arrived at Bodine Hall. Denise decided to spend the night with Joey at North Hall and said she’d come get me in time for the demonstration tomorrow night. I told her I’d think about it. Lately, both she and Joey had become seriously involved in the anti-war movement. Joey had even joined the Students for a Democratic Society.
After a good night’s sleep, I spent most of Saturday at the library. The more estranged I felt with my parents, the more motivated I was to keep my grades up. No way could I stand returning to Long Island.
In the late afternoon, I headed back to Bodine feeling happy I’d made a dent in my homework. I said hello to a couple of girls in the lobby and took the elevator to my room. When I opened the door, I discovered an overweight guy with a potato-shaped head adjusting rabbit ears of a small portable TV. I’d never seen the dude before. “Excuse me, who are you?”
He turned around to face me. “You Denise’s roommate?”
“Yes. What are you doing in my room?”
“I’m her brother Danny. I brought her a TV. Sorry I missed you yesterday. Where’s my sister?”
Should I lie? “She’s, uh, probably at the library.”
He winked. “Cool. Guess it’s just you and me, baby.”
I stepped back toward the door.
Danny moved closer. “Want to grab dinner first? Get your energy up, baby, cause you’re gonna need it later.”
I tried to recall what Denise had told me about her brother. Something about institutions and weird. “I’ve eaten already.”
“You’re a lying bitch.”
I reached for the doorknob. “See you later.”
He gripped my arm. “Look, I-I didn’t mean that. I’m just lonely and I really hate to eat alone. I drove all the way here to visit my sister and bring her the TV and she ain’t even around. Please just join me for dinner and then I’ll be on my way.”
His wavy hair was disheveled and his blue work shirt stretched across a stomach that looked like he’d swallowed a basketball. He looked so pathetic. “There’s a diner down the road called Rodman’s,” I said. “We can grab a hamburger there and then I’ll need to go meet my boyfriend.”
He licked his lips. “You don’t really have a boyfriend, now do you?”
Jesus. Back to weird. “Look, maybe you should start back to Queens. This isn’t going to work out.”
He grabbed my arm and pinned me to the wall. “Not without a little nookie.”
I tried to pull away but he heaved his bulky body against me and held my wrists. He pressed his lips on mine and forced his tongue into my mouth. Garlic and cigarette smoke breath filled my nostrils.
I bit his tongue.
“Bitch!” He pressed me harder against the wall.
I screamed as the door opened and Denise entered the room. “You fat pig, let go of her!”
Danny released my wrists. “Fuck you, bitch. I drive all the way up here and this is your reception? Don’t think I won’t tell Mama about all the drugs you’re doing.” He pulled out a bag of weed that Denise had stashed in her closet. “A little proof of your lifestyle.”
Denise’s face reddened. “How dare you attack my friend.”
He smiled. “Laila and I were getting it on.”
“Bullshit. He pounced on me.” I said.
“You want trouble? Say one thing to Mama and Laila will file assault charges against you. It wouldn’t be the first time, now would it, dear brother?”
Danny picked up the television he brought and smashed it on the floor. The glass shattered. A shard hit me in the arm. He pulled open the door and stormed down the hall.
Denise picked up what was left of the TV. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea he was coming up here today.”
“Does your brother normally attack your friends?”
Her eyes glowed. “I told you. Danny’s a pig.”
I now understood why Denise could seem so dark at times. I’d occasionally catch her staring out the dorm window for hours. When I’d ask her what she was thinking about, she’d say something like, “God lives out there,” or “I’m staring at death through my eyeballs.”







CHAPTER SEVEN
The Demonstration

Bridgeport, Connecticut 1970
Joey arrived at our dorm room a few hours later. After Denise told him what had happened with her brother, he wanted to drive to Queens and beat the crap out of him. “Never mind Danny,” Denise said. “We need to go to the demonstration. You’re gonna come, right, Laila?”
While an avid supporter of the anti-war movement, I had avoided the previous demonstrations fearful my parents would find out and make me come home. “I don’t think so. I’ve had enough action for one night.”
“Don’t be a chickenshit. It’s time you get off the fence,” Denise said.
Joey grinned. “There’ll be a lot of cute dudes there.”
“Okay, okay, I’ll go,” I finally said. “And not because of all the guys.” I thought about my neighbor who had died in Saigon. I’ll do it for Billy.
When we arrived at the student center that chilly New England night, hundreds of protestors had already taken over the building. I saw Katie at the center of things dressed in tight Levis and a Danskin, chanting the John Lennon tune “Give Peace a Chance” with the crowd. She was everything I wanted to be: daring, cool, pretty, unafraid to sleep with boys, or try new drugs.
As we stood waiting for instructions from the revolutionary leaders, the wind whined through the trees. A swarthy boy pushed back strands of long hair and spoke in a loud voice. “They may shoot off their damn tear gas. They may even come in and beat us with sticks, like they did in Berkeley. But I say we stay here.”
A guy with a bushy mustache cut in. “Perhaps we could set up some type of negotiations with the administration before anyone gets hurt.”
“Fuck you, asshole! We shall overcome,” bellowed a boy with a stringy ponytail and sweat dripping down the side of his face.
“Who’s calling who an asshole?” said the first guy. The two began slugging it out. A couple of their friends joined in the ruckus. People all around started pushing each other and someone shoved me in the shoulder. Hard. It hurt. I could barely breathe. This thing was totally out of control.
In the commotion I’d lost sight of Denise and squeezed through the crowd in search of her. There was loud banging on the Union doors. Some guy yelled, “It’s the pigs!”
The banging persisted. “This is the Bridgeport police department. If you don’t open the doors in the next three minutes, we’ll be forced to use tear gas.”
I saw Katie through the crowd and tried to inch towards her. The moaning sound of the wind, the police pounding on the doors, and the frenzied students fighting freaked me out. My forehead was wet, my cheeks hot. I thought I might suffocate.
“Are you all right?” said a tall guy with penetrating blue eyes and long blonde hair.
“I feel claustrophobic,” I said.
“What’s your name?”
“Laila. Laila Levin.”
“I’m Chris. If you want outta her, follow me.”
“Okay, but I need to tell my friends I’m leaving.”
He seized my hand and I led him through the crowd in search of Denise and Joey. When I spotted them, they both had a glassy-eyed appearance. Joey gave Chris the hi-five. “Hey bro, qué pasa?”
Chris slapped his hand. “Joey, my man.”
Denise whispered, “We dropped some Orange Sunshine.” She glanced at Chris and smiled.
“He knows a way out if you want to follow us.” I said.
Joey furrowed his forehead. “Why leave now? This is just getting exciting.”
Chris stroked my cheek with his finger. “Do you want to stay?”
“Maybe we’ll catch you guys later,” I said.
Denise embraced me. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
Joey grabbed my arm and whispered in my ear. “Be very careful, Lai. This dude is outta your league.”

I THOUGHT ABOUT JOEY’S WARNING as I followed Chris down a narrow flight of stairs to the basement, and out a cellar door. “How did you know about this exit?”
“I’m psychic.”
“Really?” Why couldn’t I think of something hip to say?
“No, but a chick who lives with us is one.”
“She sent you instructions telepathically?”
Chris laughed. “My mother works in the cafeteria. I’ve helped her carry boxes up from here. Say, you wanna get a pizza or something?”
“Sure.” He was so cute.
We headed toward the infamous Rodman’s Diner, the local Hells Angels’ hangout at the edge of campus. The Bodine girls always crossed the street to avoid close contact with the bikers, because they leered at us and made obscene comments like, “Hey sweet meat.” Or, “Wanna sit on my face?”
Snow dusted Chris’s face by the time we reached the restaurant. I wanted to lick it off like sugar. That would make him forget about the pizza, all right. Of course, I’d never be that brazen.
I noticed a couple of bikers staring in my direction and hesitated at the door.
Chris seemed oblivious to my perceived danger. “What’s the matter?”
“It’s not safe.”
“Chill, sweetheart.” He took my hand and led me inside the diner. A few of the bikers nodded at him as we headed toward a vinyl booth in the corner.
An enormous black man with an eye-patch and a shiny bald head moseyed up to us. He held out an unlit cigarette to Chris. “Gotta light, dude?”
“For you, Doc, no problem.” Chris threw him a pack of matches.
The guy winked with his good eye and introduced himself to me. He turned to Chris. “Got yourself a cute one.”
“You betcha.” Chris clasped my hand in his. “Call me tomorrow. I’ve got something that might interest you.”
Doc nodded, then excused himself and strolled to a table filled with other bikers.
“How do you know those guys?” I asked.
“I went to high school with most of them.”
“You’re a townie?” The minute the word “townie” came out, I wanted to retract it. Chris seemed different from the ones I’d seen at the movies or in downtown shops.
He chuckled. “That’s what the U.B. girls call us, eh?”
“I’m sorry if I offended you.”
“Not at all. I do go to school, you know. Well, part-time for now. I get a tuition waiver because my mother works for U.B.”
“What’s your major?”
His eyes sparkled with enthusiasm. “Psychology. I’m really interested in people. You know, what makes them tick and all. What are you majoring in?”
“Double major in History and Bio.”
“You’re an unusual chick.”
“A lot of guys find me too smart, I guess.” Why did I say that?
“Are you kidding? Smart girls turn me on.” Chris asked questions about my classes, my hobbies, even my family.
I found myself confiding things with him I’d never shared with anyone. Like how I never felt I belonged in Long Island. “The rich girls used to make fun of my clothes and my hair.”
“You’ve got beautiful hair.” Chris said.
“It’s really curly. I have to do all kinds of stuff to get it to look straight like this.”
“Tell me about your parents,” he said.
“My mother and I have never gotten along. She just doesn’t get me. My sister Amby’s her favorite.”
“And your father?”
“Pop came to all my games and stuff,” I said.
“What games?”
“I-I was a cheerleader in high school.” Now he’ll think I’m really straight.
Chris grinned. “I’ve never known one of them before.”
“Not very cool, is it?”
“On the contrary. I’ve always thought cheerleaders were fucking far out. What was it like shaking those pompoms?”
I rolled my eyes. Was he playing with me? “Tell me about your family.”
He squinted then turned away. “Bad topic.”
The florescent lights at Rodman’s began to flicker. Chris looked up. “Time to go.” 
We strolled hand-in-hand back to Bodine Hall. “Can I see you again, Laila?” He didn’t wait for my answer but kissed me softly, then licked my lips with his tongue. Then he pulled away and said, “I’ll call ya,” and disappeared into the snowflakes.







CHAPTER EIGHT
The Family

Bridgeport, Connecticut, 1969
The silver light of dawn crept through the blinds of my dorm room. I’d been awake all night obsessing on why Chris hadn’t asked me to go home with him. No way he could know about my big secret. Was I not pretty or cool enough for him? I needed to talk to Denise. She’d help me figure it out. But she was at Joey’s.
A few hours later Denise pushed open the door. Her face was pale as powder.
“You look like shit.”
She dropped down on her bed, lit up a cigarette, and eyed me through the flame of the match. “I’m still buzzed on that acid. Didn’t sleep a wink.”
“What’s it like?” I’d been offered LSD a few times but so far had stuck with grass.
“It’s definitely far out but weird. But I want to hear about you. Spare no details.”
I grabbed her hand. “I think he’s the one!”
“Joey and I had a bet going. Did you or didn’t you?”
“No. I mean, I would have, but we ended up talking. He’s so different from all the U.B. guys.”
She grinned. “Joey told me he’s a townie.”
“Such a sweetheart, even if he’s a little rough around the edges. I get all excited just thinking about him.”
“Send me some of that fairy dust, would you, hon?”
“You don’t feel that way about Joey anymore?” 
She dragged on the cigarette. “What’s not to love about Joey? He adores me.”
“And he’s so cute in that… teddy-bear kind of way,” I added.
“He’s really great. Just too, I don’t know, needy.”
It saddened me that Denise felt that way about Joey. He would be devastated if he discovered her true feelings for him. It frightened me how little I knew about love and relationships. And yet, I ached for Chris. Was he the one for me? My mother had said that girls my age confused lust with love. I had no idea what she meant by that.
That night I stood in the hall waiting for my name to be called by Mary Lou, an obese girl who took it upon herself to act as our answering service. I heard her yell, “Telephone call for Katie Birnbaum,” at least three times in a row. By nine-thirty I decided to take a shower and wash my hair.
Denise hugged me before heading to Joey’s. “He’ll call you tomorrow, don’t worry.”
I had just returned from the shower draped in a fluffy towel when someone knocked on the door. When I opened it, I was surprised to see Katie there. “Leela, didn’t you hear Mary Lou? You’ve got a phone call.”
“It’s Laila.” I charged past her like a human steamroller ready to crush anyone who dared get in my way. When I reached the phone, I snatched the receiver from Mary Lou’s hand.
“It’s a boy,” she said with a knowing smile.
With one pay phone for the whole floor everyone knew each other’s business. Boys never called me. I might as well have engraved a Scarlett V on my chest.
I paused to catch my breath and make my voice sound like Lauren Bacall. “Hello.”
“Hey, it’s Chris. This is Laila, right? You sound different.”
My voice returned to normal. “Yeah, it’s me.”
“Would you like to come over, watch a movie on TV or something?”
“I just washed my hair.” Damn, what a stupid thing to say.
“Maybe another night,” he said.
“No, I mean, no big deal, I can dry it.”
“I live with my family a couple of blocks from your dorm,” he said.
“You live with your folks?” I was shocked. Chris seemed way to cool to be living with his parents.
“No, not that family. These are friends I’ve known forever. Totally hip folks.”
He gave me the address and directions. I dried my hair under the hand blower in the restroom and tied it back with a rubber band. Then I slipped into my underwear, jeans, a tight red sweater, and lace-up work-boots. Did I forget a bra? Yeah, sure did. The new Laila was ready for adventure.

I RACED DOWN MAIN STREET a bit apprehensively. As I passed Rodman’s Diner, I heard the roar of a motorcycle behind me. My heart beat like a jackhammer. I should have asked Chris to meet me half way. Too late now.
The Harley idled in front of me and the biker grinned. He had a tattoo on his neck of a striped cat with lettering below that read, I LOVE PUSSY. “Wanna ride with me, sweet-cheeks?”
I tried to smile but my lips were trembling. “That sounds cool, but I’ve already got a date.”
Within seconds, two of his friends zoomed up. One pulled out a pocketknife and picked his nails with it. He was skinny and missing a front tooth. “Got a real cutie there, Charlie.”
They moved their Harleys closer forming a semi-circle around me. Charlie puckered his lips and made a kissing sound. “Sure would like some of your gravy.”
I prayed silently. Then real panic set in. I felt a tear bubble up in the corner of my eye. No, don’t cry. Don’t let them see how scared you are. “I reeally have to go now. My boyfriend is waiting. And he’s quite a big guy, you know.”
Another motorcycle drove up as the Charlie dude sneered, “Did you hear that? She got a big boyfriend.”
“It’s true, motherfucka,” said a voice behind me. “She’s Chris Reynolds ol’ lady.”
I turned around and faced the one-eyed black guy from Rodman’s on a Harley. “Doc?”
He winked. “I like a chick who remembers my name.” His Harley idled as he pulled out a long knife from a holster on his belt and cut his index finger with it until blood dripped down his hand. Then, he rubbed his hand on Charlie’s cheek. “Fuck off or you deal with me.”
Charlie wiped his face with his jacket sleeve. “We was just having a little fun.”
The whites of Doc’s eyes shone in the dark. “She’s family.”
Seconds later the three dudes fired up their engines and sped off.
Doc and I coughed from the exhaust blowing in our faces.
“I-I don’t know what to say. Thank you.”
“What the fuck is Chris doing letting a hot chick like you walk out here by yourself?”
I shrugged.
“They shouldn’t bother you no more. If anyone even leers at your toenails, you let Doc know.” He pointed down the street at a dilapidated old house. “Chris just lives over there.”
Doc followed me on his Harley as I scrambled down the street to the rundown house and knocked on the door. When Chris opened it, Doc waved and sped off.
Chris stood in a dim hallway lit up with a blinking red bulb. A skinny guy with frizzy hair opened a wood door that read 1A and waved at Chris. The sound of Van Morrison’s song “Crazy Love” blasted from a stereo on the next floor.
Chris took my face in his hands and kissed me until I felt dizzy. I started to tell him about the bikers and Doc, but he placed a finger on my lips.
“Shhhhh. Let’s go upstairs.” He took my hand and led me up a flight of rickety stairs to the second-story apartment, and opened the door.
We entered into the living room. The aroma of marijuana and vanilla-scented candles filled my senses. A tall guy with a ponytail and Zorro-style mustache sat on an overstuffed couch strumming a guitar. Next to him sat a big-boned woman with huge breasts, rimless glasses, and chalky makeup.
Chris introduced us.
The guy named Ben nodded. He set aside the guitar, picked up a glass bong, and filled it with weed from a baggy. “Wanna hit?”
Chris darted his eyes. “We’re headed to the attic.”
Ben passed the bong to me. “You gotta have at least one hit.” He looked over at the chick next to him. “It’s Ivy’s birthday.”
Chris looked at me. “Want to?” 
“Sure.” I was an old timer at this now, no big deal. I smiled at Ivy. “How old are you?”
She didn’t bother to answer.
Ben clicked the lighter on the bong and said, “Ivy’s twenty-one today.”
I inhaled and began coughing uncontrollably.
Chris smacked my back, but I continued hacking. “Get her a glass of water, Ivy.”
The woman stood and rolled her eyes. “These U.B. girls can never handle our weed.”
Chris and Ben were hovering over me when she returned moments later with a glass of water. I had stopped coughing but felt spacey from the hit. Their pot was stronger than the stuff at Bodine Hall.
Ivy handed me the glass, then took a hit from the bong. She too began to cough.
I held out the glass. “Want some?”
She sneered, not bothering to respond.
I felt the need for conversation. “Are you the psychic?”
Ben poked her arm. “Ivy’s an astrologer.”
She cleared her throat. “I can do your chart sometime, if you like.”
“Great. Sounds like a cool occupation. I’ve been looking for a career where I don’t have to watch the clock all day. My mother wants me to be a teacher, but—” I glanced around the room feeling like a jerk. Everyone stared at me like I was from Pluto.
Ivy smiled mockingly. “How old are you, Laila?”
“Sev… Eighteen.”
Ivy snarled at Chris. “Jesus, seventeen? Where do you find these little girls? This one’s barely out of diapers.”
The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I was speechless, unable to defend myself.
“Poison Ivy strikes again,” Ben said, waving his hands. “Stop scaring all the U.B. girls away, would you, please? Chris and I like having them around.”
Ivy slipped out of the room without another word.
I yelled, “Happy birthday,” but I don’t think she heard me. Moments later a door slammed. Chris, Ben, and I sat on the couch passing the bong around. Ben strummed his guitar between tokes.
My head felt like it was floating, my words slurred.
“So what’s happening at the Union?” Ben asked.
Chris squinted. “No one can agree what to do, the stupid fucks. I say, meet violence with counter-violence. That’s what we did in Berkeley.”
He seemed so sure.
Ben shook his head. “This isn’t Berkeley, man. You’ve got a bunch of rich kids from Long Island pretending they’re revolutionaries.”
I gulped. Is that how they thought of me?
Ben passed me the bong. “Protesting the war or fighting for equal rights is more important than a new Cadillac or fancy clothes. People in Berkeley understand what counts in life. Do you understand?”
“Of course,” I said. “No question.”
“We never should have left there,” Chris said.
Ben shot him a sideways glance. “We didn’t have a choice, man.”
These guys were beyond cool. I couldn’t wait to tell Denise. “Wow, you lived in Berkeley?”
Chris put his arm around me. “For a few years. Wish we were there now.”
“Why did you leave?”
“It got too hot for us,” Chris said.
“Hot? I thought San Francisco… ” He didn’t mean the weather, stupid.
Ben smiled. “Never you mind. I’m going to crash. See you guys in the morning.”
Chris turned on the portable black-and-white television perched on wood crates and began to rub my shoulders. We watched an old Humphrey Bogart movie, but I paid more attention to his fingers on my back.
“Would you like to go up to my room, Laila?”
“I-I, sure.” You can do this.
We climbed another set of stairs to the attic. The room was pitch black. Chris lit two candles then kissed me, searching my mouth with his tongue. Should I tell him? Will he think I’m a jerk?
His hands slipped under my blouse. I felt excited. The feelings were new to me. Way better than Denise had described. “Chris, there’s something I need to tell you.”
“What?” He didn’t want conversation.
He kissed my neck, slipped off my sweater, and smiled when he realized I had no bra. He stared at my naked breasts in the candlelight. “So beautiful.”
Should I tell him now?
He gave me soft butterfly kisses on my mouth and neck. His tongue tickled my ear while he unzipped my jeans and glided his hand down inside my panties.
Oh, this feels sooooo incredible. Maybe I should wait. My emotions crisscrossed like the laces of my boots.
Then, suddenly, the door burst open and someone snapped on the light.
I quickly covered my chest with a pillow.
Doc stood before us with a cigarette dangling from his mouth. “You gotta get outta here, man! The pigs will be here any minute. They busted Drake up in Fairfield.”







CHAPTER NINE
The Funeral

Queens, New York, 2012
On the drive to get Katie at the airport, I reflect on the significance Denise played in my life. I remember her as a feisty girl with a zest for life, and I can’t fathom how she’d ever reached a point of committing suicide.
When I arrive at JFK
International, I follow the signs to car rentals and check the Chevy back in at Avis. They inspect the damage and do the paperwork for me to get a new rental that I’ll pick up later. I take a shuttle to Jet Blue baggage claim to wait for Katie’s arrival.
I check my iPhone for messages. There’s a voicemail on my phone from Darlene McIntire. “It’s official. I’m V.P. Call me.”
As I start to return the call, I spot Katie on the escalator chatting with a muscular guy in a Yankee’s cap. She looks great, thin, tan, dressed in a tailored-suit and leather boots. Her hair, like mine, is streaked with highlights. Unlike mine, she has a stylish Jennifer Aniston haircut, while my hairdo, or lack of one, hasn’t changed much since the seventies. We hug, exchange niceties, then catch the shuttle back to Avis to pick up the new car.
Katie moves the conversation to the reason we’re here. “You’ve got to find out what Denise wrote in her suicide note.”
“What do you mean I have to find out? What about you?”
“Let’s face it, Lai. You knew Denise’s mother. I never met the woman.”
“I met her once a hundred years ago. Not sure that qualifies me as knowing her.”
Katie hands the clerk at the Avis counter her driver’s license. She turns to me. “I’ll drive, you navigate.”
Katie’s at the wheel, and I’m riding shotgun. It brings back memories of the seventies. We head onto the Van Wyck. Lightning and thunder explode like fireworks in the dark cloud-filled sky. I consider telling Katie about how Denise spoke to me through the Grateful Dead song, but instead take out my GPS and punch in the address of the funeral home.
“Nice you thought to bring your gizmo. You always were the organized one.”
“I’m in I.T. now.”
“It fits your personality. Precise, complicated—”
“Anal?”
Katie giggles. “Well, yes, I didn’t want to say that.”
“And you were certainly the daring one. “
Katie presses my hand. “We’re lucky to be alive. If my girls were to ever do half the shit we did.”
“Are Ben and Chris coming to the funeral?”
“I don’t think so.”
“I still can’t believe what those two did to us,” I say.
“Motherfuckers, but they were hot.”
I laugh. “That they were.” A vision of Ben strumming his guitar is interrupted by a migraine materializing in my temples. I pull out a bottle of Advil from my purse, pop two, and hand Katie a couple. “I can’t tell Eduardo.”
“Do you think Mitch would understand? He was taking the LSAT for Harvard while I marched on Washington.” She retrieves a Bic lighter from her purse.
“Please don’t smoke, I’ll get sick.”
Katie smiles, unfastens the top buttons of her blouse, and sticks a hand inside her black lacy bra.
“What the hell are you—?”
Before I finish my sentence, she’s holding a neatly rolled joint. She clicks the lighter and fires it up.
“Are you ef’n crazy, Katie?”
She laughs. “You still can’t say fuck can you?”
“Fuck, fuck, fuck. There I said it. But I won’t smoke pot. Haven’t in years.”
“Loosen up, Lai. You’re so uptight. Always were.”
I grab the thing, take a toke, and pass it back to her. “I can’t believe you’d fly with this stuff. You are still nuts.”
Katie laughs. “You feel better though, don’t you?”
“This is definitely good shit.”
I’m a frickin’ mess by the time we arrive at the Flushing Funeral Home in a torrential downpour. Why did I let Katie get me stoned? After all these years, she still holds power over me. We race from the parking lot to the weathered brick building. Once inside, a tall man with a carnation in the lapel of his suit leads us to the chapel. He nods at a table with a sign-in sheet.
I scribble my name and make note of most of the signatures already there. Iris and Bill Gelaro, Benny Capechi, Lillian Rinaldi, Val and Tony Manelo, Tony Gargulio, Sylvie Costello. Costello? No, that can’t be Joey’s mother. I flash back to the amazing dinner I had at the Costello home with Joey and Denise a lifetime ago.
The room is packed with relatives and friends who shout “Buon giorno, Come sta,” across the room to each other. I feel like I’m back in Tuscany where Ed and I spent our twenty-fifth anniversary.
One old man wearing a tweed jacket and floppy hat winks at us. Katie winks back at him.
“Why are you encouraging him?” I ask.
She slides into a pew. The sheets of rain have converted her L.A. do into a ball of frizz. I imagine my own kinky hair looks worse. The priest stands at the podium and taps the microphone. Everyone in the funeral home stops talking and sits solemnly in their seats. Piped music filters in from an unknown source.
Katie starts to hiccup. A couple of weatherworn old women sitting in front of us turn and glare. Can they smell the marijuana on us? Katie grimaces at them and follows up with a couple more hiccups.
The man who greeted us in the grey suit taps Katie on the back and whispers, “You might want to step outside for a little while.”
Katie pinches her nostrils and puffs out her cheeks. “I’m good now.”
Looking around, I recognize Denise’s mother, a buxom old woman in a black knit dress. Her eyes look sallow and haggard beneath swollen lids. She’s standing with a priest by the casket clutching the arm of Denise’s brother, Danny, an obese middle-aged man with a ruddy boozer’s face, thick mustache, and wraparound sunglasses. Time hasn’t faded my memory of his bipolar personality.
Denise’s open casket sits on the stage surrounded by wreaths and vases of flowers. The fragrance of roses, lilacs, and orchids sweeten the air. A crucifix hangs prominently above her. Katie joins the line to view the casket, but I remain on the bench. I can’t stomach seeing Denise close up. Many of the relatives kiss the rosary in her hand and return down the aisle with watery eyes. Mrs. Manelo is openly weeping and her face looks pale as parchment.
Katie returns to the pew dabbing her eyes with a tissue. She places a shaky hand on my arm and murmurs, “She looks so old. You wouldn’t recognize her.”
I prefer to remember Denise at the beach that first night of college, her luscious strawberry-blonde hair flowing in the sea wind.
The priest begins. “God our Father, Your power brings us to birth. Your providence guides our lives. And by Your command we return to dust.”
The congregation mumbles along with the prayer while Mrs. Manelo moans and sniffles.
During the service everyone kneels on cue except Katie and me. We look at each other and remain seated. It’s as though we have a sign on that reads:
‘TWO JEWISH GIRLS DON’T BELONG AT CATHOLIC FUNERAL.’
The eulogy is solemn although the priest, a husky man with heavy eyebrows and a surprisingly high-pitched voice, clearly did not know Denise. He talks about her job with the state and how she volunteered at the animal shelter for many years. “I’ve heard she was a woman of great energy, a caring, thoughtful daughter, sister and friend to many in this room. Her mother told me she loved music.”
Especially Van Morrison, The Dead, and Bob Dylan I feel like shouting. But instead I try to recall the beautiful, fun Denise I knew, her pouty smile, and yes, her love of music. She played rock-and-roll albums in our dorm room day and night.
What really happened to her? Why didn’t she marry or have a family? My eyes water. I have a vision of her alone in some cheap Queens’s apartment with an empty vial of pills next to her bed.
Did she change her mind and try to call anyone at the last minute? Were the last years of her life desperately lonely, filled with guilt? So many questions remain unanswered.
After the mass, the priest announces that following the burial at the St. Edward’s Cemetery, the Manelos want to invite everyone to a luncheon at their home in Flushing.
Mrs. Manelo, propped up by Danny, lumbers down the aisle and greets a parade of family and friends. Her thin lips are severely chapped, and her eyes sunken in their sockets. She leans on her son for support. He’s so enormous he makes a good cushion.
Katie and I join the line behind a frail old woman. When we reach Mrs. Manelo and Danny, I have little expectation that she’ll recognize me after all these years. “I don’t know if you remember me, Mrs. Manelo. I’m Laila—”
Danny points at me. “You’re the one who got my sister all messed up!”
I gaze at him in disbelief. “What are you talking about?”
He moves so close to my face I can smell his sour breath. “If she hadn’t gotten involved with you and all your weird friends, she’d be here right now.”
A hundred plus Italian faces are staring at me. The room starts spinning. The last thing I remember is the stench of cigarette smoke and coffee on Danny’s breath…

WHEN I OPEN MY EYES, I’m surrounded by a circle of people. The old guy in the floppy hat hands me water in a paper cup. “Are you okay?” He and Katie help me stand.
Katie waves her arms at the small crowd surrounding us. “Show’s over.”
The group disperses through the exit.
I hobble to the parking lot leaning on Katie for support. I’m no longer stoned. We’re about to enter the rental car when we hear a familiar voice calling, “Laila, Katie, wait.” We turn and see the guy in the floppy hat and aviator sunglasses. How does he know our names?
He yanks off the hat. A ponytail falls out as he takes off his glasses.
Oh my God. It’s Benjamin Franklin Jones!
We agree to meet him at a local Starbucks. It seems surreal standing in line with Ben and Katie in the twenty-first century. Time hasn’t tainted Ben’s tall, dark, good looks. His long hair is tinged with gray, but still shiny. Oh Ben, if you only knew how often I thought about you over the years. How I wondered how different my life would be if it had been you instead of Chris.
He gives Katie and me a quick once over. “You girls are still hot.”
Katie smiles. “What did you expect?”
He waves his hand. “A lot of chicks your age don’t look that great.”
“That’s a left-handed compliment,” I say.
Ben touches my face with the calloused hand of a construction worker.
I push his hand away, thinking about how our relationship ended. “You left us to rot in the desert.”
He shakes his head. “You ladies have no idea how I regretted… Chris—”
“Don’t you dare blame it all on him,” I say. “It won’t work with me anymore.”
His dark eyes rest coolly on my face. “You’re right. I was young and stupid to listen to him. I take full responsibility. I’m deeply sorry.”
Katie smacks his arm. “Hell, it’s been over forty years. We forgive you. Right, Lai?”
I shrug. “Why not?”
He sighs. “Good. It’s critical we’re united now. We’re all in this together.”
Katie smiles at him. Is she still smitten after all these years? Am I? He’s so different from both our husbands. Still a bad boy, I bet.
Ben looks from Katie to me. “I want to impress on you ladies how important it is we find out what Denise wrote in the note.”
I stare at him. “What if we can’t? You saw Denise’s brother.”
He glares back. “You don’t have a choice, Laila.” He brushes away a strand of hair from his forehead. “When the private detective showed up at Chris’s house last week he was shocked, unprepared. While he did his best to stay cool—”
I grab his arm. “And?”
Ben squints. “Well, Chris told the P.I. Denise and Joey were your friends.”
“What?” I feel faint once again and take a deep breath thinking about Allegra, my Yoga instructor. Om Shanti Shanti Shanti om. “What about the pact?”
Ben takes my hand. “He didn’t break the pact. Just deflected the heat.”
I barely digest what Ben has said when the ring of “Yesterday” from my iPhone interrupts. The caller ID shows Eduardo’s phone number. “I better answer this.”
Ed’s voice sounds unsteady. “Laila, you need to get home ASAP.”
“My God, has something happened to one of the boys?”
“The boys are fine. There’s a private detective standing here with me. She wants to talk to you.”







CHAPTER TEN
The Window Pane


Bridgeport, Connecticut, 1970
Doc motored back down the stairs after announcing the news about Drake’s drug bust. Chris and I quickly dressed. Ben appeared shirtless with his long hair disheveled. Ivy followed him dressed in a Chinese silk robe. She looked different without makeup and glasses; bad skin, pinhole eyes. Had she and Ben been sleeping together?
I had already slipped my sweater back on and zipped up my jeans. Chris slid on his Levis and buttoned up his shirt.
“We have little time,” Ben said. “Anyone have an idea where we should crash?” 
I cleared my throat. “We could, like, go to my dorm.”
Chris’s face lit up. “Far out. I’ve never slept in a chicks’ dormitory.”
Ivy’s mouth screwed up tight like a withered apple core. “I’d rather go home than be with a bunch of stupid young girls.”
Ben patted her ample rear end. “Why don’t you do that, baby? We’ll take up where we left off tomorrow.” He turned to Chris and me. “Let’s boogie.”
It was well after three a.m. when Ben, Chris, and I, and two duffel bags entered my dorm room. As usual, Denise was spending the night with Joey. I thought no one heard us, but Katie Birnbaum materialized at my door in an oversized U.B. T-shirt and fuzzy slippers. She took one look at the guys and yanked me into the hallway. “Where did you find those two?”
“They’re locals. The blonde goes to school part-time. I don’t know much about the tall one other than his name is Ben.”
“They’re soooo cute. Does Ben have a girlfriend?”
“I’ll find out.” What luck. Even Katie B. would think I was groovy now. She’d never given me the time of day before.
Katie followed me inside. “I’ve got a bottle of Ripple in my room.”
Before long word spread and the guys found themselves surrounded by my swooning Bodine dorm mates. Katie jammed in next to Ben, nearly pushing another girl off the bed. “Want to go for a drive?”
His eyes flickered. “It’s kind of chilly out there, no?”
“My Saab’s got heated seats,” Katie said.
Chris glared at him. “No can do, man.”
Ben squeezed Katie’s hand. “Shit. Can I take a rain-check?”
“Anytime you want,” Katie said.
We all sat drinking the wine out of tiny paper cups from the restroom. At dawn the girls migrated back to their rooms. Ben had fallen asleep on Denise’s bed. As Katie left, she reminded me to find out the scoop on him.
Chris and I cuddled together on my bed. His blonde hair shimmered like gold in the shafts of sunlight peeking through the Venetian blinds. I envisioned myself making love to him. My body felt sexy and alive as I pictured him undressing me, stroking my body.
I fell back asleep and awoke a few hours later as Chris and Ben were straggling out the door. “You’re leaving already?” I asked sleepily.
Chris kissed my forehead. “Wanna tag along?”
He might as well have proposed. “Yeah, sure, just give me a couple of minutes.” I made a quick bathroom stop, brushed my teeth, tucked my tangled hair behind my ears, and rejoined them in the hall.
Chris held my hand as we walked down the street past a deserted Rodman’s Diner. When we arrived at the family house, we found both the front door and the apartment door upstairs wide open. Tables and chairs had been knocked over, broken glass, tuna cans, and a bag of spaghetti were scattered on the kitchen floor.
The next few hours I helped Chris, Ben, and Ivy sweep, wash floors and countertops, make beds, and refold the clothing that had been pulled from closets and dresser drawers.
Later, we hung out in the kitchen while Ivy cooked brown rice and stir-fried vegetables in a wok. As she passed out ceramic bowls of food, the sound of fists pounding on the door below resonated in the room.
Ben eyeballed Chris and clenched his fists. Ivy swallowed hard, and then we heard a muffled voice through the door. “It’s me, Doc.”
Chris unlatched the deadbolt and chain. “Hey, man, I almost shit my pants. Sit down.” He handed him a can of Pabst Blue Ribbon.
Doc drank the whole beer in one long gulp, and belched. “I spoke to Drake. The pigs let him go. Thank God, he’d already left the duffel bags with you.”
Ivy looked up from the stove. “Well, that’s a relief.”
“Did the motherfuckers show up here?”
Ben laughed. “You should have seen the place an hour ago. But they didn’t find a thing.”
Doc wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Man, we sure can’t afford another bust.”
Ivy hugged Doc, then Chris joined in, and so did Ben, forming a circle in the middle of the kitchen. Before I knew it, Chris drew me in, and I stood huddled together with them.
“Peace, love, and good karma,” Ben chanted.
“Right on,” I repeated along with the rest of them.
Chris squeezed my hand. For the first time in my life I felt like I really belonged.
Doc winked. “Welcome to the family, sweet Laila.”
Ivy pursed her lips. “Yes, we now have a little princess from Long Guyland in our midst. Hope she can keep her mouth shut.”
“Give her a break,” Ben said. “She’s cool, and—”
“And what?” Doc said.
“The duffel bags are under her bed in Bodine Hall.”
Doc sighed. “Far out.”
Chris grabbed my hand. “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s go upstairs and finish what we started last night.”
I followed Chris up the dark stairway to his attic bedroom. He lit a candle. Black curtains covered the one window in the room. We started to make out on the saggy bed. The stubble on his chin scratched my face as he searched my mouth with his tongue. We rolled around in the bed. The worn top sheet ripped and the bedsprings creaked.
Chris squeezed my butt and slid his hand down my thigh. “You are one sweet chick.”
Was this a good time to tell him about my big V status? “Chris, do you remember—?”
He put his finger on my lips. “Shush.” He started those tricky tongue moves on my neck.
“Oh, geez, that feels sooo good.” I was more than ready. But once again we were interrupted.
“Chris, you motha, get your white ass down here,” shouted Doc from downstairs. “Drake just got here with some far out sheet.”
Chris slid my sweater over my head.
“Come down, man,” yelled the familiar voice of Ben.
Chris searched my eyes. “Fuck them.” He kissed me and fumbled with the hooks of my bra.
Strange new sensations ripped through my body. Sexy, tingly, wet. I sighed, noticing a bulge in his Levis. Why had I always been so scared when I’d come this close before? All my dates in high school. Summer camp when I ran away from Tommy Abrams. Tonight, I felt ready, confident, hungry for Chris’s touch.
But the voice bellowed from the stairway. “Christopher, I hear you up there. I promise this shit Drake done brought gonna make you groove all the better, man.”
Chris shouted, “Go away, Doc, I don’t give a flying fuck.”
Then the booming sound of people charging up the stairs.
I grabbed my sweater from the floor and slipped it back on. It appeared that Chris and I would never get together.
Doc opened the door. “Knock, knock.” He looked at me appreciatively. My wavy hair ran wild down my shoulders and back. “No wonder Chris don’t wanna come downstairs.”
Ben, Ivy, and their neighbor Drake burst in. They plunked down on the bed and the floor, filling the tiny attic with bodies, arms, legs, and constant chatter as they passed around a bottle of Sangria.
Ben lit a joint and handed it to me. I pretended to inhale and feigned a cough. Just the vapor made me high.
Drake pulled out squares of paper from his front shirt pocket. “Got me a ten-pack of Windowpane here. This shit is as pure as ivory snow.” He passed each of us a square blotted with pink dye. Everyone but I placed the paper on their tongues.
Doc began counting. “Six of us, ten of these. Who wants another one?”
Chris and Ivy held out their hands.
I still clutched the one square in my palm. Chris snatched it from me and stuck it in my mouth. “Let it sit on your tongue. You won’t believe your orgasm on this shit.”
Ivy snickered. “That’s horseshit. You guys just say that so you can get laid.”
Too late now. It tasted slightly bitter on my tongue and then got caught in my throat. I stood, found the bottle of Sangria on the table, and took a slug.
I felt Doc’s eyes on me as I padded across the room. Then he whacked Chris’s back. “You lucky man. She’s got an ass like a black chick.”
Ben and Drake hooted and slapped each other’s hands in a high-five.
Were they making fun of me?
Doc put his arm around Chris’s shoulders. “Take good care of this chick, man. She’s a keeper.”
I began having second thoughts about tripping. What if I got sick or crazy, or both? I flashed on Walter Cronkite talking about Art Linkletter’s kid jumping out a second story window after taking mescaline.
Ivy put on the Jefferson Airplane’s “White Rabbit” on the small stereo Chris had propped on wood crates. One pill makes you larger . . .
She and Chris began to dance. Chris did this fake guitar move and Ivy shimmied her big breasts. Her Indian-print shirt slid down so low her pert nipples popped in and out of view.
Everyone in the room was older and hipper than me. From what I could gather, I was the only one under twenty-one. They’d all been friends for years and had lived in Berkeley together. I was just a dumb girl from Long Island. Did I really belong here? If they knew of my virgin status, they’d have a field day. Ivy would pee her pants laughing.
Ben sat down next to me. “You get off yet?”
I didn’t feel anything. “Maybe I got a dud.”
He grinned and slipped his hand on my knee. Friendly-like, not coming on or anything. “Be paaaaaaaaaaashient.”
Suddenly everyone sounded like a 45rpm record played at 33rpm speed. My limbs felt heavy and my face burned like a brush fire. The world was pixilated. When I closed my eyes, patterns materialized on my eyelids, faintly colored, moving quickly. A fly buzzed and landed on my neck. I slapped it. Nothing there. I closed my eyes and saw blue-grid patterns spinning and stretching. Inside each square of blue were these red spheres with gold electric currents.
Chris sat on the other side of me. “How uuuuuuuuuu feeling, baaaaaaaaaaaaaby?”
“I’m good, yeah, fine. I can see electricity.”
“That’s ’cause Ben Franklin is sitting next to you. Ben’s the real deal.”
My hearing tripped back to normal speed again.
Ben squeezed my arm. “They say you can time travel or see God.”
“I see you. Are you God?”
“I’m just Jesus. I used to be Ben Franklin.”
Chris put his arm around me. “Don’t let him sweet-talk you, baby. He always tries to steal my girlfriends.”
“Not true, man,” Ben protested. “You need to forget all those bourgeois values. Jealousy, greed, materialism.”
“I’m trying.” Chris said.
Ben looked at me. “Forget everything you learned growing up in Long Island, Laila.”
Doc stood up. “Come outside and see the key to the universe with me.”
We all marched down the stairs and out to the street. The houses looked shabby and dilapidated. None of us wore coats. It was cold, maybe thirty degrees, but I felt warm, toasty. Yeah, like French toast grilled in a pan. What time was it? Maybe one or two in the morning, but it could have been closer to ten or eleven p.m. Time slipped away.
Ben showed up with wool army blankets and wrapped them around us. We stood clustered together as one, staring at the black cosmos. Stars shot a rainbow of colors upon us. Lemons, oranges, peaches, and strawberries. Dandelion snowflakes fell in lacy patterns. They brushed my eyelashes and melted in my mouth.
Drake broke away and held out his hands. “Taste the colors, man. Can you see how the planets work?”
Ivy took his hand. “Timothy Leary says that LSD is a truth serum. It promotes unity in the universe.”
Drake kissed her neck. “I just wanna get laid.”
A Puerto Rican guy waved from across the street. He appeared three sheets to the wind, as he tottered on his way.
A sense of belonging consumed me. These people are my family. I love them all, even Ivy. She loves me too, right? “Do you love me, Ivy?”
But Ivy was gone. She and Drake had split.
The cold wind began to chafe my face. We all staggered back inside. Ben sat on the couch and strummed his guitar. He sounded like Neil Young. My trippy state took me back to Long Island and my parents. “Does anyone have a pencil?”
No one answered. Chris and Doc sat playing cards.
I scrambled into the kitchen and tore a piece off a paper bag. Searching through the drawers I found a stubby pencil. Seconds, minutes, or hours later I scribbled a poem at the kitchen table. Time ticked along in strange intervals.

The Suburban Blues
by Laila Levin
Please pass the corn beef hash and don’t chew your food so fast
I mean the last time you were home
We might not have known.
Once you were the apple of Daddy’s eye
And now he just sighs when anyone mentions your intentions.
 
You’ll be lucky if you see twenty-one, with all your fun
According to Life Magazine
Quite Obscene.
Call collect, the least we expect
Make sure you eat every day
And stay away from dirty business, okay?

The words flowed out as fast as I could write them as I sat alone in the kitchen. Now, I yearned for company and meandered back to the living room in search of Chris. Darkness and silence greeted me. Where was everyone? Through the window a pale sun rose on the pink horizon with the promise of a new day and the meaning of life. My God, it was right upstairs in the attic. Time for me to find out.
Two at a time, I rushed up the steps. I was turning eighteen and ready to become a woman with Chris my love, the father of my future children. No longer fearful, I bade farewell to my girlhood. When I reached the attic, I stumbled around in the total darkness that engulfed me. Chris had always lit candles when I’d been there before. His breathing guided me to the bed where I slipped off my jeans and sweater and folded them tidily on the floor. I pulled up the covers and snuggled next to him.
His body felt warm. Two naked bodies molded into one.
The ceiling opened up and snowflakes fell from the sky, wetting the blankets. Mind tricks? A leak in the roof? He rolled over and kissed me. His breath smelled different. His chest hair was damp against my breasts. He kissed my neck, then his lips made a zigzag path down my body.
“Make love to me,” I said, but I didn’t think he heard me.
Time kept skipping around and I remember only parts of what happened. The pressure of him enter inside me. Feeling wet. It didn’t hurt like Denise had said.
He thrust up and down, up and down. My body joined in the rhythm.
Oh my God, it did feel good. It felt great. I wanted to see him, to gaze in his eyes.
We rolled around and I found myself on top. He lightly bit my neck, and moved back on top. Seconds later, he moaned and slid off of me.
I felt sticky-wet between my legs. “Chris. Was I okay?”
He didn’t say a word.
“You know, I never got to tell you this was my first time.”
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding.” His voice sounded strange. He bolted from the bed and snapped on the lamp.
I squinted in the harsh light of a bright yellow bulb, blinked twice, and thought I was still hallucinating.
There before me stood Ben Franklin Jones.







CHAPTER ELEVEN
The Note

Flushing, New York, 2012
The private detective who visited Chris in Tucson is now at my lake house in Austin. Chris broke the pact and told her that Joey and Denise had been my friends. Do he and Ben think I’m still the naïve seventeen-year-old they knew in 1970?
Katie peels out of the Starbucks’ parking lot headed for Denise’s mother’s house in Flushing. “Which way do I turn?”
“I don’t want to go there,” I say. “Chris has betrayed me. Why should I help?”
“Don’t be a fool,” Katie says. “We all need to see this note.” She snatches the GPS from the console and attempts to program in the address. “Damn it, can you give me a hand here?”
I shake my head. “Hello. Did you not feel the hostility of Denise’s brother? The guy’s a psycho. This isn’t the first time I’ve witnessed his bipolar behavior.”
Katie pulls out a cigarette from her purse, tosses it back. “I’ll distract big brother.”
“How will you do that?”
“I haven’t lost my touch.” She bats her eyelashes for emphasis. I remember what a guy magnet she was back in the day. “Tell Mrs. Manelo it’s a matter of life and death.”
My temples ache. I pull out the bottle of Advil, pop another two. “And when she asks why?” 
“Improvise, for chrissakes. Tell her you know something about Denise’s past. A problem with drugs, anything that might interest her.”
I’m beginning to despise this grownup Katie B. She hits every damn pothole in the road as if on purpose. The car bounces, lurches, and clunks as the rain splatters the windshield. A burning sensation in my ear radiates to the back of my neck. Doctor Lee calls it a cluster headache. I get them whenever I stress out.
Then my iPhone rings. 512 area code from Austin. One of these days I’ll learn how to enter my contacts. “This is Laila.”
“It’s Darlene. I need you back at work ASAP. Things are changing really fast.”
I explain I’m still in New York at a funeral but should be back at work tomorrow. “What’s going on?”
“Gotta go,” she whispers, and hangs up the phone without telling me any news.
I pray I still have a job when I return.
Despite my protests, Katie and I arrive at the Manelo’s brownstone house twenty minutes later, then drive around the block three or four times before landing a parking space.
Katie knocks on the door and a tall man in a suit invites us inside. A blast of fresh garlic, tomatoes, and oregano stimulates my nostrils as I follow Katie. The living room is filled with people sitting on overstuffed furniture, speaking in English and Italian. Everyone glares at us again. The two Jewish girls from Mars have not taken the hint.
Mrs. Manelo greets me with a hug. “Thank you for coming, Laila. I apologize for my son. He was always so protective of his sister.” She nods at Katie, who steps in front of me.
“I’m Katie Birnbaum. I knew Denise at Bridgeport, too.”
Mrs. Manelo gives Katie a cursory smile, then grips my hand. “Would you like to see Denise’s room? I remember when you came many years ago and we went to the Costellos for dinner.”
I nod and follow her through the living room.
Katie gives me a thumbs-up.
This is going easier than planned with no sign of big brother. I trail behind Mrs. Manelo up the creaky wood stairs to a dark hallway. We enter Denise’s room, a shrine to the sixties. There’s a single bed, a small antique desk, an oak dresser, and walls of posters. I envision a teenage Denise looking up from her bed (in an altered state, of course) at the posters of Jimmy Hendrix, Jefferson Airplane, Jim Morrison, and the Grateful Dead. A candle and incense sit on the desk. A tattered Indian spread covers the small bed. It’s weird. All these years and Denise’s mother never changed the decor.
Mrs. Manelo slumps onto the bed and pats the spot next to her.
I park myself at her side.
Her hand, speckled with age spots, trembles nonstop. “Denise used to make fun of me for not redecorating her bedroom. Part of me always thought my little girl was coming home to live with her mama. But in reality she never did want to live here with me again.”
I rub my temples, still throbbing from the cluster headache. In the next room floorboards are creaking and I fear Danny is in there waiting to pounce. I’ve witnessed his temper more than once.
The room smells like mothballs and dirty socks with a touch of cinnamon incense. I want to ask Mrs. Manelo about the suicide note, knowing I may never get this opportunity again. But when I look at her proud Italian face so weathered and hopeless, I take the conversation in a different direction. “What was Denise like these last years?”
She pulls out a crumpled tissue from her pocket and dabs her eyes. “Denise didn’t live a very happy life. She worked as an IRS auditor for many years and hated her job.”
I stroke her hand. “She never married?”
“She didn’t even date after she came home from Tucson.”
“When was she in Arizona?”
She sighs. “In the early seventies. When she got back to Queens, I tried to fix her up with boys but she refused. Such a pretty girl…” Her voice trails off.
Another old woman materializes in the doorway. She’s tiny with yellowed features and cheeks crosshatched with razor-fine creases. “She never got over my Joey.”
I stand and gulp, “Mrs. Costello?”
She inspects me like I’m merchandise at a flea market. “A day still doesn’t go by that I don’t cry for him.” Pain distorts her sunken face.
“I can only imagine.”
“You a nice girl. I remember you come to my house for dinner.” She turns to Mrs. Manelo. “Potrebbe capire forse?”
Mrs. Manelo interprets. “Can you understand?”
I tell her I have two boys. “There could be nothing worse than losing a child.”
“What’s worse is never knowing what happened. My husband Joseph died of cancer a few years ago. Un uomo rotto. A broken man.”
“Maybe the tragedy of Denise’s death will finally bring answers,” Mrs. Manelo says.
My heart races. Here’s my shot. “Perhaps I-I can help. Did Denise leave any kind of note?” Fat chance she’ll just hand the thing to me.
Their eyes lock in a grimace of grief. Mrs. Costello gets down on her knees and cries, “You say you’re a mama. Do you know what happened to my Joey?”
The desperate whine in her voice pierces my ears and my heart. I remember Joey giving her a bear hug when we arrived for dinner back in1970. How she clung to him when we were leaving.
My legs are so wobbly I nearly collapse on the floor next to her. “What did Denise say?”
Mrs. Manelo starts weeping, too.
I feel like I’m crossing the boundaries of sanity.
She opens a drawer in the desk, takes out an envelope and hands it to me. “Perhaps Laila has answers.”
The envelope is unsealed. I read the words, To My Beloved Mother scribbled in Denise’s handwriting. My hand trembles as I unfold the note inside written on beautiful cream-colored linen stationary.

Mama, I can’t live with this anymore. Tell Mrs. Costello that Chris Reynolds knows where she can find Joey. Tell her it was no accident.

No sooner had I read it, Katie appears in the room and seizes my hand. “Let’s get a move on.”
The two old ladies’ mouths hang open and they clutch their chests like they’re having dual heart attacks. Katie pushes me toward the doorway.
I should jerk loose from her, stay and comfort the two frenzied old women who have lost their children. At the least, I should give them back Denise’s note, clearly the right thing to do.
I yank free from Katie and hand the letter back to Mrs. Manelo. “I’m sorry.”
Katie’s eyes widen. “What are you doing?”
“Trust me.” I race down the stairs with Katie tagging behind me.
Heavy footsteps thunder above us. I turn back briefly to see fat Danny. His face is red as rhubarb. “I called the police. They’re on their way, bitch.”
I bite my tongue and taste blood in my mouth. “Oh Jesus, we’re in trouble now.”
Katie and I reach the front door with Danny loping behind us huffing, then THUD. I rotate around and see him spread out on the floor.
Outside the rain is now a mere drizzle. There’s a powder-blue VW bus with green-and-white Arizona plates, double-parked across the street. The window rolls down and Ben sticks his head out. “Get in.”
Katie and I jump inside the van. She sits shotgun, and I crawl in the back onto a bench seat with torn cloth interior. I feel like I’m in a seventies time warp. The bus put-put-puts down the street leaving a thick cloud of smoke behind.
“What about the rental car?” I say.
“I’ll take care of it later,” Ben says. He turns the corner and peers at me in the rearview mirror. “You get the note?”
“She had it,” Katie said shaking her finger at me. “But the numbskull gave it back to Mrs. Manelo.”
“Because she’s suffered enough,” I say.
“Well, fuck. Where does that leave us?” Ben asks.
Katie points her finger at me. “You screwed up big time.”
Ben exits onto the Cross-Island Parkway and we pass a sign to JFK.
“Both of you calm down,” I say. “I’ve memorized what was in the note.” I share the contents with them.
Katie glares at Ben. “What did Denise mean by, ‘It was no accident?’”
Ben screeches to a halt at a gas station. His face looks bloodless. “Denise was delusional. Anyone who commits suicide has got to be, right?”
Katie says, “I don’t know.”
Ben takes her hand, then turns back and glares at me with his irresistible gold-flecked eyes. Eyes I once adored. “I swear on everything that’s holy to me, my dog, Bro, my niece in Seattle. Joey’s death was a tragic accident.”
I must believe him. I do believe him. I’ve trusted his story for years.
Dreamed of him, too.







CHAPTER TWELVE
The Big A

Bridgeport, Connecticut, 1970
In the harsh glare of a bare light bulb, Ben Franklin Jones stood naked before me. I watched him slip on his Levis while I remained wrapped in the sheets of the lumpy bed. He was a work of art, like Michelangelo’s David. Tall and lanky with tufts of dark hair trickling down his chest to his navel. His black mane fell sleek to his shoulders like a proud Indian. He grabbed a rubber band from his pants pocket and fastened his hair into a ponytail.
I wrapped the blanket tighter around me. “What do we do now?”
Ben’s eyes twinkled. “You really thought I was Chris?”
“Why would I think anyone else would be in his bed?”
He rubbed his chin. “Sorry to disappoint you.”
Disappointing, no way. Strange, bizarre, yes. “I-I had a good time.” More like a great time. An amazing time.
He bent down and kissed my forehead. “Yeah, it was fun.”
Fun. Like bowling? I thought something powerful and beautiful had transpired between us. Fun barely expressed my feelings of the night. But then I had assumed it was Chris. I felt like a little girl in a grown woman’s nude body.
Ben pulled a pack of Marlboros from his shirt pocket, lit one, and offered it to me. “What happened here doesn’t leave this bedroom.”
I took a puff and coughed. My mouth felt like sandpaper and the smoke tasted gritty and foul. I stubbed it out in a bowl on the nightstand. Ben’s order made me feel miserable. The rainbow of love we’d discovered last night now vanished over the horizon. Stupid girl, you are so out of your league. “My lips are sealed.”
He pulled at the flesh of his cheek. “We, ah, Chris and I have some history in this department.”
My temples throbbed. “So, we pretend last night never happened?”
He handed me my clothes from the floor. “How about I buy you breakfast at Rodman’s?”
I quickly dressed and padded down the stairs behind Ben, feeling hurt and confused. When we reached the living room, Ivy glared at us from the couch. She wore her silk robe and a pair of fuzzy pink slippers. Sunlight peeked through the open blinds illuminating pockmarks on her face. “You two just wake up?”
Ben grabbed her arm. “It’s not what you think.”
“Yeah, and my uncle has a big blue weenie,” Ivy said.
“We just crashed together, nothing happened,” I said.
“Right. Like I believe a stupid chick from Long Guyland.” She turned to Ben. “I got bigger fish to fry today.”
He sat down next to her and placed his arm affectionately around her shoulder. “What’s up?”
Ivy slid off her slipper and rubbed her toes on his foot and up his leg. “Got a smoke?”
I stood watching their banter in a kind of surreal state: Sore, sensitive, and still smelling of sex. Simple fact. What happened between the sheets last night meant nothing to Ben. I had lost my virginity to a man that was already playing footsies with another woman.
I was invisible.
Ivy took off her rimless spectacles and dabbed her moist eyes with a tissue. “Chris was supposed to take me to Boston for the Big A today.”
Ben stroked her arm. “Where is our boy, anyways?”
“Doc took him home after he freaked out on the Window Pane. He never should have taken three hits.”
I felt sick. “My God. Is he okay?”
“He’s in good hands with Doc,” Ben said.
Feelings for Chris flooded my thoughts. We never got our chance to get together. And now I’d blown it. I gazed at Ivy still playing footsies with Ben. “When is Chris coming back?”
She ignored my question. “I have to be at the clinic by three.” A faint smile formed on her lips as she turned to Ben. “Can you drive me?”
“Sorry. Angel called last night while everyone was wasted. I need to deliver the duffle bags, then head back to JFK. Opposite direction.”
Ivy’s eyes welled with tears. “I can’t believe he’d want you to go so soon. We’re lucky we didn’t get busted with the last run.”
“Agreed. I’ve arranged for a kid from U.B. to do the actual transfer.”
“It’s still pretty dangerous if you ask me. Can’t you put him off a day?”
“Put Angel off? You’re shitting me, right?”
Ivy grabbed his wrist. “I really need a ride to Boston. These appointments can’t get changed and I won’t be able to drive home myself.”
Ben turned to me. “Do you have a license, sweetheart?”

I WAS THE LAST PERSON IN THE WORLD Ivy wanted to drive her to Boston for an abortion. Ben sweet-talked me into it while escorting me back to Bodine Hall to pick up the duffle bags. “No one in the family will ever forget this favor, Laila. Chris will be so proud.”
“Right.”
He leaned down and kissed me on the neck. “I’ll be proud, too.”
He was playing a game of emotional ping-pong with me.
After he picked up the duffle bags at Bodine, we walked a couple of blocks down Main Street to a lime-green Ford Pinto where Ivy awaited. When I opened the driver door and got inside, the stench of cigarette butts made me choke. They were everywhere, the ashtrays, the floor, even the console. A spring poked through the upholstery of the driver’s seat into my rear end. I kept shifting from cheek to cheek to try to get comfortable.
Ivy slumped into the passenger seat. She barely spoke, and when she did, it was only to bark directions. “Turn left on Trumbell, no, right next corner, slow down, damn it.”
Would Ivy be grateful to me, and keep her mouth shut?
We had just passed Hartford, about a third the way to Boston, when she insisted we exit I-90 and find a restroom. I drove about a half mile through a seedy neighborhood to a Mobil gas station. Ivy threw open the passenger door before I had come to a complete stop. I watched her ask the attendant for a key and race inside the ladies room.
While waiting for Ivy, I looked out my window at a group of guys loitering with beer cans in their hands. I latched both doors and sang along to Simon & Garfunkel’s Bridge over Troubled Water playing on the Pinto’s AM radio.
A few minutes later, there was banging on the passenger door. Ivy stood with her hands tucked in her jean pockets. Her face was the color of eggshells.
I reached over and pulled up the door-lock for her.
She slowly entered the car. “Head back to Bridgeport.” A pattern of red-brown blotches ran down the front of her jeans.
“Jesus, are you okay? I’ll find a hospital,” I said.
She pulled out a pack of Salems from her floppy macramé purse. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m fine. It’s just a miscarriage.”
“We don’t have to drive to Boston?”
“Brilliant deduction, Laila. I just saved eight hundred bucks. The Butcher can get his blood money from another desperate chick.”
“Who’s the Butcher?”
“Some guy who flunked out of medical school making a fortune performing illegal abortions for rich girls from all the east coast colleges. I had one last year. Believe me, it’s no picnic.”
When we reached the turnpike, I began to panic. Could I have gotten pregnant my very first time? Maybe, right now there was a little pea-sized fetus growing in my belly. Would I soon be headed to the Butcher in Boston for the Big A?
I hadn’t prayed since my Bat Mitzvah when I stood before a large congregation and read from the scrolls of the Torah. It felt strange. If there’s a God up there, pleeease don’t let me be pregnant. I promise not to do anything so stupid again.
Ivy played with the radio station buttons. George Harrison’s “My Sweet Lord” came on, and she sang along.
“This is a sign,” she said. “I really don’t believe in this God bullshit, but I think he heard my prayer.”
I hoped he’d heard mine, too, and secretly promised him that I’d get on the pill as soon as possible. “Can I ask you a favor, Ivy?”
She snorted. “I won’t tell Chris about you and Ben.”
I let out my breath. “Because I drove you today?”
“It’s bad for the family. Everyone needs to trust each other. The last thing I want is the guys going ape-shit over some chick.”
“Was Chris the father? I mean, he was supposed to take you to Boston and all.”
“Let me give you some advice, little girl. If you’re gonna hang around with the family, you need to leave your Long Guyland values back home.”
“I will, I can. I mean, I was just curious.”
She sneered. “The father, hmmmm. Could be Chris, or Ben, or Drake, or, come to think of it, there was that sweet afternoon delight with Doc. Got any Darvon? I got one hell of a stomachache.”







CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Bagels & Salsa

Austin, Texas, 2012
I sleep most of the flight home from New York. As my plane taxis toward the gate in Austin, I stare out the window at twinkling lights, thinking of Ben. I can imagine the sounds of Bob Dylan and Van Morrison blasting from his van’s Bose speakers on the long drive home to Arizona. What would life be like if I’d gone to Tucson with him instead of returning to Eduardo in Austin? A ridiculous fantasy. No way would I do something so insane. Ben Franklin Jones. Still hot as an erupting volcano.
Eduardo is waiting for me in baggage claim. He’s shaved off his mustache and looks younger, almost boyish. He places a light peck on my lips. The tender, comfortable smooch of a couple married twenty-five years. A contrast to a couple of teens in front of us sharing the hot kiss of newly found love. What would it be like to kiss Ben? I must stop this line of thinking.
Eduardo grabs my roll-on. “I missed you.”
I squeeze his free hand. “I’ve just been gone a few days.”
There’s comfortable banter between us as we walk to the parking lot. Ed tells me there was an announcement in the Austin American Statesman this morning about Darlene’s promotion to V.P. He opens the Acura trunk and throws my bag inside. As we speed down Ben White Boulevard, the chitchat ends. After twenty minutes of silence, Ed clears his throat. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”
I feel my face puff like a blowfish and sit back in my seat. The words keep tripping on my tongue and nothing comes out. “I have a migraine right now. I promise we’ll talk when we get home.”
“I’m not waiting any longer than tonight,” he says. Eduardo is a patient man. He turns on the radio and we spend the next half hour listening to NPR before pulling into the driveway of our lakefront house.
My dog Willow runs in circles at the sight of me. She shadows me to the deck where I plop down on my favorite lounge chair. A banana-shaped moon shimmers over the water.
Eduardo arrives with a glass of Mondavi Cabernet, hands it to me. “Are you hungry? I can make tacos.”
“Are there any bagels in the freezer?”
He slides open the door to the house. “Toasted with cream cheese?”
“Sounds good.”
He returns with the bagel, chips and salsa for himself. “So how was the funeral?”
“Very sad.”
Again silence. A mosquito prickles my arm. I slap it silly, then drag my chair closer to Eduardo’s. Where do I start? “Here’s the deal. I spent my first year of college in Connecticut, then transferred to New Mexico with Katie.”
He rubs his neck. “And that’s why the private detective paid us a visit? Are you running for office perhaps?”
“That’s cute.”
He stands and swats a fly on his forehead. “Why didn’t you tell me that before you left for New York?”
I swallow. “There’s more.” I tell him about Joey’s disappearance.
“That involves you in some way?”
Small hairs rise on the back of my neck. Once again I contemplate spilling my guts. Yet I fear losing my husband if he finds out the truth. Better to stay quiet. On the other hand, Eduardo and I have never had secrets. Well, except for this.
The sound of door chimes interrupts my response. Ed offers to see who is there. I retreat to my bedroom and press the intercom button. A female voice speaks to Ed in Spanish. He invites her upstairs to our main living area and offers her coffee. How strange is this?
“Laila, there’s a woman here who wants to talk to you,” he shouts.
I check myself out in the mirror, splash cold water on my face, and run a comb through my tangled hair before walking to the kitchen where they’re seated. I’m surprised to find a striking Hispanic woman with long black hair and a body like Salma Hayek at the table. She speaks in Spanish to my husband, as he places a cup of espresso in front of her.
Neither of them notice me. Their voices are hushed. She brushes my husband’s hand with her finger. “Mi mamá no va a creer como guapo seas todavía, despues de tantos años.”
Three years of rusty high school Spanish tells me she said something about her mother not believing how handsome my husband still is. I go behind her chair and tap her shoulder. “Does your mother know Eduardo?”
She snakes her body around to face me. “You must be Laila.”
I extend my hand. “And you are?”
“Juanita Sanchez.” She shakes my hand, then gazes at my husband.
“Funny coincidence,” Eduardo says. “Juanita’s mother and mine grew up together.”
She glows. “When Eduardo graduated from high school, I was still a child. I used to have a girlhood crush on him. Silly, no?”
“A riot,” I say.
“You do remember my mother’s friend, Virgie?” Ed says.
I recall an overweight woman decked out in turquoise jewelry speaking Spanish to my mother-in-law in her kitchen. “Yes, vaguely.” I turn to Juanita. “So what are you doing here in Austin?”
“That’s the coincidence. I came here to see you.” She passes me her card.

Juanita Sanchez, Private Investigator
Juanita Bonita Detective Agency
409 San Mateo Blvd, NE, Albuquerque, New Mexico
www.Juanitabonitadetective.com (505) 789-9876

“Clever company name,” I say.
“Sí, it stands out in the Yellow Pages.”
I glare at my husband. “This certainly is a coincidence.”
Eduardo smiles, revealing his one dimple. “Juanita is the detective who paid a visit while you were in New York.”
“Funny you didn’t mention that you two knew each other when we spoke on the phone.”
“You didn’t ask,” he says with a stupid grin.
I rotate my eyes. “Cute.”
Juanita interrupts our banter. “I have a few questions for you about the disappearance of Joey Costello.”
Beads of sweat form above my lip. “Who hired you?”
“My client prefers to remain anonymous,” she says.
“Why should I talk to you?”
“Because I have enough evidence to reopen Joey’s missing-person case. And I have friends at the FBI. Better to talk to me than get them involved.”
I consider my options. Is there a statute of limitations on a missing person’s case? If only I knew what Chris told her.
Juanita takes out a stiff black notebook from her briefcase. Who doesn’t use a laptop or iPad these days? Perhaps she’s all volume and no content. A few pecans short of a fruitcake? Wishful thinking on my part.
“I believe you and your friends know what happened to Joey when he disappeared the night before the Kent State shootings,” she says with conviction.
“Believe what you like,” I say.
“Chris said that he and Denise were your friends, not his.”
Ben warned me about this. “I have no comment.”
“Did you make a cross-country trip to New Mexico the day after the Kent State shootings? The day after Joey disappeared?” So much for underestimating Juanita Bonita. She’s done her homework.
“I went to school at UNM in Albuquerque. I’m sure you already know that.”
She glances at Eduardo, then down at her notebook. A tendril of black hair falls in her face, which she sweeps back. “So you have no idea what happened to Joey?”
“No.”
Eduardo interrupts. “Can I get you more coffee, Juanita? Some food perhaps?” 
Juanita smiles at him. One of her bottom teeth is chipped. Not that I’m looking for defects. “No, gracias.” She circles back to me. “Exactly what is your relationship with Ben Franklin Jones?”
I let out my breath. “You’re grasping at straws.” She knows way more than I ever imagined. “Perhaps you should leave.”
Ed looks at me. “That’s rude, Laila.”
My eyes burn. “Have you been listening to what’s going on here?”
“As a matter of fact, I’m trying to figure that out,” Ed says defiantly.
Juanita slams her notebook shut. “Está bien. I’ll say buenos noches for now. Marca mis palabras.”
What’s with the Spanish?
Eduardo offers to escort her downstairs.
“No, let me,” I say. Willow follows us to a baby-blue Ford Mustang convertible. I assume she lucked out with a great rental, but then notice the yellow Land of Enchantment plates. “Nice wheels. Long drive from Albuquerque though.”
“I don’t like airplanes much.”
“Neither does Ed.”
She laughs. “Must be a Sabinal thing.” Sabinal is the small ranching town where they both grew up. “We’re happy to stay put on our ranches. Our ancestors have lived there for over three hundred years.”
“Ed likes travel, just not flying. We went to Italy and Greece for our twenty-fifth wedding anniversary last year.”
“I’m sure Eduardo did you a big favor. Our familias have little interest in Europe.”
She strikes a nerve. While Ed enjoyed himself, he flew white-knuckled the whole thirteen hours despite a horse-dose of Xanax. It may be hard to get him on a plane again.
“Eduardo has no idea how wild you were back in the day, does he?”
“You don’t know me or my husband.”
“This much I know about Eduardo. He would not approve.”
“I assume Denise hired you initially. But who’s paying you now that she’s dead?”
She opens the driver’s door of the Mustang. “If I were you, Señora, I’d tell me the truth of what happened that night. Your amigos viejos will betray you.”
She’s struck another nerve. No way can I trust Chris. Or Ben for that matter.
After Juanita peels off, Eduardo and I barely speak. I can’t believe he doesn’t comprehend that Juanita Bonita is out to destroy me. On the other hand, how can I blame him when I’ve omitted so much. I empty the dishwasher, then rattle around the kitchen wiping countertops, polishing the stovetop, scrubbing the sink for the third time.
Eduardo works on his laptop redoing estimates for a remodel job for one of the rental properties.
Time to make peace. I open the refrigerator and yell, “Wanna beer?”
He turns up behind me. “When are you going to tell me what’s going on?”
“I thought your girlfriend had filled you in on everything.”
“Knock it off, Laila. You’re using her to avoid telling me what the hell happened.”
“Do you realize she’s trying to ruin me?”
“If I knew what you did, I might be more sympathetic.”
“It’s complicated,” I say.
“What else haven’t you told me these last twenty-five years?”
“Ef you.” I feel like a hypocrite. A part of me wants to break the pact and share everything that happened. My marriage is at stake. Maybe worse.
Ed retreats to our bedroom and slams the door behind him.
I pour a glass of Chardonnay and head to the deck with Willow trailing behind. Hundreds of stars scintillate above. Willow jumps on the lounge chair and nuzzles next to me. A pungent smell of barbeque from the neighbor’s gas grill sifts through the air. I’ve worked so hard to make my life turn out like this. Eduardo, the boys, this amazing lake house we designed and built together. A few more years at LBJ and I can retire and look forward to grandchildren and travel. Will my dark past ruin my marriage and future happiness?
I head to the bathroom where I undress, then tiptoe into the bedroom and slip under the covers.
Eduardo stirs and turns toward me. “You still mad?”
“Who says I was mad?”
“You generally don’t cuss unless you’re really pissed at me, no?”
“How come you didn’t offer me any food?” I ask.
He touches my cheek. “So you were jealous?”
I push his hand away. “No way.”
“Admit it. This is a first,” he says.
“Okay, maybe, a tiny bit. But you weren’t on my side. That’s a first.”
“I am on your side,” he says. “But I can’t help you if I don’t know what happened.”
I choose my words carefully. “This guy Joey was my roommate Denise’s boyfriend.”
“The one whose funeral you just went to in New York?”
“Yes. He disappeared the day before Kent State. Some people thought he may have gone out to Ohio and got caught up in that. He was very political.”
“Juanita said you took off cross-country after Kent State.”
Once again I pause before speaking. Nothing I say is a lie although there are some omissions. “Katie and I had already applied to UNM. When the Kent State massacre happened, Bridgeport closed along with a lot of other universities. We decided to head out to New Mexico early.”
“And Denise?”
“She stayed behind.”
“Why does Juanita think you’re mixed up in this guy Joey’s disappearance?”
“Denise’s suicide has brought the whole thing up again. Joey’s mother was at the funeral.”
“My God, Laila. You didn’t mention she committed suicide.”
Oops. “It, er, was too painful for me to talk about.”
He sits up in bed. “Damn it, Laila. What else have you omitted?”
“Nothing. That’s it. I drove cross-country with Katie to go to UNM.”
Ed yawns. “I’m not buying it, but we’ll talk more tomorrow. I’ve got to get up early and drive down to Frontier Trail. Ellen hasn’t paid the rent. We can’t afford another vacancy.”
He’s right. Two vacant houses would be a financial hardship right now. But I don’t dare say that or he’ll take it the wrong way. I’m grateful for the reprieve from dealing with any more questions tonight. Before long, we cuddle together in spoonsies fashion like the old married couple we are.
I’m just about to fade into sleep when Ed says, “So who is this Ben Franklin guy?”







CHAPTER FOURTEEN
The Emancipation Proclamation

Bridgeport, Connecticut, 1970
By the time Ivy and I reached the belching smokestacks of Bridgeport, her jeans were soaked in blood. “My God, if you won’t go to the hospital, maybe you should see a doctor,” I said.
“Just get me upstairs.” She groaned and grasped my arm as she faltered from the car and down Main Street to the family’s house.
I helped her up the stairs and unlocked the deadbolt of both the front door and the upstairs apartment with her keys. The place was dark and solemn as a funeral parlor. Ivy wobbled into the bathroom moaning of stomach pains and leaving a trail of red dots.
I followed her inside the john and filled the yellow-stained, claw-foot bathtub with hot water. She slid off her bloody pants and the rest of her clothing and threw them in a pile on the fractured linoleum floor.
Red-brown blood caked her pubic hair and mottled her thighs. She clung to my arm as she climbed into the tub. “Can you make a pot of tea and bring me a cup? Christ, ooooh, this pain is bad!” She held her hands on her swollen tummy. Spurts of red fluid snaked around the tub.
All that blood scared me. “This isn’t normal. You should go to the hospital.”
“Just get the fucking tea, okay?”
My first inclination was to see if Chris was in the attic, but I rushed to the kitchen, set up the teakettle, and retrieved a box of Constant Comment tea from the pantry. Then I raced upstairs and clicked on the lamp. Chris was sound asleep in bed. It felt like a lifetime since I’d seen him, but it was only yesterday. I thought about my lovemaking with Ben. Should I confess what happened? Would he ever forgive me? Maybe not right now. His face looked chalky. “Chris, hello. It’s me, Laila.”
Chris didn’t move.
I touched his arm then applied more pressure. Even when I snapped my fingers above his face, his eyes remained shut. As I moved my face closer to his, I nearly gagged from the stench of his breath. But thank God. For a moment, I feared he was dead.
The wood stairs creaked with the sound of footsteps. A somber-looking Doc stood in the doorway dressed in khaki pants and a white lab coat. If not for the eye patch, I wouldn’t have recognized him in that garb. “He’s gonna be okay, honey.”
“Are you sure? He hasn’t moved.”
“He had a bad trip. I gave him a couple of Quaaludes to bring him down. He’ll sleep it off for a few days. What the hell happened to Ivy?”
I told Doc about our literally aborted trip to Boston.
He explained that when he arrived at the house he noticed the trail of blood and the sound of the teakettle shrieking. He followed the red splotches from the bathroom to Ivy’s bedroom where he found her sprawled on the bed.
“Is she going to be okay?”
He touched my cheek. “She’s resting. I gave her something to help with the stomach pain.”
“What are you a doctor or something?”
He flashed a gold-capped smile. “I was studying to be a surgeon when I lost my eye. Now I’m working as an orderly at St. Joseph’s.”
What could I say? “Sorry.”
He pursed his lips. “Ivy wanted me to do the abortion, but ya know, I don’t do that shit. Mom raised me Catholic.”
I nodded. “I, ah, understand.”
“Ivy did this to herself. She used a coat hanger.”
I put my hands over my ears. It was too much for me to handle.
Doc took my hands from my head and held them in his. “You done good, taking care of Ivy. Now you get some rest. Go back to that dormitory of yours for a few days. I’ll keep things together here.”
When I reached our dorm room, I found Denise in bed singing along to Donovan’s “Mellow Yellow.” She smiled at me. “Okay, Lai, I’ll bet my Dead collection that you did it with that Chris dude last night.”
I grinned. “Cool. Guess I’ll take possession now.”
“You didn’t make it with him! Joey and I both—”
“You better sit down.” I started to tell her about what had happened and then hesitated when it came to confessing what had transpired with Ben. Bottom line, I just couldn’t own up to what I’d done. I told her that Chris and I had come close but had been interrupted before we could go all the way. That was the truth with a minor omission.
Okay, it’s not so minor. I don’t know why I couldn’t share it with Denise. Maybe I believed the fewer people who knew, the less chance Chris might find out. Maybe I felt like a jerk. One thing I did know. Last night had been a life-altering event that I couldn’t get out of my head.

THE NEXT MORNING, I scrambled into American History class a few minutes late. Professor Friedman was a phenomenal professor but frowned on students who didn’t arrive to his classes on time. He glared as I slithered down the aisle to a seat in the back of the classroom. To my horror as I pulled out my notebook, I noticed everyone around me scribbling in blue booklets. I’d completely forgotten we were having a test on the Civil War.
My stomach felt like I had swallowed a six-pack of razor blades. What if I failed? Back to Long Island, that’s what.
Professor Friedman handed me the exam and a booklet. “Miss Levin, you’re lucky I’m in an exceptionally good mood this morning.”
I gulped. “Sorry I’m late, sir.”
I rarely sweat. It could be one hundred degrees with ninety-percent humidity and I’m dry as a rattlesnake. But that morning, perspiration flowed from every pore like an automatic sprinkler system on Ex-lax.
As I scrutinized the exam, I believed it possible to squeak through a passing grade on the multiple-choice questions. I’d taken honors social studies in high school and remembered quite a bit of American history. But the essay questions were another story. We were given a choice:

Discuss Lincoln’s war strategy after the attack of Union troops at Fort Sumter.
OR
What was the meaning and purpose of the Emancipation Proclamation?

I chose the latter. All I could recall from Dr. Friedman’s lectures was that the Emancipation Proclamation was an executive order that committed the Union to ending slavery, a controversial decision even in the North. That one fact by itself would not get me a passing grade on the exam.
Taking a “creative” approach I filled up a whole blue book comparing the Emancipation Proclamation (hereafter referred to as EM), to my own “emancipation” from Long Island middle class, non-socially conscious, unenlightened, materialistic values.
Like the slaves in the EM, I, Laila Levin was now free. This meant I could now do whatever felt good. No guilt attached either. Note: I did not mention drugs, sex, and rock and roll, but assumed Professor Friedman knew that ‘felt good’ referred to them.
Like EM, my decision to lead this new life was very controversial. To my parents for sure, even to me at times.
After two hours, I reeled from the classroom in tears. I doubted Professor Friedman would appreciate my unusual take on the essay. For the first time in my life, I might actually fail an exam. I’d never gotten a grade below a B. Usually, pulled straight A’s.
What if I lost my scholarship? I’d refuse to go back to Long Island. I belonged with my new family. With Chris and Ben. Why did I keep screwing everything up? I couldn’t even screw the right guy, for chrissakes.
Following class, I headed to the U.B. clinic. The Bodine girls had said you could get birth control pills there. They’d often spoke in whispers about enduring painful pelvic exams by ‘Dr. Grumpy.’ A small price to pay for the ‘magic pills’ that provided women with their freedom.
I sat in the waiting room for over two hours reading an old Look magazine with Mia Farrow on the cover. Finally, a nurse with a shock of bottle-red hair led me to an examination room and handed me a cloth gown. She told me to undress, scoot my hips down to the end of the table, and place my feet in the stirrups.
Shortly after, ‘Dr. Grumpy’ arrived, checked out my chart, and squinted at me.
I squeezed the nurse’s hand as he began the exam. She said to think about something pleasant like ice cream. I closed my eyes and pretended I was body surfing in the ocean in Florida. My family had spent many Christmas vacations there.
After the doctor was done, he told me everything looked okay “down there,” and scribbled out a prescription. I asked him how soon the pills would take effect.
“Just because you’re on the pill now young lady, doesn’t give you a license to be a whore,” was all the response I got.
The nurse shrugged.
I filled the scrip at the local pharmacy on Main Street. The hell with the moralistic doctor, my parents, and the whole establishment. I was now armed and ready to have some fun.
It was late afternoon and shafts of the fading sunlight reflected on the dirty snow in the street. I decided to go visit Chris and test out my new pills. As I trotted past Rodman’s Diner, I popped one in my mouth. A couple of bikers started to whistle, then one gave hand motions to the others, and they all turned away. Doc had clearly gotten the word out.
I arrived at the family’s house and pounded on the front door until my knuckles felt sore. When I gripped the doorknob, I discovered the door was unlocked. A thousand butterflies filled my stomach as I climbed the stairs to the apartment and found the door ajar. Would Chris be mad for me to arrive uninvited? Would Ben be home by now?
The place was eerily silent. I wandered up to the attic and found Chris asleep with the lamp still on. I touched his face.
To my surprise his eyes opened. “Hey darlin’, I’ve been waiting for you. I even took a shower.”
I smiled. Thank God Chris was okay. “I went back to my dorm. How you feeling?”
“Much better, but I’m chilly.” He pulled up the blankets. “Why don’t you climb inside and warm me up?” He reached out for my hand and kissed it. “I’ve been dreaming of this moment since the other night.”
My body shivered in anticipation as I slipped off my jeans and peasant blouse and cuddled close to Chris in the bed.
He pressed his body next to mine. “You’re really a cute chick.”
“Ah, thanks.”
He placed a sloppy kiss on my mouth. His breath was yucky. Things continued to move so fast that before I knew it, he had jammed himself inside me and began propelling himself up-and-down. In-and-out. It felt more strange than sexy.
Oddly, all I could think about was failing my American History exam and how I would explain losing my scholarship to my parents. Maybe I could secure a job in one of the Bridgeport factories and move in with the family.
Something was wrong. I thought about the night with Ben. How I had glowed and tingled all over. Did Ben know I was up here with Chris? Did he care?
Chris continued pumping himself on top of me, and minutes later yelled, “Jesus!” and slid off.
That’s it? Hot liquid dripped down my thighs.
He kissed my cheek. “Got a cigarette?”
“Sorry, I don’t smoke.”
He crept from the bed, fumbled around the floor, and retrieved a butt that had been half-smoked. “So, what did you think of your first time, sweetheart?”
“How did you… I mean, why did you think that?” I was positive I’d never disclosed my virginity status to him.
He took my chin in his hand. “Ben told me.”
I began to tremble. “Ben told you what?”
“That you still, ya know, hadn’t had your cherry popped yet.”







CHAPTER FIFTEEN
The Go-Between

Austin, Texas, 2012
I ignore Ed’s question about Ben Franklin and pretend I’m asleep. Where would I begin to explain to my husband the tangled relationship I had with that man?
The next morning, I return to work at my LBJ office in downtown Austin. I open my Outlook calendar and create a task to call Chris later. It’s critical to find out exactly what he told that detective. I also make a task to find an attorney.
I’ve only been gone for three business days, but I have over one hundred e-mails. Computer requests, issues with software, business exceptions for me to approve. There are announcements about Bob E.’s ascent to CEO, and Darlene’s promotion to V.P.
My assistant Dana strolls in with a stack of papers for me to sign.
“Welcome back. How was the funeral?”
“Very sad. Thanks for asking. Anything special I need to focus on?”
Before she can respond, a whiff of exotic perfume fills the air followed by Darlene in a navy pants suit. She smiles at my assistant. “How you doing, honey? Dana, right?”
They exchange small talk, then Dana exits, closing my office door behind her.
Darlene parks herself in one of the three brown fabric chairs provided for visitors. “I gather you received my voicemail?”
“I’m thrilled for you. V.P. Wow, congratulations,” I say.
“I need to fill you in on a few developments.” She scrutinizes my face. “You look exhausted. That’s right. You were at a funeral. Who died?”
“A friend from college. I’ll be okay. I just have jet lag.”
“Plenty’s happened since you’ve left. Heads have begun to roll.”
I swallow hard. “Am I one of them?”
“Relax, sweetie. You’re golden while I’m around. And I plan on staying for a very long time. Maybe replace Bob E. someday.”
“So, what’s going on?”
“I’ve made arrangements to move your office closer to mine. You’ll be involved with communications.”
I don’t have a clue what she means by ‘communications.’ I’ve spent the last twenty years in I.T. Rather than question her logic, I say, “You can count on me.”
She touches my arm. “I need someone I can really trust. There’s a promotion in it for you. But we’ll have to give that a few weeks.”
I let out a sigh of relief. With Eduardo out of work we can definitely use the money. “Thank you, that’s great news.”
“I’ve arranged for facilities to move you ASAP.”
I glance out my office window at the cubicles of my staff. Darlene resides in an adjacent building with very little available office space. “What about my employees?”
“Don’t worry, everything’s taken care of.”
That seems like an impossible task even for a new V.P. but then there’s the impending layoff. She bites one of her acrylic nails. “You won’t believe the politics. I already have a problem. Phil McCoy has brain cancer. He’s announcing his resignation tomorrow.”
Phil is one of the LBJ board members. “Sorry to hear that.”
“Word is out Governor Perry is going to choose Congressman Foreman’s wife. You’ve heard of the woman?”
“I can’t say I pay much attention to Texas politics.”
“You should, honey. This woman is one hell of a bitch.” She checks her watch. “Got to go. We’ll talk more later.”
She exits my office as two guys in LBJ
Corp baseball caps arrive from facilities with cardboard boxes. We briefly discuss what I need packed, then they start boxing up my files.
Part of me wants to stay put here in the I.T. management job I’ve performed for five years. At this stage of my life, I’m not looking for upward mobility. What does Darlene reallyhave in mind with this offer of a communications job? She promised a promotion but hasn’t been all that specific.
My assistant, Dana, and Matthew, one of my software developers, park themselves at my door with baffled looks on their faces.
“Is everything okay?” Dana asks as the movers haul off my desk.
I give her a lopsided grin. “Why don’t you set up a staff meeting?”
Dana steps inside the office and whispers, “Did you get fired?”
“Oh, no!” It dawns on me, with all the rumors of layoffs, my employees think I got the hatchet. “I’m just moving to the Gartner building to do a project for Darlene McIntire. You all will be joining me soon.”
Dana sighs. “Thank God. So when are we moving?”
Matthew shakes his head. “I’ve heard the space situation in Gartner is so bad, they’re doubling up in cubicles.”
I assure my staff I’d never let that happen to them. Sharing office space never goes over well at LBJ.
It takes hours to unpack and organize everything in my new office located next to Darlene’s. The view of Lake Austin normally reserved for executives is awesome. I wonder if she’s told my boss Victor about the move.
Darlene enters my new office, smiles, and closes the door behind her. “It’s so good to have someone around I can trust.” She sits down in a chair and crosses her long legs. “When you’re V.P., people are always sucking up to you. Guys resent a woman having so much power.”
“I never thought of it that way.”
“You have to watch your back. If anyone found out I was doing Bob E., I’d be literally screwed.”
She giggles at the double entendre, and I force out a laugh even though I find the comment more dumb than funny. I hate her references to her relationship with Bob E. Why can’t she leave me out of it? Changing the topic, I ask her when my staff will get reassigned cubes in the building. Can she really make that happen?
The pads of her fingertips tap my desk. “There’s a bit of a snafu there. It may be a few weeks, possibly a month.”
“How will I hold my daily briefings?”
Darlene suggests we use webcams.
I decide to drop the matter for now and go along with her suggestion. My stomach feels queasy. “I’ll ask Victor if we have money in the budget for them.”
She waves her hand dismissively. “You no longer report to him. Just buy them.”
Victor won’t be pleased at this news and I’m not sure where this leaves my staff. There is no available space in the cubicles in front of my new office. Then it dawns on me that Darlene may have a plan for those employees currently occupying the offices. I whisper, “Are these people getting downsized?”
“I prefer to think they’re being replaced with people I trust. Most of them don’t like me anyway.”
Has the hard drive in her head corrupted? Darlene inherited most of these employees from the last V.P. who took an early retirement package. She hasn’t given them much of a chance.
She hands me an envelope. “Can you take this over to Bob E.’s office? Make sure you hand it directly to him. Don’t let Geisha Gal get her hands on it.”
“I understand.”

AS I RIDE THE ELEVATOR DOWN to Bob Englewood’s executive office, I wonder if this is what Darlene meant about a ‘communication opportunity.’ I enter the outer office of our new CEO, and say hello to Suzi Lin, Bob E.’s gorgeous Asian secretary, who’s immaculately dressed in a tailored suit with a red silk scarf around her neck. She looks up from her computer and asks how she can help me.
I tell her that Bob E.’s expecting me. How shabby I must appear in the jeans, sneakers, and LBJ T-shirt I’ve got on. My hair is thrown in a ponytail. I thought I’d be spending the day unpacking boxes, not visiting with the CEO.
A soft yellow light illuminates Bob E.’s office. Suzi picks up the phone, dials his extension, and announces my presence. Seconds later she tells me to go inside.
Numerous soccer plaques and pictures of Bob E. with different groups of boys and girls dressed in shorts and jerseys fill the walls. The room is decorated in a contemporary motif with a teak desk, matching round table and four sleek chairs. A photo of him with a pretty blonde, two cute kids, and a golden retriever sits on the credenza in a pewter frame.
What am I doing here? This perfect American family could end up devastated by Bob E.’s cheating.
He looks up from his laptop and smiles. “Darlene says you have some confidential correspondence for me.” His thick wavy hair is graying at the temples, while his eyes are as blue as his floor-to-ceiling Lake Austin view. He has muscular arms like a guy who works out regularly. I’d rarely seen him this close-up before. Usually, he’s standing on a podium giving a speech.
I clear my throat and hand him the envelope.
Bob E. tears it open, reads her note, and chuckles. Then he rips it up and glances up at me. “Darlene has plans for you.”
It’s obvious why he’s charmed the pants off of her. “Ah, yes, she said something about a promotion.”
“Where did you grow up? I detect a bit of Yankee,” he says.
“That’s my Long Island accent coming out after many years out west. It appears whenever I’m nervous.”
He beams. “Didn’t mean to make you uneasy. I did my bachelors degree at NYU on a football scholarship. Just love New Yourkas. Can you imagine being a kid from Smithville, Texas, in the Big Apple for college? Hell, best time of my life. All those pretty girls.”
I smile. “Funny, I grew up on Long Island and came out west. I did my MBA here at UT.”
“Interesting. I bet we crisscrossed the country about the same time.” His phone rings, but he doesn’t pick it up. Then his cell beeps.
He glances at the caller ID. “I should probably catch this.”
I point at the door. “I’ll leave.”
“No, stay. It’ll just be a minute.”
He clicks a few buttons. “Hi, darlin’. Yes, I’ll pick up Josh… Tell Lilly, Daddy’s proud. And don’t forget to make the kennel reservation for Goldie. Love you, too.”
While I knew he had a family, this now feels like a reality show and I’m part of the wrecking crew. Wifey, Josh, Lilly, even poor Goldie the dog. This can’t be the first time he’s strayed.
He clicks off the cell and glances at his watch. “Before I forget, tell Darlene I’ll be there at nine.”
“Okay.”
“So where on Long Island—?”
His phone rings again. This time he picks up. “No kidding, send her in.” He smiles. “It’s our new board member.”
The door to his office slowly opens and the aroma of Chanel perfume infuses the air. A large-boned woman with boobs the size of small cantaloupes appears. She takes her sunglasses off unveiling long fake lashes and a face stretched tight with Botox. She looks vaguely familiar but ignores my presence.
Bob E. extends his hand out to her. “You look terrific, Ivy. Long time no see.”







CHAPTER SIXTEEN
The Pretender and the Bitch

Austin, Texas, 2012
Ivy flutters her glued-on eyelashes as she chatters on about how positively thrilled she is to be selected as an LBJ board member. She never glances my way, not for a second, until I clear my throat.
Bob E. takes the opportunity to introduce us. “Laila, this is Ivy Foreman. She’s our newest LBJ board member.”
My God. Poison Ivy all grown up to become a congressman’s wife. I have to control myself to keep from laughing out loud.
Ivy turns to me. Her eyes pop open like carved holes in a jack-o-lantern, and she blushes through three coats of foundation.
We all stand in silence for an endless few seconds as she launches mental ice-daggers.
I want to say, yes, it really is me, Laila Levin, standing here in 2012 in the office of LBJ. Not the normal me, dressed in an appropriate work outfit from Dillard’s, but me, wearing sloppy jeans and an LBJ work shirt with a messy ponytail. Instead, I extend my hand. “How ya doing, Ivy? Long time.” 
A vein protrudes from her forehead as she shakes my hand. “I’m sorry. Have we met before?”
No way she doesn’t remember me unless she had a lobotomy. But I figure if she wants to play this game that it might be in my best political interest to go along. “Guess not.”
Bob E. pats her hand and grins at me. “Ivy went to Yale. That’s where she met the Congressman.”
I try hard to suppress a torpedo of giggles. This woman was way too busy on her back in Bridgeport to ever have made it to New Haven.
Ivy scowls as though she’s aware of my thoughts. “Nice to meet you. Hope to get better acquainted in the future.”
I catch Bob E. peeking at her cleavage as it strains for release from her sheer white blouse.
One thing is certain. Ivy’s enormous boobs have remained intact.

LATER THAT EVENING as I enter my house in Lake Travis through the garage, Willow races down the steps barking. She usually greets me with licks and a wagging tail, not loud barks. I follow her up the curved stairway and hear someone rustling around. “Hello… Ed, is that you?” His truck wasn’t in the driveway.
Still barking, the dog herds me up the stairs through the living room to the kitchen. “Honey?”
“Perdón, es sólo mí.”
My spine stiffens at the sight of Juanita by the table.
“What the hell are you doing here?” I say.
Her brown eyes have a shoe-button look. “I, er, came back to see you earlier and needed to use the restroom. Eduardo was leaving for an emergency at a rental property and said it was okay.”
My herniated disk reacts by sending shooting pains down my leg. “I don’t believe you.”
She presses her hands together. “He was headed to Frontier Trail. Something about a tenant moving out.”
Maybe it’s true. She couldn’t possibly know such specifics about our rentals if Ed hadn’t shared the information. I’m furious at him for allowing this to happen. “Get out of my house. And while you’re at it, get out of my life.”
“If everything’s so innocent, why can’t you be straight with me?” she asks.
“What authority do you have anyway?”
“Based on my conversations with Chris, I’ve contacted a friend of mine in the FBI.”
I swallow. “Joey disappeared decades ago. Seems to me there’s a statute of limitations on missing persons.”
She grabs my wrist. “We’ll see about that.”
I yank my arm free. What did Chris tell her?
Her voice softens. “I can help you. Just tell me what you know.”
Sure she’ll help me. And my eighty-nine year old mother is giving birth to triplets.
Our eyes lock in open warfare. Then she glances out the study window at the negative edge pool with Lake Travis behind it. “Spectacular view. Siempre quería una casa como este.”
“What the ef does that mean?” Not that I really care what she says.
She smiles, “I’ve always wanted a place like this.”
“Really. Maybe someday you’ll strike it rich as a P.I.”
“Once you’re in prison, I’m sure Eduardo will get lonely.”
Without thinking twice, I slap her bonita face. Hard. Something I’ve never done to anyone in my whole life. And you know, it feels really good. Goddamn fantastic.
Juanita looks startled and places her fingers on the chili-pepper red imprint of my hand on her cheek.
Just then the rumbling sound of the garage door opening below us rattles the room. Seconds later, Ed arrives upstairs. He glances at Juanita, then at me. “What’s going on?”
I stammer, “Did you give her permission to be alone in our home?”
He narrows his eyes at Juanita.
“I, ah, had to use the restroom after you left. I didn’t think it was a big deal,” she says.
“You were getting into your Mustang when I was heading out in my truck.”
She touches his arm. “Look, I’m sorry. The door was unlocked.”
We rarely lock our doors in Lakeway. I make a mental note this habit needs to change. I turn to Eduardo. “She has no right snooping around our home.”
“It’s best you leave, Juanita,” he says.
“Comprendo. Adiós, Eduardo.”
I shout, “You understand, my ass.”
She dashes from the room, down the steps, and out the front door. Within seconds the Mustang motor purrs, and the sound of screeching tires fills the cul-de-sac.
I beckon Ed’s eyes. “She wants to move in with you after I go to prison.”
Ed turns away. He doesn’t give a damn what Juanita said. “I’ve had enough of your bullshit, Laila. I want the truth, and I want it right now.”







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
The Family Business

Bridgeport, Connecticut, 1970
Chris remained in the lumpy attic bed with an endless headache and severe nausea for the better part of the week. His pupils were dilated, and he alternated between dripping in sweat and shivering with chills.
I’d make trips to the cafeteria and sneak out food for him; snack-size boxes of Cornflakes and Sugar Pops, peanut butter-and-jelly sandwiches, chicken, mashed potatoes, and cherry Jello. He’d pick at the food, eating very little.
I tracked down his professors and told them Chris had pneumonia. They provided me with numerous assignments, but Chris barely looked at them. One day he threw up yellow-green slime all over the blankets. “You don’t have to stay here and witness this,” he muttered.
I stripped the bed, helped him down the stairs to the bathroom, and held ice chips to his chapped lips while he sat in the claw foot tub.
He splashed me with bath water and smiled. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”
“Just call me Florence Nightingale.”
“You’d look hot in a white uniform.”
I smiled. “Want to play doctor?”
He grabbed my hand. “Give me a few days. I can’t wait to fuck you again. It’s just I feel so—”
“I was kidding. We’ve got a lifetime to make love.” Shit. What did I just say? “I don’t mean we’re like married or anything.”
He caressed my face. “One never knows the future. Nobody’s ever done anything like this for me.”
“Not even your mother?”
His eyes welled up. “My mom worked two jobs after the asshole disappeared. We had to hang tough when we got sick.”
“The asshole?” 
“That’s what my brother and I called my father. When I was ten, he buzzed on out to the racetrack one day and didn’t return.”
“You never saw him again?”
He shook his head. “About a year later, I woke up one night and heard rustling downstairs. Mom was working a late shift at The Pancake House and I hid under the covers, too afraid to go downstairs to see who was there. The next morning all his shit had disappeared from the closet along with two hundred dollars my mother kept stashed in the cookie jar for the rent.”
My heart expanded to new levels of love and compassion for Chris. I’d never known anyone from a family like that. In the oasis of my own childhood, everyone lived in split-levels and ranch-style houses, with loving, if not overbearing, Jewish or Italian mothers and fathers.
I lugged all Chris’s bedding two blocks through the Puerto Rican neighborhood to the Main Street Laundromat, a moldy basement that smelled of dirty socks and Pine Sol. Two bikers stood around sorting their grease-stained Wranglers, dirty underwear, grey socks and T-shirts. Every other word out of their mouths to each other was “motherfucka,” but they were polite as priests to me.
When I returned to the apartment, I remade the bed with crisp sheets, swept out all the cigarette butts, and left a plastic trashcan beside the bed. Doc came by each day to check out both Chris and Ivy.
She remained in a pink flannel nightgown and teetered to the kitchen when she got hungry. I offered her cafeteria food, but she wrinkled her nose. “That shit’s full of chemicals and preservatives.” She taught me how to make brown rice and steamed vegetables using Italian olive oil and Kikkoman’s soy sauce, barking instructions like a drill sergeant. She’d rarely say thank you, but offered to do my chart when she felt better. I didn’t hold my breath.
While Ivy appeared stronger each day, Chris remained pale and lethargic, and his headaches continued. We only had made love the one time as he continued to feel too sick for a second round. When I’d arrive with his food, he’d smile and say, “Come here, sweet cheeks.” Then he’d kiss me, tell me I was his angel, and how he couldn’t wait to ef my brains out soon.
After a week, I asked Doc if we should take him to the hospital.
He patted my hand. “Don’t worry your pretty little head. I know more about the effects of hallucinogenics than all the schmucks staffing those hospitals put together.”
“But he doesn’t seem to be getting better.”
“He did way too much for his skinny ass. But he’ll be fine in a few more days. His body just needs to rest. Ivy, on the other hand, will probably never be able to have children.”
“Oh, my God! That’s terrible.”
“She don’t seem all that upset. The bleeding has stopped and she’s no longer having cramps. She’ll be okay once Ben gets back from Berkeley,” he said.
“Berkeley?” So that’s where Ben was. Fantasies of him still filled my thoughts.
“Yep. They took off the day after we all got shit-faced on the Windowpane.”
“They?”
“Him and some guy from the
U.”
I began sleeping in the attic on a regular basis. The sex finally got better. I felt such compassion for Chris’s hard life. He really appreciated how well I took care of him. He told me I was his girl.
One morning I awoke as a single ray of light streamed through a crack in the attic wall. I lay there watching Chris sleep, his long blonde hair spread-out across the pillow. Such a beautiful man. He was also a great listener, a quality that had attracted me to him that first night we met. Had I finally found my soul mate?
Life would be perfect if I could just forget about the night with Ben. I caressed Chris’s face and his eyes opened.
“What’s up, sweetheart?”
I smiled. “Nothing, I just feel happy.”
“Come closer.” He wrapped his arms around me. “You don’t know how fucking far out you make me feel.” His early morning hardness pressed against me as proof. The winds rattled the window as we made love once again.
I cooked us a large breakfast of French toast, scrambled eggs and cheddar cheese. Chris heated up hot cocoa in a pot. We spent the rest of the cold New England day reading, doing homework, and listening to Chris’s extensive album collection.
That night, a biting wind howled outside and whipped through the windows of the drafty house. Ivy joined Chris and me on the couch to watch an episode of Rowan and Martin’s Laugh In. The show had always been a particular favorite of my family and we would all huddle around the TV every Monday night.
“C’mon Dick, let’s go to the party,” Dan Rowan said and then the cast, including Goldie Hawn, began dancing before a Mod party backdrop.
Although Ivy smiled, even chuckled, at a few of the jokes, she suddenly stood and looked at Chris. “This show is for morons. Why waste your time?”
He shrugged. How about a movie? Easy Rider is playing in Westport.”
“I saw the premiere in NYC. Really cool movie.” I said.
Ivy curled her lip. “Of course. Guyland Girl naturally had the money to go to Manhattan for the premiere.”
I tried to explain to her that she had it all wrong. My father was a fireman and we weren’t rich at all. But it didn’t really matter what I said or did, Ivy had me pegged as a rich little girl from Long Island.  
Footsteps on the stairs followed by the clunk of the deadbolt turning interrupted my response. The door opened and a tall dude in a baseball cap with a clean-shaven face entered the room. He looked vaguely familiar. But when he pulled off the baseball cap and his long black hair ran down his back, it left no doubt who stood before us.
Ivy bolted from the couch. “Ben!” She wrapped her body tightly around him pressing her enormous breasts on his chest.
Pangs of jealousy consumed me, but I reminded myself I belonged to Chris.
Ben wrangled free and slapped Chris’s hands a ‘high five.’ “How you feeling, bro? I heard you’ve been fucked up.”
Chris’s brushed my forearm. “I’m much better now, thanks to my angel.”
Ben smiled at me. His intense brown eyes radiated electric currents.
I felt like butter melting on hot popcorn. Should I hug him? No, better not.
Ben nodded at Chris. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a fine old lady, man.”
Chris put his arm around my shoulders. “You stay away now, you hear?”
If only he knew the half of it.
Ben sat down next to me on the couch and pulled out a bottle of Peppermint Schnapps from his backpack.
Ivy retrieved four shot glasses from the kitchen and then strategically wedged her body between us.
Ben filled the glasses with the clear liquid. “Got some bad news, guys.”
Chris downed his shot. “Jesus. What’s up now?”
“Remember that guy from U.B. who went with me to Berkley? Well, he didn’t show up in Hartford like planned.”
Chris’s face turned revolutionary red. “No way.”
“We didn’t sit together on the plane home for obvious reasons, and when I deplaned in Hartford, no dude. Then when I got to baggage claim, no suitcase on the carrousel. You figure it out.”
Ivy tossed her shot down and slammed the glass on the coffee table. “Maybe the pigs got him.”
“Or maybe he got greedy,” Ben said.
Chris sucked in his cheeks. “Either way we’re fucked. What are we going to do?”
Ben refilled everyone’s shot glass but mine. I was still babying the first one. “I’ve already spoken to Angel and he’s cool.”
“No way,” Ivy said. “That’s not the Angel I know.”
Chris gulped down the second shot. “Me either. How the hell we gonna pay him if we have no grass to sell?”
“Angel needs a favor.”
Ivy gasped. “I’m not screwing anybody this time. Couldn’t if I wanted to.”
My mouth fell open. Did I hear her right?
Ben placed his arm around Ivy’s shoulder. “C’mon. We didn’t plan that thing with Paulie. But the goodwill you brought the family paid off very well. We all are eternally grateful.”
Ivy crossed her arms. “Ugh. That Paulie guy was such a pig.”
Ben lit a cigarette. “Angel wants someone to make a pickup in New Mexico.”
Ivy moved closer to him. “New Mexico? Where is that?”
“You’ve heard of Route 66. Jack Kerouac talked about it in On the Road. Angel relocated the business to a remote area in the mountains in the northern part of the state.”
“Makes sense with all the heat in California,” Chris said.
Ben continued. “He offered us a deal. We can make up what we owe him for the lost suitcase, put change in our pockets, and build back goodwill with the organization. I don’t see we have a choice.”
“I’m with you, man.” Chris said.
Ben bit a cuticle on his thumb. “So… which one of you wants to go?”
Chris shook his head. “I’m still having flashbacks.”
“Flashbacks, my ass,” Ben said. “You don’t want to leave your new hot mama.” He smiled at me, then pointed at Ivy.
“No way. I’m still pissing blood.”
He winked at her. “Does that mean I don’t get any nookie tonight?”
I looked away from them out the bay window. Snowflakes had just begun to coat the street. It made me sick to imagine Ben and Ivy together.

A WEEK PASSED with no sign of the missing U.B. student or the suitcase of marijuana. Most nights I crashed at the family house only returning to the dorm for clothing reinforcements. I left no personal items at the house. Not even a toothbrush.
Ivy took every opportunity to attack, but I managed to hold my own on most topics. My knowledge of music and politics was substantial, even if my Long Island upbringing was vulnerable. It was exhausting to be on guard all the time. Ben and Chris acted like they didn’t hear the barbs, but I believe they relished the ongoing chick combat.
It was a relief to go back to Bodine Hall and hang out with people who didn’t intimidate me. Denise remained my closest confidant. One day she asked, “Are you in love with Chris?”
She had no clue how complicated the question was for me. “I think so.”
“Why just think? Isn’t he good in the sack?”
I thought of Ben. He was amazing in the sack. My feelings were still all over the map about him, but I hadn’t shared any of that with Denise. “The sex with Chris is um, better now. In the beginning he was sick from dropping too much LSD.”
“Joey could use a few lessons. I’ll give him an A for trying, but a D for actual performance. It’s like he’s running a marathon. A little of this, a little of that, and straight to the finish line.”
I laughed.
“It’s not funny. Anyhow, he’s in Queens taking care of his mother.”
“What’s wrong with Mrs. Costello,” I asked.
“Joey said she had the flu pretty bad. It’s strange though, I haven’t heard a word from him in days.”
“Have you tried to call him at home?”
“Why should I? Besides it gives me time to see what else is out there, if you get my drift.”
Just then the door opened and Katie stuck her head inside. “You have a phone call, Laila.”
I raced down the hall and grabbed the receiver from Mary Lou. “Hello,” said a male voice on the other end.
“Chris?”
“No, it’s me, Ben.”
My heart raced. “Oh, ah, hi, Ben. What’s up?”
“I need you to do me… us a big favor.”
“What’s that?” Did he want me to go to the moon? No problem.
“Fly to New Mexico. A guy will pick you up at the airport, then drive you to a place in the mountains. You’ll spend a night or two, and come home with a suitcase. Easy as pie.”
“You want me to go by myself?”
“Yes.”
“I-I have to think about it. I’m on a scholarship and can’t miss that much school.”
“It’s Thursday. If you catch the redeye from JFK tonight, we’ll have you home by Sunday. You’ll only miss one day of class.”
“Tonight?” My shoulders tensed.
“Do you know how much I’ve been thinking about you since that night?”
“No, I-ah had no idea.”
“Have you thought about me?”
If he only knew how much. “I have some, yeah.”
“I need this favor, honey. We’re in a tight spot.”
I sucked in my breath. “I’m scared.”
“There’s nothing to be afraid of. I’ve done it many times.”
“You have?” I knew so little about Ben.
He dragged on a cigarette. “Would you think I’d put my woman in danger?”
I thought of Chris. “I’m not exactly your woman, Ben.”
“Don’t you think I know that? It’s eating me alive.”
My heart swelled. Ben did reciprocate my feelings. “I’ll get my clothes together.”
“That’s my girl. Pack something warm. I’ll pick you up in an hour. And, Laila.”
“Yes.”
“I’ll be forever grateful.”
I hung up the phone, dashed back to my room, and pulled out a green backpack from my closet.
Denise raised her eyebrows. “Did Chris ask you to move in with him?”
“No. I’m taking a trip. I can’t explain it right now.”
“Where are you going?”
“I-I probably shouldn’t say. Ben asked me—”
“Who’s Ben?”
“Chris’s friend. I slept with him.”
“You what!”
“It’s all so crazy. And Ben told Ivy he was grateful for her sleeping with that pig Paulie.”
“What are you talking about, Laila?”
I began throwing things in the backpack. A couple pair of white cotton panties, a peasant blouse, Mohair sweater, wool skirt, gloves, a scarf, my toothbrush and spray deodorant. “It’s a long story and I have to go. I promise to tell you everything when I get back. At least I’ve gotten on the pill so I don’t need to worry about having sex anymore.”
“You realize it takes at least a month for it to work,” she said.
“Oh sure,” I said, but my stomach was now in knots. Not only might I be pregnant, but the baby’s father could be either Chris or Ben.
She hugged me. “Be careful, Laila. Sounds like you may be in over your head. On the other hand, I wish I was going with you.”
Denise had no idea. I teetered on the brink of disaster while yearning for a sign of true love. Was I really consumed by forces beyond my control? Or was I colluding in some masochistic act of self-destruction? At least people could no longer say that Laila Levin was a poor pathetic virgin from Long Island who had come to Bridgeport afraid of her own shadow. I was now in the league of the cool and daring Katie Birnbaum.







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
The Split

Austin, Texas, 2012
After Juanita drives off, I still don’t know what to disclose to Ed. Now that she’s opened the can of worms, I risk losing him if I say nothing. But a full confession could implicate him as an accessory.
Miraculously, Ed receives a call from a tenant who has locked herself out of the house. I normally would suggest he send a locksmith, but I’m thrilled at my reprieve.
“We’ll continue this discussion when I get back,” he says with a stern look.
I retreat to my study and contemplate what to say when he returns. How much of the pact is safe to reveal? Tomorrow I’ll look for an attorney. I turn on my iMac, login to my LBJ e-mail account. There’s a request for an appointment from Darlene in her office:

Time: 7:30 a.m.
Subject: New Job Duties

I hate early meetings but accept the appointment and check a few other e-mails. Then I head to the kitchen to prepare some trout I had bought earlier. I take the fish and red peppers and onions out to the deck and turn on the gas grill. Willow preens herself at my feet as the vast expanse of Lake Travis shimmers with pink and silver lights reflected from sprawling homes across the shore.
An hour later Ed’s truck squeals into the driveway. He appears in the kitchen with a Heineken in hand, smelling like he’s had a few.
“Are you hungry?” I ask.
He shakes his head. “Let’s not put this off any longer. I want the truth.”
“We can eat and talk at the same time, right?” I fill our plates with food I made earlier and set them on the table.
He pushes the plate aside. “Laila, let’s cut to the chase. What the hell did you do your freshman year in Connecticut?”
“You’re acting weird.”
“I just spent the last half hour with Juanita. You need to tell me everything right now so I can help you.”
“That you’d even consider speaking to that woman again infuriates me. Why would you talk to her?”
“Because I need to know what’s going on and you won’t tell me.”
Still fuming, I pour a tall glass of Chardonnay and chug it down.
Ed opens the fridge, grabs another Heineken, and plops into a chair at the table.
Okay, so he’s got a right to be freaked out. If the roles were reversed, I’d be nuts not knowing why a P.I. was snooping around about his past. “I’ll answer all your questions, but I don’t want you talking to her anymore. Is that a deal?”
“Whatever. Just stop the bullshit.”
I pour myself another glass of wine and join him at the table. “Where should I start?”
“How ‘bout why you never mentioned attending college in Connecticut?”
“I-I never thought it worth mentioning. Katie and I transferred to New Mexico together after freshman year like I told you.”
“And this guy Chris?”
“Let’s eat and then I’ll answer all your questions.” I’m hoping he will sober up a little and give me a chance to hear what Bonita-bitch said.
He doesn’t touch his food but guzzles most of his beer. “This Joey guy disappeared, correct?”
“Yes.” Goosebumps march up my arms.
“Do you know what happened?”
My stomach cries out for a bottle of Mylanta. If I tell Ed everything, would he become a fellow conspirator? What did Denise and Chris tell the bitch? Who else is feeding her information? Paying her salary?
“Laila, hello. Are you with me?” His tone sounds cynical.
My cell phone interrupts. A 520 number flashes on my iPhone screen. This time I know it’s not my sister. Time to finally speak to Chris and find out what he’s told Juanita. I tell Ed I need to take the call.
If looks could kill, I’d be six feet under.
I slide the icon on my phone as Ed’s Blackberry rings. “Hi Mama,” he says. “What are you doing up at this hour?” He heads back to the deck with his phone, leaving me free to talk in private.
“Laila?” The male voice has a crisp New England accent. “Are you there?”
“Chris?”
“It’s Ben.”
“Oh, I-ah, thought—”
His throaty laugh still catches me off guard. “Always mistaking me for Chris, eh? I can’t believe how hot you still are.”
My face burns. “Please stop. What exactly did Chris say to that P.I. bitch? She knows we drove to New Mexico.”
“Shhh. The phones may be tapped.”
I head into my study, followed by Willow, who darts under my desk.
“Damn it, Ben. Chris broke the pact.”
“He didn’t tell her anything damaging,” Ben insists.
“Except Joey and Denise were my friends.”
“Laila. There’s a part of me that thinks I’m still in love with you.”
My heartbeat revs up like a cigarette-boat on the lake. “When were you ever in love with me?”
“Since that night. Forever after.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“Do you love me at all?”
“I-I guess a part of me has always loved you, too.” Did I just say that? Too much vino and drama tonight.
No sooner have the words left my mouth Willow bolts out from under the desk. I roll my chair around to see where she’s headed.
Ed’s standing in the doorway.
I click the phone off.
“Ellen moved out of the other Frontier property. I’ll stay there.”
“Don’t be crazy.” My voice sounds like a sick cow. Ed has never left me in twenty-five years, not for a day. “What you heard just now doesn’t mean anything. He was just a dumb crush from the seventies. I’ve had too much wine. For crissakes, Ed.”
“Don’t be so dramatic. You need some space so you can sort out your past. I’m giving you that.” He throws clothes in a suitcase.
I follow him to the bathroom where he grabs his shaving kit and toothbrush. “You can’t leave me. Not now. I have an early meeting with Darlene, everything is messed up.”
“When you’re ready to tell me the truth… the whole truth, that is, call me. You know my number.” He races down the stairs and out the garage door.
The whirr of his truck motor, then the screech of tires on the pavement makes me shudder. This really can’t be happening. Not to me. Not now. As tears fill my eyes, my iPhone sings “Yesterday.” Thank, God. Ed has come to his senses. I glance at the 520 area code and feel immensely disappointed. I’ve had enough of Ben Franklin Jones for a lifetime. I click the phone on. “I don’t want to talk to you, Ben. You have no idea—”
“Laila, it’s Chris. I’m in Austin and I need to speak with you as soon as possible.”
I’m furious at Chris. How dare he tell Juanita that Joey and Denise were my friends? Not to mention what he did to Katie and me years ago. Should I even meet with the son of a bitch? I’m about to give him a piece of my mind but take a minute to reconsider.
“Laila, are you still there?” he says.
“Yes, hello, Chris. I was just surprised to finally hear your voice. I can meet you for lunch tomorrow.”
“What did Ben tell you anyway?” he asks. “Don’t believe a word he said.”
“We’ll talk about it tomorrow,” I say.
There’s too much at stake for me not to find out everything Chris told Juanita. I must outsmart Ben and him. Listen and learn from their deceptions.







CHAPTER NINETEEN
The Land of Enchantment

New York-New Mexico, 1970
Ben veered the Pinto onto the Merritt Parkway as we headed on the long drive to JFK. I had such mixed feelings about making this trip to New Mexico. The wind howled through the windows and I shivered in the back seat while Ben and Chris shouted at each other in the front. Chris lit up a joint, inhaled, and passed it back to me.
My hands shook so badly I dropped it on the seat. The car stunk from burning upholstery before I could locate it again. I took comfort in the fact the seat was already torn up.
Ben punched Chris in the shoulder. “Are you an imbecile? She’s gonna stink of weed when she gets on the plane.”
Chris just shrugged.
For some reason, Ben pulled into the parking lot of a Macy’s department store and parked. “What size dress and shoes do you wear, Laila?”
“Huh?”
“Just tell me. We don’t have much time.”
“Five dress, seven shoes.”
Ben left the car and disappeared inside the store. He returned fifteen minutes later with three Macy’s bags and handed them to me. The first contained a dress and pantyhose, the second had a shoebox with black pumps inside. “Put these on for the flight and make sure you wear them on the return trip home.” The third package held a pink patent leather overnight bag that looked like something I might have received for my sweet sixteen. “Take your clothes from the backpack and put them in this.”
I caught Ben’s eye in the rearview mirror as I exchanged my sweater and jeans for the white wool dress, pantyhose, and pumps. I felt ridiculous. It was an outfit my mother might wear.
Ben and Chris continued arguing the next two hours, talking about me like I was invisible. Tiny bumps swarmed down my neck to my chest. I imagined Denise and Katie sitting around in their pajamas in my dorm room. At least Katie would think I was one far out chick when she heard about the trip. But Denise’s words rang in my ears. “You’re in over your head.” Would Chris and Ben be pissed if I changed my mind?
“A couple of things to remember.” Ben said as he followed the freeway signs to the airport. “Take deep breaths when you get scared coming through with the suitcase. Stay cool. Think of this trip as an adventure.”
Chris handed me a plastic card. “It’s a fake phone card. Only call if it’s extremely important.”
Too late to back out now. Everything was copasetic, right? I would prove to everyone once and for all that Laila Levin was one hip chick.
“Remember, you’re not outta the woods when you board the plane,” Ben continued. “More folks get busted at the carousel picking the shit up.”
I gulped. “Won’t you be there at baggage claim when I arrive?”
“Of course we will, baby,” Chris said.
A few minutes later, we pulled up to the curbside TWA baggage check area. Ben leaped out of the driver’s side and pushed the seat forward for me to climb out from the back. “We’re counting on you, Laila. A guy named Rojo will be at the gate to meet you. He’s got red hair and will be wearing a green flannel shirt.”
Ben kissed my cheek.
Chris bolted from the passenger side, shoved Ben away, and kissed me on the lips. Then he reached in his pocket and pulled out a small envelope and handed it to me. “Open it.”
I tore open the envelope and found two keys inside.
“The keys to our house and my heart.”
Ben sneered at him. “Aw.”
Chris elbowed him in the ribs. “You’re an asshole.”
“Why don’t you tell her, man?”
“You fucking tell her,” Chris said.
An airport security cop stepped up to the Pinto. “You gotta move the car, right now.” He pulled out a pad from his pocket and clicked his pen.
Chris whacked my behind, and he and Ben jumped into the Pinto and sped off before the cop finished writing the ticket.
“You can’t leave without telling me!” I shrieked into a trail of smoke.
The cop shrugged and moseyed up to a Chevy Impala.
I stared at the headlights of cars zipping around the departure area for a few stunned moments. Finally, I adjusted the straps of the ridiculous pink overnight bag and headed into the terminal.

THE REDEYE FLIGHT TO ALBUQUERQUE felt blissful compared to the turbulent drive to the airport. The plane was barely half-full. I stretched out in my seat and tried to relax. The last time I had flown was on a family trip to Florida over a year ago. My sister Amby and I had played gin rummy and hangman, and I hoped to return to Long Island with a cool tan. How trivial that all seemed now. Yet a part of me wished I was on my way to Miami instead of flying to somewhere, New Mexico, to pick up a suitcase that could land me in prison.
Unable to sleep, I pulled out a paperback Chris had lent me and snapped on the overhead reading light. On The Road by Jack Kerouac was a cult favorite. From the first page, the story resonated and made me feel better about my adventure. It captured the ideology of the “beat generation” as enlightened and bold. I felt connected to Sal, the protagonist, an innocent writer who gets liberated from his humdrum life by a crazy dude named Dean Moriarty as they journeyed across the country. An amazing correlation to my liberation from a boring Long Island existence.
I read on through the night, fascinated with the story and its characters. The restless Dean had numerous sexual liaisons and the women willingly complied. It didn’t take a brain surgeon to surmise that Dean Moriarty was Ben Franklin Jones. A rebel without a cause, a rogue before his time. Bad boy, but oh so charming. For years I’d waited to ride off into the sunset with my Prince Charming. Why did I get two mules instead of a horse?
After six hours including the Dallas layover, the stewardess gave instructions for our landing in Albuquerque. The plane hit the ground with a thud, bounced up, and landed a second time before gliding smoothly down the runway.
Passenger’s faces looked as pasty as the oatmeal they’d eaten for breakfast. The perky stewardess clicked on the intercom. “Welcome to Albuquerque International Sunport. We appreciate your flying TWA and hope you enjoy your stay in The Land of Enchantment.”
As I walked off the airplane, I felt anything but enchanted. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a man with a thin red ponytail and ratty goatee. His beady eyes were focusing on the deplaning passengers. Could I zip past him before he caught sight of me? Head to the terminal, change my return ticket, and take the first flight back home.
But where was home? Back in Long Island with my parents? At Bodine Hall with Denise and Katie? Or was it with Chris, Ben, Doc, and the rest of the family? At seventeen, I was risking everything for a man I wasn’t sure I loved, and his best friend whom I couldn’t stop dreaming about.
As I stood by the gate contemplating the absurdity of my life, I saw another guy with strawberry-blond curls and piercing green eyes waving at me in the crowd of people greeting passengers. He was far more appealing than the first guy I’d seen. Downright hot. I changed my mind about catching the first bird back home. My adventure had just begun. And I planned to relish and embrace it like the characters in On the Road.
Then I noticed a visibly pregnant young girl with enormous brown eyes standing next to him. She also smiled at me and waved. When I reached the two of them, she gave me a hug and said her name was Peaches. The guy named Rojo took my bag and welcomed me to Albuquerque with a hug, too. The three of us sauntered through the large atrium of the airport. As we rode down an escalator, Rojo and Peaches became kissie-huggy. When we reached the parking lot, she grabbed his hand and placed it on her stomach. “The baby’s kicking.”
Rojo smiled like a proud papa. “Far out.”
“Wanna feel?” She grasped my hand and held it to her belly before I had a chance to answer.
Wow, I could really feel the baby kicking. I’d never felt life inside the womb before and I choked up. The reality of creating a real baby overwhelmed me. What kind of mother would Peaches be to this unborn child? What kind of mother would I be? Once again I found myself praying silently to a supreme being I wasn’t sure existed. God, please don’t let me have a baby growing inside me. I’m not ready to be a good mother yet. I hope to be someday. But not now.
The three of us walked through rows of cars until we reached an old pickup. Rojo opened the passenger door and Peaches and I scooted in. Peaches sat in the middle and her belly hit the gearshift.
Rojo turned on the motor and struggled to shift into reverse. We left the airport and rambled down a street called Yale Boulevard. The sun peeked out through cottony clouds. To my right, huge snowcapped mountains cascaded as far as I could see.
Peaches pointed at a gas station. “Hey, can you stop at that Texaco? I gotta pee real bad.”
We drove into the station and Rojo pulled to the side of the building by the restrooms. I stepped from the cab so Peaches could get out. She gave Rojo a peck on the cheek, slid out of the seat, and waddled to the door marked WOMEN.
As soon as I climbed back inside, Rojo put the truck in gear and sped off.
“Hey, you can’t just leave her there,” I said.
“It probably ain’t even my kid baking in her oven.”
I jutted my lip out. “I-I don’t care. It’s not right. Drop me off too, then.”
He snapped his eyes at me. “Jesus. If it makes you feel better, I’ll call her sister.” He pulled into a vacant parking lot and screeched to a stop next to a phone booth. As he stepped out of the truck, he shook his head and said, “Ben and Chris should have warned me what a pain in the ass you were gonna be, Laila.”







CHAPTER TWENTY
The Promotion

Austin, Texas, 2012
The digital clock on the nightstand glows 3:33 a.m. and sleep still evades me. Can it really be true that my husband of twenty-five years has moved out? My mind is like a degraded hard drive spinning out of control. Pain pulsates in my chest. For a second, I fear I’m having a heart attack.
Relax, it’s probably a panic attack. Or a nightmare.
I pinch my arm with hope of awakening back to my normal life with Ed. Then I notice the covers moving next to me. Was I asleep when Ed returned? I reach out to touch him. But the body next to me feels furry. She licks my face.
“Damn it, Willow. What are you doing here?”
My dog dashes off the bed and onto her big fleece pillow.
I take deep breaths. Om Shanti Shanti om. After twenty minutes of chanting, it’s time for Plan B. I stagger to the bathroom in search of the bottle of Xanax I filled when Ed lost his job last year. At the time, I had feared our lives as we knew them were coming to an end. Ed sold his BMW and bought a used Chevy truck. I gave up my personal trainer and cleaning lady. With my salary and his 401k, we’ve survived. No big deal.
But this crisis is vastly more serious. As I rummage through various half-empty prescription bottles, I fear the worst. Divorce, prison. I locate the Xanax and take one, no two pills. Twenty-minutes later I feel woozy and start to doze off. Then, almost as quickly as I fall asleep, the green glow of the clock reads 4:46 a.m.
Wide-awake now.
At 5:45 a.m. the theme song from NPR plays on the clock radio. Simultaneously the home phone rings. I fumble for the receiver.
“Are you awake?” Ed asks. “You mentioned having an early meeting with Darlene. Thought you might forget to set the alarm.”
Ed, an early morning person, has always been in charge of waking up me, the night owl. He normally greets me with a cappuccino and the Austin American Statesman. Just the sound of his voice soothes my nerves. “I appreciate the call. How are you?”
“It’s not exactly the Hilton over here. Ellen disconnected the utilities. It’s cold. The air mattress sucked.”
“Why don’t you come home? It’s ridiculous for you to stay at the rental,” I say.
“You need to get your shit together. Hold on a minute, someone’s at the door.”
Is that a woman’s voice I hear talking to Ed? He finally returns to the phone. “Hey, Laila, gotta go.” 
I start to ask him who’s at the door so early, but a dial tone fills my ears. It’s time to get up and make my own cappuccino. Problem is, I never learned how to run the damn Capresso machine.
As I stumble from the bed, I try to recall the last time I told Ed I loved him. Not the “love you, babe” people say nowadays when they end a phone call, but the look-in-the-eyes kind that people rarely say. No doubt I’ve taken him for granted. Boy, will that change when he comes home. If he comes home. I pray for freezing weather and trouble with the City of Austin reconnecting the utilities. That will bring him home. Maybe tonight.
Willow whines and gives me one of her pitiful people-dog looks. Rather audacious of her to get under the covers like that. I laugh as I replenish her dog bowls, then run a bath. The hot water feels soothing. It’s time for a more optimistic attitude. Isn’t it a good sign that Ed phoned? But who was the woman at his door? Probably Ellen, the old tenant, coming for something she left behind.
I’m just beginning to relax when my iPhone breaks the silence. Naked and dripping wet, I grab a terry robe and sprint to my bedroom to answer it. The 520 area code is illuminated. Is it Chris calling to confirm our noon meeting? “Hello.”
“Laila, it’s Ben.”
Part of me doesn’t want to speak with him. This man is my personal kryptonite. “Rather early in Tucson, isn’t it? What do you want?” My words are clipped and cold.
“Have you thought about our last conversation?”
“Jesus, Ben. Do you want to wreck my marriage? You’ve already done a pretty good job.”
“Really? Then there’s hope?”
Should I tell him Ed’s moved out? No, that would send the wrong message. “I’m flattered but not available. Do you understand?”
“Can’t blame a guy for trying,” he says.
“I won’t hold it against you.”
“The real reason I called was to warn you about your meeting with Chris.
“Warn me about what?” I ask.
“He’s totally nuts,” he says.
The sound of footsteps in the atrium surprises me. “Got to go,” I say, and click off the phone.
Seconds later a haggard-looking Ed stands before me. His grey hair sticks up straight like a porcupine. My heart thumps in the hope that he’s moving back home. He doesn’t say hello, just asks, “Who are you speaking to this early?”
Should I lie? No that will make it all worse. “Ah, that guy from last night. But let me explain.”
His voice is icy. “Just came for a few clothes and Liam’s old box-springs and mattress from the basement. Maybe the Sony TV in the guest bedroom.”
Things are not going the way I’d hoped. “So, ah, who was knocking at the Frontier house at 5:45 this morning?”
“Juanita. She’s moved into our other vacant house across the street. She brought over some fresh donuts.”
“You leased our house to Juanita? Talk about omissions.”
“She’s decided to move to Austin. The house was empty.”
I can barely breathe. “What about her Juanita Bonita Detective business?”
“She’s relocating it here. Says there’s more money in Texas than New Mexico.”
“This is too weird. Is there something you’re not telling me?”
He glares at me. “Don’t project your guilt on me.”
“What guilt? I’ve done nothing wrong.”
“Well, this is just business. Frankly, we can’t afford two vacancies.”
“How cozy for you to live across the street from her,” I say.
“I’ll see you when you’re sane, Laila.”
As he bolts down the stairs, I yell, “Ef you, Eduardo. Go run to Miss Chiquita Bonita.

AN HOUR LATER I veer the Acura down Ranch Road 620 to Austin, feeling whenever I think my life is bad, it manages to get worse. Ed and I have always had a solid marriage. Now he keeps twisting everything I say. And then there’s Juanita.
After a pit stop at Starbucks, I arrive in Darlene’s office with a Caramel Macciato, and a Skinny Latte. She removes her reading glasses and smiles as I hand her the latte. Her office smells of lemon oil from the modern furniture she recently bought at Skandinavia Interiors. A snapshot of her kids, a boy and a girl, sits in a silver frame on her desk.
I take a seat on the cream leather couch and pray there’s no drama from her today. I’m not sure how much more I can handle. Darlene removes her glasses and holds my gaze. “Things are going well for us.”
“Have you found office space for my staff?”
She peers at the view of Lake Austin. “That won’t be necessary now.”
“I don’t understand.” My stomach churns. Please don’t fire me. Par for the course.
“Remember I promised you a promotion?” 
“Yes, but I haven’t exactly done anything.”
“You’re the new CIO, hon. And that comes with a big raise. A phenomenal one, if you ask me.”
“But, what will Victor say?” Victor is my boss, the Corporate I.T. Manager. He’s been waiting for the very prestigious Corporate Information Officer title for months. This makes me his boss.
“No problem. I convinced Bob E. we need a woman for that job.”
“Victor will be totally bummed out,” I say.
“I’ll handle him. With the recession going on, he’s lucky to still have a job, don’t ya think? Oh, by the way. I’m heading to the Four Seasons. Bob E. got us a room and a couple’s massage lined up. Won’t that be heavenly?”
“Great.”
“Officially, I’m working from home the rest of the day. That’s what I’ll have Myra tell anyone who inquires about me. And if you need admin support, she’s available to you.”
“What I need is to know what to tell my staff.”
She sits back down at her desk and starts hacking away at the keyboard. “I just took care of everything.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Check your e-mail. And don’t call me unless it’s an emergency. We’re booked under the name Laila Levin.”
“You used my name?”
“Just kidding, hon. Mr. and Mrs. Smith. Like the Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie movie. Now go enjoy your new job title and the gorgeous view from your office. There’s a little surprise in there for you too.”
Darlene’s cell rings. She glances at the caller I.D. and says, “Richard, I was just going to call you. I’ll probably be working late tonight.”
I leave Darlene on the phone and head next door to my new office. Surprise. Darlene’s redecorated it with Scandinavian furniture similar to hers. The aroma of fine leather from the sleek new loveseat fills my senses. The azure water of Lake Austin and the luxurious new furnishings placate me. I turn on my computer and open my Outlook account. There’s an e-mail from Darlene. I click on the message and notice it’s been sent to everyone at LBJ:
 
From: Darlene McIntire
Sent: Monday, February 3, 2012 8:46 a.m. 
To: LBJ_employees 
Subject: New CIO

On behalf of the executive team, I would like to congratulate Laila Levin on her promotion to Chief Information Officer of the LBJ, effective immediately.

Darlene McIntire
LBJ Vice President and Chief Financial Officer

Within minutes, my mailbox fills with congratulatory e-mails. The office phone rings nonstop. Dana, my assistant, calls to find out if she’ll still be working for me. Matt and the rest of my development staff want to know whom my replacement will be. What about the SubWan and EMS upgrade committees I chair? I don’t have answers to these questions. Darlene has not thought any of this through. It occurs to me that as CIO, I should have the authority to make these decisions myself. The CIO is an executive manager.
The hardest call is the one from Victor, my boss of twelve years. He’s always been a great boss and I know he must feel disappointed that I got the job he really deserves. He congratulates me and asks if we can meet ASAP. The I.T. staff is worried about the layoffs. They want to know what my plans are for them. My Outlook calendar indicates that I’m free after my lunch with Chris. I’m about to suggest we meet at two but decide it’s best to block out the afternoon. Who knows what Chris will have to say? I may need a glass of wine to calm my nerves. Maybe two. Not a good idea to come back to work with alcohol on my breath. “How about nine tomorrow?”
After Victor agrees to meet in the morning, I hang up the phone and stare at the glorious view of the lake, but it gives me little pleasure. What are Bob E. and Darlene planning in terms of a layoff? Lives are at stake here. My head feels like a grenade exploded inside. Damn Darlene for leaving me with this mess while she’s off on the love-boat with Bob E.







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
The Letter Opener

Austin, Texas, 2012
While Darlene and Bob E. are busy on the love-boat, I try to think like a CIO. With authority comes responsibility that impacts people’s lives. I’ve always dreamed of this type of success, but why does it come to me now when my brain needs a thorough defrag?
The day feels unbearably long and it’s only 9:00 a.m. I sort through a stack of envelopes creating three piles: important, interesting, trash. As much as I try to concentrate, my mind wanders back to last night. It’s hard to believe Ed stormed out to the rental. I vow to call him today and make this right. Tell him everything. The whole truth this time, not just part of it. It’s a risk I’m willing to take. Before I lose him for good.
My iPhone interrupts my thoughts. 520 area code flashes on the display. Chris or Ben? I click the phone on and say hello.
“Hi, sista,” says a familiar voice on the other end. “What’s happening?”
Where do I start? My husband’s moved out, I’ve received a big promotion because my new boss is screwing the CEO. Oh, and by the way, I may be headed to prison. “Everything’s great here. How’s things in Tucson?”
She invites me to an engagement party for her daughter in two weeks. With all the craziness in my life, it’s hard to make that commitment, although I’d truly love to be there for my niece. Tucson of all places. Home of Chris and Ben.
I tell her things are really hectic at work right now, but I’ll do my best to make it. We spend the next twenty minutes talking about the upcoming party, my niece’s fiancé, and our parents’ health issues. As soon as we hang up, I program EDUARDO, AMBY, my two sons, my parents, DARLENE, and LBJ’s central number into my contact list. Should I enter Ben and Chris? Better not. I yearn for my old Blackberry with everyone I know already loaded.
Turning my attention back to work, I contemplate what my first e-mail should be as the new CIO. I open Outlook and start to compose one but once again am interrupted. This time it’s by the distinctive aroma of Chanel Number 5.
Ivy stands in the doorway with the morning sun illuminating the gold highlights in her hair. She’s dressed in a navy suit with her cleavage visible through a silk camisole. “So this is how Long Guyland girl ended up.”
I sneer at her. “Ah, you remember me now?”
She closes the door. “Don’t expect I’ll acknowledge that in public.”
“I have no illusions.” Still the queen bitch.
“Good, then I’ll cut to the chase. I suspect what’s going on with your cute new boss.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Don’t play me for a fool. She’s schtuping Bob E. clear as day, and you need to convince her to stop. For her good, and yours as well. Or else—”
“Or else what?”
She shrugs. “You could both be on the unemployment line.”
I sit up in my new ergonomic chair, appalled at her bluntness. “I don’t like threats.”
“Now you sound like the stupid chick you were in Bridgeport.”
I decide to take a different tactic with her. “It’s wonderful to see how well your life has turned out, Ivy. Married to a congressman. Who would have thought?”
“That I’d end up here?” Her eagle eyes probe my face. “What were we thinking?”
“Crazy seventies.” I say.
She lights a cigarette. “Drugs, sex, and rock and roll, right on.”
“This is a nonsmoking building,” I say.
She waves the cigarette. “So.”
Now that’s the Ivy I remember. “What made you turn your life around?”
She blows out multiple rings of smoke. “William, of course.”
“How did you two meet?”
“After you all took off out west, I moved to New Haven.”
“I’m not buying the Yale bullshit,” I say.
She chuckles and sits down in one of the new Scandinavian chairs. The price tag still dangles from the arm. “I took a job waiting tables at a pizza joint. William was attending Yale. He came in every night for a calzone. One thing led to another. We moved back to his home in Dallas. Been married thirty-three years.”
I smile. “Rich Ivy league guy marries a hippie waitress. Sounds like a movie.”
“What can I say? He fell in love with my Texas-sized boobs.”
“Guess he was homesick for the Lone Star state.”
We both laugh. I’m starting to feel more comfortable with her. She asks me questions about my own life.
I pull out my iPhone and show her a picture of the boys and then ask if she has kids of her own. Before the words leave my mouth, I realize how tasteless they are. Terabytes of time have not erased Doc telling me that Ivy’s botched abortion had ruined her chances of ever having children.
Her eyes look misty. “William never really wanted any.”
I’ve finally disarmed her and feel ashamed. “I didn’t mean to pry.”
She takes a minute to compose herself. “Have you been in touch with them?”
“Them?”
“You know who I’m talking about. Ben and Chris.”
Has she really not spoken with them in all these years? I distinctly remember she had gone to her grandmother’s funeral the night of Joey’s disappearance. “No, how ‘bout you?”
“If you ever see either of them, please give them this.” She pulls out a business card from her purse and hands it to me.
For a brief second, I speculate that our shared past bonds us in some way. Should I tell her I’m meeting with Chris in an hour? Saw Ben in New York at Denise’s funeral? I think better of it. “Will do.”
She crinkles her eyes. “How did Ben ever sweet talk you into bringing that suitcase back from New Mexico?” (POINT)
The sickening feeling of doom fills my chest. Does she know what’s going on?
“Why do you think I refused to go?” she scoffs.
From the shadows of the past I recall the reason. “You were still recovering from the bloody trip to Boston.” (SET)
Ivy stands, grabs the letter opener from my desk, and points it at me. “If you ever mention that again, Laila, I’ll kill you.” She throws the letter opener into my new Scandinavian desk marring the oak’s patina, then struts from the office without looking back. (MATCH - Goes to Ms. Foreman)

LATER, ON THE DRIVE to my lunch with Chris, I decide that Ivy is aware that he’s here. Who am I kidding? Maybe she knows all about Joey’s disappearance. I accidentally swerve the car into the curb, diverted by a more disturbing realization. In the seventies, Chris and Ben had played me for an idiot. Now they’re picking up where they left off. If I’m honest with myself, I was flattered last night when Ben told me he’d always loved me. To think I responded that a part of me always loved him, too. The icing on the cake of lies that sent Eduardo packing.
And Chris. Would he sell me down the river to get himself off the hook? Did he fill my head with lies all those years ago because he knew I’d slept with his best friend? Both men are masters of deceit. I’m enraged at the unconscionable way they put everything in my life in serious danger. Back then, and again now. And worst of all, I’m infuriated at myself for allowing them to do it.







CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Blood of Christ

New Mexico, 1970
After abandoning Peaches at the Texaco and stopping to call her sister, Rojo turned onto I-25 and we headed north toward Santa Fe. Sheets of snow descended on the windshield. The swishing sound of the wipers filled the car as we sat in silence. Rojo was no longer the least bit appealing to me. What type of guy deserts his pregnant girlfriend at a gas station?
He pulled a vial from the console, took two red capsules, and offered one to me, which I declined.
“How come Ben sent you?” he said. “You just don’t seem the type.”
“Type for what?”
“Jesus. If I have to tell you why you’re here, Angel will freak.”
I smiled for the first time since I’d landed in the land of weird. “I’m picking up a frickin’ suitcase. I get it.”
Rojo sighed. “Whew. Thought you might be a virgin or something.”
Oh my God. Did Ben and Chris tell him about my history? Did they sit around at night with Ivy joking about the Guyland Girl who screwed them both? I managed to keep my composure. “I’ve been around the block a couple of times.”
Rojo chuckled. We exited into Santa Fe with its flat-roofed, earth-colored buildings. The landscape soon transformed into red cliffs and sandstone canyons. Later, as we got closer to Taos we began climbing into the majestic snowcapped mountains. I was awed by the stunning landscape, but terrified we might skid off the edge of the road and tumble down thousands of feet to the abyss below. The car skidded on ice patches and I held onto the seat making small talk with Rojo. “What do they call this mountain range?”
“They’re the Sangre de Cristo,” Rojo said. “Blood of Christ.”
I imagined a catchy headline in Newsday, the Long Island paper:

JEWISH GIRL FROM LONG ISLAND DIES IN CAR CRASH IN NEW MEXICO’s BLOOD OF CHRIST MOUNTAINS.

After numerous turns off the main highway in Taos, we fishtailed down a side road to an isolated mud-brick home. A woman wearing silk pajamas and clown-white makeup answered the door smoking a cigar. She led us into the living room where a guy dressed in a Kimono greeted Rojo from a leather couch. Were there any normal people in this place two thousand miles away from every person, place, and thing I knew? My definition of normal no longer had parameters.
Rather than introduce me, Rojo grabbed my hand and led me to a small bedroom. I clenched my jaw, ready to set him straight if he came on to me. But all he said was to try and get some sleep.
I slept for what felt like hours in the darkened room. When I awoke, the familiar sound of the Doors on the stereo sifted in from the living room. Between the redeye flight and the drive through the mountains, I’d lost all sense of time. Yellow light filtered through a small window. Was it late afternoon or early morning? I had no idea.
I removed the dress and pumps that Ben had purchased and changed into the white peasant blouse and maxi skirt I’d packed. When I put the white wool dress on a chair, I noticed a pattern of tiny red spots on the back of it. Was it blood? I went to the bathroom and discovered that yes, I’d gotten my period. Thank you, God. While the dress was ruined, I was happier than I’d been since I’d left Connecticut.
Rojo and the strange couple from earlier sat in the living room drinking tequila. The guy in the kimono poured me a shot. As I gagged on the brown liquid, I made a mental note not to get too drunk. The tequila left me warm and tipsy and I gazed out the large picture window. The sun sat atop the mountains coloring the horizon in shades of gold, burnt-orange, and red. The skies of New Mexico were a major contrast to the grey smog of Bridgeport. Unlike poor Peaches, I was not pregnant. For a brief moment, I felt blissful.
Then someone yelled, “Jesus, goddamn it, ow, shit!”
I followed the others to the kitchen where a burly guy with a thick beard was splayed on the ground after tripping over an obtrusive extension cord that ran across the brick floor connecting the refrigerator to an outlet. He held his ankle wincing in pain.
At first, I couldn’t place where I’d seen him before. And then through the beard I realized who sat before me. “Oh my God, Joey. What are you doing here?”
He covered his face with his hands then tried to stand, but he fell back down. “Shit on a stick. Laila?”
Rojo’s face turned the color of the red chili strung along the wall. “You two know each other?
Joey tried to stand again and yelped like a wounded puppy.
Rojo’s eyes wandered from Joey to me. “I asked you a question. How are you two acquainted?”
Joey gave me a zip-your-lips sign.
The signal didn’t miss Rojo’s bloodshot eyes. “Who the hell you think you are, fat-face? Angel’s gonna kick your ass.”
His tone frightened me. He sounded like thug from a TV cop show. “Joey’s my roommate’s boyfriend,” I said.
Rojo’s raised an eyebrow. “No shit?”
I batted my eyelashes at Rojo. “We need to get him to the hospital.”
Joey winced through clenched teeth. “Fuck, no. I’ll be fine.” He turned to Rojo. “Can you give me a Quaalude and take me home?”
“What the fuck you doing here anyways? Angel gave you strict orders to stay away.”
“It’s lonely in that shithole you put me up in,” Joey said.
Rojo rubbed the back of his neck. “Angel doesn’t like when people don’t obey his orders.”
“Oh, sweet Jesus, this hurts,” Joey said.
I turned to Rojo. “Please, can we at least call a doctor?”
“Okay,” Rojo said. “We’ll drive to Ranchos. I got a friend there who used to be a medic in Nam.”
Joey bit his lower lip. “I’m good, man. Just get me a bag of ice.”
“She’s right, suck-face.” Rojo said. “Your foot may be broken. If you don’t get it looked at, you could end up a cripple.”
Propped up by Rojo and me, Joey staggered out to the truck. Once again, I was at the mercy of Rojo racing down the mountain on iced roads. I clutched the seat while Joey cried out several times in pain.
A few minutes later, we slid into the driveway of a small pink stucco house. I held Joey’s arm as we stumbled up the icy path to the front porch. The front door opened and an emaciated dude stood behind the mesh of an old screen door. Rojo explained the purpose of our visit.
The skinny guy unlatched the lock and welcomed us into his house.
Rojo introduced us to his friend, whose jaw looked lopsided, like it’d been broken and never set. No surprise he went by the name Jaws. A sleeve of tattoos covered his arms.
The stench of cat pee and trash made me gag. Indian bedspreads covered the windows and a dozen or so pairs of cat eyes glowed in the dark room. Rojo whispered something in his ear and headed to the door. “I’ll be back in an hour. Got business to take care of.”
Jaws cleared off old newspapers, beer cans, and a kitten or two from the green corduroy couch and told Joey to take a seat. “Make yourself comfortable, dude, and let me have a lookie.” His voice was surprisingly soft spoken.
Joey cried out when he touched his ankle.
Jaws handed him a prescription bottle. “Take a couple of these.” He carefully felt around Joey’s swollen leg. “Don’t think it’s broke. Just a bad sprain.” He wrapped Joey’s ankle with an ace bandage, then opened a closet and pulled out a pair of crutches. “You can have these. Haven’t needed them since Nam.”
Joey tried out the crutches and thanked Jaws for his help.
The strange guy ambled to the door and pulled a parka and a ski cap off a peg on the wall. “I’m meeting my lady friend in a few minutes. You guys can hang out here until Rojo gets back.”
Joey and I sat together on the couch. I drew in my breath then exhaled. “Okay, so how the hell did you end up here?”
“I was gonna ask you the same question,” he said.
“Come on, Joey. You first.”
He shrugged. “All righty then. A few weeks ago that guy Chris from the demonstration said I could make a shit-load of money flying to San Francisco with his buddy Ben.”
“Oh my God. You’re the U.B. student who disappeared with the suitcase?”
“It’s not what you think,” he said.
“Well then, what happened to the suitcase?”
“Have you met Angel yet?”
“What does that have to do with anything?” I said.
He bit his lip. “Angel’s not who he appears to be. He may look like a hippie with his long ponytail and the peace sign he wears on a chain, but he’s no love child. He’s part of some big-shot family in Arizona.”
“Family. Like in the mob?”
He slapped my knee. “Laila, you’re not in Long Island no more.”
“How do you know all this?” I asked.
“I called my Uncle Donnie. He owns a pool hall in Jersey City and is well connected.”
“So what happened with you and Ben?”
“We flew to San Francisco to pick up a delivery from Angel. He met us at the airport with his girlfriend Peaches.”
“Little pregnant Peaches?”
“Yep, that’s the one. Anyway, we spent the night at Angel’s Victorian mansion. Next day he hands us this brown valise and we head back to the airport in a taxi. On the drive, Ben tells me we need to pretend we’re not together when we get on the plane. He wants me to wait for him to check in and reach the gate before I get in line.”
Clever, Ben. All the risk is Joey’s.
“When we get to the airport, I do like he says, and hang out until he’s through the gate. Then I get in line to get my boarding pass and check in the suitcase. I’m standing there, minding my own business when two guys tell me to come with them. And, they ain’t asking. One of ‘em says he’s got a gun under his jacket pointed at my balls. I nearly shit my pants.”
I interjected. “So you were busted?”
He shook his head. “Like you, I assumed they were narcs carting my ass off to jail. They take me out to the parking lot to this black van. The door glides open and this huge guy Paulie is sitting with a fucking 9mm in his hand. He holds it to my head and says that Angel wants me to drive the suitcase to New Mexico.”
“Who’s Paulie?”
“He’s like Angel’s lieutenant. Big as the Empire State building.”
“Oh my God. I think this chick Ivy was like forced to have sex with him,” I said.
“Sounds like Paulie, okay. Anyways I drove the van out here and delivered the suitcase to Angel. Then he offered me a job making deliveries for him in Taos.”
“Why didn’t you just come back to Bridgeport?”
“Trust me. You don’t mess with hombres like Angel. I was afraid he might hurt Denise.”
“Are you serious?”
“He knew all about her.”
“That’s outrageous. Who told him—?”
He rolls his eyes. “Who do ya think?”
I swallow. Ben or Chris. “I don’t understand what Angel’s motive was for the whole suitcase thing.”
“It’s done all the time in this business. Angel wanted Chris and Ben beholden to him. Now they gotta do whatever he says.”
“Ben sent me here to pick up another suitcase,” I said.
He lowered his head. “I was afraid of that.”
Tears stung my eyes. “I’m so in over my head.” 
“You can’t deliver that suitcase,” Joey said. “It’s too fucking dangerous.”
“If what you say about Angel is true, what choice do I have?”
“You do have a choice. I’ll deliver the suitcase,” he said.
“What are you nuts? You said Angel—”
A pool of white light filtered through the window. “Hey, looks like Rojo’s back,” Joey said. “We’ll talk more about this later.”
We buttoned up our jackets and opened the front door. The wind whipped our faces. I helped Joey totter down the steps of the porch. Headlights bathed us in bright light. I shielded my eyes. Then a car with a Mercedes hood ornament rushed toward us as if the driver’s intention was to mow us down.
As I jerked Joey back to the curb, the car skidded, then jerked to a halt, and the passenger window rolled down. A guy with a black ponytail and gravelly voice yelled, “Joey, Laila, get your asses in the car.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Margaritaville (Chris’s Story)

Austin, Texas, 2012
I veer the Acura back on course to Margaritaville, the restaurant in East Austin that Chris chose to meet for lunch. He’d heard they served interior Mexican food, not the Tex-Mex fare you get in most city bistros. I turn into the parking lot of what looks more like a sleazy bar than an eatery. Empty beer cans litter the parking lot, and guys with shaved heads, multiple piercings, and face tattoos loiter about.
The digital clock now reads 12:05 p.m. I call Chris to see if he’s arrived. His cell connects straight to voicemail. “This is Dr. Reynolds. Leave a message and I’ll get back to you. If this is a medical emergency, please dial 911.”
Doctor Reynolds? Who would have guessed?
It dawns on me he may be waiting inside the restaurant. I emerge from the Acura and sprint the ten yards past the skinheads to the entrance. Once indoors, I squint in the semidarkness. The aroma of spicy Mexican food permeates the air, reminding me of dinners at my mother-in-law’s house in New Mexico. Bottles of various brands of Mexican tequila fill a massive wall of shelves. Blue Agave, Mixto, Blanco, Reposado, Anejo. A waitress saunters by with a tray full of mouth-watering plates of enchiladas, tacos, poblanos and beans dripping in cheese. I give Chris an “A” for an excellent food choice, along with a “D” for seedy location.
The booths are full of Mexican workers and urban cowboy types on their lunch hour. Will I even recognize Chris in the crowd? I parade down the aisles in search of him. I’m about to give up when I notice a guy sitting alone at a booth in the back of the restaurant. His grey hair is cropped short, and he’s wearing a worn leather jacket.
I slip into the booth and sit across the table from him. He glances up at me through thick bifocals, does a double take, and quickly removes the glasses. “Holy shit, Laila?”
We both rise and hug. The cigarettes and beer on his breath jet me back in time to Bridgeport. I want to scream at him but suppress my anger. I remind myself it’s important I stay calm and collected.
“Ben was right. You look awesome,” he says.
He’s definitely changed a lot. The cute blonde guy I remember has vanished. His face has the bloated look of an alcoholic with his veiny red nose and blanched skin. In comparison, Ben looks much better for the wear.
He gestures to the waitress who drops off menus and a Budweiser for him. I order a glass of Chardonnay.
“So tell me about yourself, Laila,” he says.
Should I commence with what a son of a bitch I think he was for deserting Katie and me thousands of miles away from home? Or how furious I am that he broke the pact and deflected Juanita Bonita’s investigation from him to me? No, best to let the past go and mine as much information as I can about his conversations with Juanita. If it means acting friendly, then so be it. I’m a lot older and wiser now and can play his game. While I don’t like it one bit, I’ll do what it takes to survive.
I provide a brief synopsis about Ed, the boys, and my I.T. career, ending with the recent visit from our new board member. The part about Ivy is a test to see how he responds.
“Ivy Banter?”
Have they been in contact? Is she part of a conspiracy with Ben and him to play me in the twenty-first century? “She’s Ivy Foreman now. The congressman’s wife.”
His pupils look like big pebbles under the bifocals. “No shit.”
“You didn’t know that?”
“Last time I spoke to Ivy she was waiting tables in New Haven. Sounds like she’s done okay for herself.” Is he telling me the truth? Anything’s possible.
The cute waitress drops off our drink order.
Chris’s eyes follow her as she scurries away. He says he’s recently divorced from his wife of fifteen years. “Unfortunately, we never had any children.”
“I don’t picture you the fatherly type,” I say.
He laughs. “I’m not the same hombre from the seventies, you know. I regret not having a family. But I have a great career.”
“You’re some type of doctor?”
“You might call me a pop-psychologist.” He grabs the Bud and guzzles it down.
“Like Dr. Phil?”
He beams. “Kinda like that.”
“No offense meant to the female gender,” he says. “I just spend day in and day out listening to ladies’ problems. There’s never a shortage of bitches whose dudes have dumped them. A recession-proof business.”
Ben was right. He’s crazy. I feel sorry for those poor lambs hiring the wolf. Dr. Reynolds, my ass.
He clicks a few buttons on his smart phone. “Wanna see my fiancée?” He hands me the cell. The photo showcases a buxom blonde in her late thirties.
So ef’n predictable. I try not to roll my eyes. “She’s very pretty.”
“I’m not robbing the cradle, Laila. She’s almost forty.”
I hand him back the phone.
The waitress takes our food order, enchiladas de camarón for me, carne
adovada for Chris. He requests a bottle of José Cuervo and two shot glasses.
“I’ll stick to Chardonnay.”
“Oh, come on, loosen up. For old time sakes.”
Against my better judgment, I agree. “One shot. But that’s it. I have to go back to work.” No way would I return to the office, but I’m not about to tell Chris that. Inhale, exhale . . .
He takes a gulp of his beer and places his hands flat on the table. “Can ya find it in your heart to forgive me and Ben for taking off?”
The waitress arrives with the bottle of tequila, salt-covered shot glasses, and limes.
“It’s past history,” I say. “I’m over it.”
Chris pours us each a shot. The liquid burns as it rides down my throat, but the buzz tames the anxiety building in my stomach. It works quicker than Yoga. I ask him what he thought of Juanita.
He darts his eyes around the bar to gauge whether anyone is within earshot. The three construction workers at the next table are speaking in Spanish. “That hot little private eye knows a lotta shit.” He leans forward and pours us each another shot.
“I’ve had enough,” I say.
“You’re gonna need it, honey, when I tell you the news.”
I take his advice and down another shot, bracing myself for the worst.
His pupils glow. “That Juanita bitch thinks Joey was murdered. She’s calling in the FBI.”
“Denise said it wasn’t an accident in her suicide note. But murder?”
He rakes his fingers through his hair. “There’s things you don’t know about that night, Laila.”
I rapidly feel sober. “Like what?”
“Ben . . . did some shit.”
“What are you talking about?”
We sit in silence for a few tense moments. Chris hunches his shoulders and his eyes glaze over. “Who the fuck did your friend Joey think he was dealing with?”
His snide tone frightens me. “What are you talking about?”
“The suitcase he stole. He screwed the family big time. Ruined our cash cow marijuana business.”
It takes me a minute to recall the suitcase fiasco through the tunnel of time and tequila. And then it all comes back to me as though it happened yesterday. “Joey explained everything to you and Ben when I brought him over to the house that night.”
“I remember the fat fuck’s lame explanation,” he says.
I remind Chris that Angel’s friend had put a gun to Joey’s head and forced him to take the suitcase to New Mexico.
Chris pounds his fist on the table. “We were indebted to Angel for losing that suitcase.
“Angel’s the one who played you, not Joey.” Like you played me.
“Bullshit. We’d been doing business with the dude for years.”
I realize there’s nothing I can say that will change his mind. Not then, not now.
He winces. “Do you have any idea what was in the plaid suitcase you brought home from New Mexico?”
I whisper, “Marijuana. Not the shiniest moment of my life.” I remind myself I was just seventeen.
He guzzles the rest of his beer. “Ben and I tried to warn you when we dropped you off at JFK that night.”
I recall them yelling something at me as they drove off. “Warn me about what?”
Spittle forms at the corners of his mouth. “What do you know about PCP?”
I shrug. “It was a psychedelic drug in the sixties, I guess.”
“PCP is the common name for the chemical phencyclidine. We used to call it the peace pill in Berkeley.”
“Why should I care?”
“Pay attention, Laila. Angel was one of the early distributors. Back in the day they sold it as a crystalline powder. It made people too fucked up, so its usage dried up in the mid-sixties. Angel went back to dealing weed. He sent me and Ben home to Bridgeport to sell kilos to the U.B. students. Then things got too hot for him in Berkeley.”
“So he moved to Taos,” I say.
“Where he recreated a new form of PCP that you smoke. Have you ever heard it called ‘angel dust?’” Chris asks.
“I guess.”
“Google it. It’s named after our compadre Angel, who invented it. That’s what you brought home in the suitcase.”
“That can’t be.” But why would Chris lie about it now?
Chris’s voice softens. “Joey went crazy on it that night before Kent State.”
“And jumped out the window,” I say.
“Not exactly,” Chris says in a hushed voice.
The blood drains from my face. “What are you saying?”
“Who gives a shit now?” Chris says.
“I give a shit. Joey’s family gives a shit.” For years I’ve had dreams about Mrs. Costello desperately searching for her lost son. Her only son. Her only child. Ben and Chris had convinced me Joey’s death was a drug-induced accident. Had they lied? There’s always more with those two. Layers of bullshit to peel away to get at the truth. I feel a migraine coming on with a vengeance.
The waitress arrives with our food order. The aroma of the Mexican dishes is intoxicating, but neither Chris nor I touch the food on our plates.
Chris clutches my wrist with his hand. “I forgot how green your eyes are.”
For crissakes, he’s flirting now. “Please. Continue with what happened.”
He releases my wrist. “I shouldn’t tell you any more.”
Could he actually be on the level? “We’re all in this together,” I say. “You can trust me.”
“I told you I’m divorced. Ben and Luanne were having an affair the last three years of my marriage,” he says.
“What does that have to do with that night?” Hello.
He tugs at his mustache. “If I held him accountable for all the girlfriends of mine he screwed . . .”
I fake a cough.
“Of all the girls, you were the biggest disappointment to me. I believed you were something special.”
Has he known about Ben and me all along? Why is he bringing this up in another century? “I-I thought it was you in that dark attic.”
He transmits an acidic stare. “You think I give a shit? It was a million years ago.”
I have no idea if he cares or not. He’s downed at least two more shots of José Cuervo. His eyes are wild. Ben’s warning echoes in my ears. He’s totally nuts.
He touches my hand. “I want to believe I can trust you now.”
I let him rub my palm with his fingers, feeling like I’m prostituting myself to allow him such a personal gesture. “For Godsakes, what happened that night?”
“I do trust you, Laila. Even if you slept with Ben.”
“Have we gone full circle here? I thought you didn’t care.”
He produces a pinched smile. “Just playing with you, baby. Where did we leave off?”
“The night I brought Joey and Denise to your house, I went to pick up my friend Katie at the airport. What happened while I was gone?”
He rakes his hands through is hair. “As I recall, we were all in the living room. Your friend Denise cozied up next to me on the couch. I tried to move over, I mean, she was your roommate and I wasn’t digging the attention. Ben kept refilling the pipe with the angel dust you brought back from New Mexico.”
“Please stop saying I brought it back.”
“Sorry, but it’s true, sweetheart.”
“Did Denise know what she was smoking?”
He looks at his hands. “I don’t remember if we told her or not.”
Of course not. I shake my head in disgust.
Chris continues, “No one knew what the hell was going on. Ben suggested a game of strip poker. We played a few hands. Everyone was laughing except Joey who sat in his jockeys with a sour face. Denise lost the next hand and took off her blouse. Her tits were staring me in the face.”
I roll my eyes at him. “TMI, Chris.”
“What?”
“The breasts. Too much information.”
“Sorry. Anyways, I started to get real paranoid and went into the kitchen. Ben followed me in there and asked if I wanted to mess with Joey’s head. I told him we didn’t need trouble. And then I must have passed out.”
“That’s convenient.”
“I’ve got no reason to lie to you.” Chris says. “The next thing I remember was waking up on the linoleum floor. People were yelling and banging shit up in the attic. The voices grew goddamn deafening so I ran upstairs to see what was going on. Denise and Ben were buck-naked in my bed. Joey was yelling, ‘You’re screwing my girl.’ He kicked Ben in the chest.”
Chris pours us each another shot of tequila, downs his shot, and says, “Denise screamed for Joey to calm down, but he got Ben in a headlock and started choking him.”
I feel nauseated as the story unfolds. Is Chris lying?
“I tried to pull him off of Ben,” Chris says, “but the big guy was too strong. Ben’s eyes were popping outta his head like ping pong balls, and he was gasping for breath. Finally, I peeled Joey’s hands off of Ben’s neck and told him to chill out. For a minute he seemed okay. I offered my hand to help him stand up. Then, he turned around and punched me in the face, knocking me back against the wall by the window. I saw stars and my lip was bleeding. When I looked up, Joey had a broken beer bottle in his hand and was running toward Ben. Next thing I knew, Ben pushed him out the window.” Chris’s whole face and neck are dripping with sweat. He grabs a napkin from the table and uses it to dry himself.
My hands are shaking so badly I knock a glass of water off the table. Ice cubes scatter everywhere. I sputter, “You’re saying Ben killed him?”
“Look at me, Laila.”
I gaze into bloodshot-blue eyes that seem sincere. But what do I know? He and Ben have played me for years.
“He fucking pushed him out the window.” Tears stream down his swollen face.
“In self-defense?”
“I guess. But you see, Laila, if the FBI opens up the case I’m afraid Ben’s gonna say I did it.”
“Why would he do that?”
“You don’t think he wants to rot in prison?”
I have no idea what to believe. I glare at him. “Why did Denise specifically say to ask you what happened to Joey in her suicide note?”
“I’m the only one besides her and Ben who knows the truth. She knew Ben sure as hell wasn’t gonna implicate himself.”
His logic makes sense. But there’s something else I recall Mrs. Manelo telling me when we were in Denise’s bedroom. “Did you know Denise lived in Tucson in the seventies?”
“Shit yeah.” He half-smiles. “She was living with me and Ben.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Easy Rider

Taos, New Mexico, 1970
The guy in the passenger seat of the Mercedes ordered Joey and me to get into the back seat of the car. He had a bushy mustache streaked with grey and a sparkling diamond stud in his ear. He brushed my cheek with his finger and said, “I’m Angel,” then poked the driver’s arm. “Get a move on.” I caught the driver winking at me in the rearview mirror and realized it was Rojo.
“You got it, boss.” Rojo said, and stepped on the gas pedal.
I clung to the plush leather seat as Rojo sped the car down the icy roads. Angel turned up the volume of the radio and sang along to Jefferson Airplane’s “White Rabbit” in an off-key raspy voice. When the song ended, he leered at me through rimless spectacles. “So, what’s a nice girl from Long Guyland doing with a couple of assholes like Ben and Chris?”
Did he know I’d been with both of them? Did everyone know? “I-I guess I’m not as nice as you might think.”
Angel laughed. He had perfect white-chicklet teeth and a sexy smile. “You’re cute, honey, even if you have little boobies.”
My jaw dropped. I peeked down at my chest. No way could he see the size of my breasts through the peacoat. Ben must have had a little chat with him about me. She’s a small-titted girl from Long Island, but she’s slept with both me and Chris. Ha, ha, ha.
Joey cleared his throat. “Laila’s a classy chick. Too good for those dudes, if you ask me.”
Angel whacked Joey’s head with his hand. Not hard, but enough to show he called the shots. “No one asked you, fuck-face. Let her speak for herself.”
“Chris and Ben are totally far out,” I said.
“You think?” Angel said.
I swallowed. “Why else would you do business with them?”
The car fell silent for a tense moment. “Good question, sweetheart. Which one of those two knuckleheads is your ol’ man anyway?” Angel asked.
So he didn’t know. Or maybe this was a test. “Ah, Chris.”
“I would have thought Ben more your type. Is that big-titted chick, what’s her name, still there?”
“Ivy?”
“That’s the one. They sent her out to Berkeley last year. She worked us pretty good.”
I recalled Ivy saying she’d been pressured to sleep with some dude she didn’t like. Angel? No, a guy named Paulie.
Angel lit a cigarette and blew out smoke. “I’m gonna take you to a party like you’ve never seen, baby. Then tomorrow morning Rojo will drive you back to the airport.” He punched Rojo’s arm. “You’ll need to leave town by 6:00 a.m. No partying for you, man. Stay sober, ya hear?”
“Yes, boss,” Rojo said. He sounded so subservient. Was that how people acted with Angel?
Angel twisted back around to me. “All you gotta do is check the suitcase in at the counter and get on the plane. It’s already in the trunk of this car. Can you handle that?”
“You can count on me, sir.”
“Good girl.” He cupped my chin. “You are a cute one. Dennis will like you.”
I didn’t dare ask who Dennis was, as Rojo veered the Mercedes up to a stylish southwestern villa.
We parked amongst BMWs, Porsches, and Cadillacs in the circular drive. When I opened the car door, a gush of snowflakes stung my face and covered my hair. We all dashed out to the front door where a group of people stood in line as though waiting to get into a groovy club. A beefy guy in a muscle shirt sat on a stool at the door. The bitter cold didn’t seem to bother him as he let two chicks dressed in fur coats inside, and turned away a couple of hippie guys in Army-Navy surplus jackets.
Rojo, Joey, and I headed to the back of the line but Angel told us to follow him to the front. He whispered something in the bouncer’s ear, a monster-sized guy who waved his arm at us to go on inside.
“Catch you later, Paulie,” Angel said, and followed us into the enormous entryway of the house.
Oh my God, Paulie. Would I be forced to sleep with him, too? I reminded myself to stay cool like the characters in On the Road. I needed to talk to Joey. He would know the score. I looked around the crowded room for him. I’d assumed he’d followed us inside, but now I wasn’t so sure.
Angel suddenly appeared and removed his rimless spectacles. He had sensual grey eyes that seemed out of focus. “I hope you appreciate this experience, honey.”
Did he expect me to prostitute myself like Ivy? “Yes, sir, I’m sure I will.”
Angel blinked. “You don’t have to call me sir.”
Music blared from the stereo as we entered the grand living room with its flagstone floors and twenty-foot-high wood ceilings. Red chili peppers hung on the wall next to paintings of Indian women and their babies. A roaring fire blazed from the floor-to-ceiling fireplace, and people stood around with drinks and small plates of chips and avocado dip someone called guacamole. The pungent smell of marijuana filled the house.
A gangly dude with long white hair tapped Angel on the shoulder and whispered something in his ear. Angel winked at me and punched Rojo’s arm. “Keep an eye on her. And remember what I said about getting shit-faced.” Angel disappeared in the crowd, leaving Rojo and me together. I stood gawking at the strange people who more or less ignored us. Most of the women looked like models or actresses, rail thin, dressed in tight jeans or obscenely short mini-skirts. The men varied from standard hippie types, bearded, beaded, long hair tucked behind their ears, to Hollywood producer types dressed in three-piece suits and shiny loafers.
A few people sat on a plush velvet sofa snorting white powder on a glass tray through straws. I’d heard cocaine had become the rage on the west coast but had never seen any before.
Rojo joined the partiers on the couch and I watched from a distance as he did some. Then he returned and babbled on about his life. He confided that he really didn’t think Peaches’ baby was his, but he’d always wonder about it. He said he wished he’d never gotten involved in this business. He had dreams of becoming an architect. “Angel don’t like people to leave. There could be dire consequences.”
“No shit.”
“Forget I just said that.” He made me swear on the life of my future children that I wouldn’t repeat anything he’d just told me.
I told him he could trust me.
“I don’t get to meet a lot of chicks like you. Are you in love with Chris?”
I bristled at the question. “I, ah, don’t know.”
“Joey’s right. You’re too classy for that schmuck.”
I laughed. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
He rippled his eyebrows. “You think maybe you and me…?”
I thought about Chris and Ben and Peaches. “Ya know, I just don’t need any more complications in my life right now.”
He placed a kiss on my forehead. “No problem. I don’t get rejected too often, but when I do, I take it like a man. Can I ask you a favor though?”
“Sure.”
“Don’t tell Angel I did those lines of toot, okay?”
“What toot?” I said.
He winked at me, then motored back across the room and struck up a conversation with a blonde decked out in turquoise and silver jewelry.
I snaked through the crowds in search of Joey. After circling through most of the downstairs, I went to the front door and found the bouncer Paulie still sitting on a stool at his post, bottle of tequila in hand. I described Joey and asked if he’d seen him.
He shrugged. “Can’t say I paid much attention.”
I searched the sea of beautiful people but had no luck locating him. A few guys did finally pay attention to me. One asked if I wanted to dance, another suggested we have sex, while a third guy offered me toot. I refused all offers.
I noticed a stairway and decided to see if Joey had gone upstairs. A man with a dark goatee and shiny black hair appeared from one of the bedrooms with bloodshot eyes and a Hollywood beauty on each arm. He looked familiar.
Some guy with a cigarette hanging from his mouth pointed at the guy with the two gorgeous girls. “Do you know who that is?”
“Is he from Bridgeport?”
“Bridgeport? That’s Dennis Hopper, honey.”
Of course. Angel had said we were going to Dennis’s house. I never dreamed he meant the movie star from Easy Rider.
Dennis smiled at me and rushed down the stairs with the two gorgeous women.
I trailed behind them and stood in the entry as the new toast of Hollywood whispered something to the bouncer and then yelled, “Party hardy, my friends. See you in a few days.” A limousine waited outside and whisked Dennis and his two beauties away.
Back in the dining area, young men in white jackets carried platters of meat, cheeses, breads, fruits, and pastries. I grabbed a slice of turkey and a piece of cantaloupe and returned to the living room where the party continued.
Still no sign of Joey. Or Angel and Rojo for that matter. A crowd formed around a baby grand piano that backed to a big picture window. They all were staring at something outside. From where I stood, it looked like a snowman. He even had a pipe in his mouth. A hash pipe. People were laughing.
As I moved closer to the window, I realized the snowman was a person. I glared for a minute. My God, it was Joey! His hair and thick ski parka were covered with snow. He put his face on the window and held his arms up against the pane. His eyes were glassy. I feared between the combination of the bitter cold and the painkillers Jaws had given him, he was in shock.
Everyone was laughing and pointing at the human snowman. Didn’t they realize a guy was freezing to death? Were they too stoned to care? I grabbed a coat by the door, smiled at Paulie the bouncer, and raced outside.
When I reached Joey still pressed against the window, I yelled, “Are you okay?” but he didn’t respond. “Joey, it’s Laila.” I placed his freezing hand in mine. He stood very still for a few moments before acknowledging me. His lips were blue. His ears and nose cherry-red. Most scary were his bare toes on the foot wrapped in the ace bandage. They had turned the color of ashes.
Finally, he looked up and said, “Go back inside, Laila. It’s cold out here.”
“Come with me,” I said.
“They won’t let me in.”
“We’ll see about that.” We returned to the front door where I smiled again at Paulie as I held Joey’s hand. When Joey followed me inside, Paulie said, “No can do.”
After ten minutes of arguing with him, we came to a compromise. Joey could sit down on a wood bench in the hall while I tried to find Angel.
“You got five minutes, and then I throw him back out,” Paulie sneered. “You need a special invitation to party in there.”
I steamed back in the house and raced up the stairs determined to find Angel before Joey froze to death. When I opened the door to a bedroom, I found an overweight man in a suit jerking off as he watched a naked couple having sex on a king-size waterbed. The woman, a pretty redhead sat up. Her face was streaked with black eyeliner. She spat at the voyeur. “Zip it up, Harry. I’ve had enough of your fucking fantasy.”
Who were these people? What rules did they play by? Were there any boundaries?
In the next bedroom, I found Rojo and the blonde I’d seen him with earlier, asleep on a bed. Her turquoise and silver jewelry was scattered all over the floor with their clothing. Should I wake Rojo up and ask for his help? Could I afford for him to say no?
I found his Levis and grabbed the keys to the Mercedes from the pocket, bolted back down the stairs to the front door where Joey sat rubbing his raw-red hands together. I nodded at the bouncer and helped Joey up and out to the Mercedes parked in the circular drive.
The car started right up and Joey shivered as the heat slowly sifted through the vents. “You’re coming back to Connecticut with me,” I said.
“No argument there. But I handle the suitcase,” he said.
I let out my breath. “We’ll figure that out.”
“There’s a slight problem,” Joey said. “Angel will kill you for stealing the Mercedes.”
“I’m not stealing, just borrowing it to get us to Albuquerque.”
“You’re crazy, Laila.”
“Wait here,” I said and dashed back to the house leaving Joey in the Mercedes with the motor running. I hoped to convince Angel to at least let me drive Joey home. He’d freeze to death if he stayed outside any longer.
The bouncer grabbed my arm as I reentered the door. “Where’s your friend?”
“Beats me,” I said. “Think he went home.”
He loosened his grip and I walked inside, smiling at anyone who looked my way. In the entry was an antique roll-top desk, which gave me an idea of how to handle Angel. I would leave him a note convincing him it was in his best interest that I drove myself down to the airport. The plan was risky, but I assumed by the time he read the note, I’d be on the plane to New York. I opened the top drawer of the desk where I found a box of white stationery and a Schaeffer pen. The pen leaked ink as I scribbled on the paper.

Angel,
It’s very late and I can’t find you or Rojo. With the continued storms, I’m fearful I’ll miss my plane tomorrow. Therefore, I’ve decided to drive the Mercedes to Albuquerque. I’ll leave the car in the airport parking lot. The keys will be left for you at the
TWA counter. Don’t worry, I’m taking the suitcase with me to New York as planned. Hope you’re not too pissed off. Thanks for inviting me to this groovy party. I hope to return to The Land of Enchantment someday soon. Until then . . .
 
Warmest regards, Laila

The letter was not one of my most brilliant ideas, but at least it would buy me some time for Joey. He would not survive if he stayed here much longer. I raced up the stairs and opened the door to the bedroom where Rojo had been sleeping with the blonde earlier. They still lay in bed snuggled together. I left the envelope on top of his wool coat confident he would share it with Angel. Not too soon though.
No mention of Joey accompanying me had been made in the note. Angel would figure that out soon enough. I could only hope he didn’t go ballistic.







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Darlene and Bob E.

Austin, Texas, 2012
“I insist on paying for this,” Chris says before the Margaritaville bill arrives, but when the puffy-lipped waitress shows up with our check, he struggles to get his wallet out of his back pocket long enough for me to place my VISA in her hand. Neither of us had eaten one morsel of food. She looks surprised as she clears the full plates from the table and trots off with my card.
When the waitress returns, I fill out the VISA slip and we stroll together to the exit. Chris hugs me, then zips out the door without offering to walk me to my car.
Stumbling from the restaurant drunker than I’ve been in years, I wave at the skinheads and punks still hanging out in the parking lot. Don’t you dare mess with me. I’m Laila the fearless one. Right. Who am I kidding? Have I regressed to the stupid girl who flew a suitcase of drugs cross-country in the seventies? Or maybe I no longer care about what happens to me since everything important in my life is imploding.
As I open my car door, I see Chris in the near distance handing something, his card perhaps, to a pretty young woman. What a contrast he is to my husband. Ed would never let a woman walk alone in a sleazy parking lot, let alone stiff her with a big bar bill. I would give my right arm to have him back. Pulling out my iPhone, I text him: “Come home right away. All your fantasies fulfilled. Tonight only. No rain checks.”
I click on the ignition and creep slowly out of the Margaritaville parking lot. Seconds later, the flashing red-and-blue lights of an Austin police car blaze on in my rear view mirror. This can’t be happening. What was I thinking trying to drive in this state?
The squad car passes me by and speeds off to catch another car up ahead. A warning for me to get the hell off the road before I kill myself, or worse, someone else. I cautiously drive the two blocks in East Austin, then cross I-35 into yuppified West Austin with its friendly signs of Starbucks and Whole Foods.
For the next hour, I sip a Chai tea at the natural food grocery store cafe and respond to e-mail on my phone. I call Ed but he doesn’t answer his cell. Nor did he respond to my evocative text. After another hour, I feel sober enough to drive to the rental where he’s staying in south Austin. It’s much closer than driving to Lake Travis.
When I arrive, I don’t see any vehicles in the driveway. After clicking my rental key into the deadbolt, I open the door and enter the small brick house. A rustling sound comes from another room. “Hello, is anyone here? Ed, is that you?”
I wander to the living room where Juanita is perched on a couch with her high-heeled sandals tossed on the floor. She looks up from a big yellow pad she’s busy scribbling on.
The dingbat needs to get herself a laptop. “What are you doing here?” I ask.
She looks up from her notes. “Laila. You’re just the person I wanted to speak with.”
“You didn’t answer my question,” I say,
“I moved into Ed’s rental across the street. He said I could hang out here today while he finishes getting it painted.”
“Ed left you here alone?”
“He went to Lowes to get more paint,” she says. “Should be back any moment.”
My face burns, my eyes strain, my lips swell like someone who found out that they’d won the lottery, but lost their winning ticket. My imagination runs wild. Who is this bitch? What does she really know of my past? Is there something going on between her and my husband?
Juanita stands. She’s still gorgeous but smaller than I remember. At least two inches shorter than I am. “Can I get you something to drink? Coffee, perhaps?”
“I don’t want ef’n coffee.”
“You look like you can use some.”
Duh. I still must smell like a brewery. “This is my house, you know. My name’s on the deed along with Eduardo’s.”
“I’m sure it is, Laila. How much did you drink with Chris Reynolds?”
I cough, trying to hide my surprise that she knows about our meeting. “Why don’t you ask him?” 
“You can’t trust that man.”
“Who the ef am I supposed to trust? You?” 
“Always with the potty mouth. No sé que podria visto Ed en ti.”
“You don’t know what Ed ever saw in me? What’s with you and the Spanish anyway? Eduardo’s not here to impress.”
“Some things sound better in Spanish. I doubt you’d understand.”
“You’re right. And I don’t get a woman who goes after a married man.”
She flinches. “You’ve got that all wrong. I want to help you. If you’d tell me what Chris said, we can start to sort this thing out.”
I laugh. Perhaps somewhat manically. “Like I’d share that with you. Mi mejor amiga?”
“Look. Eduardo’s like a big brother to me. I care about him because of our familias. You are in great danger hanging out with your old friends Chris and Ben. They will take you down in the sewer with them.”
“Give me one reason I should trust you.”
“Better speak to me before the FBI gets involved. I’ve called my friend Agent Lopez. You’ll hear from him soon.”
“How many times did you screw him?” I say.
She slaps me across the face. Hard. “Gringa repugnante.”
I place my hand on my burning cheek. “Touché.”
The sound of “Yesterday”on my iPhone interrupts. I click it on.
“I’m up at the house,” Ed says.
“You’re home?”
“Well yes, I got your text about fulfilling my fantasies and thought that maybe—”
“Juanita said you’re at Lowes.”
“She said that I’m where?”
Call-waiting interrupts. DARLENE pops up. “Ed. Wait there, I’ll be right home.” I click back to my boss. “Hello.”
“I need you to come to my office right away.” Her voice is throaty, hoarse, and barely recognizable.
“Now? It’s after five, and I have a personal matter—”
“Bob E.’s broken up with me. I have no one else to talk with,” she says morosely.
“I-I’m sorry, Darlene, can we meet in the morning?”
“It gets worse. Someone told my husband about our relationship. I have to ask. Was it you?”
“Of course not. Why would I do something like that?”
“I didn’t think so. But who else could it be?” she asks.
There’s only one person that is capable of that type of behavior, but I don’t tell Darlene. Not yet.
I fly out of the rental house. If my marriage is to survive, I must go home now.
Juanita dashes behind me yelling, “Don’t leave. I need for us to talk.”
I slide in the front seat of the Acura, slam the car door shut, and burn rubber as I take off down Frontier Trail. Juanita stands there with exhaust blowing in her face.
Against my better judgment, I turn onto Mopac Expressway and head north to the LBJ offices instead of home to Ed for our overdue reunion. It’s 5:22 p.m. I promise myself it’s just a ten-minute pit stop.

THERE ARE ONLY A FEW CARS in the parking lot as I maneuver the Acura into a space by the door of the Gartner building. When I arrive in Darlene’s office, she’s slumped in her chair, pecking haphazardly at the keyboard of her laptop. Her blonde hair, normally impeccably styled, is flat on one side, sticking straight up on the other. She smells like a college coed after a late night fraternity bash. Her vain attempt to cover the alcohol smell with Listerine and Lilac Cologne does not work. But who am I to judge?
She points at a white leather chair. “Have a seat, honey.” Her words are slurred. “Richard wants me to move out. He’s threatening to take full custody of the twins.”
I sit down, feeling my face tighten. “What happened?”
“He’s pissed and humiliated. Whoever told him about my affair with Bob E. left no detail to the imagination. It’s like someone was in the bedroom with us. We did some, you know, kinky things.”
I shake my head. “Do you know who told him?”
“Someone eavesdropped or maybe there’s a tape. No one else knew about the affair but you.”
I look her straight in her eyes. “Jesus, Darlene, I thought you knew me better. I swear to God.”
“I realize you have no motive,” she says. “Unless you want Bob E. for yourself.” She squints at me.
“Look. I’m happily married.” That isn’t exactly true anymore.
“I’m sorry. You’ve been nothing but a loyal friend,” she says. “Besides, I’ve never shared that personal stuff with you.”
I bite my lip. “Ivy Foreman may have something to do with this.”
“How would you know that?” she asks.
“She came to my office one day and ordered me to make you to stop seeing him.”
Darlene grabs a Kleenex and dabs her eyes. “I’ve suspected she’s had a crush on Bob E. But why would he share such personal details with her?”
Because the man thinks with his dick.
Darlene crosses her arms. “You have to speak with him.”
“Me? He’s your ef’n lover.” The words could not be stuffed back in my mouth. “Sorry.”
She blows her nose in the tissue. “He won’t take my calls. I can’t exactly waltz into his office or appear at his doorstep.”
“Set up a business meeting through Geisha Girl,” I say.
“Tried that, too. She’s the ultimate protector. A human Doberman. Can you go there now? Tell Bob E. I must see him.”
I check my watch. “It’s after six. I’m sure he’s gone.”
She glances out the window. “His Beamer’s still in the parking lot.”
I think about Ed waiting for me up at the lake house. “I have to go home now.”
Tears spill down her cheeks. “For crissakes, help me out here? After all I’ve done for you.”
“Okay, okay, just stop crying,” I say.
She gets up, stumbles around the desk, and hugs me. I feel the muscles in her tense body relax a little. “Tell him his sugarplum still loves him.”
In lust, I understand. In love with Bob E.? Is her battery not fully charged? I head for the door and down the hall to the elevator. Once inside I click on my iPhone and call Eduardo. His cell rings and rings then his voicemail. I try our landline. Still no answer. He’s probably puttering in the yard and left his phone in the house.

AS THE ELEVATOR GRINDS TO A STOP, I pray that Geisha Girl has gone home for the day. What can I say to Bob E? Uh, hello, sir. Can you tell me who would know private details of your sex life?
The reception area where Suzi Lin sits is empty. The screensaver on her monitor flashes the letters LBJ in red across the royal blue background. A pale light glows in Bob E.’s office. I take a deep breath then rap on the door.
“Come in.”
I enter the office and stand in front of Bob E.’s mahogany desk. In contrast to Darlene, Bob E. is flawlessly dressed in a starched white shirt, striped tie, and grey suit pants. Not a hair in his thick wavy mane is out of place as he sits typing at the keyboard of his laptop. It takes a minute before he glances up at me from reading glasses perched at the end of his nose. Blood creeps up his neck to his face. “Laila. What can I do for you? Have a seat.”
I park myself on a grey leather loveseat. The right words are difficult to find. “I, ah, am here for Darlene. She’s very upset.”
“I’m truly sorry if I hurt her.”
“Richard is forcing her to move out, and he’s taking the kids.”
He furrows his forehead. “What are you talking about?”
“Someone shared every personal detail of your relationship with Darlene’s husband.”
“That can’t be,” he says.
“Does Ivy Foreman have something to do with this?” I ask.
He rubs his chin and stares out at the sun setting over Lake Austin. His pupils are flat as tacks.
I clutch the arm of the loveseat as we sit quietly for a few moments and watch the rust-colored sun dissolve in the blue water.
He breaks the silence. “Ivy threatened to tell my wife about the affair.”
“And tell Richard, too?”
His eyebrows shoot up. “I beat her to the punch and told my wife myself. Oddly enough, Trudy was very calm. She wanted to know all the sordid details. Thought maybe she could be a better lover—”
“I don’t want to hear this.” 
He continues despite my protest. “I begged her for forgiveness. Told her she was the one woman in the world I loved. I never thought she would betray me.”
“By telling Darlene’s husband everything you ‘fessed up to her,” I say.
“I assumed she’d forgiven me. That she wanted to continue in our marriage.”
She sure fooled you, asshole. “Darlene’s life is in ruins. Will you see her?”
“I promised Trudy I’d never speak to her again. I’m getting… professional help.”
“What about Darlene? Don’t you care about her?”
He clasps his hands together on his desk and half-smiles. “Tell her… she’ll always have a very special place in my heart. But it’s no longer possible, practical, for us to be together. I’d advise her to go home to Richard, beg forgiveness.”
“She wants to see you. You owe her that much.”
“It’s just not in the cards.” He checks his watch. “I’ve got to pick my kids up at soccer practice. I’m truly sorry.”
I glare at him in disbelief.
“Look. I’ll give her a quick call before I leave.”
“Okay. I-I guess.” I scramble to the door feeling desperately in need of fresh air.
Bob E. calls my name.
I turn back around to him. “Yes, sir.”
“Has anyone ever told you that you have a fine body?”
I feel the heat creep up my neck, knowing full well that he would have sex with me right then, right there in his office if I gave him any indication I’d agree. I turn back around and flee out the door.
Unsteadied by the encounter, I race directly to the parking lot determined on getting home as soon as possible. I call Ed’s cell, which goes straight to voicemail once again. Dialing our home phone results in the nasal sound of my own voice blaring on the Acura’s speakerphone.
I shift the Acura into gear and head up Bee Cave Road to the lake where I can only hope my husband is still waiting for me. Two miles down the road I think about Darlene sitting in her fancy office receiving Bob E.’s devastating call. She looked so childlike when I left her. I dial her cell but it goes directly to voicemail. Same with her office phone. The story of the twenty-first century. I have a weird feeling in my gut and make a U-turn. Back to LBJ. I can’t leave her this way.
Darlene’s white Suburban is still in the parking lot. I take the stairs up two flights expecting to spend a long evening consoling her. When I enter her office, she’s not at her desk. “Darlene.”
No answer. I figure she’s in the restroom licking her wounds and try Ed again, but the battery of my iPhone is dead. A marriage ended because of failed technology. I reach over Darlene’s desk to grab her office phone and notice open prescription bottles. Xanax, Vicodin, Valium.
Behind the desk Darlene’s slumped motionless in a fetal position. “Jesus, Darlene, what have you done?” My hand shakes as I call 911. “Hello. There’s a woman unconscious. I need an ambulance right away.”
“Is the woman breathing?”
I prop her up and see that yes, thank God, she is still breathing. “Should I do CPR? She’s taken pills.” I read her the name of the medications on Darlene’s desk.
“Just stay calm, honey. You don’t need to do CPR if she’s breathing. I’ve dispatched an ambulance. It’s already close.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
The Husbands

Austin, Texas, 2012
I meet the ambulance at Seton General Hospital and watch the staff whisk Darlene on a stretcher into the ER. Her highlighted blonde hair is soaked with perspiration. I rush up to the stretcher and call out her name. She glares at me with limpid eyes as the techs wheel her through swinging doors. A bald guy in scrubs with black hair spraying from his ears turns to me. “Who are you?”
I explain I’m her employee and how I found her on the floor of her office.
“Sorry, ma’am. Only immediate family allowed in here.”
I nod and start back to the drab green couch in the waiting area, but it haunts me when I hear Darlene yelling my name as they wheel her away.
Shortly after, the bald guy with the hairy ears struts over and asks how he can get in touch with Darlene’s family.
I tell him Darlene’s husband’s name.
“Do you have a phone number?”
“Sorry, can’t help you there. I’ve never called the home number, just her cell.”
He walks back through the swinging doors and I sag down on the vinyl couch. I Google the White Pages on my iPhone, and scan through screens for a listing for Richard or Darlene McIntire. None show up. Duh. Most LBJ executives have private numbers to avoid unwarranted phone calls from disgruntled employees or dissatisfied electric customers.
I decide to drive over to their Tudor home in the ritzy Pemberton Heights. I’d been to a few of Darlene’s annual Christmas parties and even recall talking to Richard one time. The guy was nice enough, a tall attractive homebuilder who coached Little League and handled the kids’ carpools.
On the drive to their house, I plug my phone into the battery charger and dial Eduardo’s cell on the odd chance that he might pick up. He’s probably fuming at me for standing him up. His voicemail message blares from the Acura’s Bluetooth speaker. At the beep, I relay what happened to Darlene and beg forgiveness for not coming home.

THE STREET IS CLOAKED IN DARKNESS as I pull up to the curb of Darlene’s enormous home. I step out of the car, fearful I’ve blown the reconciliation with my husband, clueless of what I’m going to say to Darlene’s. Ah, Richard, hello. I’m Laila Levin. While your wife was pining over Bob E., she OD’ed in her office.
The manicured lawn is punctuated with rosebushes that exude an intoxicating smell. If there’s a heaven, this is what it smells like. I ring the doorbell chimes and within a few seconds the carved oak door swings open. Richard appears with disheveled brown hair in a sleeveless undershirt and khaki shorts. He gazes at me with no recognition.
I introduce myself and tell him what happened. Tears fill his eyes. Evidently they’d had a big fight and he told her to leave.
“I never dreamed she would do something like this,” he says shaking his head.
He’s so sweet, how could Darlene have done what she did? “Believe me, she regrets everything.”
“Let me see if the neighbor will watch the kids. Do you mind driving me to the hospital? I’m a bit shaky.”
Do I mind? My own marriage is hanging by a thread, sir.
I wait in the car while Richard takes the kids to a neighbor’s house. Checking my iPhone, I see that Ed hasn’t returned my call. I start to dial his number when Richard appears and straps himself into the passenger seat. I tell him I’ll drive him there, but he’ll need to get another ride home. The more I try and extricate myself from Darlene’s life, the deeper I get sucked in.
When we arrive at the hospital, he opens the car door and gets out. I plan to head to the lake. Hopefully, Ed is still waiting there.
I’m about to take off when I hear a tap on the window. Richard pleads with me to accompany him to see Darlene. “She may not talk to me alone. I want to tell her that we’ll work it out. People have affairs all the time, don’t they?”
Oy vey. “Sure they do.”
He wipes his brow. “I feel so guilty now. I shouldn’t have told her I was taking the kids.”
I touch his arm. “You have nothing to feel guilty about.”
We take the elevator to the fifth floor and step off into a sterile green room. The smell of disinfectant mingled with a fishy odor makes me want to gag. A couple of shrimp tacos sit on a paper plate next to an overweight nurse at the reception desk.
Richard tells who he is and she points in the direction of the room where his wife has been admitted.
Darlene appears asleep as Richard and I shuffle inside the room. He takes her hand. “It’s me, honey.”
Her eyes open but they appear glazed over. “Bob E.?” 
Richard drops her hand like it’s a cockroach. “It’s your idiot of a husband.”
“Bob E., you do still love me? I’m so glad you came.”
The color of Richard’s face matches the vomit green walls of the hospital. He shakes his head then turns toward the door. “Let’s go.”
I touch Darlene’s hand. It’s ice-cold. “Can’t you see?” I say. “She doesn’t know what she’s saying.”
“Oh, I see all right. She’s in love with that asshole and she’s nuts to boot. I’m out of here.”
“Give me a minute with her. I’ll meet you in the reception area.”
He rushes out the door and I squeeze Darlene’s hand. “It’s Laila, honey. Do you recognize me?”
She shuts her eyes. “Go away, Laila. I need to sleep.”
My iPhone vibrates on the ride down in the elevator. I glance at the display and smile when I see it’s finally Eduardo. I say, “Honey, did you get my message?”
“I didn’t get your messages and quite frankly I no longer care.”
“You don’t understand. My boss—”
“I could care less about your boss. I’m on my way back to Frontier Trail,” he says.
“If you’ll just let me explain.”
“Here’s my explanation. After lying in our bedroom for the last two hours with four-dozen roses in vases, we had a visitor at the front door. Jerk that I am, I opened the door dressed in my boxers thinking it was you.”
I swallow. “Who was it?”
“That’s why I called you. The guy flashed a badge and said he was with the FBI. He asked if you were home. I believe he’s still waiting out front in a black Chevy Impala.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
The Plaid Suitcase

New Mexico, 1970
Joey and I stopped for gas on the drive down to the Albuquerque airport. I veered the Mercedes off the road into a Texaco station. Joey staggered from the car and winced as he leaned on his crutches.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
“Don’t worry your pretty head about me.” He pointed at a phone booth adjacent to the gas station. “I’m gonna call Uncle Donnie to see about getting me a plane ticket. Pull the car over to the self-service area and I’ll fill up the tank after I speak with him.”
While Joey hobbled off to call his uncle, I eased the Mercedes to the pump area. They didn’t have self-service stations back east and I’d never pumped my own gas before. Snowflakes thickened and the wind kicked up. Damn. I thought we’d seen the worst of the storm up north. A white veil of snow covered the mountain range. We needed to get back on the road to Albuquerque or we’d miss the flight. Lord help me if that happened. Between Ben and Chris in Connecticut and psycho Angel in Taos, there was plenty of pressure to get that suitcase cross-country on time. I felt so relieved to have Joey with me. We’d do it together.
I paced over to the gas pump determined to fill the car with gas myself since every minute counted. When Joey returned, he shot me a thumbs-up. “Whatta chick.”
I cracked a smile feeling proud and independent. “What happened with Uncle Donnie?”
“He’s on the way to Newark airport. A ticket will be waiting for me at the TWA counter by the time we get to Albuquerque.”
“Did you ask him if he thought Angel will come after you?”
“He’s makin’ nice with some of Angel’s guinea relatives in Jersey.”
“That’s a racist expression,” I said.
Joey groaned. “I’m Italian. You get a pass when you call your own people a bad word. Puerto Ricans refer to themselves as spics. Black people use the N word all the time, right?” He climbed into the back seat, and lay down with his head propped on the ugly pink overnight bag. “I’m more worried about those townie friends of yours.”
I found an old sleeping bag in the trunk next to the plaid suitcase and handed it to him. “Trust me. Everybody should be copasetic when we arrive with that suitcase.”
Joey took a deep breath and let the air out slowly. “I don’t have good feelings about those dudes.”
“Go to sleep. It’s a long trip home.” I clicked on the ignition and shifted into gear. Joey cuddled up in the sleeping bag like a newborn baby in a receiving blanket. Every few minutes he’d let out a short whining sound. I suspected his ankle still hurt a lot. And those toes had gone from grey to black.
A blizzard of snow blew across the highway. The wipers barely kept the windshield clear enough for me to see the road. The Mercedes hit a patch of ice with a thud and the car spun completely out of control. My father had always told me not to brake in a skid, so I eased up on the gas and the car spun three-hundred-sixty degrees right back on the road. Joey remained asleep through the tailspin.
The windshield was so iced up I couldn’t see out. I fumbled with the unfamiliar heater controls to get the defrost working better. Within seconds the snow-ice melted enough for me to see the road. Miraculously, the Mercedes continued to drift down the snow-packed canyon roads without colliding into anything else. I took three deep breaths and slapped each of my cheeks with my palm to keep me from getting too sleepy.
I thought about the family. What would their reaction be once they learned Angel had played them and Joey was innocent? The replacement suitcase would settle their debt.
The Panasonic eight-track sound system had speakers in both the front and back of the car. There were numerous tapes in a leather bag to choose from. Traffic, Santana, Pink Floyd. I slipped a tape of Crosby Stills & Nash in the player as the Mercedes’ windshield wipers and superior defrost system battled endlessly against the snow’s continued descent in thick clumps. I squinted and wiped the fogged window with my wool glove while singing along to Judy Blue Eyes.
Joey snoozed on.
Soon the lights of Santa Fe sparkled in the twilight on the horizon and the dark storm let up. The Mercedes was so ef-in far out. No way my Daddy’s Chevy Impala, or my friends’ broken down VWs, Pintos and Gremlins could have made it through the mountains in this storm. This car was one fine machine.
The sunrise radiated orange-red flames through the mountaintops. The car clock said 6:09 a.m. The plane didn’t depart until ten. I calculated that we still had plenty of time. An hour to get to the airport, another to park the car, check in, and board. Unless there were further delays, we’d be fine. Lord only knew what would happen if I missed that flight.
Joey bolted straight up in the back seat and started banging his foot on the floor. I peered in the rearview mirror as he unraveled the ace bandage. He was sweating profusely. “Shit.”
He looked scary. “Are you okay?”
“Can’t feel my foot.”
A sign up ahead read Angela’s Café. I drove into the parking lot and pulled up next to a rusty pickup. Then, leaving the engine running, I pressed down on the emergency brake and climbed into the back seat to get a better look at Joey’s foot.
He rolled up his pant leg. The ankle still looked swollen but not any worse than when Jaws had wrapped it. But the two smallest toes on his right foot were black. “We need to find you a doctor.”
“I’m good. Just head to the airport.”
I returned to the driver’s seat. An old guy in a fringed leather coat and a cowboy hat lumbered from the restaurant toward the pickup. I fumbled for the handle to roll down the window but couldn’t locate one anywhere on the door. Out of desperation, I pressed down on a little button, and the window rolled down magically. As the man opened the truck door, I yelled, “Hey, mister, you know where I can find an emergency room?”
The cowboy peered into the Mercedes and gaped at Joey’s foot. “Holy shit. You better git yourself there soon, son.” He took a stubby pencil from behind his ear and wrote down directions to Santa Fe General Hospital on a crumpled receipt from his wallet.

THE EMERGENCY ROOM APPEARED EMPTY save the petite Mexican receptionist at the counter. She crackled chewing gum while playing a game of tic-tack-toe with herself. Joey introduced himself and held out his foot. The woman bit her lip and told him to follow her, leaving me with a thesis worth of medical forms to fill out. I completed what I could: Joey’s name, the North Hall dorm address, approximate weight and height. I made up answers to the rest. Did he ever have the chicken pox, measles, or mumps? Sure, why not?
When I was done, I padded down the hall to the area where they kept the ER patients. Joey was groaning in one of the cubicles, and I yanked the curtain open. The same tiny nurse was taking his pulse. When she was done, I gave her the forms.
She narrowed her eyes at me. “Gracias, Mrs. Costello.”
Mrs. Costello? I started to open my mouth and set the record straight, but Joey cleared his throat and smiled at me. “You’re the best, sweetheart. Don’t know what I’d do without you.”
Minutes later, a beautiful woman in a white starched jacket entered the room. A thick black braid ran down her back, and her cocoa-colored skin had a satiny sheen. She extended her hand to Joey, then me. “I’m Dr. Yellow Horse.” Her palm felt calloused like a laborer.
I’d never met a real American Indian person before, and thought she was one of the most beautiful human beings I’d ever seen. I watched as she scrutinized Joey’s chart, then very gently touched his toes. She kept blinking her brown eyes. Her bronze skin paled at least a few shades. “We have no time to waste, sir. Your two little toes have serious frostbite and gangrene is setting in. They’ll need to be removed.”
Joey’s eyeballs protruded like a Pekingese lap dog. “What do you mean removed?”
“No easy way to say this, Mr. Costello. The tissue in those toes is dead. If we don’t amputate them, you could die. The longer we wait the more dangerous it is.”
“I want another opinion. We’re flying to New York in like an hour. I’ll see my doc in Queens.”
Dr. Yellow Horse shook her head. “You don’t have that option. If you fly, it will make this condition worse. Possibly lethal. Do you understand, sir?”
Joey turned the color of an alligator and remained silent.
She glared at me. “Can you sign these papers for your husband?”
“I’m just a… a friend.”
“Please step outside for a moment, Miss?”
“Levin.”
I stood in the hall for what felt like eternity. Maybe an hour. Sweat formed above my lip and ran concentric rings under my arms. The thought of Joey losing his toes made me sick. What will happen to him? What’s in store for me now that I’m certainly going to miss the plane?
The curtain swished opened and Dr. Yellow Horse appeared in the hall. “Your friend has signed the consent for surgery. He’ll be in very competent hands.”
“Can I speak to him?”
“Okay. But he’s on a valium drip… an IV that makes him sleepy. Don’t stay too long.”
When I reentered the room, Joey was like a different person. His leg was propped up on pillows and he grinned at me like a little boy greeting his mama for a bedtime story.
I rushed to his bed and gave him a hug.
“I’ll never forget what you done for me, Laila. Dr. Yellow Horse said I coulda lost my foot. A couple a toes ain’t nothing. She says with physical therapy I’ll walk normal again.”
“If I had gotten you out of the blizzard sooner, you wouldn’t be here.”
“You saved my life. Now catch that plane. I’m sorry I can’t help you.”
“I-I can’t leave you here by yourself.”
“The nurse called Uncle Donnie. He’ll be here tonight. It’s all cool.”
“Are you sure?”
He pressed his lips together. “Ben has no business getting you involved in this.”
“I can only blame myself for the trouble I’m in. But what will you do?”
“Uncle Donnie will take care of me. When I’m better, I’ll call Denise.”
“I’ll tell her what happened. She’ll come visit you,” I said.
“No. Promise me you won’t tell her about any of this. She thinks I’m taking care of my mother in Queens.”
“But—”
“Promise me.”
“Okay, I promise.
“And get away from that crowd before it’s too late,” he said.
“I’ll try.” But was I ready to bolt? Those Bridgeport townies had a weird power over me. Especially Ben. I couldn’t explain it. Not to Joey, or Denise, or least of all myself.
And then there was the matter of that plaid suitcase.







CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Back to Bridgeport

New Mexico, 1970
I reeled out of the Santa Fe hospital in tears. The melodrama of Joey losing his toes left me with a revolting sense that everything had spun out of control. I reminded myself that Dr. Yellow Horse was way cool and Joey would be fine. Okay, maybe not fine, but he’d survive the surgery.
Had I honestly thought this trip was a game? These people were deranged and dangerous. Joey had been used and abused by them. And I had followed in his footsteps. Did Angel have a hit out on me? Isn’t that what those mob guys did? If only I could stop thinking so much, hang a DO NOT DISTURB sign on my brain.
The snow had finally stopped, but a mass of scalloped clouds still hung over the mountains. The sun scattered through fissures in the thick clouds. I cruised down I-25 and slipped Simon and Garfunkel’s Scarborough Fair tape into the 8-track player. The ride seemed longer than I had remembered. Could I have missed the airport exit? At 9:10 signs for Albuquerque International Sunport finally appeared. That left me fifty minutes to park, get in line, and check the bag. My life depended on catching that ten o’clock flight.
Once again I found myself asking a higher power for help. Please God, if you’re up there, let me make this damn flight. Excuse me, sir, I didn’t mean to say damn.
Did I even believe in God? It couldn’t hurt to ask the guy for help. Maybe he was a she. But would he/she know I wasn’t a true believer? And would that hurt my chances for him or her to answer my prayers? Ben had quoted Karl Marx, who said that ‘religion was the opiate of the masses.’ He mocked all conventional institutions such as churches, corporations, the military, the police, and the government itself. “Politicians are the real criminals,” he had said. “If you play by their power hungry rules, you’re nothing but their slave.”
I exited onto Gibson Boulevard and followed the signs to the parking lot. After locking the Mercedes, I raced to the terminal with the plaid suitcase and pink overnight bag thumping along the snowy walkways. My breath formed clouds in front of me. When the terminal doors slid open, a blast of hot air caused my whole body to quiver like I’d entered the warmth of heaven.
Saltillo tile floors, colorful rugs, and Indian paintings flashed by me as I lugged the suitcases to the TWA check-in area. The pungent smell of New Mexico ristras emanated from the red chili pods strung everywhere in the airport.
According to a giant wall clock, it was 9:48 when I finally arrived at the TWA counter where a multitude of travelers stood in line with suitcases, skis, and duffle bags. Toddlers ran about squealing with delight. With minutes left to make the flight, I snaked my way through the line, becoming an instant piranha and recipient of angry glares. I kept shouting, “Excuse me, my plane is leaving in minutes.”
No one really cared. After literally shoving my way to the counter, I tearfully attempted to explain my dilemma to the TWA agent.
She looked annoyed. “Didn’t you hear my announcement?”
“I’m sorry, ma’am, I just got here.”
“Your flight’s been cancelled. Next one to New York is tomorrow morning. Get in line and I’ll reissue you a new ticket. Now please move so I can help someone else.” She looked away. “Next.”
“Tomorrow? There’s no other flight today?”
Her eyes snapped back in my direction. “We only have one flight to New York a day. You’re holding up the line, Miss.”
A guy wearing a felt cowboy hat grabbed my arm. “Come with me, young lady.” A wry smile was hidden under the umbrella of a fake mustache. Was he a narc? A hit man sent by Angel?
I was hyperventilating when the man pulled off the ridiculous mustache and big hat and swept strands of red waves behind his ears. “Rojo.”
Did he have orders from Angel? I dug out the Mercedes keys from my bag and handed them to him. “The car’s outside.”
“Keep walking,” he said in a gruff voice. He tailed closely behind me until we reached a series of gates that looked closed. Other than a Mexican guy sweeping a broom, there was no one else around.
“Stop here,” Rojo said.
I turned back at him to face my fate. “Is Angel going to kill me?”
Our eyes connected. “He would have been furious if he knew you stole the Mercedes.”
“I-I borrowed it.”
He shook his head. “Makes no difference. You don’t fuck around with a guy like that. When I found your note, I ripped it up and got Jaws to give me a lift down here.”
I felt choked up. “You did that for me?”
“You’re a decent girl. I couldn’t bear the thought of what Angel… never mind.”
“No, tell me.” I said.
“Let’s not go there. It never happened. I drove you down here this morning, right?”
I nodded. “Yes, of course.”
“Whatever happened to fat-face anyway?” he asked.
I shrugged. “Last time I saw him he was a human snowman. Maybe he froze to death.” God forbid.
Rojo gave me a quick hug, and then handed me an envelope. Before I had a chance to ask him what was inside of it, he had vanished among a flight crew headed down the terminal. I owed a lot to him. Crazy Rojo was okay.
As I walked back to the TWA area, I passed by a row of phone booths and entered a vacant booth. I stuck a dime inside the coin slot, and dialed the operator. When she asked how she could help me, I gave her a phony credit card number Chris had provided me.
Chris answered the phone on the second ring. “Hey, baby. Qué pasa?”
I told him about the plane cancellation and said everything had gone okay in Taos, leaving out the part about Joey. I planned to set the record straight when I got back home.
“So you definitely won’t be home until tomorrow?” he asked. He sounded disappointed.
“I don’t know what to do.” I said.
“Relax. Buy a burrito and a few magazines.”
“But what if—?”
“Don’t say another word!”
I sniffle. “Okay. Then I guess it’s goodbye.”
“I love you, baby,” Chris said and hung up.
He’d never told me that before.
I felt bemused by this declaration of love as I dragged the bags over to a row of plastic chairs. It would be a long night. Then I remembered the envelope Rojo had left me, and opened it up. To my surprise it was an American Airlines ticket to Hartford, Connecticut for one MARY JOHNSON. The flight left in two hours. Rojo must have purchased it for me after he’d heard the announcement about the flight cancellation to JFK. No doubt he’d paid for it himself. A true friend. Or did he have another motive?
Either way, I’d be on my way to Hartford soon enough. Home with Chris and Ben. Someday, I hoped to return to The Land of Enchantment under different circumstances. My momentary happiness was interrupted as six men in sports jackets and khaki pants darted into the terminal. Are they narcotic agents here to bust me? Did Angel set me up for revenge?
Pools of perspiration filled my bra as I waited for my inevitable arrest. Then a tall guy with a big nose and a pinstriped suit stepped through the door of a gate flanked by two more dudes in sports jackets and khaki pants. The tall guy smiled and waved at a crowd that had gathered in the area. A freckle-faced kid yanked at his mother’s dress and yelled, “Mommy, who is that?”
His mother pointed at the grey-haired man now engaged in shaking the hands of people in the crowd. “Son, that’s Spiro Agnew. He’s the Vice President of the United States.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Past & Present Collide

Austin, Texas, 2012
Rather than drive home to the lake house and the FBI agent waiting at my door, I head south onto First Street to confront my husband at the rental where he’s temporarily living. It’s time to find out whether my marriage is a over, terminado, finito. A serious migraine throbs in my temples.
Hispanic families sit in lawn chairs on their driveways and porches. An old couple holds hands next door to our house, and I ache with doubt whether Eduardo and I will be like that when we’re old. Will our marriage even survive?
I park the Acura behind Ed’s white truck in the driveway and march up the walkway of the small brick house. The blinds are closed and all the lights are off inside. I rap on the door, then pound on the door, but no one answers.
Across the street Juanita’s Mustang is parked in the driveway. Pastel reflections from a flat screen TV appear in through the living room window. I consider bursting into her house, demanding to know if my husband is there. What’s the worst that can happen? I find them together? Ed has never broken his marriage vows before. But then he’s never moved out of our home before either. And he’s mad at hell at me. If he’s screwing Juanita, better to find out now.
I psyche myself out for a showdown at the OK Corral. You go, girl. March right over there and give that woman a piece of your mind. How dare she try and steal your husband away. Then spit in Eduardo’s face for cheating on you after twenty-five years together.
But I take the coward’s way out and dial Ed’s Blackberry. It rings once, twice, and then goes to voicemail. Is he so mad at me he’s succumbed to Juanita’s charms?
What choice do I have but a face-to-face confrontation?
Chin held high, shoulders back, chest thrust forward, I strut across the street to Juanita’s house. A brass wind chime on the overhang of the porch resonates in the breeze. My heart races like it’s competing at the Indy 500.
Juanita opens the door. Her face burns crimson and she raises her painted brows. “Laila!” She’s dressed to the Southwestern nines in a broomstick skirt and snakeskin cowboy boots ready for the annual CMA music awards. “Would you like to come inside?’ she says. “How about a glass of wine or something?”
My throat is so parched I can barely get the words out. “Is, ah, Eduardo here?”
Before she answers, Ed appears at the door. Fully clothed, thank God.
I let out my breath.
“This isn’t our lake house.” He checks his watch. “And you’re four hours late.”
“Darlene had an emergency. I left you half a dozen messages.”
“What emergency could be more important than our marriage?”
“She tried to commit suicide.”
He slouches against the wall. “Jesus.”
“Come sit down,” Juanita offers.
I enter into the living room. Cute place. Wood floors, vaulted ceilings. I’ve rented the house many times to prospective tenants over the years we’ve owned it. Never has it looked so nice. Juanita’s got Louis Shanks style furniture. Not my thing, but the place looks classy.
Juanita sits down on a plush recliner and offers me a seat on a rose-colored silk sofa. Very sleek.
I look at her. “Maybe I will have a little wine.”
“I’ll get it,” Ed says.
Juanita tells him there’s a bottle of Chardonnay in the fridge. “Bring me a glass, too, por favor.”
Ed heads off to get the wine.
Juanita smiles at me. “Agent Lopez is still at your house. I can call him. He’s an amigo viejo, an old—”
“I know what amigo viejo means. I accused you of sleeping with him, remember?”
“Marty… Agent Lopez and I went to the police academy together many years ago. He left APD to join the FBI. For your information, I never slept with him. He had a esposa and a couple of niños.”
Like she gives a shit whether a guy is married.
She rambles on about spending fifteen years in vice before venturing out into private investigation. “I don’t have much time for men. My career is everything.”
So you’re not interested in Eduardo?
Her cell lights up ding-a-linging the Hank Williams tune, “Hey, Good Looking.” She flips the phone open. I can hear a deep voice on the other end but can’t make out the Spanish.
Juanita chews her lip as she listens. Sí, está aquí. Estamos en mi casa en Austin.” She turns to me. “It’s Agent Lopez. He’s offered to drive here to meet with you.”

AN HOUR LATER a thin Latino dressed in khaki pants and a navy sports jacket arrives at the house. Memories of the secret service so many years ago in the Albuquerque airport race through my head. I was scared shitless then, and I’m scared shitless now.
Lopez enters the living room, flashes his badge then introduces himself.
Ed whispers in my ear, “I’ll call Steve Berman.” Steve is a prominent Austin labor attorney and one of our best friends. I figure if Ed cares enough to call Steve, maybe there’s still a chance for our marriage.
Eduardo takes charge. He tells Agent Lopez I won’t speak to him without an attorney present and proceeds to call Steve, who says he’ll be here as soon as possible.
Juanita and Lopez chat in Spanish in the kitchen while Ed and I sit in agonizing silence in the living room as we await Steve’s arrival. Fifteen minutes later, Steve arrives dressed in white tennis shorts. He shakes hands with Agent Lopez and Juanita and confirms his representation of me.
Lopez responds that he’s gathering evidence to reopen a missing person’s case on one Joey Costello that’s over forty years old.
“There should be a statute of limitations on that,” Steve says.
Lopez raises his bushy brows. “Not on murder, there isn’t.”
“There was no murder,” I say, but I’m no longer certain of that.
“Can I speak with my client in private for a moment?” Steve says.
Agent Lopez and Juanita retreat back to the kitchen.
After they’re gone, Steve tells me to sit down. “Answer his questions as honestly as you can. The worst thing you can do is commit perjury. If a question is controversial, I can help you respond, or we can plead the fifth.”
When Agent Lopez returns, he pulls out an iPad and a small cassette player from his briefcase. He clicks on the tape player after asking Steve’s permission to do so. Juanita hands him her black notebook opened to a specific page containing yellow highlighted sections. He checks out her notes before asking, “So Ms. Levin, can you tell us how you knew Joey Costello back in 1970?”
“He was my roommate’s boyfriend.”
Lopez flips through Juanita’s notebook. “The night before Kent State, were you at a party with Joey Costello?”
Did Chris tell this to Juanita? So much for the pact.
Steve nods at me, affirming it’s okay to answer the question. “We were at the same get-together that night,” I finally say.
Lopez’s eyes open wide. “Were you in love with him?”
I almost fall off the couch. “Where did you hear that?”
“I’m asking the questions,” Lopez says in a gruff voice.
“He was my friend, nothing more.”
Lopez turns the pages of Juanita’s notebook and checks out more of her highlights before asking the next question. “How do you know Chris Reynolds and Ben Franklin Jones?”
Ed’s whole body stiffens. Once again I pause before responding. “I briefly dated Chris Reynolds when I was a freshman in college. Ben was his friend.”
Lopez types something into his iPad. “Can you tell us what you said to Mr. Franklin Jones at Denise’s funeral?”
Jesus, who told Juanita about that? Who even knew Ben was there besides Katie and me? For a brief second I think that Katie… No, of course. It was Chris. It’s clear to me now that he’s spilled his guts to Juanita. The hell with anyone else. Chris is out for himself.
Lopez blinks hard before asking, “Did you push Joey Costello out the window of a third story building on the evening of May 3, 1970?”
I shudder in shock. What the ef is going on? Why on God’s earth would he think that? My lips part but no sound comes out.
Lopez looks solemn. “Ms. Levin, answer the question, please.”
Steve starts to speak but I interrupt him and shriek, “I wasn’t even there when he fell out of that window.”
“So you admit you know when and how Joey Costello died?” Lopez asks.
Juanita smiles slyly. I immediately realize my colossal screw up. Steve says, “My client is going to plead the fifth at this time.”
Lopez clicks off the recorder and zips up his iPad in a leather case. “We’ll be in touch.”
I turn to Ed, who is standing with his arms folded in the back of the living room with a blank expression on his face. At my husband’s suggestion, Steve and I join him at the rental across the street. Ed’s current house. Lopez’s car screeches out of Juanita’s driveway and motors down the road.
Ed brings out a few bottles of Dos Equis and hands one to each of us. He looks at Steve. “How do you think it went just now?”
Steve clears his throat. “What I gathered from Lopez’s questions is that after forty years, there appears to be some new evidence this Costello guy was murdered. The bad news, y’all, is that Laila is a suspect.” He turns to me. “As your friend and acting attorney, you must tell me what really happened that night. If need be, I’ll recommend a good criminal lawyer.”
Ed paces back and forth in the room as I gather my thoughts. I don’t understand how it has come to this. Why is Chris trying to pin this on me? Did Ben push Joey out the window in self-defense like Chris said at the Margaritaville?
Ed grabs my arm. “For crissakes, Laila. What did you do?”
I lower my head. “I’m not sure where to start.”
“Start at the beginning,” Steve says.
I steal a look at Eduardo. His mouth is twisted, his hands folded like he’s preparing himself for the worst. I start by explaining about Bridgeport, Denise, and Joey.
Ed starts pacing again. “Who are these Ben and Chris characters?”
Why can’t he sit down next to me on the couch and hold my hand? I launch into how I got involved with Chris, who then introduced me to the family. I see no reason to mention my one-night-stand with Ben. What difference does it make in the scheme of things? It is challenging to describe what my life was like all those years ago. How I got tangled up in the family’s web of deceit. How I wanted to leave, but kept getting in deeper.
After telling them about Joey and the missing suitcase, I pause before confessing that I, too, flew cross-country to New Mexico to retrieve a second suitcase for them. I know Ed will find this part despicable. His nephew has a serious cocaine addiction. It has cost his family a lot of pain and suffering. Not to mention money.
The color drains from his face. “You flew across the country with a suitcase of grass?”
“I thought so back then.” I bite my lip. “Chris recently told me it was PCP.”
Steve shakes his head. “Wow. That’s powerful shit.”
Ed glares at me. “Is Chris the guy on the phone that you told ‘a part of me always loved you’?” 
How do I answer him? What will he think of me? “No, that was his friend Ben.”
Ed looks at Steve, who shrugs. “Let me get this straight. You were dating Chris but were in love with Ben?”
Oy vey. “Something like that.”
Steve says, “What happened when you got home from New Mexico?”







CHAPTER THIRTY
The Affair

Connecticut, 1970
It was after midnight when my plane landed at Bradley International airport in Hartford. While I felt relieved the Secret Service hadn’t been waiting in Albuquerque for me, I still had to pick up the suitcase from baggage claim. I tried to focus on sharing the details of my adventure with Denise. No doubt she’d think it was totally far out. It certainly had been a roller coaster ride of adrenalin I’d never forget. And then there was the matter of Joey’s toes.
One more hurdle to overcome now, and I’d be home free. Ben had said that far more people get busted getting off the plane than getting on. I headed to baggage claim, inhaling and exhaling like a Yogi. My stomach felt like a family of rattlesnakes had taken up residence. When I reached the carousel, I had worked myself into such a state of panic, I nearly fainted.
Were narcs posing as fellow passengers waiting for luggage? The man in the three-piece suit across the way had a weird eye twitch. Was he signaling his partner in a bomber jacket on the other side of the room? An old woman with a mole the size of a nickel glared at me. Maybe I should leave the suitcase and head back to the dorm. To hell with the family. What could they do to me?
But there’d be Angel to reckon with.
One by one, the baggage slid down the conveyor belt. Finally, the plaid suitcase and my pink overnight bag flew out of the shoot. They circled around once, then twice. As they orbited past me for the third time, I gripped them both with two hands and staggered toward a row of phone booths in the distance. The worst was finally over.
Then someone tapped my shoulder.
When I turned around, I met the glare of a black security guard as massive as Wilt Chamberlain. He glanced at my suitcases then back up at my face.
I tried to smile but my lips felt like they’d been Super-Glued together. Things tripped into slow motion like I was back on LSD.
I heard, “Excuuusemeeemissss, I neeeed your claaaaaaim…” His lips were moving but I couldn’t understand the words spilling out.
A line of people hauling luggage formed behind me. An old lady dropped her overstuffed valise and it burst open. White bloomers, polyester pants, a tube of toothpaste, and a hodgepodge of cosmetics spilled all over the floor.
The security dude clicked on his walkie-talkie and held it to his mouth. “I need some help at carousel three.”
I stifled a shriek. Surely this is the end. “I’m only seventeen.”
He rolled his eyes. “And I’m forty-seven. Hand me your claim ticket, young lady.” He snatched my boarding pass from my hand and checked that the numbers matched the ones on the plaid suitcase and the pink bag. “Okay, move along now.”
I was panting by the time I reached the ladies room. Mission accomplished. I threw cold water on my face. Should I call Chris to pick me up? Or surprise everyone with an early return. It didn’t take but a minute to decide I would show them that Laila Levin was one independent chick. Despite all obstacles, I had succeeded by myself. I dragged the luggage outside the arrival area and stood in line to catch a cab.

IT WAS SUCH A RELIEF to be back in Bridgeport safe and sound. Using the key Chris had given me, I unlocked the front door of the family house. I hauled the suitcase and my overnight bag up the flight of stairs to the family’s apartment then unlocked the door using the second key on the ring labeled Apt. B.
The place was dark and silent. What did I expect at three in the morning? Should I check in with Ben before heading up to Chris in the attic? He’d want to know I’d arrived home safely with the suitcase. No, Chris is my boyfriend, not Ben. I should go to him first. This fantasy of Ben must end right NOW.
I left my peacoat and the luggage on the couch in the living room, tiptoed up the stairs and pushed the door open. Chris will be so happy see me. Perhaps I’ll just slip under the covers and make love to him.
The dark attic room smelled moldy. Chris must be asleep. I started to unzip my jeans when I heard stirring in the bed.
“Who’s there?” Chris said in a husky voice.
“It’s me, honey. I caught an earlier flight to Hartford.” I fumbled to find the lamp and pressed the switch.
Chris’s face was beet-red. “Shit.”
“Are you glad to see—?”
A blouse, bra and lace panties lay in a trail on the floor. A big lump in the bed told the rest of the story.
My mouth fell open. “What the ef—Who is in there?”
The protuberance burrowed itself in the blankets like a box turtle in its shell.
I grabbed the covers and started to pull them down when someone seized my arm.
“You don’t wanna do this,” said a somber-faced Ben from behind me.
I let go of the quilt and searched his eyes.
“Come downstairs with me, sweetheart,” he said.
Chris said nothing but stood and slid into his jeans.
I was furious as I followed Ben down the stairs to the kitchen.
Ben told me to sit at the table as he filled the teakettle. “Would you like a Quaalude?”
“Are you ef-in crazy?”
He held his hands up to his face in a protective gesture. “Okay, don’t bite my head off.”
“I just risked my life for you guys, and this is the thanks I get?”
“I’ve checked out the suitcase. Everything seems to be in order.” He reached in his pocket, retrieved a wad of bills, and handed them to me. “There’s five hundred dollars there.”
I threw the money in his face. “I don’t want your dough.”
“You’re making too big a deal of this. Chris just got lonely,” he said.
“It’s Ivy, isn’t it?”
“What difference does it make who he’s with? I can assure you this means nothing to him.”
“You’re right. None of this means anything to anyone. Except to me,” I said with conviction.
“Sex, drugs and rock and roll. That’s what it’s all about, honey. I thought you got the drift.” Ben said.
“You’ve gotten what you wanted from me,” I yelled. “May you all rot in hell. I’m out of here.”

I RACED THE FOUR BLOCKS to Bodine, oblivious of the wind in my face and the snow falling in clumps on my bare head. I was so upset I had forgotten to retrieve my coat and the pink bag with my clothes from the living room.
It was 3:36 a.m. on the Bodine lobby clock when I entered the elevator. Minutes later, I stepped off on the fourth floor. Sounds of a guitar filtered through the hall from someone’s room. A girl in Bugs Bunny pajamas was pulling an all-nighter in the lounge. I couldn’t wait to see Denise and share the insanity of the last few days, confident she would not mind if I woke her up.
When I opened the door to our room, I called her name.
No answer.
I flipped on the light switch and noticed her bed had not been slept in. Had she found a new boyfriend since I’d left for New Mexico? Joey would be so bummed out. If I had ever needed a friend to talk to, it was now.
It dawned on me how few Bodine girls I felt close to since I’d joined the family. Who could I confide in besides Denise? Katie Birnbaum perhaps? She and Denise had become good friends in my absence from the dorm. Katie treated me differently since I’d started seeing Chris. She had asked me to introduce her to Ben. I’d ignored that request for obvious reasons. How hypercritical was it for me to be jealous of Chris with another woman when I still had feelings for his best friend?
I rushed down the hall to Katie’s room and knocked on the door.
She opened the door yawning in a long U.B. T-shirt. Her hair was wrapped around an orange juice can on the top of her head. It was how we all kept our curly hair straight.
“What’s up?” she said in a sleepy voice.
“I’m sorry to wake you but I really need a friend to talk to. Denise is gone.”
“Have a seat on the bed,” she said. “I’ll fire up a dube.”
“I was hoping you’d say that,” I said.
Now that Katie had opened the door for a heart-to-heart, I didn’t know where to begin. Could she be trusted? She lit a joint. After two tokes I confessed I had just gotten back from a trip to New Mexico with a suitcase of weed. I didn’t mention I’d seen Joey or the trauma that ensued.
“Were you scared? I would have pissed my pants.”
“Are you kidding? I was totally freaked out. Then I got back to my boyfriend Chris’s and caught him in bed with someone else.”
“Oh my God. Would you like a Quaalude?”
“That’s what Ben offered me. I’m not interested in zoning this out. I feel like I’ve been played.”
“That Ben is so cute. Did you ever find out if he was available?”
I laughed. “Don’t you see? They’re all available. Doesn’t make a difference if they have a girlfriend or not.”
“So who was Chris sleeping with?”
“She stayed buried under the covers but I’d bet my bottom dollar it was this woman Ivy that lives with them,” I said. “She sleeps with all the dudes.”
“Ivy, the astrologer chick?”
“You know her?”
Katie shook her head. “She did my chart a few months ago. Said I’d be famous someday.”
The sound of a loud knock interrupted our conversation. Katie took a last toke of the joint, opened the window, and tossed it out. Then she sprayed the room with Secret deodorant. “Who’s there at this ungodly hour?” Her voice sounded angry.
“It’s me, Denise.”
Katie unlocked the door and Denise entered. The whites of her eyes were laced with red lines. She gave me a hug. “How was the trip?”
“Really, really strange. Like insane.”
“How so?” she asked.
“I guess you could say I’d entered a modern world version of Sodom and Gomorrah.” I filled her in on the details including finding Chris in bed with someone else. I didn’t mention Joey, however. He’d made me promise not to tell her.
“Why are you so surprised?” Denise said. “They’re not monogamous type of dudes.”
Katie smiled. “Bad boys. It’s part of their charm.”
“You’re both right, of course. But I’m not sure I fit in with that crowd.”
Katie rolled another joint and passed it to Denise. “So where were you tonight?”
“Cramming for my sociology exam with a couple guys at North Hall,” Denise replied. “Can’t afford another incomplete.”
“Well, I’m done with Chris.” I said. “And that whole damn family.”
“What about Ben?” Katie asked. “He’s the hottest guy I’ve seen in this sucky town.”
If she only knew my feelings for Ben. “You’ll have to figure that one out yourself. If I never see those dudes again, it will be too soon.”

THE NEXT MORNING Denise and I were awakened by a knock on our door. “Telephone call for Laila,” said Mary Lou.
I tread slowly to the hall phone dressed in my flannel nightgown, unsure what I wanted to say to Chris. Did I even want to speak with him?
The receiver dangled in the air. What was wrong with those people? Chris, Ben, Ivy. The family. Did they even know what the word family meant? Still indecisive, I grabbed the phone and put it up to my ear.
“Laila, it’s Ben. Can you meet me for breakfast at Rodman’s?”
“Ef-you, Ben. I told you last night I never want to see any of you ever again.”
“You do want your coat and clothes back, no?
“Well yes, but I-I can send my roommate over to fetch them,” I said.
“Laila. I’ve got something to share I’ve never told you before. See you in fifteen.”
“Do you love me, Ben?” That was something I still wanted to know, needed to know.
The sound of the dial tone was all the response I got.
Every bone in my body said, DO NOT GO. Stay at Bodine with your friends where life is safe. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to know the family scene was toxic. But some powerful current named Ben Franklin Jones sucked me back in.
I quickly dressed and brushed my teeth. No time to go through the tedious process of straightening my hair. I left it tangled in waves. Denise loaned me her jacket and rode down in the elevator with me to the lobby. She was such a good friend.
On the ride she squeezed my hand. “Are you in love with Chris?”
“I don’t know.”
She glared at me. “Didn’t you tell me you’d slept with his best friend?”
“Yes, but it was dark and… it was an accident,” I said.
“Do you have feelings for Ben?”
I let out my breath. “I’m confused about my feelings for both of them. Why are you grilling me about it?”
“I’m trying to help you sort things out,” she said.
“I’m a mess, aren’t I?”
“You’re a complicated girl, Laila. Much more so than I’d ever have thought.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Is that good or bad?”
The doors of the elevator slid open in the lobby. I stepped out but Denise remained inside. I held the door open with my arm and repeated my question to her.
She smiled. “Have you ever heard the expression, ‘What’s good for the goose is good for the gander’?”
As I walked down Main Street, I wondered if that was Denise’s way of telling me to forgive Chris because I’d done the same thing. But it wasn’t the same. Did Chris even know about my night with Ben?
The answers awaited me at Rodman’s diner.







CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Laila’s Explanation

Austin, Texas, to Tucson, Arizona, 2012
Ed’s Blackberry interrupts my explanation to Steve and him about what had happened after my return with the suitcase from New Mexico to Connecticut.
“Hold that thought,” Ed says then speaks into the phone. “Mama, cómo estás?”
He pads outside to the back porch leaving Steve and me in the living room.
“I was in law school when everyone was going ape shit,” Steve says. “I often regret missing out on all the fun.”
“Eduardo was in the army. Not sure he’d agree with you.”
Moments later, Ed returns. His face is the color of the Navajo white paint he uses in all the rentals. “Juanita’s mother just suffered a massive heart attack. They don’t expect her to survive more than twenty-four hours.”
“So Juanita’s leaving?” I try to keep the tone of my voice from sounding too joyful. While I feel bad that her mother is dying, I’m thrilled she’ll be departing Austin. Hopefully for good.
My pleasure is short-lived. “I’m driving her back to New Mexico,” Ed says.
I sigh. “Why? I mean, can’t she fly?” Visions of Eduardo and the grieving beauty spending thirteen endless hours alone in her Mustang fill my imagination.
“She won’t fly. Doesn’t like airplanes any more than I do.”
“Yes, of course.” I recall the brief conversation I had with Juanita on this topic. “Do you have to go?”
“Virgie’s truly been there for Mama since my dad died. If you came with me to New Mexico more often, you’d know that.”
“So you’re not going to Mera’s engagement party?” The minute the question leaves my mouth, I’m aware how shallow it makes me sound. Funeral of Mama’s best friend vs. party for my niece. Hello. “I’m sorry. Go to Sabinal. Your mother needs you.”
“I’m glad you understand,” Ed says. “I’ll only be gone a few days. We can sort everything out when I get back.”
There are more cracks in my marriage than I’d imagined. When we’d moved to Austin from New Mexico ten years ago, we both had agreed it was best for Ed to visit his mother alone. She’d never been all that fond of me, the Jewish girl from Long Island.
Steve, who’d been sitting quietly through the discussion, clears his throat. “Is there anything I can do to help you out?”
“Find Laila a good criminal attorney. God knows what she did in 1970. I’m leaving in an hour.”

I TRY TO PUT all thoughts of Ed and Juanita out of my mind on my flight to Tucson to attend my niece’s engagement party. As my Southwest flight descends into Tucson International Airport, my fear from the turbulence is countered by the magnificence of the mountain view before me.
My sister Amby greets me at the baggage claim with a big hug. “Where’s Ed?”
“Long story,” I say.
“Is everything okay with you two?”
Tears sting my eyelids. “My life is falling apart.” Once again I don’t know where to start. Should I tell her about Joey and my past, my problems with Ed, the issues at LBJ? I pause for a few minutes and search for the right words. “Do you remember when I left Bridgeport for New Mexico with Katie Birnbaum?” Amby was sixteen at the time and busy with her own transformation in high school.
“Sort of. Mom and Dad were upset with you attending college so far away. They suspected your boyfriend and his friend were going with you.”
“They did go with us,” I say.
“So what does this have to do with Ed not coming?”
“My past has come back to haunt me. There is also the matter of a dead body.”
My sister arches one of her professionally plucked brows. “Oh my God.”
“You have no idea.” We proceed through the airport to her Prius in short-term parking. On the drive home, I fill her in on the recent events starting with Katie calling to inform me about Denise’s suicide.
“Tell me about the body.”
“I’ve never told anyone, not even Eduardo. It’s part of why we’re estranged right now. You have to promise me to keep this between us.”
“I’m your sister.”
I slump down in the car seat. “There was a terrible accident the night before the Kent State massacre. This boy Joey was doing drugs and ended up jumping out of the window of a third story building. Well, I thought that’s what happened anyway.”
“Slow down here. What do you mean you thought that’s what happened?”
“He may have been pushed out the window.”
“Weren’t you there?”
“I’d gone to pick my friend Katie up from the airport. When we got back to the house, Joey was lying on the ground in the backyard with a broken neck.”
“Did you call the police?”
“Chris and his friend Ben convinced me if we did, there’d be a big bust and things would get ugly for everyone. We decided to drive to New Mexico with the body. You have no idea how much I regret that decision.”
“No shit! How’d you get the body across state lines?”
“In the trunk of Katie’s Saab. We dumped it somewhere east of Albuquerque.”
“How does Denise’s suicide tie into this?”
“She was Joey’s girlfriend and the only one there besides Ben and Chris. Her suicide note implicated Chris.”
We pull up to the driveway of Amby’s large adobe home in the ritzy Catalina Foothills community. She says, “Oy vey,” and rolls down her window.
My beautiful niece races from the house and greets me. She’s freaked out about the seating arrangements for her engagement party.
My sister tells her she’ll be there in a minute. We both exit the car and head up the cobblestone path to the door. Amby squeezes my hand. “I’ve got to focus on this party right now, but we’ll definitely talk more later.”
I check my watch. It’s noon. The party isn’t until seven that evening. “Can I borrow Mera’s old Volvo for a few hours?”
“Where are you going?”
I blush. “My plan is to meet with both Ben and Chris separately to figure out what really happened that night.”
“Chris and Ben live here in Tucson?”
I look sheepish. “Forgot to mention that, I guess.”
“Nice omission.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t forget to tell you on purpose.”
She eyeballs me like only a sibling can. “Is that the real reason you came up here for the party?”
“No way. I want to be here for Mera. They just happen to live here, too.”
“I don’t think you should go anywhere near those two,” she says.
I take her hand. “Stop acting like Ma. I’ve got to find out the truth.”
“Oh, for crissakes. Take the car. But make sure you’re back by five.”
I hug her. “Thank you.”
After transferring my roll-on bag inside the house, I give my frazzled niece a hug. I offer her a few comforting words, then retreat to the privacy of the guest-room and call Ben.
He sounds surprised to hear from me, especially when I tell him I’m in Tucson. We agree to meet at a salad bar on University Boulevard in an hour.
An hour and a half later he flashes his sexy smile and embraces me in a hug that lingers longer than it should. “Sorry, I’m late. I couldn’t get the bike started and the van’s in the shop.” We enter inside the restaurant and settle into a red vinyl booth. “What brings you to my part of the woods?”
“Are you kidding?” I say. “The P.I. contacted someone from the FBI. He’s already questioned me.”
“Shit.” He rubs his neck. “What did you tell him?”
“You know what, Ben? I’m tired of you and Chris playing me. I want the damn truth for a change. When I met with Chris in Austin, he said you were in bed with Denise that night and Joey freaked out when he walked in on the two of you.”
He said, “I was in bed with Denise? What bullshit.”
“Really?”
“Chris is the one who went to bed with Denise that night. And it wasn’t the first time, or the last, I might add.”
I feel nauseated, a state that coincides every time I’m with Chris or Ben. “What are you talking about?”
“Who do you think was under the covers with him the night you came home from Taos?”
“I-I thought it was Ivy?”
“Hello, Pollyanna. It was your dear friend, Denise.”
“I don’t believe you.” But when I search my memory, I recall she was not in the dorm when I got home that night. That’s why I went to see Katie. Even now, so many years later, Denise’s betrayal breaks my heart. A vision of her burrowed under the covers makes me want to cry.
“Do you care to hear my version of that night?”
“That’s why I’m here,” I say.
“Did Chris tell you about the angel dust?”
I lower my eyes. “He told me you’d all gotten high on it when I went to the airport.”
“We played a game of strip poker. Joey got mad at Denise when she took off her blouse.”
“Chris said he’d passed out and found you in bed with Denise later.”
Ben’s face swells. “Whoa, that’s not how it went down.”
“Okay, so what’s your story?”
“Denise told Joey to go home, that she no longer wanted to be his girlfriend. He stumbled down the stairs and we all thought he’d gone back to the dorm.”
“But he didn’t?”
“Chris and Denise started making out on the couch so I went to my bedroom to play my guitar. A half hour later, I heard this big ruckus in the attic. Turns out Joey must have snuck back into the apartment and found Chris and Denise together up there. When I got to them, Joey had Chris in a headlock. Denise was screaming. I managed to unhinge the big guy off of Chris and calm him down. Joey collapsed on the floor crying like a two-year-old.
Ben’s face hardened. “I offered him a Quaalude and headed downstairs to get the bottle. Next thing I knew, I heard glass shattering. I raced back up the stairs and Joey was charging Chris with a broken beer bottle. As he headed toward him, Chris pushed him out the window.”
“You swore on your dog’s life that it was an accident.”
“It was self-defense. That’s like an accident.”
“Why believe you over Chris?” I ask.
“Because he’s nuts. And he fucked your best friend.”
And I fucked his.
“There’s more. After we left you and Katie in New Mexico, Denise came and lived with us in Tucson. Chris treated her like shit. She worked at Denny’s while he sat on his ass all day getting high. At night he trolled bars and balled other chicks.”
There’s always more with Ben and Chris. They think I’m the same stupid chick who wandered into the family in 1970. But they’re wrong and I’m going to get to the bottom of this if it’s the last thing I do.
“Do you want to know why I’ve never married, Laila?”
“Sure, why not?”
“No one’s ever held a candle to you. If you don’t believe anything else I’ve said today, I want you to go home believing that.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
The Reconstruction

Bridgeport, Connecticut, 1970
While paralyzed by the corrosive power of my feelings for Ben, I opened the glass door to Rodman’s determined not to let him get the best of me. I only had half an hour before Professor Friedman’s American History class.
Doc was standing by the cash register with a couple of biker buddies. When he saw me come in, he rushed over and gave me a hug. “You did good, honey. Saved our business and our asses.”
So far Doc was the only one who had expressed his appreciation for me risking my life. I moved down the aisle toward the last booth where Ben sat alone with my pea coat, pink bag, and fate in his hands.
He looked up from the menu with veiled, liquid eyes. “Sit down, Laila. Think of this as a new beginning.”
“Beginning of what?”
He reached across the table and took my hands in his.
The electricity of his touch radiated through my body.
“Run away with me,” he said.
Did I hear him right? “Are you serious?”
“What I dream of and what I can really do are two different things.”
Always playing with me. “Yes, of course,” I said.
“You have no idea how much I want us to be together. But it would kill Chris. He actually cried last night when you left. Doc came over and read him the riot act about his behavior.”
“It’s not just the affair.” I said. “I mean who am I to—”
He squeezed my hand. “Shhh. Say no more.”
“We need to talk about that night. I can’t live like this.”
He locked eyes with me. “That’s why I called you.”
“What’re you two talking about?” Doc said, as he plopped down next to Ben.
Ben moved over to give him more space. “I’ve tried to convince Laila that Chris is devastated.”
“Chris wants you to come home. We all want you back,” Doc said.
I grabbed my coat and bag and slid out from the booth. “Gotta go.” I couldn’t afford to be late for Dr. Friedman’s class.
“At least come to dinner tonight. Ivy is cooking something special for you,” Ben said.
My gaze widened. “Ivy’s cooking for me?”
“She wants to show her gratitude,” Ben said. “You’ll be there, right? We’ll talk then.”
“I’ll think about it,” I ran down the aisle and out the door, then raced across campus. Once again Ben had toyed with my feelings. What did he really want from me anyway?

I ARRIVED OUT OF BREATH to class just as Dr. Friedman was closing the door. He glared at me as I took my seat in the back of the classroom. “Just in time, Ms. Levin. Are you ready for the exam?”
“Oh my God. I thought it was on Wednesday.” I had carefully checked my assignments before the trip. But after everything I’d been through, I could barely remember my name. Pulling out an assignment pad, I lashed through the pages until I found the following scribbled in my handwriting: Test on Civil War Reconstruction – April 20th.
“What’s the date today, sir?”
“It’s Monday, the eighteenth of April,” he replied.
“April eighteenth?”
Dr. Friedman shook his head. “All day.”
“Wow, I can’t believe that.”
“And why is that Ms. Levin?”
I shouted, “It’s my birthday today,” and then felt embarrassed by my outburst as a couple of kids sang the happy birthday song. So much had happened to me in the last few days.
“That will be all, class.” Dr. Friedman said. “Ms. Levin, the test is in two days from now. Make sure you’re prepared. And on time.”
“Absolutely, sir.”
Suppressing yawns, I took copious notes and tried hard to concentrate on Dr. Friedman’s ninety-minute lecture on the Civil War Reconstruction. After class, Dr. Friedman tapped my shoulder. “Ms. Levin, you look exhausted. What’s going on with you?”
“I didn’t sleep well last night.”
“You used to be my top pupil. Something’s changed.”
“It’s just, well, boyfriend problems. But everything is cool now. I promise to be prepared for Wednesday.”
His steely eyes pierced through my bullshit. “A little more factual and less creative than your essay on the Emancipation Proclamation. You don’t want to jeopardize that scholarship of yours.”
“I won’t, sir. Thanks for taking this time to speak to me.” I continued to the door.
“And Laila,” he said.
I rotated back around. “Yes.”
“Happy birthday.”

THE REST OF THE AFTERNOON was spent perched on my bed studying the Civil War reconstruction and trying to forget I’d ever met the family.
At four o’clock, Denise moseyed into the room. We talked for a while but she never mentioned anything about my birthday. Did she even know? She asked me what transpired between Ben and me at Rodman’s.
“Evidently Chris is devastated about last night,” I said but left out the part about Ben and me.
She sighed. “Ever since that night you brought them here, all the girls have been talking about those two. You’re the envy of everyone, even Katie.”
“Really?”
She smacked my arm. “I wish my life had that kind of excitement in it.”
“Something horrible happened I haven’t told you about.” I leaned back on my pillows. “Joey was there in Taos. He got involved with Ben and Chris and, well, it’s a long story.”
“What are you talking about? Joey’s home in Queens taking care of his Mama,” she said.
“He’s not. The family hired him to bring back a suitcase of weed and then it got hijacked by the distributor.”
Her face lit up. “No shit.” 
“The horrifying part is Joey lost a couple of toes due to frostbite. I swore not to tell you.”
“Wow. I had no idea my Joey was involved with such heavy shit.” His stock had just risen in her book. Instead of freaking her out, Denise seemed turned on by Joey’s trauma. She smiled at me. “Go to that dinner. Keep living life on the wild side, Laila.”
I thought about Rojo and pregnant Peaches, Dennis Hopper’s party with all the Hollywood weirdos. And then there was Joey freezing out in the snow, Ivy’s self-induced abortion, and Chris’s infidelity. And yes, I was guilty of sleeping with Ben. But I’d never forget the feeling of my heart exploding in my chest as I went through airport security. I’d had enough of life on the wild side.
Just the same, I headed to shower and got ready for tonight. Like a drug addict, I needed a fix.







CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
The Lockout

Austin, Texas, 2012
Ed smells of Irish Spring soap as he cuddles next to me with his arm wrapped around my waist. We’re both naked and flushed from our recent lovemaking. “I’m so relieved to be back home again,” he whispers then tickles my ear with his tongue.
The tune of “Yesterday” forces me from the delicious dream into the stark reality of my current life. The bedroom is cold and dark, and the clock next to my bed says 5:35 a.m. Ed is still in New Mexico with Juanita. After two nights in Tucson, I’ve returned home to Austin with a confession of eternal love from Ben. I never did get to see Chris again.
The Beatles song continues on my iPhone which is vibrating on the granite countertop in the bathroom. I stagger from bed in the dark and grab the phone. DARLENE pops up on the LCD.
I answer like I’m on call at the Help Desk where I started my I.T. career.
“My badge won’t work.” Darlene’s voice sounds frantic.
“What?”
“I’m at LBJ. Can’t get in the building.”
I yawn. “Why are you there so early?”
“To work. I’m a V.P. Why the fuck else would I be here?”
“Don’t chew my head off. I get it.”
She sniffles on the other end. “I’m so sorry.”
“It’s okay. Why don’t you call the Help Desk?”
“What good will that do?” she asks. “We both know I’ve been riffed.”
“That’s crazy. Maybe the system’s down.”
“Here comes a cleaning person. We’ll see if his badge works… Ah, Señor. ¿Puede usted
enséñame?” There’s a pause and then she says, “He’s inside.”
“His badge worked?” I ask.
“His, yes. Mine, no. Bad fucking sign.” She’s toast. “That’s the end, right?”
I swallow. “It could be.” H.R. should notify her before 8:00 a.m. by phone.
“Would you check your e-mail, Laila?” Darlene knows as CIO I receive a daily list of who’s been fired. There’s been quite a few since the LBJ manager meeting at the Burnet Exotic Game Ranch.
“I’ll call you right back.”
“I can hold,” she says.
“You should go home and get yourself a cup of coffee. Hug the kids.”
She laughs. “What home? Richard gained temporary custody of the kids and the house.”
“Where are you staying?”
“Some shithole apartment on Lamar. Lots of loser divorcees like me for company.”
“Go to Starbucks on Bee Cave. I’ll meet you there in thirty minutes,” I say.
After we hang up, I turn on my i-Mac and remote into my LBJ Outlook account. There’s an e-mail to all LBJ employees from Bob Englewood. Darlene has officially been canned.
I slip on a pair of jean overalls and a T-shirt I’d left on the chair next to my bed. Then I brush my teeth, and stick my hair into a barrette. The sunrise soaks the horizon with pink and gold as I rush out the door.
Willow howls at me.
“Oh geez, I forgot to feed you, girl.”
Ten minutes later Willow’s belly is full and I’m trucking down Ranch Road 620 with NPR news on the radio. I catch a glimpse of myself in the rearview mirror. Puffy dark circles, hair resembling a Brillo pad. I should have taken the time to shower and dress for work. As the new CIO, I can’t go to LBJ looking like this. After my meeting with Darlene, I will need to return home to shower and change.
When I arrive at the Bee Cave Starbucks, I find Darlene hunched over a table by the window. She has on her usual Texas debutante mask of makeup, and a tailored business suit. But her silk blouse hangs from the back of the skirt, and streaks of black mascara run down her cheeks.
She hands me a large cappuccino. “Vanilla, right?”
“Yes, thank you.”
“The news is bad, isn’t it?”
I shrug. “With your credentials you shouldn’t have a hard time—”
“Shut up. Don’t sugarcoat this, honey.”
“What do you want from me?”
She points at my phone. “Show me the e-mail.”
I slide my finger through windows on my iPhone, and hand it to her.
She stares at the e-mail for a long time. When she looks up, her eyes are moist.
“You need to fight this,” I say surprising myself at the conviction in my voice. “He can’t discard you like this.”
She raises her Starbucks cup in a toast, signs of her dignity returning. “You’re right. This is a blatant case of sexual harassment and retaliation. Fucks me, dumps me, fires me.”
“True.”
She gnaws on a fingernail. “I’ll hire a lawyer.”
“Why not?” I think of Steve Berman but don’t say anything. He’s one of Austin’s best labor lawyers.
“Thank God I brought you in as go-between. Can you imagine if we’d used one of his people?”
I blink. Just what I need, more complications in my life.
“You will help me?”
“Of course.” But can I afford it?
She stands up and tucks the stray end of her blouse back into her skirt. “I’ll call you later.”
I stand, too. “Er, sure.”
She hugs me. “You’re all I’ve got right now, Laila.”
As I walk to the parking lot, I receive a call from Bob Englewood. He wants to know if I’ve spoken to Darlene this morning. I don’t see any reason to lie and confess that we just had coffee.
“How soon can you be in my office?”
I look down at my stained overalls. “I’ve got to go home. I’m not dressed appropriately for work. About an hour and a half, sir.”
“Drive here now. I don’t care if you’re in your pajamas.”

BOB E.‘S
OFFICE IS DARK except the dim light of a lamp. He’s wearing a grey pinstripe suit with a starched white shirt and yanks at the tie around his neck like it’s choking him.
If only I’d dressed in anything but these stained overalls.
He offers me coffee and buzzes Suzi Lin to bring it in. She wobbles in on stilettos with a silver pot and two mugs a few minutes later. “Ivy Foreman just arrived. Should I send her in?”
Before Bob E. can answer, Ivy saunters inside dressed in a low-cut black dress. Once again she ignores my existence, directing her big boobs and adoring gaze at Bob E. “What was Darlene’s reaction?”
Bob E. nods at me. “Why don’t you ask her?”
She glares at me through her lawn of glued-on eyelashes. “Nice outfit.”
“Remind you of better times?” I ask.
“Watch what you say, Guyland Girl.”
Bob E. scratches his head. “I didn’t realize you two knew each other.”
I smile. “Back in the day.”
Rather than denying this fact, she launches into the consequences I fear most. “Make sure you’re clear whose side your on. Flip-flopping is not an option if you want to stay employed. Capiche?”
“Yes.”
“How is Darlene?” Bob E. says in a soothing drawl. Like he cares. “We’ve offered her a nice severance package.”
“Which she forfeits if she sues LBJ,” Ivy adds. “What is she planning?”
“I-I don’t know.” There’s a vibration in my voice I can’t control.
“Play ball with us,” Bob E. says. “Better we know you’re on our team. Is she hiring an attorney?”
Is there any point of lying to them? “Yes.”
Bob E. presses the intercom button. “Suzi, get Steve Berman on the line.” He smiles at Ivy. “Hopefully, Darlene hasn’t called him first.”
Jesus, not Steve. This can’t be happening.
He smiles at me. “You won’t be sorry for sharing, Laila.”
But I already am.







CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
The Surprise

Bridgeport, Connceticut, 1970
The thought of Ivy cooking for me made me laugh out loud. I dressed in a sexy black Danskin and tight Levis for the family dinner. My hair fell to my shoulders in wild ringlets that matched my mood. As I headed to the elevator, the dorm monitor broadcasted my name.
I leaped down the hall to the phone and seized the receiver from Mary Lou, whose arm jiggled with surplus fat as she handed me the receiver. “Sounds like your mother.”
“What?” I put the phone to my ear. “Hello,”
“Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday dear Laila. Happy birthday to you.” My parents sang in unison as they did every year. This being the first one I wasn’t home.
“Hi, Ma. Hi, Pop.” A tear bubbled up in my eye. It seemed like a lifetime ago since we’d spoken. “Thanks for the call.”
“Did you get our card?” my mother said.
“And the check?” added Pop.
“Ah, yes,” I lied. “Thank you so much. Cute card.” The truth was I hadn’t checked my mailbox in days. Too busy flying to New Mexico to pick up a suitcase of marijuana.
“We thought you’d like the picture of the girl with the peace sign for a face,” said Pop. “The war stinks. Hope we can get that SOB Nixon out of the White House next election.”
Pop was a die hard Dem and we had shared a love of the Kennedys when I was growing up. However, as a World War II Veteran, he’d supported the Vietnam war and was furious at me at my high school graduation when I’d worn a black armband in protest of it. Not to mention when I scraped off the American flag sticker from his car. “I’m glad you feel that way now, Pop.”
My mother chimed in. “I saw the Klafters at Waldbaums. Ilene looked liked she’s aged ten years since poor Billy got killed.”
The war had now hit home with my parents. It made me feel less alienated from them. “Gotta go, guys. I was just heading to the er, library to study for an exam.”
“No celebration for your birthday?” Ma asked.
“Oh, they had a cake for me this afternoon.” Another lie. Why was I making things up?
Ma sighed. “That’s nice. Eighteen years old. You have your whole life in front of you, dear. Don’t do anything foolish.”
“Of course not.” If she had any idea.
“When will we see you?” Pop asked.
“After finals, I guess. I’ll let you know. Someone’s waiting to use the phone. Love you both. Bye.”
As I rode the elevator down to the lobby, I compared my family in Long Island with my new one here in Bridgeport. Somewhat conditional love, versus what? Lust, danger, insanity? If I had any brains, I’d press the fourth floor button and zip right back to my room.
I smiled at the bikers eyeballing me as I sashayed past Rodman’s diner. Still fearful of the wrath of Doc, not one of them dared do anything more than grin back. When I reached the family house on Main Street, the lights were out in the whole upstairs apartment. Using my key, I opened the downstairs door and padded up the steps to the second floor. I placed my other key in the lock, and pushed open the door. The room was pitch black. Where was everyone?
“Surprise!” said a group of male and female voices in unison as the lights simultaneously came on.
There before me stood Ben, Chris, Denise, Katie, Doc, Drake, Ivy and three other of my Bodine dorm mates as well as a couple of strange guys I’d never seen before. Purple and black balloons and streamers gave the room a festive aura.
Chris stepped forward and kissed me. “Happy Birthday, Laila.”
“Bet you thought we forgot,” Katie said, as she held her arms out to hug me. “It was Denise’s idea.”
Denise smiled and waved at me from the back of the living room.
I was speechless. No one had ever thrown me a surprise party before. Whatever doubts I’d had earlier about belonging with these people, my new family, dissipated.
Ivy had put together a feast of roasted chickens, mashed potatoes and an array of vegetables. A carrot cake with cream-cheese icing sat on the counter. She greeted me with a snide smile that reminded me to keep my guard up. I hadn’t forgotten she’d been with Chris the other night.
Ben filled everyone’s glasses with Ripple wine and Chris loaded up the bong and passed it around.
“Dinner’s ready,” Ivy called from the kitchen.
Everyone served themselves on paper plates. People sat with their food on pillows scattered around the floor in the living room. Conversations revolved around the war and what type of weed people liked. The bong made endless rounds, and new bottles of Ripple kept appearing from the kitchen.
Time and space were fused and out of focus. I began to say something to Denise about racism, and found myself discussing feminism with Doc. At one point, I held the bong and tapped Chris on the shoulder. “Is this the stuff I brought back from Taos?”
He put his finger on my lips. “Shhh. Don’t talk about business now.”
I wondered if we’d ever talk about what happened.
As the night wore on, I noticed Ivy cuddling up to Chris. Was it my imagination or did she kiss his neck? Or was she just whispering something in his ear? Another Bodine roommate sat on his other side and I could swear he had his hand on her knee. Was it riding up to her thigh? No, no, he was pointing at me. “Laila, come over here,” he said from across the room.
Katie made a beeline for Ben and hung on every word he said. They’d both removed their shoes and were playing footsies. Torn between my feelings for Ben and Chris, I felt jealous and alienated as I watched my Bodine world collide with my family one.
Suddenly the lights went out. Candles sizzled in the dark as Doc carried a cake from the kitchen. Denise touched my arm. “Should we sing Happy Birthday?”
I shook my head. “No, it’s okay.”
They sang it anyway and Chris put his arm around my shoulders. As time ticked on, a sliver of silver moon lit up the sky outside the window. Everyone was flushed with good spirits. I tried to relax and get into the spirit of the party. At one point Ben winked at me from across the room and mouthed something. My eyesight wasn’t spot on after all the weed and wine, but I thought he had said, “I love you.” Probably my imagination playing tricks on me.
I began to feel dizzy and headed to the bathroom The door was closed so I knocked.
Shuffling noises filtered through the door. “Just a minute,” said a male voice.
Moments later, Ivy sauntered out of the room with a grin the size of a crescent moon.
Chris stood in the doorway as wafts of a strange odor drifted out. “It’s not what you think,” he said. “Nothing happened. I swear on everything that’s holy to me.”
I narrowed my eyes. “That’s just the point. Nothing’s holy to you or Ben.”
“You’re wrong. Last night when I thought I’d lost you forever, I was freaked out.”
“So ef-in freaked out that you’re still carrying on with Ivy?”
“We were testing out the product you brought back from New Mexico,” he said.
“Isn’t that what they’re doing in the living room?”
“No, that’s some weed we’ve had for a while. The stuff you brought home is very special.”
I inhaled. “It smells strange.”
“It’s bitchin. Once we divvy it up, we’ll get high together.”
“I should go back to Bodine.”
He placed his hand on his heart. “Don’t kill me, baby. I can’t live without you.”
I laughed. “A bit dramatic, don’t you think?”
“Let’s go up to the attic and make things right between us.” He took my hand and led me out of the bathroom toward the staircase.
“What about my friends, the party?”
I glanced around the smoke-filled living room. Katie and Ben were making out on the couch. Doc was talking to Denise in the corner and everyone else seemed engaged in conversation with glasses of wine or the bong in their hands.
“No one’s gonna miss you, honey.”
“I’m not ready to make love to you,” I said.
He squeezed my hand. “We can just talk if you want.”
When we got to the attic, Chris lit two lemon-scented candles. We lay together in the lumpy bed fully clothed and talked. The music of the Stones, Jefferson Airplane, Donovan filtered in from downstairs.
Chris kept repeating how miserable he’d been at the thought of losing me. “I hadn’t cried in years,” he said. “Not since my father left us.”
“I don’t know what to say.”
“I’ll never forget how you took such good care of me when I was sick. No one has ever been so caring to me before.” He brushed strands of hair from my eyes then kissed me.
“I thought it was okay to just talk,” I said.
“Do you know how horny you make me?” His mouth moved to my neck.
I pushed him away. “If it’s just about the sex, then I’ll go home.”
He smiled and sat up. “With guys it’s always about the sex, sweetheart. But I’ll keep my mitts to myself tonight. I owe you that much.” He grabbed a pack of Marlboros from his shirt pocket and lit up a cigarette. “Want one?”
“No thanks.”
“What do you want, Laila?”
“I-I don’t know. To just feel like I belong somewhere, I guess.”
“Do you feel like you belong with me?”
“Sometimes. But other times I feel I’m an outsider. Your lifestyle is strange.”
“For a girl from Longgg Guyland.”
“Now you sound like Ivy,” I said.
He put his arm around my shoulder. “It was meant with affection. I like Long Island.”
“Yeah right. Your friends act like I’m an alien.”
“You’ve proven you’re the real deal, honey. We’re all beholden to you now.”
“I won’t ever fit in with your crowd,” I said. “When I was in New Mexico we went to a party at Dennis Hopper’s house. You want to meet strange people.”
“Dennis Hopper, like in Easy Rider?”
“Yep. I loved New Mexico. It’s the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen in my life. The mountains and the sky. There was something magical.”
“Want to move there with me?”
“Right.”
“I’m serious,” he said.
“Like my parents would let me go that far away.”
“Do you have to ask Mummy and Daddy permission for everything you do?”
“I want to finish college and they’re paying the bill.”
“There’s gotta be a college in New Mexico. We’ll figure it out. Maybe we could pay for it ourselves by buying product from Angel and transporting it back here.”
“No way.” I said. “I want nothing to do with that business ever again.”
“Okay, I get it. So what do you say?”
“I have to think about it.”
Chris fell asleep shortly after. I spent the night reflecting the merits of his proposition to go with him to New Mexico. It would give our relationship a chance at a fresh start. Maybe without Ben in the picture, we could work things out. And if they didn’t work out, I’d be in the Land of Enchantment. How bad was that? I thought about Andrea and Jackie, the two girls from West Meadow who used to make fun of me. They might be rich, but I was now hip and cool. I wondered what they’d think of me now.
The next day, Chris and I went to the U.B. library. The librarian showed us a section on reference books on colleges and universities. We located The Princeton College Review and found the University of New Mexico, New Mexico State, and Highlands University. The university in Albuquerque was rated the best of the three and the tuition was incredibly cheap. Eight hundred dollars a semester for out-of-state students including room and board. We decided to apply there.
Bridgeport tuition was two thousand plus twelve hundred dollars a semester for the dormitory and meals. My scholarship covered the tuition but not the twenty-four hundred a year in living expenses. UNM would save my parents eight hundred dollars a year. Money was tight with my family. They still had Amby to put through school. Maybe I could persuade them for me to go to New Mexico if I played up how much money they would save. At best it was a shot.
Two weeks later, Chris and I sat together in the attic reading our acceptance paperwork to UNM. I began to have a queasy feeling about the whole idea. Did I really want to go two thousand miles away from every person, place, and thing I’d ever known? Go there with Chris Reynolds, the guy I’d recently caught in bed with another chick? Time for an excuse. “The folks will never go for this.”
He gave me a crooked smile. “Got it covered. Angel said we could bring back product every few months. It should pay for both our tuitions and a place to live.”
“What do you mean we? I told you I’m done with that business.”
“We, meaning me and Ben.”
I could barely breathe. “Ben’s coming with us?”
“Of course.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Ivy’s Version

Austin, Texas, 2012
Mesquite, cacti, yucca, and desert grasses flash by outside as I veer the Acura through the semiarid plains of southern New Mexico. I’ve never made this trip alone, nor done anything so impulsively. Well, in recent times that is. But last night I grabbed the dog, jumped in the car, and hit the road. I need to see Ed. I need to know if my marriage is still intact. It’s impossible for me to go on until at least this part of my life has clarity.
After thirteen hours of driving with Willow sitting shotgun, a swirling muck of dust surrounds the car forcing me to a standstill. A baby bird lands on the windshield and chirps before it explodes into the dust bowl. I cry out for the bird but feel helpless, unable to see through the cloud of brown sand. Then as quickly as it appeared, the storm blows off to the East and a familiar landscape appears before me.
I pull off the road and idle the car at the gate to a ranch in nowhere New Mexico where Eduardo’s mother lives with his nephew, the drug addict. The skinny kid is standing with a beer in his hand. He waves as he opens the metal gate for me. I wave back and drive down the dusty road to Ed’s mother’s adobe home.
Juanita’s Mustang is parked next to my deceased father-in-law’s Ford pickup. I step from the car and pull open the screen door. Then panic sets in. What possessed me to jump in the car and drive here without telling Eduardo? Only a desperate crazy woman would do such a thing.
My mother-in-law greets me with eyes the size of the albondigas simmering in a pot on the stove. “Laila, what are you doing here?”
“I’m here to see my husband.”
She grins. “Oh he’s in the bedroom with . . . you better not go in there.” I think my mother-in-law would love to see me hit by a truck.
Maybe a truck would be better. My heart pounds against my ribcage. When I open the door, Juanita is standing naked with her dark hair cascading to her waist. Eduardo watches her dance for him from his mother’s plump feather bed. As she shimmies her beautiful breasts, a dog growls . . .
Willow is barking next to my bed as I open my eyes. She jumps on top of the blankets and licks my face. Thank God. I’m in my Tempur-Pedic bed in Lake Travis. The sound of NPR blares on the clock radio. It’s 6:30 a.m.
I retrieve the morning paper from the driveway, feed Willow, and stumble into the kitchen. Exhausted and desperate for some caffeine, I enter into combat with the Capresso machine. After numerous tries that result in coffee grounds splattered all over the granite countertops, it finally spits out a few puny shots. I’m even less successful foaming the milk that never bubbles and tastes burnt. I miss Ed’s Starbuck-perfect cappuccinos delivered to my bed each morning with a kiss.
I pull the Austin American Statesman from the plastic bag and nearly fall off the chair when I read the headline:

LBJ CEO ACCUSED OF SEXUAL HARASSMENT
 
How did this get out so fast? Did Darlene call the media? She’s got her connections. But is it in her best interest to release this story? How will this affect my career? My future? I slip on my reading glasses and read the rest of the article.

A sexual harassment and retaliation suit has been filed in District Court against
LBJ’s new
CEO, Bob Englewood, by Darlene McIntire, Vice President of Corporate Services.
Ms. McIntire’s position was eliminated yesterday as part of
LBJ’s effort to cut costs and downsize their executive team. The suit claims that she was intimate with Mr. Englewood for the past year, and when he tired of her sexual favors, he gave her new job title the hatchet.
A spokesman for
LBJ says that the accusations are totally false and Mr. Englewood will be vindicated of all charges.
Ms. McIntire was recently hospitalized in Seton’s psychiatric ward for exhaustion and depression. She is currently separated from her husband of twelve years and has moved out of their Pemberton Heights home leaving her two children in his custody.
 
No way did this come from Darlene’s camp. It sounds like a smear campaign from Bob E’s defense team. Play offensive. Nip-it-in-the-bud strategy. Would Steve Berman conduct a ruthless defense this way? Forget Steve. There’s only one person who would do something like this.
The sound of “Yesterday” on the iPhone deflects my thoughts. My son Liam’s name pops up on the caller ID. “I’m glad you’re still home. Mom,” he says. “Is Dad around? I’ve got great news I want to share with you and dad together.”
Neither Ed nor I have told the boys about our separation. Why put them through heartache when neither of us knows what our future as a couple will be? We’ve never discussed it, but I know Ed would not tell them. Put the kids first. An unwritten rule that bonds us. “Daddy’s in New Mexico.” I explain that his grandmother’s friend Virgie died.
He says he doesn’t remember her very well.
“Can you tell me the news?”
“Are you sitting down?” he asks.
I sit. “Yes.”
“I got accepted to Stanford.”
“Oh my God. Mazel tov.” Liam had applied to Stanford law school as a long shot. We all assumed he’d be at UT.
“I hate to ask, Mom. The financial package they offered falls short—”
“Are you kidding? Stanford. Of course, we’re there for you, honey.”
“It’s got to be tight with Dad out of work.”
“He’s not out of work, he’s retired. We’re doing just fine. Dad’s got the rental thing going and all.”
“You sure? U.T. would be a lot cheaper. Maybe you should talk to Dad first. I have a few days before I need to respond.”
“I already know what he’d say. So do you. Send the acceptance out today. FedEx it. Stanford, for godsakes.” Eduardo would work three jobs if it came down to making Stanford happen for Liam.
We say our goodbyes and I try to savor the moment. I’m thrilled for my son. But what if I lose my job now? What if I go to prison? Damn it. I will make this all work out. If not for me, for Liam. He will go to Stanford.
Time to confront Poison Ivy at work. After a hot shower, I stand wrapped in a towel in my closet debating what to wear. Finally, I select the most conservative outfit I own, a navy suit that looks like it came straight from a 1950s JC Penny catalogue. White silk blouse with pearl buttons, pantyhose and navy pumps to match. June Cleaver would approve.

WHEN I ARRIVE AT my LBJ office, I open my Outlook account and scan through the many unopened e-mails. There’s an appointment from my former boss, Victor. Another one sent from Geisha Girl about a meeting with a guy named Max Fowler. Bob E. is also listed on the appointment. I Google “Max Fowler in Austin,” and learn he is a retired judge who now works as a mediator.
I start to call Victor when the smell of opulent perfume assaults my nostrils. No surprise to see Ivy holding the Statesman article in her hand. She takes a seat before I offer her one. “Tell me something, Laila. Do you like this office?”
If truth be known, I’d kill to get my old office back. My old job and my old husband. I remind myself to keep my trap closed. You need this job! “What do you want?”
She holds out her hand and inspects her manicure. Casually like she’s hanging out at the nail salon. “You’ve always been such a smartass. Where does that get you, Guyland Girl, huh? Back in the day, the boys tricked you into taking a little trip to Taos. Last month Darlene asks you to play the messenger and now your job’s at stake.”
“Old news,” I say.
She smiles. “Ya think? Well, here’s some old news. Chris Reynolds called me last night. He’s asked me what I remember about that dude Joey Costello disappearing.”
“You weren’t there that night.” I gulp, recalling she had gone home for her grandmother’s funeral. Thank God.
She cranes her head. “Funny, I don’t remember it that way.”
“What are you talking about?”
“People don’t recall what happened that night the same way you do, Guyland Girl.”
I hold her gaze. “Really?”
“Would you like to hear my version?” she asks.
“What version?”
She sighs. “I came home very late that night after Grannie’s funeral. When I got in the apartment, I heard a commotion in the attic and rushed upstairs to see what was going on. Ben and Chris were standing there as you pushed Joey out the window.”
My anger is sudden and ferocious but I can barely get a sound out. “Is this a joke?”
She stands up and heads to the door. “You will play ball with us at Fowler’s office, right?”







CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
The Saab

Bridgeport, Connecticut, 1970
The adventure of a lifetime, or the most idiotic decision I’d ever make? Should I move to New Mexico with Chris and Ben? There were a hundred good reasons not to go. But relocating out west with the two of them sounded so exotic. I would no longer be known as that boring Laila from Long Island. More like Faye Dunaway in Bonnie and Clyde, or Katherine Ross in Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Jackie and Andrea, eat your hearts out.
Later that afternoon, I returned to Bodine to get clothing reinforcements. Katie barreled down the hall shouting my name as I stepped from the elevator. She wanted to know about Ben. I hadn’t seen much of him since the party. Rumor had it, he was shacked up with a chick in Westport.
She sucked in her cheeks. “It’s been two weeks and no word from him. Do you have any idea why?”
What advice could I offer? “Did you guys—?”
She grins. “Fuck?”
“Well, yeah.” I’d gone up to Chris’s bedroom to talk, and when I woke up in the morning both she and Ben were gone.
She tossed her mane of wavy hair back. “We had an amazing night together. I can’t believe he hasn’t called. This has never happened to me.”
“I’m sorry. He’s one of those free-spirit type of guys.”
“Could you find out what’s going on for me, Laila?”
I nod. “Of course.”
“How are things with you and Chris?”
“Good, we’re going out to New Mexico together. We both got accepted at the university there.”
She raised her eyebrows. “Far out.”
Should I tell her Ben’s going too? “Really rad, huh?”
She grabbed my arm. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about Ben.”
“He’s a complicated guy.” If she only knew the half of it. “Hey, I better get back. Just stopped in to get a few clothes.” I turned toward my dorm room.
“Laila.”
“Yes.”
“How would you feel if I applied to school out there, too?”
I felt like saying, “No, no you can’t do that!” But what came out was, “Sure, why not? Maybe we can room together.”
After gathering some clothes from my room, I lumbered down the hall with them in a paper sack. I still was careful not to bring much over to Main Street at one time.
As I pushed the button for the elevator, Katie reappeared next to me out of breath. “Got a minute?”
I blinked. “I really have to go. I promise to talk to Ben.”
“No, it’s not about that. I need a ride to the airport. I’m flying to Chicago for my cousin’s wedding.”
“I don’t have a car,” I said.
She pulled out a set of keys from her pocket and dangled them in the air. “It’s yours for the weekend. You just have to pick me up on Sunday night.”
“In your Saab?” I ask.
“None other. Denise was supposed to drive me, but she’s disappeared. I need to leave like now.”

AFTER DROPPING KATIE OFF at Bradley International’s departure area, I drove back to Bodine to catch up on my homework. I was surprised to find Mary Lou and a skinny girl with freckles hanging out in the hall by my room. “What’s happening?”
“Joey Costello’s back,” said Mary Lou. “His foot is all bandaged up.”
The thin girl said, “When he got off the elevator, he and Denise smooched passionately in the hall. Then they went inside the room and closed the door. Rumor is he lost a couple of toes in a snowstorm out west saving someone’s life.”
I rolled my eyes. “Really?”
Mary Lou’s fat cheeks puffed out. “He’s a true American hero. It’s so romantic.”
“A what?” How did this hero rumor get started? Joey was a schmo who lost his toes because of a drug deal gone bad. For some reason, I thought of my friend Billy Klafter who’d been killed in Vietnam. He was a schmo, too, tricked into fighting in a morally repugnant war. Did anyone consider him an American hero? At least he had died for his country. I doubt the poor guy had even lost his virginity yet.
I knocked a couple of times and said, “It’s Laila,” before inserting my key in the door.
Mary Lou’s lip jutted out. “At least give the guy time with his girl.”
I turned the knob and pushed the door open. “Good night, girls. See ya tomorrow.”
Joey and Denise lay together in her single dorm bed. Joey held his hand out to me. “We love you, Laila.”
I glared at him. “I’m really glad to see you, Joey. But what about Angel?”
He threw his hands up. “No problem. Uncle Donnie took care of everything. I told you he knows people.”
Denise slipped on a T-shirt. “Joey said you saved his life.”
Joey sat up. Drops of sweat clung to the curly black hair of his chest. “If there’s anyway I could repay you.”
“There is something I’d like you to do.” I said.
“Anything, you name it.”
I sat on my bed. “You’re sure things are cool with Angel.”
“I’m positive. So what do you want?”
“I’d like you to talk to Ben and Chris. Tell them what really happened in Taos.”
He rakes his hair with his fingers. “Did you say something to them?”
“No, I wanted to talk to them together with you. When they see your toes, I’m sure they’ll understand the severity of what happened. How sick a person Angel is.”
Joey snorted, “Nothing I say will make much difference to those guys.”
“We’ve got to get this worked out,” I said. “They think you stole the suitcase.”
Denise and I spent the next hour convincing Joey it was important to set the record straight. Finally, he agreed for me to set up a meeting with Chris and Ben.
To my surprise Chris’s first reaction on the phone was that he had no interest in hearing anything the ‘lard butt’ had to say. After some cajoling he asked me to hang on. I heard muffled voices in the background.
“You can bring him by tomorrow,” he said. “Come over by yourself tonight.”
I couldn’t resist asking, “Is that, ah, Ben you were speaking with?” By my calculation, he’d been absent for two weeks now. No one had confirmed or denied where he’d gone.
“Yeah, he just got back from Westport.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
The Deposition

Austin, Texas, 2012
The next morning I enter my former boss’s office. A balding Hispanic guy from San Antonio with a well-trimmed beard, Victor has always been a mentor to me and I trust him. He sits typing at his laptop when I arrive. Pictures of his wife, grown children, and grandkids fill his desk.
He offers me a seat. “How y’all like the new job?” Victor had long aspired to the CIO position himself.
“I never asked for it. You deserve it, not me.”
“I understand there’s been a lot of politics involved,” he said.
“You do?”
He stood and closed the door to his office. “Rumors are going around. That’s why I called this meeting.”
I gulp. “What are people saying?”
“That you’ve been Darlene’s stoolie. That she’s asked you to testify in her harassment case.”
“It’s true I’ve been asked to give a deposition. We’re meeting with a mediator this afternoon.”
He pulls the ends of his beard. “She’s crazy, you know. Don’t lie for her.”
“I’ve been asked to lie, but not by Darlene,” I say.
“Really. Who—?”
“You don’t want to know.”
He nods. “You’re right.”
“Have you filled my old job yet?”
“We’ve got a few applicants. I haven’t started the interviewing process yet.”
“I’d like to apply,” I say.
He smiles. “You can’t go back from CIO to I.T. Solutions Manager.”
I take a breath and stand. “Seems crazy, huh?”

AT ONE O’CLOCK, I arrive downtown at the plush ceiling-to-floor glass offices of the mediator, Max Fowler. A young secretary with red-claw nails and a long French braid shuffles me to a room in the back where Darlene and her attorney, Loren Baylor, are seated at a conference table. Loren is dressed in a royal-blue business suit. Darlene, on the other hand, is wearing a low-cut red silk blouse and tight jeans. She looks sexy but spaced out, like she’s on tranquilizers.
Loren introduces herself and explains that one of Darlene’s conditions for mediation was for me to be in attendance. “I’ve also requested that all parties are present for each other’s depositions. It should work to Darlene’s advantage since Bob E. will have to perjure himself in front of her. I can’t advise you, Laila, other than to tell you it’s imperative you tell the truth.”
“Of course, I’ll tell the truth.” I say. But will it cost me my job?
She turns to Darlene. “The mediation is only binding if we agree to it. Otherwise we can still go to court on sexual harassment charges. Do you understand?”
Darlene checks out her manicure.
Loren grasps Darlene’s hand and glowers at her. “Do you know what’s at stake here?”
Darlene smiles. “Yes. I’m good. Let’s screw the bastard.”
Loren rolls her eyes. “Honey, we’ve got a good case here. Don’t try to screw him or make anything up, okay?”
Darlene salutes her. “Yes, ma’am.”
A few minutes later a tall man with white-blonde hair sticks his head in the door. He introduces himself as Max Fowler and says he’ll be acting at the mediator. “You ladies ready?”
We follow him to a big conference room with breathtaking views of Austin’s skyline. My friend, Steve Berman, who is representing LBJ, sits at the enormous mahogany table across from me. We both act like we don’t know each other when introduced. An in-house LBJ attorney and Bob E. sit in the back of the room.
Max Fowler introduces the court reporter, a short Hispanic woman, and explains the session will be recorded. He also informs us that the negotiations are not binding unless all parties agree to them. Both attorneys can ask questions.
Bob E. is called to give his deposition first. He steps up to a separate table where Fowler swears him in. The court reporter clicks on a tape machine and starts transcribing.

Max Fowler:
Mr. Berman. You may ask your client questions at this time.
Steve Berman:
Mr. Englewood, can you tell us about your relationship with Ms. McIntire?
Bob Englewood:
She worked for me as
V.P. of Corporate Services. I promoted her when I became CEO three months ago.
Steve Berman:
Was the promotion made because you were receiving sexual favors from Ms. McIntire?
Bob Englewood:
No. I promoted Ms. McIntire along with a number of other managers to form my new executive team. This is common practice for a new Chief Executive Officer.
Steve Berman:
I’m going to ask you a very personal question now. Have you ever had a sexual relationship with Ms. McIntire?
Bob Englewood:
No, sir.
Steve Berman:
You are aware that Ms. McIntire has filed a charge claiming you did have a relationship that was sexual in nature?
Bob Englewood:
Yes, sir, I am.
Steve Berman:
Can you tell us why you think Ms. McIntire would lie about such a serious matter?

Bob E. mumbles something in Steve’s ear. Steve whispers back in his.

Bob Englewood:
I believe Ms. McIntire is delusional. She’s had a crush on me and has tried her best to seduce me.

I glance over at Darlene who is staring at him with vacant eyes. She looks mesmerized rather than angry with him. I, on the other hand, am furious.

Steve Berman:
So you’re testifying that Ms. McIntire did not succeed in seducing you, Mr. Englewood?
Bob Englewood:
Yes, I-I mean no, she did not succeed in seducing me. We had no type of relationship other than a professional one.
Steve Berman:
One last question for you, Mr. Englewood. Can you tell us the reason why Ms. McIntire’s position was eliminated?
Bob Englewood: The
LBJ board has asked me to make major budget cuts. It was a very tough decision but I’ve been working top-down to minimize the number of people that will lose their jobs.
Steve: Berman:
Thank you. That’s all I have to ask you.
Max Fowler:
Ms. Baylor. Do you have any questions for the witness?
Loren Baylor:
Mr. Englewood. Did you have sexual relations with my client, Darlene McIntire?
Bob Englewood: No ma’am. I did not.
Loren Baylor:
You realize you’re under oath, Mr. Englewood? If we prove otherwise there could be perjury charges.
Bob Englewood: Yes, ma’am. I’m telling the truth and aware of the consequences if I weren’t.
 
A few drops of sweat form on Bob E.‘s forehead. He rubs his neck with his palm.

Loren Baylor:
That’s all the questions I have for the witness.
Max Fowler:
Then you may return to your seat, Mr. Englewood.

Fowler announces that I will be next and has me sworn in. He asks me to state my name, address, and position at LBJ, then turns to Steve. “Are you ready to question the witness, Mr. Berman?”
Steve says he needs a moment and shuffles some paper. I swallow while he gets ready. This is it. My job. Liam’s ability to attend Stanford. Ed’s and my financial security. If there is an Ed and me. I feel so torn. My own survival versus Darlene’s. I must make a decision now.

Steve Berman:
Ms. Levin. Have you ever witnessed Mr. Englewood and Ms. McIntire having sexual relations?
Laila Levin:
No. But I did—
Steve Berman:
Just answer the question, please.
Laila Levin:
No.
Steve Berman:
That’s all the questions I have right now.
Mr. Fowler:
Ms. Baylor. Do you have questions for the witness?
 
Loren nods affirmatively and steps up to where I’m seated.
 
Loren Baylor:
Ms. Levin, are you aware of any sexual relations occurring between the plaintiff, Ms. McIntire, and the defendant, Mr. Englewood?
Laila Levin:
Yes. I was their go-between. They did not use landline or cell phones, text, or e-mail to contact each other. I know of numerous meetings including a couples’ massage where a room was registered under an assumed name at the Four Seasons. I can provide the date and the name used. I can also testify that Bob E.’s wife called Darlene’s husband and told him about the affair. He threw her out of their house as a result.
Loren Baylor:
Thank you, Ms. Levin. That’s all I have to ask you.
Mr. Fowler:
Mr. Berman. Do you have further questions for the witness?
 
“I do, sir.”

Steve Berman:
Ms. Levin. Do you know why you received your promotion from
I.T. Solutions Manager to
CIO? That’s an awful big leap at a company like
LBJ.
Laila Levin:
I-I don’t know why Darlene promoted me.
Steve Berman:
You’re under oath, Ms. Levin.

You’re some friend, Steve.

Laila Levin:
She wanted me to talk with Bob E., er, Mr. Englewood.
Steve Berman:
So she promoted you to try and help her seduce the new
CEO.
Laila Levin:
It wasn’t like that.
Steve Berman:
Thank you, Ms. Levin. That’s all I have to ask you.

The mediator calls Darlene to the stand. She struts from her seat in the back of the room and winks at Bob E. before sitting down and getting sworn in. Loren goes first this time.

Loren Baylor:
Ms. McIntire. Did you have a sexual relationship with Mr. Englewood.
Darlene McIntire:
Yes, but it was more than just sex.
Loren Baylor:
So Mr. Englewood led you to believe he was in love with you.
Darlene McIntire:
Yes.
Loren Baylor:
No further questions.

Steve steps up to the front for his turn.

Steve Berman:
Ms. McIntire, can you tell us whether you have any actual proof that you had an affair with Mr. Englewood?
Darlene McIntire:
We loved each other. She turns to Bob E. Tell me we didn’t have something special. Tears spill down her cheeks along with streaks of mascara. “I can’t stop thinking about you—”

Loren barrels up to her. “Shhh, enough, honey.”
The court reporter stops transcribing and turns the tape recorder off. Fowler announces a short recess. He asks Steve, Loren, and the LBJ attorney to meet him in another conference room. The court reporter also heads out leaving Darlene, Bob E. and me in the conference room alone. Talk about awkward.
Darlene eyeballs Bob E. “Tell me I’m not crazy. That you did love me.”
He looks down at his Wingtips then back up at her. Then he whispers, “I’ll always love you, honey. We just can’t be together right now.”
Darlene wipes a tear from the corner of her eye. “But maybe later. Like when our kids are grown?”
Bob E. smiles and winks at her.
The mediator and lawyers return to the room. Fowler starts to speak but is interrupted by Darlene. “I’m dropping all charges.”
Loren glares at her. “You’re making a big mistake. We have a good case.”
“My decision’s final,” Darlene says.
Steve picks up his briefcase and heads to the door. Darlene is certifiably crazy and I’m toast.
An hour later, as I sit with Willow on the deck, I receive the following e-mail on my i-Phone:

From: Bob Englewood<BEnglewo@LBJ.org>
To:
LBJ employees < LBJ employees>
Sent: Wed, June 14, 2012 4:29 p.m.
Subject: Re: Staff changes

As per the directive of the LBJ Board of Directors, effective today, Laila Levin will no longer serve as the Chief Information Officer. This position has been eliminated and current job duties will be reassigned to various I.T. staff. The board and executive team are extremely grateful for the commendable job Ms. Levin has performed in the I.T. department.
Bob Englewood
CEO – LBJ Electric Corp

I want to cry but the tears won’t come. Seconds later, as I discover I’ve lost access to my Outlook account, my iPhone rings.
EDUARDO flashes on the screen.








CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
Angel Dust

Bridgeport, Connecticut, May 3, 1970
After speaking with Chris on the phone, I decided not to go over there to see him even though Ben had returned from his fling in Westport. It was time for me to take control of my life again. Call my own shots. Ef you, Chris Reynolds and Ben Franklin Jones. This power you have over me must end. Time to remove your broken record from my jukebox.
I headed to the library to study for finals. They were only three weeks away and I needed to catch up on my classes, especially Biology. It was Saturday night and other than work-study students and a few nerds, the place was empty. While I tried to focus on the activities of chromosomes, centrioles, and microtubules in the cell cycle, my mind kept drifting back to Chris and Ben and transferring to the University of New Mexico.
Now Katie complicated the equation by joining us on the journey to the Land of Mañana. Ultimately, she and Ben would end up together. If only I could end my fixation of him. Was there a microtubule in the cell cycle to rid one of obsessions?
After a few hours in the library, I returned to Bodine and joined some of my dorm-mates watching television on the big Philco console in the recreation area. The girls were all dressed in pajamas or U.B. T-shirts, and fuzzy slippers. Someone had made a big bowl of popcorn.
Hanging out with them felt safe and cozy. Mary Lou waddled from the vinyl couch to the TV and turned the channel knob until she found a show everyone wanted to watch. Casablanca was playing on channel nine’s Million Dollar Movie. Of all the movies in the world, why did it have to be about a woman choosing between two men? Everyone agreed we would have picked Humphrey Bogart, but Ingrid Bergman made the ultimate sacrifice and flew off with her war hero husband, Victor. The right thing to do. Was I capable of that?
By the time we went to sleep it was after 2:00 a.m. I awoke late Sunday and spent the afternoon doing my laundry in the coin machines in Bodine’s basement. As always, I gathered up Denise’s dirty clothes from the bottom of her closet and washed them along with mine.
Denise and Joey arrived back at the dorm around six. When she saw all her clean clothes in neat folded piles, she gave me a hug. Joey joked about me doing his laundry, too. Then he invited me to join them for dinner at the cafeteria. We took the elevator downstairs. Denise and I strolled down the street while Joey hobbled on crutches beside us.
“Life is truly beautiful,” Joey said, as kids waved and gave him the peace sign. The hero rumor had not gone away. “After everything I’ve been through, I really appreciate this place.”
Denise wrinkled her nose and looked up at the sky. Factory smokestacks erupted clouds of noxious gases above us. “Bridgeport’s fucking dismal if you ask me.”
“Yeah, but I got you and Laila, and Jack and Hal,” Joey said. “The love of my life, and real friends. I’m gonna turn over a new leaf. If I study hard enough, maybe I can ace my finals and salvage the semester. I want to graduate and find me a good job. Make Mama proud.”
Denise jerked backward as though he had thrown water in her face. “What’s happened to Joey, the Hash King?”
“I’m done with that scene,” Joey said.
“You and me both,” I said.
Denise had a far away look in her eyes. If she had met people like Angel and gone through what Joey and I experienced in New Mexico, she’d understand.
When we arrived at the cafeteria, more students patted Joey on the back or gave him a high-five. We filled our plates with meatloaf, mashed potatoes, peas, and cherry pie. Denise reprimanded Joey after he went back to get a third piece of pie. She pulled his plate away from him. “You’ll get fat.”
Joey squeezed his love handles with his fingers. “More of me to love.”
“You already look like a tub,” she said. There was an undertone of disgust in her voice.
I grabbed her arm. “Denise, that’s cruel. If you knew what—”
Joey turned to me with a bruised look in his brown eyes. “It’s okay. I get it. Everyone thinks I’m hip except her. Let’s go over to your boyfriend’s house and get this misunderstanding cleared up.”
We stopped at Bodine to retrieve Katie’s Saab from the parking lot and drove it the three blocks to Main Street. Joey struggled to climb the stairs on his crutches.
When we entered the apartment, Chris and Ben seemed friendly enough. Ben patted him on the back. “We’re willing to let bygones be bygones.”
“There ain’t no bygones,” Joey said. “I didn’t do nothing wrong. Your friend Angel forced me to take that suitcase to Taos. I didn’t steal it.”
Ben rolled his eyes at Chris.
“It’s true,” I said. “Angel’s friend Paulie put a gun to his head.”
Chris placed his hands over his ears. “We’ve heard enough.”
Joey nodded. “Fine by me.”
“Let’s forget about it and get stoned,” Ben said. He pulled out the bong and handed it to Chris. “Ivy left some rice and veggies in the kitchen if anyone’s hungry.”
“Where is Ivy?” I asked. I certainly didn’t miss having her around.
“Her grannie died,” Chris said. “She went upstate to attend the funeral.”
We all sat on the floor in a circle and they passed the pipe around. The pungent odor smelled more like garlic and oregano than weed. The water in the pipe gurgled each time someone took a hit. When the pipe came to me, I held up my palm. “I need to pick my friend Katie up at Bradley International airport. Better not get shit-faced.”
Chris placed one hand on each of my cheeks and pressed his forehead against mine. “Take a hit. This shit is amazing.”
“I’ll try some when I return.” I grabbed my peacoat.
Chris gave me a peck on the lips while I glanced at Ben on the couch. Denise and Joey looked glassy-eyed. They waved at me as I headed to the door.

KATIE’S PLANE WAS OVER an hour late. She finally sauntered down the escalator to baggage claim dressed in a baby-blue pants suit. I’d never seen her wear something so 1950s conservative. As she got closer, I noticed dark circles under her eyes.
She waved at me and yawned. “I’ve barely slept since I left Bridgeport.” She pulled at the lapel of her jacket. “Don’t make fun. Mother made me wear this thing to the brunch this morning.”
We stood watching the bags go around on the carousel until a black garment bag shot out. She grabbed it along with a small black valise. “Her wedding was so straight. White dress, veil, bridesmaids in ugly pink chiffon dresses.”
“I’ll never have a wedding like that,” I said.
Katie clenched her teeth. “I’m never getting married. Why bother when you can just live together.”
“Never say never,” I said. “What about when you have kids?”
“Who needs them? The population of the world is already exploding.”
She asked me to drive since she was so exhausted. I assumed I’d drop her back at Bodine Hall. But when we reached Bridgeport, she insisted on going to see Ben.
“Did he say anything about me? You did see him, right?” she asked.
“Well, yes. I brought Joey and Denise over there.” Ben hadn’t said a word about Katie. Best to keep that to myself.
Her eyes lit up. “Wow. Then it’s a party, right? No reason for us not to stop by.”
When we pulled up to the family house on Main Street, I saw a Harley zoom off. A cloud of smoke flew across the Saab’s windshield. Was that Doc? Too bad he didn’t stop to say hello. He was the only one in the family that made me feel welcomed and valued.
“Laila,” Katie began, “I’ve changed my mind. I want to go to Bodine and change out of this ugly outfit first. You go inside. Tell them I’ll be over soon.”
I looked at the clock on the dash. “It’s 12:30 already. Why not just wait until tomorrow?”
“Put the car in park and get out. I’ll see you in like fifteen minutes.”
I stepped out of the car and Katie slid into the driver’s seat. She sped off in the direction of the dormitory in search of a sexy outfit to seduce Ben with.
When I entered the apartment, I found Chris sitting alone on the couch rolling a joint. His lip was bleeding and there were purple bruises on his face. His hands shook so badly that flakes of weed were spilling all over the coffee table. He looked at me with crazy eyes. Something was very wrong.
“Chris, my God, what happened?”
“Get the hell outta here, Laila.”
“I don’t understand. Katie’s on her way.”
He dropped the half-rolled joint. “Don’t let her come,” he said in a hoarse whisper. “Something terrible happened while you were gone.”
I heard muffled voices in the attic. A girl crying.
“Who’s up there?”
He spread his hands over his face. “It happened so fast.”
I looked around the room. “What are you talking about? Where are Joey and Denise?”
A pitiful wailing sound now resonated from the attic. I raced up the steps and found Denise moaning on the bed. She sat cross-legged holding her knees. Why was she only wearing a bra and panties?
I sat down next to her. She peered at me with vacant eyes.
“Denise, are you okay?”
She acted like I wasn’t there.
I yelled, “Denise,” then shook her shoulders.
Still no response.
Vapor seeped into the room. I could barely breathe. Ben stood at the broken window staring outside. A gust of wind blew papers, clothing, toiletries off the shelves into the air.
“Ben. Can you tell me what’s going on?” I said.
He turned to me. His Adam’s apple bulged as he swallowed. His eyes were watery.
I stepped next to him and looked out the broken window. A couple dozen stars and the eye of a yellow moon pierced light through the sky filled with smog. I followed his gaze to the view on the ground below us.
Crumpled in the weeds was a lifeless body with wild eyes, a bushy mustache, and sweet smile. I stared at the body until I recognized the half-hidden face, visible from the left side.
Down below us was Joey.







CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
A Woman Scorned

Austin, Texas, 2012
The news of getting fired has barely sunk in when Eduardo’s name flashes on my iPhone. I slide the ANSWER key but an obstruction in the channel of iPhone technology prevents me from speaking with my husband. Not only is Ed not on the other end, but I make three calls to his Blackberry and get no response. Did he call to tell me our marriage is over?
After hours of mindlessly channel surfing through hundreds of shows on TV, I head to bed. Even with the help of a Xanax, I can’t escape into the solace of sleep. I lay awake thinking about how much I love Eduardo. If only he would come home to me. I reflect on all the missed opportunities of our marriage. Had I really been there for him when he lost his job? Taken the time to understand how devastating that was for him? The reality check of my losing my job seems so secondary to everything else. Finally at 2:04 a.m. I take another Xanax.
The next morning doorbell chimes awaken me. Pulsating temples remind me of a college hangover although I’ve had nothing to drink, not even my usual glass of Sauvignon Blanc before retiring last night. Then I remember the Xanax.
The clock says 7:10 a.m. Who’s at the door this early? I throw on a robe and head to the deck where I can view the front porch below. A muscular man in navy shorts and a matching shirt is standing there with an envelope in his hand. A FedEx truck idles in the cul-de-sac.
I trot downstairs and sign for the delivery, then tear open the envelope. It’s addressed from the U.S. District Attorney’s office, Austin, TX. A bunch of legalese later, I assess it’s a subpoena for me to appear for a statement related to Joey Costello’s 1970 missing person’s case.
I’ve never been involved in a legal proceeding in my life, and now two in one week. If this one goes as poorly as the last, I’ll be behind bars in no time. I grab my iPhone and start to call Katie to see if she received one too, but change my mind when I realize it’s only 5:00 a.m. in L.A.
Just then my phone rings and EDUARDO flashes on the screen.
“I’m back in Austin, honey,” he says casually as if returning from a trip to Disneyland.
“When did you get here?”
“Last night. I called you right before I boarded a flight in Albuquerque,” he says. “You flew?” That explains why he didn’t answer my three calls. “Why not drive back with Ms. Bonita?”
“It’s a long story. Do you mind if I come up to the house?”
Would I mind winning two hundred million dollars in the Texas lottery? “Of course not.”
“Are you leaving for work?”
“No worries about that. I got fired yesterday,” I say.
“Steve told me what happened at mediation, although he didn’t mention you got canned. Said you gave a good deposition.”
I snort. “Yeah, the one that got me riffed. I received the e-mail shortly after the meeting.”
“How ya holding up?”
I press my temples. “I’ve had better days.”
“I’m proud of you, Laila.”
“You are?”
“You told the truth. That’s what counts,” he says.
“Did Steve tell you it was all for naught. That Darlene capitulated to her ridiculous fantasy of her and Bob E. getting together in the future?”
“He did. It was still the right thing to do.”
“I need that job,” I say.
“We’ll manage, I promise.”
I gulp, “We will? I wasn’t sure there was a we.”
“I’ll be home in an hour. We’ll talk about it then.”

MY HEART SKIPS A FEW BEATS when my handsome husband ascends the stairs to the living room. He wraps his arms around me and we kiss like two teenagers. When was the last time we smooched like that?
“What happened with Juanita?” I ask.
“The night after her mother’s funeral she stayed at Mama’s place. Let’s just say she got very drunk and—”
“And what?”
“Somewhat flirtatious.”
I force a smile. “I’m sure you hated that.”
He grabs my wrist. “Truthfully, I found it a turnoff. Especially when she said something about wanting a view of a lake.”
I laugh. “She’s pinning her hopes I’ll go to prison so she can move in here with you. I tried to tell you the day I found her in the house.”
He lowers his eyes. “I was so mad at you for lying about your past, I didn’t hear you.”
“But you hear me now. That’s all that counts.”
“Juanita’s driving back for the inquiry. Have you been served yet?” 
I hand him the paperwork. “Is she going to stay in Austin?”
“I have no idea what her plans are when that’s done. Her FBI friend thinks he has enough evidence for a grand jury to reopen the case,” Ed says.
“Those people will perjure themselves to get off the hook,” I say.
Ed shakes his head. “Steve will be there for you. He feels terrible about what happened at LBJ. And of course, I’ll be there too.”
“Then nothing else matters,” I say.
Once again we kiss. And then we spend the rest of the day in our bedroom. 

THAT NIGHT I SLEEP like a baby for the first time in months. When I awake, there’s a cappuccino waiting on the nightstand. The aroma of pancakes and eggs drifts in from the kitchen. I change into a pair of sweats and join Ed who is turning his famous raspberry-cornbread pancakes in the frying pan. The newspaper sits on the kitchen table.
“Ready for a pancake?”
“Do you have to ask?” I squeeze his arm, take a seat at the table, and pull the Austin American Statesman from its plastic wrap.

LBJ CEO, BOB ENGLEWOOD, RESIGNS AFTER SEX SCANDAL
 
I turn on the TV and click the remote to the local news channel. “In a surprising turn of events,” says the local newscaster, “LBJ head turns his resignation into the board. We go live now with Jennifer Simms in Westlake.”
A crowd of journalists with long camera lenses, iPads, and smart phones are perched on the lawn of an elegant home with walls of glass.
The camera zooms in on a cute blonde reporter holding a microphone. “I’m standing in front of the home of Bob Englewood, CEO of one of the largest electric co-ops in central Texas. According to the Austin American Statesman, his wife, Trudy, has made a statement claiming her husband confessed he’d been having an affair with Corporate Vice President, Darlene McIntire. She believes her husband is now involved sexually with board member, Ivy Foreman. Mrs. Englewood will be giving an exclusive interview in the next few days. There’s talk it may be with Stone Phillips on Dateline.”
The story breaks back to the newsroom studio where the announcer clears his throat. “KVUE has just received news that Ivy Foreman, wife to U.S. Congressman Ted Foreman, of the Williamson County, has just resigned from LBJ’s board of directors. Mrs. Foreman adamantly denies having a sexual relationship with former LBJ CEO, Bob Englewood, but says she believes it’s in the best interest of LBJ to step down at this time.”
My iPhone rings as I’m clearing the breakfast dishes. LBJ flashes on my LCD.
I click it on. “Hello, Laila, this is Victor.”
“Guess you’ve seen the news,” I say.
“Everyone around here thinks Englewood got what he deserves. They’re bringing back John Bell temporarily while they search for a new CEO,” Victor says.
I shake my head. “Karma is certainly the law of consequence and action.”
“Speaking of karma, Laila, I still haven’t filled your old position. Now that Bob E. is gone, would you like your old job back?”
“Can I start tomorrow?”







CHAPTER FORTY
Out The Window

Bridgeport, Connecticut, 1970
The nightmare engulfed us. Ben wrapped his arms around me. Denise retreated into a bizarre catatonic state perched on the bed, still dressed in only her under garments. The attic where I’d lost my virginity to Ben, slept countless nights with Chris, spun around like a merry-go-round out of control.
Chris stumbled back into the room and craned his head out the window. “We gotta do something, man.”
Reality set in. “I’ll call for an ambulance.” 
Ben gulped, “I-I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”
“But we have to,” I said. “I mean, what else—?”
“He’s dead.” Chris said.
My eyes welled up with tears. “How can you be sure?”
“Doc checked him out. There’s nothing we can do for him now,” Ben added.
The room blurred. Voices amplified. Joey was DEAD. He’d been cracking jokes just a few hours ago. I screamed, “What happened?”
Chris looked at Ben with a pinched expression. He took my hand. “Calm down, Laila.”
I pulled my hand away. “Would one of you tell me, please?” My voice quivered.
Ben let out his breath. “He… he leaped out the window. I warned him about that PCP.”
I squinted. “What PCP?”
“We were smoking the shit before you left.” Ben said. “Didn’t you notice the weird odor?”
I recalled whatever they were smoking smelled more like Italian herbs than weed. I started to cry. “We’ve got to call the police or somebody.”
Ben pointed at Denise. “Look at your friend over there.”
She remained seated on the bed like a zombie. Her dilated pupils covered the blue iris of her eyes.
“We should get her to a hospital.” I said.
Chris put his arm around my shoulder. “Doc says she’s okay. If you take her to the hospital, they’ll put her in the psycho ward.”
I ran my fingers threw my hair. “I-I don’t know.”
“Trust me,” Ben said. “Doc gave her a Seconal. It should kick in any minute and she’ll sleep it off.”
Chris lifted my chin with his hand. “Remember how Doc took care of me when I OD’ed on the Windowpane? He knows more about hallucinogenic drugs than any of the physicians in the ER.”
Ben glanced back out the window. “We need to get rid of him.”
I couldn’t fathom what he meant by ‘get rid.’ “What are you talking about?”
Our conversation was interrupted by a voice below. “Hello. The door was unlocked so I just came in.”
“It’s Katie,” I said.
“Where’s the party?” she yelled.
Before anyone could stop her, she’d sprinted up the stairs and landed in the attic with a big grin on her face. “What you guys doing up here?” Her expression immediately turned dour as she checked out Denise on the bed in her underwear. She gazed over at the three of us huddled in the corner. “What the fuck?” Her eyes rotated to the shattered glass and she headed to the window and viewed the scene below. “Oh, Jesus!”
“He got too fucked up and jumped out,” Ben said.
Katie stood still as stone.
Ben said that Joey was confirmed dead. “It wasn’t anyone’s fault but his own.”
Katie pulled at a loose strand of hair and asked the same questions I had about calling the police or an ambulance.
Chris glared at her. “Do you want to go to jail?”
She pressed her palm against her forehead. “Why would that happen?”
Ben winced. “There are drugs in the house. Your friend Denise over there is fucked up. If we call the authorities, there’ll be lots of questions.”
“You’re now an accomplice,” Chris said.
An accomplice to what? The reality sunk in that transporting that suitcase of marijuana back from New Mexico made me an official part of the family operation. Katie should leave the house before she got sucked in, too. “Go back to Bodine,” I said. “Forget you ever were here.”
Chris shot a piercing look at Ben, who cleared his throat. “We’re all in this now. There’s no going back. The best thing for all of us is to get rid of the poor schlub.”
Katie’s nostrils flared. “What about his family? His parents?”
“He’s dead. What difference does it make in the scheme of things if we bury him ourselves?” Chris said.
Neither Katie nor I responded. My head was spinning like a dreidel from the Hanukkahs of my childhood. If only I could go back in time and start my journey over. What would my folks say if they knew about this tragedy and the trouble I was in now? And what about the Costellos? I thought about the Italian feast Joey’s beloved mama had served at their home. How she had pinched his cheeks with affection.
Katie sat on the bed next to Denise who now appeared to be asleep. Or was she passed out? “What about her?”
“She’s okay,” Ben said. “Doc examined her. He knows his shit.”
Chris sucked in his breath. “We need to move that dude before the sun comes up.”
“I’ve got an idea,” Ben said. “We’ll put him in the trunk of the Pinto and take him somewhere.”
Chris pouted. “Yeah, like where?”
“We’ll figure it out for crissakes.” He looked down at Katie and me. “You girls wait here with your friend. And try and get her clothes back on.”
The guys rushed downstairs, leaving us alone with Denise. Katie touched her forehead and looked up at me. “Do you think she’s okay?”
“I-I don’t know.”
“Denise, wake up,” Katie said.
Nothing.
“The hell with them. We should take her to the hospital,” I said.
“Maybe we can get her in the Saab.”
Then I remembered Chris’s warning. “Do you think they’ll put her—?”
As I spoke, Denise’s eyes popped open and she smiled at us. “What’s happening?”
“Thank God, you’re all right!” I said.
But seconds later, Denise closed her eyes and returned to the coma-like state.
“I guess she’s okay,” Katie said. “We should put her clothes on like Ben said.”
After numerous attempts, we managed to dress a catatonic Denise in her blouse and jeans. We left her in the attic and headed downstairs to the living room. The rosy glow of dawn had begun to spill through the front window and we heard footsteps from below.
Katie grabbed my hand and squeezed it. I held my breath.
Then Ben and Chris came through the door with blood splattered on their shirts. Katie screamed.
“Shhhh,” Chris said. “Do you wanna wake the whole neighborhood?”
Ben put his arm around her. “Now, sweetheart. I know this must have scared you.”
She started to cry and Ben held her. Her tense body relaxed in his arms as she wept.
I felt more numb than jealous although my face burned.
Ben lifted her chin and leaned down to kiss her.
I gagged to keep from throwing up.
When he was done, he locked eyes with her. “We need a big, big favor, honey.”
By the goo-goo-eyed expression on her face, she’d give him the passbook to her trust fund. He already had the keys to her heart. “What do you need?”
“The Pinto won’t start. Can we put the body in the Saab? We’ll get rid of him in no time, I promise.”
Katie scratched her head. “I-I guess so.” What did I get her into?
Chris rolled a joint and handed it to me. “Why don’t you girls smoke this while we finish—”
“The job,” Ben said.
I pointed at the joint. “What’s in this?”
“It’s just weed, honey,” Chris said.
I gulped. “Are you sure?”
He kissed my forehead. “It will calm you girls down.”
Katie and I passed the joint back-and-forth in silence while Chris and Ben went back outside to transfer Joey’s body to the Saab. A drum rolled relentlessly in my head.
The guys returned an hour later. Chris said they’d wrapped Joey’s body in some sleeping bags they’d used for Woodstock. There’d been a problem though. They’d driven around town and finally decided to dump Joey in the Long Island Sound at Seaside Beach. But when they got there, there was a couple making out in an old Chevy and they were afraid they’d see them. So they drove out toward Westport but couldn’t find a place that looked isolated enough. Connecticut was too dense with people. Then the sun came up so they’d driven home.
Katie claimed Ben’s hand. “What are we going to do?”
“We should call the police,” I said. “We could take the drugs to Bodine and—”
“Chill out, Laila,” Ben said. “Let’s all get some rest. We’ll figure it out tomorrow.”
“It is tomorrow,” Chris said.
“Later then, dude.” He led Katie to his bedroom.
Chris took my hand. “Let’s sleep in Ivy’s room.”
“I need to check on Denise.” I headed toward the attic.
“Good idea,” Chris said, and followed me up the stairs.
Denise was in a deep sleep. I put my hand near her mouth to check out her breath. It felt warm on my palm.
Chris leaned over the bed and touched her forehead. “Poor dumb chick.”

CHRIS AND I LAY TOGETHER in Ivy’s bed. Her room smelled of rose incense. I dreamed we were dancing in my mother’s flower garden in Long Island. Chris, and Ben, and I. Dancing with lilacs, marigolds, and tulips. The stars glittered above us.
I awoke to the sound of a phone ringing. It rang at least twenty times before anyone answered it. I thought I heard Ben say, “What’s up?”
Light streamed in patterns through the lace curtains. “Check what time it is,” Chris said. “Ivy’s got a clock on your side of the bed.” He’d obviously slept here before.
My hand fumbled around a wood nightstand until I felt an old-fashioned wind-up alarm clock. “It’s a quarter to three.”
“In the morning?”
“Hmmm. It’s got to be the afternoon,” I said.
Chris rolled out of bed and yanked on his Levis. “Better see what’s happening.”
Walter Cronkite’s unmistakable voice drifted in from the living room. What was going on? I pulled my U.B. T-shirt over my head and traipsed behind Chris.
“We interrupt our regular programming for this special emergency announcement. This afternoon, the Ohio National Guard opened fire into the Kent State college campus at approximately 1:00 p.m. Our sources say at least three students are dead, and over twenty more wounded.”
Ben said it had been Ivy on the phone calling from her grandmother’s funeral in upstate New York. She had heard the news about Kent State and called to see if we knew about it.
Katie stumbled into the room a few minutes later. We all sat on the couch mesmerized by the series of events on the news for the next two hours.
Ben looked at Chris. “Now what?”
Chris raised an eyebrow. “Maybe this thing can work to our advantage.”







CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
The Real Truth and Nothing But the Truth

Austin, Texas, 2012
After breakfast, Eduardo and I drive to the U.S. Attorney General’s office located in downtown Austin. It’s unseasonably hot for April. There’s an accident on Bee Cave Road with traffic backed up for miles. Between the heat and my nerves, I’m sick to my stomach. “Ed, I think I’m gonna barf. Pull over ASAP.”
He veers off the highway to the side of the road and we both get out of the car. I throw up every last bit of the raspberry-cornbread pancakes. Ed acts as a human shield from the gawking audience of commuters eyeballing me from their stalled vehicles.
My husband reopens the car door for me. “Are you okay, honey?”
“Just peachy,” I say.
“I can call the U.S. Attorney’s Office and tell them you’re sick.”
“Just find a Walgreens. I need a bottle of mouthwash.”
I check my reflection in the visor mirror. Midnight-black mascara forms raccoon-like halos under my eyes. My hair resembles a ball of seventies frizz. So much for looking professional.
Steve is waiting for us in the lobby of the brick building, checking his watch when we walk through the door. He reaches his arms out to hug me. “I felt horrible asking you those questions at the mediation.”
“You were just doing your job,” I say.
“Well, I’m here for you now. And I’ve contacted a criminal attorney buddy of mine to be on call in case things get weird in there.”
The elevator doors slide open and the three of us step inside. On the ride up, Ed turns to Steve. “How weird can it get?”
Steve presses his lips together. “I’ve spoken to the Special Assistant U.S. Attorney assigned to the case. Evidently they’re corroborating statements from a number of witnesses to see if there’s enough evidence for a Grand Jury to prosecute Laila.”
My eyes widen. “Ivy Foreman’s lying about all of this. She wasn’t even there.”
“You need to be prepared for the worst. She isn’t the only one who’s trying to pin this on you. There were two others I believe,” Steve says.
“Ben Franklin Jones and Chris Reynolds?”
“Yes. Are they the type of people who would perjure themselves?” Steve asks.
I roll my eyes. “Let’s just say their hard drives are corrupted.”
Ed’s face reddens. “I’d love to punch those guys out.”
Steve pats his back. “Stay calm, bud. All Laila needs is for you to go ballistic.”
“Don’t worry. I’m not about to make things worse.” He takes my hand. “Initially, I was very angry at her for keeping this whole mess a secret.”
My eyes well up. “You know how sorry I am, Ed.”
“It’s okay, honey.” He touches Steve’s arm. “After I had some time to think about it, I started to see it from Laila’s perspective. She was only seventeen years old when she met these assholes. Mind you, they were all in their twenties. How dare they take advantage of a mere teenager like that.”
The elevator doors open on the sixteenth floor. We head down the hall to the U.S.
Attorney General’s Criminal Investigations Division, give our names to a receptionist and sit down in the waiting room. The only other people seated there are Chris and a woman with bleached-blond hair and fake boobs, whom I assume from picture he’d shown me, is his fiancée. Chris has cut his hair short and is wearing a grey suit with pleated pants. I’d never recognize him if we met on the street.
He nods at me then looks down at his loafers.
Steve visits with the receptionist who then buzzes someone on her multi-lined phone. “Ms. Levin’s attorney would like to speak with you.”
Minutes later a lanky young man in a grey pinstriped suit greets us by name. We follow him to a room in the back. He introduces himself as Special Assistant U.S. Attorney Jeremy Sutherland.
Sutherland begins by telling me this is just an investigation and that there are currently no charges against me. He launches right into the case asking me many questions about Joey. How I met him, how I knew him. “How much time did you and Mr. Costello spend together?”
I answer each one honestly. Things get a little tricky when he asks me why I made the trip to New Mexico. Should I tell him the truth? That I went to pick up a suitcase of drugs? “Ben asked me to go there,” I say carefully.
Sutherland scratches his thick head of hair. “What for?”
“He wanted me to pick something up for him.”
Steve interrupts. “If you continue with this line of questioning, I’m going to have my client plead the fifth.”
Sutherland nods. “Do you deny you pushed Joey Costello out of the third story window on 128 Main Street in Bridgeport, Connecticut, on May 3, 1970?”
I gulp, “Yes, I deny it. He was dead when I got back from the airport.”
The phone in the room rings. Sutherland picks up. “Hello… yeah, I’ve got a hundred fifty some-odd cases myself. Makes sense to me.”
He returns the phone to its cradle. “We’re going to do something a bit unorthodox to save some time here. Meet me in conference room number three in about twenty minutes.”
At 11:30, Ed takes my hand in his and we follow Steve into the large room. Seated at one side of the conference table are Ben, Chris and fiancée, and Ivy. While Ben didn’t chop off his ponytail, he is wearing a tan sports jacket, starched white shirt, and tie.
Jeremy Sutherland and his colleague, Jill Sanders, stand at a podium up front. Jeremy explains that the session will be recorded but that we won’t be sworn in. Jill clicks a tape machine on.

Jeremy Sutherland:
We’re here today to try and sort out a tragedy that happened over forty years ago. The disappearance and presumed death of one college student, Joey Costello. He appears to have died the night before the tragic Kent State massacre. An
FBI agent has presented us with enough evidence to question whether Joey’s death may have been a homicide.
 
I whisper to Ed. “Where’s Juanita?”
Ed shrugs.

Jeremy Sutherland:
That someone, or more than one person in this room, may be responsible for his death. My colleague, Ms. Sanders, and I have taken statements from many of you already. None of them match together perfectly. Some of them sound, for lack of a better word, rehearsed. To save the
U.S. government an inordinate amount of time and money, I’m going to see if we can collaborate and get to the truth by having all involved hash it out in one room.

Ivy is asked to speak first. She weaves a story about coming back early from her grandmother’s funeral.

Ivy Foreman:
I heard people yelling in the attic so I ran up there. When I arrived, Laila, Denise, and Joey were in the room. They were all screaming at each other. Next thing I know, Laila pushed Joey out the window.

“That’s a lie,” I shout. I feel like slapping her botoxed face but restrain myself.
“Shhh,” Steve whispers. “You’ll have your turn.”
Chris is the next to testify. He never looks at me, but keeps his eyes on his dear fiancée, Blondie.

Chris Reynolds:
I spent the night with Laila’s friend Denise. I believe Laila had an affair with Joey in New Mexico to get even with her.

“Why are you lying too?” I shout. “You didn’t sleep with Denise until after I was back from New Mexico. And I just learned about it from Ben last week.”
Chris gawks at Ben.
Jeremy Sutherland nods at Steve. “Tell your client to remain silent until it’s her turn to speak.”
The conference door opens and shuts, but I don’t bother to look back.

Jeremy Sutherland:
Mr. Reynolds, so you believe as Ivy Foreman stated, Laila Levin was jealous when she found Joey Costello and Denise Manelo together.
Chris Reynolds:
Yeah, that makes sense to me.
Jeremy Sutherland:
Mr. Reynolds, did you witness Laila Levin push Joey Costello from the window?
Chris Reynolds:
Ah, yes, I was there. I-I heard a ruckus upstairs. When I got to the attic, Laila and Joey were struggling. The next thing I know he’s out the window and she’s in a state of hysteria.

Ben’s story goes pretty much the same way with one caveat. He claims he was sitting in his room playing the guitar when it went down. He didn’t actually see me do it.
Jeremy Sutherland announces that it is now my chance to tell the events as I remember them.

Jeremy Sutherland: Ms. Levin, did you see Joey while you were in New Mexico in 1970?
Laila Levin:
Yes, we spent time together in Taos.
Jeremy Sutherland:
Time together like boyfriend/girlfriend?

I nearly fall off my chair.

Laila Levin:
No, of course not. He was my roommate Denise’s boyfriend.
Jeremy Sutherland:
It didn’t stop her from sleeping with your boyfriend, Chris Reynolds, now did it?
Laila Levin:
I didn’t know about her sleeping with him back then.
Jeremy Sutherland:
For the sake of time, I’m going to paint a scenario of how I believe things happened, Ms. Levin. What I’ve surmised from the others’ testimony. You had an affair with Joey in New Mexico. You were in love with him.
Laila Levin:
Absolutely not.
Jeremy Sutherland:
You both came back to Connecticut. Joey told you he still had feelings for Denise. Denise who had betrayed you by sleeping with Chris.
Laila Levin:
You’re twisting this around.
Jeremy Sutherland:
You thought Joey loved you, but you found him in bed with Denise at the Main Street house when you returned from the airport. You were mad. He was stoned. You struggled with him and he ended up out the window. No?
Laila Levin:
No, no, no!

Jill clicks the recorder off.
“May I speak?” says a voice from the back of the room.
Everyone turns around. An African-American man with bluish-white hair in a tailored suit walks to the front of the room. A patch covers his right eye.
“Dr. Stewart, I presume?” says Jeremy Sutherland.
“Yes. Most people call me Doc.”
“I spoke to Doctor Stewart earlier this morning,” Jeremy says. “It appears he has some testimony germane to this case.”
Ben glares at him. “What the—?” He clears his throat. “What are you doing here, man?”
“Chris told me about the mediation. I thought it was important for me to testify so I flew down here to tell it like it was,” Doc says.
Ben stands up and heads toward the door. When he passes Chris, he places a hand on his shoulder. “Brilliant, dude.”
“Mr. Jones,” says, Sutherland. “I suggest you return to your seat. I may have more questions.” He turns to Doc and Jill clicks the recorder on.

Jeremy Sutherland:
Er, sir, please state your name, address, and profession.
Douglas Stewart:
My name is Doctor Douglas Stewart. I live at
213 South Vista Park Drive, Tucson, Arizona. I’m a pediatrician at Northwest Medical Center out there.

I’m happy for Doc that he was able to become a real doctor.

Jeremy Sutherland:
Tell us how you remember the events at
128 Main Street on May
3, 1970, Dr. Stewart.
Douglas Stewart:
It was late. I’d just gotten off my shift at the
E.R. where I worked as an orderly and drove over to Main Street to hang out with the family.
Jeremy Sutherland:
What family are you referring to, Dr. Stewart?
Douglas Stewart:
Ben, Chris, Ivy, Drake and me. We all lived together in Berkeley for a while.
Jeremy Sutherland:
So what happened after you arrived at the house?
Douglas Stewart:
I went to bring my Harley around the back of the house like I always did. When I entered the yard, I heard a lot of yelling from above, then a window crashed. Next thing I know, glass is splattering everywhere and someone is flying out of the attic window. I looked up and saw Ben and Chris peering their heads out at me.
Jeremy Sutherland:
Did you see Laila Levin at that time?
Douglas Stewart:
No, not at that time. I saw her pull up in some fancy car with her friend as I drove away about an hour later.
 
I let out my breath. Thank God for Doc.
 
Jeremy Sutherland:
So what did you do after witnessing this guy fly out of the window?
Douglas Stewart:
I immediately went over to the body. The poor guy had broken his neck. I took his vitals but he was gone. Chris yelled from above to come help them upstairs. When I got up there, that girl Denise was in her underwear and screaming bloody murder. Chris was trying to calm her down.
Jeremy Sutherland:
Was Ms. Ivy Foreman there? Her last name was Banter back then.
Douglas Stewart:
I did not see Ivy Banter there. I’d heard she was at her grandma’s funeral.

I look over at Ivy whose face is now bleached white. She pulls out her Blackberry and starts clicking away.
Jeremy tells her she can’t use her phone in the mediation room.
Ivy ignores him and continues to peck away.

Jeremy Sutherland:
Dr. Stewart, please tell us what happened after that.
Douglas Stewart:
I gave Denise a Seconal and sat with her for a while on the bed. Ben, Chris, and I went downstairs to the living room. I asked them what had happened. Ben said that he and Chris decided to mess with Joey’s head for ruining their weed business. They intentionally got him and Denise fucked up . . . excuse my French, messed up on the
PCP.
Jeremy Sutherland:
They got the two of them really loaded, then what?
Douglas Stewart:
They lured Denise up to the attic and got in bed with her, took off their clothes, and made a lot of noise to entice Joey to come upstairs. When the poor dude got up there, he sees his girl in bed with the two of them. He goes berserk, breaks a beer bottle, and tries to attack Ben and Chris with it. They said they pushed him out of the window in self-defense.
Jeremy Sutherland:
Both of them pushed him?
Douglas Stewart:
That’s what they told me. And I saw them both at the window when Joey came flying out.
Jeremy Sutherland:
Hmmm. Do you have anything else to add, Dr. Stewart?
Douglas Stewart:
No sir. I just don’t want Laila to get blamed for something she didn’t do.
Jeremy Sutherland:
Why didn’t you call the police or an ambulance?
Douglas Stewart:
The dude was dead. I didn’t want trouble with the authorities.
Jill Sanders:
It appears some of you are not telling the truth here.
 
She nods at Sutherland and clicks off the recorder. “Maybe we should swear everyone in, Jeremy, and start the process over.”
“Does anyone want to change their original version of these events before we go through the trouble of doing as Ms. Sanders has suggested?” Sutherland says.
The room is silent. It appears everyone’s going to stay with their stories. Stay with their lies.
Sutherland leans forward. “While I can’t charge perjury now, I’m thinking obstruction of—”
Ben interrupts. “What penalty is there if we change our story now?”
“There’s no penalty for telling the truth.” Jill says.
Ivy shouts, “They blackmailed me into saying I was there.”
“Who blackmailed you?” Jill asks.
Ivy points at Ben and Chris. “They threatened to tell my husband about my dirty past with them.”
Ben’s eyes bulge. “That’s bullshit, Ivy. You volunteered to come. Were only to happy to help us.”
Ivy says she’s leaving and flees from her seat. Sutherland stops her at the door.
Chris points at Ben. “He’s responsible. I just watched…”
“He’s crazy,” Ben shouts. “A fucking nutcase of a shrink. It was his idea to teach Joey a lesson. He thought it was funny.”
Sutherland squeezes his eyes shut, then opens them and glares at Ben and Chris. “There are definitely moral crimes you two gentlemen committed but unfortunately I can’t prosecute you forty-two years later for being sick fucks.”
Ben walks over to Chris. “We need to talk, man.”
Ivy resumes pressing buttons on her Blackberry.
The door opens and Juanita Bonita enters the room followed by Agent Lopez and an obese guy in a navy sports jacket. The fat man scrutinizes our faces.
I instantly recognize his red eyes.
“I’m sorry we’re late,” Juanita says. “My client’s flight was delayed in New York.”
Jeremy says, “We have new evidence you both need to hear. It’s beginning to look like it was self-defense and Laila wasn’t involved.”
The next thing I know Danny Manelo has his chunky fingers around my neck.







CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
We Gotta Get Outta This Place

Bridgeport, Connecticut, May 4, 1970
Ben was throwing things in a duffle bag. “We got to get outta here. Like relocate.”
“Maybe we should go back to Berkeley,” Chris said.
Ben shook his head. “Berkley’s dead to us, man. We need to go somewhere else.”
Walter Cronkite’s commentary on Kent State continued to fill the living room. “We have an official report on today’s tragedy in Ohio. A total of sixty-seven shots were fired in thirteen seconds. Four students were killed. Nine others were wounded.”
I clung to Katie. “This is so scary. Death all around us.”
“We need to deal with the one here,” Chris said in an agitated voice.
Katie gulped. “I feel like the world is coming to an end.”
Ben stopped packing, ambled over, and hugged us both. “Now girls, it’s gonna be okay. But we’ve got to stick together.”
“Four dead kids,” Katie said. “And Joey.”
“We must leave town,” Ben said. “Sooner than later.”
Katie swallowed. “Where will we go?”
“I got an idea,” Chris said. “Why don’t we take the body to Ohio? We could drop it off on the Kent State campus after dark. People would think it’s related somehow to the massacre. It would at least buy us time.”
“Not a bad idea,” Ben said. “But we’d have to leave like now. It has to be tonight if they’re gonna tie the events together.”
“I’ve got a final tomorrow,” I said.
“You girls can stay here,” Chris said. “But we need to borrow the Saab.”
Ben looked at him warily. “Everyone needs to stay together.” He put his arm around Katie. “How much cash can you get out of your bank account?”
“I’ve got like two hundred dollars,” she said.
“I thought you were rich,” Chris said.
Katie glared at him. “My parents control the trust. Three hundred a month gets transferred to my checking account. I’ve got about two left until the end of May.”
“What about you, Laila?” Ben said.
“I have about forty-two dollars.”
Chris sneered, “That’ll get us far.”
Ben reached out and grabbed his arm. “How much you got, big guy?”
Chris turned his jean pockets inside out. “A buck-three eighty.”
“Two hundred-forty is a start,” Ben said.
“I’ve got two finals on Wednesday,” Katie said.
“Jesus, the hell with finals. The world is coming to an end, remember?” Chris said.
Ben suggested we go to campus and see what was happening.
“Katie and I can go. I thought we could stop at the dorm to shower and get some new clothes.”
“No. We stay together,” Ben said firmly. I realized he didn’t trust Katie or me to leave there without them. We could go to the police.
The four of us headed down the street to Bodine Hall and took the elevator up to the fourth floor. All the girls were in the lounge glued to the
TV. A couple of them waved at Katie and me. We sat down on the floor and joined the Bodine girls. Chris’s eyes twitched continuously. Ben wrapped his arms around Katie like he owned her.
Footage of the actual shootings flashed on the screen. Some of the girls were crying. One girl had a high-pitched whine. Katie went to the
TV
console and flicked the dial to different channels.
ABC, NBC, the public station. Same story, different reporters. There was an announcement on
ABC
news that many colleges around the country were closing for the semester. The administrations were fearful of protests in response to the Kent State massacre. The country was out of control.
Mary Lou appeared in the room about a half hour later with a piece of paper in her hand. She held it up to read out loud. “On this day, May
4, 1970, the University of Bridgeport has officially closed its doors for the spring
1970
semester. We join other universities and colleges around the country in this decision in the best interest our student body, faculty, and administration. The dormitories will be open for the next three days to allow students to pack their belongings and head home. All grades will be frozen at this juncture, and students will receive credit for the whole semester.”
Ben stood and waved at Chris and me. We followed him to my dorm room and closed the door behind us. “You girls pack up. We need to get going as soon as possible,” he said.
“Where are we to go?” I said.
“Kent, like I said. If we don’t go soon, the body will smell and he’ll be missed,” said Chris.
Ben shook his head. “There’s national guard crawling all over that place. I don’t think it’s a good idea to arrive right now with a dead body.”
“Wait a minute,” Chris said. “Laila and I have been accepted to the University of New Mexico. Let’s head out there.”
“I haven’t had a chance to apply yet,” said Katie.
“Trust me, if you’re breathing, that university will accept you,” Chris replied.
Ben patted Chris on the back. “You’re brilliant, man. We’ve got Angel out there and we can continue the business like we planned.”
I looked at Katie. “You don’t have to go if you don’t want to.”
“But I do,” Katie said.
Ben’s shoulders fell. “Two hundred-forty bucks ain’t gonna get us all the way cross-country.”
“I-I do have some more money. In Long Island that is,” I said. Was I trying to compete with Katie?
Chris’s eyes widened. “How much?”
“About nine hundred dollars. My Bat Mitzvah money. It’s in the West Meadow Bank.”
“Fucking far-out,” said Ben. “This is all coming together. We’ll go to Long Island and get the money.”
“What am I gonna tell my parents?” I said.
“Don’t tell them anything,” Chris said. “We’ll just go to the bank.”
“The savings passbook is at my house.”
Chris put his arm around me. “So we’ll go meet your parents.” I didn’t dare speculate what that scenario would be like.
“Before we do anything else, we need to make a pact,” Ben said. “Once we’ve got this thing taken care of, no one can ever, I mean never, speak of this horrific event in our lives again. You must swear on everything that’s holy to you. It’s the only way we will stay safe.”
“I swear on my mother’s life,” Chris said.
Ben put his hand over Chris’s. “I swear on my baby brother.”
Katie put her hand over Ben’s. “I swear on my parents and my sister.”
They all looked at me. I placed my hand over Katie’s. “Yes, and I swear on Grandma Goldie. She’s my favorite person in the world.” Grandma Goldie had died three years ago.
That night I called my folks to let them know I was coming home in the morning with a friend. Katie and I had strategized an elaborate plan to mislead our parents. Fortunately, hers were in Europe. They’d have a hard time corroborating the details with mine.
“You’ll be home tomorrow?” my mother asked. “Don’t you have finals?”
“Haven’t you heard about all the universities closing? Bridgeport is one of them. My grades will be frozen.”
“Who’s this friend you’re bring with you?”
“Katie Birnbaum. A nice Jewish girl from Westchester. You’ll like her. She’s planning on going to New Mexico with me.”
“I still don’t like the idea of you being so far away.”
“We’ll talk about it tomorrow,” I said. “It’s four hundred dollars less a semester than Bridgeport.”
“What about your scholarship?”
“It’s less money even with my Bridgeport scholarship calculated in. I’ll show you the math when I get home.”
“By the time we pay for airline tickets and everything. It’s so far away,” she said.
“Ma, I-I got a C in Biology,” I said. “It disqualifies me for next year.” Lie number one.
“You blew your scholarship?”
“I was going to tell you in person.”
“Your father’s going to be so disappointed.”
I felt really crappy. I’d always been the apple of my daddy’s eye.

THE NEXT MORNING, Katie and I each packed a duffle bag of clothes and left the rest of our belongings in our rooms at Bodine Hall. Katie told the girls they could take whatever they wanted. They swarmed around our stuff like red ants at a picnic.
The stench of Joey’s corpse wrapped in the sleeping bags seeped through the trunk into the Saab’s interior. Doc secured a few plastic bags from the morgue in the hospital where he worked. He also offered to take care of Denise. After examining her again, he said she just needed to rest. She was very groggy but coherent. He promised once she was better, he’d pack her up and drive her home to Queens.
Denise hadn’t processed what had happened to Joey yet, but on some level she knew she’d never see him again. “He’s not coming back this time. Is he?” she said as though he’d gone to New Mexico again.
“Looks like it,” Chris said. “You need to go with Doc for a few days until you’re feeling better.”
Her gaze drifted to Katie and me. “Where are you guys going?”
“We’re headed on a little road trip, honey,” Katie said. “You just listen to Doc, okay?”
“We’ll call you in a couple days,” I added.
Doc took her hand and gently led her down the stairs.
She leaned toward us and waved.
On our way out-of-town we stopped at the U.B. campus bank where Katie took out the two hundred odd dollars she had left in her account. “Give me the money,” Ben said, when she got back in the car.
Katie handed him the bills. Poor girl was hooked, lined and sunk.
“Just wanna keep it all together in a pool,” Ben muttered. “So we know what we got to spend.”
Chris drove the Saab into the parking lot of a deserted bowling alley. The guys stepped out of the car. I could smell them spraying cans of our deodorant (Chris’s idea) all over the body, then heard the scrunching of the plastic as they rewrapped it in the plastic bag that Doc had given them. Katie and I stayed crouched in the backseat and stared straight ahead. No way could we stomach gaping at Joey. The noxious smell of the decaying body covered in antiseptic spray was nasty enough.
When they got back inside the car, Chris pointed at a dumpster. “Maybe we should leave it here.”
Katie whined. “He’s not an it.”
Chris’s eyes turned to slits. “Joey. Maybe we should leave Joey here.”
“Too close to home,” Ben said, “We’ve got to get some miles between us and him.”
We drove with the windows open the whole three-hour trip to Long Island arriving there around 1:00 p.m. It was important I get the savings passbook and get over to the West Meadow Bank before they closed at three. I suggested the guys drop off Katie and me at my house and eat at the local West Meadow diner.
Chris insisted we all go inside my house together.
“They don’t trust us,” I whispered to Katie who sat next to me.
“You’re being paranoid,” she whispered back.

MY MOTHER’S SMILE FROZE when I entered the house with Katie, Ben and Chris. “You should have told me they were coming.” She was concerned that she’d only prepared a tuna salad. I knew she was worried that there might not be enough food for everyone.
After some awkward introductions, Ma served us tuna-melt sandwiches on Wonder Bread with sliced apples and chocolate chip cookies for desert. Chris and Ben eyeballed the split-level like they’d never been in a suburban house before. Maybe they hadn’t. My norm was strange to them since they’d grown up in rundown duplexes in the factory town of Bridgeport.
Ben wolfed down two sandwiches and smiled at my mother. “These are delicious, Mrs. Levin.”
She opened a third can of tuna. “Glad you like them.”
After devouring a couple more sandwiches, Ben and Chris excused themselves and split to the bathroom.
Ma started to sponge down the counters. “Who are those boys?”
I picked up our plates and set them in the sink. “Just a couple guys from school.”
“They live in Westchester.” Katie said. “We’re giving them a lift home.” Lie number two.
My mother peered at Ben and Chris when they returned downstairs. “What part of Westchester are you boys from?”
The guys hadn’t been privy to our parent strategy. Ben started to respond, but Katie cut in. “They’re from Bronxville.” Lie number three.
Bronxville was the poorest town in the area. No way would Ben and Chris pass for upper-middle class dudes. Their edges were too jagged.
“Are you fellas going to New Mexico, too?” my mother asked sweetly. She had her radar on.
“No, just me,” Katie said quickly.
My mother elevated a brow. “Just the two of you girls?”
“Yes, Ma. Just Katie and me. And, I have some very good news. Katie’s father has offered me a job this summer. He owns this shoe store in Westchester.” Lie number four and five. I was losing track.
“Actually, he owns a chain of shoe stores,” Katie said. “You ever hear of Chandlers?”
Ma looked skeptical. “When do you start working?”
I swallowed. “Well, you see, this is the thing. They need us both to start working right away. Like tomorrow. It’s a golden opportunity, Ma.” Lie number six.
“I’d like to talk with the Birnbaums.”
Katie jumped in. “I have no way to call them. They’re in Europe.” At least that was the truth.
Ma scratched her head. “None of this makes sense. They offered you a job, but they’re in Europe, and you have to start tomorrow?”
Katie placed her hand on my mother’s arm. “Mrs. Levin, it’s quite simple. My father had asked me if I had any friends to work for him this summer before they left. He’s opening Candies, a new line of stores aimed at youth, you know, with a cool, hip vibe. He wants college girls to sell the shoes there. With all the schools closing suddenly his manager called me and said they could use help immediately. So I asked Laila and well, here we are.” Lie number seven.
Katie had an uncanny talent for weaving a web of deception. Ben grinned at her, clearly impressed by these abilities.
“We really have to leave right away,” I said.
“You’re not going to wait to see your father? Amby should be home from school in an hour. She’ll be very upset to have missed you.”
“I have to go the bathroom. Be right back.” Leaving Katie to spin more magic, I tiptoed into my mother’s bedroom. I opened the top drawer of her dresser where she kept her sewing box. At the bottom of the many spools of threads and needles, were savings passbooks with each of my family’s names typed on the inside of the jacket. I snatched the one that had LAILA LEVIN printed on it.
Veins bulged from my mother’s neck when Ben, Chris, Katie and I filed out of the split-level a few minutes later. Her head bobbed up-and-down like a Cupie doll as she watched us pile into the Saab. As we drove off, I felt terrible knowing my mother would worry herself sick about my future.
When we arrived at West Meadow Bank, I insisted on going inside myself.
Chris argued. “I’ll come with you.”
“Things would have been much easier with my mother if you’d not insisted on meeting her,” I said.
“Waddaya talking about? Things went fine with your mommy,” Chris said.
I rolled my eyes. “Ya think?”
He leaned over the seat. “Betcha your mommy has the hots for me and Ben.”
My eyes flared. “You’re disgusting!”
“Now you two lovebirds calm down,” Ben said in a gruff voice.
Chris moved closer to me. His breath moistened my neck. “I’m going inside the bank with you.”
“You don’t exactly look like a typical West Meadow customer,” Katie said.
Ben blinked. “She’s got a point, man.”
I entered the bank alone and filled out the withdrawal slip leaving fifty-two dollars in the account. The teller counted the money as she handed me twelve hundred dollar bills to me. That was three hundred more than I’d told Ben and Chris about.
I stuck three of the bills in my Levis’ pocket. The rest I left in the bank envelope that I’d hand over to Ben. I might have been stupid, but I wasn’t brain dead.







CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
The Burial

USA, 1970
I came down with some hideous flu bug on the drive cross-country. My throat burned and my head ached with fever.
“Are you okay?” Katie said as I sat bleary-eyed in a suspended state of delirium. No one else noticed. She bought me Bayer aspirin at a truck stop and a bag of ice, which I gratefully placed on the back of my neck.
Ben and Chris sat together in the front seat in silence for most of the ride. It was futile getting a decent radio station. As soon as we’d find one, it would turn to static. “How come you didn’t get this thing outfitted with an 8-track?” Chris asked.
“Shut up,” Ben said. “We’re lucky to have the car.”
We continued to drive with the windows down. The sound of the wind sifting through the car made talking difficult. Miles and miles of highway in silence. Miles and miles of doom and gloom. I felt numb. Void of sensation. The glands in my neck swelled like two golf balls.
One state looked like the next. New Jersey, Pennsylvania. Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Missouri. We rarely stopped and when we did, it was for gas, restroom breaks, and snacks of powdered donuts, candy bars and Coca Colas. At one point in Missouri we stopped at a K-Mart and Ben purchased a shovel and a pick.
A couple of times we pulled into a truck stop to eat a real meal. Ben would order all the food, generally consisting of the cheapest stuff on the menu like corn beef hash or split-pea soup. “I’m trying to make this money last,” he said one night, when Katie complained about her dinner.
Katie was not used to living like this. I certainly wasn’t, but I imagined it must have been harder for her. Afterwards, Ben would say something to her like “I’ll make it up to you, little plum,” and he’d kiss her neck and playfully feel her up.
I would look away but my emotions were still raw. Did Ben even notice my pain and suffering? Was I nothing to him but a meal ticket out of Connecticut? “Are you in love with him?” I asked Katie in a Shell gas station restroom.
She was fluffing up her hair and applying lip-gloss. “He’s certainly sexy as shit. But… what is love anyway? Ben says it’s something invented by the bourgeois world to rationalize marriage and monogamy.”
“Sounds like something Ben would say. It justifies his inability to commit to anyone.”
“Hmmmm. What about you, Lai? I thought you and Chris had something special before this trip. But you’re barely speaking to each other.”
It was true that I no longer had any illusions about Chris. “Between what happened to Joey and Kent State, I have no emotions,” I said. That wasn’t quite true. The jury was still out on my feelings for Ben.
Chris and Ben switched off driving every four hours. They refused to let Katie or me take the wheel. After two days, we finally checked into a cheap motel. The room had two double beds with saggy mattresses. Ben and Katie took one. Chris and I had the other. We watched The Dick Cavett Show on a small portable TV.
Later, Katie tried to stifle her moans. Ben didn’t bother. The bed springs hummed on.
Chris reached for me.
“I’m sorry, I just can’t,” I said.
“You’re not worried about them?”
“I-I just got my period.” I said. Lie number God knows how many.
“Bummer.” He rolled back to his side of the bed.
By Thursday afternoon, we’d driven through Oklahoma and crossed the New Mexico border. A sign said, “Welcome to the Land of Enchantment.” The landscape became more interesting with a rocky mountain range in front of us. Cactus and yucca littered the terrain. There were vast empty spaces as we passed through towns like Tucumcari and Santa Rosa.
As the darkness of night engulfed us, we turned off the highway onto a dirt road and parked in a deserted area. We ate Snickers bars and a bag of potato chips for dinner that night and slept sitting up in the car. No one talked much.
At sunrise, the desert glistened with pink-grapefruit, lemon-yellows, and berry-red colors in the distance. A family of lizards catapulted down the road. We drove to an area where there was a unique formation of red rocks. Chris and Ben took out the shovel and pick and started digging. Katie and I sat on the front of the car. No one said a word.
I silently sang, “Schma Yisrael, Adoni, Elohenu, Adoni, Echud.” It was the only prayer I could recall from Hebrew School. I remembered how sweet Joey had been. An innocent Queens boy over his head in a crazy business. I thought about the four dead Kent State students, too. How they’d been at the wrong place at the wrong time. How it could have been me.
When the guys were done burying Joey, we zoomed off in the Saab leaving spirals of grey smoke behind us. I felt comforted by the beauty of the desert. Joey would like it here. I prayed that he would rest in peace.
By noon we were back on I-40 and took another detour to the top of the pine-speckled Sandia Mountains and stopped at a scenic outlook. A local in a red baseball cap offered us information about the view below. “That’s Albuquerque spread over that valley. Those are streets and green patches of parks. Over there’s the Rio Grande.”
This was where we’d be living. The beauty of the land of enchantment made me feel a tad better about the circumstances that brought us here. As we drove toward Albuquerque, we saw a sign that said:
BELLA VISTA RESTAURANT — All the Chicken and Fish You Can Eat — $3.99
“Let’s go,” said Chris. “I’m starving, man.”
People stood in long lines down the pathway of rock steps built into the mountainside. We waited there with ranchers in cowboy hats, dark-skinned Mexicans speaking Spanish, and even a couple of Indians with long braids. When we reached the entrance, there was a cute dude that could have passed for John Lennon’s brother. He smiled at Katie and me as he held out chairs for us at a table.
The restaurant was enormous. Hot battered fried-chicken and fish, fresh coleslaw, and crispy French fries arrived on giant platters minutes after we were seated. It was the best meal we’d had in days. Chris joked about how the all-you-can-eat restaurant wasn’t gonna make money on us.
We all smiled. Chris watched me wolf down three drumsticks and a breast. He pinched my waist and joked, “Don’t get chubby on me now.”
I pointed at his plate filled with numerous chicken bones. “People who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw rocks,” I kidded. The silly banter felt good. Like everything was normal between us.
“You mean stones,” Ben said laughing. “Gotta hit the john.” He stood up and poked Chris’s shoulder.
Chris half-smiled. “Guess I’ll join you.”
While we waited for the guys to return, Katie and I sipped our cokes and talked about getting an apartment. “Think your mother’s gonna make you live in the dorm?” she asked.
“Who knows? Where do you think we’ll sleep tonight?”
“I’m sure Ben’s got it all figured out,” she said.
We sat waiting for them for a quite a while. Then the waitress told us we needed to leave so she could bus the table for other customers. It seemed like a long time since Ben and Chris had gone to the restroom.
“Maybe they’re out in the parking lot scoring weed,” Katie said. We hadn’t taken anything on the trip. The cargo we had was already too dangerous. We marched down the steps and walked around the parking lot. “Wasn’t the Saab parked over there?” Katie said pointing at some conifer trees.
“I think so.” But I hadn’t paid all that much attention when we’d gotten out of the car. We spent the next hour parading up-and-down the parking lot. Finally, we decided to go back inside and look for the guys in there.
The John Lennon look-alike greeted us with menus. “How many in your party?”
“We’ve eaten already,” I said.
Katie stepped in front of me. “We’re looking for a couple of guys. One’s blond, the other has a long-brown ponytail. They may have asked you about us.”
“Yeah, I remember those dudes. Thought they were lucky to have two beautiful chicks like you. Can’t say I’ve seen them again.” He tilted his head up. “Hey, Fred, you see a couple of hippies looking for their girlfriends?”
“Nope.”
“Is there anyone else who may have been working here earlier?” I said.
He shrugged. “Sorry.”
At 4:00 the restaurant closed down to prepare for the dinner crowd. Katie gave me a hooded look. “Maybe they were arrested.”
“We’ve been dumped.” I said. “And they took the Saab.”

SIX MONTHS LATER, Katie received a phone call at Hakona Hall, the dorm at UNM where we shared a room together. I happened to be standing by the pay phone when it rang and picked up the receiver.
The voice on the other end said, “I’m an officer with the Arizona state police department. I’m calling for a Miss Katie Birnbaum.”
I handed Katie the phone. “It’s for you. Sounds kind of official.”
The blood rushed into my ears. Katie squeezed my hand as she held the phone where we both could hear what the officer had to say.
He cleared his throat. “Is this Miss Katherine Birnbaum?” 
“Yes, sir.”
“Well, Miss, it appears there’s a 1969 Saab abandoned in a McDonalds parking lot in Bisbee that’s registered in your name. I’ll warn you though. You may not be able to drive it.”
Katie asked him if the car had been wrecked. It would figure that’s why Ben and Chris would abandon it.
“No, Miss, the car seems to be in good shape. But there’s a dreadful stink coming from the trunk.”







CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
Gotcha One More Time

Austin, Texas, 2012
Eduardo, Steve, and Sutherland extricate Danny’s hands from my neck and hold him down on the ground. Eduardo clenches his fists.
“Don’t do it,” Steve yells.
Three armed security guards are on the scene in seconds and handcuff him.
Danny’s voice trails off as they march him down the hall. “You’re responsible, bitch. Denise was my life.”
Sutherland calls Steve into another conference room. The rest of us sit in silence until they emerge a few minutes later. Steve tells Ed and me to follow him into the reception area. He says that Sutherland no longer thinks there’s enough evidence to summon a grand jury. He believes that Ben and Chris are guilty of a lot of sick behavior but not murder. After forty years, the nightmare is over.
As we ride the elevator down to the lobby, I tell Eduardo and Steve that Denise hated her brother. “I believe he abused her. He tried to attack me one night in the dorm.”
“You’ve never told me about that,” Ed says.
I look Ed in the eye. “I plan to fill you in on everything that happened that year.”
Steve refuses to take any money for his legal services. Ed and I head back to the casa on the lake. I sit on a lounge chair on the deck drinking a glass of Sauvignon Blanc with Willow at my feet. Ed opens the French door and joins me with a bottle of beer. “You must be so relieved now that this whole ordeal is over.”
“I still feel bad for Mrs. Costello,” I say.
“Poor woman.”
I touch his hand. “Maybe we could go to New Mexico and find Joey’s remains.”

I CALL VICTOR and tell him I need a week before starting back to work. Eduardo and I drive to New Mexico the next morning. We spend a day with his mother at the ranch. She is still grieving the death of Juanita’s mother. Does my mother-in-law wish her son was married to Juanita instead of me? Perhaps. Life is never perfect.
Ed and I drive through the mountains east of Albuquerque where we meet up with the some federal officers as well as two state policemen at a local restaurant. We caravan in three vehicles for the next few hours retracing the route from that fateful trip forty-two years ago. No shopping mall, no office complex. The isolated dirt road is still there. Other than a few adobe homes, the desert wilderness remains as pristine as I remember it.
About a mile down the road I recognize the unusual red rock formation where we had stopped. Miraculously, it is still there. They’d buried Joey right in front of it. The troopers spend the next hour digging up his remains.
I can’t look at them.
Ed hands the officers a slip of paper with Mrs. Costello’s address in Queens. When we get back to Austin, I send her a personal note summarizing everything that has transpired.
A week later, Ed brings in the mail and hands me a letter with a postmark from Far Rockaway, New York. It smells of lilacs. I tear open the envelope and find a note handwritten on crisp white stationary lined with flower borders. It says:
 
“I finally feel my Joey is resting in peace. I like to think he’s together with poor Denise. Thank you, Laila, and God bless.
Sylvie Costello”

“It’s really over now,” Ed says, as my iPhone rings.
I see the 520 area code but not the name AMBY.
“I thought you should know the truth,” says the voice on the other end. “I’ve held on to it for over forty years.”
I mouth the words, “It’s Ben,” to Eduardo.
He rolls his eyes.
“Why don’t you talk with your friend Chris, the therapist?” I say.
“I’m here in Austin. I need to speak to you, Laila. Can you meet me somewhere? Margaritaville, perhaps?”
“You’ve got to be kidding. No way.”
“Don’t you want to know what really happened?”
“For crissakes. Does it have to be in person?” I say.
There’s a long pause. “Yes.”
“Hold on a minute.” I tell Eduardo what Ben has proposed.
“You want to meet with that jerk?”
“I need closure,” I say. “I have to see him.”

FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER, I’m waiting for Ben at the same table at Starbucks where I sat with Darlene. Poor, crazy Darlene. He’s wearing hip aviator sunglasses and a genuine smile. He removes the glasses then hugs me. Handsome as ever with those big brown eyes with gold flecks. “You’re still so beautiful, Laila. How do you stay that way?”
I don’t want to sound flirtatious and give him the wrong impression. “Let’s not mince words. What do you have to confess to me?”
“Where do I start?” he says.
“You’re the one who called the meeting.”
He bites his lip. “Okay, here’s what I came to say. Chris was the one who’d suggested we climb in bed with Denise to get Joey’s goat. It was supposed to be a joke.”
“Hilarious,” I say.
“Things got outta control like Doc said. Joey smashed the beer bottle and came after us. We pushed him in self-defense. At least I did.”
“And Chris?”
“When we were at Seaside Beach that night, Chris confessed Angel had called that afternoon. He told him if we didn’t get rid of Joey, he’d get rid of us.”
“Why didn’t Chris tell you that earlier?”
“He knew I wasn’t the type of person who would kill someone, for crissakes.”
I glare at him. “And Chris is?”
“I told you. Chris is a sociopath. He almost lost his therapy license a few years ago for having sex with a patient. A young girl, as a matter of fact. He managed to get away with it because she recanted her testimony. But his wife left him.”
“Chris said his wife was having an affair with you. That he left her because of it. I suppose if I call him, he’d tell me it was you who Angel spoke with and—”
He laughs. “I suppose so.”
“How do you two remain friends?”
He takes my hand. “Is it too late for us? I’d move here to Austin for you.”
“You know, Ben, there never was an ‘us.’ Just a really dumb mistake I made in a dark attic one night.”
“Guess it’s back to your bourgeois husband and the big house on the lake.”
“Guess so.” Hmmm. I’ve never mentioned that I live on a lake.
He retracts his hand. “Some people never evolve.”
I glare at him. Have you looked in the mirror lately?
“Just playing with ya, sweetheart. Gotcha though.”
“Yes, of course you did.” Asshole.
I stand up and amble to my car with a smile plastered on my face. Moments later, I am on the road back to the lake and Eduardo. Back where I belong.







ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
This book is dedicated to Jacob, Matthew, and Marshall who grew up with a mother devoted to the craft of writing that only is second to her love for them.
To Rudy, who has always supported my passion to write starting with buying me my first computer, to enduring hours and hours of having his wife glued to it.
And to the light of my life, Madison Elizabeth.
Special thanks to the cadre of authors who have bonded with me to mutually help each other through the maze of creating and marketing a work of fiction in the new frontier of the 21st century independent publishing world. Especially: Tosh McIntosh, Cindy Stone, Brad Whittington, John J. Asher, Ray Fuentez, and Rick Bolner. Check out some of their wonderful novels online.
Above and beyond the call of duty:
Tosh McIntosh – for the endless time he spent on both the front and back cover as well as the formatting of this novel for print, Kindle, and Nook.
Cindy Stone – my “think tank” and copy editor.
Kim Greyer – for additional front cover graphic design expertise.
Writing is a lonely profession. Hours, days, weeks, months and years spent producing a manuscript without a clue if you’re the only person in the world who will ever read it. There are moments of ecstasy and days of despair in the process. In my case, I’ve been blessed to have someone who can make the unique claim to having read pretty much everything I’ve ever written. Not once or twice, but numerous times through endless revisions. That person is my sister, Rita Singer. Not only has she provided limitless encouragement and critique, but helped make the journey fun for me through the highs and lows of it all. I’m forever grateful.







Discussion Questions

THE GIRL
FROM LONG GUYLAND

By Lara Reznik







Discussion Questions
1. How much of a person’s character is shaped by the time in which she lives?
2. Seventeen-year-old Laila leaves her sheltered Long Island home and becomes involved in a love triangle and a hippie lifestyle in college. Is it feasible that she would take such risks so soon after leaving home?
3. Adult Laila lives with the terrible guilt of being part of a conspiracy to hide what happened to her friend Joey in 1970. When she faces a similar choice of doing the right thing by standing up for her promiscuous boss at the risk of losing her job, does she make the right decision?
4. Chris, Ben and Bob E. are amoral and egotistical men. Why do women fall for “bad boys?”
5. Young Laila never felt that she belonged in Long Island. She has a misguided sense of belonging in “the family.” Adult Laila doesn’t feel like she belongs in Austin. Why does Laila struggle with a sense of belonging?
6. Who is your favorite character in the story and why?
7. Do Doc and Rojo have redeeming qualities? What did you like and dislike about them?
8. Denise is a very complex character. Do you believe she betrayed Laila?
9. Is Laila’s obsession with Ben believable? Have you ever known someone who remains in your fantasies? Did Ben have a chance of wooing Laila away from Eduardo?
10. Laila is a flawed character who made some poor choices in her youth and is not as appreciative of her adult life as she should be. What important lessons has she learned by the end of the novel?
11. In a real-life corporation could Darlene and Laila be promoted on the whim of a CEO and then fired? Do guys like Bob E. still exist today?
12. Who is the real antagonist in the story? Ivy, Juanita, Ben, or Chris? Why?
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