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Keep On Loving You




JULY 27, 1986.




CASH’S BODY SLOUCHED uncomfortably against orange vinyl cushions cracked at the seams and worn smooth by past visitors. The chair, and Wynter’s hospital room, had become his home away from home since she had arrived at Halston Medical Center two days ago.

His arm lay stretched across the armrest, his right hand on her left. The need to hold her hand or touch her skin was always there, even though the nurses said it wouldn’t make any difference.

“Wynter has suffered a mild traumatic brain injury,” Cash had heard the doctor tell Nolan and Madeline during the wee hours of Saturday morning, only hours after Wynter fell from the 19th Street Bridge. They had many questions for the doctor and Cash had tried to eavesdrop without appearing obvious about it. From what he was able to piece together, parts of Wynter’s brain had shut down in order to heal. She was breathing on her own, which was a good sign, and she showed brain activity, specifically the occasional sleep-wake cycle, which was good but highly unusual. Cash wondered if Ransom was in her head with her, taking care of her.

He better be.

Cash would have rather slept at home, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave Wynter’s side, even after Nolan and Madeline had insisted he come home with them. He made a pact to inform them if there was any immediate news.

He had worked out a deal with the nurses in the coma ward. Cash could stay as long as he kept out of the way when Wynter needed to be tended to. That meant he could be with her most of the day, except for when nurses needed to bathe her or deal with her catheter. The hospital even supplied him with a wrist band clearing him for twenty-four hour access.

During times when the nurses kicked him out, the best option was to hang out or sleep in the chapel one floor down. Cash disliked being separated from Wynter, but the chapel was better than lying on his bed worrying back at the trailer. The chapel was quiet, even with other people there, and the bench seats were comfortable up to a point. The thin seat cushions made prolonged sitting or sleeping difficult at best.

No matter where he slept, Cash’s dreams were always variations of the accident, the arrival of the ambulance and the return trip, played out over and over in vivid detail. Sometimes he saw the events through his own eyes and other times his point of view was removed, like from a concealed security camera. Sometimes the ambulance never made it back to the hospital at all, instead crashing against the overpass supports in a fiery explosion. Those times he woke in a cold sweat, not entirely sure if he had cried out in his sleep.

It hadn’t taken Cash long to grow used to the beeps and whirrs of Wynter’s monitoring equipment. Soon it became a comfort. But he longed for the day when she would no longer need them.

Quinn pushed through the door to Wynter’s hospital room. She deflated a little when she saw Wynter was still unconscious. “Hello... Cash?” she whispered.

Jake popped his head over her shoulder. “Are they awake?” He hobbled in behind her on crutches, his left leg in a cast up to his mid-thigh.

Cash snored in the orange chair, his fingertips resting next to Wynter’s forearm. Quinn sidled up next to the chair and ran a finger down his left arm.

“Cash,” she whispered in his ear. “Dinner time.”

Cash stirred, then sat bolt upright as if he had just been poked with a cattle prod. “What? Is she awake?” He looked at Wynter in her bed, at the gentle beep of the vital signs monitor.

“Hey, dude. You hungry?” Jake eyed him expectantly.

Cash sat up, winced, and shook his head. He ran his hand through his hair and hung his head.

“You got to eat.” Quinn crouched low enough to look up at him. “Wynter will be right here when you get back.”

A single tear fell and soaked into Cash’s jeans. “What if something happens while I’m gone?”

“She’s in, like, good hands,” Quinn said, then leaned in close to whisper, “You got to keep your strength up if you’re going to protect her.”

Cash’s eyes cleared a little and Quinn detected a hint of a smile. “Okay.” He made his way to the door and held it open for Quinn and Jake, pausing to take one last look at Wynter before he stepped out of the room.

Quinn and Cash walked to the twinned elevators at the end of the corridor. Jake followed behind, wrestling with his crutches with every step.

“I hate these things.” Jake stepped into the left elevator. “But they do make great weapons.” He glanced over his shoulder at Quinn and Cash. “Don’t make me angry. You wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.”

Cash smirked at him. “Thanks for the update, Dr. David Banner.”

Quinn rolled her eyes. “The Incredible Dork.”

“I love you guys,” Jake said as the elevator doors closed.

A minute later the three of them entered the large first-floor cafeteria. Even at seven in the evening on a Sunday, most of the tables were claimed.

Jake held up his crutches. “I’ll get a table if someone could bring me a burger and fries. I’ll pay you back.”

“No problem.” Cash felt for his wallet in his pocket and followed Quinn to the rows of hot and cold food trays. “You must have Blue Belle back by now.”

Quinn nodded. “I picked her up on Saturday. Finn did a great job. And get this...” Quinn leaned closer and whispered. “Jake helped with the cost. He said I could pay him back after Jezebel pays her fine. Sweet of him, huh?”

“He likes you, Quinn.”

Quinn dipped her head to hide her blush, then guided a lock of hair behind one ear. “Yeah, he’s cool.”

“And Jezebel’s going to pay alright,” Cash said. “But maybe not her fine.” He looked at the trays of food. “Burgers and fries, huh? Not at a buffet.”

Each of them grabbed plates and approached the row of hot dishes.

Quinn and Cash found Jake sitting at the table furthest from the food. “Sorry. Slim pickings.”

“Same here.” Cash set two almost identical plates on the table, one in front of Jake. The plates held healthy slices of lasagna with Caesar salad and garlic toast on the side. “Best I could do.”

Jake shrugged. “It’s okay. Thanks.” He grabbed a knife and fork and dug in.

Quinn placed her plate on the table, then disappeared back toward the food trays.

“Nice move, helping Quinn get her car back.”

Jake smiled and spoke through a mouthful of salad. “I may not have a job, but I’m not broke.”

Cash picked up a fork and pushed his lasagna around.

“Not hungry?”

“Yes and no,” Cash said, “if that makes any sense.”

Jake nodded. “Well, try and eat something, because if you don’t, I will. Then I’ll get fat and you don’t want that on your conscience, too.” His words were out before he realized it and he winced. “Sorry. That came out wrong.”

“What came out wrong?” Quinn set down three filled coffee cups with one hand and deposited a handful of sugar packets and miniature creamer tubs with the other.

“Nothing,” Cash said. “Jake’s just putting his foot in his mouth instead of his lasagna.”

“Sorry I missed it.” Quinn sat and smothered her scalloped potatoes and breaded chicken fingers with ketchup.

“Hey.” Jake eyed her plate, puzzled. “I thought you didn’t like ketchup.”

“I don’t like it on french fries.”

“But you’re eating potatoes. Those are potatoes, right? French fries are potatoes, too.”

“You’re a genius.” Quinn took a bite of scalloped potatoes. “Your point?”

Jake glanced at Cash for backup.

“Hey, don’t look at me.” Cash squeezed a creamer tub into his coffee, added two packets of sugar, and gave the concoction a half-hearted stir. He took a sip and grimaced. Cash reclined in his chair and sighed. His eyes drifted to the clock on the wall, then to the window below it.

Quinn swallowed and set her fork down. “You alright, Cash?”

“Not really.” Cash rubbed his temple. “I can’t stop blaming myself.”

Quinn exchanged a concerned look with Jake. “It’s not your fault.”

“I should have protected her.”

Quinn reached out and touched Cash’s hand. “This is no one’s fault except Jezebel’s.”

“Don’t forget Roxy,” Jake said.

Cash’s right hand went instinctively to his left shoulder, palpating the wad of bandages secured there with medical tape. “Oh, I’ve got thirteen reasons not to forget her.”

Jake grinned at Quinn, then turned to Cash and nodded at his shoulder. “Let’s see.”

“It’ll spoil your appetite,” Cash said.

Jake tilted his head at him. “You’re looking at two people who have watched Dawn of the Dead multiple times... while eating.”

“Alright.” Cash rolled the cuff of his T-shirt up over his shoulder, then slowly tugged one corner of the medical tape away from his skin. He peeled the bandage back and exposed an angry horizontal gash three inches long, sutured with thirteen neatly tied black stitches. Dried blood dotted the back of the bandage.

“Gnarly.” Jake sat up to get a closer look. “That’s going to leave a wicked scar.”

“Is it deep?” Quinn asked.

“Deep enough.” Cash smoothed the bandage back over the grisly line of stitches and rolled his cuff back down. He balled his left hand into a fist to remind himself that his muscles still worked as they should. Cash pushed lasagna onto his fork with his garlic toast and took a bite. His appetite had woken up.

“We got to figure out a new plan,” Quinn said.

Cash nodded. “It’s like one step forward, two steps back.”

“Any ideas?” Jake finished up his plate and looked longingly back at the buffet trays.

“I don’t know. Maybe.” Cash followed Jake’s sightline. “We’re going to need more food though. Want a refill?”

“Fuck yeah,” Jake said, licking his lips.

Cash turned to Quinn. “Want me to bring back anything?”

“One of every dessert they have, please and thank you.” Quinn said. “Good to have you back, Cash. Even if it’s, like, a little bit at a time.”

Cash managed a small smile and headed back to the buffet. Quinn watched him roam the line-up, collecting seconds.

“I feel so sorry for him.”

“I know,” Jake said. “I mean it was like she almost died in his arms. I hope she doesn’t wake up with brain damage.”

“Jesus, Jake.” Quinn crossed her arms and looked away. “You sure know how to kill the mood.”

“Sorry.” Jake’s cheeks flushed red. “I didn’t mean...”

Cash returned balancing three plates loaded with food. Despite the shadow Jake had cast over the table, the three of them ate until they felt as if they’d burst.

Cash led the charge back to Wynter’s room, with hope for a plan and some positive news.
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NOLAN AND MADELINE stood beside Wynter’s bed, holding each other’s hand. Wynter’s chest rose and fell in a slow, regular cadence. The monitoring equipment hummed and chirped on the opposite side of the bed, and although its sound was unobtrusive, the screen with its relentless bouncing ECG strip and other fluctuating metrics kept bringing them back to reality: though lucky to be alive, their daughter was still in grave danger.

Madeline smoothed Wynter’s fiery hair away from her face, her hand coming to rest on Wynter’s shoulder. “My baby.” A tear crested one of her lids and she caught it with a quick swipe of her wrist.

Nolan kissed Wynter’s head, careful not to disturb the nasogastric tube snaking out of her nose, then removed a necklace from around his neck. The symbol for hope, an eight-pointed star contained within a circle, hung from the bottom of a knotted loop of black twine. He kissed the medallion, then hung it off the corner of the bed.

“Can she hear us, hon?”

Nolan offered a small but confident nod. “She can. She knows we’re here.”

Madeline wrapped her arms around Nolan and hugged him tight, her tears finding their resting place on the shoulder of his shirt.

Cash pushed through the door to the room. He stopped short when he saw Madeline and Nolan. Quinn and Jake bumped into him unaware.

“Sorry,” he said. “We can come back later.”

“No, it’s okay.” Nolan waved them over. “She needs us all here.”

Quinn had not expected to see Wynter’s parents and tried to maintain a strong front, but once her eyes met Madeline’s, her emotional wall crumbled.

“Quinn, darlin’. Come here.” Madeline opened her arms and wrapped them around her.

“I’m so sorry, Mrs. LaCroix.” Quinn stifled her sobs as best she could.

Madeline patted Quinn’s back and rocked her gently. “Shh. She’ll be awake before you know it.”

Cash stood next to Nolan. “Any change?”

“Doctor says she’s stable, maybe on the edge of waking, so that’s good. But she’s got a lot of healing to do inside.” Nolan tapped his temple, then glanced at the cast on Jake’s leg. “How long do you have to wear that?”

“For the rest of the summer at least,” Jake said. “Sucks, I know.”

Nolan regarded the three teens. “What I don’t understand is why... Jezebel is it? Why did she do this?”

Quinn pulled away from Madeline, wiped her face on her shirt, and exchanged looks with Cash and Jake, and shook her head subtly. Her face twisted into an angry scowl. “She’s a psycho bitch. That’s why.”

“She’s hiding out somewhere,” Cash said. “Anson would’ve told us if she’d been caught.”

Jake hobbled to the chair beside Wynter’s bed and eased himself into it. “We’d have heard about it on the news.”

“I hope she and Roxy die in a shoot out.” Quinn spat her words out. “Just like Bonnie and Clyde.”

“Enough,” Madeline said. “It’s hard enough being here. I don’t want no death and dying talk, no matter who it’s directed at.” Her eyes scanned the room. “Whoever’s responsible will pay eventually.”

A nurse popped her head into the room. “Visiting hours end in five minutes.”

Quinn grabbed one of Jake’s crutches and held it upright. “We should get going. On your feet, soldier.” She glanced back at Cash. “You should come with us. Spend a night in your own bed for a change.”

“That’s a good idea,” Nolan said. “We should all do that.”

“What do you say, Cash?” Jake pulled himself up onto his crutches. “Come with us if you want to sleep,” he said in his best Arnold Schwarzenegger accent.

“Nice one.” Quinn and Jake bumped fists.

“Okay,” Cash said. “I have to say, that chair was forged in hell.”

“I bet.” Quinn pulled open the door.

“Before you go...” Madeline curved her arm around Nolan’s waist. “Thank you. Wynter’s lucky to have such good friends.”

“Well, we’re lucky too,” Cash said. “But I’ll be back tomorrow.”

“I’m sure you will.” Nolan smiled but there was pain and worry behind his eyes. “We appreciate your vigilance.”

Cash nodded his head at him and followed Quinn and Jake out into the corridor.

“They’re great kids.” Nolan watched the door close. “Shall we head out too?”

“Let’s wait until visiting hours are officially over.” Madeline looked up at him, her eyes misty. “Okay?”

Nolan leaned down and kissed her. “Okay.”

They resumed their spots beside Wynter’s bed. Nolan kissed his fingertips, then touched the hope medallion he had hung on the bed earlier. Madeline raised Wynter’s left hand in hers and ran her fingers lightly across the back of her hand, across the webspace between her thumb and index finger, and spiraling on her palm.

At eight o’clock the nurse entered the room and ushered them out. In the commotion of leaving the room, no one noticed Wynter’s eyes open, then close a second later.
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ONE OF THE two elevators that served the fourth floor dinged and opened to an empty car. Quinn, Jake, and Cash shuffled inside. Their eyes focused on Wynter’s room down the corridor. Between the three of them, only Cash shifted uneasily on his feet.

“Sorry, guys. I can’t do this.” He stepped forward to leave the elevator, but Quinn grabbed his arm and pulled him back.

“Wait.” Quinn’s eyes held an intensity that Cash had a hard time meeting. “We know you need Wynter, but we need you too. And you need us.”

“Come hang out with us, dude.” Jake raised a brow and the corner of his mouth curled in an optimistic grin.

Cash pursed his lips, struggling with the decision. Finally, he sighed. “Okay. Maybe you’re right.”

And like it was a confirmation of his decision, the elevator doors closed and the three friends descended to the first floor.

The adjacent elevator dinged and its doors slid open. Monty stepped out wearing his usual T-shirt, mirrored sunglasses, and leather jacket ensemble. He peered down the corridor and removed his sunglasses, hooking them into the collar of his shirt.

A nurse passed by and he averted his eyes, pretending to be interested in the various generic art prints hung between the doors to the rooms. Monty continued down the corridor and covertly peered through the windows to the rooms, most of which had their blinds drawn for privacy.

The nurse entered a room at the end of the corridor and as the door slowly swung shut, voices floated out. Monty quickened his pace and managed to catch a glimpse of Wynter’s red hair splayed out against her pillow.

“There you are,” he said to himself.

Monty tried to look into Wynter’s room. The blinds were angled down, allowing a somewhat restricted view into the room from the corridor, but his attempt was thwarted before it began when he heard voices approach the door. Monty stepped hurriedly across the corridor to a small alcove with three chairs. He sat and hung his head, feigning grief.

The door swung open. Nolan and Madeline stepped out, followed by the nurse. They exchanged thank-yous and walked arm-in-arm toward the elevators. Nolan pressed the down call button. The numbers above the left elevator incremented toward the fourth floor.

Monty stood and ran his hands through his oily hair. He walked quickly toward the end of the corridor, slowing when he was within earshot.

“Do you think that was part of it?” Madeline watched the numbers increase above the elevator. Something was happening on the second floor to delay the elevator’s arrival. “Remember, your grandmother jumped.”

“Wynter was pushed.” Nolan’s jaw tensed with the words. “There’s a difference.”

“But that boy was with her, according to the minimal details Anson told us,” Madeline said. “I’d bet it was the same boy we found in her room.” She crossed her arms. “They’re hiding things from us, I just know it.”

“Who? Quinn and the guys?”

Madeline nodded.

The elevator dinged and the doors slid open. Nolan and Madeline stepped inside, turning around to see Monty standing just beyond the doors. He had his hands in his pockets and his shoulders bunched up against his neck. He hung his head down and looked at the floor.

“Probably. Did you keep secrets from your parents?” Nolan selected the first floor and within a few seconds the door began to slide closed.

Monty’s pager went off. He pressed a button on a small black box on his belt, ending the rapid succession of beeps. He shuffled forward. “Wait.”

Madeline stuck her hand out and stopped the doors from closing.

Monty entered the elevator and positioned himself in the far corner. “Thanks.” His voice was low and strained.

“Floor?” Nolan asked.

“What?” Monty tossed his greasy hair to one side. “Oh. First.”

The elevator doors closed, and the car began its descent.

Madeline turned her back to Monty and lowered her voice. “Maybe if we tell them about the power, they’d let us in.” Her voice hadn’t been as low as she thought. Monty had heard every word.

Nolan shook his head almost imperceptibly and motioned at Monty. Madeline took the hint and stood by Nolan’s side.

“I hope whoever you’re here for gets better soon,” Nolan said.

Monty nodded but kept his head down. “Thanks. You too.”

The three of them stood in silence for the rest of the trip down. The doors opened on the first floor and Nolan and Madeline stepped forward. Monty followed them out.

“What was that about?” Madeline whispered.

“I didn’t want that guy to overhear...”

Monty veered off toward the stairwell, now out of earshot. He watched Nolan and Madeline walk toward the front entrance, immersed in a heated discussion. “I’m one hell of an actor.” A smug smile stretched across his lips.

He pulled open the door to the stairwell and bounded up the steps two at a time. Monty emerged back at the fourth floor, and he quickly walked back to Wynter’s room. He opened the door and peeked in.

Monty’s eyes narrowed. “What’s your secret, Red? What’s your power?” Whatever it was, he knew the power was connected to Jezebel too, somehow. And like it or not, it either started or ended with Ransom. But how could he find someone who had vaporized into thin air?
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QUINN HUNG BACK with Jake and followed Cash out the front lobby of the hospital. He was already pacing outside by the time Jake hobbled up to the sliding glass doors.

“What are we going to do about him?”

The pleasant aroma of the buffet still hung in the air despite the cafeteria having closed for the evening.

Quinn shrugged. “What’s there to do? He’s hurting pretty bad.” She placed her hand on Jake’s shoulder and stopped him before he stepped out of the main foyer. “He loves Wynter, but she chose someone else. And now she could die. How would you feel?”

Jake’s eyes widened under the brim of his Nintendo baseball hat. “He loves her? How do you know that? He didn’t say anything to me.”

“It’s obvious.” Quinn managed a weak laugh. “To any girl, it’s obvious.”

Jake watched Cash pace for a moment. “I guess I’d feel pretty terrible.” He settled his eyes back on Quinn. “So, it’s obvious?”

“Is what obvious?”

“You said ‘to any girl, it’s obvious,’ ” Jake said. “I wanted to see if your powers are truly great.”

“What are you—” Color rose high on Quinn’s cheeks as she felt the weight of his gaze. She punched Jake lightly on the shoulder and tried to hide her smile behind her hair. “Come on, gimp.” She walked toward Cash and the covered entrance.

Jake followed as quickly as he could. “Who you calling a gimp?”

Quinn threw her arms around Cash and gave him a quick hug. “Let’s get you home.” She spun around, walking backward and facing Jake. “You too, Hopalong Cassidy.”

“What?” Jake crunched his brows together in confusion. “Who’s Hopalong Cassidy?”

“Ha!” Quinn looked at him surprised. “And you call yourself a movie expert.” She spotted Blue Belle and ran toward the little VW Beetle. “You’re going to have to look it up.”

Jake caught up to Cash. “Do you know who she’s talking about?”

“Nope.”

Quinn hopped into the driver’s seat and unlocked the passenger door for Cash and Jake.

Cash pushed the passenger seat forward and out of the way. “Want to take the back? You could stretch out.”

Jake nodded. “Sounds good. Thanks.” He crouched and crawled into the back, careful not to bang his cast.

Cash buckled himself into the passenger seat. Quinn started the engine and backed out. She navigated out of the lot and within minutes she had merged with traffic headed west on I94, racing the setting sun.

Cash rested his head on the window and remained silent.

Quinn watched as the hospital and the surrounding buildings in Halston shrunk in her rear view mirror as they moved further west. As the distance between them and Wynter grew larger, the more uneasy Quinn felt, until an unexpected wave of grief took hold of her.

She pulled into the Red River Rest Stop and parked at the first available spot.

Jake craned his neck at his surroundings. “Hey, why are we stopping?”

Quinn gripped the steering wheel and burst into tears.

Jake leaned forward from the back seat. “It’s going to be okay, Quinn.”

Cash faced her, placed his hand on her right arm, and nodded. “He’s right.”

Quinn shook her head, swiping at her tears with a trembling hand. “What if it’s not? It feels like we’re abandoning her.”

“We’re not,” Cash said.

“Give me a second?” Quinn sniffed, grabbed a tissue from her purse, and blew. She opened her door, climbed out, and began to fret again.

Cash glanced back at Jake. “Go to her.”

Jake surveyed the back seat. “Give me a hand.” With Cash’s help, Jake positioned his cast between the front seats, allowing him to sit up. “Quinn?”

She looked back at him. Jake held up his arms, but his eyes said everything that needed to be said. She pushed the driver’s seat forward and climbed in the back with him. He placed his left arm around her shoulder and Quinn buried her face in his chest, muffling her sobs.

“You too, dude,” Jake said. “Group hug.”

Cash didn’t argue. He reached across the car and closed the driver’s side door. He popped the passenger door open, took the space next to Jake, and pulled the passenger door shut behind him.

Quinn’s sobbing faded, leaving three friends sharing their grief together. Any awkwardness had been replaced by emotional exhaustion and soon all three were asleep. Perhaps solace would come in their dreams.
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JEZEBEL HAD FOUND it entirely too easy to evade Anson and leave the scene at the 19th Street Bridge two nights ago. He was never going to shoot her. Anson would always be more concerned with Wynter and preserving human life. Her falling off the bridge was the best thing to happen to Jezebel that night.

Roxy had appeared more unsettled. “Where are we going to go now? Everyone is going to be looking for us.”

Jezebel turned onto a side street in the north side of town. “Should I let you out at your place?”

“Are you crazy? That’s the first place the cops will look.” Roxy bit at her nails. “My parents are going to freak.”

“The cops aren’t going to do shit,” Jezebel said. “Think about it. It’s just like last time. As long as I have Ransom, no one will press charges.”

“I don’t know about that, Jazz. Last time we only bumped their car.” Roxy stared at her across the center console. “Anson was talking felony hit and run.”

“He’s full of shit. As long as no one talks, we’re free and clear. And no one’s going to talk if I have Ransom.” Jezebel traced a snaking fracture along the windshield with her eyes. “Too bad that asshole cracked the glass.”

Roxy sat back in her seat and pursed her lips. She reached for the radio and turned it on. Gino Vannelli was singing “Black Cars” on KROK.

“You sure know how to pick them.” Jezebel turned right onto Main Street. “Know where I’m going?”

“You’re not going home.”

“No shit.”

Roxy thought for a moment, then turned to give Jezebel a small smile and a nod. Even though Jezebel had not planned her getaway, she always knew exactly where to go. Roxy liked that about her.

Jezebel rolled the Barracuda behind the storage shed at the back of Ollie’s MovieTyme and killed the engine. “Give me a hand covering it up.”

The two of them unfolded a blue tarp from the trunk and secured it over the black muscle car.

“That’ll do until things cool down.” Jezebel strolled up to the shed. Only she had keys to the new padlocks on the door. Both girls stepped inside, and Jezebel locked the door from the inside with the padlocks she had used on the outside, but she didn’t fully engage the lock loops to ensure an easy escape if needed.

There was only one grimy window that cast a dim glow around the interior during the day. In one corner of the shed lay a worn and stained mattress. Many teenagers before them had used the mattress, but ever since Jezebel had changed the locks, the run down space had been hers to use for whatever she wanted.

On the opposite side of the shed a metal shelving unit stood shrouded with cobwebs. Tools and supplies for drive-in maintenance, long since forgotten, remained stacked floor to ceiling. Curiously, power to the shed had never been cut.

Jezebel yanked a rusty ball chain hanging from the ceiling and the bare forty watt bulb next to it turned on. “Cover the window.” She sprawled on the mattress until it sagged completely under her weight. “What’s left to eat?”

Roxy positioned a piece of cardboard over the window and opened a cooler that sat next to the back wall. “Not much. A bunch of bags of potato chips and a six-pack of Coke.”

“Toss me some.”

Roxy handed Jezebel the snacks and took some for herself. “We’re going to have to spread this out, don’t you think? If we’re going to hide out?”

“Relax,” Jezebel said between mouthfuls of chips. “We’ll make a food run later if we need to.” She turned to Roxy. “Want to have some fun?”

“What kind of fun?”

“The Ransom kind.”

The last thing Roxy wanted to do was fool around with Ransom. But shooting down Jezebel’s suggestion would only make things worse.

“Okay,” she said.

The mattress was large enough for both girls to stretch out without touching each other. Jezebel finished her snacks and closed her eyes. Roxy considered staying awake and waiting, but sleep won her over. As it turned out, Ransom had other plans.
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IT WAS SUNDAY night, almost forty-eight hours since Jezebel and Roxy had set up camp in the maintenance shed behind Ollie’s MovieTyme drive-in. They had run out of food once and had to make a late Saturday night run to Halston for groceries. Instead of the convenience store at Zoey’s Fast Fill, they chose a nearby Seven-Eleven.

Jezebel’s Friday night plan to bring Ransom out from her dreams had failed. As a result, she had been on the warpath ever since.

“I don’t know what the fuck’s going on.” Jezebel paced back and forth in the small space of the shed. “He’s in my dreams but he doesn’t come out when I want him to.”

“It’s like he has free will.” Roxy considered her words carefully. “Don’t get mad, but look at it from his side. Wynter created him. They’ll always be connected. And she might die because of what you did.”

Jezebel grabbed Roxy’s T-shirt and pushed her against the wall. “What we did.”

“Yeah, sure. What we did.” Roxy locked gazes with Jezebel and pushed back. “Whatever. If I was Ransom, I’d be pissed at you.”

Jezebel released her and went back to her pacing. “So, what do you suggest, brainiac?”

“Ransom’s in your dreams, so that means that Wynter is still alive,” Roxy said. “Let him know that. Be nice for a change. Maybe even apologize.”

Roxy prepared herself for a litany of profanity, but instead Jezebel laid down on the mattress and closed her eyes. “Don’t wait up,” Jezebel said.

But this time Roxy did wait up. Two hours later Ransom drifted out of Jezebel’s dreams in a chilled wave of ozone. He wore his familiar white T-shirt, black hoodie, and jeans.

Jezebel rubbed the sleep from her eyes.

“Does it hurt?” Roxy asked. “Like, when you become real?”

“Only if I land wrong.” Ransom glanced at Jezebel. “Or when someone stabs me, like, with a crowbar.”

Jezebel propped herself on her elbows. “I do it out of love.”

“Bullshit.” Ransom scanned the small space. “Where are we?”

“Oll—” Roxy began before Jezebel cut her off.

“You don’t need to know.” Jezebel faced him. “And next time you better come out when I want you to.”

Ransom’s blue eyes shifted to a steely grey. “Or else... what?”

“I’ll kill Wynter. For real,” Jezebel said with a snarl on her lips.

“What were you just saying about love?” Ransom laughed. “You don’t know anything.”

“Fuck you.”

Roxy leaned against the wall, settling in to watch the festivities.

Ransom crouched to Jezebel’s level. “What if I just kill you first. That’d be a permanent solution and I’d be out of your control for good.”

Jezebel stood and shook her head. “You’re under my control. If I die, you die with me... romantic, isn’t it? Plus, you’d never see Wynter again.”

Ransom shook his head and laughed softly. “That’s not the way it works and you know it.”

Jezebel’s eyes shifted between Ransom and Roxy. “If I die, you die too—”

“I’d just go back into Wynter’s head,” Ransom said.

“And... Monty kills Wynter.” Jezebel focused her eyes on Roxy’s. “Isn’t that right, Rox?”

“Uh...” Roxy stammered, instantly at a loss for words.

“Me and Monty, we have an agreement,” Jezebel said. “We’d kill for each other.”

Ransom crossed his arms against his chest and gave Jezebel the once-over, in an attempt to determine if she was lying. It was an impossible task.

“Enough with the killing talk.” Roxy’s eyes were wide with panic and she looked out of breath. “It’s boring. Change the subject!”

Jezebel stepped around Ransom, then hooked her finger behind the button on his jeans. “I can’t stay mad at you.” She popped the button out and unzipped his fly. “But before we get to the fun stuff... I need you to do something for me.”

Ransom pushed Jezebel’s hand away. “What?”

“I have a plan that’s better than selling drugs for Monty. But I need a gun.”

Ransom zipped up and buttoned his jeans. “Why?”

“I want to blow this town. Hit the road. With you.” Jezebel laid a hand on Ransom’s chest. “But I need money.”

Roxy saw where Jezebel’s idea was going. “Bad idea, Jazz.”

Jezebel turned and pointed at her, anger alight in her eyes. “Shut up. You’re in too deep to disagree.”

“Look, I’ll give you money,” Roxy said. “My parents would never know.”

“I’m not talking a few hundred dollars,” Jezebel said. “I can’t live on that.”

“You’re talking robbery.” Roxy shook her head. “Of what? Stores? Banks? We’d go to prison.”

“Only if we get caught, and even if we do, we’re juveniles. We wouldn’t go to prison.”

“We’re juveniles for what? Like, one more year?” Roxy paced the floor of the small shed. “Such a bad idea.”

“Shut the fuck up.”

“So, why do you need me?” Ransom shifted his gaze between the two girls.

“You get the gun. You rob the banks.” Jezebel stepped nose to nose with Ransom. “Because you don’t die. You’re our alibi.”

Ransom scowled at her and scoffed. “More like a scapegoat. What if I refuse?”

Jezebel ran her finger down Ransom’s jawline. “Wynter has an accident.”

“You’re such a bitch.”

“And you love it.” Jezebel unzipped Ransom’s jeans again and slipped her hand inside.

“I want a cut,” Ransom said. “An even split. Between all three of us.”

“Of course.” Jezebel kissed Ransom’s neck.

“We’re really going to do this?” Roxy stopped her pacing.

“Yes.” Jezebel turned and glared at Roxy, straight through her. “Unless you want to have an accident, too.”

Color drained from Roxy’s face as she realized that she had no choice but to follow Jezebel. It was true. She was in too deep. “Where are you going to get a gun?”

“Fun first,” Jezebel said.

Ransom held out his hand. “Come on, Rox. Two’s company, but three’s a party.”

Jezebel narrowed her eyes on Roxy.

Ransom turned Jezebel’s face to his. “Play nice. We’re in this together, remember?” Jezebel resumed kissing his neck, her hand resuming its search inside his jeans.

Roxy stepped behind Ransom and wrapped her arms around his chest. She was surprised by how she had missed his smell, his body. But even the sex that came later couldn’t distract her from Jezebel’s new plan. Had she thought it through this time? Because like it or not, the two of them were intrinsically linked.
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CASH SAT SECOND from the back in his Mathematics 10 classroom. Quinn and Jake flanked him, both looking like extras from Back to the Future. Wynter sat in front of him. She wore a white off the shoulder T-shirt and her red hair flowed over her brown shoulders and down her back. Even her hair held beauty and he found it hard to concentrate. Other students he didn’t recognize filled the rest of the desks, which seemed a little strange.

Everyone had a test in front of them with a pencil and eraser next to it. Math was not one of Cash’s favorite subjects, but he wasn’t terrible at it. He knew it would come in handy when he started his own business. Or maybe he’d go into business with Jake and capitalize on his high-tech ideas.

“You have two hours to complete your exam.” The words floated from a speaker near the door, voiced by a teacher that he didn’t recognize. “Please begin.”

Everyone flipped open the first page of their exams in a flurry of paper. Cash read the first question and it stopped him cold.

“Calculate the probability of Wynter dying from her injuries,” the question read. “Show your work.”

Cash looked around the room. Everyone had their heads down, their pencils madly scribbling across the page, including Quinn, Jake, and Wynter.

Cash looked at the next question: “How many days will Wynter remain in a coma?” And the next, a multiple choice question: “Who is responsible for Wynter’s death?” All four choices were “Cash Hawkins.”

“What the hell?” Cash flipped the page to reveal the same questions repeated. The entire exam was like this. He turned to the last page and in bold capital letters it read: “CASH IS A KILLER.”

“Jake,” Cash whispered. “Can I see the first page of your exam?”

Jake made no sign that he had heard him and continued writing.

Cash turned the opposite direction to Quinn. “Are you seeing this? These questions are bullshit.”

Quinn’s lack of reaction mirrored Jake’s. Cash leaned across the aisle and looked at her test. Scrawled across her paper in neat, even cursive were the words “Cash is a killer” repeated over and over again.

Cash tapped on Wynter’s shoulder. “Wynter? How can you be answering these?”

Wynter did not react, not even a flinch.

“Wynter?” Cash sat forward in his desk. “I don’t care what this says. I’m not a killer. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

Wynter spun around in her seat to face him, her hair flying. But it wasn’t Wynter who looked back at him. It was Jezebel, with her brunette hair crimped in spiky clumps and her skin no longer brown but white, her lips pulled back in a scowl to expose teeth that looked a lot like fangs.

She took hold of the sides of his desk and pushed it toward the back wall. Everyone in the room dropped their pencils and twisted in their seats to watch.

“Stay away from her or I’ll kill you,” Jezebel spat. She revealed a switchblade in one hand, the blade glinting under the rows of fluorescent lights.

An arm reached around and wedged itself against Cash’s neck. Roxy’s breathy whisper came a moment later. “She means it too, Trashy Cash.” She snapped her gum in his ear.

“I’ll always fight for Wynter.”

The other students, including Quinn and Jake, began to chant, low and quiet at first. “Kill-er. Kill-er. Killed her. KILLED HER.” Gradually the volume increased until the entire room vibrated with hatred, all directed at Cash.

“No!” Cash slid out of Roxy’s grasp and under his desk. He crawled under the rows of desks and headed for the door.

“Then I’ll kill you!” Jezebel screeched.

The chant morphed to “Kill him. Kill him.” Quinn, Jake, and the rest of the students formed a wall behind Jezebel and Roxy as they descended on Cash.

He reached the door, but the door had vanished, leaving a blank wall in its place. Cash flipped onto his backside, his legs scrambling to get away, but he had nowhere to escape to.

In a blink of his eye, Roxy appeared behind him, her hot breath at his ear. She wrenched his hands tightly behind his back.

“Cash. You don’t deserve to live.” Jezebel waved the knife blade in front of his face like an admonishing finger.

Quinn leaned in close, almost nose to nose with Cash. “Wake up...”

Jake jammed his head forward close to Quinn’s and completed her words. “Time to die.”

They smiled at each other as Jezebel pushed them aside and placed the blade tip in the center of his chest.

“Good idea.” She pushed the knife into Cash’s heart.

Excruciating pain shot through Cash’s body as blood blossomed from the center of his chest. He screamed and squeezed his eyes shut. Silence descended on the classroom. His lungs burned with panicked breaths, as he choked against air that felt heavy with moisture, like he was out in a dense fog.

Cash cracked his eyes open. Quinn and Jake sat opposite from him in the back seat of the Beetle, their eyes wide with surprise. He jerked his head down to look at his chest, his hand searching for a stab wound.

But there was no wound and no blood.

“Dude. Uh... you okay?” Jake positioned himself in front of Quinn like a shield.

Cash’s eyes darted around the interior of the car and slowly he convinced himself that it had just been a dream. He swallowed hard. A Coke would have hit the spot right then.

“I had the worst dream of my entire life.” Cash sighed, shuddering as he did.

“What happened?” Quinn asked, still perched behind Jake.

“I’ll tell you guys later... maybe.”

Jake ran a finger down the back window, causing a rivulet of condensation to make a fast track to the bottom. “Jesus, it’s like we’ve had an orgy in here.”

“Don’t get your hopes up, Casanova,” Quinn said in a husky whisper next to Jake’s ear.

“Cash, is Quinn smiling? Tell me she’s smiling.”

Cash looked at him, said nothing, and flashed his eyebrows.

Jake sat up. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Cash shrugged.

“Shit! What time is it?” Quinn grabbed Jake’s wrist to look for a watch.

“You know Wynter is the only one who wears a watch,” Jake said.

Quinn wriggled out from beside Jake and opened the driver’s side door. She stretched and leaned on the side of the car.

Cash jumped out of the passenger side. “Sun rises at six.” He looked east and formed a fist. He extended his arm toward the horizon and counted two fist widths until he reached the sun. “It’s probably close to eight.”

“Shit, I’m going to be late.” Quinn used her shirt tail to clear the driver’s side window of condensation. “Jake? Be a darling and wipe the back window? And you’re also going to have to move your leg. Your cast is cramping my style.”

Jake peeled off his T-shirt and wiped the back window. He handed it to Quinn. “Wipe the windshield, but I’m going to need it back.”

Quinn’s eyes traveled across Jake’s chest. For a teenager who sat around playing video games, his body looked surprisingly toned. “We’ll see about that...”

“My clothes. Give them to me. Now.” Jake spoke in his best Arnold Schwarzenegger accent. “You don’t want me to catch my death.”

A flashback of his recent dream ripped through Cash’s mind. He shivered but Jake and Quinn were too wrapped up in each other to notice. He helped Jake move his leg to the back seat.

“Here you go, Adonis.” Quinn tossed back his T-shirt.

“Moist and dirty,” Jake said with a devious grin. “Just like I like it.”

Quinn rolled her eyes and started the engine. She backed out of the parking stall and merged with interstate traffic heading west.

Cash switched on the radio. Van Halen’s “Panama” rocked through the VW’s speakers.

“Perfect,” Quinn said. “Turn it up.”

Cash did, and even though the music worked wonders to lighten the mood, he still found himself reliving his nightmare and his feelings of guilt and inadequacy. Right then and there, he vowed to himself that he would protect Wynter until the day he died.

[image: Scene_Separators_DW2_v01_6]

QUINN ROLLED INTO the last remaining parking stall at Finn’s, pulled the emergency brake, and shifted to neutral. She looked at Cash and grinned. “You want to guess what time it is now?”

Cash pretended to think for a moment. “Hmm. Close to nine?”

“Brill! What other secrets do you have up your sleeve?”

“I’ll never tell.” Cash popped his seat belt off and turned in his seat. “How you doing back there, Jake?”

“My leg is aching, and not in a good way. No offense, Quinn, but I can’t wait to get out of this car.”

“None taken,” Quinn said. “But you might have to suck up to Blue Belle later. She’s sensitive.”

Cash stepped out of the car and pushed back the passenger seat to let Jake move up front. “So back to the hospital after work? Meet you here?”

“Yup.” Quinn extended a thumbs up.

Jake wobbled to his feet and tapped Cash’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, dude. Wynter’s going to be alright. I can feel it.”

Cash pulled him into a quick hug and patted his back. “Thanks, man.” He walked toward the front of the store where Finn stood waiting.

Jake slid the seat back and ambled into the front, watching Cash. “You think he’ll be okay?”

From the VW, Quinn and Jake watched Finn give Cash’s shoulder a squeeze and a firm pat.

“Totally,” Quinn said. “That’s a side of Finn you don’t normally see, huh?” Without warning, she leaned over Jake’s lap and waved at Finn. Her straight black hair tickled his nose on the way by and he detected a light scent of soap. Jake fought against his urge to sneeze. The last thing he wanted to do was spray spit into her hair.

“Thanks for fixing my Belle!”

Finn stooped and cocked his head to one side as if he couldn’t hear, then waved her off and laughed. “Any time, doll,” Finn called back. Then he followed Cash into the store.

“Huh. He called me ‘doll.’ ” Quinn moved back across the center console and gazed into Jake’s eyes. “What do you think, Jake. Am I a doll?”

Jake gulped and swallowed hard. “Yup. In the best way possible.” He straightened his baseball hat on his head and snuck a peek at the swell of her breasts under her T-shirt.

“Good.” Quinn planted a kiss on his lips and smiled at him. “I’ll have you home in five minutes. I just might end up being on time for work.”

True to her word, the Beetle pulled up in front of Jake’s house a short time after. He didn’t care if it had been five minutes. He would have gladly stayed in the car for another hour if he could.

“What are you going to do today?”

“Besides get off this leg, I don’t know,” said Jake. “I’ll definitely keep an eye out for that fucking Barracuda.”

“Okay. Are you sure you don’t want to go to the hospital tonight?”

“I think I better stay off my leg,” Jake said. “It’s pretty angry. Thanks for the lift home, Quinn.”

“Any time.” Quinn found his eyes with hers. “And I do mean any time, Mr. Nintendo.” She smiled and pulled the brim of his baseball cap down. “Call me later.”

Jake slid his crutches out from the back footwell and hobbled up the front walk to his house.

Quinn waved at him and tapped the horn as she made a U-turn in the middle of Mortimer Avenue and headed back to Main Street. After a short detour at home to change into her work uniform, Quinn arrived at Stedford Plaza.
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