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A match was struck against the rough surface of a matchbox, creating a sudden burst of flame which illuminated Natalie’s dark features. And then there was light, Damon thought as he strode toward her from the darkness of the field surrounding the school. His one good eye caught this moment and he found himself shifting his course ever so slightly so his feet would deliver him to the bewitching woman who was now leaning against the scarred brick wall beside the blacktop playground. The world was eerily silent. This was Fox Hollow, Texas, about as close to the middle of nowhere one could get, and at the early hour of five in the morning, only a few souls were awake. Natalie and Damon were two of them.“Excuse me, ma’m, but it’s illegal to smoke on school property.” 

Natalie took a hit from her joint and blew a cloud of smoke in his direction, playing the part of the high school delinquent who couldn’t care less about his patriarchal display of authority.“What are you gonna do? You’re just a security guard. All you can do is call the actual police.” There was a display of fire in her dark eyes, and even though Damon knew she was joking, part of him seized with doubt at the faux rebellion, grateful he rarely had to deal with actual delinquents.

Damon stopped a few feet from her, hovering under the one exterior light that still functioned. He puffed up his chest which was buried beneath his baggy security jacket. “Citizen’s arrest.”

Natalie guffawed and Damon’s heart soared at his triumph in making her smile. He lived to make Natalie Potts smile. It was his favorite thing about this world, and even though he knew the world was a cruel place and the odds were against him, he wished in his heart of hearts that there was a way he could make her laugh every day for the rest of his life.

“Don’t you need handcuffs for that? I could just run away.”

“I’d catch you.”

“I dunno. I’m pretty speedy.” She mimicked running really fast, which caused Damon to smile, sending Natalie into another fit of laughter. Her laughter was the best sound in the world, at least according to Damon. And he wished he could listen to it —

She held out the joint for him. “Want some?”

Damon accepted the offer and took a long drag, tapped the joint against his finger, scattering ashes. This was a nightly game they played. When it was only two of you and the rest of the world slept under cover of darkness, you had to do something to keep yourselves entertained. Damon could only walk the perimeter of the school grounds so many times, and Natalie, as the early morning janitor, usually ran out of things to clean by 5 AM. That left an hour or so for them to hang.

Fox Hollow School was the only school in the whole town, comprising kindergarten through twelfth grade under a single roof. Damon had been lucky enough to attend this school, in the butthole of nowhere, and he had made it his singular goal in life to leave this place behind at eighteen and never look back. And he had. Damon was the best ball pitcher Fox Hollow had ever had pass through their ranks, and his performance had earned him a full ride to Trinity University in San Antonio, which he had attended for two years as their star pitcher. Everyone was positive Damon Romero was destined for the big leagues. He could hurl a fastball at eighty five miles per hour, sizzling past most of his competitors, but that wasn’t even his most deadly pitch. What Damon Romero was known for was his nasty sinker. Many a foe had fallen to his deceptive sinker ball. It was his special weapon, and he’d believed that it would carry him far.

Damon’s dreams had all come to an abrupt halt during his sophomore year as he was hoping to be drafted by a farm league, when he was the unlucky recipient of a return pitch straight to the face. Now, while pitches flying straight at your face is something every pitcher will face eventually, usually they have the reflexes to block the ball with their glove or avoid it altogether. Maybe it was the speed at which that particular pitch was returned, maybe it was a mental misfire on the part of Damon who had caught or deflected many such pitches before, or maybe it was simply the hand of fate, but whatever the reason the fact of the matter was that he was unable to get his glove up in time and the ball, hurtling toward him at nearly 100 MPH, connected directly with his left cheek. Damon’s zygomatic bone had splintered in three pieces, permanently damaging his left eye, and sending him to the hospital for a prolonged stay while the doctors performed multiple surgeries to correct the extensive damage. Damon had been told he had been lucky he was alive at all and hadn’t sustained severe brain damage, but as far as Damon was concerned, he would rather be dead. His career had ended before it began, he would have to wear an eyepatch for the rest of his life, and he found himself hurtling back to Fox Hollow, where he was likely to spend the rest of his days.

No one would have guessed by looking at him that this shaggy haired, one eyed, pirate gorilla hybrid had once been on a fast track to the MLB. But that was all behind him now.

What happened to men with shattered dreams? Where did they go?

They went to Fox Hollow. Working the graveyard shift at an abandoned building, popping pain pills and becoming friendly with Mary Jane. It was the closest he could get to erasing his existence without actually doing so.

He was a waste of space. He was less than nothing. He was a ghost, and he wanted everyone to see him as a ghost. He wanted their eyes to look right through him and instantly forget the encounter. It was the only way to deal with the shame. Natalie was one of the few who even bothered to recognize his existence, and that was only because of her outgoing nature which had finally managed to shatter his hardened shell with her contagious charm. His heart pounded whenever he saw her, and he knew he had fallen for her, he had known that since he’d first laid eyes on her. But he hid those feelings to the best of his ability, stuffing them deep down into the trunk of his soul, where his shattered hopes and dreams had been left to rot. Natalie and Damon had fun together, they laughed, and he could tell that she wasn’t just giving him pity laughs either, they were real. He wasn’t too sure if she had a man of her own. If she did she never talked about him. She rarely talked about her own life. But Damon hadn’t dared to broach the topic. He didn’t want to know. He didn’t think he could bear to know that she was with someone else. That thought would haunt him until what was left of his heart became nothing more than ash. And if he found out she was single, he would have to quell the urge to ask her out, and that was also something he couldn’t do.

Why couldn’t he do it? Because he simply didn’t deserve her. Because even though he now sported an eyepatch which made him look like a scruffy (yet loveable) rogue, what existed beneath that eyepatch was something he never wanted her to see.

So they would simply talk, night after night. They would share a joint, and discuss their opinions on the latest movies and shows they were watching. Damon was an avid movie buff and went to the movies about once a week, nearly always by himself. Natalie was a filmmaker by trade, though all she had ever shown him were shorts she had made in film school. When he had asked why she had ended up here in Fox Hollow, Texas, the farthest from Hollywood she could get, she had only replied that she had come to care for her ailing cousin, and he had left it at that, not wanting to pry.

Natalie stamped out the joint under her foot and looked up at him with her big brown eyes. She wore a bandana over her straightened hair. Tonight she wore a 90s jacket that hid her wide hips and shapely figure well. She was nearly six feet tall, three inches taller than Damon, yet that had never felt like it would be an obstacle (if by some miracle they ever ended up dating). Damon caught Natalie watching him curiously. “Alright, Snake Plissken. You got any plans this weekend?”

Damon rarely had plans. He lived with his mom who worked sixty hour weeks at the local laundromat, and no true friends to speak of. He adjusted his ball cap and took a well timed swig of his energy drink. “Nah. You?”

“Nothing,” she said, glancing down at her feet, which she shuffled, as if trying to moonwalk in place. “You seeing any movies?”

“I might do that. Are you?”

“I might.”A prolonged silence hung in the air and Damon desperately wanted it to end. Damon’s heart began to beat faster, as he realized what this was. A trap, that’s what it was. She was giving him an opening, seeing what he would do. Well, he wasn’t going to fall for it. Even though he wanted to sit next to her in that theater more than anything, combining the two things he loved the most in this world, Natalie Potts and movies, he didn’t want to put himself in the position to get hurt. Even though he had spent many an evening watching films by himself, wishing she was there beside him, and fantasizing about reaching over and taking her hand. What she might see as an outing of friends, he saw as a potential torture session. No, it was better to avoid that altogether.

Damon opened his mouth to say something, but before he could get it out, bells tolled dimly from the town church, signaling the end of their shift. “Well, see you Monday?” He finished off his drink with a charismatic flourish, knowing perfectly well that it was all a ruse to avoid looking Natalie Potts in the eye.

Natalie averted her gaze again, nodding. “Yeah. See you Monday. Just the two of us against the world. Fighting the dark. Waiting for sunrise.”

As Damon walked away, he couldn’t help but think about how her voice had sounded like it contained a hint of regret, and he struck the thought from his mind. It wasn’t a thought he could afford to have
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Natalie Potts had a secret. One that not even Damon, her closest friend in town, knew, and though she suspected and hoped that she might tell him eventually, for now she was grateful she had not had to do so. It was a secret that dwelled eternally in the back of her mind, hovering there like a dark stain, threatening to expand, a sensation which would never allow her to truly relax. It was why she had moved to this town in the boonies of East Texas and why she had purchased a gun, a snub nosed revolver like they carried in all the noir films she adored, which was now nestled in her purse that she made sure to carry with her at all times. 

Currently she was behind the wheel of her vintage Volkswagen van, exterior painted a bright teal. It was a flamboyant choice, and not a good choice for flying under the radar, but she had purchased the vehicle once she had arrived here in Texas and registered it under her cousin’s name, Elisa Stanford, so as to prevent any searchers from finding out where she had gone. The back was filled with old film equipment (C-stands, lights, boom mics, filters shades, and of course, cables), and the interior was lined with Christmas tree lights, at her seven year old daughter’s request, who wanted it to be Christmas year round. Natalie didn’t mind. She thought it was cute, and at the same time, kinda badass. Why didn’t more people drive around with Christmas tree lights in their car? Because they’re not as cool as you!

Elisa’s house was only an eight minute drive from the school, but Natalie was in no rush to get home. When she arrived, she’d have to get Lucy ready for the day, then drive her to school, then drive home, before she could finally collapse in bed, which is what she really wanted to do. The radio, which she had been tuning out, shouted static before catching again, as the low, and oddly sensual, voice of the female weather forecaster reached her ears. “Greetings, Fox Hollow. This is Gillian Floyd with the morning forecast. Skies are clear as they can be, with no sign of rain stretching into next week. High of 68, Low of 49 will give you a nice, cool November day. Jacket weather for sure, for us Texans —”

Natalie swung the radio tuner dial to her preferred station, an alt-rock banger, and found herself head banging to The Pixies “Gouge Away”, which she much preferred to that lame country station Elisa always changed it to whenever she used the car. Before the song ended, Natalie was pulling into the driveway of Elisa’s ranch house where she and Lucy rented a spare bedroom. She slid gracefully out of the van, shutting the door as quietly as she could, so as not to wake any sleeping neighbors (it was still dark out, after all), and made her way inside. 

“Hey, mom.”

Lucy was couched in front of the TV in the middle of a big bowl of cereal. She was watching a cartoon reboot of Carmen Sandiego. “Don’t ‘hey, mom’ me. Get over here and give your mom a hug.”

Lucy clambered her lanky legs to a standing position and hopped over on one foot, throwing her arms around Natalie. Natalie kissed her head. “Did you have a good time at work?”

“You bet your bippy.”

“What does that even mean?”

“I don’t know, it’s just something your grandpa says.”

“What’s a bippy?”

“No one knows, that’s why it’s funny.”

Lucy pulled away, giving her mom a straight face. “Am I laughing?”

“You better be laughing if you know what’s good for you.”

Lucy smiled as Natalie raised a fist, then Natalie shoved Lucy away by the face. “Go get dressed.”

“I am dressed!” Lucy whined, throwing her arms wide. Her scrawny body was buried beneath a loose snuggie. 

Natalie had already rounded the corner. “Actual clothes!” It was a daily struggle. She stepped into the bedroom and threw off her jacket, stripping down to her underwear and bra. She stood in front of the mirror, checking herself out. Today her hair was as straight and silky as hell, but it’s natural state was a loosely twirled fro of spiraling curls. She was not a small girl, and had come to embrace that. There was no thigh gap and her stomach wasn’t flat. Still, there were many would-be courters out there who wanted the curves this black girl had to offer, and had made attempts to claim her as their own, but there was only one who had her heart.

Damon Romero.

From the moment she had laid eyes on him, she had found him attractive. Some might find the eyepatch a turnoff, but to her, ah, it was like a fantasy dream come to life. She’d always had a thing for pirates. The long, wavy black hair and trimmed beard went a long way too. He was shorter than her, which again, some guys might care about, but hell, not her. That was petty. The more she got to know him, the harder she had fallen. She’d always wanted to be with someone who shared her passion for movies. Check. He was into sports and generally took care of himself. Check. He was totally different from the last guy she was with. Check check check. No, Damon wasn’t perfect, the fact that he had not yet asked her out despite her overt signals was evidence of that. But he’d been through some stuff and had probably lost some confidence along the way. Wasn’t that just the way life went? She could tell he dug her. He was just shy. She could work with that. She had been disappointed he hadn’t asked if she wanted to go with him to the movies, even as a friend, but it’s not like she had made a move either. Maybe it was time she did so. Yes, she decided right then and there, the next time she saw him she would take the initiative. 

Natalie flipped her hair over her shoulder and flashed herself a cocky grin, thinking how damn good she looked in this bra. Damon’s a lucky guy. 

She turned, dug a bleach ruined tye dye shirt out of her drawer, and threw it on. Her eyes accidentally landed on the photo on Lucy’s dresser as the fabric came down over her face. It was a picture of Lucy, Natalie, and Ryan. Ryan Fairbanks. Her ex husband. 

As soon as Natalie had graduated from film school, she had driven out to Los Angeles, determined to give it her best shot. Documentaries were her personal passion, but she loved movies of all kinds. She’d met Ryan at a party after a few months out west, and they’d hit it off instantly. He liked Tarantino, she liked Tarantino. He liked getting breakfast burritos, and so did she. He liked cruising around in his jaguar at three AM down Mulholland Drive, and she was here for it. Ryan was an assistant for an up and coming Producer named Bill Canes. He and Natalie stayed together for several years while Natalie worked as a waitress at a Santa Monica diner, and researched her first feature length documentary on the side, a thrilling (she hoped) exploration of the legendary Villisca Axe Murders. After two years of their courtship, Ryan branched out on his own into a full on indie producer, soliciting funding from contacts he had made while busting his butt as an assistant. He asked her to marry him soon thereafter, she said yes, and he promised that one of the first projects he intended on funding was her documentary. 

Of course, such things are easier said than done, as it wasn’t long before Lucy came along, and though Natalie continued to work on her project, it was no longer her priority. After nearly six years of grueling effort, pulled in her downtime when Lucy was napping, or in later years, at school, Natalie announced that her magnum opus (at least so far) was finally finished, from the bedroom of their new home in Marina del Rey. Ryan had become a full fledged producer who was well respected in Hollywood circles, and one of his films, The Devil’s Twilight, had even been nominated for an Academy Award. He was a hard worker, and Natalie never said otherwise. It had been one of the things that had drawn her to him. Still, success comes with its costs, and Ryan’s long hours, and late nights out “networking”, another word for partying as far as she was concerned, with other successful industry names had taken its toll on their marriage. They had drifted apart, which hadn’t scared Natalie as much as she thought it should. She had Lucy, her own friends, and her film, and that had been plenty for her. And even though she and Ryan were in a bit of a slump, she always figured things would come back around as they always had. Until she’d received a call from the cleaning lady who had stumbled in on Ryan screwing some wannabe actress in their vacation home in Palm Springs. 

Natalie, in all her thirty one years, had never been more furious. She’d never felt more betrayed, humiliated, or worthless as she had in the ensuing hours before Ryan finally came home and she confronted him about it. 

“If you love that house so much, why don’t you go live in it!” She remembered screaming, flinging her own copy of the keys at him as he came in the door, acting like he had no idea what she was talking about. 

Ryan refused to vacate his own home, so Natalie had told him she was taking Lucy and staying at her friend’s until she had time to process everything. Ryan had been irate, and though they had gotten into heated arguments over the years, he had never struck her until that day. His backhand slapped her across the face like a freight train, injuring her spirit more than her flesh, and all in front of their daughter. So she slapped him back. And as she tried to step around him, pulling behind her the suitcase she had packed earlier that day just in case things got nasty, the man had attempted to physically restrain her, throwing his beastly arms around her frame.

Natalie brought her knee up to his balls as hard as she could, and that did the trick. She pulled Lucy behind her and into the driveway, skirting off before Ryan could recover. 

It served him right. Cheating on her, then downplaying it, then slapping her when she was offended at his actions?? That was not what she had signed up for. It was a week before she finally returned to the house, willing to hear him out. She entered to find him sipping coffee at the table. There was even a plate of breakfast prepared for her, just the way she liked it, sausage, scrambled eggs, and blueberry pancakes, none of it touching. 

“Have a seat,” he requested politely, even daring to pull the chair out for her to sit. So she sat, and they talked. She hadn’t come into the meeting with any motives or decisions already in mind. She certainly wasn’t going to forgive him upfront, but if he seemed genuinely contrite and promised never to do it again, then perhaps, maybe, someday down the line, after lots of therapy, they could work things out.

But that’s not what Ryan did. He explained that he loved this other girl, and she loved him back. “So where does that leave us?” Natalie asked once he was quite finished, with all the tranquility she could muster.

“I don’t know. But I don’t want a divorce.”

“Well, mister,” Natalie countered, “You got one.”

When she had turned to leave, Ryan skirted around her, blocking off her escape. “Let me go,” she ordered.

“Not until we figure this out.”

“We did figure it out.” She tried to step around him but he pushed her back. Each attempt growing more violent until he threw her back onto the stairs. 

“What did you think was going to happen?” She cried, collecting what dignity she had and standing to her feet. “What is it you want?”

“After all I’ve given you…you can’t even be grateful?”

Natalie scoffed. “Grateful? Sure, I’m grateful. But that doesn’t make it right.”

“This isn’t over.”

“It is.”

“NO! It’s not over until I say it’s over.”

“So that’s how it’s gonna be?” Natalie’s fingers clasped the pepper spray in her purse. She had carried it for years and never used it, never once daring to think the day she finally did it would be on her husband.

She knew as soon as she pulled her hand out Ryan would try and stop her. Her movement would have to be quick. But by the time she went to draw Ryan’s suspicions had already manifested and he lunged for her hand, and they launched into a tug of war with the spray.

Eventually Ryan’s sheer strength stripped it from her fingers and when Natalie punched him, she saw true fire in his eyes, and then she felt his hands around her throat. Her nails dug into his wrists, drawing blood as his hands squeezed tighter. She could feel consciousness slipping away. 

Then he was off of her, straightening his clothes. “You’ve got a divorce,” he muttered. Natalie gathered herself, and inched cautiously toward the door as she caught her breath, she backed away, keeping her eyes on him, waiting for him to attack her again. “Oh, and Natalie. I could have done it. I could have, but I didn’t. Remember that.”

Natalie found herself a lawyer that afternoon and had the papers drawn up. It wasn’t cheap, but hell, he was paying for it anyways, right? When they had the formal meeting to sign the papers, Ryan, who had nearly murdered her the other day, didn’t even bat an eye. He signed, dropped the pen, looked quickly at his now ex-wife, and that was that. Meeting adjourned.

Natalie had a lot to figure out. She was staying with a friend in their guest house in Pasadena for a while. Eventually she would have to get a job and get her own place. But first things first, she had to get all her stuff out of Ryan’s house. She had to formally separate their space.

She went without Lucy and brought her lawyer. In her car (which legally belonged to Ryan, another thing she would have to sort out), she tossed in most of her and Lucy’s clothes, a few boxes of keepsakes, and of course, her film collection. But when she went for her computer, she found it smashed to pieces. Glass and metal fragments littered the floor of her office, along with hard drives and cameras, destroyed beyond any hope of restoration. Natalie didn’t even have to check the digital files of her work to know they would be erased as well. 

Her film, the one which she had worked on for eight years of her life, was gone. 

She stormed into Ryan’s room, with no regard to the words that came out of her mouth and no filter. 

“HEY! What happened to my office, you dickless prick?” (Or something to that regard, probably much more profane).

Ryan turned to her, wearing that smug look that he so often wore when discussing things or people he thought below him, which was happening more and more as of late. “You mean my office that’s in the house I pay for?”

“Yeah. You ruined MY film!” (or something like that, probably with more curse words).

“The film that I financed? We decided to scrap it. Didn’t like the direction it was going. You know, I just don’t think documentaries are the kind of thing I want to do.”

If there was ever a moment in her life that Natalie Potts wanted to beat the living shit out of someone, that was it. She felt her fists curl into balls, and every muscle in her body tense. She took a deep breath, in and out, and said, in the calmest of voices that surprised even herself. “Goodbye, Ryan.”

And walked out of the house. That was the last she had seen of Ryan Fairbanks. 

She packed up the remainder of her belongings, and in Ryan’s car, she drove to Utah, where she had Elisha’s husband Alex meet her with a rental truck and take them the rest of the way to Texas. She and Elisa had never been close so Natalie figured Ryan wouldn’t think to look there, but she knew that Elisa needed help due to her physical restrictions and Natalie needed a place to go. 

No word to Ryan. No hint of where she was going. She simply disappeared.

That was her secret.

She’d been in Texas almost a year now. She had canceled all her credit cards, and worked under the table, only dealing in cash. No bank account. No nothing. She didn’t want that monstrous prick anywhere near her or her daughter, and she knew, she knew that that would piss Ryan off more than anything else. Because he had taken one of the most important things in the world away from her, she had taken one of the most important things in his world away from him. Because even though he was on the outs with her, she knew he still wanted part time custody of his daughter. He had made that very clear in the divorce proceedings. He wanted that because he wanted to keep up appearances and give the look of a normal life, and normal people who got divorced still spent time with their kids. Even if you were a dick, you didn’t abandon your offspring. That was a no go in Hollywood. And Ryan truly did love her, even Natalie knew that. That’s why she had done it. She wanted it to hurt. And she wanted to embarrass him. 













